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1. Overview of the Event 

The Institute of Tribal Studies and Research (ITSR), Chethalayam, University of Calicut, 

participated in Shastrayan 2026, the inter-collegiate University Science Exhibition held at 

University of Calicut from January 29 to 31, 2026. ITSR's contribution took the form of a 

Tribal Artisan Exhibition, jointly organized by the Departments of Sociology and Commerce, 

under the thematic framework titled: 

"Decoding Knowledge: Mapping Indigenous Knowledge, Tribal Artistry, and Science" 

The exhibition was branded under the name 'Berum Battem' – a phrase drawn from the 

Kurumba tribal language meaning 'Roots and Ways'. This title was chosen to encapsulate the 

dual emphasis of the exhibition: the deep-rooted cultural heritage of tribal communities and the 

diverse paths of knowledge embedded within their practices, crafts, and ecological 

relationships. 

The event was convened by Mr. Mohammed Hadi C, Assistant Professor in Sociology, ITSR, 

and coordinated by Ms. Benzy Benny (Department of Commerce) and Ms. Mahima U C 

(Assistant Professor in English), along with ten students drawn from both Sociology and 

Commerce departments of ITSR. 

 

2. Objectives of the Exhibition 

The exhibition was designed to achieve the following objectives: 

• To showcase the rich material culture, craftsmanship, and indigenous knowledge 

systems of tribal communities in Wayanad. 

• To demonstrate the intrinsic scientific rationality embedded in tribal arts, tools, 

ornaments, agricultural practices, and ecological wisdom. 
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• To foster interdisciplinary dialogue between sociology, commerce, science, and 

indigenous knowledge. 

• To provide students with an experiential and community-embedded learning 

opportunity. 

• To challenge dominant narratives of knowledge production by foregrounding tribal 

epistemologies on a university science platform. 

• To promote cultural preservation and awareness about the diversity of tribal 

communities in Wayanad. 

 

3. The Exhibition: 'Berum Battem' – Roots and Ways 

The central attraction of ITSR's participation in Shastrayan 2026 was the Tribal Artisan 

Exhibition titled 'Berum Battem' (meaning 'Roots and Ways' in Kurumba language). The 

exhibition was conceptualized as an immersive cultural-scientific space that brought visitors 

into direct contact with the living knowledge traditions of tribal communities in Wayanad. The 

exhibition encompassed a broad range of artisanal objects, ecological specimens, cultural 

artifacts, artistic expressions, and musical instruments, all carefully curated to illuminate the 

scientific and sociological dimensions of indigenous knowledge. 

 

 

3.1 The Tribal Hut – A Living Cultural Space 

The centerpiece of the exhibition was a model tribal hut constructed and arranged by the 

student coordinators. The hut served as an architectural and symbolic frame for the entire 

display, recreating the lived environment of tribal communities. All artisanal exhibits were 
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arranged within and around the hut, allowing visitors to engage with the objects in their cultural 

context rather than as decontextualised museum pieces. The hut structure itself demonstrated 

tribal knowledge of sustainable construction – the use of locally available materials, organic 

design principles, and an intimate relationship with the surrounding natural environment. 

 

 

3.2 Tribal Artisanal Objects and Community-Specific Artefacts 

The exhibition featured a diverse collection of artisanal objects representing multiple tribal 

communities of Wayanad, including the Kuruchya, Paniya, Katunaykar, and Kuruma 

communities. Each artefact was selected to reflect both the aesthetic traditions and the 

functional ingenuity of these communities: 

• Bow and Arrow (Kuruchya Community): A traditional bow and arrow used by the 

Kuruchya community was exhibited, illustrating their mastery of material selection, 

tensile engineering, and ecological knowledge in crafting precision hunting instruments 

from forest resources. 

• Ornaments (Paniya Community): A variety of traditional ornaments used by the Paniya 

community were displayed, highlighting their artistic expressions, material aesthetics, 

and the social meanings embedded in adornment practices. 

• Agricultural Tools and Storage Items: Traditional tools used in tribal agricultural 

practices and various storage implements were exhibited, reflecting indigenous 

knowledge of farming, seed preservation, and sustainable resource management. 

• 'Adikka Burude' – Death Ritual Instrument (Katunaykar Community): A distinctive 

instrument called 'adikka burude', used by the Katunaykar community during death 

rituals for the purpose of calling spirits, was a particularly significant exhibit. This 

artefact offered visitors a rare window into the spiritual cosmology and ritual practices 

of the Katunaykar people. 
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• Musical Instruments Used in Tribal Rituals: A collection of musical instruments used 

by various tribal communities during their rituals and ceremonial gatherings were 

displayed, showcasing the intersections of music, spirituality, and community identity 

in tribal life. 

• 'Mazha Mooli' – The Rain Sound Instrument: A unique instrument called 'mazha mooli', 

which produces the sound of rain, was exhibited as a distinctive example of tribal 

acoustic ingenuity and its connection to ecological sensibility and seasonal rhythms. 

3.3 Tribal Medicinal Plants 

A carefully curated collection of 20 varieties of tribal medicinal plants was exhibited as a 

dedicated segment of the exhibition. These plants, collected from the M. S. Swaminathan 

Foundation, Wayanad, represent the vast pharmacological and ecological knowledge held by 

tribal communities. Each plant was labelled with its local tribal name alongside its commonly 

known name and medicinal use, enabling visitors to appreciate the depth and precision of 

indigenous botanical knowledge. This segment underscored how tribal communities have, for 

generations, developed and transmitted sophisticated healing systems rooted in the ecology of 

the Western Ghats. 

