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Abstract

EasterineKire' sinnovativeliterary exercise of integrating indigenous Naga
ord traditionsinto modern narrativeformsasadeliberate strategy of cultural

reclamation and resistance against the historical erasure of Northeast India.
Thetwo novels— Sky isMy Father: ANaga Village Remembered (2003),
ahistorica novel based onthe 1879 Britishinvasion of Khonoma, and When
the River Seeps(2014), aspiritud quest narrative grounded in the cosmol ogy
of theAngami Naga peopleistaken herefor referenceto analyse how these
textschallengescolonid historiography and Indian nationaist discourse, both
of which haverendered Northeast I ndia peripheral in dominant narratives.
Postcol onid theory and memory studiessupport theargument thet Kirg sliterary
intervention isnot merely about cultural protection but aform of political

storytelling. Sherevivescollective memory through locaisedidioms, orality,

and myth, while simultaneously reshaping the novel formto suit indigenous
epistemologies. Theuseof ora histories, ritua, and landscapein her writing
Stuatesindigenoussubjectivitiesat the center, asserting thelegitimacy of non-
Western knowledge systems. By placing Easterine Kire'swork within the
broader framework of decolonial aestheticsand indigenousresistance, this
essay showshow her fiction actively reclaims narrative authority from the
colonid archiveand the militarised discourses of themodern state.

Keywords. Easterine Kire; Oral Tradition; Memory; Resistance; Naga
Margindised Histories

I ntroduction

EasterineKire standsasapioneering voicein Nagaliterature, and her fiction
playsavita rolein preserving and breathing new lifeinto theoral traditionsof
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her people. Shewasborn on March 29, 1959 into anAngami Nagafamily in
Nagaland, India. Shewas awarded the Governor’smedal for excellencein
NagaL.iterature. Her contributionto Nagaliteratureisvery impressve—five
poetry collections, nine novels, three short story collections, one essay
collection, two novellas, eight children’sbooks, and many trandationsand
anthology books. Her storiesemergefrom alandscape stained by coloniaism,
palitical unrest, and cultura silencing, making her storytelling not just acreetive
endeavour but also adeeply political one. Thisarticle exploreshow Kire
positionsstorytdling asameansof reclaiming historica memory and asserting
indigenous ways of knowing. Her narratives emerge from Angami Naga
cosmology, oral practices and collective memory, challenging foremost
historiographical and literary frameworksthat have reduced Northeast India
asperiphera inboth colonia and nationalist discourse.

Thefocusisontwo of her most significant works, SkyisMy Father: A
Naga MIlage Remembered (2003), which recountstheres stance of thevillage
of Khonomaagaing British colonid forces, and Whenthe River Segps(2014),
ameditativejourney of alonehunter throughthemystica NagaHills toexamine
how orality functionsasadeliberate narrative strategy rather than astylistic
embellishment. Easterine Kire uses Nagaoral traditions, myth, and lived
landscapes as a sensible political approach to recover scratched pasts of
Northeast Indiaand challenge both colonial recordsand Indian nationalist
narratives. By remodelling the modern novel through orality and indigenous
ways of knowing, Kireturns storytelling into an act of resistance that re-
establishes collective memory and proclaims the rightfulness of Naga
epistemologies.

The Naga society

TheNagas, anindigenous peopleinhabiting the North-East Frontier of India,
bel ong to the* Indo-M ongol oid group of the Tibeto-Burman branchwithinthe
larger Sino-Tibetan languagefamily” (Shimray 2). Nagaland, aregion often
described as* unexplored’ in dominant Indian historiography, ishometo Sixteen
magjor tribes, each characterised by itsown distinct language, socia customs,
cultura practices, and belief systems. Nagasocia organisationisdeeply rooted
intribal affiliation, villageautonomy, kinship structures, and clanidentity. Due
tothelinguistic diversity among thesetribes, inter-tribal communicationis
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commonly facilitated through Nagamese Creole and English, which function
aslinguafrancasin bothinformal and institutional settings.

