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Abstract 

Kallen Pokkudan was a Dalit activist and environmentalist from Kerala who dedicated 

his life to mangrove conservation and the advocacy of Dalit rights. His early years were marked 

by struggles against the oppressive Janmi (landlord) system, leading him to align with the 

Communist Party in an effort to uplift marginalised communities. However, he later faced 

challenges not only from landlords but also from within the party itself. Pokkudan’s life took a 

transformative turn when he began to closely observe and care for the mangroves around him. 

This deep connection inspired him to become a passionate advocate for their conservation. He 

travelled across Kerala, engaging with students and academics to raise awareness about the 

importance of preserving mangrove ecosystems. He planted thousands of mangrove saplings 

throughout the state, particularly in the districts of Kannur and Kasaragod, where his efforts 

helped protect riverine areas from flood-related soil erosion. Through his relentless work, 

Pokkudan emerged as a leading figure in mangrove conservation, earning both national and 

international recognition. In addition to his environmental activism, he was a vocal advocate for 

Dalit rights, strongly condemning human rights violations against marginalised communities. 

His legacy lies in his dual commitment to environmental sustainability and social justice, making 

a lasting impact on Kerala's biodiversity and its people. 

Key words: Mangrove, Dalit, Pulaya,North Malabar, Acharya award, Pazhaynadi,  

                     Harijan  AKG etc. 

http://www.starresearchjournal.com/
mailto:rajeevpmadhav@gmail.com


Rajeevan /Star International Journal, Volume 13, Issue 4(4), April (2025) ISSN: 2321-676X  

32 
 

Early Life and Education 

Kallen Pokkudan (1937–2015) was a 

towering figure in both environmental 

activism and Dalit advocacy in Kerala, 

India. Born to Aringaleyan Parotti and 

Kallen Vellachi in the village of Edakeel 

Thara in Ezhome Panchayath.
1
 Pokkudan’s 

formal education was brief, ending at the 

second grade. Yet, his life exemplified an 

indomitable pursuit of justice, and his 

impact would transcend his humble origins. 

Political Involvement and Shift to 

Environmental Activism 

As a young man, Pokkudan 

gravitated toward the Communist 

movement, joining the party at eighteen. His 

involvement in peasant struggles earned him 

the respect of his community—and brief 

imprisonment. Following a period in hiding 

in the late 1960s due to political tensions 

surrounding the killing of a mercenary of a 

local jenmi (landlord), he eventually 

distanced himself from formal politics and, 

in the early 1970s, found his calling in 

environmental work. 
2
This pivot marked the 

beginning of his life as a crusader for 

Kerala’s endangered mangrove ecosystems, 

which earned him the name Kandal 

Pokkudan  (Mangrove Pokkudan).
3
 

Environmental Work and Achievements 

Driven by a deep understanding of 

his community’s needs and the environment, 

he travelled the Kerala coastline from 

Kasaragod to Kanyakumari, planting 

thousands of mangrove saplings along 

marshes, riverbanks, and shorelines. His 

mission revitalised these ecosystems, 

preserving biodiversity and creating a model 

of sustainable coastal conservation that 

would inspire communities far beyond 

Kerala. Recognition followed from both 

governmental and non-governmental 

organisations worldwide, including 

UNESCO, which lauded his dedication to 

ecological preservation. Pokkudan’s impact 

extended across borders, with his methods 

studied and celebrated in countries like 

Hungary, Sri Lanka, Yugoslavia, and 

Nepal.
4
 

Academic Recognition and Contributions 

Despite his limited schooling, 

Pokkudan’s extensive knowledge of 

mangrove ecology impressed scientists, 

academics, and environmentalists alike. 

Universities in India and abroad 

incorporated his work into their curricula, 

and Kannur University awarded him the 

Acharya Award in 2015. His work was 
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celebrated as a Mangrove Movement, which 

other visionaries would carry forward, 

recognising it as an enduring contribution to 

environmental awareness.5 

Autobiographies and Cultural Insights 

Pokkudan documented his 

experiences and insights in two 

autobiographies: Kandal Kadukalkkidayil 

Ente Jeevitham (My Life in the Mangrove 

Forests) and Ente Jeevitham (My Life), 

which reveal the layered experiences of the 

Pulayas, a community that endured severe 

caste-based oppression. These works not 

only highlighted the ecological value of 

mangroves but also shared the cultural and 

social struggles of marginalised groups in 

Kerala. 

