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ABSTRACT

The Phom Naga tribe, one of the recognised indigenous communities of Nagaland, possesses a rich cultural heritage
shaped by migration history, environmental adaptation, and traditional practices. This study examines the origins,
traditions, and material culture of the Phom people, with particular emphasis on their traditional dress and ornaments.
Oral traditions and anthropological accounts trace their migration from regions such as Yingnyushang and
Chungliyimti, which played a significant role in shaping their social organisation and cultural identity. The research
highlights the importance of textile production, traditionally carried out by women using backstrap looms, and the role
of clothing in reflecting gender roles, social status, and village identity. Phom ornamentation, made from beads,
shells, metals, and organic materials, functions as a marker of clan affiliation, marital status, and spiritual belief.
Garments such as the Shaka Shungnang carry symbolic meanings related to sacrifice, prosperity, and fertility. Despite

modern influences, preservation efforts continue to sustain and revitalise these cultural traditions.
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1. Introduction

The Phom Naga tribe is one of the major recognized indigenous communities of Nagaland, belonging to the broader
Tibeto-Burman ethnolinguistic group traditionally classified within the Mongoloid racial stock. The name “Phom” is
believed to have originated from the terms ‘Bham’, meaning banyan tree, or ‘Phum’, meaning cloud, both of which
symbolically reflect the tribe’s deep-rooted connection with nature. These meanings highlight not only linguistic
interpretations but also a broader cultural worldview in which identity, environment, and spirituality are closely
intertwined. The Phom people primarily inhabit Longleng District, a region carved out of Tuensang District in 2004.
Covering approximately 562 square kilometers, the district is characterized by rugged hills, dense forests, and limited
infrastructural connectivity. It shares boundaries with Assam’s Sivasagar district and the Nagaland districts of Mon
District, Mokokchung District, and Tuensang. According to the 2011 Census, Longleng has a population of 50,484,
with a significant majority 96.3 percent belonging to Scheduled Tribes, indicating the predominance of indigenous
communities in the area. The district headquarters, Longleng Town, situated at an altitude of about 1,066 meters

above sea level, functions as the cultural and administrative center of the Phom community.

JETNR2606117 Journal of Emerging Trends and Novel Research (www.jetnr.org)



http://www.jetnr.org/
mailto:chingshongamoi@gmail.com

© 2026 JETNR | Volume 4, Issue 6 June 2026 | ISSN: 2984-9276 | JETNR.ORG

Traditionally, the Phom people maintain a lifestyle that is closely aligned with their natural environment. Their
primary economic activities include jhum (shifting) cultivation and terrace farming, both of which demonstrate
adaptive strategies suited to the region’s challenging topography. Alongside agriculture, the community preserves a
rich heritage of weaving, bamboo craftsmanship, and intricate beadwork, which serve not only as economic practices
but also as expressions of cultural identity. These traditions are supported by systems of collective land management
and customary governance, reflecting a sustainable approach to resource use and community organization. Despite the
increasing influence of modernization, the Phom Naga tribe continues to uphold its cultural traditions and social
structures. Their ability to adapt to environmental constraints while maintaining a distinct cultural identity highlights
their resilience and significance as one of Nagaland’s prominent tribal communities. This study, therefore, seeks to
explore the historical origins, migration patterns, and material culture of the Phom people, with particular emphasis on

their traditional dress and ornamentation as key markers of identity and continuity.
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2. ORIGIN AND MIGRATION OF THE PHOM TRIBE

2.1. Dual Migration Theories and Their Historical Significance: The Phom Naga's ancestral history reveals two
primary migration narratives tracing groups from Yingnytshang mountain and Chungliyimti, both of which occupy a
central place in the collective memory and identity of the community. Archaeological evidence suggests that these
movements occurred between the 12th and 15th centuries, coinciding with broader Tibeto-Burman migrations across
Southeast Asia and the eastern Himalayan region. The development of the Yingnytishang group's sophisticated terrace
farming techniques indicates not only an advanced agricultural system but also a deep understanding of ecological
adaptation and land management. These innovations are believed to have significantly influenced later Naga
cultivation practices, particularly in hilly and resource-constrained environments. These parallel migration narratives
reflect complex population dynamics, involving processes of movement, settlement, and interaction with diverse
ecological zones. They demonstrate how environmental challenges, such as terrain and climate, shaped the socio-
economic organization and cultural evolution of early Naga societies. Recent archaeological findings in the Patkai
hills have uncovered stone tools, pottery shards, and other material remains that lend support to these migration

timelines, providing tangible evidence that complements oral traditions. At the same time, oral histories preserved by
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elders continue to offer detailed accounts of migration routes, settlement patterns, and ancestral experiences, serving
as an invaluable source of indigenous knowledge. Together, these archaeological and oral sources create a more
comprehensive understanding of Phom origins, highlighting the interplay between history, memory, and cultural
continuity.

