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Editorial Note

Research is a crucial component in our lives that  
permeates through the realms of higher education.  
It aids in the advancement of knowledge, improved  

pedagogy, the enhancement of institutional reputation,  
and promotes funding which are crucial to the overall  
growth of an institution. Within the experience of  
empirical studies, the researcher, be it student or teacher,  
finds better scope to hone a wide spectrum of skills. The  
immense benefits of a consistent and vibrant research 
 environment are the impetus behind the publication of  
the annual multidisciplinary Dimapur Government  
College Journal.

Providing a wide platform for the avid scholar, this issue  
contains twelve papers ranging from topics as diverse as  
food crops, pre-colonial Naga society, issues of identity,  
midwives, gender, role of media, different aspects of  
literature, sexual health of students and the implementation  
of the NEP 2020 and FYUGP. They have been written by  
writers across academia. We are confident that readers  
will find these papers relevant, thought-provoking and  
practical.

The papers have been thoroughly assessed by qualified  
reviewers for whose contributions the editorial board  
remains grateful.
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7. The Role of Indigenous Kepvugha-
kenoncawa (traditional midwives) among the 

Rengma Nagas
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Abstract

Traditional midwifery is an 
ancient cultural practice that 
existed among the Rengma 
Naga tribe and other parts of 
the world. According to the 
Britannica “The universality 
of childbirth makes the 
practice of midwifery a cultural 
touchstone, as seen in historic 

textual and pictorial references to midwives attending 
births”. Kepvugha-kenoncawa (traditional midwives) are 
women who have a knowledge of  childbirth. Though 
without formal training, some midwives have extensive 
knowledge of herbal remedies and have performed 
medical services beyond attending childbirths, some 
midwives have spiritual gifts to commune with the spirits 
through dreams and sometimes make predictions. From 
the preliminary research on my PhD thesis, it was found 
that in the Rengma Naga society the role of women birth 
attendants and their cultural and economic contribution 
in traditional societies is scarcely written about. 
Mainstream history often excludes the work of women 
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in areas of care giving, nurturing. Vandana Shiva's (1993) 
writings of the 'Economic redefining' is important to 
consider  as “women brings a peace, nurturing force, all 
the work women has done in the economics of care, the 
economy is maintaining life of earth”. The researcher is 
focus on the situational analysis of both traditional and 
skilled birth attendants in Rengma villages of Rengma 
Tribe. During this study, respondents like Shumo, Jumu, 
Thendi, Awile disclosed that they saw nothing wrong with 
traditional midwifery especially in a community with 
limited health facilities and financial hardship. During 
the fieldwork it was found that the Rengma villagers 
used various medicinal plants for treating many health 
issues. The proposed research will be confined within 
the northern Rengma tribe inhabited areas of Nagaland. 
With the historical contribution of Rengma women in 
attending safe births, thereby declining mortality rate 
and continuation of ancestral cultural knowledge, an 
understanding of such practices are vital to continue to 
learn the art and provide choices to women as to what at 
any time they should select.

Keywords: Midwives, women’s health, traditional 
knowledge, medicinal plants, spirituality. 

INTRODUCTION:

For a long time history of society has been represented and 
mediated through texts and most of earlier writings done 
by colonial administrators and Christian missionaries in 
North-eastern India. The politics of which knowledge gets 
reproduced and disseminated are an essential question 
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(Jimo, 2018). The history of women birth and the role of 
women in their delivery has found little space in the earlier 
texts. As quoted by noted Anthropologist and feminist 
Margaret Mead (1935), “The Nagas recognized that their 
women have an important contribution to make in their 
society.” However, the reconstruction of Naga history in 
the twentieth century has not been free from its silences 
and selectivity. The striking fact about the historiography 
of women is historians' general neglect of the subject 
(Deka, 2011; Vitso, 2012; Jimo, 2018). Dais, or midwives, are 
persons who assist women in childbirth. A midwife's self-
representation is, therefore, someone who has mastered 
a cultural practice (Bourdier, 1990)  described as one who 
knows when to introduce specific moves and maneuvers 
to outwit practical destiny. Midwifery is one of the oldest 
professions of women which could be dated as far back 
as the existence of man. The act of traditional midwifery 
was associated with tradition, superstitions and practices 
which were transmitted from one generation to another 
generation of midwives, some learned along by their own 
experiences.

