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ABSTRACT 

The reading and interpretation of the Bible has a significant place in Sümi life, because Sümi 

Christians accept the Bible as the sacred and infallible word of God. It is therefore vital to 

evaluate the impact that the Bible has on gender roles and relationships within Sümi culture, 

and to utilize an interpretive methodology and hermeneutic that pay attention to the gendered 

significance of these ancient texts. In this thesis, I will approach the biblical text of Prov. 1-9 

with the Sümi conceptual metaphor of totimi kuchou (true or real woman) as my 

hermeneutical lens. The totimi kuchou concept of womanhood is a patriarchal socio-cultural 

construct that defines woman’s identity and experiences based on Sümi male-priority 

standards. This prescription of women’s experiences from the male vantage point is also 

evident in the poems of Prov. 1-9, particularly through the binarising of the female characters 

Hokmâ (Woman Wisdom), iššâ zärâ (Strange Woman), nokriyyâ (Foreign Woman), ëºšet 

rä` (Evil Woman), and ëºšet Küsîlût (Woman Folly). 

By employing a reader response methodology, I will first critically engage with my Sümi 

context, and then with the biblical text of Prov. 1-9. Drawing on my personal experiences as a 

Sümi Christian woman, and using a reader response methodology, I will consider the role the 

reader has in interpreting the text, whilst critically evaluating my own context. I will argue 

that both the Prov. 1-9 text and the Sümi context are gendered, their ideals and boundaries 

based on male experience. I will also suggest that the binary projection of women as good 

and evil in this biblical text also reflects Sümi understandings of women in both traditional 

and contemporary culture. Nevertheless, through a close analysis of the female metaphors in 

Prov. 1-9, I will argue that Hokmâ can still be regarded as a positive model for Sümi religious 

imagination and Sümi women’s empowerment. This, I will suggest, provides for Sümi a fresh 

religious imagination that will consequently impact on real-life gender relationships. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In this thesis, I want to explore the Hokmâ (Woman Wisdom) metaphor in Prov. 1-9, using 

the Sümi totimi kuchou (true or real woman) concept of womanhood as my hermeneutical 

lens. Through a literary critical reading of the Hokmâ traditions, I will argue that the Hokmâ 

metaphor presents scope for a positive role model for a Sümi “religious imagination.”
1
 

Hokmâ is a prominent female metaphor that transcends both divine and human spaces. 

Hokmâ is also contrasted with other female images like iššâ zärâ (Strange Woman), 

nokriyyâ (Foreign Woman), ëºšet rä` (Evil Woman), and ëºšet Küsîlût (Woman Folly). The 

use of female metaphors and imageries as vehicles of parental pedagogy also echo the Sümi 

social and cultural reality. The aim of my thesis is therefore to offer a Sümi Christian 

woman’s reading of these biblical traditions that will enable an interweaving of my Sümi 

context with the biblical text. I hope that this reading may be used to interrogate the 

gendering of power and space in Sümi church and society. 

To give the reader a sense of the context from which I am writing, let me first explain briefly 

the history of my Sümi heritage, and the gendered implications of Christianity’s inclusion 

within that heritage. I will return to this topic in more depth in chapter one. I am a woman of 

the Sümi tribe (also known as the Sema or the Sümi Nagas, hereafter, referred to as Sümi), 

found mainly in Zunheboto district, in the central part of Nagaland in the northeast of India.
2
 

“Nagas”
3
 refer to the various ethnic groups living mainly in Nagaland, as well as in a few 

other states in the northeast of India and Myanmar. The Naga tribes are of Tibeto-Burmese 

origin, with each tribe having its own dialect, customs and traditions. The Nagas have no 

sacred religious texts of their own and their tribal religion has nothing in common with the 

major religions of India. The premise of religious plurality in India, Hinduism being the 

dominant religion, is less relevant to the Sümi Naga context, as more than 80% of the 

Nagaland population profess to be Christians. 

                                                           
1
 Elaine Wainwright “A New Daring of the Religious Imagination ‘God’ in Feminist Theology,” Concilium, no. 

1 (2001): 94-106. 
2
 For location map of Zunheboto, Nagaland see page viii. 

3
 A definite origin of the term Naga is not known. In Burma, the Naga tribes are called Na-ka which means 

“people with pierced ear-lobes.” In Assamese, Noga means “naked” and is used for the Nagas. See Hokishe 

Sema, Emergence of Nagaland: Socio-Economic and Political Transformation and the Future (New Delhi: 

Vikas Publishing House, 1986), 4. Other suggestions are that the name is derived from the Sanskrit nag, 

meaning “mountain” or from the Ao nok meaning “warrior.” The Naga themselves never had a common term 

for the different communities which occupied the hilly tracts. Some of these communities had different terms for 

themselves from those used for them by their neighbours. See Vibha Joshi, “The Naga: An Introduction,” in 

Naga: A Forgotten Mountain Region Rediscovered, edited by Richard Kunz and Vibha Joshi (Basel: Museum 

der Kulturen, 2008), 38.  
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Christianity was brought to the Nagas by the American Baptist missionaries in the late 

nineteenth century. Much emphasis was placed on education so that converts were able to 

read the Bible and use the hymnal. It coincided with the British policy of “civilizing the 

savageous Nagas.”
4
 Subsequently, western education, popular then in British India, was also 

introduced in government schools in Nagaland. Women who converted to Christianity 

became the first women to be regarded as literate. While this brought certain benefits and 

new liberties to women, it did little to challenge their status within the patriarchal Naga 

culture. As Aphuno Chase Roy observes: 

Christianity educated them to take up new roles … In the church, women found a sense 

of liberty, a new identity and individuality, a sense of worth ... however the improved 

status and playing new roles was within the purview of a male dominated church and a 

patriarchal society. So in the process of enculturation the socialised mentality about the 

subordinate status of women did not receive any special attention. Moreover the 

missionaries themselves were steeped in patriarchal male dominance.
5
 

Irrespective of their educational qualification, Sümi women’s lives continue to remain within 

the purview of patriarchal society. The Sümi community’s adherence to the Christian faith 

has reinforced patriarchy both in its social and its religious organisation. From being a people 

with no written sacred text, the Bible has become the normative text. And, because the Bible 

is considered to be the sacred, infallible word of God for the Christian majority of Sümis, it is 

vital for me as a Sümi woman to evaluate the way it is read and interpreted, and the effect this 

has on gender roles and relationships. For, as Zhodhi Angami rightly states, the Bible is 

“often used as a basis for silencing women, denying them their part in Christian ministry, and 

legitimizing male domination of women.”
6
 

In the traditional pre-Christian Sümi religion, Alhou (Creator God) was not gender specific; 

Alhou was thwokha lhou (Creator of all), the inahuu abothu lono acheghi keu (one who 

existed from the beginning).
7
 Alhou’s existence was acknowledged but people did not talk 

                                                           
4
 Aphuno Chase-Roy, “Gospel and Culture: Women’s Empowerment,” in Side by Side: Naga Women Doing 

Theology in Search of Justice and Partnership, edited by Limatula Longkumer and Talijungala Longkumer 

(Jorhat: CCA-EGY & NWTF, 2004), 3. 
5
 Ibid. 

6
 Zhodi Angami, “Constructing Tribal Feminist Hermeneutics,” in Weaving New Patterns of Ministry for 

Women in North East India, edited by Narola Imchen (Jorhat: Women Study Department, ETC, 2004), 7. 
7
 In her work, Eyingbeni Hümtsoe-Nienü discusses the various names of the Supreme Being in various tribal 

languages of the northeast of India. See Eyingbeni Hümtsoe-Nienü, “De-Masculinizing God: Reclaiming the 
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about Alhou. The acceptance of the creator God of the Bible was a continuation of this belief 

in Alhou. However, while the Christian concept of Apu Alhou (God the Father) and Anu Jisu 

(Jesus the Son) was new, the patriarchal cultural and social structure based on the father-son 

hierarchy was one with which the Sümi were familiar. This father-son authoritative 

relationship permeated many aspects of Sümi life. Both church and society thus reinforced 

patriarchy which privileged the male and reinforced the subordination of women.
8
 As 

Yangkahao Vashum observes, though colonization and missionization, “has led to the near 

obliteration of Indigenous culture and values,”
9
 they nevertheless reinforced tribal patriarchal 

structure. 

To engage with the biblical text as a Sümi woman, I want to focus on the traditions of  

Prov. 1-9 and the female images presented therein. This is because these traditions not only 

reflect how women are represented as objects of desire or danger, but also present the scope 

for Sümi to imagine the divine space as being inclusive of both female and male. For 

example, Hokmâ’s presence with God at the time of creation (Prov. 3:19-20; 8:22-31) 

challenges the Sümi male-dominant Christian theology of Apu Alhou and Anu Jisu. It is 

intriguing that in the context of the book of Proverbs, where the wise are held in high esteem, 

wisdom (Hokmâ)
10

 is personified as a woman.
11

 To the question why “a woman’s voice” 

was chosen for this authorizing function, Claudia V. Camp proposes that it is due to the 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Inclusive Meaning of God in Tribal Tradition,” in Nagas: Essays for Responsible Change, edited by Eyingbeni 

Hümtsoe-Nienü, Paul Pimomo and Venüsa Tünyi (Dimapur: Heritage, 2012), 55-79. 
8
 Patriarchy “is construed to be of divine origin which grants the male heads of household complete control over 

the lives of the members” (Virginia Fabella, “Asian Feminist Perspective: An Overview,” In God’s Image, 

Journal of Asian Women’s Resource Centre for Culture and Theology 26, no. 2 (2007): 4). 
9
 Yangkahao Vashum, “Colonialism, Missionaries, and Indigenous: A Critical Appraisal,” Journal of Tribal 

Studies 12, no. 2 (July –December 2007): 22. 
10

 The Hebrew verb Häkam (wise) refers to the state of being wise (Prov. 9:12; 23:15); as a noun it refers to “a 

living being in a state of ḥkmh (wisdom).” The forms Hokmâ and Hokmôt (Prov. 1:20; 9:1; 14:1) are feminine 

nouns. In Ps 49:4; Prov. 24:7 Hokmôt appears as an abstract plural and thus identifies in meaning with Hokmâ 

which designates the person. See H.P. Muller, “hakham,” in the Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, 

vol. 4, edited by Johannes Botterwick and Helmes Ringgren, trans. by David E. Green (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdman’s, 1980), 371. 
11

 The personification of wisdom as a woman in Prov. 1-9 will hereafter be referred to interchangeably as 

Hokmâ and Woman Wisdom. Woman Wisdom is capitalised as I am using it as a proper name (Prov. 1:20-33; 

3:13-20; 4:6-9; 8:1-36; 9:1-6). Hokmâ also makes her appearance in various other texts of the Bible, for 

example in Job 28; Sir. 24:1-34, Baruch 3:9-4:4, 1 Enoch 42:1-2, and Wisd. 7:7-10:18. Personified Wisdom is 

attested at Qumran (11Q5) and played a prominent role in Christian and non-Christian Gnostic writings. Biblical 

scholars widely agree that early Christians drew on language and imagery associated with her to describe the 

person and work of Jesus Christ (see e.g. Luke 7:35; 11:49; John 1:1-18; 17:5; 1 Cor. 1:18-31; 8:6; Col. 1;15-

20; Heb. 1:1-3). 
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experience of men in “both their mothers’ instruction and the good wife’s love, counsel.”
12

 It 

may also be because of the Hebrew Bible’s symbolic tradition of personifying the Israelite 

community as female, as we see, for example, in the prophetic marriage metaphors of the 

Hebrew Bible (e.g. Isa. 52:1-2; Ezek. 16; 23).
13

 Yet, as I will argue in this thesis, the 

elevation of Hokmâ in Prov. 1-9 as Woman Wisdom, especially as an antithesis to other 

female figures such as iššâ zärâ, nokriyyâ and ëºšet Küsîlût, may be more than a literary 

construct. Although set within the patriarchal pedagogical context in which these female 

figures are used as vehicles of instructing young men (bünî my son; petî or pütä´yìm the 

simple and naïve), they also reflect the gendering of society, both then and now.  

For my critical engagement with the biblical text of Prov. 1-9 within a Sümi context, I have 

chosen the Sümi totimi kuchou concept of womanhood as a hermeneutical lens. This concept 

is a Sümi idealisation of womanhood, a category that Sümi patriarchal society upholds to 

determine what a “true or real” woman is. A totimi kuchou is expected to embody qualities 

like kutuukulu (patience), alokütsü (wisdom), tsaqütsalei (thrift), amikucho (honesty), 

aqhokighe (humility), and iqüighai (docility and demureness). As I will explain further in 

chapters one and two, these qualities of the totimi kuchou are culturally imposed on Sümi 

women to evaluate who they are or to determine their experiences according to patriarchal 

yardsticks. The totimi kuchou concept of true womanhood also works alongside parallel 

concepts, such as totimi lhoküsa (evil woman) and kipitimi kuchou (true man). It is 

internalized by all Sümi girls and women without question, and may be referred to as a 

“conceptual metaphor.”
14

 As such, it has become so embedded in the thought patterns of 

individuals, both women and men that it impacts on women’s experiences, self-perceptions, 

status, and expected role in the family and society. As Ann Redmond states, “the most 

powerful metaphors are concepts rather than figures of speech; they are the thoughts that 

underlie the words we hear or see.”
15

  

In this thesis, I will argue that the totimi kuchou concept of womanhood does not represent 

the reality of Sümi women, including those that contest the gendered expectations; rather, it is 

a social construct, an ultimate idealization of womanhood. It defines who is or is not a “real 

                                                           
12

 Claudia V. Camp, “Woman Wisdom and the Strange Woman: Where is Power to be Found?” in Reading 

Bibles, Writing Bodies: Identity and the Book, edited by Timothy K. Beal and David M. Gunn(London: 

Routledge, 1997), 90. 
13

 Ibid., 90. 
14

 See Ann Redmond, “Static and Emerging Metaphors for Women,” in Walking in Two Worlds: Women’s 

Spiritual Paths, edited by Kay Vander Vort, Joan H. Timmerman, and Eleanor Lincoln (St Cloud: North Star, 

1994), 84. 
15

 Ibid. 
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or true” woman. It therefore categorizes women according to the expectations of and 

boundaries set by the society and constrains women from being who they inherently are or 

potentially could become. The totimi kuchou concept of womanhood is not based on 

women’s genuine experiences, but on patriarchal expectations; this leads to the polarising of 

women as being either good or bad, depending on their conformity to the totimi kuchou 

model. This concept is significant in my discussion of the Hokmâ metaphor in Prov. 1-9, 

because it provides scope to engage critically with the biblical text and my Sümi context. I 

will argue that these female metaphors are generally used in the context of parental 

pedagogy, and primarily serve patriarchal interests. Further, I will suggest that the binary 

projection of female images Hokmâ and iššâ zärâ also echoes Sümi society’s double 

standards regarding womanhood. For, like these female figures in Prov. 1-9, Sümi women are 

perceived as the primary bearers of familial honour and shame, as well as the source of male 

strength and weakness. 

By drawing on my experiences as a Sülimi (Sümi woman) and engaging with various 

scholarly works, I will be responding to the following questions: why do Sümi uplift and 

sustain the totimi kuchou concept of womanhood? How does our patriarchal culture impact 

our engagement with the biblical texts? How does our reading and interpretation of the 

biblical texts influence our understanding of womanhood and manhood? Is the Hokmâ 

metaphor an idealised representation of womanhood, or does it represent experiences of flesh 

and blood women? Will the Hokmâ metaphor bring to Sümi a fresh imagination of both 

womanhood and God?  

The significant impact of totimi kuchou on Sümi women has not hitherto been researched or 

critiqued. In my BD Thesis, I became aware of the possibility that the concept of totimi 

kuchou was impacting not only on women’s roles and status in society, but also on the way 

they perceive themselves. As I argued: 

The totimi kuchou (real woman) concept of women has influenced the role and status of 

women in the family, church and society. A totimi kuchou is one who is submissive, 

who bears any kind of oppression and injustice, who agrees to patriarchal norms of the 

church and society, who does not speak out even for her rights and so having no need to 
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confront any challenges. Women have failed to realise that it is a patriarchal garb in the 

guise of this concept to suppress them.
16

 

To my knowledge, no one else has raised this understanding of totimi kuchou and its social 

implications as being an issue that impinges on Sümi women’s experiences. Many Sümi 

women and men deem totimi kuchou to be a positive concept rather than a patriarchal 

idealisation of womanhood. Therefore, it is necessary for Sümi to validate the experiences of 

women themselves and not define womanhood based on patriarchal societal expectations. 

Although both the concept of totimi kuchou and the Hokmâ metaphor seem to serve as 

pedagogical agents, bringing them into dialogue presents an opportunity to critique the 

patriarchal discourses underlying both Sümi society and the biblical texts.
17

 Further, Sümi 

also regard alokütsü (wisdom) as being vital for tribal life; hence, exploring wisdom 

personified as a woman from a Sümi woman’s perspective will help bring recognition of a 

powerful female metaphor in Scripture. With the strong influence that Bible reading and 

interpretation has within the Sümi community, a contextual reading of the Hokmâ metaphor 

will challenge the dominance of exclusively male metaphors when talking about God. 

Hokmâ passages provide the possibility of establishing a female presence in the sacred 

sphere. 

Further, some scholars opine that the Hokmâ metaphor reflects the lives of flesh and blood 

women and the social developments of their time. As Claudia V. Camp suggests, “the 

appropriation of such a remarkable symbol does suggest some related social reality.”
18

 

Hokmâ is also determined by sociological changes that had theological consequences, which 

Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza succinctly notes:  

After the exile, Israelite society had to theologically work through the loss of the 

monarchy. The change from a monarchic, centrally administrated society to a society 

oriented toward the needs and interest of families and extended households was 

                                                           
16

 H. Jekheli, “The Role and Status of Women in Ministry in SBAK Zunheboto Churches in Nagaland: With 

Reference to Pauline Teaching on Women” (Unpublished B.D. Thesis, Leonard Theological College, Jabalpur, 

2000), 78-79. 
17

 For discussion on the use of the term “patriarchy” in Israelite society, see Carol Meyers, “Contesting the 

Notions of Patriarchy: Anthropology and the Theorizing of Gender in Ancient Israel,” in A Question of Sex: 

Gender and Difference in the Hebrew Bible, edited by Deborah W. Rooke (Sheffield: Sheffield, 2007), 84-105. 
18

 Claudia V. Camp, “The Female Sage in Ancient Israel and in the Biblical Wisdom Literature,” in The Sage in 

Israel and the Ancient Near East, edited by J. G. Gammie and L.G. Perdue (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1990). 

191. Silvia Schroer, Wisdom Has Built Her House: Studies on the Figure of Sophia in the Bible, trans. by Linda 

M. Maloney and William McDonough (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2000). 



7 
 

positively expressed in the image of the ideal Israelite woman in Proverbs 31 and in the 

praise of Woman Wisdom who builds her cosmic house (Prov. 9).
19

 

However, according to Judith McKinlay, while the wisdom poems in Prov. 1-9 might “reflect 

a social reality experienced by the writers; they reflect women’s reality not via women, but 

through the lens of the male tradition of the wise.”
20

 The question, therefore, is not why the 

biblical writers speak metaphorically of God’s wisdom in human terms, but rather “why they 

should speak of it in terms of a woman, especially in view of the fact that the majority of 

biblical anthropomorphic images for the divine are male or male oriented.”
21

 This thesis will 

argue that the intriguing identity of Hokmâ provides a way to creatively reimagine Alhou as 

inahuu abothu lono acheghi keu (one that existed from the beginning) and not just as Apu 

Alhou. And the relationship of Alhou with Anu Jisu embraces the reality of Hokmâ being 

inherent in Jesus Sophia who was with Alhou from the beginning. 

In order to establish the hermeneutical context for my thesis, the first chapter presents the 

totimi kuchou concept of womanhood in my Sümi Naga context. My focus lies specifically 

on the aspects of Sümi life that have shaped and influenced the Sümi concept of womanhood. 

Due to the significant impact of Christianity on Sümi life, I use the arrival of Christianity as a 

landmark, especially in its reinforcement of patriarchy. I will discuss some of the practices 

from the pre-Christian Sümi culture which I believe have contributed to Sümi male-priority 

culture and patriarchal hegemony: gendered taboos, the practice of head-taking,
22

 feasts of 

merit, men’s exclusive right to land ownership and inheritance, and the practice of ‘valuing’ 

Sülimi (Sümi women). Nevertheless, drawing on this Sümi pre-Christian past, I also discuss 

the potential that is inherent in Sümi women’s experiences which must be recultivated to 

redefine womanhood. Examples will include women chiefs who defied patriarchal norms, 

                                                           
19

 Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, Jesus: Miriam’s Child, Sophia’s Prophet: Critical Issues in Feminist 

Christology (London: SCM, 1995), 134. 
20

 Judith McKinlay, Gendering Wisdom the Host: Biblical Invitations to Eat and Drink (Sheffield: Sheffield 

Academic, 1996), 129-130. 
21

 Ibid., 41. Italics in the original.  
22

 Unlike the popular nomenclature of “head-hunting,” the term “headtaking,” which is a literal translation of 

Sümi “akütsü kulu” is a more appropriate reference in the context of Sümi Naga. As Tezenlo Thong also rightly 

observes, “the Nagas never called themselves as ‘headhunters’ nor did they think of themselves as such until 

they were described so first by the British and later by western anthropologists. When the Nagas retaliated 

against British land encroachment by raiding tea plantations settlements and occasionally beheading the 

labourers who were being perceived as collaborators, the action was termed as “headhunting.” This western 

perception and colonial stereotype of the Nagas as “head hunters” is a misrepresentation of reality, because 

decapitating or beheading of the enemy happened only in the context of warfare or hostility between individuals 

and groups, and it was not an extensive cultural practice. See Tezenlo Thong, Progress and its Impact on the 

Nagas (Surrey: Ashgate, 2014), 112-125. 
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women’s life-sustaining role in the traditional economy, women-only activity of weaving the 

fabric of the community, and a brief look at the Sümi Totimi Hoho (Sümi Women’s 

Organisation) for the significant place it has in Sümi society. After examining the impact of 

Christianity on Sümi culture, I will then explore the postcolonial history of Nagaland, in 

terms of the inception of the ongoing Indo-Naga conflict, rather than just as a cessation of the 

British Raj in India. As I will demonstrate, each of these periods in Sümi history has seen 

many irreversible changes and repercussions for Sümi womanhood.   

The second chapter works towards developing a relevant hermeneutic for my Sümi Naga 

context. In order to place the Sümi Naga tribal hermeneutic in the larger framework of 

Indian-Asian contextual theology, I highlight the works of selected scholars and theologians, 

particularly those from Nagaland, India. Having established the wider context for my 

hermeneutic, I will then dialogue with a range of contextual biblical scholars to inform my 

use of experiential hermeneutics for Sümi biblical interpretation. Particularly, I will explain 

my use of the Sümi totimi kuchou concept of womanhood as a hermeneutical lens with which 

to study and critique the text of Prov. 1-9. 

In the third chapter, I will outline my methodology for interpreting the female metaphorical 

figures in Prov. 1-9 (Hokmâ, iššâ zärâ,  nokriyyâ, and ëºšet Küsîlût). I employ the literary 

tool of reader response criticism to find meaning in both my Sümi context and the biblical 

text, drawing on my experience as a Sümi woman and interweaving this with the biblical text. 

I will highlight that the Hokmâ metaphor in Prov. 1-9 is an important theological tool and 

will suggest some steps to engaging with Hokmâ, which will lead to a detailed discussion of 

the text in chapter four. 

In chapter four, I offer a Sümi Naga woman’s reading of the Hokmâ metaphor in Prov. 1-9, 

where I discuss the categories that emerge from my engagement with these poems. I focus 

especially on Hokmâ as a positive role model for both stimulating Sümi religious 

imagination and empowering women. In Hokmâ, the divine and human realms intertwine, 

and female experiences are placed in close proximity to God. This prominent metaphor is 

juxtaposed against other female images, including the iššâ zärâ, who are portrayed as the 

dangerous antithesis to Hokmâ’s positive presence. 
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This discussion continues in the fifth chapter where I will critique in more detail the problem 

of binarising women as either good or bad. Reading the text with my Sümi totimi kuchou 

hermeneutical lens, I argue that this binary projection misrepresents the experiences of flesh 

and blood women and men. Further, the image of a young and naïve male contradicts the 

reality of Sümi male-priority culture where, unlike women, men are surrounded from an early 

age with a sense of entitlement and power.  

Finally, the thesis concludes by reflecting on my reading of Hokmâ in Prov. 1-9 and my 

analysis of how this reading may be used to counter Sümi gendering of power and space in 

Sümi church and society. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

UNDERSTANDING THE TOTIMI KUCHOU (TRUE OR REAL WOMAN) CONCEPT OF 

WOMANHOOD IN THE SÜMI NAGA CONTEXT 

Introduction  

In order to set the hermeneutical framework for my thesis, in this chapter I will focus on the 

Sümi Naga context. For the majority-Christian Sümi community, there is a strong connection 

between reading and understanding the biblical texts on the one hand, and understanding 

womanhood, manhood and gender relationships on the other. Therefore, I have chosen the 

totimi kuchou concept of womanhood as a hermeneutical lens with which I will read the 

biblical text from within my Sümi context. Traditionally, Sümi Naga women and men have 

subscribed to the totimi kuchou concept of womanhood as an ideal for Sümi women. This 

concept pre-dates Christianity and is shaped and nurtured by the traditions, cultures, and 

practices with which the Sümi society is familiar. It promotes the ideal that girls and women 

ought to embody various traits and qualities like kutuukulu (patience), alokütsü (wisdom), 

tsaqütsalei (thrift), amikucho (honesty), aqhokighe (humility), and iqüighai (docility and 

demureness). These may be admirable qualities to emulate but, as I will demonstrate, they 

become problematic when they are culturally imposed on Sümi women as a means of 

defining and evaluating who they are, or who they should be, as women. Many Sümi women 

internalize this social concept of womanhood from an early age and are expected to articulate 

it in their everyday behaviours and relationships. Thus, although it is often regarded as a 

normative, or natural, ideal of female behaviour, totimi kuchou is a socially and culturally 

defined concept. As such, it impinges on the way women see themselves, and directs their 

experiences and relationships with God and humanity, and with the whole of creation.  

To understand the culturally-constructed nature of totimi kuchou and its implications for 

Sümi women, I will discuss it within the wider Sümi Naga context. I will first consider pre-

Christian Sümi Naga culture, focussing especially on the aspects of Sümi that either 

contribute to or critique totimi kuchou. I will highlight Sümi women’s role in the traditional 

economy, Sümi gendered taboos, the practice of head-taking to enhance masculinity, Sümi 

feasts and festivals, rights to land ownership and inheritance, and the Sümi marriage practice 

of ameh (bride value). I will then discuss British colonial rule and the arrival of Christianity, 

and discuss the impact of this on Sumi women’s social and religious lives. I will also briefly 

highlight the women village chiefs who transcended patrilineal norms. In the last section of 
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this chapter, I will consider the experiences of Sümi women in “postcolonial” Nagaland, 

including questions about their identity and the ways patriarchal hegemony plays out in their 

lives. Because the narratives around identity, gender, and power hierarchies are so 

interwoven, it is important to recognise that a woman’s experiences are shaped by all of these 

characteristics.
1
 As Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak rightly notes, gender, race (or “cultural 

difference”) and sexuality are part of one another.
2
 I will draw back the focus onto the 

significant contribution of Sümi women to weaving the Sümi story into the fabric of the 

community. It is important to recultivate women’s experiences from the past and the present 

to redefine a sense of Sümi womanhood that is not based on Sümi male-priority definitions 

and expectations.  

1.1. Situating Sümi Womanhood in the Pre-Christian Sümi Naga Context 

For the purpose of this research, I have taken the arrival of Christianity as an historical 

landmark for two main reasons: firstly, although there was a colonial interest in the Naga 

Hills in the north-eastern frontiers,
3
 it was the Christian missionaries in particular who 

initiated ongoing western interactions with the people in the Naga Hills;
4
 secondly, the arrival 

of Christianity brought a remarkable shift in the attitude of the Nagas towards their own 

culture and belief system, including their attitudes towards gender relationships.  

The focus of my research is on the Sümi tribe of Nagaland. In my discussion about aspects of 

Sümi life in pre-Christian and post-Christian contexts, there will be an overlap as some of the 

practices and traditions that existed in pre-Christian Sümi life have continued to the present 

time. The Sümi, like all other Naga tribes, base their knowledge of their history on oral 

traditions, the records of their neighbours, (including the Karens of Myanmar and the Ahoms 

of Assam)
5
 and, to a large extent, the work of western anthropologists and ethnographers. As 

Inato Yekheto Shikhu notes, the absence of written records makes it implausible to conclude 

                                                           
1
 See Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak,” in Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture, 

edited by Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg (London: Macmillan, 1988), 28.  
2
 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Other Asias (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2008), 224.  

3
 The formation of the Naga Hills under the British administration occurred in 1882. For further discussion, see 

Piketo Achumi, British Policy and Administration in Nagaland 1881-1947, 3
rd 

ed. (New Delhi: Scholar 

Publishing House, 2012). 
4
 For detailed discussion, see Frederick S. Downs, History of Christianity in India, vol. v, part 5: North East 

India in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries (Bangalore: The Church History Association of India, 1992). 
5
 The oldest documents which mention contact with the Naga are the records known as burunjia, dating back to 

the 12
th

 century, of the Ahom kings who ruled over Assam. These records, however, identify the Nagas 

according to their Assamese village names and not by their community, a trend which continued well into the 

19
th

 century. See Joshi, “The Naga: An Introduction,” 38. 
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a specific history of origin and migration of the Nagas.
6
 However, Shikhu concludes that they 

are believed to have migrated from different parts of South East Asia such as Indonesia, 

Burma, the Philippines, Malaysia, and Thailand. He also notes that in the narratives of the 

Nagas occupying their current region, there are no accounts of conflicts with other inhabitants 

of the land. Most people believe that they settled down in an unoccupied region. The 

historical records of external aggressions with peoples such as the Manipuris, Burmese, and 

Dimsas begin only from the 14
th

 century, but by then the Nagas were already settled.
7
 

The written records of the Sümi tribe began with their encounter with British administrators 

and American Baptist missionaries. The first published monograph on the Sümi tribe was by 

J. H. Hutton, an anthropologist, magistrate and deputy commissioner of the British Indian 

Civil Service, who spent several years working in the Indo-Myanmar border region of 

Nagaland.
 8

 In his monograph, he states that he had acquaintance with the Sümi over a period 

of eight years, and also learned the Sümi language.
9
 He offers a broad picture of Sümi life, 

and provides information based on various personal encounters with people in a number of 

Sümi villages. It is the most comprehensive record of Sümi life prior to the arrival of 

Christianity, and is therefore a primary source for my discussion on the pre-Christian Sümi 

context. Even though this record is from the perspective of an “outsider,” and some personal 

bias is inevitable, Hutton’s work remains significant. As I will discuss further in this chapter, 

when Christianity arrived and people started encountering western culture, their tribal 

narratives were side-lined. 

Before the arrival of Christianity, there was no dominant metaphor to speak about God in the 

Sümi tribal religion. It had neither a founder nor a principal historical figure around which it 

was centred;
10

 while there was a belief in spirits (aghau), idols were not worshipped.
11

 Sümi 

had no concept of the deity having a consort, nor did their religion entertain beliefs in 
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 For a detailed discussion, see Inato Yekheto Shikhu, A Re-discovery and Re-building of Naga Cultural Values: 
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8
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 ed. (London: Oxford University Press, 1968). See also Zuheto K. Swu, Sumi 
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and Socio-Customary Life of the Semas) (Dimapur: Hzhim-ki, 1985).  
9
 Hutton, The Sema Nagas, vii. 
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Nagas, edited by V. K. Nuh (New Delhi: Regency, 2003).  
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 H.S. Rotokha, “Khristo chineh ighimphi lo Sümi xüh,” in Ampe 100 dolo Sumi Baptist Akukuhou Xüghili (A 

History of 100 years of Sumi Baptist Churches) 1904-2003 (Zunheboto: SBAK Nito Mount, 2003), 1-3. 
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goddesses.
12

 There were also no written sacred texts.  Sümi believed in the existence of God, 

known as thwokha lhou inahuu abothu lono acheghi keu (Creator of all, the one who existed 

from the beginning).
13

 There were no metaphors to speak of God in Sümi traditional 

religions. Alhou was a non-gendered God and a rather distant figure. Hutton also notes that 

the Sümi Alhou was more “an abstraction.”
14

 He understood Alhou as a: 

usually beneficent but somewhat remote Creator interfering little in the human 

affairs…all-knowing and omnipresent, though remote and inaccessible. Although 

Alhou is the supreme dispenser of good and evil and it is Alhou who makes people rich 

or poor. But does not need to be appeased like Kungumi or Tughami...it is Alhou who 

ordains man’s worldly lot.
15

 

People did not feel the need to propitiate the Alhou, as Alhou was considered to be a 

benevolent God. Sümi also believed that the aghau (both benevolent and malevolent spirits) 

had more interactions with human beings than Alhou. As Julian Jacobs observed, the three 

types of spirits in Naga beliefs are “a High God or Gods, a god or spirit who lives in the sky, 

and earth spirits.”
16

 These spirits included the kungumi (heavenly beings), the tüghami (spirits 

of earth)
17 

and aghau (spirits of individuals, houses, and villages), who were believed to have 

co-existed with people. The heavenly spirits or “spirits of the sky” were both kungumi (male) 

and kungulimi (female), and had different attributes and functions. It was believed that they 

                                                           
12

 The polytheistic context of India is less relevant for the state of Nagaland, where more than 80%  of the 
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16
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Encounter. Extended new ed. (New York: Thames and Hudson, 2012), 83.  
17
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earth which they inhabit. They are often deliberately harmful, beneficent only when propitiated (The Semas, 

192; see also Sema, Emergence of Nagaland, 37). In the Christianized Sümi context Tüghami is referred to as 

the Devil, the opposite of anything godly, and the one responsible for all evil actions - the antithesis to Jesus 

Christ. I. Lozhevi Sema writes that in the past, the term Tüghami was used in the present Christianized sense of 

Alhou (God).  Various achineh (gennas) were observed to appease Tüghami as it was they who blessed or 

cursed people. Each family did their own genna and there was no common achineh ki (a house to perform a 

genna).
 
The term achineh ki is also used to refer to the church as a place of worship. See Sema, Küghakiche eno 

Xulhe (Folklores and Stories), 42. 
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dwelled up high in the sky but often came down to the earth, and married the sons and 

daughters of humans. They worked both as attendants and ambassadors to Alhou.
18

 

Sümi’s belief in a being larger than themselves permeated and dictated their daily living. 

Most of the Naga tribes believed that the spirits and God were influencing for good or ill the 

natural cyclical flow of fertility. People offered sacrifices to Alhou in the hope of receiving 

good crops, acquiring the heads of tigers and enemy warriors, and having healthy children. 

They likewise worshipped and made thanksgiving animal sacrifices, such as pigs, cows, and 

roosters, as well as rice offerings, for blessings in the family and village, and for bountiful 

harvests. When they felt that their sacrifices offered to the malevolent spirits of lakes, rocks, 

trees, hills and caves were not effective (for instance, in times of sickness and natural 

calamities), they approached Alhou who was considered the Supreme Being.
19

 People 

approached Alhou directly on these occasions; there was no need for a priest or intermediary. 

In the traditional Sümi religion, there were no permanently designated places of worship nor 

was there any permanent compartmentalising between sacred and secular places; as 

agriculturalists, people’s places of sacrifice were as changeable as the cycle of the 

agricultural year. There was no dichotomy between the sacred and the secular, nor the 

spiritual and the material. There was no religious hierarchy, except the socio-political 

hierarchy of the village. At the top of that hierarchy was the akukua (ruler or village chief), 

who functioned with the help of a number of people, both women and men, such as the 

chochomi (the herald or right-hand men of the chief) who was employed to help him manage 

public affairs.  A.W. Davis records that the Sümi village chiefs were considered “far superior 

to that of an ordinary Naga headman.”
20

 They also had three or four wives, and it was 

customary for their sons to start new villages when they reached adulthood. These sons then 

became chiefs of their villages.  

There were, however, some roles in the village hierarchy that were not gender-specific, such 

as the roles of amthau (the first reaper) and thumumi or tumumi (seer).
21

 These roles included 
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offering sacrifices at festivals and other important occasions such as births, death, and 

marriages. It was also the duty of amthau to schedule the day for general worship by counting 

the days, moons and seasons. The activities of tumumi were associated with, but not limited 

to, the healing of the sick; they were also interpreters of omens, dreamers and clairvoyants, 

and were considered to be intermediaries between the dead and the living. These roles and 

responsibilities, however, were not separated as “sacred” duties, but were regarded as integral 

parts of daily life, in which both women and men had roles to play.  

1.1.1. Sümi Women in the Traditional Economy 

In the traditional pre-Christian economy, Sümi depended largely on agricultural produce. As 

an agrarian community, the fields were the primary work place.  Even in the present day, land 

cultivation is the main subsistence activity in the villages, supplemented by hunting, fishing, 

livestock rearing and farming, plantation and crafts such as basketry, blacksmithing, and 

weaving. As Vibha Joshi observes, there is a contrast in the urban townships where 

government and private jobs and business are the main source of income.
22

 However, job 

opportunities are very few in Nagaland and there is an unemployment problem.  

In the fields, there were no gendered boundaries as women and men worked together 

throughout the agricultural season. Sümi men, however, were (and are) regarded as the 

custodians and protectors of the community and land; they therefore exercised the right to 

choose the area for a jhum (slash and burn or swidden agriculture) field. It was a hard life for 

most villagers whose living depended on surviving from one harvest to the next. Their year 

was spent laboriously working in the paddy fields to ensure they yielded enough grain to last 

a year. One way of combating the challenge of going through that agricultural cycle was by 

the formation of aloji (a form of age-set) - these would have a leader, typically a man.
23

 

Women and men in aloji worked in the fields of its members in turn. Women played a 

significant role in the actual execution of the labour-intensive agricultural work. 

Women were also traditionally regarded as the seed-keepers within this agricultural context. 

They were the ones with the required skills to carefully select the seed and steward it, until it 

was sown in the next agricultural season. The practical knowledge required to fulfil this role 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Literature Board, 2005), 47-49; Hutton refers to a woman named Shikuli of Ighanumi village, as a tumumi (The 
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was passed on from one woman to another, across the generations. As Alongla Aier observes, 

women were, and continue to be, “the sole-custodians of the seeds and they are responsible 

for maintaining as well as sustaining the agro-biodiversity of the community.”
24

 They share 

and swap seeds with relatives, friends and neighbours.
25

 According to Aier, “it is unseemly 

for a man to be found asking for seeds. Even a widower or bachelor living alone depends on a 

sister or some other female relative to procure seeds for his fields.”
26

 Seed keeping was (and 

still is) an important role in the ongoing agricultural life cycle and in sustaining the life of the 

community. These life-giving roles that women have played in the Sümi working culture and 

economy need to be recognized. Yet, due to the subjugation of women’s roles in other areas 

of daily life, Sümi women have remained uncelebrated life-forces in Sümi society. 

Women not only worked hard in the fields, but they were also the primary force in making 

sure that the needs of the family were met. Domestic chores, which include fetching water 

from ponds along treacherous hilly paths, were generally left to the women. Sümi culture also 

held the expectation that women should become mothers, although caring for children was 

shared by other members of the families, such as older siblings and relatives. It was likewise 

the role of women to harvest, dye and spin cotton, and weave clothing for the family. 

Many other aspects of pre-Christian Sümi society were organised along gender lines. For 

example, it was exclusively the role of women to dye and spin cotton, and weave clothing for 

the family. There were also separate dormitories called illiki (girls’ dormitory) for women 

and apuki (boys’ dormitory) for men, where the young boys and girls received important 

lessons for their personal and collective lives in the community from older peers. The apuki 

and illiki were strongholds of traditional culture and served as institutions for passing on 

traditional knowledge and skills to younger generations. The boys received training in basket-

making, weaponry, dancing and oral traditions, as well as hunting techniques and earlier 

warrior practices.
27

 The girls received training in manners, singing, dancing, running the 

household, weaving traditional attire, and pottery-making, and were instructed in traditional 
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lore.
28

 Instruction on life and learning skills thus took place within the family and in the 

community. 

1.1.2. Gendered Taboos 

In pre-Christian Sümi culture, there were gendered taboos, the legacy of which remains 

today, even though these taboos are no longer strictly practiced. Traditionally, taboos were 

observed in an attempt to appease the spirits. As K. Nifato Chishi argues, they were generally 

related to the Sümi concepts of lakukha (a restriction or prohibition), chini (to forbid)
29

 and 

pini (observation of genna, or taboo, days).
30

 These taboos created boundaries, drawing on 

the belief that certain actions would lead to good or bad outcomes. It was believed that the 

observation of taboos resulted in good health, prosperity and productivity.
31

  

Gendered taboos were woven into the many rites and rituals relating to women during 

childbirth; for example, these women were prohibited from speaking to strangers, in order to 

protect the newborn from evil influences.
32

 This practice of isolating a mother from 

entertaining inami (“strangers,” also referred to as “guests”) would have provided a time for 

the mother to recuperate. But the placing of such taboos on women also contributed to 

conditioning women’s experiences, and to the understanding of womanhood itself. Women 

were prohibited from touching hunting gear, while men were not allowed to touch spinning 

or weaving gear before they went hunting. Huntsmen were also required to remain chaste 

both prior to and after a period of hunting.
33

 This was due to the belief that these actions 

would undermine the success of the game, as though contact with women or even objects 
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associated with women would have a deleterious effect on a man’s abilities to perform the 

traditionally masculine pursuit of hunting. Taboos therefore played a role in reinforcing the 

socially-constructed gender roles of Sümi society and the gender-based notion of difference. 