2.2.  The Yingnylshang Settlement Cycle and Cultural Development: Phom oral traditions document a
remarkable and layered settlement progression that begins from the enigmatic Bongmohong (Eastern Range) and
continues through transitional sites such as Apaiho and Wangkhamhong, eventually reaching its zenith at
Yingnyushang between the 14th and 16th centuries CE. This phase represents a crucial period in the historical
consolidation of the Phom community, during which a distinct cultural identity began to crystallize. It was in this
mountainous environment that the Phom established structured social hierarchies, refined agricultural practices—
particularly terrace cultivation—and developed unique artistic and cultural expressions that would define their identity
for generations. The settlement at Yingnylishang is often remembered as a golden era of cultural cohesion and
innovation. However, its eventual abandonment, attributed to catastrophic landslides as narrated in the Nyamny
legend, marked a dramatic turning point. This natural disaster triggered a widespread dispersal of populations, leading
to the formation of new settlements and permanently shaping clan distributions across the Naga Hills. Interestingly,
contemporary geological studies have identified potential landslide-prone zones in the region that align with these oral
accounts, suggesting that such legends may indeed preserve memories of real historical and environmental events.

2.3.  The NyamnylU Monster Legend as Cultural Metaphor: The Nyamnyd monster legend stands as one of the
most significant foundational myths in Phom cultural tradition, operating on multiple symbolic and interpretive levels.
The monster’s cave, located in Longleng District, functions not only as a geographical reference point but also as a
symbolic representation of untamed wilderness and the unknown forces of nature. The narrative emphasizes the
equitable distribution of the monster’s remains among the people, reflecting early notions of fairness, distributive
justice, and communal resource sharing within Phom society. At the same time, the landslide that follows is
interpreted as divine retribution for moral imbalance, revealing an indigenous environmental ethic in which natural
disasters are understood as consequences of human actions and ethical failings. Anthropologists have observed that
similar mythological patterns appear across other Himalayan and highland cultures, indicating a broader regional
tendency to interpret human—nature relationships through moral and spiritual frameworks. Thus, the legend serves not
only as a story but also as a repository of ethical values, environmental awareness, and collective memory.

2.4.  Great Flood Traditions and Cross-Cultural Connections: The Phom flood narrative forms part of a wider
body of mythological traditions found among various Naga tribes and even across distant ancient civilizations. These
parallels suggest the possibility of shared ancestral memories or long-standing cultural exchanges across regions. The
striking resemblance between Phom flood stories and those found in Mesopotamian and biblical traditions raises
intriguing questions about historical connections, diffusion of ideas, or common human responses to environmental
catastrophes. Geological studies indicating large-scale flooding events in the Brahmaputra valley around 1000 BCE
may provide a plausible historical basis for these narratives. Beyond their historical implications, these stories
function as layered narratives that combine elements of catastrophe, moral instruction, and environmental reflection.
They often emphasize themes such as human vulnerability, divine intervention, and the need for harmony with nature,
thereby reinforcing cultural values while preserving echoes of past environmental experiences.
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2.5.  The Chungliyimti Migration and Tribal Diversification: The migration associated with Chungliyimti
represents another foundational strand in Phom history, particularly in terms of social differentiation and cultural
diversification. A significant moment in this narrative is the division at the Dikhu River, which resulted in the
emergence of two distinct groups: the Merir, who settled along the riverbanks and adopted a more sedentary lifestyle
centered on intensive agriculture, and the Aor, who crossed the river and maintained a relatively mobile, semi-
nomadic way of life. This early division illustrates how environmental conditions and geographical features can shape
patterns of livelihood, settlement, and cultural adaptation. Over time, these differences contributed to the development
of distinct social identities and practices, many of which continue to influence contemporary Phom society, including
aspects of marriage customs, clan organization, and territorial boundaries. Linguistic studies further support this
historical divergence, revealing that these groups maintained separate dialects for extended periods before gradually
converging into the modern Phom language. This process highlights the dynamic nature of cultural evolution, shaped
by both separation and eventual integration.