Before British colonisation, headhunting wasaprominent cultura practice,
reflecting thewarrior ethosand spiritual beliefsof the Nagas. However, with
thearrival of Christian missionaries and the subsequent spread of formal
education, the practicegradually diminished. “In Nagasociety the beginning
of a new era can be traced back to the year 1872, when the American
missionarieslandedintheNagasoil” (Benjongkumba27). Among the Nagas,
storytelling continuesto serve asadynamic mode of cultural transmission,
shaping the community’sworldview, moral frameworks, and ontol ogical
assumptions. Thesenarrativesaretypicaly sharedinintimatecommuna spaces
such asaround the hearth where elderstransmit ancestral knowledge and
cosmologicd taestoyounger generations, renforcing both memory andidentity.

Script, Education, Missionary and ‘ Cultur al Neglect’

What did colonialism do to Nagaknowledge systems?Itisavery interesting
and important concept related to the main argument of the article. The
emergence of writing amid the Nagatribeswas not an organic devel opment
rooted in indigenous epistemologies, but rather an externally imposed
consequenceof colonid intervention and missionary education. British colonia
ruleinthe nineteenth century brought with it not only military and politica
control but anew systematic effort to* civilise' theindigenouscommunities
withthehelp of forma education. Theimposition of Western literacy incolonid
and missionary contextsfunctioned asadeliberate cultura intervention that
privileged the written word over indigenous oral traditions, effectively
marginalising Nagastorytdlling practices. Thisform of literacy wasacolonid
inheritance, privileging thewritten word over the oral and thereby contributing
to thedeclineof ancient storytelling traditions (Elizabeth and Tsuren 83). The
trangtionfromordity toliteracy not only disrupted theage-old waysinwhich
knowledge was shared and preserved among the Nagas, but also silenced
their ability totell their own storiesin their own voices—storiesrootedinlived
experience, memory, and communa wisdom passed down through generations.
Thisdisruptionispart of what LindaTuhiwa Smithrefersto asthe‘cultural
assault’ of colonidism, whereinindigenouswaysof knowingweresysemdicaly

16



Telling Our Own Stories: Oral Tradition, Memory, and Resistancein EasterineKire's
Ky is My Father: A Naga Village Remembered and When the River Seeps

devalued and overwritten by Western epistemol ogies (Smith 34). In this
context, theelevation of written language became amechanismfor reshaping
identity and knowledge, distancing communitiesfromtheir oral heritege.

The Nagaspassed down their history, ethics, cosmology, and communal
valuesthrough storytelling, songs, proverbs, and ritua performances. When
writing displaced these practices, it disrupted the very modesthrough which
the Nagashad preserved and transmitted knowledgefor generations. Temsula
Aowritesin The Ao Naga Oral Tradition, the Nagatribes' oral traditionis
“notamereformof * storytelling’ as opposed to awritten recorded version”,
itis“inmany waysthesourceof thepeopl€ sliterature, socid customs, religion
and history” (185). Itisliving repositoriesof communal wisdom, socia norms,
cosmologies, and ancestral memory. She describes it as arepository of
traditional knowledge systems: “it has evolved into acomprehensive and
integrated network of indigenousknowledge-system, incorporating art with
redlity, history withimagination and theidea withthepractical” (Ao 185). For
theNagas, whose histories, ethics, and cosmol ogiesweretransferred primarily
through ord tradition, coloniaismruptured thecultura continuity by separating
knowledgefrom community and performance.