 

 

 

3.4 Tribal Rice Seed Diversity 

In a striking testament to indigenous agro biodiversity, the exhibition featured 50 varieties of 

rice seeds cultivated by tribal communities of Wayanad. This display foregrounded the 

extraordinary genetic diversity preserved through centuries of community-based seed 

cultivation and exchange – a practice that modern agricultural science is increasingly 
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recognizing as essential to food sovereignty and climate resilience. The seed collection 

highlighted how tribal farming knowledge constitutes not only cultural heritage but also a 

living scientific resource of immense ecological value. 

 

 

3.5 Artworks – Clay-Treated Rice Sack Paintings 

A distinctive artistic component of the exhibition was a series of paintings created by the 

student coordinators on rice sacks soaked in clay. This technique, inspired by tribal visual 

traditions, produced canvases with an earthy, organic texture that evoked the material culture of 

tribal communities. The paintings depicted scenes, motifs, and imagery drawn from tribal life 

and natural environments, blending student artistic expression with indigenous aesthetic 

sensibilities. These works were displayed as part of the hut installation, contributing a visual 

and textural richness to the overall exhibition. 

3.6 Artworks from Urav Foundation 

The exhibition also incorporated paintings and artistic works from the Urav Foundation, a non-

governmental organisation engaged in supporting tribal arts and cultural preservation. The 

inclusion of Urav Foundation's artwork enriched the exhibition with professionally crafted 

representations of tribal culture, adding an external collaborative dimension and underscoring 

ITSR's commitment to engaging with civil society organisations working in the field of tribal 

welfare and cultural advocacy. 

4. Communities Represented 

The exhibition drew from the cultural and material traditions of several major tribal 

communities of Wayanad, including: 
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• Kuruchya – Known for their skilled craftsmanship, particularly in wood and bamboo, 

and their traditional hunting practices. 

• Paniya – One of the largest tribal groups in Wayanad, known for their agricultural 

labour, distinctive ornamental traditions, and vibrant musical heritage. 

• Katunaykar – Known for their forest-dwelling traditions, honey collection practices, 

and distinctive ritual life, including the use of instruments like the 'adikka burude'. 

• Kuruma – A community known for their artisanal skills, particularly in weaving and the 

creation of ceremonial objects. 

By representing this diversity, the exhibition resisted a homogenising view of 'tribal' culture 

and emphasised the distinct identities, knowledge systems, and creative traditions of each 

community. 

5. Collaborating Institutions 

The exhibition benefited from the support and collaboration of the following organisations: 

• M. S. Swaminathan Foundation, Wayanad: Provided the 20 varieties of tribal medicinal 

plants exhibited at the event, reflecting the Foundation's ongoing work in documenting 

and conserving indigenous botanical knowledge. 

• Urav Foundation: Contributed paintings and artworks created by tribal artists, enriching 

the visual dimension of the exhibition and fostering connections between ITSR and 

civil society organisations working in tribal arts and cultural preservation. 

8. Significance and Impact 

The 'Berum Battem' exhibition at Shasthrayaan 2026 was a landmark contribution from ITSR 

to the University's science festival. By situating tribal knowledge systems within a science 

exhibition, the event made a powerful epistemic statement: that indigenous knowledge is not 

pre-scientific or merely traditional but constitutes a rigorous, empirically grounded, and 

ecologically sophisticated body of understanding that merits recognition alongside modern 

scientific paradigms. 

The exhibition attracted substantial interest from students, faculty, and visitors from across the 

University, many of whom were encountering tribal knowledge systems in this depth and 

breadth for the first time. The 'adikka burude', the rain-sound instrument 'mazha mooli', the 

diversity of tribal rice seeds, and the medicinal plant collection proved to be particularly 

compelling attractions, sparking conversations about ecology, ethnobotany, acoustic science, 

ritual knowledge, and agricultural biodiversity. 

For the student coordinators from both Sociology and Commerce, the event was a formative 

experiential learning opportunity. The process of collecting, documenting, displaying, and 

explaining these artefacts required them to engage directly with tribal knowledge and to 
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develop their capacities as researchers, communicators, and cultural advocates. The 

collaborative model spanning two departments, external organisations, and tribal knowledge 

holders also exemplified ITSR's broader institutional mission of integrating academic inquiry 

with community engagement. 

9. Conclusion 

The Tribal Artisan Exhibition 'Berum Battem' at Shasthrayaan 2026 successfully fulfilled its 

objectives of showcasing the depth and diversity of tribal knowledge systems, fostering 

interdisciplinary engagement, and creating a meaningful dialogue between indigenous wisdom 

and modern scientific inquiry. The exhibition reflected ITSR's commitment to its foundational 

mission of tribal studies through a model that was simultaneously academic, cultural, and 

community-centred. 

The name 'Berum Battem' – Roots and Ways – aptly captured the spirit of the exhibition: 

honouring the roots of tribal communities in the ecology, culture, and history of Wayanad, 

while celebrating the many ways in which their knowledge, creativity, and ingenuity continue 

to speak to questions of sustainability, science, and human flourishing. 

 

 

Mr. Mohammed Hadi C 

Convenor, Tribal Artisan Exhibition 

Assistant Professor in Sociology 

Institute of Tribal Studies and Research 

University of Calicut, Chethalayam, Wayanad 
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