They strengthened Sümi male-priority culture and the social hierarchy, and limited human 

experiences to a gender framework based on Sümi patriarchal norms. Due to these sanctions 

based on gender, many Sümi still perceive experiences of pregnancy and childbirth as 

obstacles and limitations for women’s participation in leadership roles in church and society.  

1.1.3. Head-taking: Enhancing Masculinity 

The practice of akütsü kulu (head-taking or “head-hunting”) was another significant practice 

which glorified men and celebrated masculinity in pre-Christian Sümi society. This was a 

men-only event and, as Peter van Ham notes, it was “a display of manliness to the women” 

and therefore significant for male marriageability.
34

 It was also, allegedly, women who 

encouraged men to undertake head-taking, as a pre-requisite to marriage.
35

 To maintain 

chastity, men were separated from women before, during, and after a raid on an enemy 

village, as it was believed that sexual contact with women would impact the head-taking. 

Successful head-takers were the pride of every village and were seen as courageous warriors 

who guaranteed the safety of others. This was due to the ever-present danger of being 

attacked by an enemy group or village. Sümi believed that acquiring a head gave men 

celebrated status and personal privilege, demonstrating their potency and bringing them (and 

through them, the village) in touch with fertility.
36

 Yet head-taking was more than just 

defeating an enemy and protecting one’s village. As Julian Jacobs observes, “the 

transformative action” in taking a head and performing the accompanying rituals converted 

“the biological (natural) fact of death into a social (cultural) object, that is, a skull.”
37

 

Since women did not go on enemy raids, this glory attached to securing the head of an enemy 

was shared only by men. As Wati Longchar writes, “women were excluded from this activity, 

and from all kinds of decision-making processes. Men asserted their authority over women 

through this practice. Women and children were often targeted by and were victims of 
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bloodthirsty men who were hungry for fame.”
38

 Head-taking also entitled men to host feasts, 

which consequently allowed them to wear certain traditional garments. Some female kin of 

head-takers also acquired the right to wear ornament - like necklaces made of beads and 

headgear, both of which were symbols of status and tribal affiliation.
39

 While these 

ornaments projected men’s high social standing, they contributed to limited perceptions of 

women’s roles as supporting their menfolk from the margins. Indeed, it was considered 

inappropriate for a totimi kuchou to seek any glory for themselves; rather, they were expected 

to support their menfolk. The ideologies of masculinity surrounding head-taking 

disadvantaged women or showed them up as physically and socially “lesser” than male.
40

  

Sümi reminiscing about the past based on the practice of head-taking therefore reinforced 

male-priority culture.  Sümi also prided themselves on being “the warrior tribe,” which again 

did more to reinforce male-dominance than to affirm any sense of gender equality.  

Although women did not go on head-taking raids, there were other significant roles they 

played. For example, they sometimes served as mediators between warring tribes. When an 

enemy head was taken, they were entrusted with taking the head of the deceased back to his 

or her village to propose a truce. It was prohibited by custom to attack or kill these women. 

This reflects the crucial role of peace-keeping that women played and the respect the society 

had for these particular women. It also shows women’s courage in putting their lives on the 

line for the wellbeing of their community. Thus, while head-taking played a role in 

preserving patriarchal gender norms, it also - paradoxically - affirmed the significance of at 

least some women within Sümi cultural and political life.  

1.1.4. Feasts of Merit and Festivals 

The feasts of merit refer to various feasts that originated within pre-Christian Sümi culture,
41

 

and were regarded as personal and status-enhancing rituals indirectly related to the 

agricultural cycle.
 
They also had the purpose of signifying friendship but were mostly 

performed by those wealthy enough to host a feast for the community. The feasts were 
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therefore related to economic capability of the family, which in turn depended on their 

agricultural production. By hosting a feast, wealthy men (and some of their kinswomen) 

earned a privileged status and respect in the community, and were entitled to wear certain 

ornaments and cloths like the avikiyiphi shawl.
42

 Men’s eligibility to host a feast of merit 

depended on women, because only married men could serve as hosts.
 43

 The feasts could not 

have happened without the significant contribution from women who organised the event, 

prepared food and wove cloth for the shawls. It was also the women who brewed the beer that 

the men distributed to the guests. This was not an everyday rice beer, but had a “sacramental 

quality,”
44

 and was set apart for this function from its very earliest stage of preparation.  

Feasts of merit were seen as playing an important role in sharing and redistributing wealth, 

thereby creating and maintaining a certain degree of social equilibrium between the rich and 

the poor, because it was (and still is) the wealthy who hosted these feasts for all. In the words 

of Aier, “though wealth was instrumental in gaining status, the yardstick used to determine 

the worthiness of the individual integrity of character, hard work, generosity or big-

heartedness to share the riches with the less fortunate fellow humans was social in nature and 

deeply ingrained in a system of social audit and value.”
45

 Jacobs also observes that the same 

transformative nature of head-taking rituals was to be found in the feasts of merit which 

transformed “natural wealth into cultural values (high status, ornaments, and so on).”
46

 The 

wealthy earned higher status in society through their act of generosity to everyone including 

the poor. 

These acts, however, only boosted the status of those who could afford them, and cannot be 

seen as a life-giving practice. In the past, while the preparation and making of the feasts were 

possible only with women’s help and cooperation, the benefits and the results of these feasts 

were typically bestowed on men. Women remained in the shadow of their men, from whom 

their identity was drawn. It can be argued that the current Sümi Christian practice of hosting 

Christmas feasts for the whole village or community may be likened to that of the feasts of 

merit, for in both cases, the male host is bestowed with honour, status and respect by their 
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community while the women’s role in these events is side lined, despite the significant part 

they play in events. Thus, while the nomenclature changes, the roles and endowments 

associated with feasts and festivals have remained gendered. Yet, at the same time, these 

feasts and festivals continue to have an important place in Sümi life, providing opportunities 

for Sümi to come together. As Zhekugha Assumi also observes, in the highly migratory Sümi 

tribe, the celebration of tribal feasts and festivals is significant in preserving traditions and 

culture as well as keeping the community together.
47

  

On more communal and formal levels, the festivals of Ahuna and Tuluni were observed 

annually by all Sümi, and continue today.
48

 Ahuna was celebrated as a thanksgiving festival 

after an annual harvest of rice crops. In the past, it was observed only by men,
49

 but it has 

become a communal event celebrated by everyone annually on November 14. As Assumi 

observes, Ahuna serves the dual purpose of marking the end of an agricultural year and the 

onset of the new one. He also opines that women participate in the Ahuna festival equally, 

and that “the days when men folk separated themselves from women, when the women were 

forbidden to touch even the spoons and utensils used by the men folk, when it was restrictive 

even to touch the hem of a woman’s cloth” are over.
50

 But, although there have been changes 

and improvements in gender relationships, gendered power dynamics and hierarchies still 

come into play. While the whole community comes together for celebration and feasting, 

Sümi men continue to occupy the centre stage, both literally and metaphorically, while 

women still remain at the periphery. 

The other communal festival, Tuluni, occurred in the bountiful season of the year and was 

marked with feasting for the prospect of a plentiful harvest. This pre-Christian tradition was 

later formalised in 1966, when it was decided that July 7-8 would be marked for the annual 

Tuluni celebration. The festival was first observed on these dates in 1972 at Zunheboto 
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town.
51

 Tuluni is a time when women, men, young, old, rich and poor, come together and 

feast together. It was traditionally observed for seven days. Both the Ahuna and Tuluni 

festivals have always been occasions of great celebration. In current practice, Sümi women 

and men put on their traditional attire and participate in various cultural performances. In the 

singing of the lejo le (folk songs), history is re-enacted; for example, in aye küzü le (yarn 

spinning song), women narrate the whole process of cultivating cotton to make cloth, while 

other members of the community learn by watching and listening.
52

 Aphilo kuwo (a war 

dance)
53

 is performed in gendered groups, never in mixed groups.
54

 Women’s war dances are 

not as rigorous as men’s; while the men perform their war dance, women sing and chant 

support from the sidelines, picking up the gear that falls and fixing the men’s costumes. The 

older and more experienced women and men lead the young and this is how the knowledge of 

folk songs and the art of folk dances has always been passed on, both in the past and the 

present. Both in the past during feasts of merit, and in the present, during Christmas feasts 

and the festivals of Ahuna and Tuluni, women thus play significant (although gendered) roles. 

Women and men work together to make these festivals happen, although women’s role and 

contributions have hitherto remained at the periphery and have not been duly celebrated. 

1.1.5. Right to Land Ownership and Inheritance 

Another crucial area of patriarchal culture that has had a major impact on Sümi women’s 

lives is the issue of their right to land ownership and inheritance. The denial of inheritance 

and land ownership rights to women was a pre-Christian patriarchal custom that has 

continued unchanged, and unchallenged, even today. The societal expectation, especially 

within the totimi kuchou concept of womanhood, is that women accept these patriarchal 

cultural traditions. Yet, for a tribal person, identity is rooted in the land. No matter how far 

they move away, they maintain their affinity with their village of origin because it is to there 
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that their roots are always traced. Yet, in Sümi patrilineal culture, land is owned and inherited 

only by men so that family inheritance stays within the family.
55

 Because a Sümi woman is 

expected to move on to her husband’s family once married, she is considered a transient 

member of the family and therefore not seen as a rightful heir of the family inheritance. 

As sons, rather than daughters, will be the ones designated to inherit the family property, the 

birth of a male child is welcomed.
56

 Both in the past and up to the present day, when a man 

dies leaving only young children, his brothers takes over the property, which is then shared 

equally among the sons of the deceased and his nephews.
57

 The wife of the deceased can only 

share in movable property if she remarries her husband’s brother or his male kin. Immovable 

properties like the family house, land and fields are passed on to the male offspring or male 

relatives. The parental home is generally passed on to the youngest son who is traditionally 

expected to care for his parents when they become dependent. Thus, women’s rights to 

inheritance and land ownership are restricted, and there has been and continues to be an 

indifference to this gender injustice within Sümi society. Shikhu’s words succinctly capture 

the irony of this:  

Naga women unlike other tribal women have a high place in society, work, and 

agricultural activities. However, a married woman has almost no rights in the property 

of her father, except for the unmarried daughter who has a right to a share of the 

property of her parents. The share of the property that belongs to an unmarried sister 

usually goes to her brother after her death.
58

 

The right to land ownership and inheritance law needs to be revisited and reclaimed for 

women’s benefit.
59

 It is not only a matter of land ownership but also of a woman’s ability to 
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hold on to what is rightfully hers, and about the just sharing of family resources to which both 

women and men contribute. From an early age, Sümi boys grow up with the sense of 

belonging, ownership and security that the property and land of their parents (and also their 

paternal uncle/s if there are no male cousins) belong to them. The opposite is true for girls; 

from the time a girl is born, she is looked upon as a temporary member of the family, due to 

the expectation that she will inalimi shiuve nani (become a stranger) when she gets married 

and becomes a member of her husband’s family.  

Women and men have until now accepted the customary laws as defined and maintained by 

Sümi tribal elders. Respect for the elders and loyalty to the set rules and norms are considered 

an integral part of maintaining Sümi tribal ethics, and are also a characteristic of a totimi 

kuchou. Sümi have not challenged or deconstructed these traditional practices, either for 

themselves or for their communities. Most Sümi live traditional, agrarian lifestyles; they are 

bound by the traditional institution of customary law, land tenure systems and rules of 

inheritance. It is imperative, however, that women claim their identity and their rootedness in 

the land.  While women work hard to keep the family stable, they are rendered voiceless in 

the decision-making process over family land and property. Men have traditionally taken 

decisions on matters of family property and inheritance, and this continues unchallenged 

today. Women’s opinions are disregarded as totimi tsa (women’s words) or dismissed as hiye 

totimi tsa kumo (not women’s concern/words). Certainly, in recent years, some women who 

are able to earn and manage their own finances, purchase and own their own land and houses. 

Some women, like my own mother, make decisions with their husbands to let their daughters 

have a share in their family land. Yet this remains an exception and not a norm. It is time 

Sümi women and men looked at these traditions and practices that are intrinsically related to 

the totimi kuchou concept of womanhood. The denial of right of inheritance or ownership of 

family land to women reflects the patriarchal hegemony over women in the family economy. 

It also misrepresents women as being dependent on men, while in reality many women work 

hard to provide for the family. This concept needs to be debunked as an idealistic 

conceptualisation of womanhood that impinges on womanhood, the whole community, and 

gender relationships. 
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1.1.6. The Sümi Marriage Practice of Ameh (Bride Value) and Divorce   

Another significant area where patriarchal hegemony impacts on Sümi women’s experiences 

is in Sümi marriage practices, especially the practice of ameh (bride value). Ameh is a pre-

Christian tradition that has continued in contemporary Sümi culture and shapes Sümi 

understandings of womanhood. While women are very much at the centre of these 

arrangements, and while marriages are not generally arranged against a woman’s will, most 

decisions were and still are taken on their behalf by their families. For many Sümi families 

and individuals, marriage is a defining point in a woman’s life, and an expected norm for the 

totimi kuchou. If a woman remains unmarried, due to any circumstance or by choice, she is 

referred to by such terms as nheo/nheo la (an old maid), or ilimi pafo (big sister of young 

girls).
60

  

Both in the pre-Christian past and the present, Sümi practice endogamous marriage.
61

 

Marriages are usually arranged on the basis of convenience. Among the younger generation, 

love marriages, generally with the approval of both families, are common. Child marriages 

were never practiced, but previously, it was not uncommon to have itilo sükha (childhood 

engagement).
62

 This was done to strengthen family alliances with people of the same socio-

economic status.
63

  

Ameh is a term used exclusively for the practice of the bride’s family asking for and receiving 

a bride price/bride wealth from the groom or the groom’s family.
64

 The term ameh might 

have derived from amme - “price,” “cost,” or “value.” The ameh amount is decided by the 

girl’s family on atsa xakütha (“the decision day,” or engagement day). Ameh is paid in cash, 
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and might include a large sum of money, several pigs, cows, and mithun
65

 for those who can 

afford it. In the past, when no money was used, the bride value could be paid in the form of 

abi-ale (grain) and atsü-aqu (livestock).
66

 If the groom’s family was not able pay they would 

borrow from the wealthy. If they were unable to repay this loan they become anulikishimi or 

aqe axemi (adopted as children), a system that could bind people in servitude for generations, 

until the debt was repaid.
 67 

Even today, there is an expectation that the groom and his family 

are able to afford the ameh. It is seen as a matter of pride to be able to afford it, even if they 

have to take out a loan. 

Although the practice of asking, giving, and receiving bride value is a gendered practice,
68

 

many Sümi see the good in it. For instance, Lovitoli Jimo opines that “the practice of bride 

wealth or ameh does not in any way imply the lower status of women but it in fact reinforces 

womanhood, because in order to get a wife a man has to work hard and if he gets obliged 

under the aqe axe (a form of servitude) system the social status and position of the man and 

his descendants gets affected in the society.”
69

 Jimo is right in saying that men had to work 

hard or borrow to pay for the ameh. However, this practice does not reinforce womanhood; 

rather it reinforces a woman’s dependence on a man as the provider and the one who defines 

and validates her worth. It also diminishes a woman’s worth to that of a marriage settlement, 

especially in the current practice of ameh being reduced to monetary dealings between the 

two families. Further, it places undue pressure on men and their families to be able to afford 

to “pay” for the man’s wife, irrespective of whether the ameh amount is within their means. 

The argument that ameh values Sümi women
70

 wears thin for another reason. The price of 

ameh can vary depending on one’s socio-economic status and there is no fixed price for all.
71

 

In my observation, this practice promotes alliances between families of the same socio-

economic status, therefore rendering women of higher economic standing more “valuable” 
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than those in lower socio-economic groups. Hutton records some interesting facts from the 

past which also resonate with the present, namely, that Sümi girls who were born to the chief 

or to parents of higher social standing, or a girl “who is thrifty, can weave or is a hard and 

good worker in the fields commands a higher [bride] price.”
72

 He also observed that the price 

of a widow who had gone back to her parents’ house was much less than that of a girl not 

previously married.
73

 Hutton further notes that a Sümi girl “is carefully looked after and not 

allowed that freedom of sexual intercourse usual to unmarried girls in most Naga tribes”; this 

he attributes partly “to the desire not to damage her value in the marriage market, as a girl 

who is known to have had an intrigue commands a much lower marriage price as a rule.”
74

  

Thus, as in other patriarchal societies, Sümi culture places value on the virginity of a woman; 

her worth is evaluated primarily on her sexual status. The virtue and worth of women are also 

characterized by their being “faithful wives and dutiful daughters … good mothers and good 

house wives.”
75

 B.B. Gosh also remarks that a Sümi woman makes a good wife and mother 

and remains faithful to her husband, unlike the other Naga tribes in which divorce is very 

common. Gosh also notes that, in pre-marital life, Sümi women are more chaste than those of 

neighbouring tribes.
76

 This practice of ameh is thus intrinsically connected to the Sümi totimi 

kuchou concept of womanhood. Sümi perceive their “good” or “valuable” women as 

bestowed with virtue, dignity, and chastity and therefore must be honoured in the giving and 

receiving of ameh.
 77

  

There is, however, a notable patriarchal double standard present within this tradition of ameh. 

It glorifies the presumed virtue and chastity of a Sümi woman without questioning and/or 

celebrating the chastity and worth of a man. It is also difficult to justify the fact that the 
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amount of the ameh requested for the daughter of a poor family is much lower than that for 

daughters of the chief or those from wealthy families. This implies that the “value” of a 

woman is measured according to the socio-economic status of the family. 

Moreover, while Jimo suggests that the low divorce rate in Sümi society is due to the practice 

of ameh and the strong family alliances developed in marriages,
78

 it is, likely that some 

married people stay in unhealthy and unhappy relationships to protect the honour of their 

families. In case of divorce, ameh is not returned to the men’s family, but there is a strong 

expectation to honour the marriage alliance between two families. And as a totimi kuchou, a 

Sümi woman is expected both to protect the honour of the family by maintaining harmony in 

family and marital relationships, as well as to protect herself and her family from the shame 

and stigma of divorce. This cultural practice of ameh and social expectations to maintain 

family alliances through marriage might be binding people to unhappy marriages rather than 

promoting happy marriages.  

In the past, most cases of divorce were due to barrenness, failure to deliver a male heir, 

adultery, or accusations of infidelity. For the early converts, conversion to Christianity also 

caused divorce in the family, as the first Christians were isolated from being part of the daily 

social and cultural life of the village.
79

 Separation and divorce happened with the consent of 

the families of both the women and the men, and formalities were carried out based on 

customary law. All immovable property and livestock went to the man and/or his family, and 

women were allowed to take some household items, her ornaments, and traditional clothes. If 

the couple had children, the man got full custody of all the children. 

In Sümi culture, there was, and still is, no objection to a woman remarrying another man if 

her previous husband has died; however, if she remarries a man outside her husband’s family, 

she has to relinquish her right to family possessions. As a woman typically manages the 

private affairs of the family, it was deemed appropriate in the past “to retain the widow in the 

family for this reason alone, as she often has a better knowledge of the debts due from and to 

her husband than his heirs have.”
80

 A woman has the freedom to refuse to marry a member of 

her husband’s family, but if she does so, sooner or later she has to take her customary share 
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of her late husband’s movables and leave.
81

 To cite an example from my own hometown, a 

woman there lost her husband to a terminal illness. She was given her congé by members of 

her husband’s family and then had to return to her parents with some of her belongings. 

Although she did not remarry, she was not allowed to take either the immovable property nor 

could she leave with her four young children, including the youngest who was a toddler.
82

 

Her husband’s siblings and parents took the children from her and she was cut off from the 

family home that she and her husband had built up. Back at her parents’ home, she had to 

restart her life as an individual, without her children. Such cultural practices reinforce 

traditions of male priority, being based on the belief that Sümi women draw their identity 

from men. A Sümi woman is able to exercise some independence in terms of whom she 

marries or remarries, yet her freedom is curbed constantly by patriarchal traditions. And, 

when they are identified in terms of an idealised concept like totimi kuchou, many women 

choose not to challenge or critique discriminatory practices, for fear of disrupting the status 

quo. 

Yet, in the midst of Sümi male-priority culture and manifestations of patriarchal hegemony, 

there have also been alternative modes of power and authority that women have exerted 

throughout Sümi history. Even when there were discriminatory cultural practices like 

gendered taboos, denial of right to land ownership and inheritance and marriage practice of 

ameh, Sülimi’s significant contribution in the Sümi life, including traditional economy and 

feasts and festivals, however, have rarely been acknowledged.  

In the following section, I will move on to discuss the encounter of the Sümi Nagas with 

British colonial rule and the arrival of Christianity. As the patriarchal leadership structure of 

pre-Christian Sumi culture continued under colonial and missionary influences, there were a 

few women who transcended this male-priority cultural norm during this period. I will 

elaborate on some of their narratives, as it is important for Sümi women to bring to the fore 

the few but significant female role models that they have. I will also discuss more broadly 

how the arrival of Christianity impacted on Sümi womanhood.  
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1.2. British Colonial Rule and the Arrival of Christianity 

The Sümi encounter with British colonial rule and the American Baptist missionaries resulted 

in the establishment of male-dominance both in the village polity and church hierarchy, along 

with a number of other changes. In pre-colonial and pre-Christian Sümi life, although there 

were practices that disadvantaged women and reflected male privilege, gender disparity was 

not as well defined. Gendered spaces and roles did not have the administrative, institutional 

and religious sanctions that they received after the Sümi encounter with colonial 

administration and western Christian missionaries. In this new era of history, the permanent 

establishment and strengthening of patriarchy thus continued to reinforce the totimi kuchou 

concept of womanhood. Boundaries between public and private spaces, and sacred and 

secular spaces, became well defined. As a result, gendered roles already prevalent in Sümi 

society became concretised, more official, and there were fewer opportunities for women to 

subvert these roles or to work together with men. Yet, as I will discuss later in this section, 

the encounter also wrought a number of positive and constructive changes for Sümi women. 

The Sümi encounter with the British colonial empire saw the birth of exclusively male 

leadership at village level, which impacted adversely on Naga womanhood. Prior to colonial 

interference, every village had its own administration that looked after the holistic affairs of 

village life and had a structure for self-governance, conflict resolutions and leadership.
83

 The 

akukau (chief) was the figure-head and a person of authority in the village hierarchy, just as 
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they continue to be today.
84

 As I will discuss later in this chapter, while there were a few 

women chiefs, Sümi chieftainship was predominantly a male domain. 

British colonial forces, however, sought to replace traditional village leadership by 

introducing new official positions, including gaon bura (government appointed chiefs,
85

 also 

known as GB, or village elder men), and Assamese-speaking dobashi (interpreters), who 

helped in the administration by collecting taxes from villages, arranging porters and working 

as interpreters and political advisors to the British officers during arbitration of cases.
86

 The 

GBs and dobashis acted as middle men between the colonial government and the locals. They 

were given red mill-made woollen blankets and red waist-coats to designate their status 

(rather than traditional handwoven tribal shawls). These positions and clothes have continued 

to be adopted to the present day and a head GB still fulfils the role of headman or chief of the 

village. This system established a “permanent dominance of men”
87

 and affirmed the 

influential social position and power that men traditionally held in Naga culture. In the 

current system, the chief and his team of council members, predominantly male, represent the 

village to the state government.
88

 They make decisions on all matters - financial, social, 

cultural and religious - pertaining to village life.   

Since the real political, economic, social and religious heart of the Naga tribe is the village 

where people’s identities were rooted, it also functions as a seed-bed of cultures and 

traditions. Even in current times, people who have moved away from their village of origin 

and lived elsewhere for generations still keep the ties with their apunu gha (village of birth) 
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or apola kuqho-a (the place where your umbilical cord is buried).
89

 The colonial 

administration established a new system of male leadership in the form of GBs and dobashis, 

but in the midst of this predominantly male hierarchy, there were a few women chiefs whose 

stories, hitherto, are not widely known or celebrated as historical role models. It is important 

to highlight these Sümi women, who have made their mark in the public sphere of Sümi life 

from the time of colonial rule during the early 20
th

 century, up to the early 21
st
 century.  

1.2.1. Sümi Women Village Chiefs: Transcending the Patrilineal Normative 

In a predominantly male institution, with the akukau at the very top of the hierarchy, there 

were also some Sümi women who were village chiefs, which occurred during the colonial 

period. They transcended Sümi patrilineal traditions and became historical role models for 

Sümi, demonstrating that both women and men can become influential chiefs. There were 

few Sümi women chiefs: Shessü of the Shessülimi village in Ghathashi (within the 

Pughoboto area) is said to be the founder-chief of the Shesulimi village.
90

 To my knowledge, 

there are no written records about her life and role; however she became the eponym for the 

village Shessülimi. Irrespective of whether she was of chiefly descent, she defied the norm of 

male chieftainship. 

Also, Vitoli Aye of the Ajiqami village, born in the 1920s at Askhomi, was the daughter of 

Chekiqhe Aye, the chief of Ajiqami. She was a teacher in a Government Primary School in 

the 1950s. In 1973, with the consent of her brothers she succeeded their father as village 

chief. She was described as a just and peace-loving chief.
91

 It was contrary to the norm for a 

woman to succeed her father, especially when there were other male heirs, but she took over 

his mantle and joined the team of male village elders, remaining in the role as one of the 

village chiefs until her death in 2012. This can be attributed to the fact that she was a wise 

woman of high standing in the village. She had earned the respect and confidence of her 

family and her village to perform her role as their leader. Similarly, Shosali of the village of 

Khrimitomi was married to the late Kiqheche, a dobashi from the Mukhami village during 

the British regime; she too was a chief of a village for more than ten years. And Aholi of the 
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Hevikhe village, Dimapur, succeeded her husband and ruled over her village for a couple of 

years after his death.
92

  

The most well recorded of the women chiefs was Teli of the village of Ighanumi. Teli was the 

daughter of Kamu Azünuli, and her husband was Ghopfuna Kiba of Ighanumi. Both men 

were GBs. Teli and Ghopfuna became Christians in 1896 and are recorded as being the first 

converts from the Sümi community.
93

 They were instrumental in promoting Christianity and 

facilitating its rapid spread in Ighanumi. They were also known for their wealth and their 

generosity towards their fellow converts who were suffering social isolation.
94

 Teli was 

known as “a woman of wisdom, eloquence and logical intelligence in handling matters that 

involved the life of the village.”
95 

 It is said that her husband relied on her wisdom to settle 

complicated cases. Teli and Ghopfuna had three daughters, and no son. When Ghopfuna died 

in 1936, his brother attempted to forcibly seize all their land and property as was (and is still, 

in some cases) the practice. He tried to drive the women out of their house, even removing 

the three stones from the kitchen hearth and scattering the ashes, which was an act of 

nullifying the occupancy of the house and attempting to assert his ownership. Teli went to the 

court of the area’s Deputy Commissioner, Sir Charles Pawsey, to seek justice and won her 

case against the village elders and was also appointed as a GB. She not only won her case - 

for herself and for her daughters - but also rightfully earned her place as a village chief. Her 

chieftainship was due to her practical wisdom, leadership ability, kindness, courage and 

strong sense of justice. She demonstrated to Sümi that a person’s merit can challenge the 

cultural norm. She was able to counter the injustices her brother-in-law attempted to bring 

upon her, and was not deterred from holding on to what was rightfully hers - her home, her 

property, and her leadership role in her village. 

Sülimi (Sümi women) like Shesu, Shosali, Vitoli, Aholi, and Teli proved that chieftainship is 

not a sacred place reserved for men. They demystified the chiefly realm by being in a space 

that was not conventionally theirs in the male-dominated village hierarchy. Yet, the narratives 

of these women are not widely known. At present, there are no Sümi women village chiefs, 

                                                           
92

 Zakali Shohe, “Women and the Dragon: Sumi Naga Women’s Role towards Peace and Harmony,” in God’s 

Image: Journal of Asian Women’s Resource Centre for Culture and Theology 23, No. 3 (September 2004): 50. 
93

 “Teli Kiba: The First Woman GB and Helper of the Church: Stories of the Faithful,” in One New Humanity 

(Kohima: Nagaland Baptist Churches Council, n,y.) 180. 
94

 There were attempts to stop conversion, and new rules were made for the converts to participate in the tribal 

feasts and festivals. See Yevito Sümi, “Sümi Yeghi lo Khristo Yehkulu Ikighi Ghili.” Ampe 100 dolo Sumi 

Baptist Akukuhou Xüghili (A History of 100 years of Sumi Baptist Churches) 1904-2003 (Zunheboto: SBAK 

Nito Mount, 2003), 11-20. 
95

 “Teli Kiba: The First Woman GB,” 180. 



34 
 

and judging by the current state of affairs in Nagaland, there may not be one anytime soon. 

There is also currently an active resistance from Naga tribal bodies, on the Indian 

government’s “Women's Reservation Bill or the Constitution (108th Amendment) Bill,”
96

     

a bill that was passed to ensure at least 33 percent of all seats in the Lower house of the 

Parliament of India, the Lok Sabha, and in all state legislative assemblies for women. 

Although a Constitutional mandate, this bill is being refuted by the Naga tribal leaders, 

including the Sümi Hoho, the apex body of the Sümi tribe, who contend that granting 33 per 

cent reservation for women would infringe on Naga customary laws and tradition as 

protected under Article 371(A) of the Constitution of India.
97

 These Naga tribal bodies are 

contesting that it is not a Naga customary practice for women to be in tribal councils, and 

therefore allocating 33 percent seats for women to come on the legislative assembly will be a 

breach of tribal customary practices. This reflects the stringent patriarchal attitudes and 

practices that restrict women from being represented in decision making roles. It also 

highlights the fact that the stories of few women who transcended patriarchal normative 

remain as exceptions and not the norm. 

Along with the arrival of colonial power among the Sümi, the other most significant 

phenomenon that affected Sümi life and contributed to the ongoing male-priority culture was 

the arrival of Christianity. As I will discuss in the ensuing section, many positive changes 

were brought to the people. The indifference towards gender discrimination, however, 

remained unchanged, and, if anything, was reinforced by androcentric Christian theology.  

1.2.2. The Arrival of Christianity to the Sümi 

The encounter of American Baptist missionary Miles Bronson with the Namsang Nagas in 

1836 is believed to be the first encounter of the Nagas with western Christianity.
 98

 There 

were a few subsequent attempts by other missionaries but these faced resistance from locals. 

In 1871, Edward E. Clark, an American Baptist missionary in Assam, sent Godhula,  
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an Assamese evangelist, to the Ao Nagas. The first mission was opened in 1872 at Molung 

village in the Ao Naga area outside the British administrative boundaries. The gradual 

exertion of control by 19
th

 century British colonial powers over the Naga Hills paved the way 

for the missionaries to enter this region which was, at the time, mostly inhabited by the 

indigenous population.
99

 The work of evangelising the Nagas was possible with the help of 

the locals themselves. The first missionaries to the Sümis were their own people who were 

converted to Christianity and went on to preach the Gospel to villagers.
100

 The Sümi Baptist 

Akukuhou Küqhakulu (Sümi Baptist Churches Association) marks 1904 as the year for the 

advent of Christianity among Sümi.
101

 Initially, the Nagas were hostile towards this new 

religion and the converts were persecuted, excommunicated from their clan or village, and 

experienced social isolation. As Visier Sanyu observes, this was because “the Nagas were 

proud of their culture and religion and resistant to change.”
102

  

In the early years of Christian mission in the Naga Hills, the colonial administrations left the 

care of education to the missionaries who ran the schools with governmental grants-in-aid. 

This mode of operation changed when India gained independence from the British, and the 

Indian government took over the responsibility of education.
103

 The local Christian converts 

also took great initiative in opening schools and allowing the missionaries to teach the Bible 
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to their people.
104

 The missionaries and the colonial administrators shared an attitude of 

superiority to the “natives” and the goal to “civilize” the Nagas by educating them.
105

 

The missionaries’ primary goal in providing western education was conversion; they wanted 

to teach the Nagas how to read the Bible and hymnal. Mary Mead Clark, an American Baptist 

missionary, started the first formal school in the Naga Hills in 1878 at Molunyimsen village. 

This school was originally intended for girls’ education so that “the Naga converts can have 

Christian wives who can build Christian homes.”
106

 This dual goal of proselytizing and 

reinforcing gender stereotypical roles for girls and women further strengthened Sümi male-

priority culture. For decades, Sümi society did not see the necessity for girls to receive any 

formal education; rather, they were expected to do domestic chores and help with agricultural 

tasks. This attitude has changed in the present times, where boys and girls get equal 

opportunities for education. The current census of Nagaland literacy rate shows 76.11% of 

females and 82.75% of males are literate, out of a total population of nearly two million 

people.
 107

 All women and men are given equal educational opportunities. There are many 

high achieving girls and women at all levels of their formal education. Access to formal 

education is helping women to not only do well for themselves, but to critically engage with 

Sümi culture and traditions, as well as with biblical texts. 
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The missionaries’ goal of starting schools for conversion purposes also led to transposing the 

Sümi language into writing for the first time. The first published work in the Sümi language 

was a 1909 book called Mlali, written by Inashe Vekuhomi and W.E. Dowd.
108

 And, 

according to Bible Society of India records, J.E. Tanquist and Zapuzhulie Angami (the first 

pastor of the Sümi Baptist Church Kohima) translated the Gospel of Mark into Sümi in 

1928.
109

 From 1965 onward, Akiphi kaku (text books) for use in primary schools and high 

schools were published.
110

 The school curriculum was, however, dominated by the Hindu-

Indian religion and culture, as well as by missionary and colonial influences; the history and 

traditions of the Naga tribes were absent from most school text books, while Sümi tribal 

folklore and poetry were rarely included. 

As the result of this focus away from Sümi history and tradition (in education and wider Sümi 

society), the attitude of Sümi Christians towards their own tradition and cultural practices 

became increasingly negative. For example, traditional music and folk dances were never 

integrated into Christian worship or Sunday school lessons.
111

 There was an unquestioning 

acceptance of the missionaries’ teachings even when this meant detaching from their own 

traditional practices. Peter van Ham and Jamie Saul
 
rightly observe that, “missionaries and 

administrators have instilled in the people the worthlessness of their traditional ways of life 

insisting they are savages, even animals, possibly in order to exploit them as well as to form 
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them according to their own liking.”
112

 In the same vein, Wati Longchar also laments that the 

missionaries condemned tribal “living traditions and cultures as devilish, our religion and 

culture as inferior, ‘heathens’, a religion without any system of thought, devoid of morality 

and spirituality … [they] presented us the Bible and taught us to abandon the old religion and 

its practices ... They taught us what to do, and what to think.”
113

 Today, the majority of Sümi 

profess to be Christians and do not identify as asu atu kumla mi (idol worshippers) or jisho mi 

(“people who drink alcohol”). As Albert von Stockhausen and Marion Wettstein observe, the 

key aspects of traditional culture were simply forbidden. Many rituals and their concomitant 

feasts were prohibited, mission schools replaced the traditional morung (dormitory) that soon 

fell into ruin, and in some areas people were even forbidden from singing their own 

traditional songs.
114

 Sümi Christians viewed their new-found religion as one that had brought 

them from darkness to light. As a Sümi Christian woman, such an outlook seems remarkable 

as it encapsulates the paradox of viewing the past as a period of “darkness” and yet continues 

to uphold the pre-Christian patriarchal hegemony in Sümi cultural practices and traditions.  

Colonisation and Christianisation of Sümi happened simultaneously. As Achumi writes, 

“cultural colonialism was an important phenomenon of British imperialism.”
115

 The British 

policy was to safeguard Naga culture from Hindu and Muslim exploitation. In this process 

colonial authorities promoted the cause of Christianity alone; this may suggest that such Naga 

cultural protection was primarily directed towards safeguarding the interests of colonial 

administration in the Naga Hills.
116

 The Nagas were encouraged to retain their own 

traditional culture, as long as their social or traditional practice did not hinder the peace of the 

districts; thus, the practice of head-taking was stopped by colonial authorities. The colonisers 

felt the need to “civilise the savage,” so that the “savage” could be of use to them.  
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Further, an insight into the colonial interest in Naga education is echoed in major general sir 

James Johnstone’s work, where he “strongly urged” the establishment of a regular system of 

education. According to Johnston, “the Nagas had no religion; [given] that they were highly 

intelligent and capable of receiving civilization … we might just as well give them our own, 

and make them in that way a source of strength, by thus mutually attaching them to us.”
117

 

The desire to provide western education to the Nagas was also partially motivated by the 

desire to protect them from being “corrupted and gradually converted” by the Hindus and 

Muslims in Assam and East Bengal. The ultimate goal in educating or converting them was 

to make them a “tower of strength” to the colonial authority.
118

 Although the colonial 

administrators did not propagate Christianity, they provided protection and support to the 

American Christian missionaries, turning the Naga Hills into “a colony of American 

evangelism.”
119

 

The Naga encounter with western culture and Christianity also wrought various cultural and 

attitudinal changes. There is no single Naga culture, but the one common identity that the 

vast majority share is their Christian identity.
120

 The promotion of western education 

empowered Sümi women and men to connect with the outside world and culture. It also 

instigated in them a new sense of common identity and culture as Naga people. As 

Takatemjen writes, “the new religion gave to the Nagas a new philosophy of life, a status of 

equality with the rest of the world and a new social consciousness.
121

 The production of the 

first literature in the tribal languages, as Fredrick S. Down also notes, strengthened the 

development of tribal identity.
122

 People were able to see their identity beyond their own 

villages. They had a wider sense of connection with people from other villages or other 

tribes, owing to their shared identity as Christians. Downs further states that: 
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The church helped strengthen, indeed almost create, a sense of tribal identity for the 

first time at a level higher than that of a village or relatively small cluster of villages. 

This new identity was to become the basis of modern political movements, though this 

was not the conscious objective of the missionaries or church leaders.”
123

 

Today, Naga Christians’ tribal identity has become intricately interwoven with their Christian 

identity. As the group on the “Theological Consultation on Primal Vision and Hermeneutics 

in North-East India” affirms: 

As Christians we do not feel a conflict between our Christian identity and our tribal 

identity. In fact, we find that in Christ we can fully express our tribal identities in a 

creative way without falling back into some of the inhuman or anti-human practices 

of our past. The Christian faith does not suppress our cultural identity nor does it 

impose any kind of uniformity upon us. We can be Khasi Christians, Ao Naga 

Christians, or Tangkhul Naga Christians, just as there are Irish Christians, Scottish 

Christians, American Christians, Greek Christians and so on. 
124

 

This affirmation, however, is largely idealistic and theoretical, as the Nagas’ new found 

identity has not completely overthrown tribalism or gender injustices. Although they 

romanticise the notion of Nagas as one people, this is contradicted by the continued divisions 

based on tribe or clan, and the animosity between various Naga nationalists groups.  

However, since the early period of Christian mission and colonial rule, the Nagas did not 

differentiate between the cultural identity and practices of those who brought the Gospel to 

them. And as J.L. Roy rightly observes, “[t]he coming of the missionaries had quickened the 

process of westernization which was visible in changing the life-style in dress, food, 

appearance, use of medicines, care of homes and one’s health and avoidance of liquor and 

other intoxicants which were harmful to life.”
125

 Christianity and western culture thus 

gradually became synonymous with the Naga tribal life. In the early 20
th

 century, German 

anthropologist, Hans-Eberhard Kuaffmann, whose ethnographic collections focus heavily on 

the Sümi (Sema) along with the Angami, Ao, Konyak, Lotha, and Sangtam tribes, had 

observed that “the natives walked around every day in full war dress … What is far more 

characteristic of the people here are, for one, their agricultural equipment, secondly the tools 
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they use for craftwork and the artefacts they produce with them, and finally their 

weapons.”
126

 

A century later, however, things had changed. While Richard Kunz, Wibke Lobo and 

Wolfgang Stein observed that the Naga culture is alive and dynamic today, it has, however, 

seen substantial changes through its contact with Western civilization from the mid-19
th

 

century. According to Kunz, Lobo and Stein, this contact “has lent Naga culture a new 

dynamics and sent it off on a new, fascinating trajectory.”
127

 In the traditional Naga villages, 

the most visible landmarks - the monolith (a single great stone) or the Y- shaped wooden 

sacrificial posts, and the apuki and illiki (boys’ and girls’ dormitories) - are now replaced by 

imposing church buildings and bell towers.
128

 At present, the church and its youth activities 

provide a space of socialization and intermingling for young people. Most communal 

gatherings are centred on Christian worship but the leadership is predominantly male. 

Although women’s participation is visible in general worship, their leadership remains within 

women groups. The nature of these gatherings is characterized by singing Christian songs, 

reading from the Bible and praying; tribal cultural and traditional elements are not included. 

In worship services, ancient and modern western hymns translated into tribal languages are 

sung rather than tribal folk songs. Tribal feasts and festivals are never held at the church 

building and very rarely on the church premises. In its practice, Christianity thus reflects a 

foreign culture; as M. Horam laments, “Jesus Christ did not lay down any specific form to 

worship him and God. If the Western Christians can sing dance and drink and yet be 

Christians, why should not the Nagas have their way of life and still be good Christians?”
129

  

Further, as Achumi observes, the process of colonisation resulted also in the emergence of a 

new Naga middle class.
130

 The spread of colonial culture through Christianity and western 

education enabled the middle classes to thrive economically and become aware of the social 

environment outside the confines of their villages. This group of middle class men through 

their colonial encounter and the influence of western education, eventually led to the rise of 
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Naga nationalism. The nationalist sentiments of the Nagas are also backed by their Christian 

slogan “Nagaland for Christ.” Although the detailed discussion of this relationship is beyond 

the scope of this research, it is to be noted that Christianity, class and nationalism of the 

Nagas is intricately connected. 