2.6.  Anthropological and Genetic Evidence of Origins: Comprehensive studies in physical anthropology
consistently classify the Phom within the Southern Mongoloid racial type, aligning them with broader Tibeto-Burman
populations of Northeast India and Southeast Asia. Recent advances in genetic research, particularly whole-genome
sequencing, have provided deeper insights into their origins and population history. These analyses indicate close
genetic affinities with Jingphaw (Kachin) and related Naga groups in present-day Myanmar, with notable sharing of
haplogroups that suggests a common ancestral lineage. Dental morphology studies further reinforce these findings,
revealing strong similarities with ancient populations from Yunnan province in China, thereby supporting the
hypothesis of southward migration routes into the Naga Hills. Additionally, genetic evidence points to a complex
pattern of admixture, combining older Northeast Asian ancestry with more recent Southeast Asian influences. This
layered genetic profile reflects the Phom’s historical position at a significant crossroads of human migration, where
multiple waves of population movement and interaction converged over centuries.

2.7. Linguistic Evidence and Migration Route Reconstruction: The Phom language represents an important
branch of the Tibeto-Burman linguistic family and serves as a valuable resource for reconstructing migration histories.
It preserves several archaic linguistic features that have disappeared in many related languages, offering crucial clues
about earlier stages of language evolution. Core vocabulary shared with Jingphaw (Kachin), such as mit/mik (eye)
and ti (water), suggests prolonged contact and possibly a shared linguistic ancestry. Furthermore, the presence of
layered loanwords reveals a history of cultural interaction: early borrowings from Tai languages indicate contact with
Southeast Asian groups, while later incorporations from Indo-Aryan languages reflect interaction with populations in
the Brahmaputra valley. Toponymic studies analysis of place names adds another dimension by tracing linguistic
imprints across landscapes. When combined, these linguistic elements enable researchers to reconstruct probable
migration routes through the Patkai mountain range and into the Brahmaputra valley with increasing clarity and
precision.

2.8.  Material Culture as Historical Archive: Phom material culture serves as a living archive of their historical
experiences, preserving evidence of trade, technological development, and cultural exchange. Traditional ornaments
featuring cowrie shells point to ancient trade connections extending as far as the Bay of Bengal, indicating
participation in long-distance exchange networks. Similarly, the use of conch shells in ritual and decorative contexts
suggests cultural diffusion from Hindu-Buddhist civilizations of the Indian subcontinent. Textile traditions,

particularly weaving patterns, display striking continuity with motifs found on ancient bronzes from Yunnan dating
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back to around 500 BCE, demonstrating the preservation of aesthetic traditions across generations. Metallurgical
analysis of traditional tools and implements further reveals connections with both Southeast Asian and South Asian
metalworking techniques, indicating the exchange of technological knowledge. Together, these material artifacts
illustrate a dynamic history of adaptation, interaction, and cultural resilience.

2.9.  Comparative Mythology and Regional Connections: The Nyamnyl myth forms part of a broader network of
mythological traditions found across Southeast and East Asia, reflecting shared narrative structures and cultural
themes. It bears notable similarities to Chinese Nian legends, Manipuri Lamta tales, and Thai Phi Kong Koi folklore,
suggesting either a common ancestral origin of these stories or extensive cultural exchanges across the region. These
myths often associate monstrous beings with seasonal transitions or New Year celebrations, symbolizing cycles of
destruction and renewal. Such parallels indicate shared cosmological ideas about time, morality, and the relationship
between humans and the supernatural. Structural analysis of these narratives reveals recurring patterns such as the
emergence of a threat, collective community response, and eventual restoration of order which may reflect universal
human concerns or memories of past crises. In this way, the Nyamnyu story not only reinforces Phom cultural identity
but also situates it within a wider regional and comparative mythological framework.

2.10. Unresolved Questions and Future Research Directions: Despite considerable scholarly progress, several
important questions regarding Phom origins and early settlement patterns remain unresolved. Key locations such as
Bongmohong and the historic Yingnytshang settlements have yet to be precisely identified and verified through
systematic archaeological investigation. Similarly, the chronological relationship between flood narratives and actual
migratory movements requires further clarification, particularly through interdisciplinary approaches that combine
oral traditions with scientific evidence. Emerging technologies such as ancient DNA analysis, remote sensing, and
LiDAR-based landscape mapping offer promising avenues for uncovering hidden settlement patterns and validating
long-preserved indigenous knowledge. At the same time, there is an urgent need for comprehensive ethnographic
documentation, as many traditional knowledge holders and oral historians are aging, placing invaluable cultural
memory at risk of being lost. Future research that integrates archaeology, genetics, linguistics, and climatology has the
potential to significantly deepen and even transform our understanding of Phom origins, situating them more clearly
within the broader history of human migration across Northeast India and Southeast Asia.

