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Introduction

This dissertation titled The Lai Haraoba of Manipur: Dramaturgy, Identity and
Reinvention is an attempt to contextualize the Lai Haraoba within the
contradictions and changes of contemporary political culture in Manipur. An
ancient ritualistic festival of the Meeteis, the Lai Haraoba re-enacts the
creation myth in honour of the ancestors and traditional deities known
as Umanglai. Celebrated at different times between the months of April and
May in every leikai (locality) and khul (village) around the shrine-like
structure of the Ilaipham (abode of gods), the Lai Haraoba is a form of
community worship wherein the site of worship is situated outside the home
in the public domain. The celebratory rituals combining hymns, dance,

music, trance and processions can last from a few days to a month.

This dissertation examines different types of Lai Haraoba in diverse
locations - the Kanglei Haraoba celebrated in Imphal by the general Meetei
community; the Moirang Haraoba performed by the Moirang clan in
Moirang; and the Chakpa Haraoba performed by the Loi (outcaste)
communities in their own villages. While there are many common features
linking these Lai Haraobas, there are also significant differences, which I
would like to highlight in order to problematize the essentialization and

homogenization of Meetei identity.

Instead of getting entrapped within the ritualism of Lai Haraoba, this
study prioritizes its systems of organization, multiple dramaturgies, identity
politics, and reinventions of the Lai Haraoba in order to understand the

complex nature of its social dynamics. The study also takes into account the



role of the state, bureaucracy, the middle class, religious boards and councils,
committees and civil society organizations in the overall management of
the Lai Haraoba. In the final analysis, the dissertation attempts to trace the
ongoing relations between the ritual enactment of Lai Haraoba and the clash
of identities in the larger context of a new market economy, supplemented
by continued tensions relating to insurgencies and ethnic conflicts, and the

ambivalent relationship of Manipur in relation to the Indian state.
Brief Background

In ancient times, Manipur was known by various names such as Tillikoktom
Ahanba, Muwapalli, Kangleipak, Poirei Meitrabak, among other names in a
larger nomenclature. It was only towards the beginning of the 18th century,
when Meeteis were converted to Vaishnava Hinduism that this land came to
be known as Manipur. In the olden days, the people of the neighbouring
countries called this land by different names. The Burmese called it Kathe,

the Assamese Mekhle, while the Bengalis called it Moglai.

The present state of Manipur has Myanmar in the east, Nagaland in
the north, Cachar district of Assam in the west and Mizoram in the south. It
has a territorial area of 22,327 sq. km. out of which only one tenth can be
described as the plains. It has a bowl-shaped valley, called Manipur valley,
surrounded by mountain ranges from all sides. Previously, there were nine
districts - Imphal West, Imphal East, Bishnupur, Thoubal, Senapati, Chandel,
Churachanpur, Tamenglong and Ukhrul. The first four were located in the
plains and the last five in the hills. Recently on 9 December 2016, the former
Congress government led by Chief Minister Okram Ibobi issued a gazette
notification creating seven new districts, bringing the total number of

districts to sixteen. The new districts are Jiribam (bifurcated from Imphal



East), Kangpokpi (bifurcated from Senapati), Kakching (bifurcated from
Thoubal and Chandel), Tengnoupal (bifurcated from Chandel), Kamjong
(bifurcated from Ukhrul), Noney (bifurcated from Tamenglong) and

Pherzawl (bifurcated from Churachandpur).
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Figure 1 Map of Manipur indicating the new seven districts (Source: The Telegraph, Dec. 10,
2016)

While there is a concomitant relationship between the hills and plains
not only in terms of social, cultural and economic dynamics but also in terms
of geographical factors, there are also tensions and contradictory claims by
ethnic based organizations, which are used to promote political agendas that

do not always concern the existential realities of the masses. Geographically



speaking, there cannot be plains without hills. The hills are mainly inhabited
by different ethnic groups, which come under the major umbrellas of the
Kuki and the Naga. They have been categorized under the 'Scheduled Tribes'
(ST) category in Indian constitution. The valley is inhabited by the Meeteis
who are the majority people, the Lois (presently recognized as Scheduled
Caste), the Meetei Pangans (Muslims), Mayangs (non-Mongoloid Indians),

Nepalese and a small percentage of Naga and Kuki tribes.

There are various interpretations of the origin of the Meetei/Meitei. It
is still a contested issue. There are three popular theories. The first one is the
Indo-Aryan narrative, which came up after the Hinduisation of the
Meetei/Meitei, trying to trace the ancestry of the Meetei/Meitei to the Aryan
race. The second narrative is grounded in the autochthonous origin of the
Meetei/Meitei from the Koubru peak in the North West part of present
Manipur. These two narratives stand as binary opposites, tinged by religious

and cultural existential anxieties.

The Indo-Aryan position is vigorously affirmed by writers like
Atombapu Sharma, W. Yumjao Singh, L. lbungohal Singh, E. Nilakanta
Singh and R. K. Jhalajit Singh. Jhalajit (1965: 4) goes to the extent of saying
that Manipur has always been a part of India. According to Jhalajit (1992: 4-
5), the Meiteis are the descendants of Babhruvahana, the son of Arjuna and
Chitrangada of the Mahabharata. He gives references to the episodes of
Mahabharata like Adi Parva (when Arjuna went from Hiranyavindu to
Mahendra mountains and then to ‘Manipura’ where he married
Chitrangada, the Princess of that kingdom); Ashwamedha Parva (when the
sacrificial horse followed by Arjuna was stopped by Babhruvahana and there

is a fight between the father and the son); and Mahaprasthanika Parva (when



the five brothers and Draupadi leave their capital city with a dog towards
heaven in flesh and blood and Chitrangada returns to Manipura city) to
justify his claim that the ‘Manipura’ city mentioned in these texts is the
present Manipur. The explanation given to justify this claim is that
‘Manipura’ of the Mahabharata is located in the Eastern frontier of the whole

earth bounded by the ocean.

At a more indigenous level, there is the propagation of a royal
genealogy, which connects Pakhangba, the first king (recorded in history) as
the son of Sooprabahoo, who is again a son of Babhruvahana. This theory is
rejected by many scholars as a myth. Many British and Indian scholars do
not support this and locate Manipura of the Mahabharata in or around
Kalinga in Orissa, which is located on the eastern borders of India adjoining
the sea. This entire cultural project of creating a royal genealogy is seen as an
aspect of 'Sanskritisation' and as an attempt to gain recognition and
respectability in the Hindu world (Kabui 1988: 4). In this regard, it should
also be pointed out that a determined group of non-Brahminical Meetei
scholars forcefully and convincingly argue that the name 'Manipur' is a
Hinduised name which came into existence around the early eighteenth
century when Hinduism was adopted by the Royal family. The purport of
this claim is that the original name of the kingdom was Kangleipak (Kabui
1988: 5). Though there has been persistent contact with both Western and
Eastern people with the Meetei through trade and migration, it would be
really a courageous step to claim that the Meetei are the descendants of the

Aryans.

The second theory is based on the mythology of the Meetei/Meitei. It

is believed that the first human settlement in Manipur took shape on the



Koubru Peak when the entire valley was a vast lake (Tombi 1975: 48). The
legend says that a powerful god drained the water by drilling a big tunnel by
the name of Chingnunghoot (a hole inside the mountain) on the Eastern
fringe. When water drifted away, the present valley showed up and was thus
arranged for human settlement and human civilization. Taking this as a
premise, Dr. R. Brown (cited in T.C. Hodson 1908: 7) made an interesting
speculation to claim that the Meetei/Meitei are the descendants of the tribal
people inhabiting the hills of Manipur. According to Brown (ibid: 7), some
members of the hill people came down to the valley and started cultivation;
after the harvest, they went up the hills again. Then, due to the growth of
more cultivable land, people started to settle down permanently and started
a settled life. This theory was the nodal point when some orthodox Hindu
Meetei/Meitei started propounding the Aryan theory in the late 19t century
to claim the Kshatriya status of the Meetei/Meitei, in order to disconnect
from the hill people who were then considered lower in status due to the

implicit caste structures embedded in the Hinduisation process.

The third group of scholars tries to substantiate the origin of the
Meetei/Meitei from the ethnonym 'Meetei/Meitei' itself. B. H. Hodgson
(cited in T.C. Hodson 1908: 10) argues that 'Moitay' is the combined
appellation of the Siamese 'Tai' and the Kochin Chinese 'Moi'. He maintains
that Meetei/Meitei belongs to the 'Moi' section of the great tribe called “Tai.’
This theory is criticized by T. C. Hodson (1908) from the perspective of
language, culture and tradition of the Meitei. According to Hodson (1908:
10), there was great political and cultural influence from the Shan but to
group the Meetei/Meitei with the Tai race is difficult to justify on linguistic
grounds. Meetei/Meitei language is more closely affiliated to the Tibeto-

Burman group of languages. Another scholar Ch. Budhi (1988: 74) takes a



great leap to claim that the Meetei/Meditei is the ethnic blending of people of
'Mei' and 'Ti' tribes of ancient China. He claims that 'Timei' is the original
name, which was later on anagrammatized into 'Meitei'. But this position has
been critiqued on the grounds that there are no historical findings and even

no oral tradition to support this point of view.

However, today the word ‘Meitei’ is mainly used by Hindu
Vaishnavite groups following the logic that Meitei comes from fire (mei).
Hence, the name ‘Meitei.” Another origin myth tells that man was sculpted
(teiba) after the image (mi) of the creator. Hence, the name ‘Meetei'. While
Meetei and Meitei are used interchangeably in many writings and also in
daily conversation, I would prefer to use ‘Meetei’, since Meetei has been
increasingly used by the present generation and in contemporary political
discourse, which prioritizes the spelling ‘Meetei’ on the ground that it
sounds appropriate, following the Meetei creation myth of sculpting (teiba)
from the image (mi). The word Mee (human) is derived from Mi (image).
Since I am dealing with the Lai Haraoba, ostensibly a non-Vaishnavite

festival, I will stick to the word ‘Meetei.”

The Manipur valley is densely populated, highly fertile and has
advanced technology and better social and economic organizations which all
led to the growth of kingdoms and principalities, while in the hills the
political systems have not been able to develop beyond the village society or
village republics (Kabui 1988: 8-9) because of their geographical location.
According to the Census report of 2011 (Census of India 2011), the total
population of Manipur is 2,855,794. It also indicates that the four plain
districts have a sizeable population of hill communities, though there is a

presumption that they are inhabited only by the Meeteis. In this study, I will



be confining mainly to the valley society of Manipur; and particularly that of
the Meeteis and other ethnic groups who come under the Meetei fold since
the study of Lai Haraoba is concerned with the Meetei. However, mention

will be made of other communities wherever called for.

In his classic study, Benedict Anderson formulates a concept called
‘imagined community’ to analyze nationalism in which he depicts a nation
as a socially constructed community, an ‘imagined entity’, imagined by
people who perceive themselves as part of a larger group (1983: 6-7). While
this is a modern concept of community and nation, there are pre-modern
societies which do not have the “conception of history as an endless chain of
cause and effect or of radical separations between past and present” (ibid:
23). However, they have “a conception of temporality in which cosmology
and history [are] indistinguishable, the origins of the world and of men

essentially identical” (ibid: 36).

Manipur presents a case in hand where there is a blurring of history
and mythology in its attempt to establish a linear historical connection of
events and epochs in order to present a synchronic history. In the process of
the making of its construction, there is a constant traffic between expressions
such as ‘from time immemorial' and '33 AD', which is marked as a beginning
of the Ningthouja dynasty as recorded in the royal chronicle Cheitharol
Kumpaba. While the rich oral tradition also supplements the existing written
documents, it becomes more complex for hardcore historians, who adhere
only to the verifiable written documents, to partake in this strange marriage
of history and mythology. In all probability, the complex politics of myth-
making and 'invention of tradition' (Hobsbawn & Ranger 1983) reinforce the

complexity of corroborating the claims of authenticity. But one should also



note that there are cases that obliterate such claims in contemporary

academia.

Shifting this brief historical background on Manipur to a more
political register, it needs to be said that the people of Manipur have
experienced numerous upheavals over the centuries as a result of clashes
with different cultures and powers. More specifically, there have been three
major epoch-making encounters in the ups and downs of its history. The first
encounter was with Hinduism. Even though signs of Manipur’s contact with
Hinduism can be traced to King Charairongba’s reign in the 17t century, it
was King Pamheiba’s ascension to the throne in 1709 that saw the brutal
imposition of Hinduism. The ensuing clash between the indigenous Meetei
faith and the alien Hindu faith was essentially an encounter between two
traditional cultures and worldviews. Thus the close of the 17th century and
the beginning of the 18th century marked a turning point in the history of

Manipur. The year 1709 witnessed the ascension of Pamheiba to the throne

after the death of his father King Charairongba (1697-1709).

Rechristening himself as Maharaja Garibniwaz, he issued a diktat
pronouncing Hinduism as the state religion of Manipur in 1714 under the
influence of the proselytizing Bengali Vaisnavite, Shantidas Gosai. This act
evoked an upheaval with massive implications for the identity of Meetei
society at large. Opposition and resistance to this autocratic move to
obliterate the traditional faith and culture were brutally repressed. The king
and his Bengali mentor left no stone unturned to erase traces of the
indigenous faith. Places of worship were destroyed; worship of traditional
and local ancestral deities, rituals and rites, including Lai Haraoba festivals,

were immediately banned. Burial of the dead was replaced by cremation.



Along with the imposition of Hinduism, the manuscripts and texts in the
indigenous script were confiscated and burnt in full public view. It is mainly

believed that the Bengali script was imposed during this time.

The second encounter has been the one with Western civilization vis-
a-vis the British conquest of Manipur in 1891, even though Manipur’s contact
with the British was established much earlier. The impact of the encounter
with the British followed by the two World Wars brought about a massive
change in the collective experience and consciousness reflected in terms of
cultural values being rendered more open, liberal, egalitarian and
humanistic. This encounter with British also brought far-reaching political
changes in the wake of the swelling tide of decolonization that swept Asia,
Africa and Latin America. Manipur eventually became free from British
control in 1947 and remained a sovereign democratic state till its ‘integration’

with the newly independent State of India on 15 October 1949.

