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ABSTRACT 

The tribes are one of the socially excluded groups living in our country. The total population 
of tribal people in the country accounts for about 8.9% of the total population. The Tribal 
population in Tamil Nadu accounts for 7,94,697 and constitutes 1.1 per cent of the population 
of the state according to the 2011 census. There are totally 36 different tribal groups live in 
the state and in which six of them are termed as Particularly Vulnerable Tribal groups 
(PVTG’s) by the government with the purpose of enabling improvement in the conditions of 
life of people particularly those at low development indices. The present study analyzes the 
cultural habits of Irula tribes living in Coimbatore district. Irulas are one among the six 
PVTG’s in Tamil Nadu. The PVTGs include Toda, Kota, Kurumba, Irula, Paniyan and 
Kattunayakan.  
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INTRODUCTION 

India is a country with large group of tribal people living and it accounts for a population of 
about 84 million those coming under 698 tribal communities. The tribes constitute 8.2 % of 
the total Indian population. Particularly Vulnerable Tribal groups (PVTG’s) are the group of 
tribes whom are sub-classified from the Scheduled Tribe and are considered as more 
vulnerable than a regular Scheduled Tribe. PVTGs were earlier identified as Primitive Tribes 
and by the year 2006, the Government of India has changed their name with the purpose for 
better improving the living standards of endangered tribal groups based on priority. In Tamil 
Nadu, the tribal groups are classified into six particularly vulnerable tribal groups and those 
include Toda, Kota, Kurumba, Irula, Paniyan and Kattunayakan. Among the six tribes, the 
researcher has analyzed extensively on the culture of Irula tribes living in Coimbatore area. 
The tribes taken for study are found to have their living in and around Coimbatore city and 
are found either migrated from Nilgiris or lived in Coimbatore for generations together. 

Social structure of the Irula tribe 

The social structure of the Irula tribe is characterized by its egalitarian nature and strong 
kinship ties. Traditionally, their society is organized into clans or extended families, with each 
clan tracing its lineage to a common ancestor. Kinship plays a crucial role in determining 
social roles, responsibilities, and interactions within the community. Elders hold significant 
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respect and authority, serving as custodians of oral history, traditional knowledge, and 
cultural practices.  

Ritual Practices of Irula Tribes 

The rituals of Irula tribes include cultural expression which encompasses ceremonies of birth, 
adolescence, marriage, and death. Each ritual is marked by specific customs, songs, dances, 
and offerings that reflect their spiritual beliefs. Irulas also celebrate ‘Pongal’ festival by 
offering prayers to nature and the deities for endless harvest and prosperity. The traditional 
healing practice involves herbal medicines and rituals performed by shamans or traditional 
healers also play a vital role in Irula society. These practices underscore their holistic 
approach to healthcare, combining physical, psychological, and spiritual elements to maintain 
well-being within the community.  

Language of Irula Tribes 

The cultural identity of Irula tribes exhibit a unique linguistic feature and dialectical 
variations across different regions and it belongs to Dravidian family. Language revitalization 
efforts are essential for safeguarding cultural heritage and fostering intergenerational 
transmission of knowledge within the Irula community. 

Livelihood Strategies of Irula Tribes 

The traditional economy of the Irula tribe is centered on hunting, gathering, agriculture, and 
small-scale animal husbandry. The rapid environmental changes, deforestation, and land-use 
transformations have posed challenges to the traditional livelihood practices of Irulars. It ws 
identified that Irula tribes have diversified their livelihood strategies by engaging in wage 
labor, small businesses, or participation in government-sponsored welfare schemes. Efforts to 
promote sustainable agriculture, eco-tourism, and traditional handicrafts also contribute to 
economic resilience and cultural preservation within the community. The understanding and 
assessment of the cultural habits of tribal people provides invaluable insights into their way of 
life, traditions, and societal dynamics. Irula tribes are the indigenous tribes those stands out 
for its unique cultural practices and historical significance. The Irula community has 
established settlements and continues to maintain its cultural identity amidst urbanization and 
socio-economic changes. 

In the present study social structure, rituals, language, economy, and interactions with the 
modern world are examined with an aim to gain a better understanding on their cultural 
practices from early period and the way they preserve in the present scenario. 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Rao & Patel (2023) has analyzed the Environmental Sustainability and Livelihood Strategies 
among Irula Tribes in Coimbatore and identified the intersection of environmental 
sustainability and livelihood strategies among the Irula tribes. Studies document community-
based conservation efforts, sustainable resource management practices, and adaptation 
strategies in response to environmental changes. Kumar & Sharma, (2022) examined the 
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Conservation of Indigenous Knowledge among Irula Tribes: Challenges and Prospects and 
focussed on the conservation of indigenous knowledge and language revitalization efforts 
among the Irula tribes highlight community-led initiatives and collaborative projects with 
researchers and local organizations. In this study efforts were made to preserve linguistic 
diversity, document traditional ecological knowledge, and promote intergenerational 
transmission of cultural practices. Scholarly works examining health and well-being practices 
among the Irula tribes highlight traditional healing methods, medicinal plant knowledge, and 
community health initiatives (Verma & Gupta, 2021). Research addressing cultural identity 
and resilience among the Irula tribes in modern contexts explores issues of cultural 
preservation, identity formation, and socio-economic challenges Mishra (2020). It was also 
analyzed the impact of globalization, urbanization, and policy interventions on indigenous 
communities, advocating for inclusive development approaches that respect cultural diversity. 

