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Abstract

The Mara people of Northeast India and Western Myanmar have preserved a remarkably rich
oral tradition where specters, spirits, and supernatural beings animate every corner of life. This
article explores the supernatural dimensions of Mara myths, legends, and folktales, with special
attention to the classification of spirits, their narrative functions, and the rituals of appeasement
surrounding them. Through close readings of representative tales—such as the myth of Thluapa,
the legend of Siarahmaino and the spirit-fish, and the cycle of Nara and the Syuki Hraila (were-
tigers)—the study demonstrates how the Mara oral imagination negotiates questions of morality,
death, love, and survival through the presence of the supernatural. Far from being mere
superstitions, these stories reveal a worldview where the natural and the supernatural are

inseparable, shaping cultural identity and collective memory.
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Introduction

Every culture lives with ghosts. For the Mara, a tribal community inhabiting the southern tip of
Mizoram, India, and parts of the Chin Hills in Myanmar, spirits and specters were not abstract
beliefs but daily companions. The forest, the river, the jhum field, and the household hearth were
all inhabited by invisible presences—benevolent or malevolent—that could bring prosperity or

disaster. As N. E. Parry observed in his early ethnographic account, “The Lakhers [Mara] live in
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constant dread of evil spirits; their whole life is shadowed by them” (350).

Yet fear was not the only response. Through stories, songs, and rituals, the Mara shaped a
dynamic relationship with their unseen neighbors. Folklore became a medium for negotiating
anxieties, enforcing taboos, and expressing hopes. Specters and spirits entered the narrative

world not merely as antagonists but also as teachers, lovers, companions, and guardians.

This article examines supernatural elements in Mara folk narratives, focusing on three broad
genres—myth, legend, and folktale—and situates them within the cultural matrix of Mara belief.
By retelling representative stories in full while also analyzing their functions, this study seeks to
show how oral tradition sustains a worldview where the living and the spectral are bound

together in everyday existence.

The World of the Mara and Their Belief System

The Mara, historically known as “Lakher” or “Shendu,” are a Tibeto-Burman tribe of Mongoloid
stock who migrated into their present settlement during the seventeenth century (Parry 12; Ray
53). Traditionally, the Mara practiced shifting cultivation and lived in close connection with their
natural environment. Before the arrival of Christianity in the early twentieth century, their

religious life was animistic, woven with rituals to appease gods, spirits, and the souls of the dead

(Hlychho 2).

At the center of this spiritual cosmos stood Khazohpa or Khazoh Lythahpa, a transcendent deity
recognized even by missionaries as the closest indigenous counterpart to the Christian God.
Annual pig sacrifices known as hropi bao were offered to Khazohpa as acts of devotion (Zohra
2). Surrounding him was a crowded pantheon: intermediary spirits (Khasoh), nature guardians
(Azipa), benevolent protectors such as Zo and Lasino, and dangerous beings like the Lyurahripa,

who caused illness and death.

The Mara also believed that every human carried dual spirits of good and evil, making the

individual both vulnerable to possession and capable of spiritual influence. Ghosts of the dead
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lingered among the living, demanding ritual respect lest they become restless. In such a universe,

the supernatural was not external to life but embedded in its rthythms.

Specters and Spirits in Myth

One of the most striking Mara myths is the story of Thluapa, an orphan boy abandoned by his
community. Ill-treated by villagers, Thluapa found sympathy not among humans but among the
spirits of the Kaopi river falls. These spirits, known as Khasoh, taught him the secret “Dance of
the Dead” (Athihpa La), a ritual reserved for the soul’s journey after death. They warned him

never to reveal it, yet  Thluapa’s indiscretion cost him  his life.

This myth encapsulates the Mara view of spirits as ambivalent figures—both benefactors and
executioners. Knowledge comes from the otherworld, but secrecy is the price of survival. For the
community, the tale underscores a moral: transgressing taboos surrounding the supernatural
invites destruction. At the same time, the story ennobles the orphan, making him the chosen
recipient of hidden wisdom, a recurring motif in folk literature where the marginalized gain

unexpected access to the sacred.

Specters and Spirits in Legend

Perhaps the most enchanting of Mara legends is the tale of Siarahmaino, a young woman who
discovered a magical fish while fetching water. When placed in her bamboo container, the fish
leapt out, transforming into a handsome man who completed her household chores before
slipping back into aquatic form. Gradually, Siarahmaino and the spirit-fish fell in love, and their

romance  provoked envy and rivalry  with  another = woman, Nohmeino.

This legend illustrates the porous boundary between human and supernatural realms. The fish-
lover represents both abundance and danger, a liminal figure whose love defies social norms.
Human-spirit unions are common in world folklore, from Japanese tales of water-serpents to
Celtic selkies. In the Mara context, the story dramatizes both desire for the extraordinary and fear
of its consequences. The supernatural lover is alluring precisely because he is otherworldly, yet

that very difference ensures tragedy.
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Another epic cycle revolves around Nara, son of a sorcerer, and his encounters with the Syuki
Hraila—were-tigers capable of shifting between human and animal form. After inheriting
magical powers, Nara befriends Kiathyu, a Syuki Hraila, only to discover betrayal, rivalry, and
violence in their relationship. Their duel, full of transformations and sorcery, ends with

Kiathyu’s defeat (K mara 21-24).