The third encounter with the Indian Union since 1949 has been
turbulent and fraught with conflict and controversies over the years.
Manipur was the first territory within South Asia to have a democratic
legislature elected on the principle of universal adult suffrage. The Manipur
Constitution Act came into force in 1947, and the position of the King of
Manipur became that of a constitutional monarch. Following this, the
Manipur Legislative Assembly was constituted in 1948 as an organ of self-
governing representative democracy. But this Asiatic Kingdom, newly
transformed into a democratic political structure, was ‘merged” with the
newly independent State of India on 15 October 1949 as part of the “Treaty of
Accession.” This crucial encounter with India has produced highly

conflicting tendencies in terms of explicit moves to introduce universalised
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versions of ‘culture” and to impose a homogenizing framework operating at
every level of existence — social, political, cultural, legal and economic.
Through this process of homogenization, the people of Manipur can be said
to have experienced a sense of loss, which has shaped a large chunk of the

cultural memory of the people.
The Meetei Ritual Society

Early morning in the valley of Manipur, in most of the houses one sees a lady
of the house bringing out a small tray with a fresh picked flower and a brass
vessel of clear water. A clean spot is arranged on the porch to lay down the
tray. The lady kneels down and ceremoniously lights a stick of incense and
waves it skywards with a silent benediction, the smoke of the sweetly
scented incense stick beautifully swirling upwards. In a gentle composure,
the lady folds her hands, then prostrates her upper body on the ground with
her hands touching the ground. Then she goes inside the house and
performs the same prayer to the Sanamahi'! in the western corner of the
house. In the evening, the same ritual is performed to the coming night.
These everyday spiritually enchanting rituals are like daily food; they

nurture the soul in deeply embodied ways.

Rituals and ceremonies for the Meetei are truly an integral part of
daily life. Even for the people who do not actively participate in Lai Haraoba
or go to the temple, their emotions are greatly influenced by all the ritual
actions that keep happening in everyday Meetei society. At an experiential
level, I could sense that the ritual activities in Manipur create emotions of

commonality, intimacy, belongingness, familiarity and a sense of identity

! Sanamahi deity holds a strong position in the Meitei Pantheon and is connected with different gods
such as the guardian deities. The Sanamahi worshipped is the pre-Hindu Meitei religion which came
to be known as Sanamahism.
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among the Meetei participants and audiences. Or, to put it another way, one
could say that the Meetei society is full of their traditional ritual ceremonies;
and people are proudly aware as well as protective of this ritual society. In
the course of everyday life, the corporeal expressions, physicality, the
dramaturgy of emotions and rituals all become important and are

interconnected with each other, operating at multiple levels.

In a performative context, these rituals and ceremonies in Meetei
traditional society become a site of ‘an explosion of multiple literacies’
(Schechner 2002: 4) in which its practitioners are ‘body literate, aurally
literate, visually literate and so on’ (ibid: 4), in several distinct and
interrelated temporal and spatial contexts. Richard Schechner has
emphasized that these multiple literacies are performatives (ibid: 4). The word
‘performative” was introduced by J. L. Austin (1911 - 1960) in his How to do
things with words (1962). In the context of Austin's theory of speech acts,
‘performatives’ are those utterances which are used to perform an act rather
than to describe it. In this reading, ‘constative’ utterances are statements of
facts, which stand in opposition to ‘performative’ utterances which are
directly related to acts of doing. In the context of Meetei society, how these
performatives get disseminated is a question that can only be fully
understood, I believe, partly at an experiential level, and partly by detaching

one’s self from society.

However, a revealing insight into how these performatives work in
Meetei society is the usual practice of the unannounced messenger arriving
at home early morning (usually before 9 am) to hand deliver a formal
printed invitation. This could be an invitation to attend ipaan thaba or swasti

puja (birth rite), luhongba (marriage ceremony), uusop (feast offered to the
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ancestors), sorat (death ceremony), or some such family cyclical ritual. This
happens so frequently that every Meetei home has a system of filing these
paper invitations on the wall of their veranda. These invitations are pinned
directly on the wall, or hung in a stack off a wire, one on top of the other.
These stacks can grow sometimes to be one to two inches thick with more
than one hundred paper invitations. While every invitation may not be
accepted, each and every invitation is prominently displayed for all to see

and be reminded of the invitations.

A daily sight in the streets of Manipur is a caravan of vehicles packed
with family members led by a truck of a marching brass band party moving
to a bride’s residence for a luhongba (marriage ceremony). Daily in the streets,
one can also see a group of men dressed in white pheijom (dhoti) and pungyat
(kurta) as they wait for some wedding or family ritual to begin. One also sees
women wearing their finest Meetei phanek mayek naiba (embroidered sarong)
and starched innaphi (fine cotton wrap around the upper part of their
bodies). Nearby or somewhere in the distance, one hears the amplified
sounds of conches, pung and kirtan, the usual sound of Manipuri Nata-
Sankirtana, particularly during luhongba (marriage ceremony) and sorat
(death ceremony). In the evening, one can also witness either a sumang leela
(courtyard theatre) or a musical concert happening in some lampak (playing
field) or in a courtyard. Every day it seems as if there is some ritual or
traditional holiday taking place somewhere, for the Meetei calendar is

packed with many such events.

Returning to the ritual actions in Manipur, one needs to highlight
their performative features and dimensions which do not merely exist at the

level of efficacy. This performativity transcends and elevates itself beyond
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the functionality of rituals to attain the level of artistic expression. It would
not be an exaggeration to say that the ritual practices of the Meetei strive for
artistic and aesthetic goals; and their songs and dances blur the line of ritual

and performance.

Furthermore, in studying the Meetei traditional art, religion and
philosophy, there seems to be a constant reference to the idea of a balanced
universe that recognizes the existence of both forces - good gods (lai) and evil
spirits (sharoi-ngaroi). Unlike the dominant, simplistic Western concept of the
need to defeat evil and divide the world into good and bad, the Meetei
respect the existence of evil spirits and believe that one needs to deal with
them, appease them, pacify them, distract them or transform them into good
spirits, but one never defeats them. This is one dominant leitmotif that runs
in the dramaturgy of the Meetei creation myth (as we shall observe in the
study of Laithak Leikharol in Chapter 1), as well as in various episodes of Lai
Haraoba and also in everyday life rituals like Saroi Khangba (appeasing and
warding off the evil). It is believed that when an imbalance occurs and evil is
stronger in the world, we must create more good things to regain the
balance, and so goodness, Iai ceremonies and religious duty to the
community must all increase as a response. I think the focus on the balance
of good and evil forces is connected to many aspects of Meetei life and

cyclical rituals.

Having said this, it is also important to note that the conceptual
understanding of “what is good” and “what is evil is arbitrary at times, apart
from being subject to the vagaries of temporal, spatial and historical contexts.
For instance, in the prologue of the puya (indigenous literature) on the

creation myth called Leithak Leikharol (The Lore of Heaven and the Nether
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World), it is intriguing to read the definition of what constitutes a good
people. According to this puya, good people are those who obey elders and
ministers in the Loishangs (the palace institutions) and those who salute to
the people working in the palace, respect the ministers and consider the king
as the God on earth (Hemchandra 2010: 3). In a sense, the idea of good is a
part of the larger rules of statecraft during the monarchical period. Today,
good people are defined according to the law of the land, which will vary
considerably from region to region. Today, within the perspective of the
puya, those who maintain the law and order of the land would be considered

a good people.

Conceptually, the traditional Meetei worldview rejects the binary of
matter and spirit (nung-paan). At the conceptual level, the Meetei do not treat
the two as separate. In their traditional philosophy, they do not reduce
worldly existence to the mind-body dualism. Meetei cosmogony, as reflected
in the puyas of Leithak Leikharol and Anoirol, speak of performance in the
larger context of the unity of the body and spirit (nung-paan ani tuna
chatminnaba), which highlights one’s being and identity embedded in a life-
world. In his study of Chainarol (Ways of Warfare), Bhagat Oinam (2017: 398)
has also emphasized that ‘[the] embedded world is also an embodiment of
the co-existence of opposing forces of nature - good and evil, beautiful and
ugly, movement and stillness, harmony and chaos, peace and violence, and
life and death.” There are many such more pairs of complementary forces,

which are an integral part of nature.

Tellingly, the narration and dramaturgy of the creation myth and Lai
Haraoba represent, if not embody, a continuous interplay of these binaries.

There seems to be a belief in the continuous flow of one to the other, not of
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circularity where one comes back to an original point but about an ever-
dynamic movement from one state of being to another. One may compare
this with a continuous semi-circular movement of body (in the form of a
horizontally slanted figure of eight ‘«’) as conceived in the dramaturgy of
Anoirol (The Art of Movement). It is in such a worldview that a meaningful

engagement of ‘cultural performance” is envisaged.
Theoretical Framework and Intervention

Lai Haraoba has been translated by various scholars as ‘rejoicing of the gods’
(Hodson, 1908), ‘the pleasing of the gods’ (Shakespear, 1913), ‘the merry-
making of the gods and goddesses’ (Nilakanta, 1982) or ‘the god’s rejoice’
(R.K. Achoubisana, 2009). In all the above translations, the involvement of
the people and community is undermined. Therefore, I prefer to translate Lai
Haraoba as ‘rejoicing/ merry-making with the gods’. Let us also keep in mind
that the gods are not merely actors or spectators, but spect-actors. ‘Spect-
actor’ is a term introduced by Augusto Boal (1979) that refers to the dual role
of those involved in the performance as both spectator and actor, since these
individuals both observe and create dramatic meaning and action in any
performance. It is in this performative framework that the present study
attempts to provide a somewhat different approach to understanding the Lai
Haraoba as a complex socio-cultural phenomenon with ritual elements

rather than as a pure ritual.

Today, what we need to take into account is that the dynamics
surrounding any ritual performance should be read not only in terms of their
sacred or mythological connotations but also in terms of other variables such
as modernization, urbanization, secularization, globalization, migration,

national and regional politics. One main argument that I put forward in this

16



study is that the resurgence of Lai Haraoba is associated with the changing
socio-political dynamics of contemporary Manipur where three
predominant ethnic communities constituting the Meeteis, Nagas and Kukis,
along with other migrants, coexist in a tense harmony. While the Meetei
insurgents are against the hegemony of the Indian state, the separatist
tendencies of the Nagas and Kukis for the establishment of their own
territory and administration have been a threat to the existing polity and

territory of the state itself.

This political development has resulted in two primary trends of the
performance of Lai Haraoba today. Firstly, its resurgence on a grand and
spectacular scale particularly in urban areas reaffirms the consciousness and
assertion of a pre-Hindu identity in the contemporary political culture of
Manipur. Secondly, there is a marked increase in the politics of identity, with
an emphasis on “re-instating identity, re-identification, re-formation of
identity and the formation of new identities” (Konsam, 2005: 206). Therefore,
even as Lai Haraoba continues to celebrate a diversity of ritual practices with
sacred significance, these practices cannot be entirely separated from the
socio-political complexities and turmoil that Manipur is plagued with today.
It is within this disjuncture of a continuous tradition and dislocated political

economy that this dissertation is located.

The study addresses two primary concerns. First, the problematic of
reading history through myths in the context of Lai Haraoba as it figures in
popular as well as academic discourses. How does one read the Meetei
worldview taking into account the traditional texts like puya and indigenous
categories of thought according to which it is assumed that Lai Haraoba

embodies the very essence of the Meetei worldview at a cosmological level?
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Further, in the search for history within traditional texts and practices, the
myths incorporated in Lai Haraoba are interpreted as embodying certain
facts of historical importance. How do we read these ‘facts’? It is
questionable to what extent myths can be read as history and to what extent

we can look for history in myths.

Second, I address the secularization of the sanctified ritual space of
Lai Haraoba in the larger context of public culture. While the Lai Haraoba
can be conceptualized as a sanctification of space, it is also an arena where
different trajectories of local and regional interests, forces of modernity,
urbanization, indigenization, and micro politics of space, intersect. With the
ban on Hindi films, music and the public use of the Hindi language, the least
controversial of the ‘secular items’, which is an important component of the
Lai Haraoba, seem to be restricted to dances, ballads and performances of
Shumang Lila. As early as 1998, however, Rustom Bharucha in The Politics of
Cultural Practice had reflected on the “secular items’ in the Lai Haroaba where
a young girl dressed as Madhuri Dixit regaled the audience with the item
song ‘choli ke piche kya hai’ while a young man’s rendition of a Michael
Jackson number was enough to disrupt the day’s celebration. Today,
perhaps, with the rise in censorship and regulation of Lai Haraoba, while
Madhuri Dixit may no longer be tolerated, one can only wonder what would

be the fate of Michael Jackson in his Manipuri avatar?

By intersecting the ritual performative practices of the Lai Haraoba
with its contemporary interpolations, and by juxtaposing its annual event
with the volatile political immediacies in Manipur today, this dissertation

attempts to avoid a purely anthropological or ritual study of the Lai Haraoba
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by presenting it as a microcosm in which we can read the larger dynamics

and contradictions of Manipuri society today.
Literature Review

There is a substantial body of literature on Lai Haraoba. The primary sources
of information for this study are royal chronicles (Cheitharol Kumbaba),
indigenous literature (puya) and ancient traditional myths. The puya have
been studied, edited and collated until the 17t century by traditional
scholars called Maichou who were patronized by royal patrons. While the
authorship and the dates of the puya are not certain, they continue to serve as
sources for understanding the deeply embedded ‘local knowledge’ (Geertz

1983) of myth, cosmology, worldview, politics and philosophy of the Meetei.

