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Abstract: This paper attempts to investigate the historical role of Manipuri women against the British 

colonial period. It includes a historical background of women identity and self representative formation 

through economic developments. Further, it highlights the two historical Nupi Lan movements which was 

directed majorly against the imperial rule and traces this form of women empowerment and resistance from 

ancient to contemporary times. Further, it brings into debate the social, political and economic situations of 

women's development for bringing about resistance to violence of different forms. Lastly, the paper focuses 

on solutions and recommendations for the lack of women representation in political fronts.  
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INTRODUCTION 

To a scholar of gender studies, it becomes imperative to highlight the roles of women in major historical 

sense, as it serves the purpose of attaining empowerment. The narrative of women’s role in attaining a sense 

of identity against the established norm is although considered minimal, cases of women’s movement in 

Manipur is nowhere far from revolutionary. 

As Lag (1995) argues, lack of north east India’s representation in academia has often been overshadowed by 

mainstream historiography. The recent trend of revivalist forms of historical perception gives ample space for 

entrusting women’s central position in defining important social, political and cultural affairs. 

The state of Manipur comprises of a large and diverse population, of which more than two-thirds belong to 

the Meitei community. Several smaller communities exist within the diverse population, making the process 

of a universal mode of inquiry of the state a challenging task.  

However, a patriarchal contemporary scenario is a dominant concern that women of all communities in 

Manipur face. This is contradictory to the academic inquiries which have been made in the historical 

perspectives of the region. Walter (2004) argues how women of the region have had a long history of playing 

significant roles in times of war. Although this diverse society has been identified for following a traditionally 
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matriarchal lifestyle, a false pretense of a largely oppressive patriarchal society covers the region under the 

growing influence of systematic oppression.  

Much of the modern issues that the state of Manipur faces is due to several issues that have historical 

relevance. From the ‘Hinduization’ of the region to the vicious colonial rule, significant changes in women’s 

roles are unique to the region’s narrative.  

Nevertheless, one of the region’s most captivating developments owes itself to its women. Famously known 

as Nupi Lan (women’s war), it has been recognized as one of the most unique forms of nationalist resistance 

which questioned the authoritative majority and colonial state.  

To increase the status of women in terms of employment and educational opportunities as well as provide 

them more influence over decisions making processes, an effort will be made to analyze the Manipuri 

women’s agency against the British colonial rule, and identifying women-centric developments largely owing 

to their strong resistance will be discussed.  

BACKGROUND 

 

Manipuri women have been recognized to have a transformative role in society. In her analysis on 

development of Manipuri women, Arambam (2021) defines the colonial perspective towards women of 

Manipur as high and respectable. Moreover, Parratt (2011) agrees that the Meiteis had historically developed 

a high culture, owing to the sizable body of written works in the old Meitei alphabet that date back at least a 

thousand years.  

Arambam (2021) refers to the high status of women with their proportion of economic engagement, as 

proven by the Ima keithel market, which till date is conducted entirely by women, as a sign of women's 

empowerment. The Nupi Lan Movement of 1904 and 1939, acts as an important political developments 

which came forth through the constructivist means of economic emancipation that came from the Ima Keithel 

market. Moreover, in defining the region’s collective identitiy, the Nupi Lan Movement served as the basis 

for future resistances against state sponsored violence, making women of Manipur the strength and pillars of 

social justices.  

OBJECTIVE 

By highlighting several dynamic issues related to womens role against the colonial rule, disparities against 

the state and the subaltern, highlighting major historical movements which brought about revolutionary 

political agitations in the state, this research paper aims to offers an analysis of women agency against the 

fight of the British. It seeks to capture the variety of roles that women play in Manipur culture, taking into 

account their strong social position and considerable economic engagement under various developments and 

movements by women of the state. 

It aims to investigate how they participate in political and domestic decision-making in Manipur and 

determine whether they are truly empowered in the proper sense of the word. The essay is a review that 

draws information from secondary sources such reports, books, theses, government publications, and more. 

Only the lack of current official data limits it.  