The were-tiger motif expresses the Mara’s ambivalent relationship with the forest. Tigers were
feared predators but also respected as embodiments of strength. By imagining them as humans in
disguise, the Mara projected anxieties about trust, kinship, and hidden danger within society
itself. The legend of Nara and Kiathyu thus operates on multiple levels: as a thrilling tale of

magic, a reflection on betrayal, and a symbolic drama of human—animal boundaries.

Specters in Folktale

Folktales often feature less exalted but equally vivid supernatural beings. Mischievous spirits
like Thlahchhiepa were believed to wander at night, appearing in dreams or frightening travelers.
While not as lethal as Lyurahripa, their antics served to explain sudden frights, nightmares, or

illnesses without clear cause (Hlychho 83).

Other tales depict household spirits who help or hinder daily chores. Some stories even laugh at
the gullibility of villagers who mistake animals for ghosts, showing that humor was an important
dimension of dealing with fear. Folktales thus democratize the supernatural, bringing specters

into the realm of ordinary life where they can be ridiculed, tricked, or befriended.

Rituals, Sacrifice, and Appeasement

Supernatural narratives were inseparable from ritual practice. To live as a Mara was to constantly
negotiate with unseen forces. Sacrifices of pigs, fowls, and dogs were performed not as acts of
devotion but as appeasement. As R. A. Lorrain observed, the Mara were “devil appeasers rather

than devil worshippers” (101).

Language in India www.languageinindia.comISSN 1930-2940 Vol. 25:9 September 2025
H. Parmawii, Research Scholar and Prof. Laltluangliana Khiangte
Specters and Spirits: Supernatural Elements in Mara Folk Narratives 307



http://www.languageinindia.com/

Rituals like pana were directed to nature spirits of rivers, trees, and rocks, while grand
ceremonies like hropi bao honored Khazohpa (Zohra 2). Spirit-mediums (lyhburpa) played a
crucial role, entering trance to diagnose the cause of illness and prescribe sacrifices. In this
system, sickness was not a random event but a sign of spirit displeasure, demanding negotiation

through ritual.

Symbolism and Social Meaning

At a deeper level, specters and spirits symbolized human emotions and social dilemmas. The
malevolent Lyurahripa embodied fear, violence, and death, while benevolent spirits reflected
love, fertility, and protection. Were-tigers dramatized the possibility of betrayal hidden beneath

kinship, and spirit-lovers embodied the allure and danger of crossing boundaries.

By externalizing anxieties in narrative form, the Mara turned fear into story, chaos into meaning.
Ghosts and specters regulated moral life: they punished betrayal, rewarded loyalty, and reminded
the community of the unseen consequences of action. Folklore thus functioned as both
entertainment and ethical instruction, a means of sustaining collective memory while coping with

existential uncertainty.

Conclusion

Specters and spirits are not marginal curiosities in Mara folklore; they are its very heart. From
the tragic fate of Thluapa to the magical romance of Siarahmaino, from the duels of Nara and
Kiathyu to the restless wanderings of Thlahchhiepa, the Mara oral tradition reveals a world

where the supernatural was never far away.

These stories, preserved through oral performance, encode the community’s struggle with
mortality, nature, and morality. They remind us that for the Mara, the forest was not empty,
rivers were not silent, and nights were never truly dark. Every place could be haunted, every act

watched, every misfortune explained by unseen hands.

In studying these narratives, we not only preserve the fragile heritage of an indigenous people
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but also encounter the universal human need to people the unknown with meaning. Mara
specters and spirits thus stand as testimony to the imaginative resilience of a community that

lived, and still remembers living, in a world alive with the supernatural.

Works Cited
Carey, S. Betram, and H. N. Tuck. The Chin Hills. Firma KLM, 1976.

Datta, Birendranath. Folkloric Foragings in India’s North-East. ABILAC, 1999.
Hlychho, Hamlet John. The Maras: Headhunters to Soulhunters. J.P. Offset Printers, 2009.

Lorrain, R. A. Five Years in Unknown Jungles, for God and Empire. Lakher Pioneer Mission,

1912.
Mara, K. Mara Phohpa nata Ryhpazy. K. Robin, 2007.

Parmawii, H. A4 Study of Supernatural elements of Mara Folk Narrative. M.Phil dissertation,
Mizoram University, 2023.

Parry, N. E. The Lakhers. Firma KLM, 2009.
Ray, Animesh. A Peep into the Land of the Lakhers. Firma KLM, 1976.

Zohra, K. The Maras: Indigenous Tradition and Folkculture. Scientific Book Centre, 2013.

Language in India www.languageinindia.comISSN 1930-2940 Vol. 25:9 September 2025
H. Parmawii, Research Scholar and Prof. Laltluangliana Khiangte
Specters and Spirits: Supernatural Elements in Mara Folk Narratives 309



http://www.languageinindia.com/