Christianity, as the religion of the majority in Nagaland, also contributed to the ongoing 

negative attitudes toward the neighbouring peoples on the plains and people of other faiths.
131

 

The term plain manu (plains-people) was first used in reference to the people of the plains of 

the Assam valley, the immediate neighbours of the Nagas. Ironically, in their attempt to 

protect Naga culture from being overwhelmed by the dominant Hindu and Muslim cultures, 

British colonial administrators also instigated into the minds of the Naga what Achumi calls 

the “colonial legacy of the fear of plains’ domination.”
132

 For political, cultural, and religious 

reasons, many Naga tribals do not identify themselves with the Indians or the Assamese. The 

racial prejudice against the plainspeople is obvious in the way the Naga name them: in Sümi, 

for example, they are referred to as khalaumi (outsider).
133

 

This term almost specifically refers to Indians who are not Naga tribals, and is often used in a 

derogatory sense. Plainspeople are always seen as “the other” with no possibility of full 

integration.
134

 A few who convert to Christianity are able to participate in Christian worship 

but are never free of racial prejudice. There is also a judgemental attitude towards people of 

other faiths, who are seen as idol-worshippers.
135

 Although Naga Christians continue to co-

exist with khalaumi as their teachers, business dealers, bankers and friends, they are 
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discouraged from taking part in or attending their religious celebrations. The Sümi Naga 

context, therefore, has absorbed pervasive influences from external forces - Christianity 

(which has become part of the tribal identity), western culture and colonial power. These 

forces are still being felt in the ongoing Indo-Naga conflict.
136

 

Further, the impact of colonial power and Christianity on Sümi womanhood can be seen in 

the way that women understand themselves and their faith. Sümi women have embraced the 

Judeo-Christian teaching of women and men being created in God’s image, but their 

perception of God remains predominantly male. Moreover, the leadership hierarchy both in 

the church and the society continue to be patriarchal. There are very few or no women in 

leadership and in decision-making roles in the church and society. Below, I will continue this 

evaluation of the impact of Christianity on Sümi, focusing particularly on its impact upon 

Sümi women.  

1.2.3. The Impact of Christianity on Sümi Women and Gender Roles 

The arrival of Christianity among the Sümi has had both adverse and constructive effects on 

the fabric of society: it has helped women immensely, but it also reinforced gender disparity. 

On the one hand, the Christian missionaries’ work in education, medical services, the 

promotion of public health, the development of roads linking administrative headquarters, 

advances in communication and humanitarian work contributed a great deal to the lives of 

Sümi. On the other hand, some of the damage done to tribal culture and practices, and the 

impact of Christianity on the attitude of the people towards their own culture and religion, are 

irreparable.
137

 The patronising attitude of the British colonial administrators and the Christian 

missionaries towards pre-Christian Naga life and culture was eventually internalized by the 

Nagas themselves. For example, A.W. Davies described the Sümi as good fighting men, and 
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were much respected by their neighbours;” yet he also said that they were “the most 

barbarous and savage tribes with which we have yet come into contact in these hills.”
138

 As 

Achumi observes, “the gradual assimilation of the alien culture was effected through 

education and Christianity leading inevitably to the erosion of Naga culture.”
139

 However, 

despite the changes they made to Sümi belief systems and ways of life, neither colonial rule 

nor the Christian missionaries systematically addressed the deep-rooted Sümi male-priority 

culture and traditions.  

Prior to their encounter with western education, women and men worked together in the 

fields. As Toshimenla Jamir rightly observes, in the absence of secondary education, the 

earliest educated men were incorporated into the tertiary sector of government services, after 

their elementary education. During the colonial period, these service-men, employed in the 

evolving urban administrative centres and towns, were married to women from villages, who 

had no formal education. This led them to become dependent on their husbands, which was a 

drastic change from “being equal co-workers in the productive arena. Their contribution to 

the household … became [more] limited than it was in the past, which further accentuated the 

private-public divide among the two genders.”
140

 Unlike traditional pedagogy, which was 

informal and based on practical experiences, the emphasis of western education was 

theoretical and designed with one specific purpose, namely producing clerks and civil 

servants. This colonial legacy manifested itself in this new lifestyle, where many women 

found themselves having to depend on men for their livelihood. 

Even in the current Sümi context, where women work outside the home, the hours of work 

that women put into multiple tasks of generating income for the family and the household 

chores they do, are not credited by the society. Women are also paid lower wages than 

men.
141

 As Khala rightly states, women see their various works as a “natural extension of 

‘domestic work’ whereas the men’s work is valued either directly through paid remuneration 

or indirectly through their status as the landowner.”
142

 Yet, as Khala furthers notes, women 

“do not see themselves as an oppressed labour class against the class of men, as they never 

                                                           
138

 A.W. Davies, “Census of India, 1891, Assam, vol.1. 246-248,” cited by Elwin, The Nagas in the Nineteenth 

Century, 376. 
139

 Achumi, British Policy and Administration in Nagaland, 160. 
140

 Toshimenla Jamir, Women and Politics in Nagaland: Challenges and Imperatives (New Delhi: Concept 

Publication, 2012), 27-28. 
141

 Every village council determines the wages to be paid to the labourers. 
142

 Khala, Women and Agriculture in Nagaland, 60. 



45 
 

have enjoyed social equality.”
143

 With the growing change of lifestyle, there is an increased 

expectation of women to be efficient in carrying out traditional roles as wives and mothers, 

and at the same time to earn a living for the family. Sümi women find themselves caught 

between two worlds. On the one hand, society expects them to fit into all the traditional 

idealistic concepts of womanhood as totimi kuchou while on the other hand they find 

themselves in a society that defines progress and advancements based on Euro-centric 

Christian culture. 

Elements of the pre-colonial Sümi male-priority culture were therefore largely left 

unchallenged - or even reinforced - by the colonial administration and the Christian 

missionaries. Sümi also looked to Christianity to validate the idealised totimi kuchou concept 

of womanhood. This Sümi understanding of ideal womanhood has become intrinsically 

connected to the way Sümi Christian society perceive an Alhou sükümsa totimi (God-fearing 

woman).  

However, as mentioned in the Introduction of this thesis,
144

 Roy also observes, that there 

were constructive impacts of Christianity and western education on Sümi womanhood.
145

 

Sümi women who became Christians were among the first women to become literate. They 

were, for the first time, able to assume new positions of significance in structured institutions 

like schools, offices, and hospitals. The upward mobility that Christianity and education 

brought to the women became largely confined to the secular realm. That is, with the 

separation of sacred and secular spaces, women’s roles were confined to the secular and 

domestic spaces, and the sacred and public space became male-dominated. In a Christian 

worship setting, women were able to participate by leading or preaching in worship. 

Although they were actively involved in evangelising work, leading in women’s groups, and 

raising funds for the church, the church executive roles were filled exclusively by men. In 

most churches today, through various initiatives, women’s groups are the major financial 

contributors towards church funds. However, there are very few or no women in the church’s 

decision-making roles and in the ordained ministry of the church. 

Lastly, the most significant impact of Christianity on Sümi womanhood is the way the Bible 

is read and interpreted. As a Sümi Christian woman, my perception of my tribal identity, as 

for most members of my tribe, is intertwined with my identity as a Christian. And, in the past, 
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for a people whose stories and experiences were interwoven into their daily lives, the arrival 

of an outside culture with a written sacred text that was deemed superior had a significant 

impact. The Sümi always accepted the Bible as the infallible word of God, and therefore the 

way it has been read and interpreted has influenced all aspects of life. As I have already 

described, most Sümi women’s perception of themselves is through the Sümi patriarchal 

cultural lens (reinforced by Christianity), which defines their identity and experiences using 

concepts such as totimi kuchou. Although they gained some new sense of dignity and self-

worth in the Christian faith, the faith traditions and practices remained within the purview of 

male leadership. Therefore, as I will discuss further in the next two chapters, it is vital for 

Sümi to approach the biblical text with a relevant hermeneutical lens. Recognising the 

realities of Sümi women’s daily lived experiences is essential to understanding how Sümi 

reading and interpretation of the Bible impacts on gender relationships.
146

  

The experiences of Sümi women under colonial and Christian influences were and continue 

to be a mix of positive and negative. While the formalising of male dominant village polity 

took place under the colonial rule, through the establishment of GBS and dobashis court, the 

appointment of Sülimi as village chiefs was also initiated during the colonial administration. 

Likewise, the advent of Christianity reinforced patriarchy due to the male-dominant Christian 

theology but it also introduced women to their encounter with western education and their 

encounter with the biblical text. In the following section I will discuss “postcolonial” life in 

Nagaland, and the ongoing impact it has on Sümi womanhood. 

1.3. “Postcolonial” Life in Nagaland: Experiences of Sümi Women  

It is important to look at the political situation of Nagaland in order to understand what a 

postcolonial reality for Sümi womanhood looks like. “Postcolonial” may refer to the social, 

cultural, and political conditions after the historical demise of the British Empire. However, 

according to biblical scholar R.S. Sugirtharajah, the term as it is used in postcolonial 

discourse “is more finely nuanced;” these nuances include the anti-colonial resistance both 
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before and after territorial colonialism, as well as “the pinch felt” both during the reign of the 

empire and the “newer predicaments faced under neo-colonialism in the form of 

globalisation.”
147

 It therefore signifies “a reactive discourse of the colonised” who questions 

critically the dominant knowledge systems in order to recover the past from western slander, 

as well as engaging in an ongoing interrogation of “neo-colonial tendencies after the 

declaration of independence.”
148

 Postcolonial reality therefore includes not just the violation 

of the past generation and cultures, but the ongoing conflict that resulted from “the demise” 

of the empire. Hence, in the context of this research, the term “postcolonial” refers to “a 

reading strategy and discursive practice that seeks to unmask … stereotypical cultural 

representations.”
149

 It is integral to my research to ask, “how the ‘other’ is represented”
150

 by 

critiquing the Sümi totimi kuchou concept of womanhood while addressing the patriarchal 

cultural influences in the reading and interpretation of the Bible, particularly within 

“postcolonial” culture.  The “other” in the Sümi context is the culturally, religiously, and 

ethnically other as well as the subversive other. The subversive other in the Sümi context 

would be a woman who does not necessarily comply with societal expectations (including 

that of totimi kuchou) placed upon her. 

While a comprehensive investigation into the political nature of the Indo-Naga conflict is 

beyond the scope of this research, I will discuss some issues that impact womanhood from a 

Sümi woman’s perspective, especially the impact of colonial militarisation in Nagaland. The 

ongoing Indo-Naga conflict encapsulates gender discrimination and multifaceted power 

politics, and has repercussions on the land and people. For Nagaland, the dissolution of the 

British Raj and the independence of India in 1947 (which is referred to as “the colonial 

transfer of power”
151

) did not mark the end of colonial rule. Rather, it marked the beginning 

of the Naga people’s struggle against the government of India for their right to self-

determination.
152

 This is when the Naga hills were annexed to Indian political and 
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administrative control. As Andrew C. West rightly observes, the Nagas were not a political 

entity taken over at once and en masse by the British,
153

 because Nagaland had no obvious 

commercial value to the British.  

In the political quagmire of the Indo-Naga conflict, as discussed earlier in this chapter, Naga 

women in particular bear the brunt at the hands of both the Indian army and the various Naga 

nationalist groups. They are faced with multifaceted discrimination and marginalisation, in 

the face of militarism, violence and a hypermasculine gun culture. They suffer under the 

Indian government’s draconian acts such as the Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act (1958), 

also known as the Disturbed Area Act, one of the most aggressive laws passed by the Indian 

Parliament.
154

 As Khatoli Khala rightly comments, this Act “flout[s] democratic norms.”
155

 

The central government, in consultation with the governor, has the right to declare an area 

disturbed and impose the Act, even when the state government does not agree. While the Act 

specifies how it can be put into force, it fails to specify the conditions under which it can 

justifiably be declared. It gives “unbridled powers to personnel in the armed forces and also 

guarantees near total protection to them.”
156

 As a result, there are many cases of army 

personnel committing sexual assaults and violations of human rights against civilians.  

Let me offer but a few examples. The first is the traumatic experience of a young Sümi 

woman, Vitoli Hoky who was imprisoned just because her older brothers were in the Naga 

army. The daughter of Kiholi Yepthomi and Kuhoto Sukhayi, she was a young school girl in 

Shillong when she and her brother, Vikuto Sukhai, were arrested by the Indian army and 

imprisoned for months in various prisons in Shillong, Kohima, and Nogaon jail in Assam. 

After her release, she went back to complete her studies. She returned to Nagaland, and along 
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with her husband, established the Highland School, Satakha in 1969. The couple have since 

dedicated their lives to providing education to young Sümi girls and boys. Along with her 

passion to help Sümi young people through education, she was also actively involved in 

various roles in the Sümi church and the Sümi Mothers’ Association. She represented 

Nagaland at the UN’s 4
th

 World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995. At this 

conference, the flags of the world were stitched together as a symbol of unity and fraternity. 

Vitoli Hoky contributed Sümi traditional cloth to be stitched to these other flags as a sign of 

Naga solidarity.
157

  

The second example was a tragic event in December 1994, when the Indian army went on a 

rampage, burning down houses and businesses in the town centre of Mokokchung. Many 

families lost their loved ones, including my friend’s family who were able to identify her 

father only by his watch, which was found in a charred building. There were reports of 

women being sexually assaulted and many members of the public were tortured. The third 

tragedy happened in my hometown on the 23
rd

 of January 1995 at Akuluto. The Indian Army 

burned down many houses in my neighbourhood. On that day a mother who was carrying her 

infant child was shot dead at point blank range. The child sustained grievous injury to his 

right hand which later had to be amputated.
158

 The life of an innocent woman was taken away 

from her baby. The ageing grandparents, who were cultivators, took on the role of parenting 

him.  

There are many more tragic stories which involve both the Indian army and the various 

groups of Naga nationalists. The impacts on women, men and children of the armed conflict 

between the Indian army and the Naga nationalists are immeasurable. The presence of armed 

forces, both the Indian military and various underground factions, has enslaved people with 

fear. I can recollect a few of my own experiences during the 1990s in Nagaland. One night, as 

two factions of the Naga nationalists fought against each other, we huddled on the floor of 

my parents’ bedroom, fearing for our lives. We listened to the flying bullets, praying that we 

and everyone in our hometown may see a new day. I have also experienced many 

intimidating encounters with fully-armed men in uniform - both the Indian Army and the 

Naga nationalists. When I was a young student travelling out of town to go to college, armed 

men would stop our bus, body-frisking all male passengers and checking our personal 
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belongings. In the dead of the night, all the passengers had to get their luggage out for the 

army personnel to go through. There was always a shared sense of vulnerability amongst all 

unarmed passengers. This feeling of vulnerability was heightened even more for my fellow 

female passengers. Yet these experiences do not compare with the trauma and tragedy that 

many people live with in this Indo-Naga political crisis. Many narratives about the physical 

torture and abuse that leave individuals and families devastated are all too common. Children 

live in fear that they or their parents or family members might be harmed by armed 

personnel. There is no sense of safety or justice. Women live with the psychological and 

mental trauma of having their husbands, brothers, fathers and uncles physically tortured and 

killed. Moreover, many are victims of sexual assault.  

This violent situation in Nagaland makes people, especially women, vulnerable; unarmed 

women, children and men are susceptible to male domination and inhumane authority. 

Women who join the nationalist movements maintain the patriarchal and political status quo 

and take up arms themselves. If they are in any leadership position, it is still within the 

framework of male power, and they are unable to bring about alternative leadership within 

the current patriarchal structure. Militarisation and gun culture continue to make women 

powerless and vulnerable. The concept of masculinity amidst this violent reality is glorified, 

while reinforcing the need for women to depend on men for their safety.
159

 Moreover, the 

masculinization of the armed military presence underpins the Sümi understanding of power 

within their own patriarchal framework. This male-dominated structure and modus operandi 

impinges on the lives of all the people but especially on Sümi women. Gender relationships 

and identity continue to function within this patriarchal framework; particularly, Sümi society 

expects Sümi woman as totimi kuchou to be peace-keepers. Thus, for generations, Sümi 

women have been socialised to maintain this status quo of Sümi male-priority, and cultural 

expectations and norms dictate their experiences. They are therefore unable to celebrate the 

life force that they have been, and to recognise the immense influence they have on society.  

Having looked at the postcolonial reality and its impact on Sümi womanhood, I will now 

discuss further how the Sümi totimi kuchou concept of womanhood still thrives in the current 

Sümi context. 
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1.3.1. The Sümi Totimi kuchou Concept of Womanhood in the Current Sümi Context 

Sümi society still determines the characteristics, functions and identity of its members based 

on gender and status hierarchies. Like the very concept of a totimi kuchou, society constructs 

the identity of a Sülimi, and most Sülimi conform to it. All Naga tribes have gendered 

socializations, expectations and boundaries; however, the naming of this concept as totimi 

kuchou is unique to the Sümi tribe. In Sümi society a totimi kuchou is one who 

unquestioningly accepts the role and status assigned to her and stays within certain gendered 

parameters set by the society. For example, a totimi kuchou is not expected to be critical of 

either the familial or the societal status quo. Most Sümi woman might appear to enjoy more 

freedom than their counterparts in other regions in India; however this supposed freedom 

goes only as far as patriarchal culture allows. A totimi kuchou is highly sought after for 

marriage; this concept therefore ultimately limits her life purpose to that of marriage and 

having a family. It is taken for granted that a girl will get married and have children, and 

preferably at least one son. Until there is a male offspring in a family, the family and the 

community bemoans the absence of amehghi ighi ni keu (the rightful heir) in that family. A 

Sümi daughter is thus considered a temporary member of her own family who will one day 

become a member of her husband’s family.
160

 Therefore, as discussed earlier, daughters have 

no right to family inheritance nor do they have rights over their children in cases of divorce, 

as children are seen to belong to the husband’s family. 

The totimi kuchou concept of womanhood is also enmeshed in notions of honour and shame. 

How a girl conducts her life is considered to bring either aju azhe kivi (honour) or aju azhe 

lhoküsa (shame) to the family.
161

 For example, if a young girl becomes pregnant out of 

wedlock, it is seen as tarnishing the name of the family. Many young unmarried women 

therefore go through with the termination of a pregnancy in order to protect the honour of the 

family. This is a typical example of how social expectations precede the holistic wellbeing of 

a woman, ignoring the potential repercussions that the experience of abortion may have on 

her life. 

A Sümi girl starts her life being told to embrace and live out totimi kuchou qualities. She is 

constantly reminded how different she is from her brothers or other boys. For, Sümi 
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patriarchal socialisation and expectations of girls and boys are distinct and gendered from a 

very early age. Girls are constantly bombarded with what they can/must/should do or not do, 

how they should conduct themselves, being told noye totimi kehu (you are a girl/woman); 

boys, meanwhile, are more likely to be told kipitimi ke pathe paye (it’s okay, it is only in the 

nature of boys/men). This “boys will be boys” and “girls must behave, talk, walk, eat, sit, 

dress like girls” rhetoric is internalised by women, and impinges on their self-expression and 

experiences. Thus, the totimi kuchou concept of womanhood is based on society’s definition 

of womanhood and its expectations of women. It is a patriarchal social construct which is still 

upheld by many women and men.  

The prevalence of the totimi kuchou concept of womanhood, in my opinion, is a reflection of 

a thriving Sümi male-priority culture and patriarchal hegemony. There are also concepts of 

totimi lhoküsa (an evil woman) and kipitimi kuchou (a true man) but these are not as 

pervasively used as totimi kuchou. A totimi lhoküsa is a general reference to women who are 

subversive to traditionally assigned roles for women. For example, it would be used to refer 

to a woman whom society looks upon as being an aza lhoküsa (bad mother) or an anipu 

lhoküsa (bad wife) for her perceived inability to care for her children or husband. Likewise, 

the kipitimi kuchou (true man) concept encompasses the notion of the ideal man, who has an 

authoritative presence in the public realm, and is able to protect and provide for his family. 

Qualities such as domesticity and child-rearing do not fit into the Sümi description of kipitimi 

kuchou. These conceptualisations are also expressed both in parental pedagogy and in social 

gender relationships, which we can see, for example, in the common use of phrases like 

kipitimi toi shitsa shi (be smart like a man), and totimi toi inamo shike (don’t be feeble like a 

woman). 

Although the Sümi totimi kuchou concept is interwoven with gendered identity and politics, 

there are many aspects of the Sümi life that can be recultivated to challenge this male-priority 

cultural prescription of womanhood. As I will discuss in the next section, Sümi women need 

to be able to own their own identity, and define their experiences. 

1.3.2. The Question of Identity: Who is a Sülimi? 

The answer to the question “who is a Sülimi?” is not straightforward. On a physiognomic 

level, a Sümi woman is confronted with this question from the moment she travels outside of 

Nagaland. I have been asked if I am Burmese, Malaysian, Nepali or Pinay, but have never 

been asked which part of India I come from. This is the experience of many Naga women and 
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men. Julian Jacobs also observes that the Nagas are often mistaken for Tibetan refugees or 

Japanese tourists in “mainland” India. This phenomenon of mistaken identity has been 

observed by Albert von Stockhausen and Marion Wettstein, who remark that the Hindu-

nationalistic movements in India look upon the “non-Indian looking Indians” as second-class 

citizens, and “the Naga people with their more Burmese physiognomy and their distinctly 

different material culture”
162

 face discrimination at political, cultural and social levels. These 

factors, and their physical appearance, make Naga people an easily identifiable minority. In 

recent times, violence against young people from the northeast region who live in 

metropolitan cities in India has become a real concern.
163

 These people speak Tibeto-

Burmese languages and prefer English to Hindi as a second language; they also favour 

western style outfits to their traditional clothes, which they wear only occasionally.
164

  

On the periphery, a Sülimi might be able to assert that she is a woman of the Sümi tribe from 

Nagaland. She is born to a Sümi mother and a Sümi father. Even then, women are not 

considered part of the family in the Sümi patrilineal tradition. A relatively recent example of 

exclusion can be seen in a book published by the Jimomi clan of the Sümi tribe. The book 

traces the genealogy of the Jimomi clan exclusively through male lineage. The names of 

females both from the past and those alive today are left out from the family tree.
165

 This 

confirms Sümi patriarchal society’s dismissal of its women and the fluidity of women’s 

identity according to the Sümi patrilineal tradition. A Sülimi’s identity is determined and 

shaped during apunnu bo (birth), anga kughunu (infancy), iti küxü (childhood), alhothe 

(youth), and she is expected to adopt various and ever-changing roles, including anipu (wife), 

aza (mother), ani (aunt), topu chimemi (elderly widow) and apüza (grandmother). Her 

identity is thus in constant flux, changing according to her life circumstances. 

Although born to a set of Sümi parents or to a Sümi father, a Sülimi may find herself 

defending her Sümi identity. For example, if the father of her children is not a Sümi, then the 

children are not considered part of the Sümi community, nor are adopted children, whose 

biological parents are not Sümi. If a woman gets married to a man from another tribe or 

community she is no longer considered a Sülimi, but rather inalimi shiu vea (become a 

stranger). As Henito K. Swu states, a Sümi woman, once married, is no longer considered a 
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 von Stockhausen and Wettstein, “‘Cultural Extravagance,’” 182. 
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 The most recent incident that has raised suspicion was the discovery of the bruised body of Wilungbou 

Chawang (28), from Manipur, in a drain in Chirag, Delhi on Sunday 6 July, 2014. Available online 

http://indianexpress.com/article/cities/delhi/28-yr-old-from-manipur-found-dead-in-chirag-delhi-drain/ 
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 Jacobs, The Nagas, iii. 
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 Jimomi Kughuko 2002 (Dimapur: Jimomi Foundation, 2002). 
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part of her biological family. She “becomes” part of her husband’s family. As I mentioned 

earlier, family land is never passed on to women as inheritance or gift. After marriage, 

women may continue to till the family land for agricultural purposes and gather wood from 

their parents’ land.
166

  

In contrast, when a woman from another tribe or community marries a Sümi man she is 

regarded as now belonging to the community and is accepted into it by its members.
167

 She is 

expected to speak Sümi and live like a Sümi woman. Some women are even given new Sümi 

names. Thus, there is an overt social and cultural integration, and expectations are placed on a 

woman from another tribe when she enters the Sümi community. Her children’s Sümi 

identity is not questioned, as their father is a Sümi. 

In this context, therefore, the significant parts women play in motherhood - genetically and 

otherwise - are completely overlooked. Sümi society fails to give due credit to mothers as 

equal partners in determining the identity of offspring. Motherhood itself is closely tied to 

who the father is, rather than something belonging to the woman herself. Moreover, although 

motherhood is a significant role, its glorification as the primary definition of womanhood 

limits a woman’s experiences to just one aspect of her identity. Thus, a Sümi woman’s 

identity is dictated by patrilineal and patriarchal traditions, because the person she marries 

has the potential to alter her identity. In contrast, the identity of men who leave the Sümi 

community to live elsewhere or who marry a woman who is not a Sümi is never questioned. I 

would contend that Sümi women need to be able to define their own identity as a Sülimi, 

irrespective of whether or not the men (father and/or husband) in their lives are Sümi. It is 

necessary to recognise that throughout generations, and in all aspects of Sümi lives, women 

have played significant roles within their families and communities, beyond that of wife and 

mother. 

1.3.3. Sümi Women Weaving the Fabric of the Community  

Sümi women’s role in weaving is literally and metaphorically significant in maintaining the 

fabric of the community. Women’s creative ability to tell stories and preserve history through 
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 Henito K. Swu, “Sumi Shiayeh no Ayeghi Pepimhe Chekeu Khuayeh” (Nito Mount Zunheboto: unpublished 

paper, 2005). In the present times, some parents buy land and houses and pass them on as gifts to their 
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 On 4
th

 July 2014, the Western Sümi Totimi Hoho (Western Sümi Women’s Organisation) held a first-of-its-

kind function at the Sümi Baptist Church Purana Bazar, Dimapur, to celebrate the Sümi daughters-in-law from 

other tribes and communities. Available online https://www.facebook.com/pages/SUMI-Zumulhu-Sumi-

Daily/308566082538170. 
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weaving is a painstaking task, one that was and still is exclusively done by women. It is a 

skill that must be recognised and celebrated. Through the encounter with colonial rule, the 

advent of Christianity, and the changes these events brought upon Sümi, the art of weaving 

and the use of hand-woven garments have withstood the test of time.
 168

 This is the thread that 

weaves the present to the past, and tells stories for the future. This would not have been 

possible without women being the guardians of traditions, who not only weave history but 

have passed on their knowledge to younger generations through experience.  

Weaving clothes served the practical purpose of clothing the family and keeping them 

warm.
169

 In the past, along with her capacity to work in the fields, a young girl’s ability to 

weave was most appreciated. Some women make a living out of weaving, supplementing the 

household income. The role of women in agriculture and the economy of the household have 

therefore always been significant. Vibha Joshi observes that the duty of a Naga woman “is 

deemed to be the smooth running of her household, including the provision of food and cloth 

for the family.”
170

 In the past, the hand-woven skirts and shawls were prized possessions that 

the bride took with her to her marriage, having woven clothes for herself, as well as others to 

be gifted to both her husband and her family members. 

Women traditionally chose colours and created patterns in the clothes that spoke about the 

identity and status of the wearer and celebrated events in the wearer’s life. As written history 

is recent, weaving also fulfilled the important role of recording women’s historical and 

current realities of social stratification.
171

 Shawls worn by women and men, and wrap-around 
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 The earliest collection of Sümi weaving is preserved under the Pitt Rivers Museum Object collection, a 

collection by John Henry Hutton from the early 20
th

 century. Two leaders of the Sümi Totimi Hoho visited the 
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 There is a story behind a wrap-around skirt called kiyepu mini (a black wrap around skirt for women, with 

small red patterns with cowry shells studded on to it). A woman named Pitheli was home alone, weaving. When 
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NBCC, 1997), 5. 
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skirts worn by women, all reflected a person’s status in society. For instance, an Avi kiyiphi
172

 

was worn only by men who had slaughtered a mithun, which only the rich could afford.
173

 

Cowries were used in jewellery and clothes, both women’s and men’s, to signify status. Thus, 

women defined society and its social constructs in their weaving. They also wove to create 

stories and recreate alternative stories. In recent years, for example, a woman named Ghotoli 

Swu created ahuna mini (a black wrap-around skirt with small white and red patterns) to 

counter the traditional observance of the post-harvest festival of Ahuna, which used to be 

observed only by men.
174

  

As Joshi rightly observes, the fact that girls are leaving villages for further education and 

therefore have no time to learn and practice weaving has played an important role in its 

demise; and, with the breakdown of the dormitory system, there is no other institutional 

system to impart such life skills.
175

 There are women’s welfare committees and some social 

organizations that have begun to train school dropouts in knitting and weaving to enable them 

to earn a living.
176

 Traditional attire, in which stories and history are woven into the fabric, is 

losing its place among the younger generation. Moreover, commercial weavers have arisen 

whose use of modern technology allows them to produce in bulk. Cheaper, readymade 

garments are now widely available, and there is a large market for second-hand clothing that 

comes from overseas. Globalization and mass culture have also fuelled the popularity for 

western outfits among Sümi youth, who place great value on imported and branded clothing.  

Despite the changes to Sümi tribal life and culture, through the encounter with colonial rule 

and Christianity, for generations Sülimi have continued to maintain skill and art of weaving. 

The important role of women in weaving the fabric of the society is to be celebrated. Through 

their weaving, Sülimi have preserved and told stories, provided for families, and upheld the 

traditions of the past. They continue to write and rewrite history in the patterns they create in 

their weaving. 

 

                                                           
172

 A hand woven shawl with nine horizontal strips of red, black, and white with red patterns on it, hand-sewn 

together; worn only by men who had slaughtered a mithun for a communal feast. 
173

 Amini kimiji is a wrap-around skirt with strings of different beads sewn on to it, which was and still is worn 

only by women of high social and economic standing. Lahu pichika mini, a black and red wrap-around skirt, 

was worn only by a chief’s daughter. Pulosü mini is a wrap-around skirt that is worn only by betrothed women 

(Sema, Küghakiche eno Xulhe, 7; Hoky, “Sulimi Phimini eno Ananu,” 1-5). 
174

 Hoky, “Sulimi Phimini eno Ananu,” 8.  
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1.3.4. Sümi Totimi Hoho (Sümi Women’s Organization) 

Finally, in this section on the “postcolonial” life of Sümi women in Nagaland, it is important 

to briefly discuss the Sümi Totimi Hoho (STH), the main Sümi women’s collective outside 

the church structure. The STH is an independent body of Sümi women from all backgrounds 

and age groups, coming together to bring constructive changes in the community. The 

president of the STH is also the only female member of the Sümi Hoho (Sümi organisation) 

the apex body of the Sümi tribe. 

As the main organised body of Sümi women, the STH is to be treasured. Although it 

functions within the parameters set by the Sümi Hoho, it has independent principles and 

structure. It was formed on 3
rd

 June 1983 by Khetoni H. Yeptho and a number of other 

women, with the aim of preserving the rights of Sümi women. These women met with 

representatives from Sümi areas at Zunheboto on 8
th

 June 1983, where they officially selected 

their officers, and where Yeptho was chosen as the first President of the organisation. On 14
th

 

June 1983 the name Sümi Totimi Hoho was officially adopted and a working constitution 

was drafted.
177

 The STH’s main effort is to uplift the lives of Sümi women in family and 

society, and to fight for their equal rights. 

STH takes a hands-on approach to issues of alcohol abuse and domestic violence, and is 

vocal in seeking equal rights for women in a social structure that is predominantly 

patriarchal.  They organize public rallies to create awareness among people about sexual 

assaults, safeguard the rights of women, and seek justice for rape victims. The STH also 

engages with the community in addressing social issues, especially armed conflict between 

the many factions of Naga nationalists. The STH leaders put themselves on the front line, 

reviving the past tradition of women as mediators between warring villages. The STH as an 

active member of the Naga Mothers’ Association has implemented measures to prohibit the 

sale of alcohol in Nagaland, and to work towards the welfare of women and girls.
178
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Perspective (Unpublished DTh Diss. Senate of Serampore University, 2013). 
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 One of the loopholes within its organisation is the discrimination against women within its own organisation. 

The WSTH (Western Sümi Totimi Hoho or Western Sümi Women’s Organisation), a branch of the STH, which 

was started for the Sümi women in the western part of Nagaland, implemented a policy that restricted Sümi 
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The strong leadership by women in a women’s organization like the STH is to be applauded. 

I would argue, however, that women’s leadership must not be limited to the confines of 

women’s organizations. As Joshi rightly observes, even in the Naga nationalist movement 

there are hardly any women officers - though some have been trained as snipers - with most 

women serving in the lowest ranks of cadres.
179

 Women are leaders and decision-makers in 

their families and within women groups. While this reality must be celebrated, Sümi women 

must be able to define for themselves the limits of their experiences and involvement in all 

others aspects of Sümi life. Otherwise, the long history of Sümi men speaking for Sümi 

women, and making policies and rules for women on behalf of women, will continue. The 

current understanding of Sümi totimi kuchou (true or real woman), is that a woman’s space 

primarily belongs to the domestic and private realm. And, when they occasionally find their 

way into the public sphere, they remain within the purview of patriarchal society. 

Conclusion 

The arrival of Christianity and its patriarchal, androcentric theology inculcated in the Sümi 

people a negative attitude towards their own culture and traditions, and reinforced existing 

Sümi patriarchal power structures. This shift thus accorded priority to what was imported, 

both in terms of gendered attitudes and lifestyles. Many aspects of these attitudes and 

lifestyles remain prominent today in Sümi culture. It is vital, therefore, to find resources 

within the Sümi context that women can draw upon to create for themselves a renewed Sümi 

concept of womanhood that resists this normalization of patriarchy. For a tribal person, the 

question of identity is crucial and yet the Sümi totimi kuchou concept of womanhood has 

until now allowed society to define uncritically who women are, or should be. Irrespective of 

their abilities, educational qualifications or economic independence, Sümi women’s lives 

continue to remain under the scrutiny of patriarchal society. Women continue to live within a 

patriarchal culture that leaves them with no control over their own sense of being.  

In the pre-Christian past, and to a large extent at the present time, the practice of head-taking, 

the feasts of merit that allowed the gaining of social status for men, the denial of women’s 

right to land ownership and inheritance, and the ongoing justification of marriage practices 

such as ameh (bride value) fostered a male priority culture, and reinforced societal norms 

regarding the value of women.  
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Since the encounter of the Sümi Nagas with British colonial rule, the (mis)understanding that 

masculinity equals power in the heavy-handed, militarized context of Nagaland has 

contributed to the ongoing subjugation of women. The arrival of Christianity brought with it 

both positive and negative changes that impacted Sümi womanhood. There are female 

historical role models and stories that can be recultivated to grow the tradition of recognising 

women’s social, political and spiritual potential. In order to achieve a justly gendered Sümi 

society, Sümi must therefore revisit aspects of its past where women’s experiences can be 

recultivated. For example, Sülimi’s role in and contribution to chieftainship in the traditional 

economy, in the weaving for warmth, identity and status, in feasts and festivals and in peace-

keeping must be tapped into. For, Sümi indifference towards gender discrimination is 

alarming. There is gendering of the Sümi context both in the past and in the present, as 

evident in concepts like totimi kuchou, which has hitherto not been critiqued. Instead of 

romanticising the past and being indifferent to the present reality of male priority, it is time to 

reinforce aspects of the Sümi life that encourage equality and gender-parity. There is a 

tendency for society - including women - to glorify men’s status, while overlooking and 

dismissing the significant place of women in family and society. Sümi society needs to 

recognise the significant contribution and role that women play as individuals and in 

collectives like the Sümi Totimi Hoho (Sümi Women’s Organisation). Yet at the same time, 

Sümi women should not be complacent about leaving their leadership within women’s groups 

but should rightfully own their space in all areas of Sümi life. 

Having described here the Sümi totimi kuchou concept of womanhood in the Sümi past and 

present, as well as the factors that have shaped it, in the next chapter I will be working on a 

relevant hermeneutic for reading the Bible in light of the Sümi Naga context. As I have 

indicated above, readings and interpretations of the Bible have a significant impact on 

everyday life in Nagaland, especially on gender relationships. For the majority-Christian 

Sümi, it is vital that people’s engagement with the Bible is relevant to their context, and 

incorporates their daily life experiences. As a Sümi woman reader, I will read the biblical text 

with my Sümi Naga hermeneutic, interweaving Sümi women’s experiences with the text of 

Prov. 1-9. In doing so, the biblical text and my Sümi context will enrich and inform each 

other, without prioritising one over the other. The next chapter thus sets the development of 

the Sümi Naga tribal hermeneutic within the wider context of contextual theology. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

WORKING TOWARDS A RELEVANT HERMENEUTIC FOR THE SÜMI NAGA 

CONTEXT 

Introduction  

As discussed in chapter one, recognising Sümi women’s daily life experiences are essential to 

understanding how Sümi reading and interpretation of the Bible impacts on gender 

relationship.
1
 In order to develop my own Sümi reading strategy, a Sümi Naga tribal 

hermeneutic will be necessary. This chapter therefore sets out the Sümi Naga tribal 

hermeneutic which I will use to read the Hokmâ traditions in Prov. 1-9. It will also allow me 

to investigate other female figures in this biblical tradition, including iššâ zärâ , ëºšet rä, 

nokriyyâ and ëºšet Küsîlût. Particularly, I will employ as a hermeneutical lens the Sümi 

totimi kuchou concept of womanhood, which is the ultimate idealization of womanhood in 

Sümi Naga society. This will be an experiential hermeneutic, which will be attentive to Sümi 

women’s experiences within the context of the tribal past and the present, as I set out in the 

previous chapter. This research assumes that by incorporating Sümi women’s experiences in 

the reading and interpretation of the Bible, I will be able to critique and engage creatively 

with the context and the text. In order to locate the Sümi Naga biblical hermeneutic, I will 

first navigate the hermeneutical landscape of the larger context of Indian-Asian Christianity 

and Naga tribal theology.
2
 Indian-Asian contextual engagement in biblical interpretation has 

been around for decades. My research therefore builds on the scholarship that is already 

there, but I bring in my Sümi Christian woman’s perspective to this existing granary of 

contextual biblical scholarship. 

  

                                                           
1
 Many feminist scholars have addressed the issue of the interconnectedness of male-dominated language in 

Christian theology, and discrimination against women. See Daly, Beyond God the Father; Sandra M. 

Schneiders, Beyond Patching: Faith and Feminism in the Catholic Church, the Anthony Jordan Lectures, 

Newman Theological College (New York: Paulist, 1991), 5; Maria Clara Bingemer, “Reflections on The 

Trinity,” in Through Her Eyes: Women’s Theology from Latin America, edited by Elsa Tamez (Maryknoll: 

Orbis, 1989), 60; Ursula King, ed. Feminist Theology from the Third World (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1994); 

McFague, Metaphorical Theology, 7; Johnson, She Who Is,18, 56; Schüssler Fiorenza, The Power of Naming. 
2
 I refer to an Indian-Asian context in order to locate my research within the wider Indian subcontinent, as well 

as to geographically differentiate my point of reference from the Indian-American indigenous context.  
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2.1. Hermeneutics in the Context of Indian-Asian Christianity 

Sümi Naga biblical interpretation may be understood within the context of Christianity and 

biblical interpretation in the wider Indian-Asian milieu.
3
 Sümi, like all Naga tribes, do not 

share in the same cultural, political and religious history as the rest of India. Along with the 

political resistance discussed in the preceding chapter, the Nagas resist being assimilated into 

the majority-Hindu Indian culture. They maintain their own tribal identity and culture, of 

which Christianity is now an integral part. Christian faith and practices, especially the reading 

and interpretation of the Bible, have a central place in Sümi society and culture. 

The Bible in the Sümi tribal language is accessible to all who can read and write. For Sümi 

readers, the Bible speaks to their contemporary context and location. I will therefore develop 

my Sümi Naga hermeneutic based on previous and current biblical scholarship, particularly 

carried out using Indian-Asian contexts. This scholarship embodies the heterogeneity of the 

place, people, culture, religions and history of this particular geographical context.  

It is a mammoth task to try to define what the Indian-Asian context is. Without 

oversimplifying, this context presents multiple landscapes: cultures, languages, religions, 

traditions, ethnicities, political affiliations and economic realities. These realities, as S.J. 

Samartha points out, include Christianity, which are a minority religion and “a late arrival in 

Asia.”
4
 Yet when a late comer claims normative and exclusive rights to understanding God’s 

interaction with humanity and the created order, it presents a problem in interpretation of the 

text. It disregards the relevance of the reader’s context in the whole process of biblical 

interpretation. Samartha further stresses the importance of remembering that “hermeneutics 

as a disciplined study and interpretation of scriptures is neither recent in Asia nor the 

monopoly of western Biblical scholars.”
5
 Although western scholarship should not be 

dismissed altogether, total dependence on what have been deemed to be sources of 

interpretive authority outside Asia must be avoided. 
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 For discussion on contesting why “we train our imagination to allow ‘Asia’ to emerge as a continent,” see 

Spivak, Other Asias, 209-238. 
4
 S.J. Samartha, The Search for New Hermeneutics in Asian Christian Theology (Bangalore: BTESSC, 1987), 1. 

It is also worth noting that there has been a living community of Christians in India who hold on to the tradition 

that the Gospel was brought to them by St Thomas the apostle in the first century. Do you mean ‘by St T, the 

apostle in the first century? Or: ‘St T the apostle, in the first century?’For detailed discussion on the origins of 

Indian Christianity, see A.M. Mundadan, History of Christianity in India: From the Beginning up to the Middle 

of the Sixteenth Century, vol. 1 (Bangalore: Church History Association of India, 1989), 9-66. See also the 

discussion on Asia and India being present in the texts of the Bible - yet traditionally this aspect is overlooked in 

biblical scholarship. R.S. Sugirtharajah, The Bible and Asia: From the Pre-Christian Era to the Postcolonial 

Age (Cambridge: Harvard, 2013). 
5
 Samartha points to the fact that the Gītā, the Hindu scripture, became the gospel of action supporting a dharma 

yuddha (righteous war) against the British rule in India (Samartha, The Search for New Hermeneutics, 6). 
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Scholars like Archie C.C. Lee also calls for Asia to be “respected and dignified as a ‘text’ in 

which the Word is also found incarnate. After all, Asia is home to most of the living religions 

of the world and has produced a plurality of scriptures.”
6
 The cultural impact of the multi-

religious context is that the interpretations of “non-Biblical”
7
 scriptures such as the Hindu 

Upanishads and Bhagavad-Gita, the classics of Confucianism, Buddhism and Taoism, the 

Qu’ran, and, for the Sümi Nagas, their sacred oral history intertwined with their experiences 

and context, are traditionally not taken into consideration while engaging with the Bible. 

