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Tarung Village, Traditional This study examines the traditional religious beliefs, rituals, and cultural life of the Rongmei
religion & culture, Rongmei | Naga tribe living in Manipur state. It aims to understand the major religious rituals and
traditional knowledge. traditional festivals that the Rongmei tribe has observed since ancient times, as well as their

sociocultural and spivitnal significance. The study finds that the Rongmei tribe’s traditional
Sestivals are closely linked to seasonal changes and the agricultural cycle, helping to maintain
balance in the community’s economic, social, and religious lives. Each traditional festival holds
deep sociocultural and spiritual significance, reinforcing love, peace, harmony, collective unity,
and protecting the community from evil forces and spirits. The spread of Christianity in recent
times has significantly impacted the traditional religious beliefs of the Rongmei Naga tribe,
leading many tribal members to convert to Christianity. However, a large part of the Rongmei
tribe continues to maintain its traditional religious beliefs and ritual practices, which remain
especially important in their lives and help preserve these traditions. This study uses a purely
qualitative research methodology, primarily based on primary sources. Data were collected
through fieldwork, interviews, and participant observation. Additionally, secondary sources
were used as needed to enhance the study.

Introduction

Religion is the most fundamental and profound interest of humankind, capable of occupying
individuals even beyond their basic biological, economic, and social needs. Religion has been an integral
part of all human societies, from simple tribal communities to complex modern societies. Despite its
universality, religious systems are not uniform across different communities.

Since time immemorial, religion has accompanied people, bringing peace and happiness, and
offering the hope that a better life is possible, if not here, then in the future. Religion is a critical part of
human culture and society, as noted by world-renowned sociologists and social anthropologists such as
Malinowski (1974), Durkheim (1976), and Weber (1904). From an anthropological perspective, tribal
religion is defined as a combination of beliefs in natural objects and various customs embedded in the
social fabric of society and culture.

In rural and tribal communities, it is common for people to believe that evil spirits are responsible
for various diseases, pain, and calamities in life. Tylor (1871) stated that supernatural forces can provide
answers to questions that humans cannot solve on their own. These powers can affect human life
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positively or negatively, so people perform rituals and offer things such as animal sacrifices and food to
appease them and ensure a better future. Tylor considered this animism, the first religion.

It is also widely known that almost every tribal community has a supreme deity, believed to be just,
kind, and the source of happiness and prosperity. Among these tribes, religious priests are very important
because they play a major role in performing birth, death, and marriage rituals. There is a belief that these
priests possess special supernatural (magical) powers that allow them to serve as a bridge between God and
the people. In this context, the renowned anthropologist Radcliffe-Brown (1959) stated that “rituals have a
vital function in maintaining the order of any society, and are a primary reason for its continued existence.”

According to the 2011 census, tribal communities comprised 8.6% of India’s population. The tribes of
India display significant diversity in language, culture, and lifestyle, both in comparison to modern complex
societies and among themselves. Each tribal community has its own deities, totems, folk tales, traditional
beliefs, and customs, which differ from those of other tribes. This diversity highlights the distinct cultural
identity of each Indian tribe. Northeast Indian tribes differ greatly from those in other parts of India in terms
of geographical location, racial composition, culture, and lifestyle. The “Naga” tribes are a distinct group
among the tribes of Northeast India. They mainly live in the hilly areas of Nagaland, Assam, and Manipur.
This study focused on the “Rongmei Naga tribe,” a subgroup of the Naga tribal group.

Material and Method

This study used a qualitative research methodology for data collection. It adopted an ethnographic
approach, gathering data from both primary and secondary sources. Through purposive sampling, the
study selected Tarung village in the Imphal West district of Manipur. Primary data was collected through
intensive fieldwork conducted from November to December 2017. The study mainly interviewed
individuals with in-depth knowledge of traditional religious beliefs and practices, such as religious priests
and knowledgeable village elders. Secondary data was obtained from relevant books and research papers.
Additionally, semi-participatory observation, case studies, focus group discussions, and audio-visual
tools were used for data collection.