2.11. Living History and Cultural Continuity: The rich body of Phom oral traditions, migration narratives, and
cultural practices represents far more than a collection of stories; it constitutes a sophisticated system of historical
consciousness that has shaped and sustained Phom identity over centuries. These narratives encode vital knowledge
about geography, environmental adaptation, social organization, and moral values, functioning as both cultural
memory and practical guidance for survival. As the Phom people continue to engage with the forces of modernization
and social change, these traditions remain a crucial source of resilience, providing continuity with the past while
offering a framework for navigating the future. In this sense, Phom history is not static but living continuously
interpreted and reinterpreted across generations. Ongoing research into these traditions promises not only to
illuminate the unique heritage of the Phom Naga tribe but also to contribute to a broader understanding of human
history in the highland regions of Southeast Asia, where memory, landscape, and identity remain deeply

interconnected.
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3. DRESSES AND ORNAMENTS

The textile traditions of the Phom Naga people represent a deeply rooted, self-sufficient system shaped by the
environmental realities and cultural values of Nagaland. Although weaving has been practised since ancient times,
cotton cultivation remained limited in scale due to the constraints of hilly terrain, scarcity of flat arable land, and the
labour-intensive processes involved in traditional production. Rather than developing into a commercial enterprise,
textile production remained embedded within the household economy, reflecting a subsistence-oriented way of life.
Women played a central role in this system, undertaking every stage of production from planting and harvesting
cotton to spinning thread and weaving fabric on backstrap looms. These looms, though ingeniously adapted to the
physical environment, produced narrow strips of cloth that were later joined together, resulting in textiles that were
coarse yet highly durable. The emphasis was not on aesthetic excess but on functionality and sustainability, mirroring
the broader cultural ethos of moderation and sufficiency. Beyond mere utility, weaving functioned as a vital cultural
practice that transmitted knowledge, identity, and values across generations. Skills were learned informally within the
household, often from mothers and grandmothers, ensuring continuity of technique and design. Each stage of
production required patience, precision, and intimate knowledge of materials, reinforcing the importance of discipline
and craftsmanship in Phom society. The resulting textiles were not simply garments but embodiments of labour,
tradition, and cultural memory. Gender distinctions were strongly reflected in clothing practices, with clearly defined
norms governing attire for men and women. Men’s clothing was typically minimalistic, often consisting of a simple
front apron made of plain cotton cloth, approximately 30 by 40 centimetres in size. Multi-purpose blankets were
essential items, serving as clothing during the day, protection against cold at night, and even as makeshift carriers for
goods. In some contexts, partial or complete nudity among men was culturally acceptable and adapted to the climatic
conditions of the region. A particularly distinctive feature of male attire was the black-dyed cane belt, usually 5 to 7
centimetres wide, wrapped multiple times around the waist. This belt was not only functional but also symbolised
masculinity, strength, and social identity.

Women’s attire, in contrast, was more structured and symbolically rich. It primarily consisted of wrap-around, tube-
style skirts and shawils, typically measuring around 1.5 by 1 meter. These garments were carefully secured and often
varied in pattern and texture depending on age, status, and occasion. A significant transformation occurred at puberty,
marking a girl’s transition into womanhood. This change was accompanied by specific rituals and a shift in dress
style, indicating the close relationship between clothing and life-cycle events. Special textiles were also associated
with key moments such as childbirth, marriage, and mourning, demonstrating how dress functioned as a medium of
emotional and social expression. Clothing among the Phom Naga was thus deeply embedded within the social
structure, serving as a system of communication and regulation. Weaving patterns were often specific to individual
villages, allowing garments to function as markers of identity and belonging. Dress codes also signified stages of life,
marital status, and social position. Any violation of these norms could result in public criticism or social sanction,
highlighting the role of attire in maintaining order and discipline within the community. Economic status was likewise
reflected in clothing, as wealthier individuals could afford finer or additional garments, subtly reinforcing social
hierarchy.