Advocacy for Dalit Rights 

His work as a Dalit leader was 

courageous; he openly criticised caste-based 

discrimination and advocated for the rights 

of Dalits and Adivasis, drawing parallels 

between environmental degradation and 

social inequality. He was concerned about 

the lives of Dalit people. Land, education, 

power, and culture are interconnected and 

play influential roles in politics, literature, 

and art. Unfortunately, Dalits have not been 

able to exert significant influence in these 

areas. Their representation in art, literature, 

cinema, and television remains very limited. 

In a democratic setup, the participation of 

Dalits and Adivasis should reflect their 

population size.
6
 Pokkudan consistently 

advocated for the upliftment of marginalised 

communities and protested against systems 

that did not recognise Dalit rights. Like Dr. 

B.R. Ambedkar, Pokkudan sought liberation 

for his community through education and 

empowerment, eventually converting to 

Buddhism as a symbol of his commitment to 

equality. After his death, his body was laid 

to rest with Buddhist rites, honoring his 

lifelong pursuit of justice and equality. 

Contributions to Film and Literature 

Pokkudan’s role as an 

environmentalist extended to his 

participation in the film Papilio Buddha, a 

portrayal of Kerala’s Dalit struggles.
7
 In 

addition to his autobiographies, he 

published Choottachi, a study of aquatic 

life, and. Kandal Enangal is a detailed 

account of 22 mangrove species found in 

North Malabar, including Sonneratia alba, 

Rhizophora mucronata, Kandelia candel, 

Acanthus ilicifolius, Derris 

trifoliataAcrostichum aureum,Bruguiera 

cylindrical, Avicennia officinalis, Avicennia 

marina, Sonneratia caseolaris, Sonneratia 
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alba, Excoecaria agallocha, Aegiceras 

corniculatum, Luminitzera racemosa and 

others
8. His work was further included in 

the Dalit Malayalam Anthology, edited by 

Dr. M. Dasan and Dr. Pradeepan 

Pampirikunnu, published by Oxford 

University Press, ensuring his insights 

reached a global audience. 

Legacy and Impact 

Kallen Pokkudan’s legacy is 

twofold: he not only revived Kerala’s 

mangrove ecosystems but also became a 

powerful advocate for Kerala’s Dalit 

community. His voice and vision inspire 

future generations, showing that one 

individual, armed with conviction and an 

understanding of the land, can create lasting 

change. His life stands as a testament to 

Kerala’s ecological wisdom, rooted in 

resistance, courage, and a commitment to 

justice. Through his work, Pokkudan 

redefined activism as a deeply personal 

journey, setting a standard for grassroots 

leadership and ecological consciousness. 

Personal Narratives and Experiences 

Pokkudan’s autobiography is a compelling 

narrative woven from the struggles and 

memories of Dalit experiences. As a 

member of the Pulaya community in 

northern Malabar, the author vividly 

illustrates the injustices faced by his 

community, offering an unembellished 

portrayal of their life and battles for dignity. 

He had a clear conviction about his caste, 

stating that the government's lack of interest 

did not serve the best interests of Dalit 

upliftment. Many sought the protection of 

other religions, which might explain the 

reasons for conversion.
9
 

Reflections on British Rule 

In one recollection, the author 

describes an event at Ezhome Moola’s 

Welfare School, where the chant Britain 

Jaikkatte, Britain Jaikkatte, Brittan Jaichu 

Gunam Varatte (May Britain Win, May 

Britain's Victory Benefit Us) reflects a deep-

seated hope among some Dalits for a new 

future under British rule.
10

 This prayer 

captures their sentiments during a time when 

British influence brought both 

apprehensions and aspirations for change. 