Rongmei Naga Tribe

The term Rongmei is primarily composed of two words, ‘Rong’ and ‘Mei, meaning ‘south’ and
‘people; respectively. Rongmei is generally interpreted as “people of the southern region.” Ethnically,
the Rongmei Naga tribe belongs to the Tibeto-Burman family of the Mongoloid race and is indigenous
to the state of Manipur in India. In addition to Manipur, members of this tribe also reside in parts of
Assam and Nagaland. The Rongmei tribe is found in the Tamenglong, Churachandpur, and Imphal West
districts of Manipur. Like other Naga tribes, the Rongmei possess a rich culture, customs, traditions,
myths, legends, folktales, folk songs, and distinct religious beliefs, which give the Rongmei Naga tribe a
unique identity among Naga sub-tribes. This traditional heritage has been significantly eroded because it
remained largely unwritten for a long time.

Results and Discussion

Every tribal community has a supreme deity, regarded as just, kindhearted, and the source of joy and
prosperity. In addition, there are auxiliary deities who guide humanity according to the messages and
principles of the supreme deity, rewarding or punishing people based on their actions. This is also true for
the Rongmei Naga tribe. Besides the principal deity, Tingkao Ragwang, this tribe has several subordinate
deities who, according to their nature, govern various aspects of human life such as agriculture, forests,
village boundaries, and life cycle rituals. Various rituals are performed to worship these deities, and the
Rongmei tribe sacrifices animals, including pigs and chickens, to wish for good health and prosperity for
everyone in the community (Table 1).
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Traditional beliefs related to soul, sin, merit, death, and heaven

According to the folk tales of the Rongmei Naga tribe, the supreme deity Tingkao Ragwang gave
the soul, called Bu in the Rongmei dialect, to everyone on Earth, especially to humans. God bestowed
the soul when He created people from clay, breathing life into two lifeless beings. The Rongmei people
consider the soul sacred because it passes through Tingkao Ragwang before entering the human body.
After passing through Tingkao Ragwang, the soul is influenced by physical actions, human thoughts, and
the mind’s good or bad tendencies upon entering the body. Thus, the soul participates in the good or bad
deeds of the person.

The heaven of the Rongmei tribe is called Tingkao Ragwang Kandi, the abode of the supreme deity.
Everyone in this tribe aspires to enter Tingkao Ragwang Kandi (heaven) after death. Tingkao Ragwang
Kandi is a place of eternal happiness and peace, free from the suffering and pain of the physical world.
Rongmei folklore emphasizes that only those who are free from sin can enter heaven. The tribe believes
that worshipping God, offering sacrifices at various times, helping and giving to the poor and needy with
a spirit of benevolence, living a life of truth, humility, and honesty, and avoiding negative emotions such
as criticism and adultery, all help a person’s soul enter heaven.

After death, the soul leaves the physical world and enters Taroiram, the land of the dead. Taroigwang,
the king of the dead, decides whether to send the soul to heaven or to hell based on the person’s actions
during their lifetime. Depending on the crimes committed, a person may be reborn as a human or as a
lower life form, such as an animal or plant. In contrast, Taroigwang sends the soul to heaven based on the
good deeds performed during their lifetime. There, the soul finds happiness, peace, and God’s presence,
and is free from the pain and misery of this world. However, the Rongmei traditional religion does not
include the concept of a place of eternal torment, often referred to as “hell” in Sanatana (Hindu) Dharma.
Instead, the tribe uses the concept of reincarnation to represent the soul’s suffering.

The priests of the Rongmei tribe are called “Mbus.” and the chief priest is called “Tingkn.” The chief
priest’s main responsibility is to worship God during various social ceremonies and festivals and to pray
for the community’s prosperity and well-being. The other priests (Mbus) serve as intermediaries between
the gods and the people, delivering messages from various deities to the community. The priests rely on

the people, who offer gifts during rituals.

In summary, the beliefs described above influence community behavior and help maintain social
harmony and continuity. People avoid immoral actions out of fear of God’s wrath and the suffering
that follows wrongdoing. This sense of accountability is deeply rooted in the Rongmei Naga tribe. For
example, the Rongmei Naga people believe that all festivals should be celebrated collectively rather
than individually, so all villagers can participate. This practice is beneficial in two ways: first, celebrating
festivals together promotes mutual friendship and imparts moral education to the next generation;
second, collective celebration ensures that no poor or helpless member of the community is excluded
from the joy and participation in the festivities.

