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Abstract 

The Kani tribe, also known as the Kanikkaran, residing in the Agasthyamalai hills within the 

Western Ghats in South Kerala, India, represents an ancient and resilient community deeply 

connected to its natural habitat. This article explores the intricate tapestry of the Kani tribe's 

existence, emphasizing their socio-economic status, cultural practices, and profound 

relationship with the biodiverse ecosystem they inhabit. As one of the oldest surviving 

hunter-gatherer tribes, the Kanis have cultivated a sustainable lifestyle by harnessing 

traditional knowledge passed down through generations. Rooted in oral traditions and 

practical experiences, their understanding of the local flora, fauna, and natural resources is 

the foundation for their harmonious coexistence with nature. This holistic examination aims 

to provide insight into the unique wisdom of the Kani tribe, offering a valuable perspective 

for anthropologists, sociologists, and environmentalists interested in the delicate balance 

between indigenous communities and their ecosystems. 

Keywords: Traditional knowledge, biodiversity, sustainable practices, ethnobotanical 
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Introduction 

Historical Background: The history of the Kani tribe is deeply entwined with the picturesque 

landscapes of Kerala, where their roots can be traced. Over time, this tribe migrated and 

settled in the Tamil Nadu region, particularly finding their niche in the forests of 

Kanyakumari. Historically, they were nomadic, shifting habitats within the forest. The term 

"Kan" in Tamil, meaning forest, illustrates their deep-rooted connection with their 

surroundings. They are considered the land's original inhabitants and have their own set of 
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customs, beliefs, and practices deeply embedded in the forest ecosystem. Kani tribes are of 

mixed racial origin, having features of Dravidian, veddoid and   Negrito.1 They live in small 

and big settlements within or near the forest area2.Kanikkar community is mainly distributed 

in eight Grama Panchayaths in Thiruvananthapuram and Kollam districts.3 

The Kani tribe's historical journey is a testament to their adaptability and resilience. Over 

centuries, they have survived and thrived, cultivating a rich cultural heritage and a deep 

understanding of their natural environment. This historical backdrop provides the foundation 

for comprehending their present way of life and sustainable practices. They are traditionally a 

nomadic community. Kanikaran tribes speak Tamil and Malayalam as their language.4 

Objectives 

• To analyze dependence on bioresources for Livelihood 

•  To Explore Traditional Botanical Knowledge and Ethnomedicine 

•  To Investigate Socio-Cultural Life and Ceremonies 

 

Methodology 

The study involves collecting data on traditional botanical knowledge through structured and 

semi-structured interviews with key individuals within the Kani tribe, including community 

members, local healers, and Forest Department officials. The methodology for this research 

involved a multi-faceted approach to comprehensively study and understand the sustainable 

practices of the Kani tribe and their potential implications for modern society. It integrated 

primary and secondary research methods to gather data, analyze findings, and derive 

meaningful insights. A comprehensive literature review was conducted to understand the 

existing body of knowledge regarding the Kani tribe, their sustainable practices, and the 

broader context of indigenous sustainable living. This involved thoroughly examining 

published books, research papers, journal articles, and online sources. Structured and pre-

tested questionnaires were designed and administered to a sample of Kani tribe households. 

The survey aimed to collect data on their sustainable practices, livelihood, resource 

utilization, and cultural habits. The questionnaire also included inquiries related to traditional 

botanical knowledge and ethnobotanical wisdom. 

 

Conservation of Biodiversity through cultural practices 



Dr.Lekha Rani: "Nature's Custodians: Examining the Socio-Economic Dimensions of the 

Kani Tribe's Heritage in South Kerala's Biodiverse Landscape" 

 

566 
 

      In traditional practices, the Kānikars demonstrate exceptional resourcefulness in various 

aspects, from constructing primitive houses to fire-making techniques using friction. They 

contribute significantly to the economy by collecting valuable forest products like honey, 

wax, ginger, cardamoms, and elephant tusks, often in collaboration with the government.The 

Kani tribe boasts an eco-centric lifestyle deeply entwined with the natural world. 5Their 

traditional knowledge emphasizes sustainability and harmonious coexistence with their 

environment. They possess a profound understanding of local flora and fauna, leveraging this 

knowledge to utilize natural resources for their livelihood sustainably.At the heart of the Kani 

tribe's livelihood lies a fundamental principle: the forest provides, but it must be managed 

responsibly. Their approach to resource management is delicate, where they take only what 

they need, allowing the forest to replenish itself.The Kani tribe has a deep-rooted belief in the 

sanctity of their surroundings. They designate specific areas within the forest as off-limits for 

harvesting, allowing flora and fauna to thrive without disruption. This preservation mindset 

has been crucial in maintaining the ecosystem's delicate balance. 