Political Activism and Struggles 

Pokkudan’s involvement with the 

Communist Party marked a pivotal chapter 

in his life, as he sought to secure a political 

voice for Dalits. During the turbulent 1968-

69 chemmmeen kettu (prawn enclosure) 

agitation, aimed at securing community 
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rights, he endured brutal attacks from feudal 

landlords' thugs and subsequently faced 

imprisonment. During this period, prominent 

Communist leader A.K. Gopalan (AKG) 

visited him, offering words of 

encouragement: You are a Harijan Narikutty 

(Tiger). You need strong courage. A person 

only dies once—there’s no room for fear; if 

you falter, others will follow.
11

 

 

The Split from the Communist Party 

By 1971-72, however, ideological 

differences led to a painful split from the 

Communist Party. His former association 

with the Communists had already strained 

his prospects with Congress sympathizers, 

who refused him, work. Now, as an 

adversary to the Communists, he was also 

excluded from opportunities within their 

circle. During one community meeting, 

party members targeted him with a violent 

punishment, chaining him to a bicycle and 

beating him until he was hospitalised.
12

 

A Love for Mangroves 

Mangroves serve as a natural barrier 

against tidal waters, including ebbs and 

flows, as well as high winds. They create 

essential habitats for small fish and prawns 

to settle and thrive. These forests can easily 

grow along riverbanks and shorelines, 

particularly in areas where freshwater 

saltwater mix, fostering optimal conditions 

for their development. Mangroves are 

crucial for harbor areas and riverbanks, as 

the freshwater from rivers nourishes them 

while the sea currents supply essential 

minerals. Consequently, these confluences 

provide a conducive environment for 

mangroves to flourish abundantly. This 

ecosystem, rich in natural resources, is often 

regarded as a blessing from nature, allowing 

mangroves to grow and protect themselves 

effectively. It wasn’t by anyone’s persuasion 

that Pokkudan began to love the 

mangroves.
13

  On the banks of the 

Pazhayangadi River, much like a 

mischievous individual, he moved 

fearlessly, a solitary wanderer, offering a 

safe haven for fish among the mangroves 

when others, caught in the grip of real estate 

greed, saw these trees as disposable targets. 

That’s when Pokkudan’s eyes lit up with a 

quiet fire. 

The Essence of Mangroves 

He needed no validation from 

modern biology to proclaim that mangroves 

are the lungs of the earth. A man who 

grieved for thousands of felled mangrove 
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roots stood alone in his lament, surrounded 

by foes. He faced quiet persecution yet 

created resistance, planting thousands of 

mangroves along the river. And soon, the 

land began speaking of mangroves. He 

understood the medicinal value of 

mangroves. Mangroves are known for their 

numerous medicinal properties. They 

contain various bioactive compounds that 

can be beneficial for health. Research has 

shown that extracts from mangrove plants 

may have anti-inflammatory, antimicrobial, 

and antioxidant effects. Additionally, they 

can play a role in traditional medicine for 

treating ailments such as wounds, infections, 

and digestive issues. Understanding and 

harnessing these medicinal values can 

contribute to both healthcare and 

conservation efforts..Acanthus ilicifolius 

and Excoecaria agallocha are being used for 

medicinal purposes to treat rheumatism and 

leprosy. He attempted to distribute the seeds 

of loop-root mangrove garlands to rheumatic 

patients for better relief.
14

 

Lasting Memories 

Children who lived by the riverbanks 

had only heard stories about Pokkudan, but 

when they saw the trees, they felt a deep 

connection. In their hearts, they knew and 

remembered him. Pokkudan was always 

passionate about nature and its protection. 

When he received the Acharya Award from 

Kannur University, he spoke with sadness 

about the ongoing damage to Kerala’s 

environment. Many riverbanks have been 

filled for construction, and this has badly 

affected the natural balance. Today, 

biodiversity is in great danger. For people 

like Pokkudan, who spent their lives 

protecting the environment and supporting 

the people, this is a painful time. 

Though Pokkudan studied only up to 

the 2nd standard, he worked with full 

dedication to save nature. He also cared 

deeply about the lives of Dalits and Adivasis 

in Kerala and often supported them in their 

hardships. With a bag of mangrove seeds on 

his shoulder, he walked through the 

wetlands and shores of Kerala. He loved 

mangroves like his own children and looked 

after them with all his heart. 
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