Secondly, there are also other secondary sources for studying the Lai
Haraoba like the anthropological accounts of the British ethnographers-cum-
political agents like W. McCulloch (1859), T.C. Hodson (1908), J. Shakespear
(1913) and Louise Lightfoot (1958).

Thirdly, there is a more contemporary body of knowledge on the Lai
Haraoba in Manipuri by writers like Ngariyanbam Kulachandra (1963),
Ngangbam Kumar Maibi (1988), Elam Indira (1998, 2000, 2001), Hijam Ibobi
(1999), Wahengbam Lukhoi (2008), Moirangthem Macha Chaoreikanba
(2008), R.K. Achoubisana (1983, 2009), Rajkumar Nabindra (2009), all of
whom tend to focus on the normative aspects of Lai Haraoba. Their writings
are both prescriptive and descriptive on the ritual procedure, the dances,
songs and other conventions. In this literature, I observe two points - the
writings focus primarily on the Kanglei Haraoba which tends to marginalize

other Lai Haraobas to the periphery, and secondly, these writings tend to
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codify the dance forms of Lai Haraoba within modernist dance frameworks
designated by state academies which fail to differentiate between diverse
dance forms and creative expressions across the representations of Lai

Haraoba today.

Lastly, modern scholars writing in English like Manjusri Chaki-Sircar
(1984), Saroj N. Arambam Parratt and John Parratt (1997), Kh. Ratan Kumar
(2001), Nongthombam Premchand (2008), Lokendra Arambam (2005), Otojit
Kshetrimayum (2014) have moved beyond a ritual analysis to concentrate on
other aspects of sociological and historical significance. Manjusri Chaki
Sirkar, in her book Feminism in Traditional Society: Women of the Manipur
Valley (1984) argues that Lai Haraoba represents the “traditional socio-moral
world of the Meitei, a world based on a mutual partnership and respect
between the sexes.” Saroj N. Parratt and John Parratt’s book The Pleasing of
the Gods: Meitei Lai Haraoba (1997) studies the Lai Haraoba through literary
and historical criticism, a phenomenology and technical analysis of dance
and music. Though the work substantially illustrates the structure and
sequence of the Lai Haraoba proper, it does not delve into the wider field of
performativity involving the community’s participants both within and

outside the ritual.

Lokendra Arambam’s writings illuminate his deeply embedded
understanding of ‘local knowledge’ (Geertz 1983). However, his construction
of what he calls ‘organic philosophy” runs the risk of playing into the traps of
essentialisation, traditionalism and homogenization of Meetei culture. In his
intriguing article “From Mystical Ecology to Mystical Physiology” (2005), he
posits an essentialist depiction of the ‘communitarian group consciousness’

and ‘group psychology’ as something ‘inherent’ to the community. In
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contrast, Bijoykumar (2012) argues that Meetei culture is not something
‘inherent’ but “reconstructed and transformed through various means in
different historical periods which may be termed as a method of controlling
people” in which socio-religious institutions like Pandit Loishang, Maiba
Loishang, Maibi Loishang and Pena Loishang were responsible for shaping

the cultural identity and cultural consciousness of the Meetei people.

Drawing from Romila Thapar’s (1984) model of historical civilization
“from lineage to state” in Northern India, Kh. Ratan Kumar (2001) observes
that Lai Haraoba was reconstructed and transformed from the Apokpa
Khurumba (paying obeisance to the ancestor) after various lineage deities
were elevated to the position of community deities as a means of statecraft.
While Lokendra Arambam (2005) shuns this historical discourse assuming
the state as an already given ‘organic” and “social collective” which was “part
of the cosmic equilibrium to whose maintenance the ruler and his subjects
were ritually bound”, Bijoykumar (2005, 2012) makes a strong case for
Meetei religion as a form of socio-political statecraft which enabled it to

function and facilitate control.

Following Arnold van Gennep (1909) and Victor Turner (1977),
Nongthombam Premchand (2005, 2008) studies Lai Haraoba as a theatre that
elevates every member to an ‘enhanced status’ (Victor Turner’s phrase).
According to Premchand, the period of Lai Haraoba is a liminal period in
which an individual or the whole of society passes through a particular
process. While he initiates Turner’s concept of ‘life-crisis” in his study, he
does not elaborate on it in great detail. Nor does he demonstrate whether
van Gennep’s scheme of three phases in ritual process - ‘separation’,

‘transition” and ‘incorporation’ - applies to the ritual performers,
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participants, observers or the deities, or to all at the same time. When
Premchand emphasizes that “life is a matter of journeying endlessly like the
mythical python coil”, this compels one to question whether the Lai Haraoba
at any point ‘separates’ from ordinary/everyday life? Or does it extend

everyday life in an enhanced state?

My specific intervention in the larger critical discourse surrounding
the Lai Haraoba operates on the principle that the Lai Haraoba needs to be
read within the contradictions of everyday life that operate in Manipur
today. Even as it appears to celebrate a non-modern or pre-modern
manifestation of archetypes and ancestor worship from another time, it is
nonetheless a complex manifestation of contemporary Manipuri life. Instead
of playing into the myths of timelessness and ahistoricity, I attempt to find a
way of contextualizing the Lai Haraoba in ‘our times’, even as its multiple
performance structures are embedded in their own ritual temporalities,
energies and movements. Even as I draw on the anthropological studies of
van Gennep and Victor Turner, I attempt to work against an essentialist and
romantic notion of ‘communitas’. For Turner (1982: 45-47), ‘communitas’
rituals create a ‘cohesiveness in society’ by engaging individuals in a social
group in an activity that unites them in a common goal, into something that
is bigger than the individual, thus engaging them in an environment in
which they function more or less as equals. However, in this dissertation, we
will observe that there are embedded hierarchies in the Lai Haraoba which
coexist alongside the ‘communitas’ shared amongst participants. By calling
attention to these dissonances, I attempt to relate the performance of the Lai
Haraoba today to the actual manifestations of social hierarchies, ethnic

tensions and disparities that prevail in Manipur today.
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Methodology

The first methodological principle that I deploy to investigate the Lai
Haraoba is dramaturgy, a critical mode of analyzing structure and action
that enables me to study the different segments of the Lai Haraoba in relation
to its broader performative structure. Let me clarify that I do not use the term
‘dramaturgy’ as a derivative of ‘dramaturg’, a theatre professional whose
task focuses on selecting, adapting and analyzing plays. By ‘dramaturgy’ I
mean the entire structure and execution of words, movements, images, body
and music constituting both the mise-en-scene and the context of performance.
I am concerned with the broader questions of dramaturgy relating the
textual traditions (oral and written) to the intricate dynamics of performance

embedded in gesture, movement, rhythm, and sound.

I also link my examination of the Lai Haroaba’'s dramaturgy to the idea
of ‘social drama’, as used by Victor Turner to map processes of
transformation through states of breach and crisis. In Schism and Continuity
(1957: 92), a monograph on the Ndembu tribe, Victor Turner outlines the
concept of ‘social drama’ as a useful descriptive and analytical tool. He
argues that ‘dramas’ exist as a result of the conflict that is inherent in
societies. Acquiring a ‘cultural form’, these ‘dramas’ configure social
disturbances and disputes taking a regular processual passage - breach,
crisis, redress, reintegration or schism (1974: 32). To put it in another way,
social drama is “a limited area of transparency in the otherwise opaque
surface of regular, uneventful social life” (Turner 1957: 93), which enables the
observer to perceive the array of social structural principles and
arrangements as well as their conflicts and relative power over time (ibid:

93). In his study of the Ndembu ritual performances, Turner demonstrates
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that social drama involves latent conflicts of interest and otherwise obscure
kinship ties are significantly manifested (1974: 33). Following van Gennep,
Turner argues that ritual involves a dialectic between “structure” and ‘anti-
structure’ (Turner 1969). Ritual serves social order and continuity by
organizing and managing the transition of persons from one stage to
another. Simultaneously, when ritualists enter the state of liminality,
unexpected, dangerous or potentially creative things may occur. Turner
(1969) argues that this embeddedness of ordering, disordering and
reordering in the same performance process is what makes ritual so
appropriate a vehicle for the making and unmaking of social dramas. This
seems to be well reflected in the historical evolution of Lai Haraoba as a

mechanism in curbing the tensions and conflicts among the various clans.

Another concept I found useful in my study is Kenneth Burke’s (1945,
1950) idea of “dramatism” which he defines as the analytical tool for the study
of the strategies by which individuals attempt to influence by their actions
the opinions or actions of others. Burke has outlined five questions in
studying any cultural performances which leads to the ‘five key terms of
dramatism’, namely - what was done (Act), when or where it was done
(Scene), who did it (Agent), how he did it (Agency), and why (Purpose)
(1945: xvii). I found these five questions very helpful in conducting my

tieldwork, interviews and also while writing the dissertation.

Through Erving Goffman’s (1959, 1974) idea of ‘dramaturgy” which is
a method of studying everyday interaction in society through the metaphor
of theatre, I attempt to explore the structure and the ritual organization of Lai
Haraoba from a contemporary perspective. The Presentation of Self in Everyday

Life (1959) is one of Goffman’s best known works, which is centrally
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concerned with the modalities, strategies and effectiveness of performances
in everyday life. It is important to note Goffman’s definition of performance
as “all the activity of an individual which occurs during a period marked by
his continuous presence before a particular set of observers and which has
some influence on the observers” (1959: 13). While this apparently very
general and limited definition raises a few problems in terms of certain
assumptions and biases, what is important to note is where performance is
located and what makes the activity a ‘performance’ and not simply
‘behavior’. Also, Johann Huizinga’s (1950) formative research on culturally
constructed and articulated forms of playful activity is useful in analyzing
the idea of “play’ in Lai Haraoba within the framework of the dramaturgical

perspective mentioned above.

At an anthropological level, I do not underestimate the challenges that
I faced while writing about the Lai Haraoba, which I have seen from my
childhood without questioning my affinities to it. Growing up in the society
and being a Meetei, there is inevitably a ‘familiarity blindness” (Aihara 2016:
xi) that happens in our everyday lives. Now, through an academic study, I
am compelled to account for what I am seeing in a wider social and political
context. What constitutes ‘local knowledge’? For instance, Clifford Geertz's
essential notion expressed in "Deep Play: Notes on the Balinese Cockfight"
(1973: 412-454) is that a people's culture is an ensemble of rituals which are in
themselves ensembles, and these texts are what the anthropologist is trying
to decipher through an essentially interpretative methodology. In contrast,
what Trinh T. Minh-Ha (1991) suggests is a need for a closer dialogue
between “‘experience-distant’ and ‘experience-near’ perspectives, between the
‘scientist’s objectivity” and the ‘native’s subjectivity,” between the “outsider’s

input’ and ‘insider’s output” Having been brought up in Manipur, yet
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having lived outside the state for more than a decade, I am equally an insider
and an outsider whereby I try to locate my research in this interstice, as

Trinh has suggested.

Keeping in mind the problems of ethnography and diverse
ethnographic approaches, I make an attempt to develop a first-hand,
contextualized, close-reading, hypotheses-generating, systematic orientation
to the study of the Lai Haraoba’s culture, history and polity. Historiography
is one of the tools for my research. In this regard, I draw on the writings of
Bijoykumar (2005, 2012) and Kh. Ratan Kumar (2001), which I have discussed
earlier, to work against essentialist, homogenized and overly mystical
readings of Manipuri cultural practices. In addition, I have attempted to
generate an alternative history by engaging closely with the voices of
practitioners, which are usually undermined in traditional studies of the Lai

Haraoba.

I conducted my research through interviews mainly with the
traditional scholars and experts in Meetei performing arts. Not only did I
take their personal interviews, but I was in constant touch with them over
the phone and via e-mails. It is out of this constant interaction with the
practitioners in the field that my dissertation has developed. I have also
participated and observed in some dance classes and workshops on Lai
Haraoba at Manipur Dance College and the Jawaharlal Nehru Manipuri
Dance Academy conducted by seasoned representatives of the amaiba
(priest), amaibi (priestess) and penakhongba (pena? player/balladeer)
communities. This participant-observation methodology has been helpful in

exploring the psychophysical understanding and analysis of dance

? Traditional one-stringed fiddle.
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movements. I draw here on Phillip B. Zarrilli’s (1998, 2009) insights into the
questions of ‘bodymind’, where the ‘inner’ and “outer” are collapsed through
deeply embedded cognitive processes linked to pre-performative principles
animating ‘presence’, ‘energy’ and ‘movement.” What is the relationship
between 'body' and 'mind', 'inner' and 'outer' in any approach to acting?
How have different modes of actor training shaped actors' experiences of
acting and how they understand their work? Phillip B. Zarrilli offers insight
into such questions, analysing acting as a psychophysical phenomenon and
process across cultures and disciplines, and providing in-depth accounts of
culturally and historically specific approaches to acting, particularly the
Kalarippayattu, the martial art tradition of South India. His book When the
Body Becomes all Eyes (1998) profusely illustrated interdisciplinary
performance ethnography tracing how kalarippayattu is a mode of cultural
practice through which bodies, knowledge, power, selves and identities are

constantly repositioned (Zarrilli, 1998).

Drawing from phenomenologist like Merleau-Ponty, Zarrilli (2004)
has emphatically rejected the mind-body dualism; instead, he reclaims the
centrality of the body and embodied experience as the locus of
psychophysical exploration. He emphasizes that “the body I call mine” is not
a body, or the body, but rather a “process of embodying the several bodies
one encounters in everyday experience as well as highly specialized modes
of non-everyday or “extra-daily” bodies of practices such as acting or
training in psycho-physical disciplines to act.” His term “extra-daily body”
for performers body is valuable for the simple reason that the performer’s
body is not separated from the body of everyday life but an extra-daily
practice. Drawing from Drew Leder (1990), he considers the notion of

embodiment as a process of encounters opening up the body not as an object
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but as a means of carrying the experience to “reify what we are trying to
think and understand and engage.” (cited in Zarrilli, 2004). He emphasizes

that “embodiedness” is subject to change, modification and transformation.

