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Abstract

Easterine Kire, one of the most prolific novelists writing in English from Nagaland and currently
residing in Norway, is a distinguished literary figure who extends her creativity beyond fiction to poetry,
translation, and children’s literature. Her contributions have earned her numerous accolades, including The
Hindu Prize (2015) for When the River Sleeps and the Bal Sahitya Puraskar awarded by the Sahitya Akademi
in 2018 for Son of the Thundercloud. In these two acclaimed novels, Kire skilfully integrates indigenous
narratives into her fictional landscapes, crafting a vivid, realistic, and compelling artistic vision. Her works
serve as cultural documents, intricately woven with the folklore, myths, legends, and oral traditions of the
Naga people. This paper seeks to critically examine the portrayal of women in the folk narratives embedded
within When the River Sleeps and Son of the Thundercloud. Through this exploration, the study aims to shed
light on the representation, role, and status of women in Naga society as reflected in Kire’s literary

reinterpretations.
Keywords: Nagaland, folklore, women, culture, status
Introduction

Easterine Kire stands as one of the most distinguished and prolific literary voices from Northeast India,
particularly from Nagaland. Writing in English, she has garnered significant national and international
recognition for her work, which spans poetry, novels, short stories, translations, and children's literature. A
native of Nagaland, now residing in Norway, Kire consistently incorporates the rich oral traditions and

folktales of her homeland into her narratives, thereby preserving and promoting Naga cultural heritage.
In an interview with Veio Pou, Kire reflects on her deep-rooted cultural influences, stating:

“For me, my culture is what | know, what | grew up imbibing from what | was taught, what | saw around me,
and what | lived and experienced. There is so much beauty in Naga culture. In childhood and youth,
storytelling by grandparents was an integral part of my life. Stories are so essential to our spirits... I do use
much of what | can recall of cultural teachings in both these stories, such as the rules about hospitality and
the courtesy that is practised in our societies, as well as many of the taboos that are considered important to

observe.”
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This statement encapsulates Kire’s literary ethos - her commitment to sharing the wisdom and values

of her forebears, fostering cultural awareness among younger generations, and documenting the oral traditions
of the Naga people. Her works serve not only as literary achievements but also as cultural preservation efforts.
Her novel Son of the Thundercloud earned the Bal Sahitya Puraskar from the Sahitya Akademi in 2018, while
When the River Sleeps was awarded The Hindu Prize for Fiction in 2015. These accolades underscore her

significant contribution to Indian literature and to the global understanding of Naga culture.

Short Summary of Novels

1. When the River Sleeps (2014): This novel narrates the journey of a solitary hunter, Vilie, who embarks
on a spiritual quest to locate a mythical river seen in his dreams. His aim is to extract a heart stone from
the river while it sleeps - a stone believed to bestow immense, supernatural power upon its possessor.
However, the journey is fraught with peril, as Vilie must confront a range of threats, including vengeful
sorceresses, restless spirits, and malevolent forest demons. His challenges are not limited to the
supernatural; he is also pursued by armed men who pose a real and constant danger. Despite these
formidable obstacles, Vilie ultimately succeeds in retrieving the heart stone. Yet, rather than seeking
material wealth or dominance, his journey leads to a deeper spiritual awakening and a richer
understanding of life’s essence. Along the way, he encounters Ate, a vulnerable girl whom he adopts
as his daughter, further emphasizing his emotional and moral growth. The novel concludes on a tragic
note: the very heart stone that symbolized triumph and transformation becomes the cause of Vilie’s
untimely death at the hands of a robber, thus highlighting the paradox of power and the fragility of
human existence.