Therefore, Indian-Asian scholars have called attention to the powerful influences these other 

religious scriptures have had on communities and people’s lives. These are living and 

practising faith communities with which Christians live side by side.  

Nevertheless, Sümi Nagas do not accept the validity of any other religious traditions or 

scriptures, except the Bible. Thanzauva and Hnuni also note, the act of reading the scriptures 

of other faiths will be alienating for tribals especially in the north east of India, “since these 

derive from the dominant cultures which impinge on the tribals.”
8
 In the context of India, 

minority groups of Christians are discriminated against by Hindu nationalists and fanatics. 

The Hindu nationalist movement started as a response to British colonial rule (1854-1947) 

and the cultural and religious influence of the West. Their religiously motivated political 

ideologies further discriminate against the history of cultural or religious minority groups, 

like the Sümi Naga who are predominantly Christians.
9
  

An additional factor to consider in developing Indian-Asian hermeneutics is that for the 

Nagas and most tribes of northeast India, the idea of a written scripture was alien until the 

arrival of Christianity and its sacred written text, the Bible.
10

 Their oral history, their cultural 
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 Archie C.C. Lee, “The Bible in Asia: Contesting and Contextualizing,” in Mapping and Engaging the Bible in 

Asian Cultures: Congress of the Society of Asian Biblical Studies 2008 Seoul Conference, edited by Yeong Mee 

Lee & Yoon Jong Yoo (Korea: Christian Literature Society, 2009), 21. 
7
 D.S. Amalorpavadas, Statement on non-Biblical Scriptures (Bangalore: NBCLC, 1976); Smaratha, The Search 

for New Hermeneutics. 22, 30. 
8
 Thanzauva and R.L. Hnuni, “Ethnicity, Identity and Hermeneutics: An Indian Tribal Perspective,” in Ethnicity 

and the Bible, edited by Marck G. Brett (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1996), 350. 
9
 The various Hindu nationalist groups include parties like the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh, the Vishwa 

Hindu Parishad and its youth wings - Bajrang Dal (men) and Durga Vahini (women) and the BJP ( Bharatiya 

Janata Party), the current party in power. All these parties propagate Hindutva - an ideology that defines Indian 
culture and politics in terms of Hindu religious values. This ideology has led to much violent resistance to Islam 

and Christianity and western culture.  
10

 The Sanskritization or Aryanization of the indigenous people of Assam has been going on for centuries, 

before the coming of the British rule in the nineteenth century. By the 18
th

 century, Hinduism had become the 

most dominant religion and the Sanskritic Assamese replaced the native language. The Hinduization of the 

region was confined to the plains areas and did not expand to the hill regions. The hills were isolated and were 

preserved from the onslaught of Sanskritisation, until the imposition of British rule in the nineteenth century. 

The Hill tribes were culturally different from the cultural system of their neighbours. See Lalsangkima Pachuau, 



63 
 

context and their life experiences were their text. A. Wati Longchar, a tribal theologian, 

suggests that what is written on “the tablets of the hearts” ought to be recognised as a “text” 

that gives a sacrosanct nuance to the tribal land and history: “The whole religious ethos is 

contained in people's hearts, minds, oral history, rituals and in the land. The land and people 

themselves are living sacred scripture.”
11

 The Naga oral history and memory are valuable 

resources; it is vital that tribal stories and experiences enrich Naga reading and interpretation 

of the Bible. However, the sacred-secular divide that came with Christianity contributed to 

the negative perception of the tribal past and the whole of tribal culture. Additionally, the 

Naga oral traditions and tribal cultures were undermined by the adoption of written biblical 

texts which became the dominant sacred narrative for Nagas. This was encouraged by the fact 

that early Christian missionaries identified tribal practices and cultures as pagan. Therefore, 

many Sümi still find it hard to accept the sacrosanct nature of tribal land and history as being 

on a par with the biblical text, as they take the Bible, quite literally, as the infallible word of 

God.
12

 Moreover, with the passing away of older generations, the tribal narratives are fading. 

There have therefore been few if any platforms for tribal oral history to flourish.  

Many theologians and scholars have attempted to render Christian theology and biblical 

interpretation relevant to the Indian-Asian context.
13

 The cultural context and experiences of 

the past and the present need to be understood as an important element in reading and 

interpreting the biblical text, especially for Sümi Christians, whose tribal identity has become 

interwoven with their Christian identity. The way they read and interpret the biblical text is 

significant as it influences their daily lives. The biblical stories has become part of their 

narratives, and therefore without dichotomising the text from the context, it is important to 

interweave the two, as does the “talanoa” of Pacific cultures which, as a Tongan biblical 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
“Tribal” Identity and Ethnic Conflicts in North-East India: A Christian Response, available online 

http://www.martynmission.cam.ac.uk/ article; Birendra Chandra Chakravorty, British Relations with the Hill 
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scholar Jione Havea describes, encompasses the realities of “story-telling, and conversation”- 

a “story weaving.”
14

 

In my development of a Sümi Naga tribal hermeneutic, the experiences of Sülimi will inform 

the way I approach the biblical text. It is a mutually enriching conversation between the 

context and the text - a reciprocal telling of stories/experiences, and not just a reaffirming of 

one narrative as dominant over the other. My imagining of God through my totimi kuchou 

experience is to study the Hokmâ  metaphor of Proverbs, and to see how the gendered 

definitions of God as well as gender dynamics in Sümi culture impact and influence the 

understanding of the context and the text. Therefore, the context of the Sümi tribal past and 

the present Christianised Sümi context and experiences together shape my hermeneutic. 

The importance of context in biblical hermeneutics is highlighted in the work of Monica 

Jyotsna Melanchthon and her development of a Dalit hermeneutic.
15

 Melanchthon suggests 

that the tangible, contextual experience of Dalit women is important because “the oppressed 

often internalize the ideals and values of the oppressor and women are much more apt to do 

this because of their belief in Scripture as the divine revealed word of God.”
16

 This is true 

within the Sümi context as well, because most Sümi women have internalised the idealised 

totimi kuchou concept of womanhood. Due to male-priority Sümi culture, Sümi women’s 

experiences have not hitherto been interwoven with the reading and interpretation of the 

Bible. But as Melanchthon rightly states, women’s real-life context “constitutes the valid 

hermeneutical starting point for reading scripture for liberation.”
17

 She continues: 

The theologizing and reading of scripture by Dalit women starts from experience of a 

denied humanity… [t]heir theologizing…starts from their experiences and their 
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engagement…with the experience of the women at the bottom of Indian society - the 

experience of Dalit women.
18

 

In the same vein, Surekha Nelavala reiterates “the power of personal stories in Biblical 

interpretation,”
19

 as each story of Dalit women is closely linked to their community. In the 

Christian metanarrative, personal stories, especially of those at the margins, can be 

overlooked. But because each story happens in a context of communal relationship, allowing 

space for personal stories also opens up layers of relationship dynamics in the community, 

and can form a basis for a constructive critique to both the text and the context. 

The other important aspect of biblical hermeneutics which Melanchthon observes is the 

centrality of the Bible in Dalit theological discourse. She writes that “the Bible is seen as a 

source of power and comfort in moments of crises both personal and communal.”
20

 She 

asserts that the principle objective of reading and interpreting the Bible is that, we “interpret 

life as well with the help of the Bible,” and that the focus is not on “the quest for the meaning 

of the text in itself but the direction that the Bible suggests to the people of God within the 

specific circumstances in which they find themselves.”
21

 As a Sümi Christian woman reader, 

this element of context informing text, and text working to provide insight into or critique of 

context, is crucial.  

The paradigm that Melanchthon suggests for a Dalit hermeneutic, especially the centrality of 

life and context is the key basis for my thesis. Hermeneutics should happen in the context of 

life itself. There needs to be a dynamic relationship between people’s realities and the way 

they engage with the Bible, and Sümi women and men must engage with the biblical 

narratives with the awareness that the biblical text has been influential in various social, 

cultural, religious and historical contexts of its time. But, due to the acceptance of the Bible 

as the infallible word of God, most Sümi accept the Bible literally and with utmost respect. 

The experiences of women and men are therefore not considered as significant factors in 

engaging with and finding meaning in the biblical text.  
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As a Sümi woman, I want to approach the Bible from the vantage point of Sümi women 

themselves, focusing on their experiences in relationship with God, humans and everything 

around them. Reading the biblical text of Prov. 1-9 with a gendered totimi kuchou lens, I will 

interweave the stories and experiences from the Sümi tribal past with those of the 

Christianised present. As Eyingbeni Hümtsoe rightly states, “tribal traditions must be allowed 

to complement the Bible, rather than merely ascribing it a supplementary role.”
22

 This calls 

for a shift not only in the way the Bible is read and interpreted, but also in the way tribal 

womanhood has been constructed in concepts like totimi kuchou. 

2.2. The Landscape of a Sümi Naga Tribal Hermeneutic within Contextual Theology 

Although the prominent conceptual metaphor of totimi kuchou is unique to the Sümi tribe, all 

Naga tribes embrace the same patriarchal reality. They share the common heritage of 

patriarchal and patrilineal cultures, not to mention the encounter with the British colonial 

powers and Christianity. These factors continue to influence Naga identity and gender 

relationships, and also form the context of tribal theology.
23

 It is therefore important that the 

Sümi Naga tribal hermeneutic is located within a wider landscape of tribal theologising. In 

the ensuing sections, I dialogue with and draw on the works of various tribal theologians to 

develop my Sümi Naga hermeneutic.  

As discussed in the previous chapter, Christian theology substantiated the existing Sümi 

patriarchal culture; British colonial power also contributed to this perpetuation of a male-

dominant hierarchy. The Sümi tribals also internalised the colonial administrators’ and 

Christian missionaries’ negative attitude towards tribal cultures and traditions. In the past, 

Sümi tribal pedagogy was not strictly space-and-time bound, but was based on oral narratives 

and experiences. The interpretation of a written sacred text by one person in a communal 

space was a new phenomenon that came with Christianity. Since the arrival of Christianity, 

the reading and interpretation of the Bible happens at set times and in the context of Christian 

worship or study - in the church pulpit, prayer meetings in homes, and various other Christian 
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gatherings. But there are no strictly identified groups of readers and interpreters of the Bible, 

and therefore “real readers”
24

 can be women and men from any background and context.  

The development of tribal theology in the northeast of India is thus an important development 

in the effort to counter the negative impact on tribal traditions that came with Christianity. 

However, there is still a gap in tribal hermeneutics in terms of critically engaging with 

gendered tribal cultures. In this thesis, I argue that there is indifference in Sümi tribal culture 

towards the patriarchal preferences of culture and biblical text. In this process, tribal theology 

represents a foundation for Sümi Naga tribal hermeneutics as it directs Sümi towards using 

alternative resources to read Scripture and the reader’s tribal context from a renewed 

perspective. It “critically evaluate[s] the theology that was linked with colonial and Western 

dominance, arguing that such a theology was alien to the tribal people.”
25

 I will discuss some 

pioneering works of a number of tribal theologians to show the trends emerging as they 

engage with contemporary Naga contexts and begin to shape a particular Indian-Asian 

hermeneutic. This engagement will also point to the gaps in this undertaking which then 

necessitates my current work. 

2.2.1. Renthy Keitzar: Revival of Tribal Religion and Culture 

I begin my discussion with Renthy Keitzar, a Naga theologian who pioneered discussions on 

the Naga Tribal hermeneutic. Keitzar suggests that “the guidance of the Holy Spirit is the 

criterion of biblical hermeneutics”
26

 and that the first hermeneutical task for interpreters of 

God’s Word is to understand the former social and religious life of the tribes; only then can 

one communicate the Gospel message relevantly. He also calls for “the revival of tribal 

religion and culture.”
27

 This means understanding the past as a community of faith which 

now sees itself “as a new people of God in Jesus Christ.”
28

  

Keitzar draws on some similarities between the society of ancient Israel and northeast India’s 

tribal societies.
29

 In their worldview, the tribal people think in terms of concrete ideas, in 
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sharp contrast to the more philosophical outlook of the Hindu Indians. They have a strong 

sense of solidarity based on the sentiment of kinship relationships; their concept of a High 

God in tribal religions makes it easy to understand the biblical concept of monotheism.
30

 

Keitzar calls for the Bible to be translated from its original languages using rich resources 

from tribal oral literature.
31

 The missionary translators were not able to do this as “they were 

not well-informed about the tribal culture.”
32

 Many translators also shied away from using 

religious terms that had “heathen-religious associations and they used to coin new theological 

terms which often failed to convey the meaning sufficiently.”
33

  This is due to the fact that 

“the message of the Gospel has not gone deep into the cultural life of tribal Christianity; it is 

not rooted firmly in the tribal soil.”
34

 He proposes that “the worldview of the tribal people, 

their concept of God, their forms of worship, their arts and culture, and their way of life must 

be taken into account in all seriousness.”
35

  

While Keitzar’s pioneering propositions are a helpful initiative, in this thesis, I will be 

critiquing the patriarchal nature of tribal organization both now and in the past. In contrast, 

Keitzar appears reluctant to critique tribal culture but rather seeks to embrace it all, and to 

make connections between tribals and the biblical narratives of the Israelite people. Keitzar’s 

work is also motivated by his desire to protect tribals from being influenced by western 

culture. In my revisiting of Sümi tribal traditions, I work with an assumption that Sümi were 

always people with faith in Alhou, and that their renewed understanding brought a fresh 

imagination of Alhou.
36

 Recognising my tribal ancestors as people of faith in God, will 
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address the tension that tribal people face due to the priority given to biblical traditions over 

the tribal traditions and to the reverence attached to the Christian traditions inherited from the 

western missionaries over that of the rich traditions of the tribal past.  

2.2.2. Wati Longchar: Land as the Basis for Reading the Bible 

Another prominent tribal theologian, Wati Longchar, raises the issue of how indigenous 

people’s concerns have consistently been overlooked by “both missionaries and mainstream 

biblical scholarship.”
37

 He argues that missionaries introduced anthropocentric readings of 

the Bible that emphasized the revelation of God through the written word and through the 

person of Jesus Christ; divine revelation through the natural created order, however, was not 

acknowledged. The Naga tribals have a very close affinity with the land and nature that 

surrounds them; this is relevant in light of Longchar’s proposal that indigenous people’s 

“personhood, spirituality, and identity” are both inseparable and “inseparably rooted” in the 

land. As he notes, “it is in the land that the tribal people find the point of reference and key to 

understanding human self-hood, God and spirit.”
38

 He goes on to say that indigenous 

theology must seek “liberation from the perspective of ‘land’ because it is the land that 

sustains and nourishes people and gives them an identity.”
39

 His proposal for the centrality of 

land also calls for stewardship of land and its resources, and the interrelatedness of the tribal 

people with the rest of creation. Longchar argues that “a theology that addresses humanity 

alone and leaves the rest of cosmos unaddressed is an incomplete theology,” and therefore 

“impotent.”
40

 He also makes an important observation that Asian biblical scholars worked 

with the religious texts of other faith traditions, such as Hinduism, Buddhism and Sikhism, 

while undermining the realities of tribal peoples. Tribal religious traditions were dismissed as 

“devilish” by the missionaries, while Asian scholars considered tribal spirituality as “not 

philosophically deep enough to interpret the Bible.”
41

  

                                                                                                                                                                                     
D’Souza, Ynagkahao Vashum and Lalrindiki Ralte (Guwahati: North Eastern Social Research Centre, 2013), 

192-223.  
37

 Wati Longchar, “Reading the Bible from the Perspective of Indigenous People’s Experience: A 

Methodological Consideration,” MIT Journal of Theology 4 (2003): 51. Wati Longchar, “Indigenous Theology 

in Asia: Issues and Perspectives,” in Asian Theology on the Way: Christianity, Culture and Context, edited by 

Peniel Jesudason Rufus Rajkumar (London: SPCK, 2012), 83-97. 
38

 Ibid., 54. 
39

 Longchar, “Indigenous Theology in Asia,” 91. See also Longchar, “Dancing with the Land,” 16-28. 
40

 A. Wati Longchar, “Teaching Third World Contextual Theologies from Ecumenical Perspective- 

Tribal/Indigenous People’s Theology,” Indian Journal of Theology 44, no. 1&2 (2002): 12.  
41

 Longchar, “Reading the Bible from the Perspective of Indigenous People’s Experience,” 51. 



70 
 

While I agree with Longchar that tribal peoples have a relational understanding of self, 

nature, land and spirit, I would contest that to propose land as the starting point for reading 

the Bible offers an androcentric reading of the text that marginalises women. To begin with 

the land privileges Sümi men with their exclusive rights to land ownership and inheritance, 

while decentring women further. Tribal lands belong to the village, the clan or the family and 

are therefore passed on patrilineally. As highlighted in the previous chapter, the current land-

holding system, which has evolved as a consequence of various British colonial policies, 

guarantees constitutional rights to the tribes to safeguard their land.
42

 However, tribal women 

remain beneficiaries of the land produce, and never owners of the land, and have no right to 

inherit land. Women are scarcely represented in Sümi tribal councils and bodies that make 

decisions related to land and inheritance. Unless there is structural change and gender-

inclusive land-holding practices, I therefore do not believe Sümi women can fully embrace 

this idea of land as the basis for reading the Bible. Moreover, women already experience 

alienation within the geography of their ancestral land, and this proposition of land as central 

to reading and interpreting the biblical text further alienates them from finding a framework 

with which to engage both their culture and the Bible. To make land the basis for 

theologising, Sümi women and men need to critique traditions that discriminate according to 

gender. Critiquing androcentric tribal Christian theologies and the patriarchal tribal Christian 

narrative is an integral part of my Sümi tribal hermeneutic. In this process, it is vital that 

women tell their own stories and experiences in relation to the past and the present. 

2.2.3. Yangkahao Vashum: Telling Stories  

Yangkahao Vashum, a tribal theologian, suggests the medium of storytelling as a way for 

tribal people to embrace Christianity, while not losing their own culture to external 

influences. He is weary of the Euro-American-centred nature of biblical interpretation which 

does not do justice to the people outside those contexts.
43

 Drawing on the work of C.S. 

Song,
44

 he proposes story-telling as a method for tribal theological and hermeneutical 
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engagement. Tribal people, he notes, are known for their stories and storytelling and their 

“history is embedded in the stories. What they know are stories and not texts or concepts.”
45

 

Storytelling and passing on historical knowledge happens alongside their daily activities. 

Vashum further states that tribal people “live in stories. You remove stories from them; you 

have taken away their life. You have taken away their meaning of existence as a people.”
46

 

Vashum, however, does not mention that the tribal narratives are not free of gender bias; he 

therefore overlooks the androcentric narratives embedded in tribal traditions and cultures. 

Further, with the introduction of the western formal education systems, as well as the 

Christian missionaries’ shunning of the dormitory system - the traditional centre of learning 

Sümi oral traditions - there are now no spaces for tribal story-telling. The story-tellers, who 

are mostly a few older members of the community, are passing away, and with them the 

stories of the Sümi ancestral past. These tribal narratives of the past shape and inform the 

Sümi life and experiences, it is therefore vital that they are critiqued and integrated into daily 

tribal Christian faith and living, rather than their being isolated as something irrelevant or 

undesirable from the Sümi pre-Christian past. 

In addition to his focus on storytelling, Vashum also proposes an approach to Christian 

theology that affirms “creation as well as human situatedness”
47

 as the starting point for tribal 

theology. The identity and livelihood of the tribals of northeast India is primarily dependent 

on land and nature. Their relationship with creation is one of interdependence. Further, like 

any other contextual theology, tribal theology takes seriously the socio-political context of 

the people. Tribal theology “affirms the goodness of tribal culture. It reiterates the faith that 

God has been and still is present in the cultural life of the tribal people.”
48

 This is a helpful 

insight that has been echoed also by Nāsili Vaka’uta, a Tongan biblical scholar, who sees 

biblical interpretation as a “situated task”
49

 in which the interpreter’s eyes are conditioned by 

his or her own experiences, preconceptions, values, beliefs and interests.  
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2.2.4. Indigenous Theologies in Oceania: Life-experience and Situatedness 

Oceania theologies are relevant in my exploration of Sümi tribal hermeneutics because of 

their emphasis on human interconnectedness - a connectedness with each other and with the 

environment, which resonates with Sümi life. This “life-experience”
50

 is considered a 

significant locus for theology, and identifies “life as a hermeneutical key.”
51

 The daily lived 

experiences both of the past and the present are vital elements in understanding and 

interpreting the biblical texts. Life includes “the cosmic concept of life as found in primal 

religions, to the struggle for life in the urban and semi-urban settlement of the region.”
52

 

Indigenous theologies reflect “the interrelatedness of natural life and human experience, 

along with earth, water, sky, and the underworld.”
53

 The land and the sea are considered 

sacred, and “the moana (oceans) is seen as a metaphor for life in relationship and the world 

encompassing interconnecting nature of God.”
54

  

The emphasis on life experience and also the interrelatedness and the interdependency of 

nature and humanity, are very important for a Sümi Naga tribal hermeneutic. For, the power 

of relationships and interconnectedness are inherent in tribal narratives. With the coming of 

Christianity, the predominant stories were no longer the stories of or from the ancestors, but 

the stories of the Bible which were told by and learned from the missionaries and local 

evangelists. Part of what informs my Sümi hermeneutic are those tribal traditions and 

practices that enrich our interweaving of the Sümi context and the biblical text, e.g. women’s 

role as life-givers or life-savers in the traditional economy, women weaving the fabric of 

society and preserving stories along the way, so that these stories are interwoven with the 

stories of the biblical narratives. Jione Havea, writing in the context of the Bible in Oceania, 

resonates very well with the Sümi Naga context, when he writes, “the lore-and-story-cultured 

people of Oceania did not know how to make it [the Bible] talk… the locals depended on the 

bearers of the Bible to give it voice.”
55

 When the locals depended on the missionaries for 

their understanding of the Scriptures, with all the constructive changes that came with 
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Christianity, other local narratives were gradually silenced. One of the primary resources that 

has been overlooked over the decades of theologizing in Sümi Christianity is the rich 

tradition and history woven into tribal folklores, songs, myths, proverbs, and Sümi 

weavings.
56

 In Havea’s reference to “Oceania’s scriptures” he mentions that: 

there are more forms of scriptures than literary documents and written sutras. Texts that 

were painted, drawn, woven, strung, performed, engraved, lashed, and/or storied (oral) 

could also be scriptures, and the community that scripturalizes those may be a religious 

institution, but it could also be a political, ideological, or spiritual movement. The 

community decides its scriptures.
57

  

However, for the Sümi Naga Christians, the Bible is the only Scripture that is accepted as the 

holy Word of God. To suggest anything other than this reality would be considered 

sacrilegious. However, as I will demonstrate in the interweaving of my Sümi context and the 

biblical texts in chapters four and five of this research, it is timely that Sümi stories and 

experiences are brought into the reading and understanding of the Bible not just as 

“supplements to biblical texts”
58

 but as valuable resources to enhance self-understanding and 

relationship with God. As Kwok Pui-Lan writes, the “one-way traffic” style of Christian 

proclamation saw Christian missions assume that,: 

they possessed the truths necessary for salvation and the people were treated as 

missiological objects, passive recipients of such pronouncements. While the Bible was 

held up as the authority, the cultural and spiritual resources of Asian peoples were cast 

aside as superstitious and idolatrous.
59

  

Not only have tribal cultural contexts and experiences been undervalued or ignored in Sümi 

biblical hermeneutics, but the biblical texts have been spiritualized to the detriment of current 

realities. Samartha also observes, “spiritualization” of the Biblical texts by overemphasising 

promises of life after death or otherworldly rewards ignores harsh economic and political 

realities.
60

 If the authority of the Bible is spiritualized and the daily realities of life are not 

taken into consideration, it is no longer life-giving. The Bible illustrates relationship; as 
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Samartha writes, “it is a two-way traffic in which the existential questions of the people are 

brought in touch with the ultimate concern of God for them.”
61

 The context and text should 

be on a par with each other. 

The division of sacred and secular that came with Christianity meant that tribal cultural 

traditions were deemed separate from Christian activities. The tribal narrative discourses 

therefore continue to remain outside the realm of the Church. However, instead of dismissing 

tribal narratives as lacking Christian instructions and therefore unnecessary for faith, it is 

important to engage with them.
62

 The tribal traditions must be seen as “a vital flow that 

meaningfully relates the past to the present…not a simple memory, but a creatively 

interpreted memory.”
63

 Although there are no written records of the earlier tribal history of 

the Sümi experience with God, the oral traditions are very strong and capable of maintaining 

a faithful continuity amongst the tribal communities.
64

 As I have discussed in the previous 

chapter, Sümi women, as well as men, had an important role in remembering and transmitting 

those traditions.  

It is therefore necessary to glean these women’s experiences and reclaim their rightful place 

in tribal history; not to see them separately from the God-realm but to recognise their active 

role in the narratives of both tribal culture and Scripture. Thanzauva and Hnuni affirm that 

“[t]ribal religion…does not depend on a written Scripture but on the experience of the 

people’s encounter with their environment in their day to day life.”
65

 Experience and the act 

of remembering are core parts of tribal life and identity. The experience of the community is 

what is remembered as its history, a history that is recorded in tribal folksongs, folktales, 

folklores, proverbs, traditions and practices. 

However, Christian narratives have become so entrenched in the Sümi Naga discourse and 

identity that it has become their dominant story. The Bible presents stories about special 

groups of elect people and these people began to spiritualize that identity as elect people. 

Sümi now find their “spiritual” connection with a group of people or a nation that do share 

their ancestry. Therefore, a Sümi Naga hermeneutic also acknowledges the situatedness - the 
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geo-political location and the experiences and relationships formed in that context - of both 

the biblical text and the reader. Further, from a Sümi woman’s perspective, both culture and 

text are gendered and androcentric. Therefore, with this backdrop of Indian-Asian 

hermeneutics - especially the contextual tribal hermeneutics - and the issues they help raise 

for Sümi hermeneutics, this current research proposes a relevant hermeneutics for a Sümi 

tribal context. 

2.3. From the Text to the Hearth: Developing Experiential Hermeneutics for Sümi 

Biblical Interpretation  

Both in the past and present, the hearth plays a central role in Naga tribal life. Families would 

gather around the hearth to share stories and traditions; in Sümi, amiphoki bo lakhi (of one 

hearth) is used as a metaphor for “home.” Drawing on the scholars’ works that have been 

discussed earlier, this idea of the hearth is brought in to reinforce the significance of 

situatedness and experiences in Sümi biblical hermeneutics. With the acceptance of 

Christianity, the stories of the Bible that have given tribal people a new Christian identity did 

not embrace their tribal experiences or stories, which shape their tribal identity. Instead, tribal 

Christians see their tribal past as a period of darkness.
66

 Paulos Gregorios rightly states that 

hermeneutics are all about interpreting reality - which determines one’s identity to a large 

extent - and likewise are about letting our identity interpret that reality. As he reminds us, 

“what my people have experienced in the past, what my nation has gone through, how my 

race has evolved, how the earth has been formed, how the universe has been shaped – will 

these shape my perception of reality?”
67

  

Of particular interest to my thesis is the fact that Sümi tribal women’s perception of reality 

and their experiences have layers of social and cultural conditioning that determine this 

reality. Therefore, my experiential hermeneutic for Sümi biblical interpretation seeks to 

incorporate women’s experiences through the concept of totimi kuchou for reading the 

woman wisdom poems of Prov. 1-9. Because in a community like Sümi, the Bible has never 
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been “a book handled by academia” but has always been “a people’s book,”
68

 which can be 

read and interpreted by anyone.  

To say experience is an important hermeneutical key is not a novel suggestion. Feminist 

scholars have long recognized the importance of women’s experience as a hermeneutical key 

to a liberating interpretation of biblical and other texts.
69

 The term “experiential” pertains to 

one’s experiences as the result of being and belonging, rather than simply referring to 

“identification”;
70

 “experiential” refers to the owning of one’s experiences as women and 

allowing these experiences to be validated. In tribal communities, an individual’s identity in 

relation to their community and their accountability to the community is important. 

Therefore, a person’s identity can influence and shape experiences. As Musimbi R.A. 

Kanyoro rightly points out, “[c]ultural ideologies regarding gender roles and power in society 

are deeply embedded in our lived experience.”
71

 As a tribal woman researcher, experiential 

hermeneutics does not just involve “identifying” with those people who are being 

discriminated against or are suffering injustice, only then to “gradually turn away to protect 

our equanimity.”
72

 Irrespective of how the Sümi society may want to define a Sümi woman’s 

identity, a Sülimi will always remain a Sülimi, and she cannot isolate herself from her 

“project.”
 73

 The gendering of her experiences influences her hermeneutical process. 

Therefore, as tribal biblical scholar Razousalic Lasetso reiterates, “human experiences should 
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bring us to ask theological questions beyond academic or historical critical questions if the 

Word of God is to be relevant to the existential problems of the present readers.”
74

 

Experience is largely relational and hence both women and men must journey together in 

biblical interpretation, as they do in other aspects of life. Elizabeth A. Johnson suggests “a 

model of relational independence,” a relationship that is “not in dualistic opposition to the 

other but in intrinsic relationship with the other,”
75

 a relationship that includes good and bad 

experiences of women that they encounter at the hands of both women and men. Women 

themselves are at times the perpetrators of discrimination against their fellow women and 

men.  

It is therefore important, as Geraldina Céspedes suggests, that we carefully and critically 

evaluate our experiences, and give expression to all the wisdom that our experiences contain: 

Wisdom may be extracted from such experience only when the experience is analysed 

critically, interpreted with new lenses, confronted with wisdom that emerges from other 

contexts, cultures, and religions  ̶  such a process will yield a praxis that is truly 

transformative.
76

 

Especially from a Sümi tribal perspective, wisdom comes from experiences, and thus, talking 

about wisdom without taking people’s experiences into account would be a partial discussion. 

As Céspedes writes, “in view of the key role that experience plays in the process of acquiring 

wisdom, feminist theology is called upon to place more value on experience as an 

indispensable source for molding and integrating our wisdom.”
77

 In the same vein, Elisabeth 

Schüssler Fiorenza also defines wisdom as a “practical knowledge gained through experience 

and daily living as well as the study of creation and human nature.”
78

 Therefore experiential 

hermeneutics is significant for a Sümi woman’s engagement with scripture, because 

experience was and still is a significant part of tribal spirituality and epistemology.  
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While experience is a key to enriching tribal biblical interpretation, a significant existential 

problem for the Sümi tribe is that the concept of womanhood remains a patriarchal social 

construct. Therefore, women’s experiences and identities are conditioned by male-dominated 

social and religious spheres, and the Christian religious discourse remains patriarchal. 

Gendered experiences, as Mary Crawford and Roger Chaffin argue, “are among the most 

powerful influences challenging the experiences of individuals.”
79

 Moreover, this “gender-

specific schemata”
80

 affects the reading process. It is valuable as it acknowledges both the 

subjectivity and the politics at work in the interpretive process.
81

 Experiences are determined 

and influenced by context, specific and unique to each person. They are also determined by 

one’s socio-economic status, associations and relationships.  

Experiences do not happen in isolation, nor do the interactions with and responses to those 

experiences. As Schüssler Fiorenza propounds in her proposal for “the hermeneutics of 

experience,”
82

 such a hermeneutical approach “critically renders problematic the socio-

religious and intellectual locations not only of biblical interpreters but also of biblical texts, 

and it does so in relation to global struggles for survival and well-being.”
83

 Schüssler 

Fiorenza goes on to highlight crucial components in the feminist category of experience:
 

Experience is mediated linguistically and culturally and therefore not only relational, but is 

also shaped by that very linguistic and cultural context. As it is for a Sümi Christian woman, 

personal experience is not private but public, because it is socially constructed in and through 

race, gender, class, heterosexuality, ethnicity, age, and religion. Experience therefore, 

demands critical analysis and reflection that can explore the social location of experience. 

And very importantly, experience is a hermeneutical starting point, not a norm.
84

 Experience 

is relational as well as subjective, and even gendered experiences in patriarchal contexts can 

be varied.  

The experiences I will draw upon will be specifically those of Sümi women and men in the 

context of the Sümi tribe of Nagaland. In particular, I will consider Sümi women’s 
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experiences, especially around issues of identity and patriarchal hegemony that are embedded 

in Sümi traditions and customs. As a Sümi woman, born to Sümi parents and brought up 

among the Sümi community, my experience is a valuable resource for this work. I 

acknowledge that each individual will have different experiences and will respond to those 

experiences differently. I will therefore not universalize or generalize my personal 

experience. However, what women experience within this patriarchal social structure goes 

beyond personal issues and problems. I believe that one Sümi woman’s experiences do not 

represent the experiences of all Sümi women; they can, nonetheless, provide a window to 

others’ experiences. 

The tribal people living in the northeast of India share a common colonial history and, as I 

indicated in chapter one, their present experience is one of alienation, oppression, 

marginalization, exploitation and discrimination on the ground of tribe, class, race, and 

gender. And, in the context of Nagaland, they are both victims and perpetrators of these 

issues. Lasetso states that a tribal hermeneutic must, therefore, take into consideration: 

the experiences and sufferings of its people in its theological articulation with a strong 

commitment to liberate the people from biases, alienation and injustice meted out to 

them…The tribal must read the Bible from the perspective of alienation from land and 

culture and economic disparity and not only from the other-worldly soul saving 

perspective.
85

 

Without universalising Sümi women’s experiences, then, I would still suggest that these 

experiences are gendered and are shaped by patriarchal social and cultural expectations. 

Experiences are also shaped by the values and principles passed on from the past, and also 

ingrained in the traditions and practices which shape people’s attitudes. Employing 

experience as a hermeneutical key not only emphasizes the importance of experience as a 

category but enables the reader to recognize the gendering of the text and the process of 

interpretation. Grounded in a setting that is patriarchal in both culture and religion, Sümi 

women’s point of reference has been first and foremost everyone else’s experience and not 

their own. They live through what others might say or think. What does she think of her 

experiences? Does she think her experiences matter in engaging with the Bible? If as Mark 
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Sunder Rao puts it, “personal experience (anubhava)” can be seen “as a seat of authority for 

looking at the Bible,”
86

 Sümi women are far from embracing that “authority” at present. The 

term “authority” may be understood here in the sense of self-affirmation and the ability to let 

an individual’s experiences inform the theorizing and theologising process. Developing 

experiential hermeneutics for Sümi biblical interpretation is going beyond “being challenged 

to look for a biblical basis in addressing existing issues.”
87

 Experiential hermeneutics is an 

effort to lead the Sümi reader into the granary of tribal history, cultural practices, and 

traditions, and women’s experiences in relation to the community past and present. It is 

recognising that the conversations around the hearth and the experiences that shape life carry 

the potential to inform and enrich the understanding of the biblical text. 

2.4. The Sümi Totimi Kuchou Concept of Womanhood as a Hermeneutical Lens  

Gender experiences influence the way people read and understand the text of the Bible. I 

believe that as a Sümi woman reader, my reading process and interaction with the text is 

preconditioned by my society’s definition of who I should be and my experiences as a 

woman. Through parental instructions and society’s expectations, Sümi women are 

constantly instructed how they must be a totimi kuchou. Many women conscientiously 

conduct themselves in a way that will not upset the patriarchal status quo. To keep the peace 

in the society and family, many women choose not to cause a stir, and Sümi male-priority 

culture reinforces this culture of silence. There are many questions that come to mind, such 

as: how much can I dialogue with the text? How far will my “re-imagination”
88

 of God be 

approved, if not accommodated, by my Sümi community? To try and grapple with these 

tensions, the totimi kuchou concept of womanhood - an idealised understanding of 

womanhood - is a relevant hermeneutical lens with which to read the text of Prov. 1-9, 

especially in relation to the representation of Hokmâ and the other female images found 

therein. Let me explain why. 

Sümi women’s religious language and experiences are shaped and influenced by patriarchal 

expectations. Many feminist scholars from various parts of the world have addressed this 

issue, which Elaine Wainwright articulates succinctly in her article, “A New Daring of the 
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Religious Imagination: ‘God’ in Feminist Theology.”
89

 As Wainwright rightly observes, the 

Christian tradition “is founded on a gospel of incarnation in all flesh and liberation for all- 

human and other than human”; however, it still “maintains both a theology and a structure 

centered on maleness alone.”
90

 Wainwright’s suggestion to explore “experience as a source 

for Christian theologizing”
 91

 across all theologies is thus timely for Sümi Naga hermeneutics.  

As a woman critiquing patriarchal culture while engaging with biblical texts, the totimi 

kuchou concept of womanhood provides me with a critical hermeneutical lens. Totimi 

kuchou, as a concept that embodies conceptual and experiential realities of women in Sümi 

society, will provide a constructive framework to approach my gendered Sümi context and 

the wisdom poems of Prov. 1-9. There is also a reason why I have chosen particularly to 

focus on these wisdom poems. In the Sümi context, the term alokütsü (wisdom) is a non-

gendered term and being wise is attributed to both women and men.
 92

 Just as the Sümi 

traditional Alhou (the pre-existent God) was genderless, so alokütsü is non-gendered. It is my 

opinion that the idea of wisdom and knowledge became institutionalized and likewise 

gendered with the arrival of western formal education. As discussed in the first chapter, prior 

to the introduction of western education by the American Baptist missionaries, (with the 

support of the British colonial administration), women and men worked together in the fields. 

Even in the village polity, although there was a custom of patrilineal chieftainship there were 

a few women chiefs. But the village polity became more stringently male-dominated with the 

colonial establishment of the dobashi (interpreters) and gaonbura (village elder man) system. 

Boys and men became prioritized in the new system of education and hierarchy. The tribal 

emphasis on experience-based wisdom and knowledge shifted to being based on formal 

education. The traditional definition of alokütsü (wisdom) had not so much been an abstract 

or theoretical knowledge, but was related to experience. On a very minute scale, there were 

women and men who were respected as alokütsü (wise), based on their discernment and 

knowledge of the past. For a Sümi tribal person, experience is a key aspect in the process of 

acquiring alokütsü (wisdom). Experiences take place and are shaped in communities where 

women, men, and children coexist; consequently, wisdom can be found in the mundane 
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places of life. The process of acquiring and transmitting wisdom is not confined to one 

section of society. 

 Further, the Sümi concept of alokütsü like the Sümi traditional concept of Alhou (God), is 

genderless and a female metaphor for God was non-existent in Sümi religious imagination 

both in the past and present.  Although Alhou is also believed the inahu abothu lono acheghi 

keu (one that existed from the very beginning), with Christianity, the “Father-Son” 

relationship of Alhou and Jesus became patriarchal. Therefore, as I will discuss further in 

chapter four, the embodiment of Hokmâ-Sophia in Jesus and in the God-realm provides a 

fresh imagination for Sümi that will have positive repercussions on gender relationships and 

Sümi Christian engagement with the biblical texts. For Sümi Christians, the patriarchal and 

patrilineal culture of father-son relationship is a familiar pattern and therefore Anu Jisu and 

Apu Alhou remain dominant male theological models. Therefore I have chosen the wisdom 

poems of Prov. 1-9 - where Hokmâ is personified as a woman and projected as a prominent 

metaphor to speak about God - a metaphor that hitherto has not been read from a Sümi 

Christian woman’s perspective.  

For Sümi who believe in the Bible as the infallible word of God, reading and understanding 

the Bible influences their relationship with God and with one another. Since the arrival of 

Christianity, the dominant male metaphor of God the Father and Jesus the Son reinforced the 

existing patriarchal structure in Sümi society. Drawing attention to the Woman Wisdom 

metaphor will help deconstruct the God language which has grown from being non-gendered 

to becoming male-dominated. A Sümi tribal hermeneutic that values the experiences of 

women in relation to men in their context will provide a lens to dialogue with the biblical 

text. 

Conclusion 

The proposal and development of the Sümi Naga experiential hermeneutic may be located 

within the larger context of Indian Asian Christianity and tribal contextual hermeneutics. 

Drawing on insightful works from various scholars and theologians, my totimi kuchou 

hermeneutical lens will allow Sümi to engage critically with their gendered cultural context 

and the biblical text. Especially as a Sümi woman, the totimi kuchou concept of womanhood 

influences the Sülimi understanding of herself and her relationship with others. The context is 

not and has never been entirely egalitarian, in the sense of gender or class, although some 
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might want to lay claim to “the rich values of the tribal egalitarian society.”
93

 So also the 

biblical narratives have been overarching in post-Christian Sümi culture. Although the Bible 

has become accessible to most people in a way that tribal narratives no longer are, these two 

sets of ‘texts’ remain parallel to each other. Hence, in experiential hermeneutics the reader’s 

response to the text is shaped by their living experiences both of the past and the present. By 

bringing the text to the hearth so that the narratives of the Bible may enrich the tribal faith 

experience, Sümi narratives and experiences may in turn inform their understanding of the 

text. Having established the hermeneutical lens to read the Sümi context and the biblical text, 

the next chapter will outline how I will use this lens - that is, the methodological approach I 

will use to engage with the context and the text as a Sümi Naga woman.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

A READER RESPONSE METHODOLOGY FOR A SÜMI NAGA READING OF THE 

SÜMI CONTEXT AND THE TEXT OF PROVERBS 1-9 

 

Introduction  

This chapter lays down the methodology for reading the Hokmâ metaphor, portrayed as an 

antithesis to female images like iššâ zärâ in Prov. 1-9, using my Sümi totimi kuchou 

hermeneutic. My research is not only about studying the biblical texts but it is also about 

letting the Sümi context inform the reading of the text. Although I will engage with the 

various female images in Prov. 1-9, the primary focus of this research is on the prominent 

presence of the female figure of Hokmâ.
1
 As mentioned in the previous chapter, traditional 

Sümi understanding of alokütsü (wisdom) is that it comes from experience. As I will 

demonstrate in the following two chapters, the versatile nature of wisdom in the book of 

Proverbs therefore presents possibilities in Sümi religious imagination and cultural 

relationships. It allows space for a critical engagement with the biblical text as a Sümi 

Christian woman, for critiquing Sümi tribal cultures and traditions, and also for gleaning 

positive aspects from the Sümi past and present. 

