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FOREWORD

Culture is the life blood of a nation. It is culture that sustains a
people providing a senseé of direction and a distinct identity for (its
members. Having been blessed with a formidable and magnificient culture,
which would be the envy of any nation anywhere, the need has arisen for
we Nagas to develop an awareness of its importance, of its propagation
and draw Social strength from it. It is in this context that the efforts
by Mr Joseph S. Thong to give a more permanent form to the Naga
perspectives and value systems assumes much importance.

I have perused this with interest and am impressed with his deep
waderstanding of our cultural heritage. It is my hope that this book
will provide the opportunity for our coming generations to appreciate
and develop a pride in ouwr Naga identity and also serve the larger
purpose of awakening interest, among others of the Naga people.

Vipralhou Kesiezie,
Dated, Kohima

the 22nd October 1997.



PREFACE

The Naga tribes, who were once famous for head-hunting, be
# in the states of Nagaland, Manipur, Assam, Arunachal Pradesh in
India or in Myanmar ( Burma ) differ from therest of the Hindustan
communities not only in origin, language and appearance but their
food habits, belief system, social customs, traditions, and all other
aspects and modes of life.

The practice of head-hunting and Feast of Merit are at the heart
and soul of the Naga culture, around which the rest of the life
activities are inter-woven. Establishment of Village, the village gate,
construction of house and its decorations, dress and ornaments, wood
caruzg, stone monuments, dyeing. tattcoing, songs and dances, marriage,
morung, implements and tools, cultivation, chieftainship, clan system,
Beliefs, rituals and festivals etc. revolve around and link up with head-
Bunting and Feast of Merit which are basically the same in almost
all the Naga tribes, except for some minor and local variations from
tnbe to tribe, village to villagc and clan to clan; all these generally
distinguish the Naga Tribe from other Hindustan communities and
culture which on the other hand are generally governed by the Systems
of Caste, Untouchability, Zamindari, Jajmani and Bounded Labour.

Although some British Colonial Administrators, American Christian
Missionaries, Travellers, Journalists, Military Personels, Naga National
Weorkers, Church Organisations, Local Administrators, Academicians
and other writers have written books on the Nagas, so far no
ecomprehensive book covering the various aspects of the culture of
the Naga head-hunters has been produced to meet the needs of
these who hunt for them. This book presents a complete picture of
the entire Naga tribes and their various cultural aspects in brief, to
fulfil their desire for reference and curiousity to know about the life
siyle of the head-hunters.

Even now in the interior rural villages, historic culture of the
people can still be obtained through the aged people whose ways of
IiE Bave not changed for centuries. Besides, the existing wood carvings,
genna posts, log drums, stone monuments, morung buildings, cloth

|



Kent, Rushuyhum Bukh, Lucy Polem Tep, Logviseng Semp, David
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Research and Training Nagaland, Kohima; Staff of State Library Kohima;.
Staff of the Directorate of Art and Culture Nagaland, Kohima; Staff
of the Directorate of School Education, Nagaland Kohima; Staff of
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Council of Educational Research and Training, Nagaland Kohmia, who
has kindly written the Foreword to the book. Behind the success of
=y work stand my father Shwenilo Thong and my wife Gwasole Thong. -
I can not forget to record my dept to them. I ackownledge my deep
gratituce to Timothy Thong, who went through the manuscript with
stmest care and devotion and typed out the major portion of my han
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the bock in time.
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1. GENFRAL INTRODUCTION :

(a) Who are the Nagas?

Nagas are the Mongoloid tribes inhabiting the hilly regions between
the Brahmaputra river in India and the Chindwind river in Myanmar
( Burma ), in the states of Nagaland, Manipur, Arunachal Pradesh and
Assam in India and eastern Nagaland in Myanmar ( Burma ), between
93@"—960 East longitude and 24°-27° North latitude, with a population
of around 1.5 millions,” The Nagas are head-hunting tribes living in
thousands of villages, many of which are buried in the deep jungles of
Indo-Burma, speaking more than of fifty langvages and dialects,
formerly notorious for head-hunting and human sacrifice, which is almost
the only thing most people know about them..

