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The canon of tribal myths and folklores may not be historically and literally verifiable but they 
have been of immense interest to social anthropologists. To an Anthropologist myths and folklore are 
universal phenomena that not only depict the ‘collective conscious’ of a community but are a means to 
ritual performances. Furthermore, it has also been established by prominent scholars like Levi Strauss, 
W.H.R. Rivers, Sir E. E. Evans Pritchard that ritualistic performances are encoded in the local lore 
and fables of a community that provide it with an internal order. For traditional and non-traditional 
communities alike, these performances are embodied within the kinship structure, thus establishing a 
continuum between symbols, utterances, local literature, and intra or inter community relationships. 
Kinship within Anthropology was and continues to concern itself with four paramount tenets viz. the 
kinship beyond elementary family structure; the establishment of formalized relationships between 
different sets of kin; the structuring and re-structuring of affinal and consanguineous bonds with respect 
to kinship terms within various forms of marital alliances; and finally the specific performances that are 
entailed within these bonds (Firth, 1968). In conclusion, these performances are expressed ritualistic 
narratives or myths which in turn elicit the conceptions of binary viz. sacred & profane, totem or taboo, 
masculine & feminine, and so on. However, Ortner argues that the notion of binary within the canon as 
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The paper attempts to understand the reconfiguring of mainstream gender specificities in 
tribal songs, myths and folklores of the hills of the Northeast. We intend to understand figure of 
the demonic/liberated/ women artists in folklores and songs of tribal communities of the hills. We 
begin with Mizo women poets Hmuaki, Lianchhiadri, Saikuti, sang memorable folk songs and 
were required to be silenced since there was a fear that their poetic abilities would surpass the men 
of the community. The next section will deal with Chhurbura, the greatest male figure in Mizo 
folklore who doubles as a male nurse besides being a traveler and person of immense wisdom. 
The gender boundaries grip around these forms of oral narrative in strange and complicated 
ways. While understanding the politics of Northeast and the effect of imperialism on indigenous 
language we would move onto discuss Garo Literature and configuration of the woman in their 
songs and myths. While there is an intense feminization of nature and land according to their 
myths the creator Tatara Rabuga wanted the earth to be born of a woman, Nostu Nopantu. 
However, poison also within the same cultural imagination is a woman Kontilognma Amebima 
and Chengmebima whose body is the repository of poison.The female body which nurtures, heals 
and rejuvenates is instantly demonized and rendered fearful. The paper negotiates with these 
imaginings which masculinizes females and feminizes males. In the Lepcha folklores which the 
paper intends to deal with only peripherally owing to the short time scope demonizes by recording 
a female Yeti who is very brutal and ugly. Thus, the paper finally attempts to understand and 
question the nature of the audience and their receptions of such aberrant femininity and through 
it understands the complex hierarchies existing in within the ethnic tribal communities
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a means to comprehending social order is too simplistic as it omits the complex and significant canonical 
signs.  Thus, it is important to set an ethnographic tone to the research as it enables the researcher to 
conceive of several domains that are encompassed within the continuum. 

This section of the paper engages in an explorative study of the kinship patterns with respect to the 
foundation of female bonds and the construction of feminine codes of conduct within the folklore 
and myths of Mizo, Garo, and the Lepchas/Lapchas communities. While attempting to do so I have 
refrained from any form of comparison between the structures of myths and folk tales of the three 
communities in order to ensure a perspective that is essentially ethnographic and not ethnological. 
However, one cannot overlook the parallels that may be drawn between the symbolic meanings of the 
texts that were consulted for the purpose of the present research. It is noteworthy that the substance of 
these myths and folklores is characterized by elements of polarity and asymmetry which, in Rappaport’s 
opinion, are a process engendering the social reality. Thus it is imperative for the sake of research that 
certain aspects that are common to the folklores and myths of this region, are set apart based on their 
structural significance; for instance all the folktales, folksongs, folklores, and myths ascribe a sacred 
status to Gods, and powerful beings on earth while the rest are prohibited from any union with the 
sacred beings. According to Durkheim, there are numerous ritual systems that contain the two groups 
within their respective boundaries. These prohibitions override the patterns of kinship and are therefore 
supra-kinship systems. All forms of prohibitions maintained between individuals or groups are thus 
considered a taboo. The prescriptive nature of taboo controls the social order and is a facet of both 
religion and magic that imposes separateness between two groups that are unlike the other. To illustrate 
the point further, we must consider the creation or the origin myth of the Lepchas that introduces 
Fadongthing (the first and the most powerful Lepcha male) and Nuzaongnyoo (the pure virgin female 
created from the virgin snow of Mt. Kanchanjunga), the first human and siblings, created by the Lepcha 
God Itboo-Deboo. The two are recognized as consanguineous kin and are prohibited from any intimate 
union by the incest taboo that imposes upon them the responsibility of protecting the earth from 
misfortune and misery. Once mature, Nuzaongnyoo ignores the warnings of Itboo-Deboo and gives in to 
the temptation of a union with Fadongthing who is reluctant at first but is quite taken by Nuzaongnyoo’s 
beauty. The siblings are not considered children anymore as they have committed an offense that must 
not be ignored. According Rappaport, the growth from infancy to adulthood is an extremely masculine 
idea and Nuzaongnyoo’s childlike animality is a characteristic of weak moral character. 