In the first section of this chapter, I will explain how I will employ a reader-response 

criticism methodology in my engagement with the poetry of Prov. 1-9 and my Sümi context. 

This text includes a range of literary devices commonly found in biblical poetry; my primary 

focus will be on its use of female personification as a metaphor to represent wisdom.
2
 Based 

on Robert Alter’s concept of “narrative poetry,”
3
 I propose that in the narrative movement of 
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development of metaphor;” and he also sees intensification (parallelism) as a primary generative force in 

Hebrew poetry. Alter, The Art of Biblical Poetry, 65, 45, 43-44, 73. See also Bernard S. Jackson, “Law, 

Wisdom, and Narrative,” in Narrativity in Biblical and Related Texts, edited by G.J. Brooke and J.D. Kaestli, 

(Peeters, Bondgenotenlam: Leuven University Press, 2000), 31-53; Robert Lowth, Lectures on the Sacred 
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these wisdom poems of Prov. 1-9, Hokmâ is a “unifying metaphor,”
4
 and a prominent figure. 

Katherine J. Dell also alludes to the fact that Hokmâ is “the uniting figure… who embodies 

the didactic, intellectual and ethical core of the wisdom quest.”
5
  

Further, as I will argue in chapters four and five, Hokmâ has the potential to be a positive 

metaphor for Sümi Christian women’s readings and interpretations of the biblical text. This 

metaphor also provides me with scope to critique the Sümi practice of binarising women into 

“good” and “bad,” based on patriarchal expectations and cultural stereotypes; for, in  

Prov.1-9, Hokmâ is projected against other less “positive” female images. Therefore, this 

metaphor presents possibilities for religious as well as cultural engagement. As a female 

figure, Hokmâ is also significant for Sümi engagement with the biblical text, because for the 

majority of Christian Sümi, biblical interpretation and religious imagination are androcentric 

and predominantly male. I will therefore suggest some practical steps for engaging fruitfully, 

from a more gynocentric perspective, with the Woman Wisdom metaphor. Bringing in the 

Sümi totimi kuchou lens will make a unique contribution to the existing wealth of scholarly 

works on Hokmâ,
6
 enabling Sümi to incorporate their daily experiences into their reading 

and interpretation of the biblical texts. Further, it will help demystify the Sümi Christian 

religious realm from being a male-dominated space into one where both genders can be 

imagined and where the sacred and the secular interweave. 
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3.1. Applying the Tool of Reader Response Criticism to the Context and the Text 

In this thesis, I will use the methodology of reader response criticism. This methodology 

recognises the important role of readers in giving the text meaning; it will involve 

interweaving Sümi understandings of the Bible as the sacred written word with reflections on 

the significance of readers’ experiences. For Sümi Christians who accept the infallibility of 

the Bible as the word of God, their role as reader is to be the medium of God’s word for 

God’s people. But as Sümi readers, they do not often consider the importance or relevance of 

their own context and experiences within the practice of biblical interpretation. As Robert M. 

Fowler states, however, reader response criticism asserts that readers are “active agents in 

completing the meaning of a text by the way that they read it.”
7
 This method of interpretation 

recognizes “the complex process of reading” while enabling the reader “to learn how to read 

differently.”
8
 In the same vein, Tim Gillespie also opines that, although the author “created” 

the text, it is the reader who constructs the text’s meaning; the reader therefore brings both a 

method and “an attitude” to their reading of the text.
9
 By applying reader response criticism 

to my reading of the biblical text through a Sümi totimi kuchou hermeneutical lens, I will 

suggest that both my Sümi context and the biblical text are gendered, which in turn has 

implications for the way this text is read and understood. As a Sümi Christian woman reader, 

I will draw on elements from both my religious and Sümi tribal contexts to inform my 

reading of the Hokmâ metaphor.  

Reader response criticism also recognizes that when any text, whether poetry or prose, is 

read, it comes alive and draws us into its world. Our reading activity makes us an integral 

part of the structure and function of the text; as J.P. Fokkelman asserts, “a text…cannot 

exercise any influence; its meanings cannot have any effect…it needs a reader in order to 

come alive; as soon as we start listening to a text, but only then, it starts to speak.”
10

 That is, 

the text is not a “product” but a “process” as the reader is involved in making meaning from 

it.
11

 Hence, reading is not just making sense of what is in the text of the prose narrative or 

                                                           
7
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poetry, but as Fowler puts it, it also involves making sense of “what is not there.”
12

 The 

reader adds meaning to the text by drawing out what may not necessarily be evident in the 

text. For example, in my reading of Prov. 1-9 as a Sümi Christian woman, my primary 

interest is in engaging with the explicit and implicit gendering of the text and the implications 

of this for Sümi Christian engagements with the biblical text.  

For Sümi, the inability to see the narratives of female subjugation and oppression in the 

biblical text is because Sümi women and men have hitherto read the text with “male eyes.” 

For a Sümi reader, this means recognizing that, as mentioned in chapter one, the way the 

Bible is read and interpreted has been androcentric and anthropocentric, and engaging with 

the dominant female metaphor of Hokmâ within the biblical text is important. But in this 

research I want to redress the balance of the traditionally androcentric readings of biblical 

texts that have emerged from Christian interpretation and theology, focusing on the 

significance of Sümi women’s readings of these texts. This means that, rather than accepting 

the text and its (often androcentric) interpretative traditions as they are, I will read it through 

my own female Sümi lens and thus bring it to life, thus becoming, in the words of Judith 

Fetterley, a “resisting rather than assenting reader.”
13

 

A reader response methodology is also relevant to my aims in this research because it 

recognises the role of readers in reading and interpreting the text in multiple ways, rather than 

limiting the text to one normative interpretation. Reader response criticism, admittedly, offers 

a partisan, partial reading of a biblical text (rather than authoritative and definitive) and it 

may also clash with or contradict other extant readings. Yet this methodology recognizes that 

every reader is unique and brings the influences of their context to the reading process - the 

personalities and experiences that have shaped them as individuals, their attitudes, values, 

understandings, and biases. Therefore the meaning one reader finds in a text will naturally be 

different from that of another.
14

 The meaning of the text can be drawn out of “the encounter 

between the ancient text and our modern selves,”
15

 in such a way that the biblical text is not 

compartmentalised as a sacred normative text, isolated from the reader’s context, but rather 
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the text and the reader’s context inform and enrich each other. A tribal reader response 

approach will therefore be an exercise that integrates the reading of the text with the elements 

that exist within my own rich tribal cultural traditions. This is relevant to my research 

because my experience as a Sümi woman is an important resource for my conversation with 

the biblical text. My reading is also influenced by the knowledge I gain through encountering 

various scholars’ works, feminist and indigenous scholars in particular.
16 

While I am an individual reader, my responses to the text take place in multiple contexts. For 

example, my identity and strong rootedness in and connection with my tribe as a Sümi 

woman; my upbringing in an evangelical charismatic Christian church context; my training in 

theological colleges and seminaries where I encountered Euro centric methods of biblical 

interpretation; my status as a tribal woman married to a man considered a khalaumi (outsider) 

by my people because he is not a Sümi; being a mother to two boys; and my vocation as a 

priest in the Anglican church of Aotearoa, New Zealand. It is my experiences and faith as a 

Sülimi Christian that informs and shapes my interaction with the text. As Gillespie rightly 

states, the meaning that we make for ourselves from the text will be in relation to the 

experiences and ideas of others, as “personal responses are what begin the discussion, not 

finish it.”
17

 Or, as Fokkelman puts it, “where poetry is concerned, literary sensitivity and an 

open mind are more valuable than constructing definitions.”
18

 For a tribal reader, this would 

mean having an open mind to one’s own context and experiences, and to acknowledge the 

possibilities these have to contribute to the reading process. So when I engage with the text, I 

approach it not as an external sacred resource that has no connection with my reality, but 

rather as a text that has become an integral part of Sümi life and one that can be enriched by 

my context and my experiences as a Sümi Christian woman. 
19

 Reader response criticism, 
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therefore, is a suitable tool to allow my own Sümi cultural lens to shape interpretation. In 

dealing with the Prov. 1-9 text, I will also engage with literary criticism to supplement my 

reader response approach to allow me to take a closer look at the text and uncover some of 

the additional layers of meaning that it might have within my reader response framework. 

My personal observations - stemming from my experiences as a Sümi woman- are therefore 

an important aspect to critiquing and finding meaning in my Sümi society and culture. Being 

a Sümi woman forms the core of my identity and therefore subjectivity becomes an important 

element. In Y.T. Vinayaraj’s definition, “subjectivity is being capable of being other than 

what is prescribed by the system….by using affirmative language and engaging in creative 

discourses, subjectivity can be changed/reread/reinterpreted for those who are even denied 

their social space.”
20

 Although my observations and experiences are personal and subjective, 

they exist in relation to my tribal community and culture. My application of reader response 

methodology reflects my personal identity and experiences as a Sümi woman within the 

wider Sümi patriarchal culture, as well as my life and work outside immediate Sümi cultural 

and religious contexts. 

In this regard, Linda Tuhiwai Smith makes an important observation about the responsibility 

of both the “insider/outsider research” approaches in their research. Smith further highlights 

the fact that “insiders have to live with the consequences of their processes on a day-to-day 

basis for ever more, and so do their families and communities.”
21

 With this awareness, one 

takes the risk “to ‘test’ one’s own taken-for-granted views about the community. It is a risk 

because it can unsettle belief, values, relationships and the knowledge of different 

histories.”
22

 My subjective personal observations as a Sümi Christian woman come with a 

relative accountability, so that what I do has meaning for myself and for my Sümi people. So 

although this is a personal research journey, I remain accountable to the community to whom 

the research needs to have meaning. 

In my context as a Sülimi researcher, I will also analyse and critique my Sümi culture, 

drawing on the life-giving aspects and critiquing what may be life-thwarting, especially the 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
(Guwahati: CLC, 1995), 84. In the past sacred and secular were not distinctly apart, hence there would not have 

been sacrosanct nature attached to folktales, as Sümi Christians do today for the Bible. 
20

 Y.T. Vinayaraj, “Envisioning a Postmodern Method of Doing Dalit Theology,” in Dalit Theology in the 

Twenty First Century: Discordant Voices, Discerning Pathways, edited by Sathianathan Clarke, Deenabandhu 

Manchala, and Philip Vinod Peacock (New Delhi: Oxford University, 2010), 96. 
21

 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples (Dunedin: University 

of Otago, 2006), 137. 
22

 Ibid., 139. 



90 
 

gendered elements, as discussed in earlier chapters.
23

 As Musimbi Kanyoro rightly states, 

“culture is a euphemism used to explain biases, justify actions that might otherwise be 

challenged, and foster diversity at the expense of unity.” She therefore calls for “a sincere 

dialogue on culture.”
24

 Sümi patriarchal tribal culture has a strong impact on shaping the 

attitude and life of Sümi. This attitude of patriarchal hegemony is now sanctioned by Sümi 

androcentric theology and by their interpretation of the Bible. Therefore, it becomes vital to 

address this Sümi Christian sense of male priority by engaging with the Bible, employing the 

totimi kuchou lens of a Sümi woman. As a prominent female imagery located within the 

scripture, the Hokmâ metaphor provides a good starting point. 

3.1.1. Reader Response to the Text 

Employing reader response criticism to study the Hokmâ metaphor, I will argue this 

metaphor is used within a patriarchal pedagogical literary context. The instructions of Prov. 

1-9 are addressed to a “son” and therefore women might not have been the implied 

audience.
25

 Although this presents a significant challenge to women readers, the unique 

potential of this wisdom figure has attracted the interest of many feminist scholars.
26

 My 

approach to engaging with Hokmâ is to draw on this wealth of feminist scholarship, 

particularly Camp’s reading of Hokmâ “as a theological root metaphor which creates 

possibilities for a new kind of human experience in the world.”
27

 Camp opines that as well as 

being situated in Israel’s theological frame of reference, personified wisdom as a literary 
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metaphor is situated within Israel’s social and literary experience. By personifying wisdom as 

a woman, wisdom poems make a point that “wisdom is not an abstract concept but a way of 

being that is at its heart relational and holistic, underlying every important personal, social 

and religious experience familiar to the ancient Israelite.”
28 

Hokmâ offered a new religious experience for the Israelites in a post-exilic era when the 

sacred institution of monarchy had crumbled. This metaphor provided a fresh imagination of 

God at the time of rebuilding after the exile. Just as Hokmâ appeared among the people she 

addressed - in the street and at the city gates - so too was God placed right in the midst of the 

daily life of Israel. The loss of Jerusalem and the Temple, the Davidic kingship, control over 

the land and the exile had social and theological ramifications for the people.
 29

 The 

Israelites’ belief and confidence in Yahweh as the one who intervened in their history, and in 

the power structures of the kingship and priesthood that symbolised stability, were shaken. In 

this context, Hokmâ provides a theological frame of reference - a useful and transformative 

figure in postexilic Judea.
30

 As Alice Sinnot rightly observes, the Hokmâ metaphor provided 

“a dynamic relationship” with God.
31

 This refocusing, from the male-dominant power 

systems, especially of the monarchy and the priesthood, to having a prominent female 

metaphor, is an important element in my Sümi woman’s engagement with this biblical text. 

Hokmâ thus presents the possibility of fresh imagination in God-space and language. 

However, as a woman reader, the timeless qualities inherent in poetry also come with 

patriarchal baggage.
32

 As I will discuss further in later chapters, the various female imageries 

in the wisdom poems of Prov. 1-9 - for example, Hokmâ (1:20; 4:5-9) iššâ zärâ (2:16-19), 
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and ëºšet Küsîlût (9:13-18) - are aimed at a young male audience.
33

 The poems appear to be 

vehicles of parental pedagogical instructions, located within everyday family life.
34

 They can 

thus be categorised into what S.E. Gillingham defines as “poetry-in-life” which is “repeatable 

and has a certain typicality, because it is open to being used and reused in a variety of 

religious and social settings.”
35

 This pedagogical context for Prov. 1-9 also has resonances 

with my Sümi reading location; parents or elders orally passing down instructions to younger 

generations is a tradition with which a Sümi tribal reader is also familiar. These resonances 

between my own Sümi context and the context of these biblical poems will therefore allow 

me to approach these potentially patriarchal texts with some knowledge of their contextual 

significance, letting me slip more easily into the world within the text and look at it more 

closely therein. 

3.1.2. The Hokmâ  Metaphor in Proverbs 1-9 as a Theological Tool 

As a Sümi Christian woman reader who is employing reader response criticism to the wisdom 

poems of Prov. 1-9, I will argue throughout the rest of this thesis that the Hokmâ metaphor 

can be seen as a theological tool, which will enable me to engage with the Sümi Christian 

religious imagination as well as Sümi patriarchal social and cultural contexts. As I will 

discuss further in the next chapter, Hokmâ’s experience is within the human realm, and yet 

she is also with the Lord at the time of creation. I will suggest in chapter four that, for Sümi 

Christian women, this female metaphor of Hokmâ interweaving the human experiences with 

the divine may be of theological as well as cultural significance. Hokmâ personified as a 

woman becomes a metaphorical model for Sümi, to talk about the female presence in the God 

realm.  
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This powerful metaphorical tool, Hokmâ is a “creative metaphor”
36

 for religious imagination 

both within the poetic texts and, when applying reader response criticism to this text, within 

my own Sümi context. As Camp notes, Hokmâ consists of an authority that is personal and 

relational. Within Hokmâ is, “life in all its relationality, with people, nature and God.”
37

 

Hokmâ “functions as a metaphor for the ‘metaphoricalness’ of our God-human-talk,”
38

 and 

establishes human experience in the divine sphere (“in heaven”),
39

 thus providing a female 

metaphor while talking about God. Hokmâ comprises divine and human wisdom, thus 

carrying out both “representational” and “presentational” functions of a metaphor.
40

  

Although she is also “a heavenly transcendent being” (Prov. 8:22-31),
41

 Baumann observes, 

Hokmâ as a metaphor integrates both human and divine wisdom and “gives human 

experience a higher theological value than it had enjoyed before.”
42

  

In his discussion of metaphor as a theological tool, Leo G. Perdue also propounds that 

“metaphorical models should disorient hearers by disturbing, even shattering conventional 

theological traditions, provide new and revelatory insight into the nature of God and religious 

life, and set forth constructions of meaning that engage the faith and devotion of their 

hearers.”
43

 Especially when the metaphorical model is a female form such as Hokmâ, 

entering into a religious discourse that has become male-dominated can be seen as a 

subversive act. As Sallie McFague highlights in her metaphorical theology, this Hokmâ 

metaphor emphasizes “personal, relational categories in its language about God but not 

necessarily as the tradition has interpreted these categories.”
44

 McFague alludes to the 

possibility that relationships between God and human beings are not limited to “any one 

model”
45

 that is seen as “the root-metaphor of Christianity,” but as a relationship; many 

models from many experiences of that relationship are appropriate as well as necessary.
46
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From a non-gendered Alhou inahuu abothu lono acheghi keu (God that existed from the very 

beginning), Sümi Christian theological metaphors became male-dominant metaphors of Apu 

Alhou and Anu Jisu. For the Sümi Christian religious imagination, the dominant cultural 

metaphor of “the better-known” father-son relationship in patriarchal hierarchy is used to 

speak about what was formerly “the lesser known”
47

 Apu Alhou and Anu Jisu. The poetic 

metaphor of Hokmâ presents possibilities to enrich the ways in which the Sümi perceive 

God, by interweaving the human experiences with the divine realm, not just as a human but 

more importantly as a female metaphor.
48

 Sümi patriarchal hierarchy dominates any 

relationships between God and humanity, including God and women.  

Hokmâ as an alternative theological tool, therefore, will help situate a female presence in the 

God-realm. This subverts the current Sümi Christian theological context which is void of 

female metaphors, and cultural context with metaphors that present strong gender stereo 

types such as the totimi kuchou concept of womanhood. This concept may be understood as a 

well-established “conceptual metaphor”
49

 for womanhood.
 
It is internalised by Sümi girls and 

women as an ideal for womanhood. Many Sümi women are not critical of the fact that this 

societal expectation of them is based on male-priority cultural expectations. This conceptual 

metaphor is so pervasive that women are evaluated socially and culturally - according to 

whether or not they fulfil the standards associated with it. Therefore, the Hokmâ metaphor 

will be helpful for Sümi religious imagination and for critiquing the gendering of Sümi 

context. In the Hokmâ metaphor, the sacred and the secular interweave; further, it presents 

the possibility of critiquing the Sümi cultural binarising of women as good and evil, based on 

male-priority standards.  

For a Sümi woman reader of Hokmâ in Prov. 1-9, the idea of a female metaphor in the Bible 

opens the possibility of embracing a prominent female presence in the Bible, who is 

represented in the form of a woman and is in close proximity with God. In the Sümi Christian 

context, imagining the female presence in the divine realm is, however, still in its inception. 

It is therefore important for me to engage with the biblical metaphor of Hokmâ, using the 

Sümi totimi kuchou concept of womanhood as a hermeneutical lens. This engagement will 
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help inspire Sümi to have a fresh imagination of the divine realm as a place where both 

female and male can be perceived, rather than as a space monopolised by androcentric 

theology. It will also help Sümi to recognise not only the gendering of the biblical text but 

also their own male-priority cultural context, and the way that these both inform, influence 

and enrich each other. Reader response criticism is helpful in this quest, where my personal 

experiences as a Sümi Christian woman reader, shape and inform my engagement with the 

text without  prioritising the text over the context and vice versa. Although the focus of my 

research is primarily on the Hokmâ metaphor of Prov. 1-9 which encompasses both the 

human and the divine realm, Hokmâ goes beyond the confines of the texts of the Hebrew 

Bible. Hokmâ encompasses the experiences of the past and the present, and these 

experiences in relationship with others- both human and divine. Therefore as a Sümi 

Christian woman, employing reader response criticism to engage with the Hokmâ metaphor 

is significant. 

Conclusion  

In my reader response criticism directed to my Sümi context and the biblical text, my primary 

focus is on the Hokmâ metaphor and the various female images portrayed as her antithesis. 

Using my totimi kuchou hermeneutic, I will resist the patriarchal discourses dominant within 

both Sümi and biblical contexts in order to imagine the possibility of these two contexts 

interacting in ways that inform and enrich each other. The Hokmâ metaphor provides an 

alternative theological tool which situates a female presence in the God-realm. This is 

significant for Sümi women readers, given that, with the arrival of Christianity, Sümi have 

prioritized male metaphors - Apu Alhou and Anu Jisu - to represent the sacred. This in turn 

has reinforced Sümi patriarchal structures in the family, church and society. As a Sümi 

Christian woman reader, applying reader response criticism to the reading of the Hokmâ 

metaphor is therefore crucial. 
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CHAPTER FOUR  

THE Hokmâ METAPHOR IN PROVERBS 1-9: A SÜMI NAGA WOMAN’S READING 

Introduction  

In this chapter I will focus on certain categories that have emerged out of my reading of the 

Hokmâ metaphor and the other female images in Prov. 1-9, with the totimi kuchou concept 

of womanhood as a hermeneutical reading lens. I will focus especially on the positive 

elements we can see projected on Hokmâ within the text. In the next chapter, I will consider 

the negative elements projected on to various female imageries like the iššâ zärâ metaphor. 

Similar to the female images in Prov. 1-9, the conceptual metaphor of totimi kuchou begins 

within the framework of parental pedagogy. The themes of totimi (woman), alokütsü 

(wisdom)
1
 and akinni (wealth), as well as the instructions on how to be a totimi kuchou, are 

all integral parts of Sümi parental instruction.
2
 As I have discussed in chapter two, the totimi 

kuchou concept is an important lens with which to critique both Sümi male priority culture 

and gendered interpretation of the biblical texts. This concept embodies Sümi patriarchal 

hegemony that imposes idealistic expectations on what a “real or true” woman is, how a 

woman should behave and what ought to characterize women’s behaviours. It influences the 

way women perceive themselves and impacts on their status and role in the family and 

society. As discussed in chapter one, this culturally and socially constructed ideal for Sümi 

womanhood was present in pre-Christian Sümi culture, and was reinforced, rather than 

challenged, by Christianity in Nagaland. It is influenced by and impacts the way the Bible is 

read and interpreted. 

In my reading of Prov. 1-9, I will therefore use my totimi kuchou hermeneutical lens to 

consider aspects of Hokmâ: her creative role; and her agility of movement in both the human 

and divine spaces. I will suggest that, by subverting patriarchal limits on women, and through 

her life-giving feasts, she is a positive role model for the Sümi religious imagination and a 

resource for empowering Sümi women. In the context of the book of Proverbs where the wise 

                                                           
1
 For the Sümi, alokütsü is more deductive than speculative. 

2
 In the tribal communities of northeast India, the ethical principles of life- for example, the akuxu ghola kivi or 

xüpiviyeh of the Sümi, the sobaliba of the Aos,
 
and the Tlawmngaihna of Mizos, form an all integral part of 

parental instructions. See A. Wati Longchar, “Interaction between Gospel and Culture among the Nagas,” in 

Encounter Between Gospel and Tribal Culture, edited by A. Wati Longchar (Jorhat: Tribal Study Centre, 1999), 

44-55; Lalpekhlua, “A Study of Christology from a Tribal Perspective,” 158-159. 



97 
 

were held in high esteem, wisdom is personified as a woman who is visible in public spaces, 

and whose agility allows her to reside in the midst of human beings and in close proximity to 

God. This is an important element in this study, especially as it provides a significant thread 

for Sümi engagement with the biblical text. Hokmâ thus provides a model for both women 

and men to imagine God creatively and in a counter-cultural way. 

Such engagement with the Hokmâ metaphor as a positive role model lies, however, in 

tension with the conflicting and binarised imagery of women in Prov. 1-9 as being both good 

and bad; this will be discussed further in chapter five. These binarised images of females are 

used as vehicles for parental instruction - feminine metaphors represent both wisdom that is 

to be desired and acquired, and a particularly dangerous type of folly that should be avoided 

by young men.
3
 Within the Sümi family structure, both the mother and the father share the 

responsibility for instructing children,
4
 and hence women too use these female metaphors as 

an instructional tool for a male audience. Reading with my Sümi totimi kuchou hermeneutical 

lens, I will therefore discuss in this chapter and the next the various aspects of Hokmâ that 

inspire and challenge Sümi cultural engagement and religious reimagination.  

4.1. The Hokmâ  Metaphor as a Positive Role Model for Sümi Religious Imagination 

and Empowering Sümi Women 

Prov. 1-9 is composed of continuous poems of similar length, which are stylistically different 

from the short proverbs in chapters 10-30.
5
 Within these poems, various female figures are 

conjured up in the context of parental instruction to a silent male audience.
6
 The primary 
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figure is that of Hokmâ7
 - a metaphoric personification of wisdom, whom the audience are 

exhorted to embrace.
8
 In the Hebrew Bible, literary personifications in feminine forms are not 

confined to Hokmâ; cities and lands are personified as women (such as Zion in Isa. 52:1-2, 

and Samaria and Jerusalem in Ezek. 23:1-49).
9
 Within these texts, the metaphor appears to 

embody “an inherently ethical virtue,”
10

 Indeed, among all the female personifications in the 

Hebrew Bible, only Hokmâ speaks with authority “that resembles the Lord’s.”
11

 She is also a 

distinctive figure, in that she sojourns in both divine and human realms.  

Moreover, the figure of Hokmâ is relational; she engages in relationships and these 

relationships have consequences. Hokmâ has a voice - she calls, stretches out her hands and 

laughs amidst the people (Prov. 1:20-21),
12

 exhorting them to choose her path and explaining 

the benefits of this choice (Prov. 4:6-9). Unlike Job 28: 12-22, where a more abstractly 

portrayed wisdom remains elusive for human beings, personified wisdom in Prov. 1-9 is both 

transcendent - cohabiting with God in the heavens (Prov. 8 cf. Job 28:22-28) - and tangible, 

being present and available in the midst of the people.
13

 This “living and palpable reality for 
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the ancient imagination”
14

 thus presents possibilities, serving as a catalyst for Sümi cultural 

engagement and religious reimagination within the framework of gender roles and 

relationships. 

4.1.1. Hokmâ and Creating and the Recreating Role of Women 

One of the most important aspects of the Hokmâ metaphor for a Sümi woman’s engagement 

with the wisdom poems is her presence at the time of creation (Prov. 3:19-20; 8:22-31; cf. 

Job 29). Hokmâ was with God from the beginning, at the time of creation, and preceded all 

other created beings. This is where the human and the divine interweave. That is, a female 

presence in the divine realm renders it a gender-inclusive space. Moreover, Hokmâ’s agility 

in the human and sacred spaces opens fresh religious imagination for Sümi. Through her 

claims to have been with God at the time of creation, Hokmâ presents herself as the “self-

revelation of creation”
15

 and, in doing so, clearly sets her pre-eminence over all created 

beings. Reading through my Sümi totimi kuchou hermeneutical lens, Hokmâ was with the 

Alhou inahuu abothu lono acheghi keu (Creator God who existed from the very beginning). 

This is a theological affirmation by the Sümis, even before the arrival of Christianity, of a 

God who has always been present. In pre-Christian traditions, Alhou was understood to be 

non-gendered reading. Hokmâ as a companion to Alhou at the time of creation thus offers a 

vision of the creation event as a gender-inclusive space, rather than one that was solely 

masculine.  

The Hokmâ metaphor is also significant for Sümi tribal biblical interpretation because 

Hokmâ is inherent in Jesus Christ, whom the Sümi Christians accept as “the wisdom/Sophia 

of God” (1 Cor. 1:24), and is one with God as the first-born of all creation and in whom all 

things were created (Col. 1:15, 16; John 1:1). As a Sümi Christian woman, this reimagination 

of Hokmâ challenges the male-dominant gender hierarchy in Sümi Christian religious 

theologizing that impacts gender relationships. As Schüssler Fiorenza propounds, in Wisdom-

Sophia the Jesus movement articulated a different understanding of God - a ministry of Jesus 

that made the experience of God an all-inclusive love. This God is perceived “in a woman’s 
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Gestalt as divine Sophia (wisdom)”
16

- “the Sophia-God of Jesus.”
17

 Similarly, Elaine 

Wainwright in her proposal of “engendered reading”
18

 of the androcentric Matthean text, 

suggests an alternative way of locating Jesus within the Jewish emancipatory tradition of “a 

woman’s Gestalt as divine Sophia (wisdom).”
19

 This then places Jesus within a God-

movement that is shaped by a community of which Jesus was a member, rather than imaging 

Jesus “within the patriarchal tradition of the maleness of Jesus,” which isolates him as hero 

within a narrative in which other characters merely play supporting roles.
20

 The “Sophia 

imagery” decentres “the exclusively male symbolization of both Jesus and God, and 

configures Jesus in relation to female characters and female memory and traditioning.”
21

 For 

the Sümi, the androcentric theology of God the Father and Jesus the Son that came with 

Christianity fitted in naturally with their father-son patriarchal hierarchical relationship. As 

Wainwright further observes: 

Reclamation of the traditions of Sophia have profoundly enriched women’s speaking 

God in Christianity’s retraditioning process because she is both transcendent and 

immanent. She was with the Creative One at the foundation of the universe (Prov. 8:22-

30) but she likewise delights in the human community (Prov. 8:31), pitching her tent in 

their midst (Ecclus 24: 8-12) and inviting them to both love and to live righteousness 

(Wisd. 1:1) as the wisdom tradition testifies.
22

 

The prominent presence of Hokmâ metaphor or the Sophia imagery inherent in Jesus Christ 

is thus a fertile ground for Sümi Christians. The reading and interpretation of the biblical 

texts has largely been done to date through a Sümi patriarchal lens, which prioritises 

androcentric traditions and perspectives. However, as Wainwright aptly observes, the Sophia 

imagery that identifies a genderized female with the male Jesus, is “transgressive” and 
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affirms that “Jesus is Jesus Sophia and, like Sophia, unites the human and the divine by way 

of theological evocation that breaks open gender distinctions.”
23

 Further, “the metaphor 

represses the cross-genderization and its possible rhetorical effect by way of its identification 

with the male Jesus in a symbolic narrative whose world is significantly androcentric.”
24

  

The Sümi Christian theological articulations, reading and interpretation of the Bible, and 

Sümi gender relationships continue to reflect male-priority culture. Hence, the response that 

Hokmâ-Sophia could evoke for Sümi readers is the possibility of subverting this male-

priority culture in both the Sümi context and in the way in which the biblical text is read and 

interpreted. For Sophia is, in the words of Mayra Rivera, “the hybrid,”
25

 who “embodies the 

very complexities that authoritative discourse could not control. In the midst of a text marked 

by projections of otherness designed to consolidate the authority of a group, Sophia takes her 

stand at the crossroads.”
26

 

This prominent yet complex female figure of Hokmâ therefore has the potential to subvert 

dominant androcentric theology and dominant Christian metaphors of Apu Alhou and Anu 

Jisü narratives. To reimagine the God-space by including a female metaphor seems 

farfetched due to the influences of Sümi patriarchal traditions and gendered conditioning of 

both the context and the text, which regularly imagine God in masculine form. Perhaps, as 

Janet Martine Soskice suggests, Hokmâ as a metaphor provides a “new vision, the birth of a 

new understanding, a new referential access” which “compels new possibilities of vision.”
27

 

Hokmâ provides a strong metaphor for Sümi where we can claim to “speak of God without 

claiming to define God.”
28

 The realities of the gendered Sümi context and the biblical text 

necessitate both a reimagining of the context and reengaging with the text. As Wainwright 

succinctly puts it: 

Just as the patriarchal and androcentric texts and interpretations function to shape 

gendered, class, and racial subjectivities, to construct the world according to the 

organising structures of patriarchy, and then to guide praxis so that socio-cultural codes 
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and organisations are conformed accordingly, so too can alternative interpretations of 

texts shape and construct alternative world views and so effect changes in society and 

church.
 29

 

The Hokmâ metaphor thus provides that alternative paradigm for Sümi to engage with the 

biblical text through the lens of Sümi women’s experiences. This metaphor also challenges 

the patriarchal imagining in Sümi religious language, and defies the Sümi cultural and social 

understanding of a totimi kuchou. In Sümi culture, a woman’s identity is derived from a man, 

first from her father and then from her husband (if she is married). Further, the Sümi 

understanding of womanhood is intrinsically related to her role as a mother. The identity and 

experiences of a Sümi woman are therefore based on the patriarchal definition and 

conditioning of her identity and experiences. In contrast, Hokmâ is not bound or defined by 

any patriarchal standards. There is no reference to maternal imagery of birthing and nursing 

attached to her. While the biological role for women as mothers is a significant one, this can 

sometimes be at the expense of other valuable social roles that women can play.  

Hokmâ is also not depicted as a daughter, a wife, a mother, a sister although she is a female 

competing for the attention of a young man. Reading with a Sümi totimi kuchou 

hermeneutical lens, the absence of attributing gendered roles to Hokmâ is significant. As 

Tikva Frymer-Kensky suggests, the power of divine modelling and its impact on women’s 

family roles, can make “cultural attitudes and stereotypes part of the realm of the sacred, 

lending powerful support to these attitudes and inhibiting change.”
30

 This has been the reality 

in Sümi theologising, where the dominant divine male metaphors have been used to reinforce 

patriarchy. Therefore the female presence in the divine realm is particularly significant for 

Sümi whose Christian religious realm has become predominantly male - Apu Alhou and Anu 

Jisu. This father-son hierarchy is a familiar pattern in the Sümi patrilineal culture, nourishing 

an androcentric theology that influences gender relationships. 

In the preceding paragraphs, I have given an overview of how Hokmâ metaphor can be 

beneficial in my Sümi reading of Prov. 1-9, which leads to my close reading of the text. In 
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Prov. 3:19-20 and 8:22-31 Hokmâ appears at home in the divine realm.
31

 She was with the 

Lord at the rë´šît (beginning) of all creation (8:22), being the Lord’s daily ša`ášù`îm 

(delight), and müSaHeºqet (rejoicing) always, not only before the Lord (8:30) but also in the 

world (8:31). In 8:22-26, she describes her origins before God’s creation of the cosmos: 

“YHWH qänänî (acquired or created me) at the beginning of His way” (8:22a). Does 

Hokmâ’s status as a creation of God mean that she remained in a position subordinate to God 

(8:22-26)? In 8:22, the word qänäh (acquire or get) appears with God as subject, the one who 

is creating (see also Gen. 14:19-22; Exod. 15:16).
32

 However, in the Genesis creation 

accounts, the words Bärä´ “to create” (Gen. 1:1) and `aSah (to make, Gen. 2:18) are used as 

the verbal forms denoting the divine acts of creation. The verb qänäh has a wide range of 

meanings. Generally, it means “to acquire” or “buy,” and elsewhere in Proverbs this is what it 

means, often with wisdom as its object. For example, in Prov. 4:5: qünË Hokmâ qünË 

bînâ (Get wisdom, get understanding); and in 16:16:qü|nò-Hokmâ mà-††ôb mëHärûc 

(How much better to get wisdom than gold).  

However, the verb qänä also means “to give birth” or “to create,” particularly when God is 

the subject (cf. Gen. 14:19; 14:22; cf. Deut. 32: 6; Ps. 139:13). The term qänäh is also used to 

refer to a mother giving birth to a child, for example in Gen. 4:1, when Eve qänîºtî´ (bears) 

Cain. In Proverbs 8:22 Hokmâ makes it clear that it is yü|hwâ qänänî rë´šît” (the Lord 

qänâ me in the beginning). Therefore, Yahweh’s qänäh of Hokmâ may reflect God’s 

creative activity in the divine parenting or mothering of Hokmâ. This would subvert the 

current Sümi Christians masculinized understanding of Apu Alhou.  
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And yet, as Christine Yoder observes “[t]he verb qana is ambivalent. Its two senses [to 

acquire/buy or to create/give birth] may overlap, such that God’s creation of wisdom is, at the 

same time, an acquisition of her…whatever the case, wisdom leaves obscure exactly how 

God initiated their relationship.”
33

 Although there is no description of how this relationship 

between the Lord and Hokmâ was initiated, the Lord remains as the subject. Hokmâ 

obscures her precise relationship with the Lord, but not the certain claim that she was with 

God at the very beginning of all creation. Reading from my totimi kuchou hermeneutical lens, 

the female presence in the divine realm can be asserted for Sümi, as a female theological 

model inherent in Jesus Christ himself. 

In 8:22-31, Hokmâ’s focus shifts from the pragmatic human framework of vv.1-21 - where 

her righteousness (vv. 6-11), authority (vv.12-16), and benefits (vv. 17-21) are laid out to 

affirm her “cosmic and cosmogenic prominence.”
34

 As already discussed, she celebrates her 

existence and places herself at the very rë´šît (beginning) of all creation (8:22), as God’s 

daily delight (8:30). She is therefore portrayed in this poem as being at home in both the 

human and the divine realm. She continues to declare her pre-eminence over all creation and 

her presence with God before and at the very time of God’s creative work. Hokmâ’s 

relationship to God is thus as one created by God before all things (v. 22). She enjoys a 

special relationship with God as the first-born of God’s creation (8:22); and, although she is 

never called “the Daughter of God” nor identified as the same as God, she remains in a very 

close relationship to God. God brings her forth when there were neither depths (Bü´ên-

Tühömôt; v. 24) nor mountains and hills (v. 25)
35

 and she appears `ad-lö´ `äSâ ´eºrec (when 

he had not yet made the earth; v. 26). She even appears before the time ahákînô šämayìm 

(when he established the heavens; v.27) and remains ´eclô (beside him; v. 30) at this time.  

Further, in Prov. 8:30, Hokmâ is by the side of Yahweh like an ämôn; this word tends to be 

translated in numerous ways, including master-artist, co-creator, or little child.
36

 Fox suggests 

that the meanings of ämôn may be grouped into three semantic categories: artisan, 
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constant(ly) or faithful(ly), and ward or nursling.
37

 Especially reading from my Sümi totimi 

kuchou hermeneutic, it is noteworthy that Hokmâ does not indicate any hierarchy in her 

relationship with the Lord. She was at ease in the presence of the Lord at the time of 

creation.
38

 She does not declare herself to be the creator, but as Fox suggests, is ‘a ward of 

God;’ “While God was busy creating the world, she was near him, growing up in his care and 

giving him delight.”
39

 Hokmâ was constantly by the side of the Lord, and her presence at the 

time of creation places the female presence in the divine realm. Hokmâ was not only 

Yahweh’s daily ša`ášù`îm (delight)
 
who spent time müSaHeºqet (rejoicing) before Yahweh, 

she was also delighting in the ´et-Bünê ´ädäm (sons of men; v.31). This reflects the Creator 

and the created world intermingling, the delightful coming together of the divine with the 

created world.
40

 Hokmâ as an ämôn (artisan) is a co-creator with God. As Fox notes, in 

Prov. 8:30 ämôn is used as a means by which all things were initiated because Hokmâ is 

more of an instrument at creation not an agent.
41

 She is the foundation of the earth, through 

whom the Lord established or founded the world (3:19). The Lord created everything through 

Hokmâ, and remains the subject of all creation. Hokmâ is therefore to be understood within 

a monotheistic framework. As Raick Heckl also notes, “YHWH is solely and exclusively the 

principle of the world and Wisdom as a created work of YHWH is part of that concept and 

not a competing concept.”
42

 

Hokmâ’s active presence at the time of creation not only makes the divine realm an inclusive 

space for human gender categories of female and male, but it is built on her relationship with 

the Lord, and her delight in the “sons of men.” As Samuel Terrien puts it, Prov. 8:22-31 is “a 

lyrical self-appraisal of Wisdom playing [saheq] in the divine presence,” as one that is 
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“begotten not made” and “the member of the family of God.”
43

 In Hokmâ, we see the 

coming together of the divine and the female form of wisdom. This is an important aspect 

especially for as a Sümi woman reader, because Hokmâ’s fascinating presence reimagines 

the divine realm from the male-only domain to a gender-inclusive space. 

Although, Hokmâ does not claim to be God, she speaks as if she is one with God the 

Creator. Her delight is in human beings whom she exhorts in Prov. 1: 23: “I will pour out my 

spirit to you and make my words known to you.” In the prophetic messages (e.g. Isa. 66:4),
44

 

it is the Lord who delivers words of judgment or displeasure; but in Prov. 1:24-28 it is 

Hokmâ herself who speaks with divine authority, expressing displeasure at those who do not 

heed her call.
45

 Like the Lord who “laughs at the wicked” (Ps 37:13, also 59:9),
46

 Hokmâ 

´eSHäq (laughs at) and ´el`ag (mocks) over the calamity of those who do not heed her call 

(1:26, 28).
47

 The importance for me as a Sümi woman reader is less to do with Hokmâ's 

laughing and mocking at the downfall of those who ignore her, than with the authority with 

which she speaks. As Geraldine Baumann observes, Hokmâ “declares her own message and 

not the word of YHWH” (Prov. 1:22-33).
48

 All those whom Hokmâ addresses - the Bünî (my 

son; 1:15, 21), the Pütäyìm (simple ones), the läcôn (scorners), and küsîlîm (fools) (1:22, 32) 

must heed her call, yet unlike the prophets, Hokmâ does not direct her audience to turn to 

Yahweh. Rather, Hokmâ herself becomes the subject.
49

 She is represented either as the main 

speaker and actor or the subject of the instruction. Hokmâ speaks as one with God, with 

authority to exhort the simple ones, to warn of calamities, and laughs and mocks those who 

refuse her counsel (1:26). This representation of Hokmâ is unlike the reality of Sümi 

women’s experiences. In Sümi cultural and religious contexts, authoritative speech is 

normally delivered by male leaders; further, it is not a prescribed totimi kuchou characteristic 
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to pronounce judgements, laugh at and mock the shortcomings of others, or deliver 

authoritative speeches.  

