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Abstract

Flood myths are found in many cultures across the world. These stories often describe how rising water becomes
a powerful force that punishes human disobedience or restores balance between humans and nature. This article
studies the Mizo folktale The Story of Ngaiteii as an example of a natural flood myth. The narrative explains how
a village faces destruction because a promise between a human and a spirit is broken. When Ngaiteii refuses to
return to her fathers spirit, which lives in a deep river pool, the spirit sends a flood toward the village. The
community tries to calm the waters by throwing Ngaiteii s belongings into the flood, but the water continues to
rise until she is finally sacrificed. Through a literary and folkloric analysis, the article shows how the flood in the
story symbolizes supernatural authority, moral responsibility, and the fragile balance between humans and
nature. By comparing this narrative with flood myths from other cultures, the study demonstrates that the folktale
reflects a common mythological pattern in which natural disasters are interpreted as responses to human
behaviour. The story of Ngaiteii therefore illustrates how traditional storytelling connects natural forces, spiritual
belief, and social morality.
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I. Introduction

Flood myths are among the most widespread narratives in the world. Many ancient cultures tell stories
about destructive floods that threaten villages, cities, or even the entire earth. These stories usually present floods
as more than natural events. Instead, floods are often seen as moral or spiritual responses to human behaviour
(Dundes 121).

In mythological traditions, water frequently represents both destruction and renewal. Floods destroy
communities, but they also restore balance in the world when social or spiritual harmony has been disturbed
(Leeming 62). For this reason, flood stories often contain lessons about responsibility, obedience, and the
relationship between humans and the supernatural world.

The Mizo folktale The Story of Ngaiteii contains many elements of a traditional flood myth. The narrative
connects the rising waters of a river with the anger of a spirit whose promise has been broken. The flood threatens
the entire village until the community sacrifices the girl who caused the disturbance. Such stories demonstrate
how traditional societies interpret natural disasters as meaningful events rather than random accidents (Eliade 54).

This article analyses the folktale as an example of a natural flood myth. It examines how the story
presents the relationship between humans, spirits, and nature, and how the flood functions as a symbol of moral
imbalance and communal survival.

II.  Brief Summary Of The Story

The folktale begins with Ngaiteii and her grandmother working in their jhum field, digging taro for their
evening meal. At the bottom of the field is a deep pool in the river Tiau, believed to be the place where Ngaiteii’s
father drowned. People say that his spirit now lives in the water.

While working, Ngaiteii becomes very thirsty. Her grandmother asks her to fetch water from the pool
but warns her not to shout “E Khai!” when she reaches it. However, when Ngaiteii sees the deep water, she
becomes amazed and forgets the warning. She cries out “E Khai!” and immediately her father’s spirit rises from
the pool and pulls her into the water.

Later, her grandmother finds her living beneath the water with the spirit. The spirit allows Ngaiteii to
return home for a short time, but she must promise to come back. When Ngaiteii refuses to return, her father’s
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spirit sends a flood toward the village. The villagers throw her belongings into the water to calm the flood, but it
continues to rise. In the end, they sacrifice Ngaiteii by throwing her into the flood, and the waters immediately
subside.

III.  Flood Myths In World Folklore

Flood myths are among the most widespread stories in world folklore. Scholars have identified hundreds
of flood narratives in cultures from different continents and historical periods (Dundes 123). These stories usually
describe a great flood that threatens or destroys human settlements. In many cases, the flood is not explained as a
simple natural disaster but as an event caused by gods, spirits, or other supernatural powers.

Some of the most famous flood myths come from ancient civilizations. For example, in the
Mesopotamian Epic of Gilgamesh, the gods decide to send a massive flood to destroy humanity. Only one man,
Utnapishtim, survives by building a large boat to save himself, his family, and many animals. A similar story
appears in the biblical account of Noah, where God sends a flood to cleanse the world of human corruption. Noah
is warned in advance and builds an ark to preserve life during the disaster. These stories share a common idea:
the flood is a response to moral wrongdoing and serves as a way to restore order to the world.

Flood myths also appear in many other cultures. Greek mythology tells the story of Deucalion and
Pyrrha, who survive a great flood sent by Zeus. Chinese traditions include stories of catastrophic floods that
threaten human civilization until heroes or rulers find ways to control the waters. Many Native American
traditions also contain stories of great floods that reshape the world and begin a new era of human life (Leeming
64). Although the details differ from culture to culture, these stories often share similar themes of destruction,
survival, and renewal.

Folklorists and anthropologists suggest that such myths reflect early human attempts to explain natural
disasters. Floods, storms, and other environmental events were frightening and difficult to understand for ancient
communities. By linking floods to the actions of gods or spirits, people could interpret these disasters within a
meaningful moral framework. William Bascom explains that myths often connect natural events with human
behaviour in order to provide moral lessons and cultural understanding (Bascom 18). In this way, floods were not
seen as random events but as signs that something in the moral or spiritual order of the world had been disturbed.