The origin myth of Lepcha marriage begins with the most robust and powerful Lepcha Tarbongthing 
an extremely masculine boy who regularly sets bamboo trap to catch birds in order to feed him. After 
few successful traps, he realizes that he fails to trap any more birds. In time he concludes that the reason 
for his subsequent failure is a girl who frees the birds that are caught in the trap. She foils his attempts 
at gaining food which angers Tarbongthing and he attempts to question her on her actions following 
a physical fight with her. The young and beautiful Narip Naom is a figure of beauty and motherhood 
who believes that the trapped birds have an equal right to enjoy freedom at Mayel Lyang. In a manner 
similar to trapping of the birds, Tarbongthing stops Narip Naom from returning to her home till she 
agrees to elope with him. As discussed earlier, it is a woman’s obligation to guard her dignity as well 
as abide by the taboos surrounding union with a man. Like a dutiful daughter Narip Naom, informs 
Tarbongthing that the decision to marry her was her mother’s and mother’s brothers’ obligation. In 
a matrilineal avunculate society, the kinship pattern accords power and authority to the mother and 
mother’s brother. There is limited or no recognition given to the father. The role of father is substituted 
by that of an uncle therefore the system of inheritance of property, or residence after marriage, are 
an uncle’s obligation. The myth introduces mother and mother’s brothers as the central figures in 
familial decisions and it also mentions that the Lepcha marriage customary law and the conditions for 
bride price were decided and formalized by senior Lepcha men. The union between Narip Naom and 
Tarbongthing is recognized as the first formal matrimonial alliance among the Lepchas. The story of 
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Narip Naom and Tarbongthing is narrated in modern day Lepcha wedding to bring wisdom and good 
luck to the newly-wed couple.  

Among the Garo community the folktale of ‘The Wild Dove’ is the story of two sisters’ emancipation of 
Awil and Singwil who were regularly beaten and abused by their mother on their paternal grandmother’s 
provocation. The falsely accused sisters fly away as doves after remaining locked up for days together. 
They return only to remind their parents of the love and loyalty they had for them but they were never 
kind to the sisters. On hearing the melancholic song sung by the doves, the parents fear for their own 
and the village’s safety. They try to lure the doves with attractive goods and material which the daughters 
are entitled to inherit and try to seek for forgiveness. The doves (daughters) refuse to return to them as 
humans and fly away. The obligation of the mother towards her mother-in-law is prominent as it is a 
kinship obligation that binds the mother with formalized systems of trust and bonding. The act of the 
father offering his wealth to the rightful heirs (daughters) brings to light the inheritance of power and 
property through patriliny while the father is barely referred to in the texts other than being the head of 
the household where he is the only male. 

I would like to highlight that kinship systems and the local knowledge of communities are intertwined 
systems that formulate a community’s social fabric. The kinship patterns of the community define 
several key aspects of duty, obligation, norms, and rituals and these systems are acutely engendered this 
hierarchical. However, the folklore and myths of the North-East communities represent a unique identity 
that is embedded within their knowledge systems to survive despite the coming of the missionaries and 
other mainland great traditions. These systems have effectively established the agency of women within 
their corpus of local literature. 