The prominence of Hokmâ in the divine realm leads many scholars to suggest that, for the 

writers of Prov. 1-9, she is more than just a poetic literary personification and, rather, a real 

divine being. There are varied suggestions as to who Hokmâ is in the divine realm. 

According to Sinnott, she is an extension or "hypostasis"
50

 of the one true God. Based on 

texts such as Prov. 8:17, where Hokmâ declares that she will love those who love her, 

Bernhard Lang opines that she is “an Israelite goddess” from Israel’s polytheistic past, a 

goddess of learning with whom the students are expected to have an intimate personal 

relationship.
51

 Similarly, Leo G. Perdue also suggests that the sages identified Hokmâ as a 

“goddess of the sages, perhaps early on a divine consort of Yahweh,” who is understood 

“metaphorically as the teacher and personification of the wisdom tradition.”
52

 Perdue finds a 

close connection between the Prov. 1-9 poems and Egyptian wisdom literature, finding 

parallels particularly between Prov. 1:20-33, 8:1-31, 9:1-6 and the hymns of self-praise in 

Egyptian religion, especially of the goddesses Ma’at and Isis.
53

 Hokmâ became “the divine 

force at work in creation and the maintenance of the cosmos, the incarnation of the voice of 

God, the embodiment of social justice, and the divine lover of the wise who, like an ancient 

Near Eastern fertility goddess, offers her paramours life and wealth.” 
54

  

Other scholars have likewise made connections between Hokmâ and goddess figures from 

various traditions in Ancient West Asia. Samuel Terrien, for example, opines that Hokmâ is 

influenced by Canaanite mythology which included traditions about a goddess of wisdom. He 

attributes the literary formulation of Hokmâ - “the Hebraic figure of personified wisdom” - 

to the Egyptian Isis, goddess of wisdom, and Ma’at, goddess of truth and justice. He further 

suggests that Hokmâ’s delight with both God and men has erotic overtones,
55

 which are 

echoed in the liturgies of Ishtar, Queen of Heaven, the Mesopotamian goddess of love and 
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wisdom, and Asherah, a Canaanite deity.
56

 Drawing on a different set of traditions, Paul 

Swarup also finds the connection between the image of Hokmâ holding blessings in her 

hands (Prov. 3:13-20) and the depictions of Hindu goddesses holding symbols of the benefits 

they offer their devotees - Lakshmi with gold coins tumbling from her hand, or Saraswathi 

holding a book, signifying learning.
57

  

However, while the writers of Proverbs might have depended partly on language and imagery 

drawn from the goddess traditions of the Ancient West Asian environment,
58

 Prov. 1-9 does 

not deify Hokmâ as “another goddess.”
59

 Rather, it is more likely that, as a female figure, she 

was also influenced by traits and roles of flesh and blood women, such as the ´iššâ Hákämâ 

(wise woman) of 2 Sam. 14 and 20:14-22. In 2 Sam. 14, Joab the chief general of King David 

goes to Tekoa and commissions an iššâ Hákämâ (wise woman) from that town in order to 

effect reconciliation between David and Absalom. For, he knows that David’s longing for his 

son has already overcome his anger (2 Sam. 13:39). Joab entrusts this important task to a 

wise woman whose name is not well known but evidently of good reputation. She succeeds in 

her efforts and Absalom is reconciled with David. Another example of a wise woman is 

found in 2 Sam. 20:14-22, in which an ´iššâ Hákämâ of Abel-beth-maach negotiated, again 

with Joab, when he besieged the city (cf. Prov. 14:1).
60

 It can be argued that these näšîm 

Hakmôt (wise women) provide flesh and blood female examples from the Israelite context to 

shape the Hokmâ metaphor of Prov. 1-9, and that this influence was as important as those 

goddess traditions from neighbouring cultures and religions. Especially with the placing of 
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Hokmâ in the midst of the people in public places, she is not a deity confined to the divine 

realm. Like the iššâ Hákämâ who is also defined by the quality of her performance, 

Hokmâ is defined for who she is, and for the authority she exercises in offering life, riches, 

and reproach. However, unlike the iššâ Hákämâ of 2 Sam. 20 who functions only in the 

human realm, Hokmâ transcends into the divine realm as one acquired by the Lord in the 

beginning, before anything was created (Prov. 8:20-31), while also being found in the gates 

and in high places, mixing and mingling with human beings in public places (Prov. 8:2-3; 

9:3). 

Thus, in the Hokmâ metaphor the divine realm and the human realm interweave in a way 

that Sümi Christians do not yet imagine. In the Sümi traditional religion, the Alhou was 

distant and it was the various spirits that interacted with human beings. Neither Alhou nor the 

spirits were gendered. The masculinised concept of God came with Christianity, and Alhou 

abothu lono acheghi keu (God who existed from the very beginning) is believed to be the Apu 

Alhou. Hokmâ traces her roots back to the time of creation and being close to God. She is 

transcendent and yet one HôläºlTî (born or brought forth 8:24, 25) by God, and qänäh (got or 

acquired 8:22) by God; she neither claims to be God nor one with God. This transcendence is 

fascinating to picture, especially in the potential it presents for Sümi religious re-imagination. 

Hokmâ is more than just an embodiment of abstraction;
61

 she is portrayed as a female being. 

In the Hokmâ metaphor the lives of women and the image of God are therefore interwoven, 

and female experiences are sown into the divine realm. As I discussed in chapter one, Sümi 

women throughout generations have played significant roles in creating and recreating life. 

However with the divine realm becoming predominantly male, women’s experiences have 

been kept distant from any religious engagements. Until recently, women’s experiences have 

not had a place in Sümi Christian theologising nor in the reading and interpretion of the 

Bible. Hokmâ presents a scope for interweaving the experiences of Sümi women, with the 

reading and interpretation of the scripture, by placing the female experiences in both the 

human and the divine realms.  
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Thus, Hokmâ is represented in Proverbs as “the side of God that is turned towards human 

beings.”
62

 She is God’s very own delight who takes delight in human beings (8:30-31). In the 

ensuing sections, this tangible and yet elusive presence of Hokmâ in the divine realm and in 

human spaces will be explored, again using my Sümi totimi kuchou hermeneutic. Reiterating 

Camp’s understanding of Hokmâ as a “theological root metaphor,”
63

 in my study of the text 

I incorporate experiences of women and men into what has now become the divine realm of 

the Sümi Christian context. 

4.1.1.1.The Divine Realm Beyond the Patriarchal Gender Construct 

Hokmâ provides a model for a Sümi Christian religious reimagination of God because of her 

existence with God at the time of creation (Prov. 3:19-20; 8:22-31). For Sümi female and 

male readers, this can evoke the divine realm as a gender-inclusive space and accentuate the 

reality that sacred and human are interwoven in all aspects of Sümi life; yet this 

interwovenness remains sidelined. The idea of ashi no ashi aghungu no aghungu (flesh is 

flesh, spirit is spirit), implying a secular-sacred divide, is a misconstruction of the Sümi tribal 

reality. For the majority Christian state of Nagaland, the church is a powerful institution that 

influences the dynamics of the society, as does the overwhelmingly male-dominant political 

and religious hierarchy. Hokmâ, as a prominent female metaphor, being in close proximity 

to God (8:22-31) and agile in the midst of the human community (Prov. 8:2-3), is an 

important concept to challenge the male-only model of the Sümi Christian God-realm. 

Through this challenge, Sümi are able to imagine God beyond patriarchal assumptions about 

the male-only quality of God and heavenly God-space, while incorporating female and male 

experiences in our religious engagements. 

Scholars such as William McKane dismiss Hokmâ’s presence and role in “the Godhead” 

because “Wisdom is located in the market-place, not in the Godhead, and the representation 

is probably that of a charismatic wisdom teacher and no more.”
64

 This assumption that the 

God-realm is separate from the market-place reflects the rigid and closed Christian 

understanding of “the Godhead.” It limits religious imagination of the God-realm to that 

which patriarchal Christian tradition has accepted it to be. It does not allow for the possibility 
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of God functioning beyond androcentric cultural definitions. Hokmâ provides a model of 

God’s active presence in the public square and in the heavens at the very time of creation. 

The Hokmâ metaphor also challenges the dichotomization of the divine and secular spaces; 

as a Sümi tribal Christian woman, this myth of sacred-secular divide has to be critiqued. 

The conception of the secular-sacred divide crept into the Sümi worldview and theology 

through their encounter with Christianity, brought to them by the American Baptist 

missionaries who emphasised individual salvation and morality.
65

 As discussed in the first 

chapter, before the arrival of Christianity, Sümi integrated divine space with human space. 

With the advent of Christianity, reading and interpretation of the Bible as the written sacred 

text, as well as Christian worship, became confined to specific times and places. This 

demarcation between the sacred and the secular was a divergence from the traditional Sümi 

life where faith practices were a way of life, not the articulating of theories and dogmas. 

There was no concept of heaven or hell. There was also no great emphasis on hope of eternal 

life or life after death; it was believed that in kithilato (the mountain of the dead), people 

carried on with their lives as they did before their death. So, while many aspects of Sumi 

tribal life, belief system, culture and practices - both sacred and secular - were integrated, 

Sumi Christianity strengthened male-priority culture, as reflected in the present-day social 

and religious hierarchy. As Christian identity became an integral part of tribal identity, a 

sharp distinction was made between the sacred and the secular, with the sacred remaining 

predominantly a male-only zone. 

The Sümi sacred realm - the Christian church - is now considered a “sacred” body of society. 

The church has become a powerful religious and social institution in Nagaland. It substituted 

the role of the past apuki (men’s dormitory) and iliki (women’s dormitory) where women and 

men learned from their elders in their gender groups. Both church and society now uphold the 

notion of sacred-secular divide, implying that the human and God realms must not converge. 

The church’s teachings have huge influence on the way the whole society functions and its 

gender-exclusive and androcentric theology reinforces Sümi male-priority culture. The 

current church structure models a powerful patriarchal institution, where the monopoly of 

decision-making lies with its male members. Meanwhile, the church places a great deal of 
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emphasis on what is morally acceptable or not, and individuals or groups who do not comply 

with the high moral standard of the church are stigmatised.
66

 

Sümi Christians need to acknowledge the discrepancy between their faith claim that God is in 

all spaces, and their ashi no ashi, aghungu no aghungu (flesh is flesh and spirit is spirit) 

mentality. While there are expectations on Christian ministers to keep high moral standards, 

the misconception of this sacred-secular dichotomy has given leeway to some Sümi 

Christians who indulge in corruption, and acts of injustice and violence, because they 

convince themselves that they are less accountable as they are not in the vocation of serving 

God through Christian ministry. Also, many in Christian ministry enjoy the status of being 

spiritual leaders, and become accustomed to receiving special treatment as Alhou qemi 

(God’s servants). They also show a preferential option to the rich and the wealthy, and 

continue to stay within the power-hierarchy that devalues womanhood by its indifference to 

gender injustices. 

A Sümi totimi kuchou reading of Hokmâ is so significant for Sümi because, in her 

interweaving of the sacred-secular realm and her leadership role in bringing wisdom to her 

followers, she is unequivocal in propagating justice. She has many gifts to offer and one of 

these is the gift of right relationships. The wisdom poems highlight that the rewards Hokmâ 

offers are beyond wealth, riches and prosperity (Prov. 3:15; 8:11; also see Job 28:18; Prov. 

16:16). Those who love her will inherit treasure (Prov. 8:21). Prov. 3:13, 14 consider the 

search for wisdom and understanding as better than silver or gold. Hokmâ speaks truth and 

ceºdeq (righteous, v.8) words and is opposed to wickedness (8:6-9).  She dwells with prudence 

and knowledge (8:12). In 8:10 the young are admonished to take her mûsär  (instruction) and 

daº̀ at (knowledge) instead of silver and gold.  

It is my view that the Hokmâ metaphor thus ignites vistas for Sümi to find meaningful 

engagement with the biblical text within the Sümi Christian context. As discussed earlier, 

Hokmâ is not a goddess or a deity but is based on the figure of näšîm Hakmôt in the biblical 

traditions; in her active presence in the human realm, she is seen as a personified female 
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metaphor, who directs a way of life that is set within the framework of reverence for God, the 

Being that is beyond human.
67

 This is quintessential for a relationship with God or 

knowledge of God beyond patriarchal gender construct, especially due to the repercussions 

the male-only God-realm has for Sümi gender-relationships. Hokmâ channels the essence of 

God, thereby emphasizing the sacrality of the feminine and the importance of women’s 

inclusion in divine and human realms. 

This claim of Hokmâ tracing her origins back to the creation (Prov. 8:22-30) is also 

significant for a Sümi Christian woman reading, especially in light of its connection with 

Christology. The centrality of the Apu-Anu (Father-Son) relationship has dominated Sümi 

Christian theologising, partly due to its resonance with Sümi patriarchal social hierarchy. 

Further, Hokmâ was with God in the very beginning and was active in creation (Prov. 8:22), 

as was the logos (Word) that was in the beginning with God (John 1:1-3) and “became flesh 

and dwelt among us;” to the Sümi Christians this Word is indeed Jesus Christ himself.
68

 

Hokmâ came from God and lived and moved in the midst of people (Prov. 1-9; also Sir. 

24:3, 8, 10-12). Jesus, the wisdom Sophia of God incarnate, is not recognised by “the world” 

or by “his own people” (John 1:10-11). Thus, Hokmâ not only had a central place in the 

wisdom poems of the Hebrew Bible, but also made an appearance in the later Christian 

traditions in the form of Sophia (wisdom). Jesus Christ is represented as the “Sophia 

[wisdom] of God” (1 Cor. 1:22-24), the one through whom all things were made (1 Cor. 8:6), 

the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation (Col 1:15–17) and the radiance of 

God’s glory (Heb. 1:2-3).  

Moreover, in Matt. 11:19, Jesus states that “wisdom is vindicated by her deeds.” In other 

words, Jesus’ works are equated here with the works of Sophia, and Jesus is identified with 
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personified wisdom herself.
69

 Jesus’ words here about wisdom appear to be “a reference to 

himself”
70

 (Matt. 11:16-19; Luke 7:13-35). To the Sümi Christians, Anu Jisu is masculinized 

as the Son of God, and even though they accept the divinity of Jesus Christ, their 

imaginations do not stretch to identifying Jesus beyond the patriarchal gender construct. 

Therefore, the possibility of Jesus Christ’s being encompassed in Sophia is still an 

unexplored avenue for Sümi religious engagement. As Elizabeth A. Johnson writes, the “New 

Testament sapiential Christology,” that is, the identifying of “human being Jesus with divine 

Sophia,” reinforced Jesus’ identity in personal relationship with God, and its significance.
71

 

Jesus identifies himself along with the prophets and apostles as one of Wisdom’s envoys who 

was sent to Israel and subsequently met with a hostile reception (Luke 11:49-51; Mat 23:34-

36; cf. Prov. 9:3-6; Wis. 7:27). Although Sümi Christian readers do not traditionally link 

Jesus with wisdom Sophia, they accept that wisdom is of and from God, based on passages 

like Prov. 1:7,
72

 2:6,
73

 Col. 2:3,
74

 and James 1:5.
75

 Jesus is incarnate in the form of a man, yet 

inherent in his nature is Jesus’ being Wisdom/Sophia/ Hokmâ. 

This understanding of Jesus Christ being beyond the male gender invites a fresh imagination 

that Sümi Christians need: an imagination of a God who is beyond the human male gender 

construct of Apu Alhou and Anu Jisu. This male-dominant theology of Apu Alhou and the 

succession of Anu Jisu give no space for gender parity. Hokmâ is however inherent in the 

essence of God and of Christ incarnate in the form of a human being. In Jesus’ embodiment 

of Sophia wisdom, we encounter the merging of God with Hokmâ, thereby offering a 

gendered understanding of the divine that surpasses traditional portrayals of a masculine God. 

It is not a masculinising of the feminine form or vice versa, but a way of recognising the 

female essence and its being inherent in the divine realm. This is crucial to Sümi 

understandings of God and the divine realm, where women’s identity and experiences can be 

interwoven and not confined to the human spaces and experiences.  Due to the 

interconnection between Sümi Christian beliefs and its bearing on Sümi gender relationships, 

the divine must be liberated from the confines of the patriarchal gender construct and 
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hierarchal structures of the church. Hokmâ thus provides a relevant metaphor for Sümi 

engagement to challenge the theological status quo.  

The patriarchal hegemony and male-priority traditions of Sümi culture were further 

reinforced by androcentric Christian theology, which in turn influences all aspects of Sümi 

life. Therefore, a prominent biblical metaphor like Hokmâ is an important metaphor for 

Sümi because she is embodied and tangible but is elusive at the same time. The purpose of 

her speeches, writes Christl Maier, is to recommend to the audience “a certain relationship 

with God (3:1-2) as well as a way of behaving toward other people (3:21-25).”
76

 Without 

claiming to be God, Hokmâ draws people to herself so they can have a relationship with 

God, and live within a right relationship with God and with one another. Sümi need to 

strengthen their theology of Alhou inahuu abothu lono acheghi keu , in which there is no 

hierarchy in the relationship between Alhou and Hokmâ who was with God from the 

beginning (Prov. 8:22). 

This Alhou-Hokmâ relationship is an important element for Sümi, for whom patriarchal and 

patrilineal father-son hierarchy have become intertwined with and strengthened by the male-

dominant Sümi Christian theological narrative. From the perspective of a Sümi Christian 

woman reader, the reimagining of God beyond patriarchal gender constructs and the 

possibility of both female and male characterisation of the divine will help expand 

understanding of, and therefore relationship with, God. It also demystifies the male-privilege 

of Sümi culture and theology by decentring the male-priority culture. As Elaine Wainwright 

rightly observes, the Christian tradition “is founded on a gospel of incarnation in all flesh and 

liberation for all-human and other than human,” however it still “maintains both a theology 

and a structure centred on maleness alone.”
77

 It is important for Sümi to imagine God beyond 

just male metaphors, because constructing God in a patriarchal narrative influences gender 

relationships and continues to prioritise the male gender over the female. Especially, applying 

my totimi kuchou hermeneutics, it is evident that female experiences are confined within the 

human realm, and therefore, in the Sümi tribal Christian theology, this re-imagination of the 

divine realm and a gender-inclusive space is still fertile ground. The teachings on Hokmâ as 

a prominent female metaphor in the texts of the Bible, have never been part of Sümi Christian 

theologising. Therefore, a female figure very close to God, and not identified (yet) with Jesus 
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Christ himself, is all too confronting. However, the Hokmâ metaphor (or the “Sophia 

imagery”) decentres “the exclusively male symbolization of both Jesus and God, and 

configures Jesus in relation to female characters and female memory and traditioning.”
78

 For 

Sümi Christians’ reconstructing of God’s image, I would suggest an image of God that 

incorporates both male and female traits. This will help challenge patriarchal ideologies about 

women and women’s place in Sumi religious and social realms. Reading Hokmâ as a 

prominent metaphor is not about swinging the pendulum so that just the femaleness of God is 

asserted. Rather, it provides an alternative to the patriarchal hegemony over Sümi 

imagination of God-realm and their engagement with the Bible and in society. 

Ironically, my own experience of engaging with the Hokmâ metaphor has been interesting. 

Due to my cultural conditioning and Christian religious orientation with its prominently male 

narrative, imagining Hokmâ’s divine existence as a model for Sümi religious reimagination 

proved harder than accepting the divine identity of Jesus Christ as the “Son of Man.” Some 

Sümi Christians and theologians may also deny that Hokmâ as a “power symbol”
79

 from a 

different socio-political context can have theological relevance to the readers’ context; or 

they may contest how a representation that was created to serve the purpose of a male 

audience can have a constructive relevance for both women and men.
80

 

4.1.2. Hokmâ  Subverting Patriarchal Limits on Women 

Another related aspect of a Sümi woman’s reading of Hokmâ is her subversion of patriarchal 

limits on women’s behaviour and place in the social realm. The prominent and audacious 

presence of Hokmâ in public spaces is an exemplary model for Sümi Naga women’s 

engagement with scripture and society. Although there are no restrictions for some Sümi 

women’s movements in society, a totimi kuchou must tread carefully so as not to cross limits 

such as challenging the authority of male headship in the society, and (in some cases) the 
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family. Public spaces, especially those where decision-making and leadership roles are 

enacted (such as the heads of churches, village chiefs and councillors), are recognised as 

symbolic of  affording men authority, power, and a sense of entitlement. In contrast, the 

domestic realm is demarcated as women’s site of authority and a private space where women 

can make decisions, about family and domestic matters. Seforosa Carroll argues that this 

domestic authority grants women a source of power, especially as the “home” entails more 

than simply the physical structure of a house, but also incorporates relationships both within 

and outside the house, some of which can carry great social and familial significance.
81

  

The definition of a home may be fluid, but women’s roles in the home are recognised and 

validated by their husbands, children and society as a way of enhancing their womanhood. A 

home will become a source of power for women when they are able to define it in their terms, 

and when it is accepted as an inclusive space for both women and men. While women have 

some power in the domestic sphere, their access to power in the public realm is limited. The 

role of women as homemakers is more easily accepted than the idea of women’s audible 

presence in a public sphere. With a pervasive conceptual metaphor like the Sümi totimi 

kuchou concept of womanhood, many Sümi women are subservient to gender roles due to 

patriarchal cultural conditioning. They (wittingly or unwittingly) perpetuate such 

conditioning by the way they relate to their husband or their sons, and to the male members 

of the society. There are many women who have no choice but to accede to social demands 

on their behaviours for fear of reprisals or because they have no access to social or economic 

power with which to reject the roles given to them. 

Reading the text of Prov. 1-9 through my Sümi totimi kuchou hermeneutical lens, I can see 

that the Hokmâ metaphor embodied as a woman in Prov. 1-9 diverges from Sümi traditional 

patriarchal gender roles of authority and control. While the parental pedagogical focus in this 

text is still centred on teaching sons, wisdom itself - through the figure of Hokmâ - is located 

firmly in the realm of the feminine. Newsom argues that personified wisdom is “an extension 

of the cultural voice”
82

 that speaks mostly through the father, the authoritative voice in the 

family; she is therefore enlisted for androcentric ends and is “an advertiser for the dominant 
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male culture.”
83

 Yet, given the fact that Hokmâ is set within the context of parental 

pedagogy, I would suggest that she also subverts patriarchal limits placed on biblical women.  

Hokmâ exercises her ability to be active in public spaces, and is to be found in the midst of 

the people on busy street corners and at city gates (1:20-33; 8:2-3), and on the highest places 

of the city (9:3), calling to those who pass by to see and hear her (9:16). Her stance of 

seeking the attention of men in public places may reflect the actual practice of wisdom 

teachers during the period Prov. 1-9 was written. The city gates were recognised as places of 

public assembly where all political, legal and commercial businesses were transacted;
84

 the 

gates were also where the clan elders took their place to mediate disputes and render 

judgement.
85

 Hokmâ therefore locates herself at those places most symbolic of communal 

power, authority, and justice.
86

 She is not afraid of the attention she will draw to herself; 

rather she is confident in her right to behave this way, calling publicly to her male audience.  

Hokmâ’s presence in the public sphere also confirms that, in the Hebrew Bible, the public 

sphere was not limited only to men. There is evidence elsewhere in the biblical narratives of 

women exercising their wisdom and leadership in public spaces and thus demonstrating their 

right to occupy financial and political spaces. For example, Deborah, a prophet and the only 

named female judge in the Hebrew Bible (Judg. 4); Miriam, a leader and prophet (Exod. 15); 

and the daughters of Zelophehad (Num. 27) who championed women’s right and obligation 

to inherit property. These were women who crossed patriarchal boundaries and remained 

respected within their community. Hokmâ likewise becomes a model for subverting 

traditional Sümi patriarchal claims to public spaces being male spaces, thereby offering a new 

biblical understanding of women’s right to occupy public spaces. 

Traditionally, Sümi totimi kuchou is conceptualised primarily in the domestic realm, and if 

her movement extends to the public realm, it is always within the purview of Sümi patriarchal 

standards. The Hokmâ metaphor therefore presents a fluidity of movement between what 

Sümi would imagine as public and domestic spaces. Although embodied as female, she has 
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no female or male ancestry (unlike the Israelite kingship and priesthood),
87

 neither is she 

confined or restricted to one realm - as I will discuss in this and the following section, she 

makes her presence known in both the public and domestic spheres. Hokmâ is therefore “not 

a hidden or esoteric treasure but something plainly accessible…to all” (8:2-3, 9).
88

 She stands 

at the `álê-däºrek Bêt (crossroads, 8:2), which can be understood symbolically as roles that 

women play at many crossroads of life - both in their personal lives and in the community. 

Many Sülimi not only navigate away from the many gendered cultural and religious 

expectations placed upon them, but also wade their way towards finding their own identity 

and individuality. 

Hokmâ is projected as being at the cross roads trying to attract the pütä´yìm (simple or open-

minded men, also rendered “young and naïve person”), who are also seen to be “at the 

intersection of two paths and two mesmerizing women, personified wisdom and folly, with 

their respective households. The path he takes, the woman he desires and ultimately loves – 

determines his fate.”
89

 Placing Hokmâ at the cross roads resonates with the Sümi cultural 

expectations on women as totimi kuchou to be able to provide directions to men in their lives. 

In Prov. 1:22 and 8:5, Hokmâ calls to the pütä´yìm, the küsîlîm (fools), and the läcôn 

(scoffers).
90 As Michael E. Williams observes, the pütä´yìm and the küsîlîm do not refer to 

those who lack intelligence but “to those who are callously indifferent to the needs of others, 

whose speech and behaviour serves only their own narrowly defined interests.”
91

 They are 

therefore in need of ceºdeq (righteous) words (8:8), daº̀ at müzimmôt (knowledge and 

discretion, 8:12), and qünË Hokmâ (gaining wisdom; 4:5), which Hokmâ provides. 

Moreover, Hokmâ draws people’s attention to herself and her ways, unlike the cultural 

expectations for Sümi totimi kuchou behaviour of demureness, docility, humility, and thrift. 
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In 1:20-33, she is depicted as ränan (shouting with joy, a ringing cry of joy, 1:20; 8: 3).
92

 The 

biblical context of Israel’s “shouts of joy” is seen in relation to the saving acts of God (e.g. 

Lev. 9:24; Isa 12:6). Hokmâ r¹nan (shouts with joy) at the prospect of the simple or naïve 

choosing of her ways and therefore choosing life.
93

 Given this very public presence, a number 

of scholars identify the characteristics of the Hebrew prophets such as Isaiah and Jeremiah in 

Hokmâ, such is her propensity to offer reprimanding speech (Prov. 1:24-25, cf. Isa. 65:12; 

Jer. 17:23; Prov. 1:28-30, cf. Isa. 66:4; Jer. 11:10-11).
94

 While her message is one of joy, 

there is also an urgent edge to it as she competes with iššâ zärâ for the male addressee’s 

attention. She is also likened to “an angry prophet” who rails against her audience for 

rejecting her words and choosing panic, calamity, and anguish in their stead.
95

  

However, unlike the prophets who proclaim the word of the Lord to Israel, Hokmâ proclaims 

her own words and the acceptance of her words leads to rewards. But if listeners ignore her 

words she will ´eSHäq (laugh) at their calamities (1:26-27).
96

 Thus, she promises protection 

and security to those who accept her and warns of the calamity that awaits those who refuse 

her instruction (1:24: aº̀ an qärä´tî waTTümä´ëºnû - Because I called and you refused”; 1:26: 

am-´ánî Bü´êdkem ´eSHäq - “I will laugh at your calamity”). At times of fear, calamity, 

distress and anguish, she reminds her audience, yiqrä´unünî wülö´ ´e|`énè yüšaHárùºnünî 

wülö´ yimcä´ùºnünî (“they will call me and I will not answer; they will seek me and will not 

find me. But those who seek her will be protected along the right paths”; 4:6, 8-9). The road 

or path Hokmâ speaks of here is a figurative term for a way of life or behaviour. As Altar 

suggests, it is also literal in this case; “the bandits want to draw the young man with them on 

a road where they will lie in wait for victims” (1:15).
97

 Those who find her and follow her 

path will be happy and blessed (3:13, cf. 2:1-6; 8:17, 35; 8:32b, 34a, cf. 3:13-18); she offers 
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long life, riches and käbôd98 (honour, 3:16, repeated in 8:18, 19, cf. 1 Kings 3:13; 2 Chron. 

1:11-12) and divine favour (8:32-35). Reading from the Sümi totimi kuchou hermeneutical 

lens, it is remarkable to note that Hokmâ not only subverts the patriarchal limits on women, 

but also exercises the authority and wisdom to direct those who heed her call, the path that 

leads to life. Society does not define her life; it is rather Hokmâ herself that carves out her 

purpose in life - offering life to those who heed her call. 

There is a caveat, however, in this independent, authoritative, and subversive figure of 

Hokmâ. Whether she can exercise her authority to bestow all that she has to offer depends on 

the male recipient, the addressee of the instructions. Although Hokmâ does not seek approval 

from the males who hear her, the validity of her claims and the implementing of her authority 

can be exercised only if these males heed her instructions and accept her invitations. This 

textual reality resonates with patriarchal societies like Sümi society that prescribe limits and 

boundaries for women. Honour and value come to women only through patriarchal society’s 

recognition and definition of such honour and value. 

An example of honour being bestowed on a woman based on patriarchal society’s standards, 

is the ë|šet Hayìl (the woman of strength or power)
99

 in Prov. 31:10-31. Although not within 

the immediate context of the Prov. 1-9 instructions, it is a typical example of idealising a 

woman according to her performance. This poem is acclaimed as an ode to the ideal woman, 

which assumes that such a woman should care for and nurture the men and children within 

her household; yet her validation comes through their achievements in the public square. The 

ë|šet Hayìl is portrayed as an able, skilful wife and a mother. She has gained her husband’s 

trust and her children’s favour (31:11, 28). She does him good and not evil, all the days of her 

life (31:12). Her praises comes from her husband; she is his `á†eºret (crown) (12:4). In 18:22, 

one who finds a wife finds happiness and the favour of the Lord, unlike the husband who 

would rather “live in a corner of the housetop than in a house shared with a contentious wife” 
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(Prov. 21:9 cf. 6:14). She is skilled and industrious (31:13-14, 16-19, 24), trades in faraway 

places (v. 14), gets food supply for her family (v. 15), is about to buy a vineyard (v. 16), 

profit from her merchandise (v. 18), and sells clothing (v. 24). She works hard and provides 

food for her household (v. 15) and also helps the poor (v. 20). Equipped with her multiple 

skills, she competently carries out her many roles and is rewarded by being her husband’s 

pride (v. 23) and her children’s joy (v. 28). Many daughters have acted in Hayìl (strength) but 

the ë|šet Hayìl surpasses them all (v. 29). However, the praises of the ë|šet Hayìl come not 

from who she is as a woman but from what she does for her husband and children. 

Although some scholars identify ë|šet Hayìl as a “reminiscing of Wisdom herself,”
100

 and the 

fulfilment of the promises of the Hokmâ metaphor in Prov. 1-9,
101

 it can be argued that 

Hokmâ, unlike the ë|šet Hayìl, occupies public spaces without prioritising any male person in 

her life. Although the audience of her speeches and invitations are male, I would argue that 

she subverts patriarchy and is not solely dependent on society for validation. She is an 

independent female, and there is no mention of her having a husband or man in her life; as a 

single woman she goes out to the streets inviting young men to accept her. She displays 

characteristic behaviour, such as shouting out loud in public places (Prov. 1:20-21) and 

hosting a feast on her own accord to which she invites everyone (Prov. 9:1-6); both these 

behaviours do not typically fit with what most Sümi would expect of a totimi kuchou. And, as 

I discussed above, by subverting traditional patriarchal understandings of public spaces as 

male spaces, she also challenges gender expectations, and affirms a biblical understanding of 

women’s right to occupy them. Hokmâ is therefore an important model of womanhood for 

Sümi to consider, because many Sümi women are subservient to the patriarchal hierarchy. 

Along with the established tradition of male entitlement, women do not own public spaces or 

seats in decision-making bodies. Their passive acceptance of the status quo and most men’s 

continual indifference to gendering of Sümi culture and society are strengthening the 

structures of patriarchal tribal traditions and customs, not to mention Sümi Christianity. 

Hokmâ’s call to choose the right path is, for Sümi, an invitation to rethink the implication of 

the idealised conceptualisation of totimi kuchou on Sümi womanhood; it calls them to grant 

women opportunities to authentically own their identity and experiences. It is my opinion that 
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Murphy, The Tree of Life, 27, 137.   
101

 See also Yoder, Wisdom as a Woman of Substance; Yoder, Proverbs, 44; McCreesh, “Wisdom as Wife,” 30. 

This identification between these two female figures may be due, in part at least, to them both being female 

figures. 
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the totimi kuchou concept of true womanhood does not support gender parity. This is a 

patriarchal ideal that limits flesh- and-blood women from owning their identity and 

experiences, by mapping it all out for them with a male-priority yardstick. Hokmâ compels 

her Sümi audience to recognize this and to subvert, themselves, these harmful social 

structures on women’s abilities and potentials. 

4.1.3. Hokmâ ’s Life Giving Feast 

Another aspect of Hokmâ that conveys relevance to a Sümi woman’s reading of Prov. 1-9 is 

her role as the host of a feast. As discussed in the first chapter, feasting was and still is an 

integral part of Sümi life. Although the nature of feasts and festivals has changed over time, 

they still have an important place in Sümi society. For Sümi, a feast could be hosted for a 

number of reasons - as a celebration, to earn the status of honour and respect, or in 

expectation of more blessings. Honour was and still is accorded to the wealthy on the basis of 

their generous provision of the feast for the community. Feasting is also a community affair 

where women and men work together and celebrate together. Sümi women have always 

played significant roles in hosting and preparing feasts but their contributions are rarely 

recognised. Despite the communal nature of feasts, the more visible roles in the public arena 

are always given to men, while women remain at the periphery. With regard to the totimi 

kuchou, societal expectations are that, irrespective of how much women contribute, it is 

uncharacteristic of a totimi kuchou to seek recognition. Therefore, reading through my Sümi 

totimi kuchou hermeneutical lens, it becomes apparent that some of Hokmâ’s own feast-

making activities - namely, sending out invitations of her own accord, organising and 

preparing the feast independently - transcend the more gendered Sümi feasting traditions.  

In Prov. 9:1-6, Hokmâ invites people to her feast, thereby exerting her authority by deciding 

who her guests will be. She is characterised as a hospitable and resourceful woman. She no 

longer stands at the city gates, but is in the domestic realm - her house, sending out 

invitations.  She has a foot in both the domestic and the public realm. As the host, she 

provides the location for the feast; she Bäntâ (builds) her own house and Häcbâ (has hewn) 

her seven pillars (9:1). She †äbHâ (slaughtered) her own animals herself (v.2). All of these 

activities appear to have been traditionally considered as jobs for men; for example, 
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 in Gen. 18:1-8 where Abraham invites three visitors and offers hospitality by preparing them 

a meal.
102

 

Another sign of Hokmâ’s domestic authority is that she owns a house that she Bäntâ (built) 

herself (Prov. 1:9); this house is, as Yoder notes, “a mansion with seven pillars, a round 

number…that signifies completeness or wholeness (e.g. 6:16-19; 24:16; 26:16).”
103

 This 

ability to arrange and provide for the feast (not to mention creating the building that will 

house the feast) indicates Hokmâ’s wealth and status, and her adeptness in both the domestic 

and public realms. In most Sümi families, proper management or mismanagement of 

resources is attributed to the women of the house. However, unlike Hokmâ Sülimi do not 

host feasts independently. They do not built or own houses especially if they are part of 

family inheritance because Sümi property rights prioritise male ownership. Hokmâ’s 

hospitality echoes a traditional trait of hospitability that was and is attributed to Sümi women 

(9:2 “She sets her table for her guests,”). She shares her own plentiful resources for the 

benefit of others.
104

 After she prepared the feast, she sends out her maidservants to invite her 

guests to her own house and banquet (9:3), which also suggests her affluence. Her invitation 

to her feast is a generous, selfless, and voluntary act, not done out of social obligation or 

cultural expectations.
105

 She hopes that her invitation will be accepted and that there will be 

guests at the table.  

As a Sümi Christian woman reader, the significance of Hokmâ’s table fellowship is also 

noteworthy. Hokmâ makes the provision so all may come together to eat of her bread and 

drink of her wine (9:4), that she has set for them in order to Häyä  (live, 9: 6; 1:22-33; 8:6-

10a, cf. Prov. 14:5).
 106

 It is “a sacramental meal of bread and wine that her guests may live” 
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 Although in 1 Sam. 28 a woman kills the fatted calf (v.24) for Saul and his servants. In the Sümi culture, 

slaughtering of domestic animals is generally done by men. 
103

 In keeping household servants, she is also giving in to the culture of the affluent and exhibiting a mark of 

privilege (Yoder, Proverbs, 104-105). 
104

 In her socio-economic reading of Prov. 9:1-6, Funlola Olojede recounts the reality of women in Africa who 

show hospitality and accommodation towards others in the midst of aggravated poverty. They care for the 

wellbeing of people and care for the needs of others and welcome guests. See Funlola Olojede, “Being Wise and 

Being Female in Old Testament and in Africa,” Scriptura 111 (2012:3): 472-479. 
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 Yoder, Proverbs, 105. 
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 Terrien, The Elusive Presence, 359. This invitation to eat bread and drink wine also resonates with the 

invitation of Jesus to come and eat and drink of his body and blood that they may live (John 6:52-59; also Matt 

26:26-29). See also the intertextual study of Prov. 9, Sir. 24 and John 4, in McKinlay, Gendering Wisdom the 

Host; Alice Camille, “The Proverbial Woman: What do Women Want? For the Complex answer we need look 

no further than Proverbs.” U.S. Catholic (November 2014): 45. 
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(Prov. 9:5-6).
107

 A sacramental meal reflected Jesus Christ’s own radical hospitality of 

feasting with people who were considered social or religious outcasts of his time (Luke 7:36-

50; 19:1-10), and is the culmination of his breaking bread with his disciples (Matt. 26:26-28; 

Luke 24:13-35) that continues to give meaning to Christian communities. In accepting 

Hokmâ’s invitation, coming into her home, and partaking in the meal, her guests are 

choosing life. The young men Hokmâ calls also receive another invitation to a feast - from 

ëºšet Küsîlût (9:13-18) - but this is an invitation that will give them a dismal, even fatal end. 

Unlike Hokmâ, the ëºšet Küsîlût’s guests, or those whom she has called, will be drawn into 

the depths of šü´ôl (Sheol, or the underworld) with the rüpä´îm (spirits of the dead, ghosts; 

see 9:18 and 2:18).
108 Hokmâ as host therefore calls the simple young men into a life-giving 

relationship when she invites them to her feast. As Yoder observes, to love wisdom and to 

accept the invitation to her table is: 

to awaken to the interconnectedness of God’s creation, to align with and participate in 

God’s ongoing work in the world, and, as a result, to flourish. Learning … is a joy-

filled, love-inspiring, playful relationship with knowledge, God, and the world. And 

wisdom offers that relationship to everyone, not solely a privileged few (8:4).
109

 

As host of the life-giving feast, Hokmâ exists in relationship with others. She is independent 

of humanity but not an isolated being. She is not an abstract concept but an entity rooted in 

relationships - human and divine - and in tradition.
110

 This is a reciprocal relationship: those 

who are receptive to her invitation will have life. Hokmâ’s model of interdependence and 

relationship is thus relevant for Sümi. As discussed in the first chapter, Sümi women’s life-

sustaining and life-giving initiatives in feasts and festivals, in traditional economy, and in 

their weaving of the fabric of the community, are to be celebrated. In many Sümi families, 

women are the managers of family resources and their domestic roles may be appreciated but 

far less so than the roles attributed to men. The prosperity of the family is attributed to the 

women’s resource management skills. However, the society is quick to give credit to men for 

any good in the family and community, but quick to blame women for any social or familial 
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 Terrien, The Elusive Presence, 359. See also the intertextual study of Prov. 9, Sir. 24 and John 4, in 

McKinlay, Gendering Wisdom the Host. 
108

 Similarly, in 2:18, the house of iššâ zärâ (Strange Woman) is presented as sinking down (šäºHâ  to death) 
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 See also Kathleen M. O’Connor, The Wisdom Literature (Collegeville, Minnesota: The Liturgical Press, 

1990), 61. 



126 
 

disorder. Women’s laborious efforts remains generally restricted to domestic concerns, and 

any decision-making over family resources is left to men. This male-priority cultural practice 

continues to define boundaries for women and hinders them from fully stretching their life-

giving and life-sustaining skills in all areas of life. 

Like Hokmâ, Sümi women and men exist in relationship and interdependence with each 

other, with Alhou and with the whole creation. However, in the current scheme of things, this 

interrelationship is still hierarchical and based on male-priority culture where the main stage 

is predominantly occupied by men. This again links to the expectation on womanhood based 

on the Sümi totimi kuchou ideal that a true woman is one who puts everyone else first and is 

happy to settle at the fringes. This is despite the fact that, both in the various feasts of merit in 

the past, and in the current tribal feasts and festivals like the Ahuna and Tuluni festivals, the 

planning and execution of these festivals depends hugely on women. These festivals also 

provide grounds for different generations to come together, partake in the feast, and share in 

the story of the past, the celebration of the present, and in the future. Like Hokmâ, it is 

important that Sülimi cross the gendered boundaries and feasting traditions, and celebrate the 

significant roles in feasts and festivals that keeping the thread of Sümi life going through 

generations. 

Conclusion 

As a Sümi woman, reading the Hokmâ metaphor with the Sümi totimi kuchou concept of 

womanhood as a lens gives me a scope to critique both the Sümi context and the biblical 

text’s representation of women and men and their experiences. Hokmâ/Sophia of God 

inherent in Jesus Christ that existed actively since the time of creation evokes for Sümi a 

fresh religious imagination by placing a female metaphor in the God-realm, which has 

hitherto been a male-only space. Hokmâ’s agility between the human and the sacred spaces 

also beckons Sümi Christians to reconnect to their traditional past without observing a 

dichotomy between the sacred and the secular space and, most importantly, to reimagine the 

divine realm beyond a patriarchal gender construct.  