Orality asNarrative Epistemol ogy

Inord traditions—stories, myths, songs, rituas, and communa performances
arenot merely modesof expresson but are deeply embedded waysof knowing
and accepting theworld. Ong explainsin Orality and Literacy (1982), oral
epistemol ogies are performative and situational truth emerges through
storytelling, songs, and speech acts that are repeated, remembered, and
recontextualised across generations. “Inan oral culture, knowledgeisnot
separated from the knower; it ispreserved by being embedded in the human
experience, transmitted by memory and expression” (34). In her article
“Opening upthePhysica andthe Spiritud Universeof theAngamis,” Easterine
Kireexplainsthat her novelsstriveto “ chronol ogise the socio-cultura and
historica lifeof her community, drawing oninformation gathered fromora
narratorswithin her society” (54). In“Decolonizing Methodologies,” Linda
Tuhiwa Smitharguesthat storytellingisadecolonid act. For colonized peoples,
oral traditionsare “waysof knowing, ways of remembering, and ways of
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resisting” (Smith 145). They are methods by which communities preserve
their histories, assert their identities, and resist prevailing colonial accounts
that often excludeor distort indigenousexperiences. For the Nageas, ora forms
such asfolktales, clan geneal ogi es, headhunting songs, and seasonal rituals
function aswhat Ruth Finnegan calls* performativeknowledgegenres,” where
meaning isenacted, not inscribed. Finnegan emphasisesthat such traditions
are not inferior to written texts; rather, they demand different modes of
engagement and interpretation. “ The performance, theinteraction, theritual
context—these are part of how oral textsmean what they mean” (bvfrf4l).

TheRoleof Memory in Challenging Colonial Discour se

Kire'sdebut novel, A Naga Village Remembered, echoesthe rhythm and
structure of oral storytelling. The novel which was renamed as Sky is My
Father: ANagaVillage Remembered, describesthewar fought by theNagas
againg British colonia forces. In establishingitscolonia empireby force, the
British uprooted the Nagasfrom their ancestral setting. Thenovel not only
recountsapersona and communal narrative but a so signalsto readersthat
these storiesfunction asaform of socia documentation. Set between 1832
and 1900, the novel centers on the Angami-Naga resistance to British
colonisation in Khonomavillage. Intertwined with thiscentral narrativeare
ord historiesfromthreeloca clans—Mehri, Thevo, and Semo shared through
thevoicesof Sebi Dalie, NiuFrancisWhiso, Thezavilie, and Nichtiriazo Chiicha
Asawriter fromanord tradition, EasterineKire, skillfully incorporatesthese
collectivememoriesinto her fiction, transforming her work into both aliterary
act of resistance and ameans of preserving Nagacultural history. Walter J.
Ong's distinction between “primary and secondary orality” provides a
foundationd lensto examinethestructure of Kire'snovels(Vansinaeta.). A
Naga Village Remembered unfoldsthrough episodic narration, with minimal
linear development, mirroring the additive, situational style characteristic of
oral cultures. The novel openswith community memory with elder voices
recounting the past, suggesting that | egitimacy derivesnot from documentation
but from communal remembrance. “Wewill spesk of thosetimes. Thewords
aredtill inour breath. Thefireisnot cold” (ANaga Millage Remembered, 1).
Thisinvocation resonateswith Ong'sclamthat ora cultures” storeknowledge
notintextsbut inpeople’ (34). Hewrites, “ Knowledgeisstored not in externd
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memory bankslike booksor computers, but in peoplewho repeat and adapt
it” (Orality and Literacy 34-35). L eanne Betasamosake Simpson a so asserts,
“Story isstored inthe bodies of peopleand placesand practices,” hehighlights
that 1ndigenous knowledge existswithin embodied experience, |land-based
relationships, ceremonies, and communa memories, rather than detachedin
written archives (152). Thiscontrasts sharply with Western epistemology’s
emphasis on abstracted, decontextualised data. Oral narratives operate as
counter-narrativesto dominant historical accounts, preserving perspectives
on sovereignty, land, spirituality, and socia organisation. Ord literatureisa
significant part of Kire' snarrative blendstogether ora traditionwithfiction,
merging thedigtinct formsof folkloreand thenove to createauniquenarrative
syle. Wdter J. Ong commenting on therelationship between ordity and writing
writes