Lastly, to assess the overall role women played in the national struggle, a descriptive mode of study has been 

adopted keeping in mind the various factors determining the position of Manipuri women.  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The state of Manipur comprises of several women belonging to a variety of ethnic and religious groups, 

including Meitei women (the majority ethnic group), Muslim women, tribal women, and Christian women in 

the minority. The convergence of the region’s community structure owes itself to the regions mobility and 

strategic location which has been a point of contention for several decades. However, due to the existence of 

Meitei literature and written script from ancient times, the little material on ancient history and religion is 
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primarily focused on Meitei women. According to Arambam (2021), Manipur was neither able to withstand 

the cultural attack from Hinduism nor the invasion of Burma or British. Recognized as an ancient warrior race, 

Meitei men were subject to several wars which drastically reduced the male population of the state, endorsing 

women with the responsibility of domestic as well as official affairs. Women were compelled to partake in social 

gatherings and ceremonies as family heads. Women’s market undoubtedly became an open source of knowledge 

interactions and formed a collective sense of identity, giving shape to early forms of women empowerment. 

Tandon (2016), discusses extensively on empowerment and women. For these women, empowerment is an 

issue of individual agency which connects needs to actions, and produces meaningful social change. 

Additionally, the idea encompasses a wider examination of social justice and human rights rather than only 

focusing on one's own identity. When applied to gender concerns, the talk of empowerment pulls women into 

the public and private spheres of politics. In this sense, empowerment refers to a process to alter how men 

and women hold power in institutions across society as well as in interpersonal relationships.  

Parrat (2011) briefly mentions the importance of Meitei women being engaged in several economic activities 

of the state, which eventually evolved into an important single catalyst for future democratic reforms. Women 

were actively engaged in trade as well as activities related to agriculture, manufacturing, horticulture, 

weaving, blacksmithing, farming, kitchen gardening, and so forth.  

Sudhir (2002) brings into focus the importance of Khwairamband market being the prime center of all women’s 

marketing network which prepared a promising square of interactions on varied socio-political issue via constant 

mutual exchanges, creating a strong cord of women understanding and collective identity among the women 

which ensured construction of feminism among the Meitei women in the traditional valley society. Therefore, it 

was a slightly deviant form of feminism than the mainstream narrative which aimed at social equality with the 

male counterparts. It can be noticed that this collective identity emerged from the absence of their male 

counterparts, giving women the freedom and space to thrive in Manipuri society as they became indirect 

participants of shaping state politics. 

While analysing Khwairamband Keithel , Sudhir (2002) denotes the prime indicator of women’s terrain in 

Manipur was significantly contributive to the state’s political ambivalence in the period of Anishuba Nupilan 

(second women’s war).   

The origins of this dates to the period of Burmese reign of terror (1819) where women took up domestic roles 

whereas men fought the wars. It caused a devastating male depopulation dramatically changing the Meitei sex 

roles and socio-economic and political relations. Parrat (2011) proves how the magnitude of these events gave 

rise to more prominent Meitei movements like the Meira Paibi which began in 1979 aimed at protecting 

citizen’s basic rights and later gained prominence in national issues.  

HISTORICAL RESEARCH 

The ancient history of Manipur is abundant with roles played by women. Arambam (2021) asserts that 

ancient Meitei civilization was most likely matriarchal. Written and oral traditions date the arrival in Manipur 

of the many subgroups that make up the ancient Meithei community. They carried a sophisticated religious 

structure with them. During the reign of Maharaja Garib Niwaz, Hinduization was forcibly imposed by the 

middle of the 18th century. The rituals and beliefs of the Meitei were never entirely subjugated, nevertheless. 

Notably, Hindu restrictions on women were never put into practice and they actively participated in the 

production process, politics, organisation, and management of civilisation for the society in ancient Manipur. 

Arambam carries a deep research into the ancient prominence of Meithei royal women, who actively 

participated in the affairs of the state. The representation of mother deities, goddesses and princesses 

represent their prominent position and the vigor and vitality at which women thrived. The assertion that 

ancient Manipuri women made significant contributions to the economy through trade and sustenance, and 

their significant presence in political spheres marks the region as primarily inquisitive of women’s strength.  
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The Nupi Lan Movement 

In 1904, the launch of the first Nupi Lan (women's war) to resist the imposed restrictions by the British of 

ordering male members to reconstruct the British official's bungalow that was destroyed by fire identifiable 

criminals, ultimately caused the colonialists to revoke its directive. Although this initiative was taken up by 

the efforts of women’s collective identity, it has been historically marked as the first indicator of women 

empowerment under the absence of men. 