Study area:

Rengmas are one of the indigenous tribe found residing 
both in Nagaland and in the state of Assam. The study 
is confined to the Rengmas under Tseminyu district of 
Nagaland. It is neighbours with the major Naga tribes of 
Angamis, Lothas, Semas. The proposed research will be 
confined within the Northern Rengma inhabited areas 
under the Tseminyu district of Nagaland also called as 
Ntenyi.

Dimapur Government College Journal, Vol. XI, Issue No. 2, Dec. 2025
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Significance of the study 

As part of human activity cultural heritage produces 
tangible representations of the value systems, beliefs, 
traditions and lifestyles. As an essential part of culture 
as a whole, cultural heritage, contains these visible and 
tangible traces form antiquity to the recent past. Taking 
this into consideration, during preliminary research on 
my topic for Ph.D thesis even in Rengma Naga society, 
the role of women birth attendants their art and cultural 
contribution in traditional societies, from a historical 
perspective, is scant. The proposed research will therefore 
contribute to document and recover the women’s voices to 
widen awareness, preservation of traditional knowledge 
systems and appreciation.

Objectives of research:

 •    To document the role of Rengma midwives and their 
       traditional knowledge.

•  To understand the spiritual role, the conflict and 
       changing dynamics of traditional midwifery.

•    Questioning what status the midwives acquire in the 
       hierarchy of traditional knowledge, as it is an important  
     point of  reference on assessing the contribution of  
       Rengma women.

Hypotheses

There is a historical contribution of Rengma women in 
attending safe births, thereby declining mortality rate 
and continuing of ancestral cultural knowledge. 

The Role of Indigenous Kepvugha-kenoncawa (traditional midwives)
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The traditional midwives acted and still act as 
gynaecologists and pediatricians and the indigenes had 
absolute trust and confidence in them. 

Methodology:

Multidisciplinary approach, Qualitative analysis, the 
Dialectical Inquiry method of historical investigation.

Primary sources : testimonials, life stories, and oral 
histories a significant mode of remembering and 
recording experience and secondary sources.

Historiography : gender history and empirical study.

Traditional Practice of midwifery in Northern Rengma 
(Ntenyi) village

As in other parts of tribal Nagaland, the birth of a child 
was regarded as the most important event in a couple’s 
life. The birth of a child consolidated a marriage or 
a union as it was a bond that united the two families 
and it ensured the continuity of a lineage. Since time 
immemorial, the Ntenyi people had developed means 
through which they handled birth related issues based 
on their conviction, perception and belief system which 
was characterized by superstition. Kepvugha-kenoncawa 
(traditional midwivery) was an ancient cultural practice 
that existed in Rengma villages and other parts of the 
world. There existed women who had a greater knowledge 
in childbirth and the role played by midwives. Most mid-
wives had spiritual gifts to commune with the spirits 
and the ancestors. They see dreams and could predict 
the exact day and time of the delivery and even gender. 

Dimapur Government College Journal, Vol. XI, Issue No. 2, Dec. 2025
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Women were more comfortable to associate with mid-
wivese than that someone of the opposite sex.

Findings :

Many of the Rengma midwives are elderly women who 
have extraordinary skills and have won their place 
through being able to impact confidence and calmness 
in birthing women. Many midwives were agriculturists 
and traders. And they felt good, happy sometimes 
obliged to help when called for. One traditional belief is 
to allow midwives who usually have healthy deliveries 
themselves, and discourage women who have had a 
hard time delivering themselves, it is believed that their 
fertility problems might pass on to the mother. 