Traditional belief and Taboo

Belief related to the Universe

According to the traditional beliefs of the Rongmei tribe, the universe was created by the supreme deity
Tingkao Ragwang, without whom nothing else existed at first. He created the sky, the sun, the moon, the
stars, the planets, and all other celestial bodies by his will and power, arranging them into seven separate
layers: the cloud area, the moon, the sun, the planets, the stars, heaven, and earth (Chingliang). Tingkao
Ragwang first transformed himself into water, then into soil, and finally into sand, which is now spread all
over the world. This was his effort to continuously sustain the universe. Because of this belief, the Rongmei
people believe that a part of Tingkao Ragwang is present in every particle of the universe.
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Beliefrelated to Earth

The traditional legends of the Rongmei tribe say that the deity Didimpu created the Earth under the
order of the supreme god Zingkao Ragwang. Didimpu first formed the Earth from water that resembled an
egg yolk, which began to dry due to fire and wind. Tingkao Ragwang saw this and advised that sacred rice
beer should be offered regularly to keep the Earth alive and fertile. This is why the Rongmei people offer
rice beer to their gods on various religious occasions. Didimpu asked the deity Agonpu for help because
the Earth was not large enough to hold all living things. Agonpu, who had the form of an earthworm,
made soil, allowing the Earth to expand. Finally, Didimpu leveled the soil, creating a beautiful, wide, and

habitable land.
Beliefrelated to Human Life

The Rongmei tribes believe that Tingkao Ragwang conceived the idea of creating humans so they
could remember and preserve the origin of the cosmos, after the Earth and the universe were formed. He
instructed two deities, Dampapu and Dampapui, to create humans. Tingkao Ragwang rejected their first
attempt, which resembled a fish. They then made a frog and a monkey, but these were also deemed unfit
to be humans and were cast into the water, earth, and forest, respectively. This resulted in the emergence
of various other creatures. Finally, Tingkao Ragwang revealed his own image and instructed them to
create humans in his likeness. He then breathed life into the clay figures made by the two deities.

Traditional festivals and their Cultural Significance

The sociocultural heritage of the Rongmei Naga tribe is rich and dynamic, with numerous ceremonies
and festivals celebrated throughout the year on various occasions. Traditional dances, folk songs, and a
variety of games are integral parts of these celebrations. Agricultural activities hold a special place in the
lives and culture of the Rongmei tribe, as their economy is based on agriculture. Consequently, most of
their festivals are associated with the agricultural cycle, including sowing and harvesting. Festivals are
also observed to promote social harmony, environmental preservation, religious devotion, and military
preparation. The Rongmei people celebrate festivals according to the lunar calendar, as the waxing phase
of the moon is considered auspicious. They believe that the rising moon symbolizes prosperity, vitality,
and happiness, while the waning moon signifies misfortune. Therefore, significant festivals are held during
the waxing phase. It is noteworthy that, compared to other regions of the country, the northeastern
region of India receives the monsoon earlier, causing the Kharif crop sowing season to begin sooner. This
also marks the start of the Rongmei tribe’s festival season (Table 2).

Napkao or Ginki Ngai

In the Rongmei dialect, Napkao literally means “paddy call” with K20 meaning “call.” Among the
Rongmei tribe, the Napkao festival is celebrated during the sowing season to ask the supreme deity, Zingkao
Ragwang, and the paddy goddess, Kangdailu, for a prosperous harvest. To thank Tingkao Ragwang for
the previous year’s good harvest and to pray for a good harvest in the coming year, all villagers offer a pig
as a sacrifice.

Maleng Ngai

This festival is celebrated in May, after the rice planting season, during a period of leisure. Every villager
gathers to worship the village gods and offers a chicken, along with its meat and ginger soup. This ritual is
performed to wish for a good harvest, good health, and a prosperous life. At night, traditional folk music
is performed. Everyone in the village receives the day’s soup, which is seen as a sign of God’s blessings and
prosperity.