2. Son of the Thundercloud (2016): In this mythic and allegorical novel, the protagonist, Pele, sets out on
a journey after the devastating loss of his entire family to a severe famine. His travels take him across
barren, lifeless landscapes that mirror the desolation he feels within. Along the way, he encounters two
ancient women, Kethonuo and Siedze, who have waited nearly four centuries for rain to return to their
parched village. These women guide Pele to the village of weavers, a place central to the unfolding of
an age-old prophecy. According to this prophecy, a single drop of rain will miraculously impregnate
the tiger-widow Mesanuo, and her son, Rhalie, will grow up to defeat the spirit-tiger that has long
threatened the community. Pele becomes a guardian and mentor to both Mesanuo and the miraculous
child, bearing witness to moments of wonder and profound sorrow. As events unfold, the prophecy is
fulfilled, yet Pele finds himself once again alone. However, he continues on his path with a renewed
understanding—that love and life transcend mortality, and the stories of those lost endure in the hearts
of the living.
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Analyses

Easterine Kire’s novels When the River Sleeps and Son of the Thundercloud unveil the mystic and
enigmatic world of the Nagas, skilfully interwoven with universal themes and wisdom through the portrayal
of diverse characters. This paper focuses on the depiction of supernatural female figures, many of whom are
rooted in the oral traditions and folklore of the Naga people. These characters, while fantastical in nature,
serve as symbolic representations that reflect deeper truths about the status, role, and perception of women in
traditional Naga society. To derive nuanced interpretations, it is essential to analyse these figures allegorically
and metaphorically, viewing them as literary embodiments of real-world gender dynamics within the cultural

context of Nagaland.

In When the River Sleeps, following Vilie’s successful completion of his spiritual quest, he begins his journey
home. Along the way, he encounters two sisters, Zote and Ate, in the village of Kirhupfiimia - a marginalized
community of women believed to possess supernatural abilities to disfigure, blind, or even kill others simply
by pointing their fingers. Branded as dangerous and ostracized, these women have been cast out by society.
Their exclusion reflects deeper psychological undercurrents within the human condition - namely fear, envy,
and jealousy. Through this portrayal, Kire critiques the social tendency to demonize what is not understood
and explores how fear of female power and autonomy contributes to the marginalization of women within

both mythical and real-world contexts.

Throughout When the River Sleeps, Easterine Kire subtly emphasizes themes of love, compassion, and
generosity - qualities embodied most poignantly in the character of Ate. Despite being socially ostracized
alongside her sister Zote, Ate is portrayed as inherently kind-hearted and morally grounded. Although both
sisters are feared for possessing destructive supernatural powers, it is Ate who subverts this fear through her
actions and temperament. She saves Vilie from the potential threat posed by her elder sister and graciously
offers him hospitality, saying, “You shall be my guest for I have cooked meat tonight and have no one to share
it with” (Kire, 2014: 128).

During their conversation, Vilie learns that Ate and Zote are not ordinary beings but were born with
powers that could inflict harm. Ate recounts a pivotal incident from their past: a woman in their ancestral
village persistently cursed and humiliated Zote. In retaliation, Zote once pointed her finger at the pregnant
woman, resulting in the loss of the unborn child. This incident led to their banishment from the village. Ate
expresses sorrow over their expulsion, yet remains free from bitterness. Her reflective statement, “We never
chose to be the way we are. It is the destiny life chose to give us” (1bid:132) underscores her acceptance of
her fate and her refusal to let resentment shape her actions. Despite being born with the power to destroy, Ate
chooses restraint and compassion, never using her power against any living creature. In doing so, she emerges
as a powerful metaphor for moral strength and grace under marginalization, highlighting Kire’s nuanced

portrayal of misunderstood women in Naga folklore.
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Although the Kirhupflimia were ostracized by traditional Naga society, their role remained

paradoxically essential. Despite being castaways, they were often sought after for their extensive knowledge
and wisdom, particularly in times of need. As Ate explains, “Sometimes they would be consulted on cures for
fevers contracted in the forest. The Kirhupfimia would place a basket for offerings at the village gate, and
when the offering came, they would disclose the names of the herbs in special areas, and how to use these to
cure the fevers... The Kirhupfiimia came from different villages of course and they had a vast store of
knowledge that was garnered from their respective villages” (Kire,2014:146). This passage underscores the

complex relationship between fear and dependence that the mainstream society maintained with these women.

Their expertise was regionally diverse: those from the southern villages were familiar with the ritual
calendar and determined genna days (sacred rest days), while those from the western regions specialized in
traditional healing practices. This exchange of specialized knowledge illustrates a clear pattern of
interdependence. Despite the social stigma attached to their identity, the Kirhupflimia remained indispensable
to the cultural and spiritual life of the community. Kire’s portrayal thus challenges the binary of inclusion and
exclusion, revealing how even the most marginalized individuals can possess forms of authority and cultural

significance that society, however reluctantly, must acknowledge and rely upon.