Moving away from the research of psychophysical performance
towards the deciphering of traditional texts, I must admit that the study of
the ancient texts called puyas has proved to be a difficult task. The mass of
puyas, which have been transliterated and translated into the contemporary
Meetei language and written in Bengali script, form a substantial source
material for my study. In order to understand the metaphorical and the
philosophical concerns underlying these texts, I turned for help from
Chanam Hemchandra, who is a well-known expert on puya. Apart from
studying the metaphorical and the philosophical meanings of these texts, it is
equally important to situate the puyas within their institutional mechanisms
and power structures, participating in conflicts of power between various

forms of social and political authority.

Keeping in mind the limits of ‘representation” in translations, I have
attempted to convey the meaning of indigenous categories as accurately as
possible, while attempting to make them readable in the English language.
One has to be vigilant about succumbing to literalism even as one needs to
avoid the traps of exoticization and appropriation. To overcome these
problems, I provide a detailed glossary for the local words at the end of the
dissertation, where I explain their multiple implied meanings in a fuller

contextual register.
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Chapterisation

Chapter One titled Textual and Oral Traditions of Lai Haraoba critically
analyzes Meetei textual traditions in relation to the myths and worldview of
Lai Haraoba. Drawing on three main texts namely Leithak Leikharol (The Lore
of Heaven and Nether World), Panthoibi Khonggul (In the Footsteps of
Panthoibi) and Amnoirol (The Art of Movements), this chapter explores the
‘mind-born worlds” (David Shulman, 2012) of the Meetei dealing with the
notion of imagination and to some extent with the ‘imaginative praxis’
developed in puyas (traditional literature). The purpose is not just to provide
a critical paraphrase of these texts but to question their significance within
the pantheon of the Meetei belief-system. Through an analysis of these puyas,
the chapter also examines the performative aspects of these texts - sound,
chant, dialogue, riddles, proverbs and narrative dance movements. At the
level of dissemination, how have these texts circulated and been performed

in the larger belief system of the Meetei?

Chapter Two titled Systems of Ritual Organisation in Lai Haraoba takes
into account the earlier social stratification system of the Meetei, traditionally
known as lallup, a general rule of ‘service to the state’. Many scholars have
missed out on this aspect of social stratification assuming that Meetei society
is an egalitarian society thereby undermining the feudal nature of Manipuri
society. The chapter shall reflect on the note that even after the abolition of
lallup system, the feudal and hierarchical order seems to be very much
embedded in Meetei society even today. For instance, Lai Haraoba is
controlled by a centralized institution called Maichou Loishang (also known as
Pandit Loishang), a council of traditional Meetei literati. Under their

supervision there are three departments - i) Amaiba Loishang (Institution of
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the Priests), ii) Amaibi Loishang (Institution of the Priestesses) and iii) Ashei
Loishang (Institution of the penakhongba, the balladeers), where the three
primary ritual functionaries of the Lai Haroaba (amaiba, amaibi and
penakhongba), respectively, are trained. The chapter also critically analyses the
role of these ritual functionaries within this institutional and organizational
framework in addition to the local administrative bodies which are formed
by different communities to successfully organize the Lai Haraoba. These
local organizations function differently across the contexts of the Kanglei
Haraoba, the Chakpa Haroba and Moirang Haraoba. A section of this
chapter also deals with the conflicts and tensions of multiple organizations
like Lainingthou Sanamahi Temple Board, Lainingthou Sanamahi Thougal
Kanglup and Umang Lai Kanna Lup, which clash over the regulation of the

Lai Haraoba, especially in the case of Kanglei Haraoba.

Chapter Three titled Multiple Dramaturgies of Lai Haraoba attempts to
map the multiple dramaturgies in three main forms of Lai Haraoba - the
Kanglei Haraoba, the Moirang Haraoba and the Chakpa Haraoba. The
Kanglei Haraoba takes place in the capital Imphal and adjoining areas; the
Moirang Haraoba (focused solely on the worship of Thangjing deity) is
performed exclusively by the Moirang clan in the Moirang district of
Manipur; and the Chakpa Haraoba is performed by the Loi
(autochthone/outcaste) community, including the Andro, Phayeng, Sekmai,
Khurkhul, Leimaram, who perform in villages of the same names. Though
there are some significant differences among these three ritual performances,
the basic principles of the Lai Haraoba seems common to all of them. The
fundamental ritual sequences like ikouba (invocation), konyaihunba (tossing of
coin), khayomlakpa (offering of khayom, banana leaf packet containing rice,

eggs and langthrei buds), laipou (circular dance), saroikhangba (warding off
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evil spirit), are present in all the Lai Haraoba. The chapter shall deal with the
minute intra-cultural differences in the execution of the performances and
ritual processes in these three Lai Haraoba that this chapter call attention to.
Mapping the multiple dramaturgies of all these three performances, this
chapter attempts to counter the dominant homogenized perspective of the

Lai Haraoba.

Chater Four titled Performing Identities in Lai Haraoba discusses issues on
identity around Lai Haraoba. The dominant scholars on Manipuri culture
and society tend to emphasize the shared social identity of a homogenized
community, undermining internal differences and disparities. I argue that
one cannot rely entirely on shared features and commonalities to explain any
particular culture. Ethnicity, for instance, has been a decisive force in identity
formation. There are various ethnic identities like Meitei/Meetei, Nagas,
Kukis, Meetei Pangal (Muslims), Bishnupriya Manipuri, etc., in Manipur. Of
late, the politicization of these identities has fuelled ethno-nationalist
movements. The chapter also deals with the paradoxes of the reservation
categories defined by the state, namely the Scheduled Castes (SC), Scheduled
Tribes (ST) and Other Backward Classes (OBC) are considered important in
outlining majority-minority or superiority-inferiority power politics. In the
discussion of identity, the role of gender and sexual orientation cannot be
ruled out in the context of Lai Haraoba. Overall, the purpose of the chapter is
to explore the dynamic and fluid processes by which identities are shaped
within, between and across gender and sexuality and the sorts of practices

that seek to regulate their constructions.

Chapter Five titled Staging Lai Haraoba in Contemporary Adaptations and

Reinventions critically engages with the contemporary adaptations and re-

31



inventions of the Lai Haraoba performance traditions in a range of
proscenium productions. Many contemporary theatre practitioners like
Ratan Thiyam and Heisnam Kanhailal have used the conventions, music,
costume and body language of Lai Haraoba in their productions. I discuss
how these directors in different ways have appropriated the forms of Lai
Haraoba dances and songs to interpret contemporary political events. While
Thiyam draws on a predominantly spectacular and exotic use of the Lai
Haraoba, Kanhailal is more subtle in his adaptation of its psycho-physical
principles. Another interesting production to study would be Harao
Segonnabi (Divine Songs and Dances of Rejoicing, 2011), a recent production
by Mayanglambam Mangangsana, which encapsulates and re-invents the
entire middle sequence of the Kanglei Haraoba in a one-hour spectacle
designed for the proscenium stage for a predominantly non-Manipuri
audience. Inevitably, these productions will raise critical questions relating to
the secularization of ritual performative idioms and the relationship between
indigenous performance and its contemporary reinventions. The last section
discusses the adaptation of Lai Haraoba songs and music for performance in
popular music contexts. Three contemporary singers are studied in the
section - Mangka Mayanglambam who popularize the pena seisak (the
singing style of pena), Tapta (Loukrakpam Jayenta) and Akhu
Chingngangbam, both of them incorporate Lai Haraoba songs to express

social dissent.

In the Conclusion to this dissertation, I attempt to provide some
tentative reflections on the future of Lai Haraoba in the context of a changing
economy, continued political disturbances and the clash of different belief
systems. It will be significant to reflect on how the Lai Haraoba has survived

decades of insurgency and inter/intra-ethnic tensions in the state of
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Manipur. Could it be that even insurgents honour the sacred structure and

social values of the Lai Haraoba?

In terms of the larger state propaganda around ‘development’,
Manipur is likely to see the introduction of a new railway system (under the
Look East Policy) initiated by the Government of India, connecting eastern
and north-Eastern states of India to Southeast Asia. Is this likely to have an
impact on tourism? We need to keep in mind that despite the incursions of a
neo-liberal economy in Manipur that there is almost no touristic marketing
of the Lai Haraoba to date. Will this change in the future enabling the Lai
Haraoba to be more accessible to larger audiences? Or will the Lai Haraoba
continue to perform for its local audiences with the participation of Manipuri
men significantly on the decline? Such are the questions that will be
addressed in the course of this dissertation where I will attempt to interrelate
the multiple social, political, economic and performative dimensions of the

Lai Haraoba in its diverse manifestations.
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Chapter One

Textual and Oral Traditions of Lai Haraoba

The first chapter will critically analyze Meetei textual traditions in relation to
the myths and worldview of Lai Haraoba. The early Meetei literature is
referred to as puya® — literature of the academies. Three main texts namely
Leithak Leikharol (The Lore of Heaven and the Nether World), Panthoipi
Khonggul (In the Footsteps of Panthoipi) and Anoirol (The Art of Movements)

will be studied in detail.

The chapter shall explore the ‘mind-born worlds” (David Shulman
2012) of the Meetei dealing with the notion of imagination and to some
extent with the ‘imaginative praxis’ developed in the puya (traditional
literature). The purpose is not just to provide a critical paraphrase of these
texts but to question their significance within the pantheon of the Meetei

belief-system.

Through a close analysis of the puya, the chapter shall also examine
the performative aspect of these texts - dialogue, riddles, proverbs and
narrative dance movements. At the level of dissemination, how have these
texts circulated and been performed in relation to the larger belief systems of
the Meetei? On the one hand, the texts have circulated through the
scholarship of maichous (pundits) and amaibas (priests), but, on the other

hand, one has to keep in mind the oral transmission of these texts. It is the

| use the word puya both in the singular and plural sense. The Anglicized plural ‘puyas’ is
misleading.
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responsibility of the amaibas, amaibis* (priestesses) and penakhongbas (pena
players) to preserve the ‘orature” of the Lai Haraoba to use the category of
Ngugi wa Thiong’o (2007), to be discussed shortly. There are, indeed,
differences in the texts being used in various Lai Haraoba, some of which are
quite perceptible and significant. This is due partly to the different lais (gods)
who are addressed, but also to local variations of “orature’. The preservation
of orature is especially acute in those cases where “the language is so archaic
that even the amaibas do not fully understand the meaning of the words”
(Parratt & Parratt 1997: 19). These are some of the challenges that I hope to

engage with in this chapter.

What needs to be kept in mind is that there is a substantial body of
Meetei literature dealing with spiritual and religious themes namely
Pongthourol Thouni, Panthoipi Khonggul, Pudin, Leithak Leikharol and Mahou
Yangbi. This literature lasting until the 17" century has been said to
constitute its early period. Ritual songs and hymns composed before the
advent of the Meetei script form part of the corpus of the literature of this
early period. In other words, there is not exactly one text of Lai Haraoba
proper; rather there are references here and there in many texts to different
enactments of Lai Haraoba. While no text is completely static and dogmatic,

the historical exigencies sometimes bring about interesting local variations. A

* The amaiba and amaibi are the traditional priest and priestess of the Meetei who perform the
ritual function of the community. Saroj N. Arambam Parratt (1997) commented about amaibi, “Their
origins are lost in obscurity but there can be little doubt that they are of genuinely Manipuri origin,
or at least became assimilated into Meetei religion at a very early time. They belong to one or other
of the sagei (clans), and fully integrated into Manipuri society in general, and are not a separate
caste.” She also gives references to the studies by the early British writers like Higgins (1933), who
made the suggestion that (a)maibi is “derived from Sanamahi is quite untenable.” She however
agrees with Mc Culloch (1854) who advanced the theory that they were descended from a princess
of ancient time. This presumably reflects the mythology found in Anoirol which make Panthoibi, in
the personification of Khabi Lengnao Mombi, the primeval amaibi. And the different personifications
of Panthoibi in different texts manifest different Anoirol.
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good deal of valuable work has been carried out by contemporary Meetei
scholars on the archaic literature (puya) which has been of material assistance
in this study. It is important to note that there has been a gradual change in
the language and therefore there are numerous archaic words and modes of
addresses which are still found in puya but no longer in use today. Majority
of the manuscripts in archaic language which are now rendered in modern
Meeteilon forms a substantial source of this study. It is significant, however,
that although the archaic script is claimed to be a thousand years old or
more, the documentation of the performance of Lai Haraoba was never
preserved in written form. However there are references to Lai Haraoba in
several documents and these references are, in substance, the primary points

of reference in this Chapter.
WHEN ORATURE BECOMES LITERATURE

The concern of this section is with the transformation that occurs when what
is variously termed “orality,” the “oral tradition,” or “orature” is
incorporated into literature in the Meetei context. Ngugi wa Thiong’o (1998)

“”

stresses a subtle distinction of meaning between “orature” and “oral
literature.” Ngugi notes that “the term “orature” was coined in the sixties by
Pio Zirimu, the late Ugandan linguist” (Ngugi 1998: 103). Ngugi observes
that although Zirimu initially used the two terms interchangeably, he later
identified “orature” as the more accurate term, which indexed orality as a
total system of performance linked to a very specific idea of space and time.
The term “oral literature,” by contrast, incorporates and subordinates orality
to the literary and disguises the nature of orality as a complete system in its

own right (ibid: 103-27). For this reason, “orature” is the preferred term in

this study.
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The origins of the Meetei mayek (script) and the history of Meetei
tradition of writing are obscure. Like most of the early history of the literary
traditions in South Asia and South East Asia, early Meetei literature (puya)
has no mention of the author and date of writing. It could be argued, at least
in its modern nomenclature, that history is one weak spot in Meetei
literature. One could say, in fact, that it is non-existent. Comparatively little
has been written about the early history of Manipur in general and Meetei
literature in particular, and whatever is there, is often inaccurate. The total
lack of the historical sense is so characteristic, that the whole course of Meetei

literature is murky, suffering from an absence of chronology.