Tun Ngai

The Rongmei Nagas celebrate the Tun Ngai festival to ask God for a good monsoon. When the
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monsoon arrives at the end of the summer season, this festival is held. Every villager gathers to perform
traditional dances and music. Offerings are made to the supreme deity Tingkao Ragwang and all other
gods and goddesses, including wine, water, ginger, and eggs. They also pray for a healthy monsoon. People
believe that if God is pleased with their prayers, a good monsoon will follow. This monsoon is essential
for a good rice harvest.

Pukha Ngai

To thank “Nap-Ra,” the crop goddess, for a healthy harvest, the Rongmei Naga tribe celebrates the
Pukha-Ngai festival in August, just before the rice harvest begins. Before the harvest starts, dormitory
youths participate in various games and perform traditional dances and music during the festival.
Afterward, prayers are offered to God, asking for permission to begin the harvest and expressing gratitude
for the blessings received.

Gaan Ngai

Gaan-Ngai, considered the biggest and most important festival of the Rongmei Naga tribe, is
celebrated with great enthusiasm and joy by all. ‘Gaan’ means winter or dry season, and ‘Ngazs’ means
festival; thus, it is known as the festival of the winter season. This festival highlights the Rongmeti tribe’s
traditional identity, reflecting their social structure and cultural practices. It is celebrated after the rice
harvest in late December and early January and is a time to express love, peace, harmony, and gratitude
to God. Gaan-Ngai is significant because it honors both the living and the dead, respecting the souls
of those who passed away in the previous year. The festival begins with the “Gubcheng Phimei” ritual,
in which ginger is offered to Bambu, the village’s main deity. A respected senior member of the village
council (Pe7) performs this ritual while singing hymns. Gaan-Ngai lasts seven days, with each day having
a unique name, feature, and religious and cultural significance.

Day 1: Lui Laa — The ritual performed on the first day of the Gaan-Ngai festival is called ‘Lui-Laa’
and is held in the girls’ dormitory. On this day, banana leaves, vegetables, and fruits are collected for
the ceremonies of the following seven days. Traditional games and competitions are organized to foster
harmony, cooperation, and healthy competition among the youth.

Day 2: Ganih Guan - The ritual performed on the second day of the Gaan-Ngai festival is called
‘Ganih-Guan’ and takes place in the Khangchiu (male dormitory). On this day, a special ritual called
‘Gaukpaijaomi’ is performed, in which a large pig is sacrificed in the name of Lord Tingkao Ragwang.
After the sacrifice, the pig’s spleen is examined to interpret auspicious and inauspicious signs for the
coming year. A blemish or mark on the spleen is considered inauspicious, while a blemish-free spleen is
considered auspicious. After the ritual, the pig’s meat is cooked, and a communal feast called ‘Jigentumei’

is held for all present.

Day 3: Nga Indaih - The ritual performed on the third day of the Gaan-Ngai festival is called ‘Nga-
Indaib’ and is performed to bring peace to the souls of those who died in the village during the previous
year. The Rongmei tribe believes that without peace, the souls of the deceased wander around the village
and can cause calamities for the community. On this day, special dishes are prepared in the houses where
deaths occurred and are offered at the deceased’s grave as a final meal. Prayers are then offered for the souls
to leave the earthly realm and ascend to heaven. Also, in the afternoon, the ‘Kbhunnummei’ ceremony
takes place, in which the village chief performs a ritual at the village gate. In this ritual, an eggand pieces
of iron are offered to the village deity, praying for the protection of the village.

Day 4: Laam Guangmei — The ritual performed on the fourth day of the Gaan-Ngai festival is called
‘Laam Guangmei. In this ceremony, all unmarried young boys and girls from the dormitories actively
participate in the ‘Laam’ (traditional dance), wearing traditional attire. The traditional dance performed
specifically during the Gaan-Ngai festival is called ‘Chapa Laam'.
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Day 5: Laegtan Poubrnei — On the fifth day of the Gaan-Ngai festival, the elders in each household
perform a traditional dance called Gaanchang Baahjah and pray for a healthy, happy, and prosperous life
for the people in the coming year.

