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Abstract

Education remains a manifesto where culture, language, and communication
are reflected and produce fresh, broader social inequalities. Through the lens
of two South Indian novels - When the Kurinji Blooms by Rajam Krishnan and
Bride in the Hills by Kuvempu - this paper explores how characters’ language and
culture influence systematic inequities. Dominant didactic teaching models often
reproduce hierarchies of language, caste, class, gender, and ethnicity. Ultimately,
it calls for a reimagination of education not just as a transfer of knowledge, but
as a means to embrace diversity, challenge systematic inequities, and recognize
education as a way to nurture inclusive and equitable human consciousness. This
paper is an attempt to critically examine the themes of cultural identity, community,
and tradition while closely studying the conflict between modernity and tradition
in current society, debriefing communication for inclusive and equitable pedagogy.
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Introduction

Education is a transformative force through which knowledge, values, and opportuni-
ties are produced in society. The primary purpose of education is to close the gaps of
differences through knowledge. Yet, in practice, these differences tend to widen and
create hierarchies in language, culture, class, gender, and ethnicity—eventually affect-
ing the quality of learning. Far from being neutral, it affects the standard of learning.
Indian society is deeply rooted in its cultural and traditional practices; classrooms
not only become spaces for instruction and learning, but also spaces for inequalities
to come alive. Pedagogical practices, when not aligned with a genuine code, produce
possibilities of affecting as well as marginalizing learners who diverge from the main-
stream. This paper explores the dynamics of the differences and tensions between tra-
dition and modernity through South Indian novels, foregrounding how language and
cultural belonging shape an individual’s participation in social institutions, including
education. The selected South Indian pieces of fiction explore the pertinent objective
reality in society. When the Kurinji Blooms by Rajam Krishnan (2009) is a family saga
tracing three generations of Baduga tribes living in the Nilgiri hills. The novel is an
association of different stories and shows instances of rebellion from characters who
voice their dissent against the existing social order in the community. Set in the late
19th century, the story is also a record of post-colonial tribal life and how moderniza-
tion influences the characters to embrace change. The novel questions caste, feudal
systems, patriarchal structures, and discriminatory practices within the community.
The paper aims to reimagine education not merely as a platform to impart knowl-
edge, but also as a space for transformative cultural practice, acknowledging diversity,
interrogating oppression, and fostering inclusive consciousness. By situating South
Indian literary texts within the context of pedagogy and its equity, the paper intends
to vocalize the role of literature in promoting critical thinking in society and serving
as a pathway for justice and equality. It further provides insight into native structures
and struggles that dominate the current social framework through select South Indian
narratives, offering a sanity check on the lack of inclusiveness in pedagogical struc-
tures. This paper also encourages a dynamic pedagogical environment that fosters

constant change and new learning experiences among learners.

Literature Review

Various studies explore the selected novels in terms of theme, the cultural impact
experienced by the characters, and environmental concerns in relation to Rajam
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Krishnan’s work on character and identity. Bride in the Hills by Kuvempu (2023)
has been studied in the context of cultural and social issues, particularly regarding
women’s struggles, and has been debated in terms of tradition versus modernity.
However, the novels remain underexplored in educational pedagogy, particularly
regarding how they serve as archives of culture, tradition, and history, and how they
stand as icons for inclusive pedagogical discipline.