Mrs. Shumu, who is in her early 90s  responded  ‘As 
women gave birth, they became involved in the delivery 
processes. Women who had given birth at home during 
the traditional period began to assist other women during 
child birth’. Their repeated participation, experience 
and observation in child birth gave them the required 
skills necessary for deliveries and they became the first 
generation of lay midwives. These elderly women were 
equally in charge of handling infertility and other sexually 
related issues. During this study, cases were mentioned of 
women who had fertility problem and bridged pregnancy 
that were redressed by traditional midwives. However, 
cases of unresolved issues were also identified. The 
patients were given a hot bath after delivery and fertility 
medicines or concoctions were administered to them. 
This process was done repeatedly until a satisfactory 
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result was obtained. Hot water to drink and to warm the 
stomach, use of rice water, chicken soup were remedies 
to pregnant mothers. The umbilical cord was cut either 
by a knife made of bamboo, or wormwood stem. The 
procedures used by the midwives were initially simple 
and carried out with bare hands which  was later replaced 
by a clean safe cloth to cover hands and progressed to 
rubber gloves. The focus is on the situational analysis 
of both traditional and skilled birth attendants in the 
village. The practice of Kepvugha-kenoncawa is continued 
because of a weak health care system, shortage of skilled 
professionals, high cost of medical care, geographic and 
economic inaccessibility of health care, cultural norms 
and religious beliefs.

Traditional source of medicine

Kepvugha-kenoncawa (traditional midwives) in traditional 
societies often combine a deep understanding of 
herbal medicine, physical care, and intuition, offering 
personalized care that is deeply rooted in cultural beliefs. 
This knowledge is holistic, considering the physical, 
emotional, and spiritual well-being of both the mother 
and the baby. In the case of the Rengma women, they 
play a crucial role in maintaining and transmitting 
this knowledge, ensuring that it continues to serve the 
community. 

Some plants and herbs: Amile (Elm bark) also known as 
traditional soap, bark of a tree, known for its slippery 
nature. This was boiled in hot water to let the mother 
drink before and during delivery. The leaves are warmed 
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in fire and applied/dabbed to the body for aches, muscle 
pain and sprains. Castor leaves were also used. They were 
first heated in the hearth, then crushed and placed over 
the stomach and uterus after the delivery.

The community still largely depends on the medicinal 
plants for treating various health issues. It has also been 
observed that many of the plant species have a broad 
spectrum for treating various diseases with the same 
plant. In spite of the richness of plant wealth in the 
area the numbers are declining every passing day due 
to deforestation for agricultural practices and various 
developmental activities. Also rampant collection of 
medicinal plants, especially uprooting of plants to 
harvest good income has led to fast decline of some 
valuable medicinal plants. One of the most important 
benefits of indigenous midwifery is the use of Indigenous 
languages during birth. Healthcare providers must speak 
the same language as those they care for so that women 
can clearly communicate with their healthcare providers 
and understand their choices during birth. One reason 
women choose to give birth at home with midwives is to 
communicate in their native language.

Concept of Ritual during Childbirth

Another practice that has been followed and practisced 
throughout generations among the Rengma Nagas is 
during the birth of a child beyond their technical skills, 
midwives also hold a significant spiritual role in many 
societies. They are seen not only as caregivers but also 
as protectors of life, often believed to have a unique 
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connection with the spiritual realm. Whenever there is 
childbirth in a household, a hen and rooster  are brought 
forth. If the woman gives birth to a girl child, the hen is 
killed and served to her and if there is a boy child then the  
rooster is killed and served to her. It was not just another 
hen or rooster but the best and the largest is chosen for 
this ritualistic practice. The purpose of this practice is 
to wish good health as in the physical appearance of the 
child as the child grows up. Since chicken is regarded as 
one of the domestic birds that have healing factors and it 
gives strength to a person who drinks the soup prepared 
from a chicken, it is believed that feeding chicken to the 
mother during childbirth will nourish the child as the 
mother breastfeeds the child.