Day 6: Raengh Pammei — On the sixth day of the Gaan-Ngai festival, after midday, a ‘Hoi procession’
is held in the village to protect the community from natural and supernatural forces. All the young men
of Khangchiu participate in this procession, wearing traditional attire and carrying spears. According
to belief, evil spirits enter through the village gate, so two chosen young men are stationed there. The
remaining young men beat the village walls and pillars with their spears, making “Ho-ho” sounds to drive
away evil spirits. The procession starts from Khangchin and goes to the end of the village, with games
demonstrating martial skills held along the way. Finally, everyone returns except for the two young men
stationed at the gate, and the elders instruct them to have dreams during the night.

Day 7 — On the last day of Gaan-Ngai, the elders ask the young men stationed at the village gate to
describe the dreams they had during the night, which are considered omens for the coming year. After
this, the young men are instructed to cut a special bamboo called Nachih without using any tools and
divide it into two parts. The two young men hold the split bamboo pieces opposite each other and pray
to God for signs of future events. If the two pieces of bamboo join together when placed on the ground,
it is considered an auspicious sign, and they pray for good health, a bountiful harvest, and a happy life.
Finally, the elders offer local liquor, ginger, eggs, and flowers, expressing gratitude to all the deities, thus
concluding the Gaan-Ngai ceremony.

Rih Ngai

The Rih-Ngai festival of the Rongmei Naga tribe is celebrated in mid-January as a symbol of the end
of war. On this occasion, all the young people of the village gather in front of the community hall and
perform traditional martial games such as stone throwing, spear throwing, and long and high jumps. In
the past, this festival was associated with actual warfare, but now it is celebrated symbolically. During the
ceremony, a human effigy symbolizing the enemy is hung on a tree. People throw stones only at its chest,

as striking the chest is considered a symbol of bravery. A stone hitting the efligy’s chest is considered an
auspicious sign, while hitting the head is considered inauspicious.

Nah Nu Ngai

Nah Nu-Ngai is a festival celebrated by the Rongmei Naga tribe at the end of February. This festival
is held as a ceremony for piercing the ears of children born in the previous year. Only the women of the
village participate in this festival. People believe that wearing earrings controls the children’s aggressive
behavior. All the women gather in the village field, perform prayers, and present traditional songs and
music, praying to God for the health and prosperity of all the children.

3.4. Traditional Life cycle Rituals

Birth related Rituals

In the Rongmei Naga tribe, when a child is born, a rooster is first sacrificed to the village goddess to
protect against evil spirits and the evil eye. People believe that newborns are especially vulnerable to evil
forces, so they pray to the goddess for the child’s health and happiness. After this, the ‘Nah Nu-Ngas’ ritual
is performed for all children born in the previous year, during which their ears are pierced. It is believed
that wearing earrings helps control the children’s aggressive nature. During this festival, the women of
the village perform collective worship, traditional songs, and dances. Through these songs, they pray for
strength, agility, and prosperity for the children. The ritual concludes with the worship of deities, animal
sacrifice, and a community feast.

Marriage related Rituals

In the Rongmei tribe, marriage is called “Nousuanmei” and is regarded as a social and religious contract
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between two individuals, facilitated by both families. Marriage is a crucial aspect of life in this tribe, as
it ensures the continuation of the lineage. A person who does not marry cannot hold any important
position in the ‘Pes’ (village council). Monogamy is generally accepted, while polygamy is tolerated to
some extent. Child marriage is completely unacceptable and results in social ostracism. In the case of
divorce, the individual first informs the ‘Pei) and a decision is made after an investigation. If the decision
is not acceptable, the police may be approached, although this leads to social disapproval. After a divorce,
the woman is not left alone; a group of women called ‘Mathenmer’ protects her and informs her family
about the reasons for the divorce. Thus, both marriage and divorce in Rongmei society are governed by
social and religious frameworks.