R.K. Jhalajit (1987: 17) claims that the origin of Meetei script can be
traced to the 7th century, even as, literature flourishes by the beginning of 8th
century. However, T.C. Hodson (1908) asserts that Meetei begins to write
books only with the introduction of paper by Chinese in the 16t century. As

G. A. Grierson remarks,

According to Mr. Hodson, local tradition declares that the art of writing
was acquired from the Chinese, who came to Manipur about 1540 A.D.

(1903: 21)

The historical source like Cheitharol Kumpaba (the Meetei chronicle) suggests
that the writing of books on paper begins during the reign of King Kyampa
(1467-1508) a bit earlier than Hodson’s postulation. Most of the scholars now
seem to agree that writing books on paper begin in Manipur around the 15t
century (Ibohanbi 1997: 32). However, the history of scripts and beginning of
writing, particularly on stones, remains obscure. Inevitably, texts from the
oral tradition would have existed in a multiplicity of variants, which would
eventually have been transcribed, and from which standard texts would

eventually have been established.
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Since the reign of King Khagemba (1597-1652), some of the texts have
been dated but the names of authors have not been consistently ascertained.
However, a text like Leirol (the Grammar of Flowers), mentions it’s author as
King Charairongba (1697-1709) (Snahal, 1965: 2). Hence, it can be said that
assigning the name of author in puya begins only in the 17t century
(Ibohanbi, 1997: 28). Tracing the history of early Meetei literature has been a
challenging task. Regarding the dating of puya, Saroj Nalini Parratt and John
Parratt (2010: 30) write, “These texts are not easy to date, as all those prior to
hinduisation of Manipuri in the eighteenth century are anonymous and in
the very few cases where internal datation does occur it may be spurious.”

They continue to write,

“Some of the archaic manuscripts betray such heavy traces of Hindu
influence that they must be less than two hundred years old, but others
give more ground for an earlier date. Provisional dating of the
parchment on which the extant manuscripts are written would tend to
support this. There is evidence that there was a good deal of literary
activity during the reign of king Kyamba (1462-1508), though the
archaic script was in use well before his time.”

(ibid: 35)
Following this formulation, we can assume that some of these texts, in their
present form, cannot be particularly old. Parratt and Parratt also argues that
some of the texts “have either been extensively added to and altered by later
hinduising editors, or that some of them at least are simply propaganda

fabrications, the aim of which was to support the brahminising tendencies

which characterized the reign of Churachand (1891-1941)” (ibid: 156).

Meetei manuscripts were written on small, thin rectangular boards of
the sapwood of a tree called agaru or agar (aquilaria agallocha). The ink used

was made of lampblack and gall, and the pen was made of small pieces of
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fully seasoned bamboo (Jhalajit 1965: 7). The main task of manuscript writing
was done by maichous (traditional scholars) who were employed by the royal
court. Most of the manuscripts were in the possession of kings and writing
was done under their guidance and censorship. These manuscripts were
preserved in such a manner that they were sandwiched between pieces of
wood and sometimes wrapped in a thin piece of cloth tied firmly by a string.
They were also preserved inside a lubak (a bamboo basket) and kept on a lap

(a bamboo rack high above the hearth called phungga).

Broadly, one can say that the puya are encyclopedic in nature although
many of them have a particular subject as the central theme. A puya with a
central theme on creation myths may also refer to other subjects like
genealogy, charms and hymns, religious philosophy, etc. The puya were
treated as sacred texts and for this reason, they were preserved in a place
where they could not be easily touched, except on auspicious days when
they were brought out. Every owner of the puya would treat the text with
great respect and fear. Most puya also mention that an individual who leads
a dishonest and sinful life should not even touch a puya. Only a sincere and
upright individual after a bath wearing fresh and clean clothes and burning
incense lamp could read the puya. This superstitious belief is one of the
reasons why the owners of the puya were not willing to part with the puya
until they got printed. The result is that the availability of the puya tends to
get restricted. Furthermore, the infamous Puya Meithaba (burning of puya) in
1729 during the reign of King Pamheiba created a landscape of fear thereby

intensifying the constraints of studying puya in the public domain.

There are various kinds of puya available today, namely - the puya

which are in the original Meetei mayek (script), the original puya in Meetei
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mayek transliterated in Bengali script, and lastly, the mass of puya
transliterated and then translated in contemporary Meeteirol (Meetei
language) with details of reference to context. The mass of puya, which have
been transliterated and translated into the contemporary Meetei language
and written in Bengali script, form a substantial source material for my study
to comprehend the social and cultural history. It is important to briefly
survey these puya in order to understand the foundation on which this study

is based.

First of all, it should be emphasized that the ancestor cult of the
Meetei must have necessitated the recording of the lineage and descent of
each sagei (clan). There has been a tradition of recording the pedigree of each
sagei by the head of the sub-clan. For instance, Langthaballon and Sanggai
Phammang are puya which are classified strictly within the framework of
genealogy. In contrast, Leithak Leikharol, Pudin and Mahou Yangbi are puya
which deal with the creation and cosmology in general as the central theme.
These texts are also considered a compendium of the origin of clans in
Manipur. Since the religious beliefs of the people are expressed through
rituals, the Meetei perform rituals almost on all occasions when they
venerate their ancestors. Puya such as Thalloi Nongkhailon and Eerat
Thounirol, for instance, deal with various details of rituals. There are
numerous puya which deal exclusively with a particular deity. For instance,
Sanamahi Puya and Pakhangba Laihui help us to gather information on the
parentage and myths associated with names by which the deity is known,
the rituals to be performed for them, items of food or flowers to be offered,
etc. Panthoipi Khongkul is another puya which deals with a particular deity.
Since Panthoipi is considered as an omnipresent leader of the amaibi

(priestess) in Lai Haraoba, it is important to study this puya in detail. Here
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the life of goddess Panthoipi is narrated focusing on her transformation from
an ordinary village girl to the level of deity by her association with Nongpok
Ningthou (literally means ‘King of the East’) after which the two came to be

worshipped as Nongpok-Panthoipi. We shall discuss this text in detail later.

By far the most important source for the study of Meetei history is the
royal chronicle Cheitharol Kumpapa (henceforth referred to as Ch.K.). Ch.K.
records events concerning the kings and the state until the end of the era of
kingship in 1955. The chronicle traces the history back to 33 CE, though the
earlier part of the 15t century is imprecise and problematic (Parratt 2005: 2).
These state chronicles were recorded in Meetei mayek in the court by the
learned maichous (traditional scholars). Ch.K. records the historical events of
nearly two thousand years covering the reign of seventy eight kings from
Nongda Lairen Pakhangba (33-154 A.D.) to Bodhachandra (1941-1955 A.D.).
It is still a contentious issue of when exactly this chronicle began to be

recorded.

While the chronicle itself mentions that King Kyamba introduced the
system of cheithaba (counting of the years) in the year 1485 A.D. (Parratt,
2005: 42), a scholar like E Nilakanta quoting the chronicle calls attention to
the event of 1780 A.D. when the then king Bhagyachandra is said to have
ordered the ‘recompiling” of the lost Ch.K.> The accounts before this date are
imprecise and scholars believe that these accounts must have been
constructed out of available source materials. The incident of Bhagyachandra
ordering the recompilation of the lost chronicle implies that the chronicle
must have been already in existence before the reign of this king.

Consequently, the language and style of the text have made scholars

> Nilakanta, Elangbam, Preface to Cheitharol Kumbaba edited by L. Ibungohal and N. Khelchandra
(1967), Manipur Sahitya Parishad, Imphal. p. (iii)
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conclude that the chronicle must have started the recording of historical
events from the 15t century onwards.® The next section will deal with one of
the most important texts on Meetei cosmogony called Leithak Leikharol (The

Lore of Heaven and the Nether World).
LEITHAK LEIKHAROL: MODEL OF THE COSMOS

The Meetei have the belief system of a well-crafted kingdom of lai reigning
over mankind. The fundamental belief is that there is one supreme lai above
all with a descending hierarchical order of subordinate deities and below are
human beings who surrender their destiny to their supreme deities. This is
well-reflected in the text Leithak Leikharol (henceforth referred to as LL). The
text enters into elaborate descriptions of the cosmos and its inhabitants: gods,

humans, semi-divine beings, ghosts and goblins, to name a few.

The prologue of LL talks about the power of this book. It says that the
book is deeply valuable and emphasizes that it consolidates an age-old
knowledge passed down from the ancestors. While the anonymous author
does not claim as the sole author of the book, he says that it is the knowledge
of the forefathers which he has only served by jotting it down on paper. The
prologue also lays down certain ethical norms of who shall be the
appropriate person to read the book and who shall not. The author desires
that only good, virtuous, learned and competent men should read this book.
If wicked and incompetent men read the book, the author claims that they
will be ruined. He also elaborates and defines who are wicked. And, finally,
he curses, “If such a man reads this book, may he be blind! If he hears it, may
he be deaf! If he understands it, may he be reborn as a maggot!”

(Hemchandra 2010: 3). The author then exhorts good people to read the

® Ibid, p. (iv)
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book. Intriguingly, the good people are those who obey elders and the
ministers in the Loishangs (the palace institutions); they salute to the people
working in the palace, respect the ministers and consider the king as the God

on earth (ibid: 3).

In a sense, one can observe LL as a text of divine right theory. The
King was a divinely appointed agent and he was responsible for his actions
to God alone. As the King was the deputy of God, obedience to him was held
to be a religious duty and resistance a sin. To complain against the authority
of the King and to characterize his actions as unjust was a sin for which there
was divine punishment. This divine right theory model is performed in the
form of the coronation ritual called phamballon in an intricate theatrical
elaboration.” This ritual theatrical exercise affirmed “the mandate to the royal

power in relation to the state” (Arambam 2004: 69).

LL affirms that the concept of Taibangpanba Mapu (the Supreme
Lord) represents the High God who is the soul of the universe, the guardian
of the cosmos (Bhagyachandra 1991: 26). It emphatically asserts that
Taibangpanba Mapu is everywhere embracing all in a boundless envelope.
He is the owner of emptiness (Hemchandra 2010: 3). He is immortal, while
all things - heaven and earth, all the deities and beings are subject to
decadence, death and disappearance (ibid: 5). He is transcendent of the
world, but nevertheless, He is immanent in all its manifestations. He is the
principle of life and is seated within each being. He is represented by the
supreme syllable ‘hum” or ‘hung’ (ibid: 3). The emanation of different deities

from the Supreme Lord is the beginning of the creation.

7 For a detailed description or procedure of this coronation rite, please see Lokendra Arambam
(2004).

43



Atingkok Maru Sidaba (Infinite Expanse) and Amamba (Darkness) are
taken to be representative of oneness in the world of manifestations. The
former is the infinite expanse which embraces all within his being. The latter
is the supreme infinite darkness which pervades the former. Atingkok and
Amamba are always taken together as the starting point of all
manifestations. In LL, Atingkok and Amamba are addressed as primal and

eternal entities that cannot be consumed by the devastating fire.

Meetei creation philosophy is a continual recreation. The universe
periodically emerges, and after having gone through a cycle of four ages -
Hayi Chak, Haya Chak, Langba Chak and Konna Chak3, it bursts into an
enormous fire and destroyed by a devastating wind at the end of Langba
Chak (ibid: 5). The LL pronounces that when all have disappeared including
the gods, there remained two primal deities - Atingkok Maru Sidaba and
Amamba as the two expressions of the ultimate reality Taibangpanba Mapu.
Atingkok and Amamba are the primal and eternal deities with whom

Taibangpanba Mapu devised the creation anew (ibid: 7).

Performing the Creation: The Ever-new Beginning

According to LL, the primal beings are emanated out of the Supreme lord
(Taibangpanba Mapu) following the primal sound ‘hum’ delivered by Him.
This sound ‘hum’ represents the moment of realization of creating the
universe anew while the sound ‘aaum’ represents the act of remembering
(imagination)® (hum haina kanchaorakle // aaum haina mapuk ningsinglakle

taibangpanpa asibu) (ibid: 7). It is a moment of perceiving a form. Remarkably,

¥ Somewhat parallel with Hindus four yugas
° The phrase “ningsinglakle mapukningda” literally translated would be “remembering in
heart/mind”. In other words, it means ‘imagination with concentration’.
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this suggests that imagination plays an important role in the process of

creation.

Elements such as leipak (earth), nongthou (heaven), mei (fire), laija
(water), nungsit (air), sachik (morning star), thaba (evening star), thawanmichak
nongthou sidaba (immortal stars), numit (the sun), thaabi (rounded moon),
khongchomnupi (constellation), apakma (the stars and planets) are also revered
as deities of importance (ibid: 9). Though they are addressed as gods, they
are not considered as part of the eternal order as they are subject to
decadence and disappearance. They are, however, described as superior to

those in the mortal world.

To simply summarize a complex series of mythic events:
Taibangpanba Mapu brought forth from himself Atiya Mapu Sidaba, and
Atingkok was instructed to entrust Atiya with the work of creation. Atiya
thus came to be known by the name of Asiba (from siba i.e., to be on an
errand) (ibid: 13). Now, Atiya Sidaba, having been given the responsibility to
create the earth, decided to seek the help and advice of the supreme god
Atingkok, the manifestation of Taibangpanba Mapu (ibid: 13). On hearing
his request, Atingkok opened his mouth and Atiya saw the whole universe
resting within him. Atiya saw the sun, the moon, the pole star, air and much
more. He then begged Atingkok to bring these entities out of himself. Atiya
sang the Hoirou song: “Hayi He Hoirou, Hoirou Hoirou Naketa” (ibid: 17), and
Atingkok opened his mouth generously to allow the elements to come out.
This act was accompanied by another happy song: Hoi Hoi Ha Ha Ha/ Hoi Hoi
Ha Ha/ Heril Lille Herilla, Herilla/ Hayute Khulaite Heiya He Heiya He/ Ashibu
Thoina Haraoba Leibane — Ta Ha Hou/ Hou He Hou Hei Naketal® (ibid: 19). It is

% This song is still sung in Lai Haraoba.
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significant that while enacting the creation myth during the Lai Haraoba
festival the amaibis still utter this unintelligible cry. Only a line “Ashibu Thoina
Haraoba Leibane” (Is there a world more joyous than this?) remain intelligible

in the song today.