Verrier Blwin wrote — ‘Nagas are a fine people, of whom their
country is proud ; strong and self reliant, with the free and independant
outlook characteristics of highlanders everywhere, good to look at, with
an unerring instinct for colour and design, friendly and cheerful with
a keen sense ¢f humour, gifted with splendid dances and a love of songs.’

J. H. Hutton states that ‘those tribes which are spoken of as
Nagas have something in con.mon with each other which distinguishes
them from many other tribes found in Assam and entitle them to be
regarded as a racial unit in themselves.’

/The major tribes of the Nagas, who were once famous. for their
head- huntmg culture are the Konyaks, Ao, Angami, Sema, Phom, Lotha,
Tangkhul, Chang, Sangtam, Chakhesang, Zeliangrong, Rengma, Yimchunger,
Khiamungan, Mao, Thangal, Maram, Tikhir, Pochury, Marin, Anan,
Moyan, Puimei, Mokware, Chirr, Keyho-Kenyu, Lamkan, Kuki, Damsa,
Kom, Chiru, Nokte, Tangsa, Chin, Wancho, Sinpho, Khampti, Haimi,
Htangram, Rangpan, Para, Somra, Dikhir, Phevungri, Shangphuri,
and Mimi etc.

() Why are they called “Nagas” ?

'Originally, all the Naga tribes had their own separate identity
and they were knownlby their own tribes in their respective dialects. There
was no termm as the word “Naga”. The name NAGA was given to
them by the outsiders who came in contact with them.

1



Various Scholars, Anthropologists, Sociologists and travellers have
expressed their views of the term NAGA in different ways. ‘

)/ One group of Scholars opine that the term “NAGA” must have
Eeen derived from the word “NOK” or “NOKA” which mcans
“folk” or ¢people” in some tribal language.

2/. Some Scholars think the word ¢“Naga” has evolved from the
Kachari word “NANGRA” which means “a warrior.”

.nother views suggest that the word *“Naga” originated from a
Sanskrit: word “NAGNA?”, which means ‘“Naked.”

4. Another view is that the word has come from a Hindustani word
«“NANGA”, meaning “Naked.”

5. The fifth view says that it has originated from the Bengali word
«NANGTA” meaning “Naked.” :

6. The sixth view has been derived from the Assamese word “NOGA”
meaning “Naked.”

7. Another view says that it has originated from two Assamese words
«NQ>, the shrotened from of “Notun’, which means “New” and
“GA” meaning “Body”’, thereby meaning ‘‘new body’’ or ‘“‘new man.”

8. The eight view holds that it has originated from «NAGA SANYASI”,
applied to all naked Sanyasis and ail naked people in India.

9. ‘Another view 'says that the word ‘Naga” has originated from
«NOGA?” nreaning “Snake” or ¢<King of Snakes.”” ~This group of
Scholars opine that Nagas are the descendants of the Serpent.

" 10. .Some say that “NAG” means “hill” in Sanskrit and the word

«“Naga” means “Hill man.”

J/f Anocther view says that the word Naga has been derived from a
Burmese word “NAKA”, which means “Ear-ring.”” Henee, the

eople who wear ear rings or pierce their ear Iobes are known

as “NAKAS.” s

12 "Originally, the word “Naga” had been given by the Cachari
King' Dima of - Dimapur, to the Legendary. Rengma hero  of
/Chokedonyu village. :

T )
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In those days, the Cacharis and the Assamese knew the hill
people for their head-hunting culture. They fear that the hill people eat
hur lesh, as they were accustomed to eating all sorts of animals
d cctsi found on land and in water, Qccagionally, the hill people
WO uid raid their dominion and chop off the heads of their victims
.and take them away as prize. In those days, a notorious young warrior
narred Njon Tegibu, lived in Chokedonyu Village and used to collect
taxes from traders in kind. He frequently visited Dimapur and in
the process, the Queen of Dima fell in love with him as he was very
hardsome. King Dima, in one of his encounters with Njon Tegibu,
‘asked him ‘what they (the bill'people) do with the heads of their
victims. He replied “NAU”, which means ritualg., The King again
asked the young hero, what the word for killing a man with dao
and spear was. . Tegibu replied that the word was <“GA”.: So the
King called him “NAUGA”, which according to Dima signified the
people “who do rituals with their victims -head”.

