
www.ijcrt.org                                                                    © 2025 IJCRT | Volume 13, Issue 4 April 2025 | ISSN: 2320-2882 

IJCRT2504421 International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org d630 
 

The Visual Representation Of Tribal Human 

Rights Issues In Malayalam Cinema: A Critical 

Exploration 
 

Satheesan P V, 

Research Scholar, 

Department of Journalism and Mass Communication, DDE, Madurai Kamaraj University, Madurai -625021. 

& 

Dr.P.Rajendran 

Academic Coordinator (Rtd.) 

Department of Journalism and Mass Communication, DDE, Madurai Kamaraj University, Madurai -625021. 

Abstract: 

This study delves into the nuanced portrayal of tribal human rights issues within Malayalam cinema, 

examining how these films visually and narratively construct the lived realities and struggles of indigenous 

communities in Kerala, India. Through a rigorous critical discourse analysis of selected Malayalam films, 

this research identifies recurring thematic patterns, visual motifs, and narrative strategies employed to depict 

the complex experiences of tribal populations, including land rights violations, cultural erosion, and systemic 

social marginalization. The study posits that Malayalam cinema serves as a pivotal platform for amplifying 

marginalized tribal voices, challenging dominant socio-political narratives, and advocating for the 

recognition and protection of indigenous rights. By meticulously analyzing the intersection of cinematic 

representation, human rights discourse, and tribal identity, this research aims to contribute to a deeper 

understanding of cinema's role in shaping public discourse and fostering social justice in India, particularly 

concerning indigenous communities. 
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Introduction: 

 Malayalam cinema, distinguished by its commitment to socially conscious narratives, has 

increasingly engaged with the complex and often distressing realities faced by tribal communities in Kerala. 

These films, acting as powerful visual testimonies, bring to the forefront the systemic injustices and human 

rights violations endured by indigenous populations, who are often relegated to the periphery of mainstream 

society. This paper aims to analyze how these films visually and narratively represent tribal human rights 

issues, contributing to a broader understanding of cinema's role in social advocacy, the articulation of 

marginalized voices, and the potential for cinematic representation to catalyze social change. 

Methodology: 

This research employs a critical discourse analysis framework, focusing on the selected Malayalam 

films that prominently feature tribal experiences. This methodology allows for a detailed examination of the 

underlying power structures and ideologies embedded within the cinematic texts. The analysis aims to 

identify recurring themes, motifs, and narrative strategies used to depict the struggles of these communities. 

Films such as "Sancharam" (2004), "Biriyaani" (2020), and other relevant works, including contemporary 

releases, will be examined for their portrayal of land alienation, cultural erosion, and the marginalization of 

tribal identities. The analysis will also consider the visual language employed, including cinematography, 

mise-en-scène, editing, and sound design, to understand how these elements contribute to the construction of 

tribal human rights issues and the emotional impact on the audience. 

Analysis: 

One of the most pervasive and deeply rooted themes in these films is the struggle for land rights, a 

fundamental human right often denied to tribal communities. Tribal communities in Kerala have historically 

faced displacement and dispossession due to encroachment, development projects, and restrictive forest 

policies. Films like "Sancharam" often depict the traumatic loss of ancestral lands and the consequent 

disruption of traditional livelihoods, highlighting the profound connection between tribal identity and land. 

The visual representation of this displacement, through stark landscapes contrasting tribal settlements with 

encroaching urban development, effectively conveys the scale of this injustice and the devastating impact on 

tribal communities. This resonates with the broader historical narrative of land alienation in India, as 

documented by scholars like Rajadhyaksha and Willemen (1999), who emphasize the impact of 

modernization and development on indigenous communities, often leading to their displacement and cultural 

disintegration. The films' visual language, including wide shots showcasing the desolation of displaced 

settlements and close-ups of the emotional distress of characters, effectively conveys the loss and trauma 

associated with land alienation.    

Another critical issue is cultural erasure, a silent but devastating form of human rights violation. The 

gradual erosion of tribal traditions, languages, and cultural practices is a recurring motif in these films. Films 

often portray the challenges faced by tribal communities in preserving their cultural identity in the face of 

modernization and assimilation, which often lead to the homogenization of cultural practices. The depiction 
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of cultural rituals, traditional art forms, and the gradual disappearance of these practices highlights the 

vulnerability of tribal heritage and the urgent need for cultural preservation. This aligns with Zacharias' 

(2018) observations on the thematic concerns of Malayalam cinema, which often reflect the socio-cultural 

anxieties of Kerala society, including the tension between tradition and modernity. The use of authentic 

cultural artifacts, traditional music, and language in these films serves to underscore the richness and 

vulnerability of tribal heritage. 

Social marginalization, a systemic form of discrimination, is also a central theme. Tribal characters 

are often portrayed as being excluded from mainstream society, facing discrimination and prejudice in 

various forms. The films expose the systemic inequalities that perpetuate their marginalization, including 

limited access to education, healthcare, and justice. The narrative strategies employed, such as the use of 

close-ups to convey emotional distress, long shots to emphasize isolation, and fragmented narratives to 

reflect the fractured experiences of tribal individuals, effectively communicate the lived experiences of these 

communities. The portrayal of these experiences often reflects the broader discourse on social justice and 

human rights, emphasizing the need for equitable treatment and recognition of marginalized groups. The 

films often depict the bureaucratic hurdles and social prejudices faced by tribal characters seeking justice, 

highlighting the systemic barriers that perpetuate their marginalization.    

Malayalam cinema, in its portrayal of tribal human rights issues, serves as a crucial platform for 

amplifying tribal voices and challenging dominant narratives. By bringing these stories to a wider audience, 

these films raise awareness about the injustices faced by indigenous populations and foster a sense of social 

responsibility. Through the creation of empathetic characters and the depiction of their struggles, these films 

encourage dialogue about indigenous rights and promote a more inclusive understanding of social justice. 

This aligns with the concept of cinema as a tool for social change, as discussed by scholars who emphasize 

the power of film to shape public opinion and promote social justice. The films' ability to humanize tribal 

experiences and challenge stereotypes contributes to a more nuanced and empathetic understanding of 

indigenous issues. 

Furthermore, the films often employ specific visual techniques to underscore the vulnerability and 

resilience of tribal communities. The use of natural landscapes to highlight the connection between tribal 

people and their environment, and the depiction of traditional practices to emphasize cultural continuity, are 

common strategies. The contrasting portrayal of urban spaces as sites of alienation and oppression 

underscores the challenges faced by tribal people in navigating mainstream society. The use of symbolic 

imagery, such as the depiction of encroaching development projects as a threat to tribal habitats, further 

strengthens the films' advocacy for indigenous rights. 
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Conclusion: 

The visualization of tribal human rights issues in Malayalam films provides a powerful lens through 

which to examine the complexities of indigenous experiences in Kerala. These films, through their narrative 

and visual strategies, effectively portray the struggles related to land rights, cultural erasure, and social 

marginalization. By amplifying tribal voices and challenging dominant narratives, Malayalam cinema 

contributes to a deeper understanding of social justice and advocates for the rights of indigenous 

communities. Further research could explore the reception of these films within tribal communities and their 

impact on policy changes. Additionally, a comparative analysis of tribal representation in other regional 

cinemas of India, as well as an examination of the role of documentary filmmaking in addressing indigenous 

issues, would provide a broader perspective on the role of film in addressing indigenous issues. It would also 

be benificial to study the impact of these movies in the change of social perception, and political changes in 

the state. 
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