Among the many insects and animals which came into being in the
course of the creation of the earth was a tortoise. It was on the back of this
tortoise floating in the water that the earth was first created. As the earth was
initially very small in size, it could not survive and turned into a cloud. The
floating broken pieces of earth were collected by Atiya and he created an eel
out of them. On the advice of the Supreme Lord, another earth was created.
It was destroyed again. Only this time the earth turned into snow. Then
Atiya created a black beetle which was sent to the Supreme Lord for further

instruction. With his advice, the earth was finally created (ibid: 27).

The destructive force was also a god by the name of Haraba. When
Haraba was planning the destruction of the earth for the third time, Taibang
Panba Mapu realized his evil design and decided to distract him. Therefore,
the goddess Nongthangleima, daughter of Taibang Panba Mapu and
Leimaren Sidabi, was created as a beautiful girl to enamour Haraba (ibid:
31). Meanwhile, the creation of the earth was undertaken vigorously and
with great care. The four cardinal points of the earth were now guarded by
four deities viz. - Kara (East), Pisatau (West), Nongtam Khunba (North) and
Kari (South) (ibid: 26). The creation of Nongthangleima and the guardian of
four directions helped in preventing Haraba from destroying the newly
created earth. The earth assumed its final shape at the end of this long
process of construction, destruction and reconstruction (ibid: 27-35). The
tireless efforts of Taibangpanba Mapu, Atingkok, Atiya Sidaba and Asiba

are, therefore, proved fruitful.
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After completing the creation of seven layers of leithak (heaven) and
eight layers of leikha (netherworld), Atiya along with Apanba created human
beings in the shape of the shadow of Taibangpanba Mapu, the Supreme
Lord. Mankind was then given five principles of life, each located in a
specific part of the body. The five gods who represented the five principles
are Pongthalen, Koubaren Apanba, Thangjing, Marjing and Kouparu (ibid:
43-59). The LL mentions that many gods and goddesses helped
Taibangpanba Mapu in the task of creation and these deities emerged from

the body of Taibangpanba Mapu (ibid: 37-42).

How does one read and interpret a cosmogenic myth? The New
Encyclopedia Britannica categorizes such myths into five primitive societies.!!
The primal myth of creation, as narrated in the LL Puya, conforms to the first
type. According to this notion formulated by Andrew Lang,!? the creation of
the world is credited to a supreme being. Such myths are said to be found in
the cultures of Africa, the Ainu of the Northern Japanese Island, the Central

Australians and in several other parts of the globe.

Although the precise nature and characteristics of the supreme deity
may differ from one culture to another, some common characteristics may be
discerned. The world comes into being because of this supreme power. The
deity exists alone prior to the creation of the world and there is a void before
him. The mode of creation is deliberate, conscious, and the deity in this form
is a symbolic manifestation of the sky. The presence of a destructive force is

also a common feature in this cosmogenic framework.

' Robert P. Gwinn, (ed.), The New Encyclopedia Britannica, Micropaedia, Knowledge in Depth,
Vol.17., 198, pp. 368-370.
12 Ibid, cited in Robert P. Gwinn, op. cit., pp. 368-369
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The deities mentioned above are no longer remembered in the
everyday life of Meetei society since they are not associated with their
immediate problems. Only on some occasions are they remembered,
venerated and worshipped. In the LL, many deities are shown to have been
manifested from the Supreme God for the purpose of the creation of the
Universe. The Meetei tradition refers to the dynamic role played by the
divine ensemble of nine laibungthous (the divine males) and seven lainuras
(the divine females), who express devotion, self-contentment and extreme
bliss in re-depicting the creation of the universe, the procreation of mankind
and other creative pursuits for sustenance and development. Their dances in
particular are believed to be revered in the traditional amaibi dance in the Lai

Haraoba.

In contrast, there are many deities who are found mentioned in the LL,
but who are lost in oblivion as they are not directly associated with the
activities of common people in everyday life. In their place there are other
deities - tutelary, domestic, ancestral and also public (Parratt 1980: 9).
Whatever may be the situation, the religion of the Meetei carries with it a
number of deities, high and low. These even include human beings who
attained the order of the deities by virtue of their superior disposition,
efficiency and antiquity. But all these deities are taken to be manifestations of

the Supreme God to serve his own purpose.
The Construction of the Cosmic Time

The LL reveals a concept of cosmic time which is based on the history of
mankind, or rather the history of Meetei formation. Like other puya, the text

maintains four important ages (Chaks) in the development of human society

- Hayi Chak, Haya Chak, Khunnung Chak and Langba Chak. Within these
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four ages the patterns of the growth of human are worked out, but
interestingly, these patterns are measured in terms of analogies of the
physiological processes of the child’s growth to manhood, or the various
stages of human life. In other way, this philosophical conception of cosmic
time could also be observed as dramaturgical stages of human life. The Hayi
Chak, also considered as the age of truth, is regarded as the age of gods,
related to the creation of this world. It is not related to human activity.
Human social activity is said to start from Haya Chak. However, Hayi Chak
is also conceptualized as the formative stage of human being in the mother’s

foetus.

The first stage of the human civilization is measured in terms of the
child’s emergence from the womb of the mother which is termed as hunga
laoba matam (the time of the first cry of the child). In terms of settlements of
human populations, the chief clans were conceived and the Nganba clan first
emerged as leaders of village settlements in the valley. According to another
puya Leihou Naofamlon, it was also the period when the first chieftain
Ningthou Kangba ruled with his nine sons, who ruled in different regions,
and merged into separate ethnic formations (cited in Arambam 1996: 177).
Traditional scholars maintain that this was a comparatively peaceful period.
The lifespan of the people was believed to be very long (one hundred

thousand years). The country name was termed Mongpiru (ibid: 178).

The next age, which was termed as Khunnung Chak, was the period
of the first feeding of solid food to the child (chak illakpa matam). It is believed
that the leadership of the clan villages in this period was taken up by the
Sarang Leishang group (ibid: 178). Citing from the Leihou Naofamlon puya,
Arambam (ibid: 178) writes:
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Four lineages were brought into prominence led by leaders called
Taotang, Meltang, Shantung and Chaotang. After the Sarang Leishang,
two more chieftains got into prominence. It is stated that Ningthou Tari
married one Leima Kangkhal, from whom two lineages emerged - Hera
and Khomma. The next settlements were organized by the Kege of the
Moirang clan, bringing out three lineages led by Khapa, Tangpa and
Chakot. The Khapa became merged into the Kharam (or the Burmese),
while the Chakot became the Chakot tribes. During this period, the
lifespan of the people was considerably reduced.

The next age was called Langba Chak. This corresponds to the time
when the child is stopped from breast feeding (khom khaiba matam). The
Nongpal or Angom group of clans in the eastern side of the valley became
prominent (ibid: 179). Citing from the Leihou Naofamlon puya, Arambam
(ibid: 179) writes:

[During this age] four lineages led by Nongtam, Nongtayang,
Lintangsang and Leetangshang came into prominence. Each of the
brothers moved out as separate families, the Nongtam choosing
Khoipung, the Nongtayang choosing Chakshang, the Lintangshang
choosing Illum and the Leetangshang choosing Khapak. The next leader
of prominence is Moriya Phambalcha (the son of Ningthou Kangba) in
whose reign the place came to be known as Tanthong Lemthong. The
life span of the people was about 1000 years. Fire was regarded as the
main source of religion and, at this time, human groups were separated
from immediate relationship with the divinities. It is not clear how a

father and a son could be placed in two different ages (Kangba had his
tirst son Kongkoi, also known as Maliya Phambalcha).

The Konna Chak was the last age. It was the period of the ultimate
human being. The physiological analogy is placed at the time when the child
has become an adult of 15 years old (chahi tara manga shurakpa matam). The
life span of man is now about 120 years (ibid: 179). Wind is regarded as the
main source in this age. All the lineages and clans are structured into an
ordered relationship. It is a time when the major tribes and ethnic
denominations come to be properly recognized. Tribes like Tangkhul,

Songbu (Maring), Thangal, etc. are recognized (ibid: 180). It is also the period
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when Nongta Lairen Pakhangba first ruled, which local scholars place in the

tirst century A.D (ibid: 180).

This construction of cosmic time is peculiarly related to the conceptual
organization of the formation of the Meetei. While the clans and tribes
residing in Manipur are claimed to be family brothers who had branched out
into main ethnic groups, it is more likely to be a deviously crafted strategy to
integrate all the clans and tribes into the Meetei fold. The stratification of
ethnic groups in a much earlier age seems to be a marked out strategy to
heighten the influence of the Ningthouja clan in Meetei society. The whole
text of LL is, therefore, ideologically oriented, though the periodization in
terms of human biological processes is extremely significant for

understanding the worldview of the Meetei people.
The Appropriation of Seven Clans in LL

The LL displays a work of devious craftsmanship of appropriating and
consolidating seven salai into the Ningthouja dynasty. According to the text,
after the creation of human being by Ashiba, other six human beings were
created and now there were seven human beings. Ashiba carried the seven
human beings secretly to the four corners of the cosmos in different
directions and he returned to heaven. A little child was placed at the big
stone which was at the top of Koubru Ching (Koubru hill). Atiya Mapu
Shidaba advised Konjil Tingthokpa, the youngest son, to be the leader of all
the six human beings and further ordered him to settle at the Kanglei
happily. As mention in LL, the source of origin for the seven salai (clan) are
given as: Taoroinai (Pakhangba) for the Ningthouja (Mangang) clan,
Pureiromba for the Angom, Khum Khum for the Leisangthem, Leiphuren

Chanu Yucheng for the Moirangs, Poireiton for the Khumans, Taoren Khaba
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for the Khabas, Nganba Leichik for the Nganba and Luwang Punsiba for the
Luwangs (Hemchandra 2010: 129-39).

The theory of divine rights was bestowed on the Ningthouja clan. As
mentioned above, this clearly shows that the LL is a text that asserts the
divine right theory in which divine rights are specifically linked to the
Ningthouja clan. At a historical level, this period witnessed the consolidation
of different clan principalities through a prolonged struggle covering nearly
a thousand years (Arambam 1991: 58). This consolidation of clans in turn
emerged as an organized state in the fifteenth century, during the reign of
Kyaamba (1467-1508 A.D.) (ibid: 58). Keeping in view with this historical
process, one can safely conclude that the LL must have been written later
only after the consolidation of different clans into Meetei led by the
Ningthouja clan. Arguably, it is a well-crafted divine right theory of the
Ningthouja dynasty with the politics of appropriation determining the status

of the existing seven principalities.

Umanglai

The ancestral spirits, both divine and human, are designated as umanglai.
There are various interpretations of the term wumanglai. Umanglai literally
means presiding deity of the grove (umang=grove, lai=god). There are other
theories about the interpretation of Umang Lais. T.C. Hodson (1910) and J.
Shakespear (1913a) regarded umanglais as “forest deities” from the actual
etymology of the term (umang=forest, lai=deity/God) and many scholars
blindly follow this. The lais are believed to dwell in groves which are so thick
that they came to be known as umanglai. SN. Parratt (1980) observes that
while the etymology of the term may suggest an association of the umanglai

with groves, they were never regarded as beings limited to the forest.
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Another local interpretation is that umang is the derivation of the word uram
(meaning something to be seen in the past) and lai means something easy. So,
it refers to gods “easily seen in the past.” This interpretation is more
plausible because the Meitei worship their ancestors to this day. Kh.
Chandrashekhar (1980: 31) also supports this view by arguing that umanglai
is a corrupted form of the word uramba-lai (from uuba = to see). The other
interpretation based on the importance of dreams is also pertinent i.e.
umanglai (u=from uba to see, mang=dream, lai=easy) so it means “the God
seen easily in the dreams.” This explains the significance of “dreams” in

Meitei society which has a tradition of “mangtak” (advice by ancestors in the

dreams) (ibid: 31).

Like the majority of the primitive religious all over the world, the
Meetei also personified the forces of nature. However, the puya reveal that
ancestor worship lay at the base of all Meetei religious beliefs. It is important
to remember that Meetei had a tradition of conferring many names for a
single deity or an individual, perhaps a new name on the occasion of every
significant ritual. This creates confusion to for those who are not familiar
with the ancient religious rituals. Puya such as the Lainingthou Sanamahi
Mingkheiron and the Sanamahi Ming, for example, have included lists of forty-
five names, and one hundred and sixty-eight names, respectively, for the

deity popularly called Sanamahi (Kullachandra 1989: 24-32).

The LL place Taibangpanba Mapu at the top of all ancestral
genealogy, both divine and human genealogies of each salai (clan) of the
Meeteis. Taibangpanba Mapu is also known as Taibang Mapu Sidaba
(Moirangcha 1988: 38), Atinga Sidaba (Bhagya 1988: 1), Ipung Loinapa
Apakpa (Laimit and Iboyaima 1982: 1) and Lainingthou Asuppa

(Hemchandra 2010: 3). He is omnipresent, omnipotent and omniscient. The
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majority of the puya begin with an obeisance to this Immortal Lord. The
puya attach significance to the nine laibungthous (divine youths) and the
seven lainuras (divine girls) whom Taibangpanba Mapu had brought forth
from within himself in order to help him in the creation of the universe. They
are credited with the task of levelling the uneven earth which was thus made
habitable. The nine Ilaibungthous are Laininghanba, Khamlangba, Mongba
Hanba, Chakhaba, Naokan, Muwa Ningthou, Luwang Punshiba, Marjing
and Koubru (Yaiphasang 1974: 41). The seven lainuras are Leishangthem
Lairemma, Sarangthem Lairemma, Phouiobi, Thoomleima, Panthoipi,
Nongthangleima and Ngaleima (ibid: 42). The nine divine youths emanated
from the nine orifices of Kuru (or Guru) Sidaba’s body (ibid: 43).
Laininghanba sprang from the right eye, Muwa Ningthou from the left eye,
Mingba Hanba from the right ear, Naokon from the left ear, Chakhaba from
the right nostril, Koubaren alias Koubru from the left nostril, Khamlangba
from the mouth, Luwang Punshiba from the eshingthong (urinary tract) and
Marjing from the penthong (anus) (Chandrashekhar 1982: 1). The seven
Lainuras, on the other hand, are the manifestation of Leimaren Sidabi or

Ultimate Mother (Rajo 1977: 1).