The second Nupi Lan in 1939 emerged out of shortage of rice caused by the colonial authorities and Marwari 

traders in 1939, and in the end, the government had to outlaw the export of rice from the State.  

Yambem (1975) has provided evidential disparities and debates that took between state institutions of the Darbar 

and the Maharaja. Darbar apprehended that there would be famine in Manipur unless the export of rice was 

banned. Both the institutions of Darbar and Maharaja failed to take immediate preventive measures making the 

women responsible for their own future. Through this narrative, a  subaltern perspective has been created by 

Yambem, who briefly mentions several economic, social and political constraints on the people of Manipur 

through emergence of the warfare, and refers to the increasing prices of rice which was approaching a near 

famine situation, leading the peasants to sell their stocks of rice to the Marwari community. Therefore, it is 

important to note that the second Nupi Lan primarily stood against state injustice being committed by both, 

Marwari community of India as well as the British. It marked a dividing line between the oppressive economic 

and administrative policies followed by the Maharaja and the Political Agent and new Manipur which emerged 

out of the Nupi Lan.  

The various contours of the movement accommodated several other social issues, and women became the 

forefront of reformers. Primarily identified as a women’s movement, Nupi Lan received male support with the 

arrival of Irabot Singh who lated formed a new political organization called Manipur Praja Samellini (Yambem, 

1975). As a result, women joined the fight for the public's fundamental political right in future political 

collisions and women actively participated in every movement calling for accountable government between 

1954 and 1959. Manipur, by which they meant the governance of an independent state was a narrative 

created by the women rather than a dependent one. 

The significance of the movement can be attributed to Nag (1995) who provides a universal picture of resistance 

against the imperial colonialists. He highlights the role of the Kuki community in fighting a guerilla war against 

the British for about two years before being crushed, and also the Kabui Nagas up in arms led by Jadonang who 

professed to posesss supernatural power. The battle unfolded the role of Rani Gaidinliu, who took over as 

Jadonang passed away. Gaidinliu was born on January 26, 1915, and passed away in 1993 in Manipur's 

current Tamenglong district. The Rongmei tribe provided the spiritual and political direction for the armed 

rebellion against the British that took place in Manipur, Nagaland, and Assam (also known as Kabui). 

Gaidinliu and her cousin Haipou Jadonang joined the Heraka movement in 1927 when they were both 13 

years old. The Heraka movement sought to revive the Naga tribal religion and achieve Naga self-government 

(Naga Raj), ending British authority. 

The Naga freedom fighter was housed in a number of jails around the Northeast between 1932 and 1947. She 

continued to work for the community's advancement after her 1947 release. Gaidinliu was given the name 

"Rani" by Nehru in recognition of her bravery and was referred to as the "daughter of the hills" by him. Thus, 

the emergence of collective identity also created strong women leaders, who were at the forefront of the 

struggle against the colonial rule. 

The Nisha Bandhi and Meira Paibi Movement 

The Nisha Bandhi women's movement was an important women’s development in the 1970s and an indicator 

of women agency in the state of Manipur. By resisting the increasing phenomenon of alcoholism and its evil 

effects on society in 1972, Nisha Bandhi movement became one of the best indicators of a collective social 

movement in contemporary India. 
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With changing socio-economic and political overturns, the Nisha Bandhi movement evolved into the Meira 

Paibi (torch bearers) movement. Conflicts between the state forces and the underground insurgent groups, 

with the state-sponsored Armed Forces Special Powers Act, 1958, resulted in grave injustices being 

committed by the government. It was women who rose up at this pivotal moment, transforming from passive 

to active participants in the conflict. Mairi Paibi women took over male-centric roles by patrolling the streets 

and neighbourhood at night to prevent their sons and husbands from being picked up in unauthorised arrests; 

to protect their neighbourhood against any injustice, a prominent forefront of this movement is the famous 

Irom Sharmila. Following an insurgent attack, members of the CRPF went on the rampage, tormenting locals 

and even raping and killing women. Women organized protests against these violations. Women began to 

walk the streets at night with flaming torches in their hands to protect their neighbourhoods from any surprise 

search operations by security personnel because the number of casualties from counter-insurgency operations 

grew despite protests, rallies, and memoranda. In contemporary sense, Meira Paibi organisations can be 

found in every neighbourhood, and nearly every neighbourhood has a Meira Shang. This is an indicator of a 

greater role being played by women as not just fighters but also decision-makers. The Meira Paibis stand for 

Manipur's strong women's collective. 