The Impact of Displacement on Tribal Communities: A Reading of Rajam Krish-
nan’s When the Kurinji Blooms through Michael M. Cernea’s Impoverishment Risks
and Reconstruction Model by N. Kavimani and Chandrasekar (2024) focuses on
displacement and the Badaga community, analyzing it using the IRR model to pro-
vide insight into development projects and how they disrupt tribal life and culture.
Another paper titled An Ethnographic Reading of Rajam Krishnan’s When the Kurinji
Blooms by Dr. R. Priya (2020) focuses on ethnography and Badaga culture. Using
the methodology of Ethnographic Literary Analysis, the paper provides insight into
the rich portrayal of Badaga traditions and oral culture. A Study of Cultural Aspects
of Tribal Society through the Novel When the Kurinji Blooms by Rajam Krishnan by
Gayathri S. (2021) explores the cultural aspects of tribal society by examining Ra-
jam Krishnan’s portrayal of the Badaga tribe in the novel. A Portrait of Ruined and
Devastated Tribal Life in Rajam Krishnan’s When the Kurinji Blooms by R. Jinu and
R. S. Suganth (2019) studies the lost ethical values of tribal groups in Tamil Nadu,
analyzing their ritual practices, dressing styles, family setups, and caste. Explor-
ing the Dynamics of Tradition and Change: Character Analysis of Rangan, Fogi, and
Krishnan in When the Kurinji Blooms by S. Monisha (2024) illuminates the novel’s
overarching themes such as love, loyalty, and cultural transformation by closely
scrutinizing the novel’s characters. The Broken Promise to Nature: A Study of Rajam
Krishnan’s When the Kurinji Blooms by T. Vennila Sri (2019) explores the pernicious
effects of industrialization experienced by the characters in the novel.

Bride in the Hills by Kuvempu has been explored in different dynamics. The
book holds a strong review from its critics, stating the potential outcomes the read-
ers could derive from it. A book review by Aravind Narrain titled ‘Bride in the Hills’:
Kannada writer Kuvempu’s novel depicts life under the ruthless regime of caste (2024)
explores the nature of caste as a social conviction, stressing the power of poor people.
The review examines the contempt and indifference experienced by the characters
and how natural order influences social order. The review quotes, “The novel imag-
inatively reconstructs what it means to live, resist, and love under the law of caste,
and for this reason, deserves to be read and reread.”
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Another review titled Review: Bride in the Hills: A Kuvempu magnum opus for the
English reader by N. S. Gundur (2025) appreciates the book as a literary classic that
stands as the magnum opus of the author. The book is stated to be an exemplary
work of social realism. A review by Rohini Mokashi Punekar titled Caste, Love, and
Resistance (2025) critiques Karnataka’s feudal society through the novel, exploring
the existing brutal hierarchies. Kuvempu’s Novel, Bride in the Hills, Limns His Cos-
mic Vision of Universal Man is another review in The Federal (2024) that explores
Subbana Heggade in particular, highlighting his role and representation of the com-
munity in the novel.

A Celebration of ‘Nothing is Insignificant’ is another review by Chitra Panikkar
(2025) that appraises the translation of the novel, stating that: “The translation re-
mains sensitive throughout in its re-rendering of spoken discourse and social hierar-
chy, local customs, caste practices, and the evocation of flora and fauna unique to Ku-
vempu’s Malnad.” The novel Bride in the Hills has been reviewed and analyzed from
different critics’ perspectives. Both select novels stand as narratives of the tribal com-
munities Badugas and Malnad that also serve as archives of the communities’ culture,
tradition, and history. The novels also present a debating narrative of tradition versus
modernity. The novels have been underexplored in terms of pedagogical perspective
and also in Kimberlé Crenshaw’s theory of intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989).

The novels encourage readers to understand the societal conflict and the peo-
ple through a new lens. They prompt readers to interrogate the possibilities of the
existence of unfair scenarios that characters encounter in the novels. The novels,
standing as the voices of their respective communities, give a strong impression of
inclusivity. This paper attempts to analyze the novels and their narratives, exploring
educational inequity in Indian regional texts and encouraging pedagogical inclusiv-
ity among learners and the educational system.

When the Kurinji Blooms and Bride in the Hills

The novels When the Kurinji Blooms and Bride in the Hills are not just stories; they
represent culture, language, and traditions. When the Kurinji Blooms serves as a cul-
tural archive of the Baduga tribes. The novel was originally written in Tamil, titled
Kurunjithaen, representing the Kurinji flowers that bloom once every twelve years.
The story depicts the erosion of their traditional lifestyle, cultural values, and har-
mony with nature near the Nilgiri mountains. This harmony is disrupted by moder-
nity, urbanization, and commercialization, which encroach upon this community
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in the guise of development through dam and school projects. These changes bring
both conflict and new beginnings, including advancements in education alongside
environmental destruction.