The Phom community historically displayed a strong sense of cultural conservatism, often resisting external
influences on dress and appearance. Traditional attire was viewed as an essential component of identity, and the
introduction of new clothing styles was sometimes perceived as a threat to established norms. In certain contexts,

nudity itself was associated with ideals of purity, authenticity, and harmony with nature. External pressures, including
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the imposition of dress codes by outside authorities or underground groups, were therefore experienced as disruptions
to long-standing cultural continuity. Ornamentation formed an equally intricate and meaningful dimension of Phom
material culture. A wide variety of materials were used in the creation of ornaments, including imported glass beads,
locally sourced seeds such as Job’s tears, bone, gourds, and metals like brass, bronze, and later silver. Organic
elements such as conch shells, animal teeth, and hornbill feathers added further symbolic and aesthetic depth. These
ornaments were not merely decorative but carried layered meanings related to identity, status, and spirituality.
Specific bead arrangements could indicate clan affiliation, while married women wore distinctive conch shell bangles
as markers of their marital status. Certain beads also functioned as a form of currency, representing wealth and
playing a role in exchange systems. The craftsmanship involved in producing ornaments was highly valued, and
skilled artisans enjoyed significant respect within the community. The process required not only technical skill but
also cultural knowledge, as designs and materials were often governed by tradition. Ornaments also held deep
spiritual significance. Items such as tiger teeth were worn as protective amulets believed to ward off danger, while
particular-coloured beads, especially blue ones, were associated with health and protection from illness. Heirloom
ornaments, passed down through generations, were imbued with ancestral blessings and treated with reverence,
strengthening intergenerational ties and continuity. At the same time, ornamentation could be a source of social
tension. Designs unique to specific villages were closely guarded, and their imitation by others could lead to
accusations of cultural appropriation or “theft,” sometimes resulting in inter-village conflicts. Ornament exchange
also played a crucial role in diplomacy and alliance-building, with gifts serving to establish and reinforce social and
political relationships. In the context of warfare, ornaments acquired from enemies held symbolic value, representing
victory and prestige. Inheritance systems governing valuable ornaments were often complex, reflecting broader
Kinship structures and reinforcing social hierarchies.

In recent decades, modernization and globalization have brought significant changes to traditional Phom dress and
ornamentation. Synthetic materials have increasingly replaced natural ones, and the commercialization of traditional
designs has created new economic opportunities while raising questions about authenticity and cultural ownership.
Among younger generations, traditional restrictions on who can wear specific garments or ornaments have gradually
relaxed, reflecting changing social values. At the same time, many historical pieces are now preserved in museums or
cultural institutions rather than being used in daily life, marking a shift from lived tradition to curated heritage.
Despite these transformations, efforts to preserve and revitalise Phom cultural traditions have gained momentum.
Government-sponsored weaving programs aim to revive traditional skills and encourage younger generations to
engage with their heritage. Cultural festivals provide platforms for showcasing traditional attire and facilitating the
transmission of knowledge across generations. Documentation initiatives led by researchers, community leaders, and
elders are working to record oral histories, weaving techniques, and symbolic meanings before they disappear.
Additionally, craft cooperatives have emerged as sustainable models that combine economic development with
cultural preservation, allowing artisans to market authentic products while maintaining traditional integrity. When
viewed in a broader regional context, Phom dress and ornamentation reveal both unique characteristics and shared
cultural patterns with neighbouring Naga groups. While some communities, such as the Ao Nagas, developed more
extensive textile trade networks, and others like the Konyaks became known for their advanced metalwork, all share a
deep cultural emphasis on beadwork, adornment, and symbolic expression. These similarities point to a shared

cultural heritage, even as each group maintains its distinct identity.
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From an anthropological perspective, Phom Naga attire and ornamentation provide profound insights into the
relationship between material culture and social life. They demonstrate how clothing and adornment can encode
systems of knowledge, regulate social behaviour, and reflect environmental adaptation. The gendered division of
labour in textile production highlights the central role of women in sustaining cultural practices, while the use of
ornaments as both symbolic and economic assets illustrates the complexity of pre-monetary exchange systems.
Ultimately, these traditions represent an integrated cultural system in which history, identity, and environment are
intricately woven together. the dresses and ornaments of the Phom Naga people are not merely elements of material
culture but vital expressions of their worldview, social organisation, and historical experience. While modernity
presents challenges to their preservation, it also offers opportunities for adaptation and renewal. Through conscious
efforts of documentation, revitalisation, and innovation, the Phom community continues to sustain and reinterpret its

rich cultural heritage, ensuring that these traditions remain a living and dynamic part of their identity.