In stark contrast to the compassionate and restrained Ate, Zote is portrayed as the embodiment of rage,
bitterness, and vengeance. Consumed by the memory of the injustice and humiliation inflicted upon her by
her own community, Zote channels her pain into destructive intent. Her desire for the heart stone is not rooted
in material gain but in a thirst for retribution. She declares with seething anger: “Foolish man! I have no use
of the wealth that the stone provides. | want much more. | want the power of battle that will avenge me against
my enemies. | want nothing more than to wreak havoc upon those who threw me out of my village. To see their
young destroyed and their houses in flames, their fields ablaze, that is all I seek. Only then will I be satiated”
(Kire,2014:135-136). Zote, ultimately succeeds in stealing the heart stone and unleashes devastation upon her
ancestral village, setting it ablaze. Her wrath extends even to the village council hall - a sacred space from
which women were traditionally barred. By entering and spitting on all four corners of the hall, she deliberately

violates a powerful cultural taboo, symbolizing her total rejection of societal norms.

Zote’s defiance, however, does not go unpunished. The ancestral spirits, guardians of tradition and
justice, respond with supernatural fury. Manifesting as warrior spirits bearing long spears and shields, they
ignite the ruins once more, marching with rhythmic war chants and piercing ululations. The spirits’ retribution
culminates in Zote’s anguished final scream, marking the moment divine justice is enacted. Through Zote’s
character, Kire presents a cautionary tale: unchecked vengeance and the perversion of power inevitably lead
to self-destruction. Her fate reinforces the moral principle that evil ultimately begets evil, serving as a powerful
allegory of the consequences of hatred and the desecration of cultural values.

After Vilie and Ate retrieve the heart stone and perform the burial rites for Zote, they return to their
village only to find it abandoned. Amidst this desolate backdrop, Ate’s deep emotional capacity and enduring

love for her sister are once again brought to the fore. Despite Zote’s destructive actions, Ate expresses a
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heartfelt desire to offer her sister’s spirit a final moment of peace, saying, “If her spirit come to bid me a final

goodbye, and find me gone, it could grieve her very much and I couldn’t bear to do that to her”
(Kire,2014:164). Her words reflect a profound sense of compassion and familial loyalty that transcends the

moral failures of her sibling.

Recognizing Ate’s vulnerability in the aftermath of their ordeal, Vilie chooses not to leave her behind.
He brings her with him to his village, where her nurturing nature is once again illuminated. Upon arriving at
a nearby Nepali settlement, they discover that a couple Krishna and his wife, have been brutally murdered,
leaving behind an orphaned infant. Ate immediately assumes the role of caregiver, demonstrating an innate
sensitivity and maternal instinct: she “seemed to have natural talent for child-caring, and knew all the right
things to do to alleviate the child’s discomforts” (Ibid:210). Even after Vilie returns to his forest home and
eventually disappears; presumed dead and honoured with a symbolic burial by the villagers; Ate continues her
life with quiet dignity and hope. Believing Vilie to be alive, she instructs her husband to repair his wooden
house in the forest and makes regular visits there every quarter of the month, a gesture that reflects both

enduring gratitude and spiritual connection.

Ate’s character arc ultimately exemplifies resilience, compassion, and unwavering loyalty, positioning
her as a symbol of feminine strength and emotional wisdom in a world marked by spiritual quests and social

alienation.

The spirit widow-women who guard the river and the heart stone serve as embodiments of cruelty and
terror in When the River Sleeps. These characters are portrayed as grotesque and frightening figures, invoking
both fear and revulsion. As Kani recounts, “Don’t underestimate their unbelievable strength... She took my
torn ligaments and stuffed them down her mouth, my blood dribbling down the sides of her mouth as she
feasted on my flesh... But when I saw she was hungry for more, I dashed out of there ignoring the searing
pain. Having gone through the ordeal, I could not possibly let you go there alone” (Kire,2014:107). The vivid
description of this encounter underscores their ghoulish nature, revealing the widow-women as terrifying

figures capable of inflicting both physical and psychological torment.