’ Therefore, the head-hunters inhabiting the hilly regions between
the Brahmaputra river in India and the Chindwin river in Myanmar
(Burma); ‘who practice rituals with the head of their victims are called
«“Nagas”, which was.orginially derived from the word “«NAUGA” as

expressed by the Cachari King Dima of Dimapur. /

(c) Where do they come from? -

Most .of the writers on the Nagas are .of the opinion that
the Nagas must have come from different places of Seuth East. Asian
countries and islands, at different times, due to the fact that they
have cultural similarities with those ‘of ‘%outh East Asian inhabitants.

In 1874, Captain Butler, at the head of an exploratoy expedmon
party, was told by the Rengma people at Tesophenyu Village that
the Naga’s ruled the ‘coast for ages’.’ 'The "Nagas-still- wear conch-
shells as ‘part of their ornamental dress. The¢onch-shell ' which 'is
5o valuable and prestigious tothe Nagas is'a' marine product, which
also associated with the marri age pzzscnts of ‘therich people 6111d also

used as a medium ‘cf exchange by ‘tracers.

Their fondness for cowrie-shells-the product of sea, is also
used for beautifying and rna}m;g Cesigns in their dresses.

a
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The log-drums hewn from huge logs also features the canoes,
is so common with islanders.

It is also a fact that the Nagas include almost all living sea
creatures in their diet.

On the Igorots of Philipines, Barrows write — ‘It is the custom of
all these tribes to chop off the heads of their victims in battle or
murder and carry them home as trophies, where they form the object
of feasting and celebration.’

John Ogilby in 1671, gave an account of head-hunting in Formosa
(Taiwan) and wrote — ‘Each conqueror that shares for his own part a
Head, carries it through his village upon a spear, insulting and

‘singing in praise and glory of his' god, proudly......... , they are joyfully
recieved everywhere, and entertained with the best liquor the town
affords......... fourteen days they keep holy. Feasting and Sacrificing to

their Gods, who gave them so great and glorious a victory, of these
heads, whoe’er enjoys one, looks upon it as his greatest Treasure,
putting it beyond Gold and silver, or the most precious Jewel, and
when any accident of fire ot the like happen, this they take most
care of, how to carry it with them, or leave it in safety.”

Mcgovrn also writes — ‘Nagas are very similar to the Dyaks and
Kayans of Borneo (Indonesia), Battaks of Sumatra ( Malaysia) and
certain groups of Formosa (Taiwan) and several other groups (Igorots) in
the Philipines.’

W. C. Smith, an authority on the Nagas also points out many
similarities between the Nagas and the Dyaks. ‘The Dyaks of Borneo
(Indonesia) grew rice on the steep hills just as the Angamis do.’

Shakespear, in the history of Upper Assam, writes on the Nagas
thus —¢They recognised a slizht resemblance in matters of counting,
names for domestic implements, village architecture and head-hunting
propensities to those of the Dyaks ( of Borneo in Indonesia ) ; while
their love for marine shells may seem to point to a bygone home
near the sea ; though they are a far inland residing community.’

H. Bareh in Kohima District Gazeteer writes — ‘New  Guinea’s
tribes were head-hunters like the Nagas, carrying tasselled chains
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which symbelise the number of heads taken by the carrier. In
addition, all the Melenesian and Polynesian tribes make carved images
of wood like the Nagas.’