4. SHAKA SHUNGNANG
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The Symbolism of Wealthy Women’s Skirts in Phom Tradition: Among the Phom Naga tribe, the skirts worn by
wealthy women transcend their function as garments and emerge as deeply layered cultural texts, rich with symbolic
meaning and social significance. These textiles embody a sophisticated visual language through which identity,
spirituality, status, and gendered power are expressed and understood within the community. Every thread, colour,
and motif is intentionally selected, reflecting not only aesthetic preferences but also inherited systems of knowledge
that have been carefully preserved and transmitted across generations. The process of creating these skirts involves a
high level of skill, discipline, and cultural awareness, as artisans must adhere to traditional patterns while also
understanding the symbolic weight carried by each design element. Beyond their visual appeal, these skirts serve as
markers of social hierarchy and cultural belonging. The complexity of the patterns, the quality of materials, and the

richness of ornamentation often indicate the wearer’s economic standing and familial background. At the same time,
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they function as repositories of collective memory, preserving stories of ancestry, ritual practices, and community
values. In many ways, the act of weaving itself becomes a form of cultural continuity, where women play a central
role as custodians of tradition, ensuring that knowledge is not only maintained but also adapted to changing contexts.
Furthermore, these garments reflect a broader worldview in which material culture is inseparable from spiritual and
social life. The symbolism embedded in the skirts often relates to themes of fertility, harmony, protection, and
balance, reinforcing cultural ideals and moral principles. Wearing such a skirt is therefore not merely a display of
wealth or beauty but an assertion of identity and responsibility, linking the individual to a larger network of
relationships both human and spiritual. In this sense, the skirt can be understood as a living archive: a dynamic
cultural artefact that carries the past into the present while continuing to evolve. It is both a personal expression and a
communal symbol, encapsulating the resilience, creativity, and enduring heritage of the Phom people.
4.1. The Red Threads: Sacrifice, Vitality, and Sacred Exchange: The red threads woven into these skirts carry
deep ritual and symbolic meaning within the Phom Naga tribe. They represent the blood of the buffalo, an animal of
immense cultural and ceremonial importance, often sacrificed during significant festivals and communal rites. This
act of sacrifice signifies more than tradition it reflects a sacred bond between the human and spiritual worlds, where
offerings are made in return for protection, fertility, and well-being. The rich crimson colour of the threads serves as a
powerful symbol of life, vitality, and interconnectedness. It embodies courage, collective responsibility, and the spirit
of giving for the welfare of the community. In many ways, it also commemorates ancestral practices, reminding the
wearer of the continuity between past and present generations. At a deeper level, these red threads express an ethical
worldview in which humans recognize their dependence on nature and the spiritual forces that sustain life, reinforcing
a sense of balance, respect, and harmony within the cultural framework.
4.2, The White Threads: Purity, Harmony, and Social Prestige: In contrast, the white threads woven into the
fabric embody ideals of peace, harmony, and spiritual clarity within the Phom Naga tribe. They represent a state of
balance in which relationships are nurtured through cooperation, mutual respect, and emotional well-being, reflecting
the community’s aspiration for social unity and stability. The presence of white in the textile thus serves as a visual
expression of order and calm, counterbalancing the more intense symbolic elements found in other colours. At the
same time, white threads also carry associations of wealth and prestige. The production of clean, bright white yarn
demands considerable skill, time, and access to high-quality raw materials, making such textiles indicators of both
technical expertise and economic standing. As a result, garments incorporating prominent white patterns often signify
the wearer’s elevated social position within the community. This dual symbolism combining inner purity with
outward prosperity reveals a deeper cultural philosophy. It suggests that true wealth is not measured solely by material
abundance but also by the ability to maintain harmony, ethical conduct, and social responsibility. In this way, the
white threads reinforce moral values while simultaneously enhancing the aesthetic and social significance of the
garment, making them an essential element in the broader symbolic language of Phom attire.
43. Women as “Cucumber Seeds”: Fertility, Continuity, and Creative Power: \ithin the cultural worldview of
the Phom Naga tribe, women are poetically described as “cucumber seeds,” a metaphor that carries profound
symbolic depth. Though small and seemingly simple in form, seeds possess the extraordinary capacity for growth,
nourishment, and regeneration. This imagery reflects the essential role of women as life-givers and sustainers, whose
contributions extend far beyond biological reproduction to include the preservation and transmission of cultural
knowledge, values, and traditions. Just as a single seed has the potential to produce a plentiful harvest, women are

regarded as bearers of continuity, ensuring the survival and flourishing of both the physical community and its