The novel is a poignant portrayal of the cultural, social, and environmental
transformation of the Baduga community that spans over three generations in the
Nilgiri Hills from Lingayya to Nanjan. The novel showcases the community’s life-
style and its shift over time. The community lives a traditional close-knit life in
hattis, which means villages. This structure details their social organization. The
village elder, Kariamallar, preserves the village traditions by promoting eco-friendly
farming practices. The novel vividly describes the community’s practices and rit-
uals, including the custom of Aagottu—the milk house where the cows are milked.
The beginning of the novel describes the milking ritual as sacred, which Lingayya
follows every morning while donning white clothes after prayers. The edumane—the
outer room—is the open portion of the room where the characters act. The Kurinji
flower, which blooms once every twelve years, is the symbol of time; time that passes
by keeps on changing despite the enduring spirit of the land. The novel reflects the
transition of the Badugas as they are exposed to the “outside world”. The exposure
includes education, industrialization, and the British. This leads to the rise of mate-
rialism and the loss of the community’s connection to their land. Even amidst the
community’s decline, the author reminds readers of the cultural richness and tradi-
tion. Paru, the central female character in the novel, loses her children and moves
away from her husband, Rangan. Despite losing everything, Paru finds purpose in
nature and in the land that she cultivates. She forms a bond with nature. The en-
vironmental change is impactful on the community, as the construction of schools
and the Kumari River dam replaces their lush green slopes. At the very loss of con-
nection to tradition and culture due to societal impact, the community reinforces
the importance of existing practices and how they represent their identity. The lan-
guage in the novel reflects the cultural nuances of the Baduga community. It is rich
in describing the landscape and daily life of the Baduga tribes. The powerful transla-
tion by Uma Narayanan and Prema Seetharam brings the story’s emotional intensity
to the readers. Rajam Krishnan uses anthropomorphism to describe nature. The
mountains, the sky, and the earth are imbued with emotions similar to the feel-
ings of the characters portrayed in the novel. The language not only represents the
culture, but also the changing times, the shift from traditional, local terms to mod-
ern ones as the community becomes integrated into a broader capitalistic society.
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When the Kurinji Blooms is a powerful representation of a community caught be-
tween tradition and modernization, with a deep connection to land, nature, and
a lost way of life.

Bride in the Hills by Kuvempu, translated by Vanamal Viswanatha, serves as
a vivid anthropological and cultural document of the Malnad region of Karnataka.
The novel presents a complex and multilayered narrative through three love stories:
Gutthi and Thimmi from the Holeya caste, Aita and Pinchalu from the Tulu-speak-
ing Billava caste, and Chinnamma and Mukundaya from the Gowda caste. The
three love stories are set in the breathtakingly beautiful landscape of the Western
Ghats. Though the characters are caught in the deeply feudal region of Malnad, the
barriers of love cross social, feudal, psychological, and patriarchal systems. The nov-
el, apart from evoking the breathtaking beauty of the Malnad region, also leaves be-
hind strong, impactful characters who appreciate their way of life. It presents a rich
interior life for each of the characters, and the author provides a smooth transition of
images from passages of forest to the descriptions of love between the couples. The
novel reflects the intersection of nature, feudal social structures, and evolving mod-
ern influences using a rich, lyrical Kannada style that captures regional nuances.
The portrait of Malnad is set in the rainy forests of the Western Ghats, depicting ru-
ral landscapes and exploring the lives of various communities, from the land-own-
ing Gowdas to Shudras and Dalits, capturing their customs, joys, and struggles. The
novel presents a raw picture of the strict, caste-driven society of 1893. It highlights
power dynamics where Gowda landlords command the Dalits and explores the hy-
pocrisies of a society where caste laws are rigid and exploitation is deemed common,
leading to acts of violence. Despite the mixture of representations in the novel, Ku-
vempu’s writing focuses on the daily lives, struggles, and inherent dignity of humble,
working-class characters. The narrative successfully captures the transitional period
where age-old customs are challenged by British invasions and influences such as
education and Christian missionaries. The novel promotes universal humanism by
focusing on regional and often oppressive cultures, emphasizing the dignity of every
individual. The core plot of the novel lies in the stories of young couples like Gutthi
and Thimmi and Mukundayya and Chinnamma, who challenge the strict caste and
marriage laws of their time. The novel incorporates Vedantic philosophy even in the
lives of the oppressed, broadening the perspective that spirituality can exist outside
the narrow, oppressive interpretations of caste. The novel acts as a bridge between
traditional Malnad culture and modern democratic ideals.
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The novel resembles an epic style featuring a multi-centered, organic weave of
interconnected stories reminiscent of the Mahabharata. It incorporates a Kannada
lyrical style, exploring the people’s accents and way of life. It documents the Malnad
region with poetic interpretations, blending realism with intense descriptions of the
communities. The language reflects the local culture through detailed descriptions
of the Malnad landscape, sounds, and rituals. It captures the nuanced vocabulary
of the rural inhabitants, from agricultural terms to caste-specific slang. The novel
reflects the diverse voices of the region, from agrarian dialects to the language used
by laborers, showcasing the linguistic diversity of the locality. It stands as a cultural,
traditional, and linguistic archive.