The fact that the Nagas have many cultural affinities with those
living in remote parts of South East Asian countries like the Dyaks
and Koyan trites of Borneo (Indonesia), the Batlak tribes of Sumatra
(Malaysia) and the tribes of Formosa (Taiwan) and the tribes of New
Guincas, the Melenesian and Polenesian tribes and the tribes of Sarawak
of Malaysia ; and the cultural importance of Cowrie-shells, Conch-shells
and log drums like the canoes of islanders, the custom of eating all
sea creatures and their resemblance in physical structure and colour,
are sufficient proof in themselves that the WNagas once lived near the
sea coast, which they, without doubt claimed to have ‘ruled the
coast for ages’, though they are far inland residing community.

It is not certain as to how many generations have passed since
the first Naga settlers arrived in their present settlement. Antiquarian
remains, such the Stone Monuments, some of them very old. Would
suggest that they have been established here for about ten centuries.

(d) What are their Physical Characteristics ?

The Nagas bear Mongoloid features. The physical characteristics
found among the Nagas arc as under:

1. Skin colour — Yellowish tinge, light brown, brownish yellow,
rich brown, dark brown.

& Hoir — Black, straight, wavy, in rare cases wooly
and curly.

3. Head — Broad mesophalic head.

4. Face — Flat face, round face, broad high cheeked bone.

5. Nose — Fine to broad, flat nose.

6. Eye — GCblique, mongoloid eye where fold is
remarkably absent.

7. Stature - — Short or below average, medium to above

average. Man-5 feet 6 inches to 6 feet.
Woman generally 2 inches shorter than man.
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In general, Nagas are strong and sturdy. The Naga tribes have
affinities with the tribes of South East Asian countries of Indonesia,
Malaysia, Taiwan, Philipines, Melenesia, Polenesia and New Guinea.
They belong to the Indo-Mongoloid family of races.

(e) What are their temperament?

Regarding the temperament and general nature of the Nagas,
first let us see what the various Scholars and Writers observed on
the Nagas during their encounter with the people over the years.

S. C. Deve writes-*Although each Naga tribe has distinct chara-
cteristics of its own, they have certain features in common. They
are truthful, honest, brave and believe in hero-worship. During the
last head-hunting days, the prettiest girl in the village would consider
herself fortunate if she could marry the man who had taken the
most heads during a raid. He automatically becomes the leader and
was respected by the entire village. The Nagas admire the British
for the latters’ bravery and sense of justice.’

J. H. Hutton said-‘Nagas have fine qualities. They are simple,
cheerful, colourful, humorous, courteous and hospitable. Nagas are
people with a sense of humour and generousiiy at home, at work
and at gatherings; laughter is the food of the society and hospita-
bility is overwhelming. Nagas are hoaest and truthfel people, stealing
is not common...... and they have tespect for elders. Nagas are
generous but begging is an abomination. They are healthy, active,

vigorous and brave people. The Nagas are well built and enthusia-
stically looking for a true God and also religious.’

J. S. Bright-*Most of the Nagas exude natuare and wear a smile
on their lips’

Verrier Elwin on the Nagas, write-“They are a yne people, of
whom their country is proud ; strong and self-reliant, with the fee
and independant outlook, characteristic of highlanders everywhere ;
good to look at, whith unerring instinct for colour and design, friendly
and cheerful with a knee sense of humour, gifted with splendid dance
and a love for songs.’

Asoso Yonuo writes-They (Nagas) are usally unclean and
unmannerly in taking their food, drinks and other things. They are
very fond of intoxicating drinks like rice beer. “He further states that,
the' Naga women are fine, stalwart, cheerful, jovial, frank, hospitable,
hurrourous and devout.’



V. K. Nuh —~ ‘Al these beautiful ways of life are disappearing
rapidly.’

From the above statements, we come to know that in those good
past days, the Nagas were simple, truthful, honest, friendly, frank,
brave, cheerful humorous, courteous, hospitable, generous, healthy, active,
strong, religious, self-reliant and independant in outlook, They respected
their elders and admired bravery and they loved justice, song and dance.
However, they were unclean and unmannerly in their food habits and
were fond of intoxicating drinks.