JETNR2606117 Journal of Emerging Trends and Novel Research (www.jetnr.org)



http://www.jetnr.org/

© 2026 JETNR | Volume 4, Issue 6 June 2026 | ISSN: 2984-9276 | JETNR.ORG

cultural identity. They are central to the nurturing of future generations, not only through care and upbringing but also
through teaching skills such as weaving, storytelling, and ritual practices. In this way, women become living vessels
of heritage, carrying forward the collective memory of the community. Moreover, this metaphor highlights qualities
of resilience, patience, and quiet strength. Much like seeds that grow silently beneath the soil before emerging into
visibility, the labour of women is often understated yet fundamentally vital. Their daily efforts whether in the
household, in agriculture, or in cultural production form the backbone of social stability and cohesion. The
comparison also emphasizes renewal and cyclical continuity, reinforcing the idea that women are at the heart of both
cultural preservation and transformation. Ultimately, the image of “cucumber seeds” celebrates women not only as
nurturers but also as powerful agents of creation and continuity, whose contributions sustain the social, cultural, and
spiritual fabric of Phom society across generations.

4.4.  Black and White: Philosophies of Balance and Duality: The interplay between black and white threads in
the Phom Naga tribe skirt’s design goes far beyond aesthetic choice, embodying a profound philosophical reflection
on duality. Black and white symbolize opposing yet interdependent forces light and darkness, joy and sorrow, life and
death mirroring the complex realities of human existence. Rather than being seen as conflicting, these contrasts are
understood as complementary, reflecting a worldview in which balance and equilibrium are essential for both
individual well-being and communal harmony. The presence of white threads alongside black conveys a sense of
hope, clarity, and renewal even amidst hardship or symbolic “dark™ periods. It communicates the idea that adversity is
transient and that patience, resilience, and ethical action can restore equilibrium. In this sense, the garment functions
as a visual philosophy, teaching its wearer and the community at large to accept life’s cyclical patterns the
inevitability of challenges, the inevitability of change, and the potential for regeneration. Moreover, this interplay
reinforces the Phom understanding of interconnectedness, suggesting that light and darkness, like pleasure and
sorrow, cannot exist in isolation but define and give meaning to one another. Through the careful weaving of these
threads, the skirt becomes a living narrative, expressing moral and spiritual lessons, encouraging mindfulness, and
cultivating an appreciation for life’s layered complexities. It transforms clothing into a medium of cultural pedagogy,
where resilience, balance, and continuity are woven directly into the fabric of everyday life.

45.  The Ocean Shore Motif: Fluidity, Stability, and Ancestral Connection: At the hem of the Phom Naga tribe
skirt, the presence of a white line accompanied by four parallel stripes carries rich symbolic significance, often
interpreted as depicting the meeting point between the ocean and the shore. This motif is much more than decorative;
it functions as a visual metaphor encapsulating philosophical, social, and ecological meanings. The white line,
representing water, embodies fluidity, constant movement, and adaptability. It signifies life’s ever-changing nature,
the flow of time, and the need for resilience and flexibility in the face of challenges. In a broader cultural sense, it
resonates with the role of women as dynamic, resourceful, and adaptive agents who navigate both domestic and
communal responsibilities with skill and foresight. The four parallel stripes, interpreted as the shore, provide a
counterbalance to the fluidity of water. The shore represents stability, grounding, and continuity, serving as a
symbolic anchor that links the present generation to ancestral knowledge and traditions. This dual imagery water and
shore reflect an understanding of balance between change and permanence, movement and rootedness, the ephemeral
and the enduring. It emphasizes that while life demands adaptability, it is equally essential to remain connected to
one’s heritage, values, and community structures. Beyond philosophical reflection, the motif also evokes a deep
reverence for nature and environmental cycles. By symbolically merging the natural elements of water and land, the

design reinforces the interconnectedness of human life with ecological systems, highlighting the Phom worldview in
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which humans, ancestors, and the environment exist in a harmonious and reciprocal relationship. In this way, the
hemline of the skirt becomes not merely a boundary of fabric but a layered narrative of life, continuity, and respect for
both social and natural orders.