Therefore, women agency and role against the British has a strong connection to the region’s history which 

promotes collective identity in times of need. This women agency in the state was strongly represented in 

several movements which consciously aimed at creating socio-political and economic justice for the people 

of the state. Women indirectly became active participants in the political affairs of the state, where state 

institutions and people in power failed. Moreover, the Nupi Lan resistance paved the way for several social 

issues and collective action taken against these issues.  

ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 

The Nupi Lan was first an uprising by Manipuri women against the Maharaja and Marwari monopolists' 

economic practices, but it later evolved into a movement for constitutional and administrative reform in 

Manipur. Arambam (2021) discusses how this transcendental process of  the women's initial demands were 

limited to a ban on rice exports, but as time went on, they expanded to encompass changes to the Darbar and the 

system of government. The significance of the Nupi Lan rests in the fact that it laid the foundation for the 

prominent role that Manipur's women would play in the creation of a new Manipuri society after the Second 

World War and post Indian independence.  

Walter (2004) has associated ‘Nupi Lan’ or resistance to British rulers as a means of forming indigenous identity 

which later took the representation of torchbearers of justice. The Meira Paibis, who were at forefront of peace 

initiatives became the voices of state injustices taking place post independence. Because the Nupi Lan movement 

formed the basis of social moments in the state of Manipur, Nag (1975) addresses the concept of ‘social 

movements’ being fluid and accommodating. Therefore, by venturing into historical importance of these 

movements, the Nupi Lan movement provides the foundational grounding of being a women-centric, anti –

colonial movement without any feminist ideology, and gave rise to several other movements for political justices 

in the state. 

With regard to Manipur, mainstream historiography often became overshadowing the struggles of the state. 

However, Nag (1995) illustrates the importance of Jawaharlal Nehru’s accidental historiography with the 

Gaindinliu’s story which brought the movement led by Jadonang Gaidinliu in Manipur into national focus, and 

the endowment of Rani Gaindinliu made these resistances a part of the region’s identity, and shaped a 

representative narrative making the way for future action.   

With reference to this, it is important to note how women movements like Meira Paibis have taken 

representation of justice to save the people, and have since then participated in political interventions of the 

state. It supported reservation of women’s seat in the state Legislative assembly. They became active agents 

in the case of the protection of basic human rights and protested against state-sponsored violence.  

Several other organizations make up the great Manipuri women’s movement to lead them toward 

emancipation and empowerment.  After the accession of Manipur to the Union of India, women community 

once again energized their role for democracy restoration Advisory Council (1952-53), the Territorial 
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council, and led to emergence of several other political organizations such as Manipur Mahila Sanmellani 

and Nishabandhi Movement in April 1975. 

 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, women of Manipur have had a long history of empowerment, both in terms of actively 

participating in social justice movements and engaging in productive economic activity since ancient times. 

The Nupi Lan movement which started as a rice agitation directed against the economic policies of the Maharaja 

and the Marwari monopolists, later on changed its character to become a movement for constitutional and 

administrative reforms in Manipur. The uniqueness of the movement lies in the fact that in the emergence after 

the end of the Second World War, it was the women of Manipur who were the vanguard of change.  

Besides being the primary household decision-makers, women do not have significant influence as leaders or 

decision-makers in Manipur society. The burden of patriarchal tradition and the division of pre-conceived 

labor divides women agency from being political, social and economic decision makers. Cultural norms and 

traditions play a significant role in this situation, and the time demands placed on women by the household 

chores they must complete, their dual responsibilities as family caregivers and wage earners, places 

significant challenge on Manipuri women. 

A shift in public perception is necessary to acknowledge that women must be encouraged, with equal 

contributive assistance from their partners (if they are married), and support from other family members (if 

they are single). As more and more women strive to occupy the positions of power that are rightfully theirs, 

productive but non-economic activities for which a value may be ascribed, such as child care and other home 

labor must be taken into account. Last but not the least, greater political representation to women of the state 

must be recognized in order to provide the platform to Manipuri women to bring about systemic yet 

revolutionary reforms.  
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