There are eight gods who are distinguished from the rest by the title
of Maikei Ngakpa i.e., guardians of directions (Shakespear 1913a: 423). They
are Soraren (North), Khana Chaoba (South), Nongpok Ningthou (East),
Nongchup Ariba (West), Koubru (North-West), Wangbren (South-East),
Thangching  (South-West) and Chingkhei Ningthou (North-East)
(Chandrashekhar 1982: 34). A slightly different version of the names of the
gods and the directions are given by R.K. Sanahal Singh (1970: 31), which are
as follows: Nongpok Ningthou (East), Irum Ningthou (South-East),
Wangbren (South), Thangjing (South-West), Khorifaba (West), Loiyarakpa
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(North-West), Marjing (North-East) and Chingkhei (North). In every
religious ceremony, four gods are invoked by the Maibas and Maibis to
protect the ritual from evil spirits. These four deities are regarded as four
incarnations of the guardians of four directions. They are Thangjing (South-
West), Marjing (North-East), Wangbren (South-East) and Koubru (North-
West) (Nilabir 1991: 110).

The progenitors of the seven clans that make up the entire Meetei
people are collectively known by the name of salai apokpas or clan ancestors.
The salai apokpas are the ancestors who are worshipped by the concerned
clans. But Taibangpanba Mapu, the nine laibungthous, the seven lainuras and
the maigei ngakpa lais (the guardian gods) are ancestors who are invoked at
various public rituals, although they may also be worshipped along with the
salai apokpas at home. This is different from the worship of the salai apokpas
who can be evoked exclusively by the descendant of a particular apokpa (clan
ancestor). The Iais which the Meetei worship are nearly four hundred in
number. All of them can be characterized as ancestor lais who encompass the

entire Meetei pantheon.

In Manipur, the concept of the temple or shrine emerged much later.
Archaeological findings do not support the assertion of the puya that
temples were in existence from the time of Nongda Lairen Pakhangba in the
first century A.D (Kunjeswori 1988: 177-8). The Cheitharol Kumpapa records
the construction of the first temple in 1617 A.D. during the reign of King
Khagemba (Parratt 2005: 75). However, umanglai are worshipped at home as
well. But, as the anthropologists like Frank Byron Jevons (1985: 188) argues
community worship precedes family worship, it is possible to assume that

the Meetei, in the absence of temples, worshipped the umanglai in the sacred
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groves. There are numerous references in the royal chronicle which show

that reverence of trees was very common during the pre-Khagemba period.

During the reign of Meidingu Mungyamba and Khagemba (1569 to
1665 A.D) there are no fewer than twelve references to u-hongba in the royal
chronicle (Parratt 2005: 58-85). U (tree) was fit for hongba, which means
‘initiation’, “inauguration’. However, there are no explanations as to why the
tree was revered and whether the trees were dedicated to the lais, or any
particular lai was associated with any particular tree. There is not enough
evidence to come to any definite conclusion regarding these u-hongba rituals.
It might have had originated as a kind of formal thanksgiving to the trees for
the benefits they rendered to the people. It has also been speculated that
since the trees existed from “time immemorial” certain supernatural qualities
were attributed to them, which accounts for their veneration.’3 However, in
the absence of any convincing connection between u-hongba and umanglai,
the study of umanglai will be treated as separate from the tree-cult in

Manipur in this study.

The umanglai were originally nine in number. To reiterate, umanglai
are ancestral deities (Birachandra 1987: 210). According to W. Lukhoi (1989:
177-84), Meeteis today venerate as many as three hundred and seventy-eight
umanglai. Late Pandit Ng. Kullachandra of Pandit Loisang, Royal Palace, has
prepared a list of three hundred and sixty-two umanglai (Kullachandra 1963).
A comparative study of these lists indicates that a number of umanglai were
incorporated into the Meetei pantheon during various stages of the history of

Manipur. For example, it is quite obvious that with the beginning of the

B Communicated by pena maestro Padmashri Khagembam Mangi on July 2, 2015 at his residence in
Thangmeiband.
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Hindu influence in Manipur from around the 17th - 18th centuries a large

number of new lais were added to the Meetei pantheon.

Although the name Laphupat Kalika suggests that she is a Hindu
goddess of the place Laphupat, Kalika is definitely not a traditional Meetei
lai. Similarly, the influence of Vaisnavism can be seen in the inclusion of such
names as Thinungei Ramji Ningthou (Jaiswal 1981: 187-8). This is not
unusual in view of the fact that Vaisnavism has always attempted to extent

its influence to tribal areas.

Surajit Sinha (1966: 72-3) studying the influence of Vaishnavism on the
Bhumij tribe, an eastern offshoot of the Mundas of Ranci observes that the
Vaisnava gurus were not concerned with replacing the traditional rituals of
the Bhumij. Rather, the gurus were more interested in increasing the number
of their clientele. With a view to achieving this end, they were mainly
interested in superimposing a few rituals of their own to make their presence
as rituals specialists essential to the life of Bhumij. The Bhumij of their part
did not look upon their contact with the Vaisnavas as displacing their own
rituals. The association with Vaisnavas and acceptance of their ritual traits
were, instead, considered by the Bhumij as conveying an element of
respectability. This identification with the local faith proved to be highly
effective in influencing the attitude of the people towards an alien cult. While
Kh. Bijoykumar (2005), in his study of Sanamahism in Manipur, argues that
the spread of Vaishnavism (or largely Hinduism) is consolidated through its
focus on the local “place of essence” by establishing the Hindu gods or
goddesses in the local place without disrupting the “place of essence.” The
point is that the numbers of umanglai worshipped nowadays reflect the

religious history of the Meetei people at various stages of development.
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While disagreeing with the interpretation of umanglai as forest deities
or tree deities, S.N. Parratt (1980: 9) says umanglai covers all categories of

gods and goddesses. She classify broadly into four groups:

a) Ancestors or deities which are believed to have had a human
existence at some point of time in the past. Examples are Pakhangba,
Nongpok Ningthou and Poireiton.

b) Important lai associated with one particular salai (clan).

¢) The domestic deities which are the possession of particular clan or
tamily groups. They are properly called yumjao lai.

d) Tutelary deities, i.e., guardian spirit connected with particular places
or areas. There are various places in Manipur which are regarded as
sacred. These are often hills, which are associated with a particular
deity. Examples of this are Thangjing hill in Moirang, and
Nongmaiching, which was formerly associated with Nongpok
Ningthou and subsequently with Siva.

(Parratt 1980:9)

To this list one can add another group of umanglai - the Hindu gods and
goddesses worshipped as wumanglais and celebrated in Lai Haraoba

accordingly.

The next section will deal with another text called Panthoipi Khongkul
(In the Footsteps of Panthoipi) which is an important text to understand the

love story of two figures Panthoipi and Nongpok Ningthou.
PANTHOIPI KHONGKUL (IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF PANTHOIPI)

The figures of Panthoipi and Nongpok Ningthou dominate so much of
Meetei popular mythology.* According to the legend, Panthoipi was a

princess of the Mangang principality which is usually regarded as a proto-

1 Nongpok Ningthou has been identified as Marjing (the guardian god of the north-east) by some
traditional scholars. However, Sarojj N. Parratt argues that the identification of Marjing with
Nongpok Ningthou (literally ‘the king of the east’) has come about because of the association of both
with the direction of the north-east (Parratt & Parratt 1997: 7). It is significant that in many songs of
Lai Haraoba particularly the yakaiba (morning invocation) song, the identification of Nongpok
Ningthou as Marjing has not yet taken place. In this song, as we now have it, Nongpok Ningthou has
his abode at Selloi Langmai hill.
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Meetei salai (clan). She was married to the King of Khaba salai. One day she
was seen cultivating the fields by Nongpok Ningthou while he was out for
hunting. They fell in love, although no words were exchanged between
them. They subsequently went in search of each other and began a romantic
affair. The popular love songs in Lai Haraoba contain many references to the
Panthoipi-Nongpok Ningthou legend, even where they are not explicitly
named. The male beloved in Panthoipi isei (Parratt & Parratt 1997: 119)
comes from Selloi, he is looking for a bull in hunting and dressed in a
colourful cloak. Panthoipi is described as “the queen of all maidens” in the
song of phibul ahabi dance sequence (ibid: 131), and probably the “queen and
goddess of the hills” in the song of kanglei thokpa episode (ibid: 136) and the

“maiden of the east” in loutan song (ibid: 143).

Significantly, Panthoipi seems to be a typical love-goddess. However
other liturgical lyrics point to other aspects of Panthoipi. In the yakaiba
(morning invocation) song (ibid: 90-93), she is addressed as Ima (Mother),
which may point to her as a fertility deity. As mentioned earlier, in the
legend, she is also discovered engaged in rice cultivation. In the song of the
chungkhong litpa episode, she is the “maid of the hills” and also the “goddess
who makes the paddy dry even when there is no sun, and wet even when
there is no rain” (ibid: 131). The Panthoipi circle in the everyday rituals of Lai
Haraoba deals with agriculture but also contains love lyrics which refer
explicitly to the Panthoipi legend. Panthoipi can be seen as a Meetei version

of the Rice-Mother figure which is widespread in East Asia (ibid: 8).

In the book titled Panthoipi Khongkul (henceforth referred to as PK),
this tradition is expanded and Panthoipi is described as multiplying the

supply of rice at her own wedding. The Rice Mother figure also appears in
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Meetei mythology as Phouoibi (from phou means “unhusked rice, paddy”
and oibi means being with a feminine suffix bi). Phouoibi, whose cult is now
in decline in Kanglei Haraoba, was formerly invoked for a plentiful rice
harvest (Shakespear 1913a: 446-8). There are also significant connections
between Panthoipi and rain, which strengthen the belief that she is an
agricultural fertility goddess. Phouoibi is still honoured in the Chakpa
Phayeng Haraoba. Here she seems to be identified as Tampha (in the case of
Kanglei, Tampha is identified as Panthoipi), and is associated with several
other female goddesses responsible for rice production. It seems that the
various rice goddesses of the different principalities or clans were subsumed
into Panthoipi, who is the princess of the dominating Ningthouja clan. The
text Panthoipi Khongkul probably is a creation in the scheme of appropriating

other rice goddesses in one form called Panthoipi.

As Moirangthem Chandra (2009: xi), the editor of PK, in his
introductory note mentions, PK was written by Akoijam Tonboi during the
reign of king Khongtekcha of 8th century A.D. However this is a controversial
claim. RK. Jhalajit (1965: 131-2) remarks that it is reasonable to assign the
writing of the PK to the period of Panthoipi’s popularity in the last two
decades of the 17t century A.D. and the first decade of the 18t century A.D.
Ch. Manihar (1984: 61) opines that the text was written during the reign of
Charairongba (1697-1709) during which time the shakti cult developed in

Manipur.

At a purely descriptive level, the text invokes Nongpok Ningthou as
the god of universe. He has a snake tied round his neck, he wears the skin of
a tiger, has matted hair plastered with water into it, uses a trident, wears iron

shoes and sit on the back of a bull (Chandra 2009: 47). In its iconographic
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details and general aura, the description seems to resemble the image of
Shiva. In all likelihood, PK was composed when there was an influence of
Shakti cult in Manipur and the author was an individual believer of Shakti
cult (Jhalajit 1965). Loan words like swarga, dwarpur, graha, etc. were used
under the influence of Hinduism. Cheitharol Kumbaba mentions that the
temple of Panthoipi was built during the reign of Paikhomba in the year 1686
(Parratt 2005: 100). This does not indicate, however, that she only came to
prominence at that time. In the text, Loyumba Sinyen, there is a reference of
Panthoipi worship during the reign of Loyumba (1074-1122) when the
Heichanams (Heisnam) clan took care of the goddess Panthoipi (Manikchand
2012: 6). This text could have been composed in some early period in which
the translator made new additions to the original script. Or, it was composed

in some period when there was an impact of Hindu culture on Meetei life.

At another level, it could be argued that Panthoipi Khongkul portrays
impetuous love against age-old barriers of social custom and physical
obstacles. The title signifies either literally following the ‘trail of Panthoipi’
after she had left her husband’s home or a description of her distinguished
and erratic traits. The writer first introduces Panthoipi to us as a maiden of
unsurpassed beauty and born of the Kanglei king, passing her lonely days in
the ‘ningol ka’ (unmarried daughter’s chamber). Many a deserving man
sought her hand of which Sapaipa, a king hailing from the western part of
the valley, was the first. Despite his pompous promise of constructing good
roads and beautiful bridges, a spacious house and digging of fish ponds for
the sake of her, the haughty princess spurns his offer as all these
preparations were of no worth to her. At last she was given away in
marriage to Taram Khoinucha born of Khaba Sokchrongba, King of the

Khaba dynasty and the queen Manu Teknga. This time more elaborate
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arrangements were made for receiving the Kanglei princess - just as the
bridge was made with iron poles as its support, silver plates as the planks
and gold rods as the side rails. The marriage took place with pomp and
grandeur, and the bride was escorted to her new home. But strangely,
Panthoipi failed to conform to the way of life expected of a married woman.
Instead, like an energetic youth, she would never keep indoors, but remains
wandering in the open meadows, bathing and sporting in the cool waters of
the running river. During one of such escapade, she chances upon Nongpok
Ningthou, the Lord of the Langmai Hills and is captivated by his handsome
look and towering personality. It is love at first sight, and she promptly

proposes to run away with him to live securely in his region.