Death related Rituals

Among the Rongmei tribe, death is considered an integral part of life and is viewed as a natural event,
similar to other religions. They believe that everyone who is born is destined to die. Death is categorized
as either natural or unnatural (untimely). Unnatural death includes incidents such as snake or scorpion
bites, suicide, accidents, or drowning. Previously, there were restrictions on bringing the deceased’s body
into the house or village and performing the last rites in cases of untimely death, as it was believed the
spirit could cause harm. After the formation of the ‘Pes’ (religious council), these taboos have been lifted,
although some beliefs still persist. Before the funeral, the deceased is bathed, dressed in new clothes, and
their belongings are offered so the soul can be quickly accepted into ‘Zaroiram), the land of the dead. Both
men and women participate in the funeral ceremony, a five-day mourning period is observed, and the
deceased is finally bid farewell through a community feast and the Gaan-Ngai festival.

Conclusion

Based on these facts, it can be concluded that various traditional deities (77ngkao Ragwang), religious
beliefs (including beliefs related to the soul, sin, merit, death, heaven, and myths about the origin of
the universe, earth, and humans), traditional festivals (Gaan-Ngai), and life cycle rituals (such as those
related to birth, marriage, and death) are integral parts of the life of the Rongmei Naga tribe residing in
Manipur. Agriculture is a major source of livelihood for this tribe; therefore, most traditional festivals
are celebrated according to the lunar calendar and are based on the stages of agricultural operations.
This belief reflects the immense love and gratitude the Rongmei Naga tribe has toward nature. Thus,
every traditional festival of the Rongmei tribe demonstrates their love and faith in socio-cultural values,
natural beauty, and vibrancy. As time and circumstances change, the names and methods of celebrating
traditional festivals also change, but their purpose and spirit essentially remain the same. Therefore,
every festival is celebrated with the aim of preserving and promoting values such as love, peace, harmony,
community spirit, and cultural identity. This ensures that future generations are made aware of their
cultural values. The strengthening of cultural values fosters a sense of community and unity, enabling
people to confront evil forces and external enemies and preserve their existence. For this reason, most
festivals are celebrated not just by individual families, but by the entire village collectively. This connects
the entire community through a shared sense of belonging. People also hold a deep belief that the
supreme God observes every moment and action of human life, and therefore, the consequences of one’s
actions in life will be rewarded or punished by God accordingly after death. Because of this belief, people
refrain from engaging in immoral acts, which promotes mutual harmony among members of society. In
addition, on various occasions, people offer sacrifices of animals (pigs and chickens) to God, along with
ginger, rice, flowers, and other items considered important in the region, praying for forgiveness for their
actions and for happiness in their future lives. This is also a widely known practice.
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Tables

Table 1 - Major deities and their symbolic representations in the traditional religious beliefs of the Rongmei Naga Tribe of Manipur.

S. No Major Deities Representation of things
1 Tingkao Ragwang Supreme God
2 Kaipaobambu Village Goddess
3 Ram Ra Nature God
4 Nap Ra Goddess of crops
5 Maiguangc Goddess of Fire
6 Pwanguange Goddess of Air
7 Baenglaaguange Goddess of earthquakes
8 Chaampi Animal God
9 Dui-Ra Goddess of wealth or prosperity
10 Bamboo-Ra Goddess of village gate
11 Kai-Ra Family Goddess
12 LaoRa Goddess of local area
13 Theimei Ra God of Death
14 Karampou and Karampui Earth gods and goddesses

Table 2 - Rongmei traditional lunar calendar and associated indigenous festivals of the Rongmei Naga Tribe of Manipur.

S.No. | Solar (English) Calendar Lunar (Rongmei) Calendar Rongmei Traditional Festival
1 March Baanrubw No Festival
2 April Ginkihbw Napkao(Ginki) Festival
3 May Maliangbw Malian- Ngai Festival
4 June Twnngaibw Tun-Ngai Festival
5 July Duiluangbhw No Festival
6 August Pukphaabw Pukha-Ngai Festival
7 September Lautaybw No Festival
8 October Baanchatbw No Festival
9 November Matuicbw Preparation Festival
10 December Nggaanhbw Gaan-Ngai Festival
11 January Chagacbw Rih-Ngai Festival
12 February Nahnubw Nah Nu-Ngai Festival