Analyzing the novels through the dynamics of cultural perspective established
in the works of Rajam Krishnan and Kuvempu produces deep insight into the
dynamic nature of a learner. Culture shapes and influences what, how, and with
whom learners learn by molding their motivation, behavior, communication, and
relationships in the classroom. It eventually influences classroom norms, partici-
pation styles, learning preferences, and teacher-to-student dynamics, which impact
the learner’s sense of belonging. It is worth inquiring how this awareness contrib-
utes to education. Culture provides values and beliefs that learners tend to carry as
core beliefs for their lives, which they see as important and worth learning. The
representation of these cultures plays a crucial role in how learners perceive their
surroundings and where they come from. It sculpts how learners think and remem-
ber information. Analyzing the selected novels through the lens of the dynamics of
culture and its representation to learners, portraying its current stance in society,
provides insight into the dynamics of pedagogy present in society.

Scholarly engagement with education has long emphasized how culture and
social hierarchies infiltrate institutions, revealing sites of inequality. There are still
existing incidents of differences in education due to learners belonging to different
classes or lower classes, as structured by society. The selected novels foreground the
idea that education is never ideologically neutral, but is shaped by the dynamics of
power structures. Within the Indian context, which is widely excluded in education,
studies highlight how caste and language intersect to perpetuate exclusion. Dalit
and marginalized communities tend to be silenced in academic spaces.

Regional texts promote new identities and provide information on existing
clashes that are perpetuated in society, but these texts clash with standardized estab-
lished texts. Rajam Krishnan and Kuvempu, through their novels, articulate how
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cultural belonging and linguistic differences shape access to education and social
mobility, exposing the subtle and overt oppressions within everyday life. However,
what remains underexplored is how these novels, when read together, reveal the
entanglements of education, cultural identity, and social inequity that shape an
individual in an academic setting.

Conclusion

Pedagogical structure should welcome individuals with dynamic selves because
there are high chances that each learner comes from a different, rich, and complex
background. To respect this in the classroom environment is necessary to encourage
inclusive teaching and learning. The absence of such teacher-learner experiences
would eventually lead to a biased classroom setting. The novels serve as evidence
for the existence of different and fragmented communities, cultures, and traditions
under the image of a society that pretends to be whole but is much underexplored
and unknown. Each individual defines the society that shapes around them. An
inclusive pedagogical structure is the need of the hour to instill knowledge in both
the privileged and the underprivileged, providing equal opportunities for all. As the
epigraph of Bride in the Hills notes: “Here, no one is important; no one is unimport-
ant; nothing is insignificant.” Letting that be the motto of a classroom setting will
create inclusive pedagogy.
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