Despite their horrific appearance and predatory tendencies, these women are also depicted as
formidable and reliable guardians of the river and its mystical heart stone. Their terrifying presence is not
arbitrary; they are tasked with protecting the river’s sacred power, positioning them as essential but fearsome
protectors within the narrative. Kire’s portrayal suggests that, while they may evoke disgust, the spirit widow-
women embody a paradoxical strength - both in their fierce protection of the sacred and in their capacity to
endure and inflict suffering. In this way, they symbolize the complex relationship between fear and respect

for powerful, untameable forces in the natural and spiritual worlds.

Son of the Thundercloud, as Kire herself notes, “is a story about love and forgiveness and it
points to the world beyond this, which is part of the Christian tradition and also has a place in Naga tradition”

(Veio Pou, 2020). Central to the novel are the allegorical figures of Mesanuo, Siedze, and Kethonuo, who
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embody the virtues of endurance, hope, faith, love, compassion, and forgiveness. These characters, drawn

from the rich tapestry of Naga folklore, are sisters who have endured an extended period of famine with
unwavering faith and resilience. Their strength and fortitude symbolize not only the enduring spirit of Naga
women but also reflect the broader cultural resilience of the Naga people. Through their portrayal, Kire
emphasizes the vital role of women in Naga society, particularly their capacity to persevere through hardship
and to foster hope in times of despair. The sisters’ experiences underscore the central themes of the novel -
endurance, spiritual faith, and the power of forgiveness, while also highlighting the intricate intertwining of
indigenous Naga traditions with Christian teachings. In this way, these characters serve as a powerful
representation of both personal and cultural strength, embodying the values that sustain communities through

even the most challenging circumstances.

Kethonuo and Siedze, aged 400 and 380 years respectively, represent the profound endurance and
unwavering faith that defines the resilience of Naga women and their culture. Having never witnessed rain in
their lifetimes, the sisters survived years of hunger and thirst through their deep belief in the prophecy of the
“son of the thundercloud.” Their hope that a saviour would eventually appear to slay the spirit-tiger and bring
salvation sustained them through centuries of hardship. This enduring faith was finally rewarded with the birth
of Rhalie, the long-awaited redeemer for whom they had waited for four centuries.

Pele, the protagonist, reflects on the significance of their names, suggesting that Kethonuo and Siedze
symbolize ““a future full of hope.” The name Kethonuo translates to “truth,” while Siedze means “future,”
linking them to the timeless human pursuit of truth and the anticipation of a hopeful future. The sisters’
steadfast belief in the prophecy imbues them with a transcendent wisdom, one that nourishes their spirits and
offers them the ultimate fulfilment - a sense of purpose and satisfaction that sustains them through the trials
of life. As Kethonuo declares after Rhalie’s birth, “we are fulfilled. We are ready to go anytime now”

(Kire,2016:83), it becomes clear that their journey of hope and faith has reached its culmination.

In their final moments, Kethonuo and Siedze embody the spiritual faith of the Naga people, who
believe that enduring hardships with hope and faith can lead to a deeper revelation of self and the divine. Their
story reflects a journey toward spiritual awakening and self-realization, mirroring the broader cultural and
spiritual journey of the Naga community. Through these characters, Kire portrays the power of belief in

guiding individuals towards spiritual fulfilment and the ultimate understanding of their identity.

Mesanuo, the third sister, is portrayed as a virtuous and pure soul, aptly named ‘the pure one.” At 200
years of age, she plays a pivotal role in fulfilling the prophecy of the “son of the thundercloud.” Through her,
the prophecy is realized when she is miraculously impregnated by a single drop of rain, and gives birth
overnight to Rhalie, a child destined to slay the spirit-tiger and save the village from its malevolent grip.
Mesanuo’s life, however, is marked by enduring suffering and rejection; she is ostracized by her own people,
blamed for the death of her husband and sons. Yet, in an act of profound grace, she forgives those who

abandoned her, including the village headman. She asserts, “My son forgives you, headman. Do not condemn
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yourself any further” (Kire,2016:45), revealing her capacity for forgiveness and the strength of her moral

character.