Traditional Medicine and Healing Practices 

Central to the Kani tribe's traditional knowledge is their profound understanding of medicinal 

plants and herbs. Their ethnomedicinal wisdom is a treasure trove of knowledge about the 

healing properties of various plants. Through generations of experimentation and observation, 

they have identified and utilized numerous plants to treat ailments and injuries. This 

knowledge is crucial for their well-being and could offer insights into modern medicine. The 

Kānikars are a community characterized by a complex social structure and rich cultural 

practices.Traditional healers within the community, often referred to as 'Vaidyars,' employ an 

array of herbs and plants for medicinal purposes. These remedies have been passed down 

through generations and are a testament to the tribe's extensive knowledge of the healing 

properties of local vegetation. Arogyapacha has been a cornerstone of traditional knowledge 

for the Kani tribe. This indigenous plant is known for providing energy, especially during 

physically demanding activities. The Kani tribe has accumulated generations of wisdom on 

effectively utilising this plant, showcasing their deep-rooted understanding of local flora and 

its benefits. Beyond its practical benefits, Arogyapacha is deeply embedded in the cultural 

and social fabric of the Kani tribe. It is interwoven into their rituals, ceremonies, and 

everyday life, symbolizing their harmonious relationship with nature and the environment. 

Preserving Culture 
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The Kani tribe significantly emphasises preserving biodiversity through their cultural 

practices. Their reverence for nature is reflected in their rituals, festivals, and customs, many 

of which are intertwined with the natural world. By integrating their cultural heritage with 

conservation efforts, they act as stewards of biodiversity, safeguarding it for future 

generations. Their religious practices are deeply ingrained in nature and revolve around 

various deities, particularly Sāsthan, a forest god. They offer prayers and sacrifices at specific 

spots, trees, or rocks associated with significant events in the lives of their kin. Festivals like 

kodai are celebrated, involving rituals, sacrifices of goats and fowls, and culminating in 

communal feasts and dances accompanied by traditional musical instruments.6 

At the heart of the Kani tribe's existence lies their socio-cultural fabric, interwoven with 

traditions, ceremonies, and rituals. These aspects reflect their beliefs, values, social structure, 

and community bonds. By delving into their cultural practices, we gain insights into their 

worldview and the significance of the forest in their lives. Cultural practices are deeply 

ingrained in the Kani tribe's traditional knowledge. Rituals, ceremonies, and festivals are 

celebrated with reverence for nature, reflecting their interconnectedness with the 

environment. These cultural practices strengthen the community bonds and underline the 

importance of preserving nature.  

Tribal bilingualism in Kerala primarily manifests orally, causing a decline in the diverse 

speech varieties of the tribes due to language standardization. A notable trend is the shift 

away from mother tongues towards Malayalam within the Kanikkar.7 This stands in contrast 

to efforts made to preserve the language of the Kanikkar communities in Tamilnadu and 

Kerala; their language is referred to as "Malampasha". Compared to the wealth of literature 

available on Kani-pasai, minimal work has been done on the Kanis of Kerala. 

Ceremonies are integral to the Kani tribe's cultural tapestry, marking significant milestones in 

life. They reflect their beliefs, traditions, and the close-knit nature of their 

community.Pregnancy is marked by rituals like vaguthuPongal, where seven pots of rice are 

cooked, and the expecting woman salutes the cooked rice, which is then consumed by all 

present. Another ceremony, vayaruPongal, involves offering boiled rice to the sun and 

various other items8.One of the earliest ceremonies is the naming ceremony, typically held on 

the 21st day after a child's birth. It's a celebration where the community comes together, 

highlighting the communal bond that defines the tribe. Marriage ceremonies are significant, 

symbolizing the union of two individuals and two families. These ceremonies are steeped in 
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tradition and are a time for feasting, dancing, and strengthening community bonds. On a 

designated day within a month of the wedding, a group of Kānikars, accompanied by a boy 