Oral cultures indeed produce powerful and beautiful verbal
performancesof high artistic and human worth, which arenolonger
even possible once writing has taken possession of the psyche.
Neverthel ess, without writing, human consciousness cannot achieve
itsfuller potentials, cannot produce other beautiful and powerful
creations. Inthissense, orality needsto produce and isdestined to
producewriting. (Orality and Literacy 14)

Vansina opines, “Oral tradition when systematically transmitted across
generationsservesasavalid form of historical knowledge” (Oral Tradition
13). Kirebuilds her narrative from village memory, generational testimony,
andloca mythwhich Vansinadescribesashistorical consciousnessthrough
ora continuity. Kire' sintegration of orality ismorethanastylisticchoice; it's
an epistemicintervention. It privilegesindigenous knowledge systemsand
rejects colonia hierarchies that dismiss oral cultures as ‘primitive’ or
‘unscientific.’ HereKireaignswith Ngig) waThiong’ o'sideaof ‘ orature,’

which seesord tradition asalegitimate and powerful alternativeto Western
literary forms. “ Orature carriesthe heritage, the aesthetics, the philosophy, the
ethics, and the communal memory of a people. It is not a precursor to
literature—it isliterature’ (15).
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Angami Resistancein A Naga Village Remembered

Set in nineteenth-century Khonoma, the novel recountsthe Angami res stance
to British colonisation. Kirelikeatraditiona indigenous storyteller explains
the life of the Angami-Naga community through the ordinary, everyday
experiencesof characterswhoselivesare degply embedded in theindigenous
gpatid and cultura landscape. Thenovd beginsby depicting villagelifethrough
theeyesof Kovi, arespected e der within thecommunity. It isthrough hisgaze
that readersareintroduced to the serene atmosphere of Khonomaat dawn,
“wheresmokegently risesfromtheclustered housesnestled dong thehillsde’
(Sky IsMy Father 1). Thisopening gestureissignificant asit situatesthe
narrativewithinan indigenous spatia framework, wherethelandscapeisnot
merely apassve setting but an active presence deeply intertwined with culturd
life, memory, and identity.

Kire'sportrayal of Khonomaresonates with what Yi-Fu Tuan calls
topophilia, the “affective bond between people and place” where space
becomes meaningful through lived experienceand emotiond attachment (Tuan
4). Inindigenouscontexts, such atid relationshipsareeven more pronounced,
as land is not merely territory but a source of identity, knowledge, and
spirituality. The landscape is remembered not just geographically but
experientidly asalived and storied space. Through Kovi’ ssensory perception
of thevillageat dawn, KireaffirmstheNagare aionshiptoterritory asancestrd,
sacred, and mnemonic. Through Kovi’'s sensory perception and deep
connection to the village, Kire reclaims Khonoma as more than just a
geographicd setting; sherendersit aliving, bresthing entity, it becomesagtoried
landscape where memory, resistance, and cultura identity converge. Indoing
so, the novel offersaform of spatial remembrance that counters colonial
cartographiesand reaffirmsindigenous place-making asboth an epistemol ogica
and narrative act.

Conscious Resistanceto the Colonial I deology

Thenovd integratescommunal ord traditionsto document pre-colonial Naga
existence and the Angami struggle against British forces (1832—1880),
positioning orality asboth historical record and cultural epistemology. Inthis
way, the novel becomesnot only ahistorical reconstruction but also an act of
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spatial remembrance that resists colonial mappings and instead reclaims
Khonomaasasite of indigenous presence, resistance, and belonging. The
eventsof the Battle of Khonomaare reconstructed from collectivevillage
memory, withan emphasisonhow history islived, felt, and passed down. This
alignswith Jan Vansina's claim that oral tradition constitutesavalid and
autonomous historical method, especially in societieswhereliteracy was
introduced late or through colonia coercion (VansnaOral TraditionasHistory
27-29). The novel opensnot with acolonial officer’slogbook, but with a
voiceof cultura inheritance: “Wewill speak of thosetimes. Thewordsaredill
inour breath. Thefireisnot cold” (Sky IsMy Father 1).