The story of Ngaiteii follows this same general pattern found in many flood myths. In the narrative, the
flood does not occur because of heavy rain or natural weather conditions. Instead, it begins after Ngaiteii breaks
her promise to return to her father’s spirit. The rising water therefore represents the reaction of the spirit world to
the broken agreement. As in many traditional flood stories, the disaster symbolizes the consequences of disturbing
the balance between humans and supernatural forces.

IV.  The River Pool As A Sacred Natural Space

The river pool in the story functions as more than a simple geographical location. It represents a sacred
place where the boundary between the human world and the spirit world becomes thin. In many traditional
cultures, certain natural places—such as rivers, lakes, caves, mountains, and springs—are believed to be inhabited
by spirits or supernatural beings. Because of this belief, such places are treated with respect and sometimes fear.
People believe that these locations connect the visible world of humans with an invisible spiritual realm (Eliade
37).

In the folktale, the deep pool in the river Tiau is already associated with the memory of Ngaiteii’s father,
who drowned there many years earlier. The villagers believe that his spirit now lives inside the water. This belief
transforms the pool from an ordinary part of the landscape into a sacred and mysterious space. It becomes a place
where the living may encounter the spirit world.

Religious scholar Mircea Eliade explains that sacred natural places often act as symbolic entrances to
supernatural realms. In many mythological traditions, water sources such as rivers or deep pools are seen as
gateways through which spirits may appear or communicate with humans (Eliade 40). Because these places are
believed to hold spiritual power, people are expected to behave carefully and respectfully when they approach
them.

This belief is reflected in the warning that Ngaiteii’s grandmother gives her. Before sending her to fetch
water, the grandmother tells her not to shout “E Khai!”” when she reaches the pool. The warning suggests that loud
or careless behaviour might disturb the spirit living there. It also shows that the grandmother understands the
sacred nature of the place and the dangers of ignoring traditional rules.

However, when Ngaiteii sees the deep and dark water, she becomes overwhelmed with amazement and
forgets the warning. Her exclamation seems like a small and innocent act, but within the context of the story it
becomes a serious mistake. By shouting at the sacred pool, she unknowingly calls the spirit of her father, who
immediately rises from the water and takes her into the spirit world.

This moment illustrates how small human actions can disturb the delicate balance between the human
world and the supernatural world. In many myths and folktales, ordinary behaviour—such as speaking loudly,
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touching a sacred object, or entering a forbidden place—can accidentally open a connection to the spiritual realm.
Joseph Campbell notes that such moments often mark the beginning of a character’s encounter with the
supernatural (Campbell 88). In the story of Ngaiteii, the simple act of calling out at the river pool becomes the
turning point that sets the entire narrative in motion.

V.  The Flood As A Symbol Of Nature’s Power

After Ngaiteii refuses to return to her father’s spirit, the story introduces the central disaster of the
narrative: the rising flood. The water from the deep pool begins to swell and move toward the village, threatening
to submerge the houses and fields. As the flood advances, the waves seem to cry out repeatedly, “Ngai, Ngai,” as
if they are calling for Ngaiteii to return. This moment is both dramatic and symbolic, because the flood appears
to act with intention, almost like a living being searching for the person who broke her promise.

This description gives the flood a human-like quality. In many folktales and myths, natural forces are
portrayed as if they possess emotions, voices, or desires. Such descriptions help listeners understand the power
of nature in personal terms. David Leeming explains that myths often give natural elements human characteristics
in order to show that the natural world is closely connected with spiritual forces and human life (Leeming 70). In
the story of Ngaiteii, the flood does not behave like ordinary water. Instead, it becomes a powerful agent that
expresses the will of the spirit world.

Flood myths in many cultures also portray water as a force that responds to moral imbalance. When
sacred rules are broken or promises are violated, nature itself seems to react. Alan Dundes observes that flood
narratives often symbolize the consequences of disturbed harmony between humans and supernatural powers
(Dundes 125). The flood in this folktale therefore represents more than physical destruction. It shows the anger
of Ngaiteii’s father’s spirit and the demand that the broken promise must be fulfilled.

The story also uses vivid imagery to show the destructive strength of the flood. The water is described
as red, swirling, and churning violently as it approaches the village. These details emphasize the danger and
uncontrollable force of the rising water. For the villagers watching the flood, the natural world suddenly becomes
terrifying and unpredictable. Through these powerful images, the folktale expresses the deep fear that natural
disasters inspire in human communities. At the same time, it reminds listeners that nature, when disturbed,
possesses a strength far greater than human power.

VI.  The Ritual Of Appeasing The Flood

An important narrative pattern in the folktale is the villagers’ repeated attempts to calm the rising waters.
When the flood first threatens the village, the people try to satisfy the angry water by offering objects that belong
to Ngaiteii. They begin by throwing her puan into the flood. For a short time the water retreats, giving the villagers
hope that the danger has passed. However, the calm does not last long, and the water soon begins to rise again.