carrying betel leaves and areca nuts, visit the future bride's home to present gifts.9All gather 

at a decorated booth (pandal) during the wedding, where the bridegroom distributes betel 

leaves and areca nuts. The bride, accompanied by the bridegroom's sister, is presented with a 

cloth. The couple stands on a mat under the pandal, and the minnu (marriage badge) is tied 

around the bride's neck or placed in front of her neck, depending on her age. A ceremonial 

feast concludes the event.Dowry includes essential household items like billhooks, brass 

vessels, and grain. The headman offers guidance to the husband regarding marital 

management. In the case of widow remarriage, a simple ceremony involving exchanging a 

pair of clothes takes place. The Kani tribe's approach to death is deeply cultural. The funeral 

ceremonies are solemn, honouring the deceased and acknowledging the cycle of life and 

death. They're a communal expression of grief and a reminder of the tribe's 

interconnectedness with nature. In the event of illness, consultation with the headman is 

essential. Ceremonies involving prayers and offerings are conducted for the recovery of the 

patient. However, in cases of impending death, specific rituals are performed, including 

cutting off the sick person's kudumi (top-knot). After death, the corpse is either buried or 

cremated, and rituals are carried out to cleanse the family from death pollution. An annual 

ceremony commemorating ancestors is also observed. 

The Kani tribe, being deeply connected to nature, has numerous rituals that pay homage to 

the natural world. These rituals acknowledge the tribe's dependence on and reverence for the 

forest.KalaattuThampuranis the primal deity among the Kani people, and it is revered 

especially during their festivals. The songs vividly narrate the incarnation of 

KalaattuThampuran, recited fervently throughout the festive period. These recitations serve 

as a guiding light for the Kani community, enlightening them on the profound aspects of life, 

death, the afterlife, and the immense power vested in this supreme deity.10 

Before each harvest, the Kani tribe conducts rituals expressing gratitude to the forest and 

seeking blessings for a bountiful harvest. These rituals are a manifestation of their symbiotic 

relationship with the land. A notable tradition is the annual harvest festival, a propitiatory 

ceremony to appease household gods and ensure a bountiful harvest. The ceremony involves 

chanting historical accounts, prayers, and rhythmic dancing. 
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The Kānikars, a distinct community, observe specific marital customs and ceremonies.11The 

Kani tribe celebrates their new year with much enthusiasm. It's a time for renewal in the 

natural world and the community. The festival is marked by rituals, dances, and communal 

feasts, creating a sense of unity and optimism for the year ahead. 

 Given the tribe's agricultural reliance, the arrival of the monsoon is celebrated with great 

enthusiasm.Rain rituals are performed, seeking a prosperous and fruitful farming season. 

These rituals are a beautiful blend of spirituality and practicality, embodying their 

harmonious coexistence with nature.12 

Dance, Music, and Art: Cultural Expressions 

Dance, music, and art are intrinsic to the Kani tribe's culture. These artistic expressions are 

more than just entertainment; they tell stories, convey emotions, and celebrate their way of 

life. The Kokarakko dance is a traditional dance form that blends artistry and spirituality. It 

imitates the movements of various animals and birds in the forest, paying homage to the 

diverse wildlife surrounding them.The Kani tribe has an array of traditional musical 

instruments, each with its unique sound and significance. Instruments like the Kokkarai, 

drums, horns, and Dungdunga are used in their music and dance, adding to the community's 

cultural richness.The Kani tribe is known for its intricate craftsmanship. From handwoven 

baskets to wooden carvings, their art reflects their close association with the forest. These 

artistic creations are functional and beautiful, showcasing their creativity and resourcefulness. 

The traditional knowledge of the Kani tribe provides essential insights into sustainable 

resource management. Their practices ensure the continued availability of vital resources, 

reinforcing the importance of responsible utilization and environmental stewardship. 

Traditionally, the jungle-dwelling Kānikars are semi-nomadic, moving from one part of the 

forest to another. Their settlements, constructed with bamboo and reeds, are humble huts. 