In her identity and her being, Hokmâ thus subverts patriarchal limits, consequently becoming 

a model for Sümi women and men. The feasts that Hokmâ hosts independently evoke for 

Sümi the life-sustaining role of Sümi women, as well as the gendering of Sümi traditions and 
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practices that prioritised men. Hokmâ presents an unlimited scope of providing a positive 

role model for Sümi critical cultural engagement and religious imagination. Nevertheless, the 

other female figures - iššâ zärâ (2:16-19), ëºšet rä` (6:24), nokriyyâ  (2:16; 7:5) and ëºšet 

Küsîlût (9:13-18), also provides a framework with which to critique the gender politics at play 

both in the biblical text of Prov. 1-9 and in the Sümi society. This will be the focus of the 

next chapter. 



128 
 

CHAPTER FIVE 

Hokmâ AND iššâ zärâ: CRITIQUING THE FEMININE BINARY 

Introduction 

In Prov. 1-9, there are several female imageries who make an appearance alongside Hokmâ: 

the iššâ zärâ (2:16-19), ëºšet rä` (6:24),
1
 nokriyyâ  (2:16; 7:5) and ëºšet Küsîlût  (9:13-18).

2
 

These various female imageries are portrayed in negative and often sexualized terms as being 

Hokmâ’s opposite, her “evil twin,”
3
 or “rival goddesses,”

4
 against whom the young man 

being addressed in this proverbial poetry is warned in vivid terms. Whereas Hokmâ appears 

as a single, prominent figure
5
- a central and positive figure transcending the human and 

divine realm - these other females are projected in various guises within the human realm. 

The othering of women who do not conform to the standards set by society is therefore 

prevalent in this biblical text; this is also a Sümi reality. To engage with the Hokmâ 

metaphor as a positive role model for Sümi women therefore necessitates critiquing this 

polarity in the way “the other” woman is represented. Approaching the text with my Sümi 

totimi kuchou hermeneutical lens, I will discuss within this chapter the problem of binarising 

women as good and bad, and critique this binary. I will argue that the negative female figures 

projected as iššâ zärâ, nokriyyâ and ëºšet Küsîlût are not necessarily the antithesis of 

Hokmâ. Rather, they are rather patriarchal categories of women based on their subservience 

to or subversion of patriarchal societal norms.  

                                                           

1
 In Prov. 6:20-35, in the context of parental instruction warning Bünî (my son) against adultery, there is 

reference to the ëºšet rä` (an evil woman, v. 24), who is also identified as´ëºšet ´îš neºpeš (a woman or wife of 

another man, v.26), ´ëºšet rë`ëºhû (companion or friend’s wife, v.29), and iššâ zônâ (a woman prostitute, v.24). 

Gen. 38:14-18 and Josh. 2 allude to prostitutes who accepted payment for sexual favours – these “professional 

prostitutes” are not condemned per se, although their lifestyle is not explicitly condoned either. However, a 

woman may be described as a prostitute (zônâ) when she was believed to be engaging in sexual relations 

outside of marriage (cf. Gen. 34:31; Lev. 19:29; 21:7). This term is limited to female subjects, because “it is 

only for women that marriage is the primary determinant of legal status and obligation.” See Phyllis Bird, “‘To 

Play the Harlot’: An Inquiry into an Old Testament Metaphor,” in Gender and Difference in Ancient Israel, 

edited by Peggy L. Day (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1989), 77. 
2
 Gale A. Yee, “‘I have Perfumed my Bed with Myrrh:’ The Foreign Woman (issa zara) in Proverbs 1-9,” JSOT 

43 (1989): 54. 
3
 Carole Fontaine, “Proverbs,” in Women’s Bible Commentary, edited by Carol A. Newsom and Sharon H. 

Ringe (London: SPCK, 1992), 146.  
4
 Leo G. Perdue, Wisdom and Creation: The Theology of Wisdom Literature (Nashville: Abingdon, 1994), 100. 

5
 In 3:19 Hokmâ is paired with tübûnâ (intelligence or understanding) but tübûnâ is not personified as a 

female figure (also 1:2; 4:1, 5, 7; 8:14; 9:6, 10). 
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As well as focusing on the female characters and metaphors in Prov. 1-9, I will also discuss 

how the male recipients of the wisdom teachings in these chapters - bünî (my son), petî (the 

simple and naïve) and pütä´yìm (masc. pl. of petî) - are confronted with a choice embodied 

as females like Hokmâ or iššâ zärâ. Again, using my totimi kuchou hermeneutic, I will 

consider the ways that the poems invite their young male audience to view the gaining of 

wisdom as making the right choices between different women. 

I will also argue that the representation of young men in Prov. 1-9 as susceptible and 

vulnerable to women’s influences is a misrepresentation of the actual experiences of both 

women and men. According to this text, the man’s choice of the “right” or “wrong” woman 

will lead him to either a fulfilling life or a dismal end in death. My totimi kuchou hermeneutic 

debunks the image of the vulnerable male in Prov. 1-9, given that it contradicts both the 

biblical and Sümi reality, where women live with a perennial sense of vulnerability. Sümi 

male-priority culture credits women as the cause of either favourable or unfavourable 

consequences in men’s lives, but to portray the male as susceptible to female threat is, I will 

argue, unrealistic.  This chapter will therefore conclude with a discussion of the consequences 

of choosing between Hokmâ and iššâ zärâ. 

5.1. Hokmâ  and iššâ zärâ : The Problem of Binarising Women as Good or Bad  

The “good” and “bad” woman binary that exists in Sümi society is largely influenced by 

cultural and religious understandings of women’s sexuality.
6
 As Yoder rightly observes, 

“[t]he diptych of Proverbs 7-8 highlights for modern readers a disturbing yet not unfamiliar 

aspect of the sages’ pedagogy: women are either ‘bad’ or ‘good.’”
7
 Hokmâ is portrayed as 

desirable and elevated into the divine realm and the iššâ zärâ is seen as “the other”
8
 or the 

“femme fatale.”
9
 Such polarizations in the imagery of women, especially their use in 

                                                           
6
 Objectifying women as good or bad is not unique to Prov. 1-9 instruction nor is it a recent phenomenon. It is 

evident in the instruction literature of Egyptian wisdom literature from the middle of the Third Millennium to 

the first centuries BCE, that women were objectified as the ideal wife and devoted mothers to be nurtured and 

cared for, the temptress, the adulteress; as well as the presumed evil influence in the lives of men. For more 

discussion on the commonality between the Proverbs and the Egyptian instructions, see Nili Shupak, “Female 

Imagery in Proverbs 1-9 in the Light of Egyptian Sources,” VT 61 (2011): 310-323. 
7
 Yoder, Proverbs, 99. See also, Gale A. Yee, Poor Banished Children of Eve: Woman as Evil in the Hebrew 

Bible (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2003). 
8
 Claudia V. Camp, “Woman Wisdom and the Strange Woman: Where is Power to be Found?” in Reading 

Bibles, Writing Bodies: Identity and the Book, edited by Timothy K. Beal and David M. Gunn (London: 

Routledge, 1997), 92.  
9
 Alison Le Cornu, “Proverbs,” The IVP Women’s Bible Commentary, edited by Catherine Clark Kroeger and 

Mary J. Evans (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2002), 321. 
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denouncing women who deviate from dominant social norms, continue to be utilized in 

contemporary societies.
10

 For Sümi, inherent in the totimi kuchou concept of womanhood is 

the assumption that some women are totimi kuchou and some are not, depending largely on 

their compliance to or subversion of the patriarchal gendered expectations placed on Sümi 

women. As I will discuss further later in this chapter, for example, the society expects a 

totimi kuchou to dress modestly and to not go out late in the night. The standard of what is 

acceptable or not, is based on what is attractive and acceptable to men or not. In a patriarchal 

Sümi society, the framework of morality and cultural appropriateness is based on male-

priority culture and shaped by male chauvinism - women are evaluated according to their 

relationships vis-a-vis men. 

Similarly, the negative and sexually nuanced tone that is projected onto the different female 

figures - iššâ zärâ, ëºšet rä`, nokriyyâ and ëºšet Küsîlût, in Prov. 1-9, is likewise set within 

the context of a male-female relationship. These images are all identified as feminine 

“others”; in a male-priority culture and its associated patriarchal discourses, females are often 

attributed with “the quality of otherness” for just being a woman.
11

 Below, I will consider 

each of these female metaphorical figures in more detail, evaluating the ways the poetry of 

Prov. 1-9 portrays them and contrasts them to their binary opposite, Hokmâ. 

5.1.1. iššâ zärâ  

The word zärâ is a feminine singular adjective of zär, which has varied meanings, including 

“strange,” “completely different,” “foreign” and “unlawful.” For example, in a cult context, 

zär characterises a person not allowed to enter the sacred zone of the sanctuary because he is 

not a priest. A zär (stranger) is restricted from eating holy or sacred offering (Lev. 22:10-13, 

also Num. 17:5). As a social designation, zär also refers to a person outside a kinship group; 

for example, in a family, when a man dies and has no son but has a brother, his wife is 

restricted from marrying a zär  (Deut. 25:5 c.f. Isa. 1:7) but must instead marry her husband’s 

brother. The term zär is also used in reference to ël zär (strange god, Ps. 44:21) referring to 

                                                           
10

 Hrangthan Chhungi brings a Mizo woman’s perspective to the study of the “negative” and “positive” 

portrayals of woman in Mizo society (Mizos are from Mizoram, a state in the northeast of India), based on her 

work on the portrayals of “a woman” in the book of Proverbs. See Hrangthan Chhungi, “Portrayals of Woman 

in the Book of Proverbs: A Reading from the Perspective of a Mizo Woman.” (D. Th. Dissertation, Senate of 

Serampore University, 2005). 
11

 Newsom, “Woman and the Discourse of Patriarchal Wisdom,” 148. Also see Camp, Wise, Strange and Holy, 

59, 29. 
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the god (Büzärîm strange [gods] Deut. 44:21) which is not Yahweh, the God of Israel. A zär 

is therefore someone who does not fit within a specific religious, cultural, or familial 

framework. 

In the context of Prov. 2:16, 17 and 7:5, iššâ zärâ refers to a woman who has a man in her 

life. Although she is often assumed to be married, it is possible that she is not, as hä´îš (the 

man) of the house (7:19-20) may be her familial male guardian (for example, a father, 

brother, or uncle), who is responsible for her.
12

 Through her association with a man, iššâ 

zärâ’s sexuality is controlled and her movement monitored; she therefore stands in contrast 

to Hokmâ who is not associated with any male guardian and remains free of sexual scrutiny. 

Further, iššâ zärâ is prohibited for susceptible youth, perhaps due to her status of being a 

woman contracted to another man. As I will discuss below, she therefore stands in contrast to 

Hokmâ, whose presence is actively promoted as something young men should actively seek. 

According to Mieke Heijerman, iššâ zärâ “gets what she wants,” in a way that “normal 

women are not supposed to behave,” and she is called “hrz [zärâ]” (Prov. 7).
13 She is a very 

active and independent woman, and yet her designation of zärâ is diversely interpreted in 

terms of her marital infidelity: she is defined an adulteress breaking the familial boundaries, 

which will result in the disruption of family integrity and stability.
14

 Notably, there have been 

variant translations of iššâ zärâ, some of which render strong negative sexual connotations, 

such as “the strange woman” (KJV), “the adulterous woman” (NIV) and “the loose woman” 

(NRSV). Yet when the adjective is in the masculine form (e.g. Prov. 5:10), it is translated 
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 Brenner and van Dijk-Hemmes, On Gendering Texts, 60. 
13 Mieke Heijerman, “Who would Blame Her? The ‘Strange’ Woman of Proverbs 7,” in Reflections on Theology 

and Gender, edited by Fokkelien van Dijk-Hemmes and Athalya Brenner (Kampen: Pharos, 1994), 23.  
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 The act of adultery was considered a sexual offence against the husband or the man to whom the adulterous 

woman was betrothed (Prov. 6:29; Gen. 34:31; Lev. 19:29; 21:7; and prohibition of adultery in Exod. 20:13; 

Deut. 22:22). Such infidelity may also be understood metaphorically as a violation of a divine norm or an 

abomination against God, which had implications for family relationships (Maier, “Conflicting Attractions,” 92-

108, 102). After the Babylonian exile, Judah was a weak and struggling Persian colony, facing serious 

challenges to the survival of its culture and religion. The household was a social setting for moral life, and a 

place to maintain the viability of the extended family. Marital fidelity and the endurance of the family household 

were essential to assure continuation of the Jewish community. That is, the act of adultery was a threat to family 

structure and the family unit, and was therefore a cause of social chaos; the violation of the marriage covenant 

resulted in the loss of household lands, hence adultery was seen as the destruction not only of the individual but 

also of the family. The prophetic literature does not lack references to negative female metaphors while talking 

about Israel’s unfaithfulness to Yahweh: see Hosea’s marriage to Gomer the ´ëºšet zünûnîm (woman of 

prostitution, Hos. 1:2-3); and Ezekiel’s description of Jerusalem as hä´iššâ hammünä´äºpet (adulterous wife, 

Ezek. 16: 32). Also, the book of Ezra stresses the necessity to divorce näšîm nokriyyôt (foreign wives or 

women) to preserve community (Ezra 10:11). 
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simply as “strangers” (NRSV, KJV, and NAS), thus bearing no sexual connotations. And 

outside the context of Prov. 1-9, when the feminine singular adjective zärâ qualifies another 

noun, it is translated with a range of meanings, not all of which convey sexual overtones: Ex. 

30:9, the qü†öºret zärâ (strange incense) is rendered: “unholy incense” (NRSV), “strange 

incense” (KJV), “strange incense” (NAS); Lev. 10:1, ´ëš zärâ (strange fire), “unholy fire” 

(NRSV), “strange fire” (KJV), “strange fire” (NAS); Num. 3:4, and 26:61,´ëš zärâ (strange 

fire), “illicit fire” (NRSV), “strange fire” (KJV), “strange fire” (NAS); Job 19:17, rûHî| zäºrâ 

(my strange breath), “repulsive” (NRSV), “strange” (KJV), “offensive” (NAS). Thus, when 

zärâ qualifies the noun ‘woman’, it conveys sexualised overtones. In its masculine form, 

qualifying men, these sexual overtones are absent. And the same is true when the feminine 

singular adjective qualifies other nouns. So, the feminine singular adjective zärâ does not in 

and of itself carry sexualized overtones. All this suggests that, in the feminine form, 

translations may perhaps be guided by gendered stereotypes of “good” and “bad” women, 

prevalent in the translators’ own socio-cultural milieus.  

In contrast, Alter’s alternative designation of iššâ zärâ as a “stranger-woman”
15

 seems to 

have less judgemental connotations. She is not necessarily strange in a sexual way, but in 

terms of being identified as “outsider” and “other.” This however leaves iššâ zärâ 

marginalised and not belonging to mainstream society. In Maier’s classification, iššâ zärâ 

also includes women who are ethnically different, or women within the same ethnic group 

who may become “strange” because, in some sense, they do not adhere to social conventions, 

such as religious and social obligations.
16

 This understanding offers a more diverse 

evaluation of this female character than those that emphasize the sexual nuances of her 

“strangeness” (these will be referred to further in later sections). In the same vein, Athalya 

Brenner also suggests that iššâ zärâ is, more widely, an Other or an outsider - more than 
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“stranger” or “foreign” in an ethnic or national sense, but something or somebody who 

“stands outside the right order of things.”
17

  

As well as the various translations of the Bible, scholarly interpretations of iššâ zärâ also 

betray a certain gender bias, for example, based on Prov. 2:16-19, 5:3-14, 6:24-35, 7:6-27, 

and 9:13-18, Michael E. Williams defines the iššâ zärâ as “not a prostitute but an unfaithful 

wife who lures the foolish man into her house for illicit sexual relations.”
18

 It is evident that 

translations and interpretations of the text have reinforced the cultural binarising of women as 

good and evil, and perpetuated a sexualising of female imagery. Looking through my Sümi 

totimi kuchou lens, the iššâ zärâ is “strange” because, like Sümi women who are similarly 

regarded as “other,” she deviates from the socially, religiously and culturally prescribed 

boundaries for women. She may simply be an ethnic zärâ or a zärâ within her own Sümi 

community. Especially, in a male-priority Sümi culture, a Sümi woman who marries a man 

from a different community is considered as one who inalimi shiuva (becomes a stranger). 

She becomes zärâ by subverting the societal expectation to marry a man from within the 

Sümi community. Her identity and experiences are thus constantly under the purview of her 

patriarchal society. This insistence on endogamy in the name of ethnic purity also drives 

Sümi society to brand women who marry a khalaumi (outsider) as being sexually deviant. 

My primary focus, however, is the gender politics at play in the juxtaposition of good and bad 

images of women and what it means for the young male to whom these poems in Prov.1-9 are 

addressed: how is he to make sense of iššâ zärâ, who is projected in all her forms as an 

antithesis of Hokmâ?
19

 I would suggest that the creation of “the other woman” imageries 

reflects patriarchal society’s need to control female sexuality.
20

 One category of woman 

(Hokmâ) is played against the other category (iššâ zärâ), as though these are complete 

opposites. Nili Shupak also highlights the dichotomous perception of the iššâ zärâ as “the 
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evil adulteress” and the recommendations to cling to “the good Wife of one’s Youth,” noting 

that these instructions are “not allegories, but practical instructions based on an everyday 

reality that fill the purpose of didactic literature, that is, to serve as a useful handbook for the 

maturing youth.”
21

 In Prov. 1-9, by using metaphorical female images, the young man is 

presented with alternatives that he can either embrace or reject. His life’s choice is set in the 

context of a relationship with females like iššâ zärâ and Hokmâ while he stays susceptible 

to their influences. Below, I will consider in more detail the various ways that these two 

characters are contrasted within this poetic text. 

Although the book of Proverbs does not directly dichotomise the sacred realm from the 

secular, there is a clear demarcation made in the good-bad binary of female imageries, by 

placing the “bad” female figures, such as the culturally and religiously unacceptable iššâ 

zärâ within the human realm alone, while Hokmâ as the positive image of womanhood 

inhabits the human realm and transcends into the God-realm. Also, even though they are 

presented in contrast to each other, iššâ zärâ and Hokmâ have striking similarities. The 

apparent juxtaposition of these two figures is broken down by their “mutual embodiment in 

female figures” and in their speeches and their movements.
22

 Thus, Camp suggests that 

Hokmâ and the Strange Woman are to be read “as an absolute polarity, but in dialectical 

tension with each other; together they are a paradigm of paradox.”
23

  

Both iššâ zärâ and Hokmâ present persuasive speeches in an attempt to entice the petî or 

pütä´yìm - the simple or young and open-minded - urging these young men to choose one of 

them against the other (9:1-18); Hokmâ herself highlights the contrast between the fates of 

those who deny her and the life of security for those who listen to her (1:32-33); those who 

choose her, choose life and prosperity (8:17-21), but those who refuse her path choose death. 

In other words, desiring and choosing Hokmâ will keep youth away from the iššâ zärâ. For 

example, Hokmâ’s invitation to the pütä´yìm (1:22; 8:5) occurs in the midst of the iššâ 

zärâ texts (7:7, 22). They are both found BaHûc (in the streets, 1:20-21 and 7:12). As Gale A. 

Yee notes, the speeches are arranged chiastically: (A) the speech of the iššâ zärâ  (7:14-20), 
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(B) the speech of Hokmâ  (8:1-36), (B’) the speech of Hokmâ (9:5-6), and (A’) the speech 

of ëºšet Küsîlût (9:16-17);
24

 and strategically set within the overall instruction of chapters 1-9, 

highlighting the importance of these speeches. 

Further, Camp also observes, the editors created the similarities between iššâ zärâ and 

Hokmâ through the use of certain vocabularies. For example, one may HaBüq (embrace) 

Hokmâ (4:8) and one may also HaBüq the bosom of iššâ zärâ (5:20). One Házîq (grasps) 

Wisdom and Instruction (3:18; 4:13) or is wüheHézîºqâ (grasped) by the woman wily of heart 

(7:13). The leºqaH (teaching or learning) of the sage (1:5; 4:2; 9:9) becomes the liqHäh 

(teaching or learning, 7:21; also 5:3; 6:24; 7:5) of the iššâ zärâ.
25

 Camp further states that 

rather than perceiving the Hokmâ-iššâ zärâ duality along traditional patriarchal lines of 

“‘virgin versus whore’ or ‘the ideal woman on a pedestal versus the degraded woman of male 

experience,’” the underlying unity of Hokmâ and iššâ zärâ represents “the necessary 

complementarity of human experience.”
26

 All human beings have good and bad in them that 

shape and define their human experiences. However, women’s experiences are constantly 

under the scrutiny of the patriarchal society that polarises women as good or bad based on 

patriarchal standards.  

Despite the similarities in the way the iššâ zärâ and Hokmâ are represented, these two 

female figures are played against each other time and again. For example, in Prov. 7: 4-5, the 

son is instructed to “Say to wisdom ‘you are ´áHöºtî [my sister]’ and call understanding 

kinsman to keep you minnokriyyâ ´ámärÊºhä heHélîºqâ [from the foreign woman and her 

smooth words.”
27

 The father instructs the son to embrace Hokmâ as a sister, so that she can 

keep the son from nokriyyâ who is categorised here by her smooth words (7:5, also 2:16) 

and smoothness of lips (7:21 and 5:3). 

While the focus of Hokmâ’s speeches is in the value of what she says, the iššâ zärâ’s 

words are worthless, even dangerous. For example, in 8:6-7, Hokmâ will speak nügîdîm 
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(noble things), the opening of her Süpätay (lips) will be mêšärîm (uprightness), and her 

mouth shall speak ´émet (truth). When it comes to iššâ zärâ, however, the focus is shifted 

to her Siptê (lips) that drip honey, and her speech that is Häläq (smoother) than miššeºmen (oil 

or fat, 5:3). She is seen as waiting and luring the naº̀ ar (youth) with Hëºleq (flattery, 2:16; 7:5, 

21) and smoothness of läšôn (tongue 5:3; 6:24; cf. 9:17).
28

 The emphasis for iššâ zärâ is on 

her lips that appear to promise sexual delights and pleasures, and there is no reference to what 

she has to say, whereas Hokmâ is described according to the “right” things that she says and 

the truth that will come out of her lips, neither of which express explicit sexual overtones. 

Another way that these two female figures are contrasted is in terms of the hugely different 

consequences, as I will discuss further section 5.4 of this chapter, for those who accept 

Hokmâ and those who follow the path of iššâ zärâ. Followers of Hokmâ are promised 

acceptable rewards of life and wealth, whereas iššâ zärâ offers only mäºwet (death, 2:18; 

5:5). Contrasting with the life-giving qualities of Hokmâ, the figure of iššâ zärâ is 

described as “bitter as wormwood” (5:4); if the young man goes after her, he is like “an ox to 

the slaughter” (7:22-23) and like a bird rushing into a snare (7:23). Prov. 6:26 implies that 

committing adultery with someone’s wife will lead to “the murderous wrath of her husband 

on her lover” (6:34-35).
29

 But ultimately the iššâ zärâ is blamed for leading him to his end 

or to death. The audience is told that her feet go down to šü´ôl (5:5; 7:27; 9:18).
30

 The noun 

šü´ôl is a metaphor for death and an absence of life, a place of separation from life and from 

God.
31

 The iššâ zärâ’s journey to šü´ôl does not just intimate her physical death, but in the 

context of Prov. 1-9 it may also refer to her “social death.”
32

 Reading with my totimi kuchou 

hermeneutical lens, this idea of social death or a separation from community and progeny is 

daunting for Sülimi, as they live for communal identity, which can sometimes take 

precedence over individual identity. Also, the representation of women as though they have 
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the potential to influence the life and destiny of men, which do not represent the reality of 

many Sülimi who have no control over their own destiny let alone, shaping that of men’s.  

Further, the text’s representation of the iššâ zärâ as a woman who utilizes her sexuality to 

bring about the destruction of the young man (6:26, 34-35) also conjures up the myth of the 

“femme fatale,” a familiar phenomenon through the centuries and in many cultures around 

the world. Women are projected as actively preying on innocent males, and are likewise 

blamed for any (typically sexual) relationships that society considers as illicit. Warnings 

against liaisons with women who are perceived to be sexually deviant, and admonitions to 

avoid their dangerous snares are also common in Sümi culture.
33

 Sümi men are instructed to 

be careful totimi qo lo ilo ve nosa (lest you fall into the trap of a woman). This reflects the 

potent propensity in patriarchal cultures to blame women or make them a scapegoat for men’s 

“bad” choices.
34

 The culture of women-blaming also makes provision for men to be absolved 

of their own decisions and actions. As mentioned above, in the Sümi reality, as in the biblical 

textual representations, there are more narratives of men sexually or physically abusing 

women than women seducing men; it therefore reinforces the patriarchal cultural reality, that 

in both the biblical texts and in the Sümi culture, young men are admonished to avoid 

“strange” women, rather than being advised to treat women with care and respect.
35

  

So, while Prov. 1-9 makes some clear differentiations between Hokmâ and the iššâ zärâ, it 

also uses similar language and imagery to describe these two female figures, making it harder 

to differentiate between them. This reflects the reality that despite the patriarchal society’s 

categorisation of women as good or bad, this is a superficial binary imposed on womanhood. 

In the text, despite the obvious differences in the way their (at times similar) behaviours are 
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evaluated there are similarities in some of the actions that they perform. For example, in 7:11, 

the iššâ zärâ hömiyyâ (growls), is stubborn and knows nothing (7:11; cf. 9:13).This word 

triggers negative overtones, because to growl, to roar, or to be boisterous, does not exude 

what is, in the biblical tradition (and in Sümi culture), conventionally an expected feminine 

behaviour; indeed, in 9:13, it is equated with ignorance and folly, being an action carried out 

by the iššâ zärâ and  ëºšet Küsîlût (9:13). The figure of Hokmâ likewise raises her voice, 

but in contrast, her Täröºnnâ (crying out loud) is portrayed as a form of shouting with joy 

(1:20; 8:3, cf., 7:12) at the gates and the entrance of the city. 

Moreover, Hokmâ's presence in public spaces, rather than in the home, is not regarded 

negatively, yet the iššâ zärâ is criticised as being one whose feet “do not stay at home” 

(7:11). Hokmâ seems to be allowed more freedom from societal scrutiny and proscription 

than the iššâ zärâ. The implication being that the iššâ zärâ should really restrict 

movements to the confines of her home. Her husband (hä´îš), we are told, is not at home 

(7:19-20) and so her every movement appears to come under scrutiny. Gale A. Yee suggests 

that this could imply iššâ zärâ’s refusal “to be a proper wife, settled in her husband’s house 

under his authority.”
36

 Her movement in the street, in the squares and at every corner is 

interpreted as “sexual restlessness” (7:11-12).
37

 Even the way she dresses is defined as being 

“decked out like a zônâ (prostitute, 7:10). She is presented as the one leading the young man 

on to the path of sexual deviation and marital infidelity, by forgetting the covenant of her 

God (2:17). Bünî (my son) is therefore admonished to më´ëºšet nü`ûreºkä (rejoice in the wife 

of your youth) and be satisfied by her always (5:18-19). The iššâ zärâ is being imagined as 

a threat to the young man, who is susceptible to her influence. Thus, despite their obvious 

similarities, Hokmâ is projected as desirable and worth pursuing, while the iššâ zärâ is 

portrayed as contradicting all that Hokmâ represents (1:32-33; 8:17-21; 7:1-5; also 2:16; 

6:24). Also Hokmâ, as the desirable one, is seen to be close to God and is found in human 

spaces. In contrast, iššâ zärâ is presented as an antithetical parallel to Hokmâ, dwelling 

only within the human realm. This then leaves the reader to assume that she is in some sense 

unworthy of a relationship with God. 
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Especially looking through my Sümi totimi kuchou hermeneutical lens, the iššâ zärâ figure 

might be seen as akin to the experiences of a Sülimi, who derives her identity from the men 

in her life (her father, husband),
38

 and whose womanhood is defined in patriarchal terms (as 

daughter, wife, sister, mother). Sümi male-priority culture designs a tapestry to which a 

Sülimi is expected to conform. Women who fail to conform to Sümi cultural expectations are 

branded as totimi lhoküsa (bad woman). Both in the contemporary Sümi context and in the 

biblical context, the binary representation of women as good or bad, with bad women as a 

source of male danger, do not represent the reality of female or male experiences, but are 

based on patriarchal boundaries and male-priority cultural expectations on women.
39

 

5.1.2 nokriyyâ  

The name iššâ zärâ also has a poetic parallel in the nokriyyâ (2:16; 5:10, 20; 6:24; 7:5 cf. 

20:16; 23:27; 27:13). The term nokri refers to both ethnic foreignness and strangeness within 

a kinship group. In Judg. 19:12 ´el-`îr nokrî ´ášer lö|́ -miBBünê yiSrä´ël (“into the city of 

foreigners, which is not of the sons of Israel”), nokrî clearly refers to ethnic foreignness, 

while in I Kings 8:41 and 2 Sam. 15:19, nokrî denotes national or ethnic foreignness. In 

Deut. 14:21 and 15:3, it implies an economically independent foreigner. The term nokrî also 

refers to people who are no longer part of a family; thus, in Gen. 31:15 Rachel and Leah 

considered themselves nokriyyôt because they had been married off by their father and were 

no longer part of his family. Among the foreigners, the Gërîm (sojourner, alien) were the 

“privileged resident alien,”
40

 the ones who were receptive to the religion of Yahweh (Deut. 

29:10; 31:12) and yet the nokrîm were not (Deut. 15:3; 23:21-20; 17:15), indicating that they 

represented a sense of unacceptable foreignness. Yet, whereas the adjective masculine nokri 

is used and translated to imply ethnic foreignness and strangeness, some versions of the 

English Bible translate the feminine adjective nokriyyâ with a sexual nuance, as they do 
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with iššâ zärâ. For example, in the NRSV translation of Prov. 5:20, nokriyyâ is rendered 

“an adulteress.” 

The sexualised tone implied by the term nokriyyâ continues in 6:20-35, where Bünî is 

instructed to keep the father’s commandment and the mother’s teachings, so that he will be 

guarded from ´ëºšet rä` (the evil woman), and from the më|Helqat läšôn (smooth tongue) of the 

nokriyyâ (6:24), which again is translated in the NRSV as “an adulteress.” Like the 

description of the iššâ zärâ, the nokriyyâ is also paradigmatic of women who do not 

conform or fit into the societal framework for womanhood. She becomes “the other” woman 

whom society loves to hate, and the scapegoat for male desires. As Michael V. Fox rightly 

observes, the young man is warned against being seduced by the nokriyyâ but is never 

admonished to avoid being a seducer (6:24-33).
41

 While warnings against influences from 

females might also indicate the power that women have,
42

 women continue to be objectified 

from the men’s vantage point. They are projected as objects of desire that will potentially 

bring an end to the young man’s life. 

Inherent in the nokriyyâ metaphor of Prov. 1-9 are also issues of religious fidelity or 

infidelity, the identity rhetoric for Israelite ethnic purity, and ritual purity. For instance, in 

Ezra 10:2-44 and Neh. 10:30; 13: 23-31, the näšîm nokriyyôt (foreign wives or women) 

signify women outside the gōlah (the community of returned exiles)
43

 whom Israelite men 

were forbidden to marry (see also Deut. 3:4; Mal. 2:10-16).
44

 Even among the Sümi, the 

insistence on endogamy for ethnic purity is prevalent. There is the othering of Sülimi where a 

woman who marries a khalaumi (an outsider) is considered inalimi (stranger), and Sümi 

women have hitherto not challenged this attitude. As I explained in my first chapter, in an 

exogamous marriage, the Sülimi becomes the inalimi (stranger woman), thereby becoming 
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the insider-outsider within her own community. On the contrary, wives from another tribe are 

adapted into the community as their own. They are even christened with Sümi names, as are 

some men who marry Sümi women. This identity politics relates to the concern for a pure 

family lineage and family inheritance. 

It also relates to concerns about religious infidelity in marriage to a khalaumi (outsider)
 
due to 

the assumption that a khalaumi may not be a Christian. The “postcolonial” reality of the Indo-

Naga conflict, as discussed in the first chapter, also contributes to the negative attitude 

towards the khalaumi who are seen as culturally, politically, ethnically and religiously 

“other.” Sümi women who marry khaluami therefore experience stigma, bullying, and 

discrimination, and their Sülmi identity questioned. Also, if the father is not Sümi (or of any 

other Naga tribe) the children are not considered as Sümi, and experience discrimination from 

the community. For example, they are denied leaderships roles in student bodies, and are not 

entitled to receive Nagaland Government merit scholarship for “local” students, irrespective 

of their academic excellence.
45

 Reading from my Sümi totimi kuchou heremeneutic, like iššâ 

zärâ and nokriyyâ, a Sülimi become the inalimi (stranger) - not necessarily the ethnic 

“outsider” but a woman who subverts societal expectations placed upon them to fulfil certain 

roles or stay within the parameter of endogamy. 

5.1.3. ´ëºšet  Küsîlût  

Another figure that appears as an antithesis to Hokmâ is ´ëºšet Küsîlût in 9:13-18, where folly 

is personified as a woman. The term Küsîl (fool) occurs prominently throughout the book of 

Proverbs however Küsîl (the fool) becomes a specific personality in contrast to the Hákäm 

(the wise man) throughout Prov.10-31 (e.g. Prov. 12:23; 13:16; 26:1-12). The polarity 

between the wise person and the fool is that the former acts in righteousness while the fool is 
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 In recent years, some tribal theologians have taken initiatives to express solidarity with the tribals from other 
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Therefore, the good and bad binary is not only gendered, but also influences the identity politics of race and 

culture. There are also various terms such as vanyajati (caste of the forest), vanvasi (inhabitants of the forest), 

pahari (hill dwellers), adimjati (primitive people), adivasi (first settlers), janjati (folk people), and anusuchit 
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Rai, The Tribal Culture of India (Delhi: Concept, 1977), 25. 
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an evildoer (10:23; 15:7).
46

 And, in Prov. 9:13, the´ëºšet Küsîlût is referred as the Pütayyût 

(simple woman), a counterpart to the male petî (simple man) whose attention she is seeking; 

he is her target. The grammatical arrangement and thematic texture of the poem’s opening 

(9:1-6) and closing (9:13-18) are similar. Both of the female subjects mentioned, Hokmâ and 

´ëºšet Küsîlût, are spoken of in the third person, and they both invite the petî (simple, 9:4 and 

9:16) to their feast.
47

 Interestingly, both Hokmâ and ´ëºšet Küsîlût give out almost identical 

invitations. In 9:4 Hokmâ invites the “open minded” and “simple”: mî-petî yäsùr hëºnnâ 

Hásar-lëb ´äºmrâ llô (“For open minded or simple, turn aside here; and those who lack heart 

she says to him”). In 9:16 ´ëºšet Küsîlût invites this same cohort, using intriguingly similar 

language: mî-petî yäsùr hëºnnâ waHásar-lëb wü´äºmrâ llô (“For open minded or simple, 

turn aside here; and those who lacks heart she says to him”). And again, in 9:15, ´ëºšet Küsîlût 

calls to those who pass by, ha|müyaššürîm ´ö|rHôtäm (“who are making the path straight”); 

this reminds us of Hokmâ in 8:2-4, taking her stand in the gates at the city and ´îšîm ´eqrä´ 

(calling men) who pass by. Yet the strophe about Woman Folly adds an element that is not in 

the initial strophe (9:1-6) - the fate of her guests is šü´ôl (Sheol or the underworld, 9:18).
48

 

Despite these similarities between Hokmâ and ´ëºšet Küsîlût, however, these two female 

figures are presented as the opposite of each other. This polarity between Hokmâ and ´ëºšet 

Küsîlût, resonates with the way the other female figures in Prov. 1-9 (iššâ zärâ and 

nokriyyâ) are presented as the antithesis of Hokmâ. As Carol A. Newsom observes, in 

Prov. 1-9, the world is presented as a place of competing and conflicting discourses in which 

females are the vehicles for the discourse; rather than “valuing the plurality of discourses that 

intersect a culture, Prov. 1-9 seeks the hegemony of its own discourse.”
49

 In other words, 

rather than acknowledging the multiple ways of being “female,” Prov. 1-9 insists that there is 

a “right” way and a “wrong” way and thus, the good woman/bad woman binary is born. I will 

discuss this further in the section that follows. 
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5.2. Critiquing the Binary Projection of Women as Good and Evil in the Biblical Text 

and the Sümi Context  

In my reading of Prov. 1-9 with the totimi kuchou hermeneutical lens, the textual binary of 

women as good and bad resonates with the Sümi cultural categorization of women as either 

“true/real women” or not. Despite all the positive effects the reading of Hokmâ will have on 

Sümi, as discussed in chapter four, the adverse effects of such a binary cannot be ignored. 

Hokmâ as a positive metaphor is an image of all that is acceptable and fitting to Sümi 

societal expectations; she is utterly unlike the other females - the iššâ zärâ , nokriyyâ and 

ëºšet Küsîlût - who are characterised as being sexually deviant or seen as somehow “other” 

because of their non-conformity. This is problematic because it idealises one type of woman 

over another. This limits women’s sense of self and their experiences, by normalising 

patriarchal gender bias and shaping women’s experiences based on patriarchal standards. 

Binaries define what women can and cannot do - they prescribe and proscribe certain 

behaviours for women, which have certain censures built in if women fail to follow these 

rules. 

In the Sümi context, the polarity between those who are considered as totimi kuchou and 

totimi lhoküsa (bad or evil woman) is gauged by either their conformity to or subversion of 

societal gender norms. Particularly, women who are not idealised tend to be those who do not 

fit into society’s gender norms. For example, in a Sümi context, a who does not question the 

Sümi male-priority status quo, who accepts unquestioningly gendered discriminatory 

practices as tribal customary traditions, and who does not aküküpüna shimo (cause a stir) is 

more likely to be praised as a totimi kuchou. The qualities inherent in the concept of totimi 

kuchou are therefore that the woman should not challenge the status quo, but should rather fit 

into patriarchal societal expectations of womanhood, which embrace qualities like kutuukulu 

(patience), alokütsü (wisdom), tsaqütsalei (thrift), amikucho (honesty),  aqhokighe (humility), 

and iqüighai (docility and demureness). On the other hand, women who flout or subvert these 

expectations will be identified as totimi mihi mo (not like a woman), or totimi kuchou kumo 

(not a real or true woman). 

My critique is not against any of the qualities expected of the totimi kouchou per se, but lies 

rather with the fact that they are prescribed by Sümi patriarchal culture for women, 

preventing women from weaving their own identities and narratives. In other words, Sümi 

womanhood is defined for women, not by women. Women are restricted by gender 
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discourses in Sümi culture because they do not share the same entitlement that Sümi men do. 

Like the iššâ zärâ, Sülimi’s identity is drawn from men, and their freedom and rights are 

restricted by the male-priority traditions and practices. Sülimi are socialised from an early age 

to think and behave as though the public arena belongs to men. Girls are instructed to be 

totimi kuchou, while boys are taught to be responsible leaders of the family and society 

kipitimi kehu (as a man), and are able to move and act freely within these public spaces. 

There is a totimi shipuzu (being a woman) stereotype, which restricts women from 

challenging the status quo and makes women unable to challenge gender bias. 

In order to remain a totimi kuchou, a Sülimi is expected to uphold the demands of male-

priority culture. For example, in the name of customs and traditions, there is resistance to 

having women in decision-making bodies, especially in matters of family inheritance or 

property. Some Sümi men are reluctant to recognise women as equals and to share 

responsibility with them at all levels of society. This attitude is reflected in, as discussed in 

chapter one, an active resistance by the Naga tribal bodies, including the Sümi tribal leaders, 

against the 33 percent seat reservation for women in the Nagaland state legislative assembly 

and tribal councils. These male only tribal bodies are contesting that it is against the tribal 

customary law and practices for women to be in these councils. Additionally, most women 

feel inhibited to challenge the gendered Sümi religious and cultural power hierarchy. For 

Sümi, the concept of power is almost always associated with men and masculinity. This 

reflects the power struggle women face within male priority culture. Although there were 

Sümi women in the past who crossed patriarchal boundaries and acted as village chiefs, 

spiritual and religious leaders, these were exceptions and have not yet become the norm. 

These women have hitherto not been recognised as historical models of female power. 

Thus, it is clear that Sümi women are often labelled as either good or bad as though a clear-

cut distinction is possible. Like the Prov. 1-9 instructions, Sümi parental pedagogy objectifies 

women as sources of good or evil. Camp rightly states that, in Prov. 1-9, women are 

objectified with “equal measures of adulation and damnation for the purpose of encouraging 

young men to cling to their class interests as they cling to the wives of their youth.”
50

 This 

objectifying of women is not unique to the Prov. 1-9 pedagogical rhetoric. In male-priority 

cultures like Sümi, parental instructions are constructed with gender bias and narratives are 

developed around the potentially evil influences of women. Young men are warned against 
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totimi liche (traps of women) or totimi no shiküghüzü (bad influence of women), as though 

men are particularly susceptible to the vile influences of women. Sümi men are also 

admonished that anipu luni aye totimi kuchou lu (if you are to marry, marry a real or true 

woman). It is an oxymoron for Sümi society that prioritises men over women and allots 

principle authority and power to men, to blame women for men’s decisions and choices. 

Moreover, although patriarchal society’s biased perception of women categorises them into a 

strict binary of “good” and “bad,” this is far removed from the real life experience of women. 

Women’s self-perception and their experiences are conditioned and shaped by patriarchal 

norms. Those who comply with these standards remain totimi kuchou. Those who deviate 

from the boundaries set for them are frowned upon. According to male priority Sümi culture, 

a totimi kuchou is one who knows her limits and remains within the set norms and 

expectations of society. So, the good and evil woman binary projected on women, is often to 

do with the way the society expects women to live. Women are also heaped with praises as 

long as they dance to the rhythm of patriarchal cultural expectations. But if not the society is 

quick to blame women for the ills in the family or society. For example, in an adulterous 

affair, “the other” woman is blamed, whereas men are given leeway because of the widely 

held patriarchal assumption that kipitimi ke pathe paye (boys will be boys).  