METHODOLOGY 

The research design adopted in the study is ethnographic research method. The present study 
was conducted in Coimbatore. The researcher used Participant observation method to 
understand the cultural practices of the Irula tribes living in Coimbatore. The following are 
the objectives of the study: 

 To study the distribution of the Irula tribes in Coimbatore District 

 To find out traditional cultural practices and rituals among the Irula tribes in 
Coimbatore. 

 To analyze the social structure and kinship patterns within the Irula community. 

Inclusion Criteria: 

 Individuals identifying as Irula tribe members residing in Coimbatore district. 

 Participants willing to share their cultural practices, rituals, and traditional knowledge. 

 Community leaders, elders, and individuals knowledgeable about Irula cultural 
heritage. 

Exclusion Criteria: 

 Individuals not belonging to the Irula tribe. 

 Participants unwilling to participate in interviews or observations. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

This study provides insights into the distribution of Irula tribes, cultural practices, rituals, 
social structure and kinship patterns of Irula tribes in Coimbatore. The following tables 
explain the major findings of the study. 
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Table No 1: Distribution of Irula tribes in Coimbatore 

S.No Taluk Tribes in the Locality 
Irula 

Population 

1 Coimbatore North Irular 1307 

2 Mettupalayam Irular 3087 

3 Perur Irular 987 

4 Pollachi 
Malasar, Malai Malasar, 
Mudhuvar, Kadar 

Nil 

5 Valparai Mudhuvar, Kadar, Pulayar Nil 

Total 5381 

 

The above table portrays the distribution of PVTGs in Coimbatore zone other than Nilgiris. 
Among the five taluks in Coimbatore, the Irula tribes are located in only three taluks and at 
different Blocks in each Taluk. It was identified that majority of Irula tribes in plains are 
located in Mettupalayam area (3087 Irulars) showing that the rate of migration is more in the 
places nearby Nilgiris, this is followed by Coimbatore North are with a population 1307 
Irulars and this is followed by 987 tribes are found to be located in Perur Taluk. 

Table 2: Social Structure and Kinship Patterns among Irula Tribes 

Aspect Description 

Social Organization 
Egalitarian society with clan-based structure; kinship ties are 
central. 

Kinship Systems 
Patrilineal descent; clans based on common ancestors; elders 
hold authority. 

Community Governance 
Decision-making through consensus; roles defined by age and 
experience. 

The Irula tribes in Coimbatore exhibit a social structure characterized by egalitarianism and 
strong kinship ties. Clan-based organization and patrilineal descent contribute to social 
cohesion and collective decision-making within the community. Elders play crucial roles in 
preserving cultural traditions and maintaining social order, reflecting a deep-rooted respect for 
age and wisdom among the Irula. 

Table No 2: Cultural Practices and Rituals among Irula Tribes 

Aspect Description 

Rituals 
Harvest festivals (e.g., Thai Pongal), coming-of-age 
ceremonies, ancestor veneration. 

Traditional Knowledge Herbal medicine, hunting techniques, folklore, oral histories. 

Art and Music 
Folk songs, dance forms (e.g., Kolattam), handicrafts (e.g., 
basket weaving). 

Irula cultural practices and rituals play a pivotal role in maintaining community identity and 
spiritual beliefs. Festivals like Thai Pongal celebrate agricultural abundance, while 
ceremonies mark life transitions and honor ancestors. Traditional knowledge, including herbal 
medicine and hunting techniques, underscores the Irula's intimate relationship with nature. Art 
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forms and handicrafts serve as expressions of cultural creativity and economic sustenance, 
reflecting their adaptability amidst changing socio-economic landscapes. 

CONCLUSION 

Irulas are a tribal community living in different parts of Tamil Nadu. They are a recognized 
Scheduled Tribe (ST) by the Govt. of India. Culture significantly affects the conceptualization 
of the living patterns in society. Every social institution undergoes change with day to day 
with time and growth of social, economic and cultural condition. The cultural habits of the 
Irula people encompass a rich tapestry of traditions and practices deeply rooted in their 
history and environment. Key aspects include their distinctive language, traditional hunting 
techniques, unique folklore, and close-knit community structure. These cultural elements not 
only reflect their identity but also highlight the resilience and adaptability of the Irula in 
maintaining their heritage amidst modern influences. 
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