The next  section of the paper attempts to engage with demonic and aberrant femininity in North 
Eastern and Lepcha folklores and songs. The section begins with a study of what translates as evil within 
the tribal imaginings and how demonic women are represented within these tribal communities. Presence 
of supernatural and evil is a combination of bio power with exaggerated and fantastical imagination. It 
is considered to be anthropological translation of the natural, social, cultural and political narratives 
and imaginings which are exaggerated and unbelievable. It aims to fill the gaps between imagination 
and cognition in the North Eastern and Lepcha oral and performative cultures. Within the culture 
of these above specified communities there are clearly romanticized concepts of the supernatural. 
Western metaphysical praxis generally challenges the system of irrational knowledge and rejects semiotic 
configurations of the supernatural which don up as alternative domains of power premised on the 
unreasonable. Even within the mainstream monolith of Indian knowledge system there exists sense of 
control and a degree of acceptance with what is agreeably perceived as real knowledge and the study of 
the supernatural. The proliferation of modern sensibility, the impacts of urbanization, technological 
and cyber progress, progress of capitalism and the rhetoric of nation and nationalism, have made the 
world smaller and initiated what critics have referred to as ‘sanskritisation’ of knowledge which has 
made these ‘hermetically sealed’ ethnic groups of the North East feel the cultural need to ‘share’ their 
knowledge of the ‘local’ while retaining their distinct identity. The locals of the North East share their 
identity by contributing and  influencing the larger knowledge system while simultaneously maintain 
a vaunting separateness which opposes all forms of epistemic homogenizing and coerced integration 
which has often been the hall mark of sanskritisation or modernization.

As the paper proceeds to argue about the demonic and aberrant femininities it is important to 
understand the configuring of demonic in women. When a woman transgresses the patriarchal social 
codes of society she automatically faces an othering and becomes the target of general ostracism and 
judgement. Women writers who have been able to question the stringent norms of patriarchy have been 
configured as rebellious writers and literary history stands witness to the demonization that such women 
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had to face. Woman writers who have been able to overcome the ‘feminine’1, i.e, writing which seems 
to be marginalized (repressed, silenced) by the ruling social/linguistic order and is able to undertake 
feminist writing which is perceived as aberrant, anti-patriarchal, sexually transgressional, assertive is 
conferred by patriarchal society as being demonic and thereof easily dismissed bearing the same charge 
from the main vortex of knowledge systems. In such underhand dismissals lie the power of such writing 
as being forcibly removed they tend to be read with greater zeal and enthusiasm. A rebellious/ demonic 
writer is a both a matter of threat and fear for a conservative community which tries to categorically 
resist and silence such powerful women’s voice yet literature is replete with examples of such aberrant 
feminist assertions which border on the demonic. This paper investigates through various folklores 
and folk songs of Mizo, Garo and Lepcha communities how the demonic is configured in the folklores 
of these communities. Folk-lores and folk songs as modes of oral narratives are democratic forms of 
narration which provide space to such aberrant feminist voices.

It can be argued that the, “relationship between myth and literature is…problematic…On the one 
hand, myth is a sub-category of literature, on the other hand, it is a more general form of it” 1 (Kenan) 
Borges, suggests that for example, states that “myth is at the beginning of literature and at its end.” This 
paper thus probes rigorously the idea of aberrant women or demonic representation of the feminine in 
these myths and folklores or songs and creates an imaginative continuum of such sisterhood across the 
myths from the seven sister states (However owing to paucity of space I take into consideration only one 
or two examples of Mizo, Garo and Lepcha folklores). 

Lian-chhiari (1750-1810) is the daughter of the Thang-luah clan chief Vanh-nuai-than-ga in Dung-
tlang in the eastern part of Mizoram. Despite being a chief’s daughter and very often being flooded with 
a series of marriage offers by people of repute Lianchhiari fell in love with commoner called Chawng-
fianga. Lianchhiari indulges in carnal love defying all norms of her clan and is discovered by her own 
mother compelling her to indulge in repentance through the following couplet, 

“So remorseful was I, to enjoy to that very extent/ hindering my father’s world-wide reputation.” 