In the spiritual cosmology of Nagaland, which contains both benevolent and malevolent spirits, only
individuals of great integrity can subdue the evil forces. Mesanuo exemplifies this strength, both mental and
physical when, along with Pele and Rhalie, she journeys to the abandoned village to meet her sisters. The
journey is fraught with danger as evil spirits, in the form of a torrential downpour, attempt to impede their
progress. Despite the formidable challenge, Mesanuo remains unwavering, described as “hard as iron,
unswerving in the face of the dark and angry outpour” (Ibid,78-79). This portrayal emphasizes her unyielding
determination and moral fortitude, qualities that enable her to navigate both the physical and spiritual

challenges she faces.

Furthermore, Mesanuo’s compassion and sense of hospitality are deeply ingrained in her character.
Before embarking on her journey, she leaves a sack of grain outside her house, instructing Pele, “It means any
stranger who needs food may help himself to the grain. I don’t know how long we’ll be away, and it is a sign
of hospitality to guests even if ['m not around to host them. Now that we have food, we should not hoard it for
ourselves, lest we lose it all again” (1bid,77). This act of generosity reflects the Naga value of helping others
in need, and reinforces the importance of humility and shared resources. Mesanuo’s actions convey the deep-
rooted Naga belief that personal adversity arises when human values, such as compassion and generosity, are
neglected. These virtues, central to Naga culture, are particularly embodied in Naga women like Mesanuo,

who, through her actions, teaches the community about the virtues of love, compassion, and empathy.

In Son of the Thundercloud, Kire conveys universal wisdom about life through the words of Kethonuo,
who imparts profound insights to Rhalie: “People grow up and grow old and die so that new people can take
their place. And before they die, they are meant to do some things” (Kire,2016:109). This statement
encapsulates the cyclical nature of life and the belief that each person is born with a purpose to fulfil before
their passing. Kethonuo further reflects on the depth of love and loss, telling Rhalie, “When we love someone,
we don’t want to let them die, but when we love them very much, we don’t want them to suffer” (Ibid:110),
and asserts, “Love is forever. If you love us, your love is stronger than death and even death cannot separate
us” (Ibid:110). These sentiments reflect the universal wisdom of love, the acceptance of mortality, and the

enduring connection between individuals, even beyond death.

Similarly, Mesanuo embodies this wisdom of life when she advises Pele, “Life is hard and unexpected,
but we can direct it to go the way we want it to. It is up to us” (Ibid:92). Mesanuo’s words emphasize the idea
that, despite life’s inherent challenges, individuals possess the agency to choose their path, whether through
righteous or wrongful means. This highlights the Naga belief in personal responsibility and the power of
choice in shaping one’s destiny. Both Kethonuo and Mesanuo offer teachings that reflect the Naga philosophy
of living with purpose and integrity, underscoring the importance of making choices that align with love,

compassion, and righteousness.
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These universal themes resonate not only within Naga culture but also serve as guiding principles for living a

meaningful life, echoing the shared human experience of facing adversity while striving for moral clarity and

fulfilment.
Conclusion

Kire presents her women characters as mystical, ghoulish, and endowed with magical powers - traits
that are rooted in the rich body of folklore widely known among the Naga people. When analysed through an
allegorical lens, these figures transcend their supernatural dimensions and emerge as symbolic representations
of real Naga women - complex individuals who, like their folkloric counterparts, possess both virtues and
flaws. Characters such as Zote, Ate, and Mesanuo, though often ridiculed, marginalized, or ostracized,
demonstrate remarkable resilience and emotional fortitude in the face of adversity. These women are not mere
mythic constructs; rather, they mirror the lived experiences of Naga women who navigate societal expectations

and hardships with strength and dignity.

Through these portrayals, Kire articulates the philosophical and moral framework embedded in Naga
culture. Each character becomes a conduit for expressing communal values - compassion, endurance, spiritual
wisdom, and justice. By foregrounding these women, the novelist elevates their voices as cultural emissaries
and ethical guides, allowing them to embody and transmit the enduring moral ethos of Naga society. Kire thus
transforms folklore into a meaningful literary medium through which the nuances of Naga womanhood and

cultural identity are preserved, examined, and celebrated.
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