Conflict and Changing dynamics of traditional 
midwifery

The advent of British Administration in the Naga Hills 
and later the American missionaries introduced basic 
medicine and which became a part of their mission 
'strategy.' Mary Mead Clark also succinctly sums up the role 
of medicine, as she states some knowledge of medicine 
also is of great advantage as it opens doors to many homes, 
and puts an end to consulting soothsayers and sacrificing 
demons.  now famously known as medical missionaries. 
This paved the way for opening dispensaries and also sold 
medicine. (Rivenburg, 1941). Subsequently like all Naga 
villages, indigenes of Kandi depended on community 
health centers and hospital for their medicines. The 
government run maternity and child healthcare centers 
led by the government through the department of Health 
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and Family Welfare created health centers in Tseminyu 
and in Nsyunu in 1961 to cater for the health needs of the 
people. The health centre in Rengma areas was earlier 
staffed with ill-equipped PHC’s and absentee doctors 
and staff. However, now the centres have well-trained 
personnel and establishment of ASHA staff which has led 
to a decline in the practice of Kepvugha-kenoncawa. Their 
arrival influenced the functions of  traditional midwifery 
and the lives of indigenous women. Over the years there 
have been instances of midwives being mistreated when 
they bring women to hospitals with birth complications 
and they are held responsible for maternal deaths. 
Doctors also often blame pregnant women who develop  
birth complications for choosing to give birth at home 
with a midwife. During the study it was also found out 
that some women show lack of respect to the biomedical 
model of birth, describing it as colonial, patriarchal, and 
racist.

Conclusion  

Kepvugha-kenoncawa, the art of traditional midwifery 
is one of the aged old cultural practices of the Rengma 
people which has resisted foreign influences. The natives 
saw traditional midwifery as a part of their culture 
which preserved the dignity of a woman. Conversion to 
Christianity helped, since most Naga as whole and Rengma 
villages church conduct faith healing services, but the 
status of midwives within the hierarchy of traditional 
knowledge is of particular importance when assessing 
the contributions of Rengma women. Midwives, often 
respected figures in their communities, occupy a position 
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of authority and reverence. They are typically seen as 
individuals who possess critical, specialized knowledge 
that ensures the continuity and health of the community. 
Their status is not just as caregivers but also as bearers of 
a knowledge system that is vital for the survival and well-
being of future generations.The midwives' role within the 
hierarchy is influenced by their ability to navigate both 
the material and spiritual realms. Their knowledge is not 
easily accessible to all.

During this study, midwives like Shumo, Jumu, Thendi, 
and Awile disclosed that they saw nothing wrong with 
traditional midwifery especially in a community with 
limited health facilities and financial hardship. Thus, it 
was easier and cheaper to seek assistance from traditional 
midwives than from modern health facilities. Most 
indigenes lacked the money to pay for treatment in the 
Health Centre. Women were unable and unwilling to give 
birth in hospitals because they had to pay a maternity fee 
which is expensive. The method of treatment differs from 
that of biomedicine. Despite the implantation of modern 
medicine and birth delivery equipped with modern 
equipment, medicine and trained staff, traditional mid-
wives have not lost their place and function in this society 
sometimes they are called to assist in the hospitals during 
delivery. However, they have experienced a decline in the 
number of clients. With the presence of both traditional 
and modern child care facilities, most women have 
resorted to a combined use of the two dispensations since 
they cannot clearly distinguish which is more potent. The 
contribution made by the traditional midwives continues 
to be vital and essential to their society. They provided 
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an effective and efficient health care to pregnant women 
and their babies. Traditional midwifery was an integral 
part of Rengma traditional medicine. The indigenous 
people  fear and honour the spirit and ancestors and so 
they continue to uphold the practice. Women still rely 
on midwives for safe delivery. An understanding of such 
practices is vital to continue to learn the art and provide 
choices to women as to what at any time they should 
select.
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