The couplet immediately creates a binary between fitting code of conduct, family honor on one hand 
and desire as well as pleasures of the body on the other. As a faithful daughter Lianchhiari feels remorse 
but the acceptance of the carnal as, ‘enjoy’ in the song is very fascinating. The politics of desire in the 
songs of Mira or Andal for their lover Krishna have been considered as potent markers of transgression 
and assertions of female agency within the tradition of bhakti culture and the songs of Lianchhiari 
although occupying a completely different spatial domain also come across to me as lyrical assertion of 
female agency. In the Oxford Hand book of  Feminist Theory Lois Mc Nay, defines that “agency - often 
overlaps with a cluster of adjacent concepts—autonomy, free will, intentionality, choice, reflexivity, and 
so on …and that is, a matter of freedom from constraint.. Rather, it is understood as a type of practice 
that is brought into being and given its determinate content by constraint itself—namely, agency as 
resistance.” (Lois Mc Nay, 42) After Chawngfianga’s abrupt leaving she wrote or rather sung, “You didn’t 
inform me your secret migration/Never can I allow you to pass from me dearest first love of mine.” This 
couplet reverberates with Lianchhiari’s momentary disaffection for her lover followed by clear intention 
to pine away in love for him. Love becomes a way for her to assert her mind and choice and if not stand 
in a physical battle yet she is through her verses able to combat the choices that her family makes without 
keeping her preferences in mind. The deserted Lianchhiari sings, ‘Alone I go to the forest with loneliness/
Memories of yours shower upon me like tree leaves.’ Memory of her love provides her with the creative 
energy to produce songs which have overtime come to occupy the consciousness of her clan. These 

1 The relation between myth and literature is problematic as between phantasy and primal phantasy. Wherein if 
phantasy is a literary discourse then primal phantasy is a critical discourse. If phantasy is as scene primal phantasy is it’s 
structure.
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large body of songs composed to address her lover can be also be understood as resisting patriarchal 
decisions which her father and brothers took for her. Liancchiari’s songs became so important that 
they began in turn to lend her clan soon came to be identified through them. Although there are many 
Mizo folk songs and marriage related folk-lores which suggest that women were purchased in marriage 
were secondary beings in relation to a man yet the corpus of Mizo songs by women such as Lianchhiari, 
Saikuti suggest that there were within the same patriarchal culture a fearful veneration of such feminist 
assertions. Their work does not achieve meaning only by being examples of feminist assertion, they 
qualify as potent examples of inventiveness and originality .

Saikuti is yet another torch bearing woman whose sweet voice is said to have urged angry young 
jhum cultivators of her community to be not be destructive. She is said to have run village governances 
with her songs and according to Lalthuangliana Khiangte she was as important as the Poet Laureate of 
England to her community. The verses of yet another gifted daughter of Mizoram is far more vehement 
and lethal. Latheri was the youngest daughter of chief Lal-sav-unga, she like Lianchhiari fell in love 
Chal-than-ga a commoner who her brothers beheaded. As a reaction to this tragedy she is said to have 
torn off her clothes and her lovely beads and lay down in the courtyard perplexing the boundaries of 
feminine shame. Fearing a severe breach of social decorum her mother asked her to wear her clothes and 
necklaces but she refused with full conviction and replied, “Mother, I shall not wear any clothes/ As my 
lover lies cold and dead deep down.” and continues in the same strain to argue in songs “How thoughtless 
are you mother and father posting the head of Chalthanga in our courtyard.” Gripped by fury she refused 
to eat or drink but broke into a verse calmly, “sailo princess may die out of loneliness never I die without 
food mother”. The freedom of such women produces the poetry of sexual love and these verses become 
examples of their fierce individuality. Latheri’s makes her body a site of protest which by patriarchal 
norms is also the site of social control. Her resolve to remain unclothed is immediately translated as the 
most powerful expression of rage and yet the language of her verse has no hysteria which makes clear 
that feminists rather in this case demonic assertions are not always hysterical and thereof irrational, 
emotional and essential.

Moving on from folk songs I would owing to the time constrain move onto discuss only two folk 
tales from Garo literature. In the creation myth of the Garos there is a belief that the creator Tatara 
Rabuga wanted the earth to be born of a woman. Nostu Nopantu bore the earth and she was called 
Mane Pilte. She was initially very tender, not solidified and then Tatara Rabuga made her tougher by 
the use of the heat of the sun and the wind .Within this cultural consciousness the earth is configured 
as the feminine. She is born of a mother and is a female who is there on girdled with life and energy and 
the same consciousness perceives poison and it’s mother to be also  feminine The real name of poison 
i according to Garo myths Kilen-gsi Kilen-gamal and it’s mother is called Kontilongma Amebima 
Chengmebima. The body of Abebima is described to have been cut to various pieces and it’s various 
section for different species of creatures beginning with Majit Tong-jang and Nareschi-borang  or the 
magur and singi fish , the wasp, spal a poisonous caterpillar, chalengma , a poisonous insect , similchack 
and brenggo, poisonous ants and python have derived their venoms from. This binary between the 
female body being conceived as both the force of sustenance as earth and the force of destruction is 
purposefully sustained in the myths. The female body in the Garo myths is thus an artefact which is 
produced by a whole gamut of social interactions and is both constructed and influenced by various 
technologies of gender perceptions. The human body of the woman thus turns the physical body into a 
contested space and performs the play between the legitimate/acceptable and the demonic/destructive.