As the flood returns, the villagers grow more desperate. They throw more of Ngaiteii’s belongings into
the water, including her comb, bangles, necklaces, baskets, and even her weaving loom. Each offering temporarily
calms the flood, but the effect never lasts long. This repeated action builds suspense in the story while also
showing the villagers’ fear and helplessness.

The pattern reflects traditional beliefs about offerings to natural forces. In many cultures, people give
gifts or sacrifices to rivers, mountains, or spirits in order to calm their anger and restore harmony between humans
and the supernatural world (Bascom 20). By throwing Ngaiteii’s possessions into the water, the villagers hope
that the spirit of her father will be satisfied.

However, the repeated failure of these offerings shows that the real problem has not been solved. The
spirit is not satisfied with symbolic objects because the broken promise remains unresolved. As a result, the flood
continues to rise until the villagers finally realize that only Ngaiteii herself can restore balance.

VII.  Sacrifice And The Survival Of The Community

The climax of the story occurs when the villagers finally realize that the flood cannot be stopped by
throwing objects into the water. Although Ngaiteii’s belongings briefly calm the flood, the water continues to rise
again and again. At this point, the villagers understand that the spirit is not satisfied with symbolic offerings. What
he truly demands is the return of Ngaiteii herself. The community is therefore forced to face a painful choice:
they must either sacrifice Ngaiteii or allow the entire village to be destroyed by the flood.

This moment reflects a common theme found in many myths and folktales around the world—the
sacrifice of an individual for the survival of the community. In traditional storytelling, such sacrifices often appear
when the balance between humans and supernatural forces has been disturbed. Joseph Campbell explains that
myths frequently portray sacrifice as a necessary act that restores harmony in the universe (Campbell 95). In this
sense, the villagers’ decision is not simply an act of cruelty but a tragic attempt to protect the lives of many people.

When Ngaiteii is finally thrown into the churning flood, the water immediately subsides. The sudden
calm of the river confirms that the flood was caused by the broken promise between Ngaiteii and her father’s
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spirit. By returning her to the water, the villagers unknowingly fulfill the promise that had been violated. The
sacrifice therefore restores the balance between the human world and the spirit world.

However, the story does not present this act as something easy or joyful. After the flood ends, the
villagers mourn deeply for Ngaiteii. Their lament shows that they understand the cost of what they have done.
The community has survived, but it has lost one of its members. Through this ending, the folktale acknowledges
both the necessity and the tragedy of sacrifice, reminding listeners that restoring harmony often requires painful
consequences.

VIII.  Nature, Spirits, And Moral Responsibility

The folktale demonstrates how traditional societies understand the relationship between humans and
nature. In many indigenous belief systems, the natural world is not viewed as something separate from human
life. Instead, rivers, forests, mountains, and animals are often believed to be connected with spirits or supernatural
powers. Because of this belief, human actions are thought to influence the balance of nature itself. When people
behave respectfully, harmony is maintained between humans, nature, and the spiritual world.

In the story of Ngaiteii, this connection becomes very clear. Ngaiteii’s decision not to return to her
father’s spirit is a personal choice, but its consequences affect the entire village. By breaking her promise, she
disturbs the relationship between the human community and the spirit world. As a result, the spirit expresses his
anger through the forces of nature. The rising flood therefore represents the reaction of both the supernatural
world and the natural environment when balance is broken.

This idea reflects a common theme in myths and folktales around the world. Myth scholars explain that
traditional stories often connect natural disasters with human behaviour in order to teach moral responsibility.
When floods, storms, or droughts appear in myths, they frequently symbolize the consequences of disobedience,
broken promises, or disrespect toward sacred places (Doty 74). Through such stories, communities learn that their
actions can affect not only themselves but also the natural world around them.

In this way, the story of Ngaiteii functions as more than a simple tale. It serves both as entertainment and
as a form of moral instruction. By showing how a single broken promise leads to a destructive flood, the folktale
reminds listeners of the importance of honesty, responsibility, and respect for spiritual forces. Ultimately, the
narrative teaches that harmony between humans, nature, and spirits must be carefully maintained if a community
hopes to survive and prosper.

IX.  Conclusion

The folktale of Ngaiteii illustrates many characteristics of traditional flood myths. Like other flood
narratives from around the world, the story connects rising water with moral imbalance and supernatural authority.
The flood does not occur randomly but as a direct response to a broken promise between the human and spirit
worlds.

The narrative also highlights the importance of sacred natural spaces, such as the deep pool in the river
Tiau. These places represent the boundary between human life and supernatural forces. When that boundary is
disturbed, the consequences can be destructive.

Through the rising flood, the villagers’ attempts at appeasement, and the final sacrifice of Ngaiteii, the
story communicates a powerful lesson about responsibility and communal survival. The folktale therefore
demonstrates how traditional cultures use myth to explain natural disasters and reinforce moral values. By placing
human actions within a larger spiritual and natural order, the story reminds listeners that harmony between people,
nature, and the supernatural world is essential for the survival of the community.
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