4.6. Ornamentation as ldentity and Social Language: The symbolic richness of the skirt is further amplified and
complemented by an array of ornaments, which serve as tangible markers of identity, status, and cultural belonging.
Beads, shells, and metallic accessories are meticulously selected, arranged, and crafted according to culturally
prescribed patterns, ensuring that each ornament communicates specific social information. These patterns are far
from arbitrary; they encode vital details about clan affiliation, lineage, marital status, and economic standing,
effectively functioning as a visual language within the community. For wealthy Phom women, the combination of
elaborately patterned skirts and carefully curated ornaments transforms attire into a comprehensive expression of
social identity. Each bead, shell, or metal piece acts as a deliberate signifier, allowing observers to interpret an
individual’s position, prestige, and familial connections without the need for verbal explanation. This integration of
dress and ornamentation forms a sophisticated, non-verbal system of communication, where social norms, hierarchy,
and cultural values are simultaneously reinforced and displayed. Moreover, these adornments serve multiple social
functions beyond mere identification. They act as symbols of personal achievement, wealth, and craftsmanship, while
also reflecting the wearer’s adherence to cultural traditions and community expectations. Through this intricate
interplay of textiles and ornaments, the Phom people maintain and transmit knowledge, social rules, and collective
memory, ensuring that cultural continuity is preserved across generations. In essence, the skirt and its accompanying
ornaments constitute a living, visual text one that speaks to the wearer’s social standing, cultural literacy, and role
within the broader community.

4.7. Women’s Power: Strength, Agency, and Cultural Continuity: Ultimately, the skirts worn by wealthy Phom
women transcend their material function to stand as potent symbols of feminine strength, resilience, and agency
within the community. They communicate that women are far from being passive observers of social life; rather, they
are active participants and vital contributors’ warriors who defend the collective well-being, healers who provide care
and guidance, leaders who navigate communal decisions, and creators who sustain cultural continuity through
everyday practices and ritual knowledge. Each skirt can be seen as a sacred tapestry, intricately woven with layers of
meaning. Every thread, color, and pattern tells a story, encodes a value, or maintains a connection to ancestral
heritage. In this way, the garment functions simultaneously as a historical record, a moral guide, and a statement of
social identity. The act of wearing such a skirt carries both honor and responsibility: it signifies the wearer’s role as a
custodian of tradition, a keeper of cultural memory, and a transmitter of collective wisdom across generations.
Through these skirts, women assert their presence, authority, and creative power, embodying the dynamic interplay
between individual agency and communal identity. They serve as living embodiments of the Phom worldview, where
strength, morality, spirituality, and cultural knowledge are inseparably intertwined. In essence, the skirts are not
merely garments but profound expressions of identity, resilience, and the enduring significance of women as central
pillars of Phom social and cultural life.

4.8. A Living Cultural Artefact: In In a broader anthropological sense, these skirts function as living artefacts,
serving as bridges that connect the past with the present. Each design, motif, and thread embodies layers of history,
belief systems, ecological understanding, and social organization, effectively preserving the collective memory of the
Phom people within a tangible and wearable form. These garments are not static; even as modernization and shifting

lifestyles influence daily life, the symbolic meanings embedded in the skirts continue to resonate, offering individuals
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a profound sense of identity, belonging, and cultural continuity. The skirt, therefore, transcends its material purpose as
clothing, becoming a dynamic and expressive medium of resilience, heritage, and communal pride. For wealthy Phom
women, their attire is more than decoration it is a living canvas that embodies the values, spiritual beliefs, and social
structures of the community. Through their intricate designs and carefully curated patterns, these skirts narrate stories
of sacrifice, social harmony, fertility, philosophical balance, and deep ancestral connections. They celebrate the
enduring strength, creativity, and significance of women as central figures in Phom society, acknowledging their
indispensable role in sustaining cultural life and transmitting knowledge across generations. In essence, the skirts of
wealthy Phom women stand as profound cultural symbols, reminding both wearers and observers that clothing can be
a repository of history, a statement of identity, and a testament to the resilience and continuity of a people deeply
connected to their heritage.

5. CONCLUSION

The cultural traditions of the Phom Naga tribe, particularly their dress and ornamentation, represent a profound
synthesis of history, belief, and social structure. From everyday garments to the richly symbolic skirts of wealthy
women, each element serves as a meaningful expression of identity, encoding values such as fertility, balance, status,
and spiritual connection. These material forms are not isolated artistic creations but integral parts of a living cultural
system in which clothing, mythology, and social life are deeply interconnected. The symbolic motifs whether
expressed through colour contrasts, ritual threads, or natural imagery demonstrate a sophisticated worldview that
emphasizes harmony between humans, nature, and the spiritual realm. Women, as central figures in weaving and
cultural transmission, play a vital role in sustaining this heritage, ensuring that knowledge, skills, and meanings are
passed down across generations. In the face of modernization and changing social dynamics, these traditions continue
to evolve while retaining their cultural essence. Efforts toward preservation, documentation, and adaptation highlight
the resilience of the Phom community in safeguarding its identity. Ultimately, Phom dress and ornamentation remain
not only markers of the past but also dynamic symbols of continuity, reflecting a community that honors its heritage

while navigating the future.
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