Thismetaphor of warm breath and firerecallsWalter Ong’sassertion
that inprimary ord cultures, knowledgeis*kept inactivecirculation” through
gpeech, memory, and performance, rather than textua inscription (Ong, Orality
and Literacy 34). Thepreface-likevoice here operatesasaritua invocation,
echoing oral traditionswherethe authority to recount the past is sacred and
intergenerationa . The narrative centerson figuressuch as Tikh, thewarrior
who represents both the physical and symbalic resistance of Khonoma. These
charactersarenot merely fictiond but serveasmnemonic anchors, embodying
thevaluesand traumasthat persist in Nagacollective memory. AsVansina
notes, oral history often remembers*what isrelevant to present cultural and
political identity” (96).

Thenovel ispunctuated by ritual moments, funerals, warrior oaths,
ancestral invocationsthat demonstrate how oral traditionisembedded in
spiritud and ceremonid life. Higtory is, thus, not linear or secular; itiscyclical,
sacred, and place-bound. Thesefeaturesdignwith Ruth Finnegan’sobsarvation
that in ora societies, thegenresof ora history, myth, and ritual arenot strictly
separated but interwoven and performative (40-47). Finnegan’ sfoundational
work onordity foregroundsthe complexity and sophigtication of ordl literatures.
Sheobservesthat ora traditionsarerich, performative, and deeply embedded
inthesocial and historical fabric of communities. Thisperspectiveiscrucia
when gpproaching Kire sfiction, which reclamsNagaora traditionsnot merely
asremnants of the ancient time but asliving epistemologies. Inthe novel,
gorytdling servesasapowerful medium for passing down cultural knowledge,
values, and narratives of resistance across generations. Kire' sincorporation
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of embedded myths, ritualistic language, and dream sequences reflects
Finnegan’'sview that oral literatureisnot a“primitive precursor” to written
texts, but avibrant and autonomousform of expression and meaning-making
(Oral Literaturein Africa 40).

Erased Storiesand Living Memories

Thenarrativeitsaf mimicstherhythmsand structuresof ora storytelling. The
nove recountsthe 1879 British invasion of the Nagavillage of Khonoma, but
it does so not through an official colonial archive, but through thevoicesand
memoriesof thevillagersespecialy el ders—whotransmit history aslived and
embodied experience. The communal retelling of the Angami warriors
resistance, wherememory and myth blend, and individua heroism becomes
part of acollective narrative. Thenarrator often usesphraseslike'itissaid’ or
‘they remembered,” echoing the cadence of ord speechand signalling that the
authority of the story liesin communal remembrance rather than written
documentation. Thecommunity’srituadsarenot just cultural texture; they are
actsof historical transmission. For instance, during mourning rituals, elders
retell heroictales, passing on historical memory. These performancesturnthe
community into custodians of history, where communal validation replaces
documentary proof. Kire snarrativesblur thelinesbetween history and memory,
portraying rituasasliving actsthat recall and re-enact thestruggles, resilience,
andvauesof theNagapeople. Through ord storytelling and ritua performance,
thecommunity continually reconstructsits past, making history acollective,
participatory processrather than an officia chronicle.

When the River Sleeps

EasterineKire sWhenthe River SeepsfollowsVilie, areclusve hunter from
the Angami Naga tribe, who setsout on asolitary and spiritual quest tofind
amythical ‘ heart-stone’ —ariver-stone believed to beimbued with magical
power when retrieved from ariver at the moment it ‘ sleeps,” or becomes
completely still. Thisnovel exploresthe adventurous quest of ahero asa
narrativeframework that reflects various dimensions of human experience,
distinct culturd landscape of Nagaland, wheretherealmsof magic and redlity
seamlessy intertwine. Sgnificant tothisnarrativeisthebelief inthe coexistence
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