These settlements are abandoned in instances of fever, encounters with wild beasts, or when 

the soil's productivity declines. Generally located away from elephant tracks, their 

settlements adorn steep hill slopes, terraced and planted with valuable trees.Some Kānikars 

work as coolies on planters' estates or in timber and bamboo cutting. Others are crafting bows 

and arrows, including heated arrows for repelling elephants from their crops. The Kānikars 

have devised ingenious protective huts on tall trees to guard against wildlife invasions.The 

Kānikars' rich traditional knowledge and harmonious coexistence with nature make them 
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indispensable in forest regions, embodying a unique way of life that intertwines with the 

natural world.The Kani tribe's traditional knowledge showcases their resilience and 

adaptability in changing environments. Their wisdom enables them to adapt to various 

ecological conditions, ensuring the continuation of their traditional practices. 

In an era of increasing environmental awareness and the pressing need for sustainable 

practices, evaluating how the Kani tribe utilizes bioresources becomes paramount. 

Emphasizing sustainable utilization aligns with global sustainability goals while respecting 

the Kani tribe's unique cultural practices and preserving their way of life for 

generations.Sustainability is ingrained in the Kani tribe's worldview. Their practices have 

evolved over generations to ensure that the forest continues to flourish, providing for them 

and future generations. At the core of the Kani tribe's sustainable practices is a deep-rooted 

respect for nature. They see themselves as custodians of nature.This respect translates into a 

careful and considerate approach to resource utilization, where every action is weighed 

regarding its impact on the environment. A hallmark of the Kani tribe's sustainable resource 

utilization is their efficiency in utilizing every part of their harvest resources. This approach 

minimizes waste and maximizes the utility of the bioresources. When the Kani tribe harvests 

a plant, they use the fruits or leaves and often the entire plant. From the roots to the leaves to 

the seeds, every part has a purpose and is utilized in various ways, for food, medicine, or 

craft. 

The Kani tribe's sustainable practices have evolved over centuries, adapting to changing 

circumstances while retaining their core principles of harmony with nature.The Kani tribe has 

shown remarkable adaptability despite modernization and changing lifestyles. While some 

traditional practices may have been modified, the fundamental ethos of sustainable utilization 

remains intact. They have found a way to balance tradition and modernity, ensuring 

sustainability is not compromised. With access to modern scientific knowledge, the Kani 

tribe has intelligently incorporated new insights into their traditional practices. They integrate 

scientific understanding of plant biology, ecology, and conservation into their resource 

management strategies, enhancing their sustainability efforts. Preserving the Kani tribe's 

traditional knowledge faces modern challenges such as cultural erosion, encroachment, and 

climate change. Efforts are needed to document, protect, and pass this invaluable knowledge 

to future generations. 

Conclusion 
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The Kani tribe represents a living testament to the resilience and adaptability of 

Indigenous communities deeply entrenched in the heart of nature. Nestled within the 

biodiverse forests of South Kerala and Tamil Nadu, their unique way of life, intricately 

woven into the natural ecosystem, has sustained for generations. This article has delved into 

the essence of the Kani tribe, exploring their historical journey, traditional knowledge, socio-

economic status, cultural practices, and their profound relationship with bioresources.Their 

historical trajectory, marked by migration and settlement, speaks of an enduring bond with 

the landscapes they inhabit. The Kanis, with a mixed racial heritage, have preserved their 

cultural distinctiveness and developed an intimate understanding of the surrounding flora, 

fauna, and natural resources. Their legacy as one of the oldest surviving hunter-gatherer 

tribes reflects a delicate equilibrium with the ecosystem they call home.The Kani tribe's 

language, traditions, and practices are deeply rooted in their forest-dwelling heritage. Their 

nomadic history and linguistic diversity, encompassing Tamil and Malayalam, underscore the 

richness of their culture and its integration with the forested domains. With a heritage 

entwined with nature, they have honed their traditional knowledge, ensuring a sustainable 

coexistence with the environment. 

Through a holistic approach to life, the Kani tribe offers invaluable lessons to contemporary 

society. Their sustainable practices, ethical foraging, community-based regulations, and 

regenerative farming techniques exemplify a harmonious relationship with nature. Moreover, 

their profound understanding of medicinal plants and their healing properties adds to the 

tapestry of wisdom that this ancient tribe embodies. 

        In conclusion, the Kani tribe stands as a beacon of harmony with nature, reflecting the 

need for preserving indigenous wisdom and sustainable practices. Their story underscores the 

intricate relationship between humans and the environment, advocating for a future where 

such knowledge is respected and integrated into our collective journey towards sustainable 

coexistence with the planet. 
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