In the Lepcha (a community in Darjeeling District of India) folklore I look into the actual figure of 
a supernatural being perceived as a demon. The yeti is a supernatural creature who puts to challenge 
every western praxis of rational thought. Its head is conical or egg-shaped, eyes deeply sunken, with red 
wrinkled flat faces like an orangutan, although the nyalmo, are said to be black and bearlike. The hair 



Sinha D. and Sharma K. / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 18, n. 1 (2022) 517-522522

of the males is long and covers the eyes; a full beard covers the rest of the face. All yeti have long arms, 
thick shoulders, and short legs. They have no tail. The Sherpa consider them dangerous, believing that 
even looking at them can bring bad luck, illness, coma, or even death. They are nocturnaland can see 
perfectly at night. They also have long ears and correspondingly acute hearing. Feet tum inwards; toes 
point backwards. It is said they are considered less than human but more than ape, and live in Himalayan 
caves and in the jungles. They do not wear clothing, have neither tools nor weapons, do not use fire, eat 
their food cold and raw, and are afraid of fire and the smell of gun powder. They roar like a tiger, produce 
a bark resembling a cough, and a softer koo koo koo, Except for the larger nyalmo, who are matriarchal, yeti 
live in patriarchal families (Gupta & Nath, 1994).

However what is of interest is the demonic figure of the Female yeti which are described as creatures 
which have large breasts hanging down below their abdomens, which they will sling over their nape 
when they rest and carry in their hands when they run. Lore suggests that the best way to escape from 
a yeti is to run downhill. The hair of the male yeti blocks his vision; the female will lose her balance 
running downhill holding her large breasts in front of her. Their lair stinks, and their bodies reek heavily 
of garlic. Yet they are amorous and there are numerous reports of matings between humans and yeti, 
even mixed yeti and human families. The female is dangerous, and there are myths of her rage. In one, 
a female yeti bears a child fathered by a captured human. When he escapes, she kills the child and eats 
its brain, which bigger yeti are said to desire. Their intelligence is thought to be less than human, yet 
yeti seem capable of experiencing the full range of human emotions including love for a human spouse, 
human friend, and their own children. They cry when their feelings are hurt, and there is one legend 
about a yeti suicide due to loss of family, another about a yeti suicide in anticipation of being killed by 
a human hunter. Another tells a story about a yeti who saves a human life. They have a taste for alcohol 
which, according to myth, has contributed to their demise. In relation to humans, their behavior is 
imitative of what they see, and men have used this tendency against the yeti, again contributing to 
their near-extinction. The female yeti thus becomes a potent symbol of hystericization of women.  The 
female is identified as only a body, determined from within by sexual anatomy that then exhibits the 
pathology of this sexuality in external deformation. Body of the female yeti is not passive or mute 
but is definitely subjected to a fearful gaze of the superior other. Her sudden visibility also marks her 
phases of invisibility and the problems she faces in being yeti as her nature of being a yeti is made more 
difficult by the presence of her breasts which disallow her creaturely free movements. Freud had argued 
that the feminine in hysteria becomes par excellence as a place to ask what am I? man or woman? Thing 
or person? alive or dead ? and brings to light the question that the woman may not be only imagined 
by restrictive patriarchal ideas that stresses woman as beautiful , perfected and denaturalized and all of 
this aimed to satisfy phallogocentric ideas of visual pleasures. These verses and myths of the North East 
just by acknowledging the presence of the demonic democratize the way in which femininity can be 
configured and liberate the through wonder, awe and fear the unrepressed presence of the female.

(Endnotes)

Writing in 1986 an essay on feminist literary theory, Toril Moi concludes:[W]e can now define as female, writing 
by women, bearing in mind that this label does not say anything at all about the nature of that writing; as feminist, 
writing which takes a discernible anti-patriarchal and antisexist position; and as feminine, writing which seems to be 
marginalised (repressed, silenced) by the ruling social/linguistic order. (1986: 220)
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