Due to the Sümi society’s perceptions of womanhood and also the expectations placed on 

them, women face the harsh reality of being stigmatised and discriminated against in various 

situations; for example, when they choose to remain single, or when they choose to leave an 

abusive relationship. For some women, whose life circumstances force them into prostitution, 

they subsequently have to live with the threat or reality of HIV and AIDS. If, they fall 

pregnant out of wedlock, they are judged as being immoral and have very little or no support 

from the family, society or church. Some even go through the experience of being 

excommunicated from the church.
51

 In situations of sexual abuse, women get blamed not 

only for “bringing it on themselves,” but for “inviting” or “ensnaring” men by being with the 

“wrong people” at the “wrong time and place.” Their dress and behaviour are scrutinised, 

while men’s behaviour and appearance are rarely considered when establishing “blame.” Due 

to the polarity in the way that women and men are perceived, women are easily held culpable 

as the “evil” one. Women’s freedom of movement is also monitored because Sümi society 

believes that, totimi kuchou ye putho lo ashou ipechemo (true or real women do not go out at 
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night) - this is perceived as sexual restlessness, just as the iššâ zärâ was perceived as a 

woman to be avoided because of her independent movement at night, when the man of the 

house was away (Prov. 7:9-20).  

Sülimi’s lives have always been under the purview of the Sümi patriarchal society. The 

culture of women-blaming and the negative attitude projected onto women are evident in 

Sümi folklore and proverbs, thereby reinforcing the good and evil women binary; for 

example, the proverbial Sümi aza-kishe (step-mother) or the aza-lhoküsa (the evil mother) 

ideology that characterises women or mothers as good or bad based on society’s judgements. 

Women are silent in many Sümi folk narratives, and their experiences are represented from 

patriarchal perspectives. One of the Sümi folklores that reflect this is a lament of Khumutsah 

amighiu leshe (the orphan Khumutsah’s poem).
52

 Khumutsah was the son of Pitheli of 

Usutomi village, and Kivigho of Tukunasami village. During Pitheli’s pregnancy, her 

husband Kivigho and his brother Chhisahu were killed by their enemies. Pitheli went back to 

her parents’ village. However Ithepu, the surviving brother of Kivigho who knew about the 

pregnancy, was awaiting the child’s delivery. He had intentions to take his brother’s baby if 

the baby was a boy, but to abandon her if she was a girl. At the news of Pitheli’s baby’s 

delivery, Ithepu took baby Khumutsah as his son, and his mother, Pitheli, as his wife.
 53

 His 

mother died while he was very young, and he grew up under the care of his step-mother. 

Khumutsah’s lament portrays his step mother as the perpetrator of evil, but it also reflects 

women’s powerful influence over the household affairs.
54

 She would have had to navigate 

societal expectations whilst getting on with their work alongside men. Like the binarising of 
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 O, ishe! Kaghi ye Ije Khumutsah ku, 

Ito ikuche ye I je Mithiu ku, 

O Ipu nono Izano müsülive ala. 

Akichimi ghi izano müsülive ala. 

O, hoishe! Ipu nono timi kithe salo, 

Iza no zualo zü aye ghi niye… 

 (Alas, my former name was Khumtsa (Bitter) 

Now I am called Mithiu (the hated one) 

My father has forgotten my mother 

My relatives have forgotten my mother 

Alas my father is now with a new wife 

Sleeping in my mother’s bed…) 
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Hokmâ and iššâ zärâ, Sümi women (in both traditional folklore and in real life) are 

therefore defined as totimi kuchou or not, based on the social and cultural expectations 

outlined for them. These expectations and socialisations are shaped by Sümi male-priority 

perspectives, and are not informed by the experiences and perspective of women themselves. 

Likewise, in the Prov. 1-9 poems, the Hokmâ and iššâ zärâ binary, as well as the way that 

the male’s experiences are represented, reinforces this patriarchal power to define who and 

what a woman is, and ought to be.  

To summarize then, as a Sümi woman reader, the good-evil binary projected on female 

figures in Prov. 1-9, the societal scrutiny of their every move, and the labels imposed on them 

as being a “good” or an “evil” influence on the lives of men, are all very close to home. In the 

male-priority society of the Sümi, every member of the community feels entitled to have a 

say on a girl’s or woman’s life. What women and girls wear, who they associate with, their 

decisions and life choices including who they choose to love and be friends with, all come 

under scrutiny, usually under the pretext of showing them love and concern. Within my Sümi 

context, it is vital to critique this good/bad binary imposed on women, not least because it is a 

far cry from the experiences of flesh and blood women. The patriarchal sexual politics and 

gendered cultural expectations on women reflected in the text of Prov. 1-9 and in the Sümi 

Naga context do not represent women’s experiences authentically. Cultural definitions of 

womanhood are shaped by androcentric discourses dominant within a particular socio-

cultural location. Often, these discourses fail to take into account the realities that women 

must face on a daily basis, due to intersecting influences of her gender, sexuality, race and 

social status. Thus, in reality, a woman’s daily experiences typically encompass elements that 

may be judged by society as “bad,” when in fact it is simply a necessity of life, over which 

they have no control or desire to change. And, for other women, attempting to conform to a 

“good woman” discourse, only serves to restrict them from expressing who they authentically 

are or can become, if being a totimi kuchou means remaining subservient to patriarchal 

expectations about women’s behaviour. Thus, reading Prov. 1-9 with my Sümi totimi kuchou 

hermeneutical lens has invited this reflection on the way the female figures and their 

experiences are represented both in the biblical text and my Sümi context. 

5.3. Men’s Relationship with Hokmâ  and iššâ zärâ  

The representation of female images in Prov. 1-9 is projected around the male target of the 

poems’ pedagogy - young men, referred to as bünî and petî or pütä´yìm. Reading with my 
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Sümi totimi kuchou hermeneutical lens, the way that the male in Prov. 1-9 is portrayed as 

susceptible to the powerful influences of females is different from the way Sümi society 

upholds its males. The poet in Prov. 1-9 suggests time and again that a man’s choice of either 

Hokmâ or iššâ zärâ will lead him to either a positive or negative outcome, but in both 

cases, the man is in some sense “at the mercy” of those women who woo him with their 

promises. This representation of two persuasive females offering parallel choices implies that 

men have an “either/or” decision to make, as though these figures were the only two types of 

women available. As a Sümi woman reader, this imagery of a vulnerable male is problematic 

on many levels. In the Sümi male-priority culture, every male grows up and lives with a sense 

of entitlement just for being male, while most women do not have control over their own 

identity, or the ability to express themselves authentically. For instance, Sümi patrilineal 

practice guarantees full parental rights to the men. Also in Sümi tradition, a person’s identity 

is drawn solely from the paternal side of the family. Moreover, as discussed in chapter one, 

there are various traditions and practices that reinforce Sümi male-priority culture, such as the 

practice of head-taking that celebrated the gallantry of men as the protectors of the family and 

community, the current discriminatory practice of denying women the right to family land 

ownership and inheritance, the ongoing masculinisation of the current militarised context of 

Nagaland, and the patriarchal tradition of valuing women through the Sümi marriage practice 

of ameh (bride value). In addition to these, for the majority-Christian Sümi, male-priority 

culture is reinforced by the Church hierarchical structures and the way that Sümi are taught to 

read and interpret the biblical texts. 

Approaching the text of Prov. 1-9 with my Sümi totimi kuchou hermeneutical lens, I 

recognize that in both the text and my Sümi context, women are blamed for men’s downfall. 

Sümi society reinforces cultural gender stereotyping of women as the source of evil, and 

blame women as though they are bad influences on naïve young men. Further, the young man 

in Prov. 1-9 is portrayed as a figure who cannot make up his own mind, but who instead is 

always susceptible to the powerful influences of females.
55

 This gendered socialisation 

impacts the way Sümi women and men perceive themselves and their relationships with each 

other. This representation of the male as being gullible to women’s influences also 

contradicts other biblical texts where women are consistently defined as male property, with 

limited recourse to social or sexual authority, and whose bodies are vulnerable to abuse and 

exploitation (e.g. Gen. 12:10-20; 34; 2 Sam. 13; Judg. 19-21; Deut. 21:10-14; 22:23-29, to 
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name but few). And in the prophetic writings, various “texts of terror” attest to the ways that 

women’s subordinate role vis-à-vis men in biblical Israel is confirmed or codified (e.g. Ezek. 

16; 23; Hos. 1-3). While traditions such as Prov. 1-9 imply that women have considerable 

power over men, this is not affirmed by other biblical texts that deny women’s ability to 

access such power. Likewise, in my Sümi context, it is the males’ own decisions and choices 

that will determine their lives’ consequences. Although women get blamed for men’s actions, 

portraying men as vulnerable victims to women preying on innocent men does not resonate 

with experiences of women and men in Sümi patriarchal society.  

Another important point to note is that the male figure addressed in the Prov. 1-9 instructions 

is presented as young and inexperienced,
56

 a voiceless audience who take in all his 

instructions silently.
57

 The assumed simplicity or naïve nature of this man is attributed to his 

being young and therefore lacking in experience (1:4; 7:7); these are not negative value 

judgments. Unlike the names küsîl (fool, Prov. 1:31; 3:35; 8:5) and näbäl (foolish, disdainful 

one, Prov. 17:7, 21), which connote negative moral, theological and religious assessments, 

petî is never used negatively in and of itself. Additionally, Mosis suggests that instead of 

implying that Pütäyìm and küsîlîm (1:32 also 8:5, 32) are being judged as stupid or foolish, 

these young males are assumed to be inexperienced and open-minded with a potential to 

learn.
58

 The Bünî (my son) likewise, whether a biological child of parent, or as Murphy 

suggests, a metaphorical pupil of a teacher,
59

 is a represented as a young silent male recipient 

of instructions. Reading these Prov. 1-9 instructions with my Sümi totimi kuchou 

hermeneutical lens, the young addressee’s lack of experience in life is primarily understood 
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in terms of its(unavoidable) potential to leave him susceptible to harmful influences by 

various females (Prov. 5:4-5).
60

  

Moreover, these instructions also reflect the perspectives of adults who presume that the 

youthfulness of the addressee will lead him to waywardness and make him behave in a way 

that will bring him destruction.
61

 Especially in Sümi culture, young people are socialised in a 

context that values the tradition of respecting elders and kichimi tsa akhoto shi masa (giving 

importance to the words of the elders). These are laudable principles to uphold, yet they can 

also get in the way of constructive change. Knowledge and wisdom that come from 

experiences are invaluable and yet equating these to one’s age is discriminatory for young 

people who experience and see things from different perspectives. In the generational 

interplay of power dynamics in Sümi’s gerontocratic traditions, women are doubly 

disadvantaged due to their gender and their age. The double standard of the Sümi patriarchal 

gerontocratic culture is that, although young men are perceived as naïve and susceptible to 

women’s influence, from an early age they are also socialised with the sense of responsibility 

that is grounded in the family and tribe. Their entitlement of space in the family and society is 

irrefutable. They are viewed as amheghi (an inheritance/asset) through whom Sümi traditions 

will be preserved and the family lineage will continue. On the contrary, a Sümi woman’s 

identity is drawn from the men in her life - for example, her father or the man she marries. 

She has no sense of entitlement bestowed upon her. Rather, her experiences are shaped by 

societal expectations, and her boundaries marked by her gender. 

While the Prov. 1-9 imagery of the male is that of a vulnerable and naïve young man, the 

various female figures are presented as competing to get his attention and influence his 

decision. There is a remarkable gender politics at play here in that the silent male recipient of 

the instructions determines whom he chooses. On the contrary, Hokmâ and iššâ zärâ 

actively compete to seek out their male audience and persuade them to heed their call. The 

purpose of these women’s existence thus seems to be entirely wrapped up in soliciting young 

men who must choose between them. The choice made by these young men will determine 

their fate. Choosing Hokmâ will bring positive outcomes (8:21), while opting to listen to the 

call of the iššâ zärâ will bring negative results (9:18). The pütä´yìm are thus seen to be at a 
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metaphorical crossroads, “at the intersection of two paths. The path he takes, the woman he 

desires and ultimately loves - determines his fate.”
62

 In the ensuing section, I will discuss the 

consequences of the male addressee’s choice on his own destiny. 

5.4. Consequences of Choosing Hokmâ and iššâ zärâ 

Prov. 1-9 repeatedly outlines the consequences the young man will face as the result of his 

choice of woman. The understanding that every consequence is caused by an action can be 

understood within the larger context of wisdom. The idea that the righteous will prosper and 

the wicked will suffer is evoked throughout the books of Proverbs.
63

 In Prov. 1-9, this course 

of action-consequence is set in the context of polarising female figures, through whom the 

male addressee achieves either good or evil results. The ultimate binary in the text between 

these Hokmâ and iššâ zärâ metaphors is thus the impact they will have on the young man. 

His relationship with Hokmâ results in Häyä (life), while his encounter with the iššâ zärâ 

will lead to his mäºwet (death). 

Thinking first about the consequences of choosing Hokmâ, there is a striking parallelism 

between Hokmâ and caDDîq (righteousness).
64

 Hokmâ in the book of Proverbs is also about 

the ability to put the knowledge of what is wise into practice:
65

 “to receive instruction of 

understanding, righteousness, justice and uprightness” (Prov. 1:3; c.f. 2:9).
66 This suggests 

the strong ethical character of Hebrew wisdom that is based on a sense of a personal God 

who is holy and just. This is the benchmark for humans to follow in their relationships.
67

 

Righteousness or right ordering of the resources and relationships within a universe in which 
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divinity would be at home is a vital concern, and Hokmâ marks out the relationship between 

the prophetic and sapiential traditions in early Judaism.
68

 Hokmâ places value on justice, 

righteousness and right relationships, rather than material wealth. She summons the simple to 

herself and her ways which are higher in value than any other riches. Those who love her will 

inherit treasure (Prov. 8:21). Prov. 3:13-14 consider finding wisdom and understanding as 

superior to silver or gold; in contrast to the admonition to seek wisdom, understanding and 

insight like silver and search for it as for hidden treasures in Prov. 2: 4. In 8:6-9, Hokmâ 

speaks truth and ceºdeq (righteous) words and is opposed to wickedness.  She dwells with 

prudence and knowledge (8:12), and therefore speaks ceºdeq words (v.8). In 8:10 the young 

are admonished to take her mûsär (instruction) and daº̀ at (knowledge) instead of silver and 

gold.  

One of the benefits of choosing Hokmâ is to have Häyä. To find Hokmâ is to find life (Prov. 

8:35) and šünôt Hayyîm (years of life, 9:11).
69

 The word Häyä refers to the length of time one 

lives, and other blessings like good health, friends, children and safety (3:13-18). Life is 

intrinsically connected to God because God is the giver of life (Gen. 2:7; 6:17; 7:15, 22).
70

 To 

live is to keep the commandments of God (Prov. 4:4; 7:2; 9:6). Life is seen as a result of 

wisdom (3:22), words of the wise (4:22), righteousness (11:90), and instruction (4:13; 6:23). 

In Hebrew, Häyä also has nuances besides the physical life span. In line with the general 

flavour of wisdom literature, life can denote happiness and success. Hay is also associated 

with šälôm (peace and wellbeing); those who take Hokmâ will have a long life, riches, 

honour and happiness (3:17). Hay does not only mean to stay alive but to live to the fullest, 

which many Sümi women are not able to achieve due to idealistic expectations placed upon 

them.  
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Moreover, in 3:18, Hokmâ is the `ëc-Hayyîm (tree of life, 3:18)
71

 to those who take hold of 

her or seize her. The only other reference to the tree of life in the Hebrew Bible is Gen. 2:9 

and 3:22, 24. In Gen. 2:9 the `ëc ha|Hayyîm is paired with the `ëc haDDaº̀ at (tree of 

knowledge). After the man and the woman ate from the tree, their eyes were opened (3:7). In 

Genesis, the ëc ha|Hayyîm is out of bounds for humans, God commanded the man not to eat 

from the `ëc ha|Hayyîm (Gen. 2:16-17) and, when he and the woman did not keep that 

command, they were driven out of the garden lest they eat from the tree and live forever 

(Gen. 3:22-24). In contrast to the `ëc ha|Hayyîm which was once forbidden, the `ëc ha|Hayyîm 

is now available to all through Hokmâ. She stands in the heart of the city (1:20-21; 8:1-3), to 

be grasped for life, health and joy (3:18).
72

 Thus, Hokmâ calls the petî (simple) and the 

Hásar-lëb (one who has no sense/heart)
73

 to “leave simplemindedness and live” (9:6). All 

who hate Hokmâ, äºhábû mäºwet (love death, 8:36), but all who heed her call will have Häyä 

(life). 

In contrast, death is associated with the iššâ zärâ, “her feet go down to mäºwet” (5:5), and 

her house sinks likewise down towards mäºwet (2:18), “going down to the chambers of 

mäºwet” (7:27). This highlights the theme of retribution or “the idea of a pragmatic pay off”
74

 

in the book of Proverbs. If the young man chooses the iššâ zärâ she will lead the man to 

“death,” which constitutes shame, loss of wealth and disease.
75

 The house of iššâ zärâ leads 

to mäºwet (2:18) and her path directs her victims to rüpä´îm (the dead spirit, 2:19). Alter also 

observes that in 2:18, the house leading down to death is metonymically linked with the 

woman’s body as an instrument that directs one towards death.
76

 Again in 5:5, her feet go 
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down to mäºwet and to šü´ôl (Sheol or underworld), like the path of the guests of ´ëºšet Küsîlût 

in 9:18. 

Another benefit of accepting the call of Hokmâ is that the young man is promised he will 

reap the benefits of wisdom, which are more precious than silver, gold or rubies (8:10-11, 19; 

cf. 3:14, 15); Hokmâ has `ö|šer-wükäbôd (riches and honour), hôn ûcüdäqâ (wealth and 

righteousness, 8:18); she will cause those who love her to inherit yëš (substance) and fill their 

treasuries (8:21). Her saHar (gain) is more precious than miPPüniyyîm (corals or pearls, 8:10-

11, 19).
77 Hokmâ is also metaphorically presented as jewellery and wealth: “an adornment 

for your neck” (3:22), “a fair garland for your head and pendant for your neck” (1:9),  

“a beautiful crown” (4:9), and a “precious jewel” (20:15).
78

 If the bänîm (sons, 4:5) embrace 

her, she will TükaBBëºdkä (give you honour, 4:8, cf. Prov. 13:18; 27:18). Those who listen to 

her will “dwell securely and will live at ease with no dread of evil” (1:33 cf. 4:6). In 3:16, 

Hokmâ is pictured with ´öºrek yämîm (length of days) in her right hand and `öºšer wükäbôd 

(wealth and honour) in her left hand. The intrinsic worth of wisdom thus cannot be compared 

to anything - “nothing you desire can compare with her” (3:15). And, as R.N. Whybray 

observes, the lack of references to poverty and the poor in Prov. 1-9, gives the impression 

that the “son” is instructed to aim only for wealth and success.
79

  

This connection between the exercise of wisdom and prosperity thus appears to privilege the 

opulent.
80

 This may lead to an assumption that people who are in difficulty, in poverty, or 

have poor quality of life, lack wisdom. As a Sümi woman reader, this is difficult to accept 

literally, given that many Sümi women and men find themselves in unfavourable 

circumstances due to no fault of their own. In Sümi society, there are many people who are 

not materially rich and this is partially due to unequal distribution of wealth, injustices, 

corruption and the greed of the wealthy few who amass riches for themselves. Women 

especially have little or no control over financial and material resources of the family, and in 
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some instances they have no control over their own earnings. Hokmâ offering wealth and 

riches to young men is therefore a contrast to the reality of many Sümi women’s experiences. 

However, rereading this inconsistency with my totimi kuchou lens, the significance that can 

be drawn out of this engagement with the text is that, Hokmâ has life-giving gifts that are 

more valuable than material wealth. Sümi need to embrace the intangible wealth of justice 

and right relationships. 

Rather than focussing on the duality of the consequences that Hokmâ and iššâ zärâ offer, 

to avoid reinforcing the binarising of women and the presumed consequences of associating 

with certain “types” of women, the intangible rewards that Hokmâ offers is significant for 

my reading of the text as a Sümi Christian woman. Sümi traditionally value communal 

relationships and interdependency. Further, Hokmâ’s promises of intangible rewards in the 

form of right relationship and justice are very relevant for the current Sümi context, which is 

marred by evils of gender injustices, corruption, political unrest, economic disparity, and 

religious indifference towards these evils. Sümi must heed to Hokmâ call, which she invites 

the young man to heed to: her mûsär (instruction) and daº̀ at (knowledge) instead of silver 

and gold (8:10 cf. Prov. 1:3; 2:9). She has `ëcâ wütûšiyyâ (counsel and sound wisdom), 

bînâ lî gübûrâ (understanding and power, 8:14). And, in 8:20, she declares that she walks 

in the way of cüdäqâ (righteousness), in the midst of paths of mišPä† (justice). Although she 

is vindictive towards those who refuse to heed her call (1:26), she shows favour to those who 

love her (8:17); her good rewards are only for those who listen to her call. 

Hokmâ gives life and intangible riches - she is valued as life giver, and is valued over 

material wealth. As discussed in chapter one, like Hokmâ Sümi women played many life-

giving roles that nurtured Sümi life. Sülimi contributed to the traditional economy, and 

continue to play crucial role in sustaining the family, church, and community. Despite being 

sidelined by the male-priority Sümi society and with no cultural entitlement unlike their male 

counterparts, Sülimi continue to contribute to Sümi life and society. They have continued to 

be a life-line for the Sümi society, for example, as seed keepers, looking after the family and 

the community, as preservers of Sümi stories and traditions through their weaving, and by 

risking their lives to negotiate peace in the Indo-Naga conflict and between different Naga 

nationalist groups. But these life-giving and life-sustaining roles of Sümi women have 

become overshadowed by the continuing male-priority traditions that impinge on 
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womanhood. Rather than celebrating and nurturing their roles as life-givers, some Sümi 

women themselves are caught in a web of corruption and greed. Furthermore, in Sümi 

patriarchal society, instead of valuing womanhood and women’s significant roles as life-

givers and their contributions to Sümi life, they are “valued” in patriarchal marriage practices 

like ameh (bride value).  

Sülimi women do not have the culturally-endowed entitlement like men do; for example, a 

guaranteed place in public spaces or the religious and political leadership hierarchy, their 

right to retain their identity as a Sümi, and their right to wealth and inheritance. Yet, they 

have, since the time before Christianity, contributed remarkably to the life of the Sümi 

society. They have remained at the fringes of the society while all along upholding the 

traditions, cultures, and life of the society. Reading with my Sümi totimi kuchou 

hermeneutical lens, Hokmâ gives life- she is valued as a life giver, and is more valuable than 

silver or gold. Her life-giving role and the intangible wealth she offers help to highlight the 

many life-giving roles that Sülimi have played in the past, and continue to play. The 

intangible values of women who represent this life-force remain on the side-lines. Sümi 

patriarchal society flaunts the past practice of head-taking to enhance masculinity, but 

continues to define womanhood based on patriarchal standards. Instead the emphasis must be 

on the historical reality that men’s honour was made visible through the help and contribution 

of women who prepared meals and wove garments that men could wear to mark their 

achievements and status. Women and men exist in relationship with and interdependent on 

each other. Therefore, Sümi women and men need to heed Hokmâ’s call and establish right 

relationships and justice. The cultural expectation on a totimi kuchou that she must not seek 

recognition but remain modest, have also contributed to Sülimi’s life-giving roles that have 

remained uncelebrated for generations. But by establishing right relationship for gender 

justice, women (and men) will begin to define their experiences from their own perspectives, 

and carve a niche for themselves.  

It is necessary that Sümi women and men are able to critically engage with the biblical texts, 

as well as Sümi culture and traditions. For, both the Sümi context and the biblical texts reflect 

male-biased gender politics. However, engaging with the context and the text in a way that 

acknowledges Sülimi experiences as important resources will contribute to the richer 

understanding of both the Sümi context and the biblical text. To recultivate, highlight and 

value women’s experiences will mean that the definition of womanhood is derived from these 
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experiences, and not from the male-priority cultural expectations that idealises womanhood in 

concepts like totimi kuchou. In this process, it is also evident that the Sümi society (and the 

biblical text) reflects the double standard of projecting women as though all good or bad 

come through men’s encounter with women. 

Conclusion 

In Sümi culture, womanhood is defined by male-priority standards, where concepts like 

totimi kuchou are idealised by society and internalised by women. The ideals set by society 

are based on a patriarchal culture’s expectations of women, and are not necessarily informed 

by the life experiences of flesh and blood women. This conceptual metaphor influences 

women’s experiences and the way they choose to live their lives. Because the totimi kuchou 

concept of womanhood is accepted as a positive ideal, most Sümi women live within the 

parameters set by the patriarchal Sümi society. This concept categorises women into those 

who are totimi kuchou and those who are not. It also creates double standards that allow 

women’s lives to be constantly under the purview of the patriarchal culture while men 

continue to live with male-priority entitlement. 

Set within the patriarchal parental pedagogy, Hokmâ’s prominent presence in Prov. 1-9 is 

paralleled with iššâ zärâ, and the various female images which I suggest are alternative 

representations of iššâ zärâ - namely ëºšet rä`, nokriyyâ and ëºšet Küsîlût. This is a typical 

example of how patriarchal society categorises women as good or evil in a way that serves 

androcentric interests. The textual misrepresentation of female and male experiences is 

remarkable, and resonates with the Sümi binarising of woman as good and bad. Reading 

Prov. 1-9 through my totimi kuchou hermeneutical lens, I have argued that the image of a 

vulnerable male being preyed upon by competing females is incongruous to a Sümi male-

priority culture and Sümi Naga context, where women live with a constant sense of 

vulnerability. Moreover, given that the consequences of life or death for the bünî and petî 

/pütä´yìm depends on his choice between Hokmâ  and iššâ zärâ, the text appears to 

suggest that it is in a woman’s power and abilities to either give a man life or lead him to 

death. Yet, ultimately, the power to make this choice remains with him. The gendering of 

biblical text and the Sümi society therefore necessitates the critical reading of both from a 

Sümi woman’s perspective to ensure that the real-life experiences of women and men are 
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interwoven into the reading and interpretation of that biblical text. The recognition of Sümi 

women’s life-giving abilities is often neglected, but this connects her firmly to Hokmâ. 
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CONCLUSION 

Most Sümi women and men deny the reality that Sümi society, culture, and Christian 

engagement with the biblical text are gendered. However, drawing on the work of other 

scholars, my close reading of Prov. 1-9 and my experiences as a Sümi Naga Christian 

woman, I attest that both my Sümi context and the biblical text reflect particular gender 

discourses that uphold a male priority culture. In order to constructively counter the 

gendering of my context and engage relevantly with the biblical text, I have used the Sümi 

totimi kuchou concept of womanhood as my hermeneutical lens. This conceptual metaphor is 

so pervasive in Sümi society that women and men regard it as an ideal for all women to strive 

towards. I do not believe it encompasses authentically the experiences and the reality of Sümi 

women. Rather, Sümi socialisation with the totimi kuchou ideal is based on Sümi male-

priority cultural expectations. In employing this concept, I have critiqued Sümi male-priority 

culture, debunked the Sümi misconception of one gender’s priority over the other, and 

highlighted the importance of recultivating Sümi women’s experiences in order to redefine 

womanhood. 

In chapter one, I explored the impact of the advent of Christianity on Sümi culture and 

womanhood. In Sümi society, gender roles and relationships are also influenced by people’s 

understanding of God, and by their reading and interpretation of the biblical texts. The 

traditional pre-Christian belief was that the Sümi Alhou was non-gendered; however, through 

the intermingling of Sümi indigenous identity and Christian identity, the Christian male-

dominant theology - with prominent male metaphors in Apu Alhou and Anu Jisu - reinforced 

the Sümi male-priority culture with its prioritizing of the father-son hierarchical relationship. 

The majority of Sümi are Christians; thus, their adoption of this androcentric theology, when 

melded with Sümi patriarchal and patrilineal traditions and cultures, reinforces male-priority 

cultures and traditions. It is therefore crucial to critically engage with both Sümi context and 

the biblical text, accepting that both the text and context have equally significant elements to 

inform and enrich each other. 

My discussion and suggestion for a relevant Sümi Naga hermeneutic (chapter two) is set 

within the larger landscape of Indian-Asian Christianity. In my dialogue, primarily with the 

Naga Christian tribal contextual theologians and biblical scholars, as well as scholars from 

different contexts, I reinforce the value of the biblical interpreter’s own context and 
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experiences. The exercise of focussing on women’s experiences, to critique the Sümi context 

and the biblical text, has also been informed by my personal experiences and observations. 

Thus, using the literary tool of reader response criticism (which I outline in chapter three), 

my personal experiences and observations as a Sümi Christian woman are incorporated into 

both my reading of the Prov. 1-9 text and my critical engagement with my Sümi context. In 

my reading of the text, I primarily engage with the categories that emerged through applying 

my totimi kuchou hermeneutical lens. While recognising that the female images in Prov. 1-9 

are vehicles of patriarchal parental pedagogy, I argue (in chapter four) that Hokmâ is also a 

positive role model for Sümi religious imagination and for empowering Sümi women. This 

female metaphorical figure’s agility in the human and divine spaces reignites the Sümi 

imagination of Alhou beyond the human gender construct. Hokmâ is entirely at home in the 

divine realm and is inherent in Jesus Wisdom/ Sophia of God. She is a good model for Sümi 

because in her, the patriarchal hegemony over the God-realm is demystified. The sacred and 

the human realm do not remain as separate domains but intermingle as they did in the pre-

Christian Sümi traditional life. She exists and functions within the context of relationships 

both human and divine. In her the human and the divine converge, thus providing an 

alternative paradigm for Sümi to reimagine the divine space - place beyond patriarchal 

gender construct and where the female presence can be located.  

Hokmâ is also a positive model for Sümi womanhood because she subverts patriarchal limits 

on women. She is prominently found in public places and she exercises her authority to invite 

young men to her feast, and promises life and wealth to all who heed her call. Like Hokmâ, 

Sümi women must be able to own their narratives, and to normalise their ability to carry out 

roles that are either not acknowledged as women’s contributions or not stereotypically seen 

as totimi kümlapu kumo (women’s jobs) or totimi tsa kumo (women’s words/concerns). And 

all Sümi must remember that Sülimi have been powerful decision makers and contributors to 

the society, sustaining the life of Sümi society across the centuries.  The Sümi customary 

practice of reserving the right of family inheritance only for the male members of the family 

must be critiqued and challenged. As indigenous people, land and identity are interrelated. 

One’s identity is connected to one’s land or apunu gha (village of birth) and Sümi treasure 

their roots and take pride in their belonging to a family, a clan, a village and a community. As 

such, it is desirable for women to have rights over family inheritance - both land and 

property. The denial of women’s right to inheritance also reflects the Sümi androcentric 
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cultural conditioning that entitles men to make decisions over financial or property matters. 

Although Sülimi have managed the family household both in the traditional and in the current 

market economies, they have been accustomed to relinquishing their rights over family 

resources.  

Hokmâ promises life and wealth to all who heed to her call. Hokmâ’s life-giving roles help 

to highlight the significant roles Sümi women played in creating, recreating and sustaining 

life. This prominent metaphor is also represented as an antithesis to various female images 

such as iššâ zärâ, nokriyyâ and ëºšet Küsîlût in a way that echoes the Sümi culture of 

binarising women as good or bad (which I discuss in chapter five). This textual representation 

of the female figures also resonates with the reality of Sümi women’s experiences that are 

constantly under the purview of patriarchal society. The good-evil binary projected onto 

women is another patriarchal yardstick that is used to measure and discriminate against them, 

because in reality all humans have good and bad elements in them. Further, the Prov. 1-9 

portrayal of the male as unsuspecting and vulnerable to females’ influences is an oxymoron 

because in Sümi culture, male-priority is very well defined. Rather than being simple and 

naïve recipients of instructions, Sümi boys grow up with a sense of entitlement and male-

privilege. Whereas Sümi men inherit privileges, women work hard to earn them; men are 

culturally endowed with entitlement, women work hard to own their experiences and define 

their identity as individuals in their own rights. The Prov. 1-9 texts, which portray females as 

possessing the potential to reward the male with life and prosperity or to lead him to his 

death, contradict Sümi reality. For, both in the text and in Sümi life, men have far more 

freedom of choice, than do women, and while women are competing for male attention, have 

the freedom to choose one or the other female. Also unlike women, whose movements are 

mapped out by the boundaries created by the society, men do not have to move within these 

same restrictive parameters. 

Viewing both the text of Prov.1-9 and my own Sümi context through the totimi kuchou 

hermeneutical lens, I have argued throughout this thesis that both the text and the Sümi 

context are gendered and biased against women. They continue to objectify women and their 

experiences from the perspective of patriarchal cultural expectations. However, as I have 

demonstrated in this thesis, inherent both in the biblical text and the Sümi context are also 

possible ways to counter patriarchal hegemony and the potency of male-prioritising, which 

impact relationships both human and divine. 



162 
 

Based on my research of exploring the Hokmâ metaphor in Prov. 1-9 from a Sümi Naga 

woman’s perspective, I suggest some practical possibilities for Sümi to consider in their 

reading and interpretation of the biblical texts and in their engagement within their own 

context. Sümi must recognise their lived experiences as a significant lens in engaging with 

the biblical text. The daily experiences of the people can enrich and challenge their 

understanding of the biblical text and their context. The interweaving of the text with 

people’s daily, lived realities is necessary for Sümi Christians who revere the Bible as the 

infallible word of God; for, their understanding and interpretation of these sacred texts 

influences gender relationships and shapes readers’ attitudes and perspectives. Since 

Christianity came to the Sümi, their reverence of the Bible as God’s word and the Christian 

faith has become an integral part of Sümi tribal life and identity. But the focus of their 

biblical engagement has been largely on the other-worldly, eternal life after death. Over-

spiritualising, prioritising the biblical text over their own realities, and the false 

dichotomisation of the sacred and secular realms have contributed to people’s apathy over 

many evils of society, including gender discrimination and the male-priority culture of Sümi 

church and society. Therefore, the Hokmâ metaphor is relevant for Sümi tribal theologising 

and for a Sümi patriarchal cultural critique. 

As I have discussed in chapter five, although there is a binarising of women as good or bad, it 

is a misrepresentation of women’s experiences. Also the image of the vulnerable male, who is 

susceptible to either good or bad influence from different types of women, does not resonate 

with the Sümi reality. Therefore it is vital that Sümi foster gender-just pedagogy for parental 

instruction, as well as a Christian theology that is inclusive of female gender. Objectifying 

women and privileging men happens in family settings and parental instructions as well as in 

religious settings where the divine realm is imagined as a predominantly male space, and the 

leadership hierarchy remains exclusively male. For the Sümi, it is within their collective 

purview to challenge the gendering of power structures and attitudes shaped by patriarchy. It 

is vital also to destabilise the patriarchally-endorsed dynamics of the family and of the 

community by recognising that male-priority culture and gender discrimination are a reality 

in Sümi culture. Also Sümi men need to be willing to relinquish power, and not remain 

passive recipients of the gendered and culturally endowed entitlements. Unlike the 

representation of male as vulnerable to female influences, Sümi men live with the pressure 

and expectations on them to be the sole providers, irrespective of their capabilities. Therefore 

it is important for Sümi to revive the traditional non-gendered approach to the work place 
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where women and men shared responsibilities and contributed to the family economy. Sümi 

women need to embrace the power within them to speak out against societal double standards 

and gendered expectations that are pervasively imposed on them in conceptual metaphors like 

the totimi kuchou concept of womanhood. Women and men need to work together to 

challenge the ways that society defines their identity and experiences for them. A more 

conscientious effort is needed to see that both genders are well represented in all areas of life, 

especially in the decision-making bodies of the church and society. As a Sümi Christian 

woman, a critical engagement with the biblical text and the Sümi context is significant. My 

thesis will further this need to address gender discrimination as a reality in Sümi church and 

society. In my reading of the Hokmâ narratives in Prov. 1-9, Hokmâ’s active presence in the 

divine realm and her subversion of patriarchal limits on women’s behaviour and place in the 

public spaces, provides an exemplary model for Sümi Naga women’s engagement with 

scripture and society. 

Moreover, Hokmâ’s subversion of the patriarchal limits on women, as well as examples of 

Sülimi from our ancestral past, epitomizes the possibilities for Sülimi. Sümi society and the 

church must ensure that structural and traditional barriers that restricts women’s full and 

active participation at all levels of Sümi life, are removed and new structures and gender-

inclusive working systems are in place. They need to implement gender-inclusive 

development strategies for leadership, participation, and for new initiatives. The church as a 

powerful institution, along with organisations like the Sümi Hoho (Sümi Organisation) and 

the village councils, must be proactive in ensuring that there is a fair representation of both 

genders in all important decision-making bodies. It is not good enough to justify the position 

that the domestic domain is where women can influence decision-making processes through 

men, and to be complacent about not having any female representation in all the decision-

making bodies. It is vital that the decisions made are based on real, lived experiences and the 

wisdom of both women and men, as these decisions affect the lives of all.  

Instead of focussing on the totimi kuchou and totimi lhokusa (evil/bad woman) binary or the 

juxtaposition of some ideal women and degrading of others based on the male experience, 

Sümi women and men need to take responsibility for their own actions. All human beings 

live in relationship with, and are interdependent on, one another. The binarising of women as 

good and evil, and having the potential to either give life or bring death to naïve young men, 

as I have discussed in chapter five, is a misrepresentation of women and men’s experiences. 
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By interweaving my Sümi context and Sülimi experiences with the biblical text, through my 

reader response criticism, I have reiterated that Sülimi continue to live under the purview of 

the patriarchal society. Far from being vulnerable and susceptible to female influences, Sümi 

men enjoy the culturally endowed freedom of movement and speech. The ideals and 

standards set for women are based on the Sümi male-priority culture, and women are 

categorised as good or evil accordingly. It is my hope that my thesis inspires conversations 

about gender relations - among biblical scholars, in church communities, and in the society.  

This good-bad binary that is so often projected on to women can be countered by changes in 

attitude. Sümi need attitudinal change to challenge androcentric endorsements in languages, 

practices, and concepts.  In times of conflict, women are instructed no-u no anipu ke no u no 

kutu u ve (you are the wife so you be patient), whereas male abuse or physical violence gets 

dismissed as kipitimi ke pathe paye (the nature of a man). These are not unique to Sümi, but 

the totimi kuchou concept restrains women from challenging these gender stereotypes. Being 

docile or subservient to authority or to the norm is also an attribute of a totimi kuchou, and 

therefore impinges on the way women choose to present themselves in the public spaces. The 

quality of being “iquighai” (quiet) or the culture of silence is seen as a virtue for a totimi 

kuchou. If she has an opinion and shares it, she is “kipitimi toi” (behaving like a man). They 

are conditioned to think about the honour or shame of the family before their own safety and 

happiness. They are told that akibo lakhi kivipu ye totimi shou (the wellbeing of a family 

depends on women). In approaching the text (Prov. 1-9) and my Sümi context with my totimi 

kuchou hermeneutical lens, it is evident that both the biblical text and the Sümi context are 

gendered, and yet with critical engagement they can be interwoven to enrich and inform each 

other. This is important especially for the majority-Christian Sümi for whom their Christian 

identity and tribal identity are inseparable. As Sümi women (and men), the way the biblical 

text as well as our Sümi context is understood, read, and interpreted is so crucial, because 

they shape attitudes and influence gender relationships.  

Reading Prov. 1-9, as a Sümi Christian woman has offered me fresh insights into my Sümi 

culture. The way that the Sümi read and interpret the biblical texts influences and impacts our 

gender relationships, as the Bible is often used to reinforce male-priority culture. However 

reading the text with my Sümi totimi kuchou hermeneutical lens, the prominent female 

metaphor like Hokmâ (Prov. 1-9) provides a positive role model for Sümi religious 

imagination and for empowering Sümi women. Also the binary representation of Hokmâ and 
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iššâ zärâ as good or bad woman, not only reflects the gender bias within the text, but 

resonates a great deal with the Sümi cultural context. It is therefore crucial that Sümi 

contextual experiences are interwoven in the reading and interpretation of the biblical text 

and in doing so, without prioritising one over the other. 
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Zabán, Bálint Károly. The Pillar Function of the Speeches of Wisdom: Proverbs 1:20-33, 

8:1-36, and 9:1-5 in the Structural Framework of Proverbs 1-9. Berlin: De 

Grutyer, 2012. 

Zhimo, Avitoli G. “Customary Law and the State: The Case of the Sumi of Nagaland. 

Unpublished PhD Thesis, University of Delhi, 2011. 

Zhimo, Kaholi. “A Quest for Peace amidst Violence in Nagaland.” Unpublished BD 

Thesis, Eastern Theological College, Jorhat, 2004. 

Zhimomi, Aheto. A Comparative Study on the Concept of Land in the Old Testament and 

the Sumi Traditional Understanding. Unpublished BD Thesis, Eastern 

Theological College, Jorhat, 2000. 

Zhimomi, Hukashe. “Relevance of Tribal Religious Tradition for the Contemporary 

Society.” In The Tribal Voice, edited by V. Anshely Sumi, 194-206. Dimapur: 

Aloino Centre, 2007.  

Zhimomi, Kaholi. “Women During Conflict: A Historical Rereading of Naga 

Nationalism from Feminist Perspective.” Unpublished DTh. Diss. Senate of 

Serampore University, 2013. 

Zhimomi, V. Hokuto. Sümi Kughuko eno Aqo-aho Küxü (The Genealogy and Socio-

Customary life of the Semas). Dimapur: Hzhim-ki, 1985.  


	a. Title page FINAL
	coversheet.pdf
	General copyright and disclaimer