But over the years, in the process of change and modernisation,
cultural evolution and innovations, cross-cultural contact and cultural
diffusion and acculturation process, ’all these beautiful ways of life
are disappearing rapidly’, as V. K. Nuh has observed. Now many of
the old natures, habits, conventions, fashions, values, manners temp-
erament have changed and have assimilated the new form and ways
of life, as described in the Chapter - Result of Acculturation,

(f) What do you mean bv the Naga Culture ?

Before we explain the meaning of *Naga Culture’, let us und-
erstand the definitions of Culture as given by eminent Anthropologists
and Sociologists.

1. Herskvits — Culture is the learned portionv human
behaviour.
2.~ Koening — Culture is the sum total of man’s

efforts to adjust himself to his environ-
ment and to improve his mode of living.

3. Water Paul — Culture is the totality of group ways of
thought and action duly accepted and
followed by a group of pecple.

4. E. B. Taylor — Culture is that complex whole which
include knowledge, belief, art, morals
law, customs and any other capabilities
and habits acquired by man as a mgmber
of Scciety.
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5.« <Sapir — Culture includes those attitudes, views
of life and specific menifestation of
civilisation that give a particular people
its distinctive place in the world.

6. A. Goldenwiser — Our attitudes, beliefs and ideas, our Judgement
and values and institutions—Political and legal,
religious and economic ; our code of etuquette,
our books and machines, our science, phi-
loshphies and philosophers, all these and
many other things and beings within them-
seives and in thier multi-form inter—relations.

7. W. Green — Culture is the socially transmitted system of
idealised ways in knowledge and practice and
belief along with the artifact that knowledge
and practice produce and maintain as the
change in type. Culture includes all that is
given by one generation to another in society
such as, kncwledge, religious beliefs, law, art.
moral code, customs, manners, literature,
music and language etc.

'Therefore, by “Naga Culture”’, I mean the way of life of the
Nagas, the inherited behaviours and thoughts of their fore-fathers,
passed on to the new gceneration, through oral traditions, and day to
dav pratices and conservative life styles-in the form of customs, tra-
ditions, norms, values beliefs and conventions ; acquired through the
process of time, change, innovation, evolution and growth ; contact,
diffusion, integration, imitation and acculturation.

The Naga culture, therefore, must include head-hunting, feast
of merit, log drum, skull tree, housing, food and drinks, dress and
ornaments, 1mpkn~ents, tocols weapcns, utensils and furnitures, stone
monuments, festivals, rituals and ceremonie, animism and magic,
superstitious beliefs, withcraft and migration of scul, painting, wood
carvings and ftatooing, myth and iegera;ry, songs and dances, village
state government, chiefiainship, custofary laws and adjudication, clan.
and kinskip system, ferms of family, marriage and inheritance, morung
system, hueting, fcod gathering, barter system of trade, weaving of
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cloth and bamboo works, earthen pot making, manufacture of salt,
shifting cultivation and rearing of animals, language and dialects,
herbal medicine and indigenous methods of healing, the rise of
nationalism, emergence of christianity and education etc, as the indis-
pensable components of Naga Culture. }

In order to understand fully the real culture of the Nagas, we
need to trace the life patterns of their fore-fathers. In this connection,

it is surprising to know the under-mentioned things had no existence
in the traditienal Naga society and culture in the by gone days,
during the head-hunting period.

No lock and key.

No Police.

No prison.

No destitution.

No beggars.

No monetary system.

No juvenile delinquency.

No cheating.

No venereal disease.

No drugs.

No cenema halls or video parlours.
No script or writing.

No corruption.

No bribery.

No transportation.

No caste distinction or social stratification.
No bar or liquor stores.

No landless person.

No taxation.

No land lords of Zamindari system.
No sati system.

No Jajmani system.

There was :
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23. No bonded labour.

24. No opium den.

25. No dancing hall.

26. No brothels or prostitution.

27. No political party.

28. No law for death penalty.

29. No person is or was untouchable in Naga Society.
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