However, she cannot follow up on her love because she had been
married for barely five days. In the meantime the two lovers have several
clandestine trysts which the writer describes without inhibition. Their trysts
naturally make her in-laws suspicious of her conduct. They then hatch
devices like feigning death by Khaba Sokchrongba so as to win her sympathy
and make her realize her responsibility to the family. Panthoipi hears the
news of the death and hastens home. Finding a pretext of being hurt by this
cheap trick, she turns it to her advantage and accuses her father-in-law of
even pretending to die on account of his hatred for her. Then, she manages to
slip out of her husband’s place and elopes with Nongpok Ningthou who
comes disguised as a Tangkhul tribe. (The meeting with Nongpok Ningthou
is performed as drama on the last day of Lai Haraoba as Tangkhul Nurabi.)
The Khabas led by her father-in-law pursue her but to no avail. The happy
union of the lovers is celebrated with dance and music, attended by divine
beings subordinate to Nongpok Ningthou on the sun washed slopes of the

Langmai Hills.
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The rest of the text is devoted to describing the merriment of the
newly-united lovers and their divine attributes. Panthoipi’s father-in-law
and mother-in-law too came to Langmai Hills and bow down to them
begging to be forgiven. They plead that they did not know at the time of
Panthoipi’s sojourn with them that she was a goddess. Consequently, the
Khabas worship Nongpok Ningthou and Panthoipi with dance and music

which is believed to be archetypal event performed in Lai Haraoba.

It is important to highlight the political interpretation of the PK. Many
scholars have opined that before Nongda Lairen Pakhangba who was
believed to be the first king of the Ningthouja clan ruled Kangla, it was
Khaba clan which reigned at Kangla. Panthoipi’s father in-law, Khaba
Shokchrongba himself was the king of Kangla. Later on Pakhangba
conquered Khaba dynasty and seized Kangla (Pramodini 2010: 23). These
incidents are testimony to the fact that Kangla has been a bone of contention
among various kings and there were frequent wars for its control. Formation
of allies among various rulers was also practiced or prevalent in those days
(ibid: 23). Since Panthoipi’s father Taoroinai, who once had ruled Kangla,
was a glorious and powerful king, the Khaba family might have wanted to
establish a strong relationship with him and hence Khaba wanted Panthoipi
to be his daughter in-law. The formation of allies was very important in
those days. For instance, when Nongda Lairen Pakhangba sought to conquer
Kangla, he was helped by Luwang, Angom, etc. Shokchrongba did not want
to create any animosity against the equally powerful king Taoroinai; hence,
Shokchrongba tried to appease and stop Panthoipi but in vain. Later on,

having no choice, the Khaba clan had to surrender to Panthoipi (ibid: 24).
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Nongmaithem Pramodini (2010: 24) observes that Panthoipi leaving
Khaba for Nongpok Ningthou can be seen as a political strategy of Panthoipi
to weaken the Khaba clan by forming allies with its various enemies. The
surrendering of the Khaba family to her power shows that they were
rendered powerless. This intelligence and power demonstrated by Panthoipi
to destabilize the power of Khaba clan leads to the establishment of the

Ningthouja clan powerful in Kangla who in turn formed the Meitei race.

The PK also gives an account of Lai-Haraoba, the religious and social
festival, where the Khaba community paid homage to the deity Nongpok
Ningthou and his consort Panthoipi. This text is a repository of numerous
songs. Significant among these Lai Haraoba songs found in PK are the ougri,
khencho and lairemma paosa. Ougri and khencho are much more archaic in
diction and steep in historical allusions. A part of Anoirol is also found in PK
in the form of songs. In this text, numerous songs and ‘orature’” were
incorporated to make the text lively and thus making the text a performative

reading.
ANOIROL: THE LANGUAGE OF MOVEMENT?5

Anoirol (Anoi=dance, rol/lol = language) literally means “the language of
dance” but it is more broadly understood as the “art of body movement.” It
is a manuscript containing a record of songs, verse and ballads describing
the origin of dance, its relation to the Meetei cosmogony and the poetic
depiction of dances with cultural metaphors, maxims and ethical codes of the
Meetei which shape the aesthetics of the traditional Meetei community life.

The date of the manuscript is controversial. As Moirangthem Chandra, the

13 This section is a rework of my MPhil dissertation titled “Anoirol: Text and/in Performance,”
submitted in JNU, 2012.
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editor of Panthoipi Khongkul, a manuscript where a portion of “Anoirol”
appears, claims it is written in the 8t century. However, this is not readily
accepted by scholars. As there is a tradition of copying down these
manuscripts from one generation to another, it is more than probable that the
Anoirol cannot be as old as it is claimed. It is very unfortunate that scholars of
Meetei Mayek (scripts) have not yet turned their attention to the dating and
authenticity of these manuscripts. However, it can be speculated that the text
of Anoirol was written sometime before the advent of Hinduism in Manipur

i.e., before 17th Century.

As the penakhongba (traditional balladeer) sings the recurring phrase of
the Anoirol song, “hayi ngeida noibabu/ meina waina moiye/ tangna samna noiye”
(The movement/dance during the age of Truth, / spreads like wild fire, /
the movement/dance joining the joints), the words metaphorically suggests
the importance of the noiba (movement/dance) and its continuity. The song
also imagines the utopian state of the Hayi Chak (Age of Truth). During this
time everything seems to be in harmony. The verse also describes the
horrifying bygone days of Hayi Chak and how it had been overcome by
dancing. Some of the traditional philosophers also conceptualise the Hayi
Chak as the time of conception of the “body” in the mother’s womb. I shall
consider this period of the time of conception of the body as a “liminal

period” which I shall discuss later.

Noiba which means “movement” in archaic Meeteilon (Meetei
language) has a philosophical meaning embedded/embodied in the cultural
practices and day to day lived-world of the Meetei. Coming to grasps with
the embodiment is a challenging philosophical task. The movement of foetus

in the womb, the “subtle-body” movement, is primarily believed to be a
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source of Meetei dance. Life and body movement are inextricably connected
in the Meetei worldview. It is believed that the noiba (movement) of the
foetus in the mother’s womb, the “liminal period”, gives her the joyous
anticipation of a new life. Likewise, the subtle-dances of the hakchang saba
(making the body) episode in Lai Haraoba imitates the movement of the

foetus in the mother’s womb.

Just as the movement of the foetus within the mother’s womb gives
her the joyous anticipation of a new life; the Meetei believe that they are
immersed in a womb-like Universe, so god and goddess are pleased when
they perform dance. Therefore, body movement is life. This is believed to be
the reason that noiba is the main component of the Lai-Haraoba festival and

is inextricably an important ingredient of Meetei performance traditions.

In the Meetei worldview as found expression in Anoirol, the
metaphysics growing out of biology is very much embedded in the organic.
The creation dance by the amaibis with the athuppal® feature imitates the slow
and subtle movement of the foetus in the mother’'s womb. Meetei
performances are known for their subtle, sensuous movements based on
curvilinear principles, and dances which are more gravitational and slow in
outlook and temper, despite the existence of male vigorous forms. Unlike
other Indian classical music traditions sung while seated, Nata-Sankirtana
singing is by itself a combination of singing by musicians with the delicate
movements of the body and hands based on Khuthek Anoi (language of hand

movements) form in alignment with the variety and range of complex foot-

1 ‘Athuppa’ means something clandestine and thus implicit. Khumanlambam Yaima says that
athuppa is the main character of Meetei dance both in pre-Vaishnavite and Vaishnavite
performances. For details, Yaima Singh, Khumanlambam (Ed.). Meetei Jagoi: Anoirol. Volume 1, p. 6,
also on p. 47.
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steps derived from Khongthang Anoi (language of foot-steps). By its very
nature, the athuppa featured in Meetei performing arts recognize the
performances as suggestive, rather than blatantly expressive. This athuppa
character is embedded with the morality and ethical codes of the living
tradition of the Meetei.l” As compared with other Indian classical dances, it
would certainly make much less use of any codified technique and elaborate

facial expressions.
Mimetic Representation of Nature

As mentioned in the Anoirol the Meetei compose the dances drawing on
imitations of the forces of Nature, mainly the hills, rivers and animals.
Probably, it is also quite possible that the nine Laibungthous and seven
Lainuras, respectively, were images of the nine hills and seven rivers in
Manipur (called Kangla in ancient time). As mentioned in ancient
manuscripts, “chinglon mapal tampak ama” (nine hills, one valley) suggests
evidence that the Manipur geographically imagined “nine hills and one
valley.” And in Anoirol “yiram taretmakki yiyaida / pamel sidababu houye” (The
tree of immortal (believed to be Kangla) survives because of the seven

rivers.)

The Meetei dance originally imitates various ways of movements of
living beings of their lived-world. In Anoirol, we find references to dance
imitating the movements of animals. The following extracts from Anoirol
could be a reference point to substantiate this argument:

Konde khutchum maibana he Laikan chingta, / Noibi noitam chingta, yongmu
saram chingta / Tangka nupi phuitingwak, khuiyon phuiting loubi, / Toura

7 For more details, please see Yaima Singh, Khumanlambam (Ed.). Meetei Jagoi: Anoirol, Volume-lI,
Imphal, 1975, pp.46-9
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nongtang lengbina mapal Laiga noiye // Khongsit manbal noibu noikhutlangbu
noitamye / Noina ngamdam noingeida sabi leirang masel //

Nu-ok paibang masel, khupi khupai masel / Kheiroi yupeng masel, tingsit
naosang masel / Huiriya Laikhotchaga, singjang wakhai yaona / Pikhit pikhang
yaona toibi tangka chanuga / Mapal Laiga noitamye //

Tubi khongsit aada chinglen paring tubu / He noigi noithekkhiye / Lairen
khongkap mada / Mahou Phaipok Chingpu noigi noithekkhiye //

Lairenpana Noibadi arembana noipadi / Noichunese Noichunese // Tubipana
Noibabu arembana Noibabu / Sabilemna noitamye // Sabiyamma tomma,
nongda chingkhan yangna noitamye / Taoroinaiga noitamye // Taoroinaiga
noiringei mathanglenga noiringeidi / Marumbina ngainoknei // Marumbina
noiringeidi, maparina ngainoknei /

Sabi ipanlen-o! / Aningbadi ningthiye // Yaren ya-na chouye, / Ha
ngainokkhiye // Sabi ipallen-o! / Tubipa-ga noichunese noichunese / Hayingeida
Noibabu / Meina waina noiye / Tangna samna noiye //

(Yaima 1973: 12-5)

[With Konde Khutchum maiba in the hills where all the treatment of
diseases are done, the same hill where the first dance was learnt is the
hill where the monkeys exist and dance. The maiden Tankha,
Phuitingwak, Khuyon, Phuitingloubi, Toura, Nongdang, Lengbi,!® with
all these names, incarnating different personifications with these names,
dance with nine Gods. They learnt the dance from the maiden
Tangkha’s dragon/snake father Taoroinai. Learnt from her father,
sliding smoothly, in rhythmic gaits, the maidens” dance in sequence
astonished every creature on earth. Astounded, all the creatures came
out and started to dance. All the animals and birds were all
overwhelmed with excitement. All the mammals and species of beavers,
the aquatic animals, aerial creatures, the haunting spirits in the forest,
all of them were thrilled by the dance of Toibi Tankha Chanu, came out
and danced with the nine Gods.

Lairemma Tankha Chanu and her father Lairen (dragon/snake), while
learning to dance, danced together with her father Lairen who danced
first and Lairemma followed, imitating his footsteps. Her gait and dance
of the feet and meandering feet akin to that of the snake, the strong
meandering steps crushed all the plants and flowers in the path, Mahou
Phaibok Hill was the place of the enactment of this dance.

18 Probably these are names of seven Lainuras, the manifestations of Goddess Panthoibi (Khapi
Lengnao Mompi).
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The Father King Lairen Taoroinai’s gentle and graceful dance was
imitated perfectly by his daughter by watching each of his steps, a male
beaver watching the complementary dance of the father-daughter duo
started dancing like the Taoroinai. The beaver from beneath the earth
came out of the burrow and leaped and twisted his body, waving
eloquently danced imitating the Lairen Taoroinai. Seeing the dance of
the male beaver, the female beaver laughed, she started dancing
likewise. Seeing the dance of the female beaver, her son laughed and
embarrassed her.

The son said laughing, “Your dance is good, but your broad teeth
amuse me”. Along with the beaver other animals too started dancing.
“Let us dance like the dance of the nine dragon/snakes”, they said and
started dancing. They learned the dance of the age of truth and dance
akin to the gods who first danced this particular dance. The dance of the
age of truth, spread like wild fire, the dance never to be burn out.]

(translation mine)

What is the purpose or motivation of the story? It is not supported by any
information or argument as such, but by a whole texture of metaphor, of
deviant syntactic and semantic patterning. The ethical aesthetic value on
which its meaning is based is signified in the story and the metaphor it uses.
For example, in Meetei dance, the dancer is instructed not to open his/her
mouth and show his/her teeth. It is regarded as not beautiful, consequently
non-aesthetic. Such an ethical code that shaped the aesthetics of Meetei
dance is rhetorically embedded in Anoirol poetry, through metaphors and
images. The common Meetei aphorism “sabina mama noknaba” (a beaver
ridiculing his mother) is a common usage when someone mocks or ridicules
the other. The central idea is that “don’t ridicule the other before looking

yourself in the mirror.”

As prescribed in the Anoirol, the Lai-Haraoba dance is the imitation of
the above dance by nine Laibungthous and seven Lainuras. So, the dance
movements in Lai-Haraoba are mainly derived from the movements of

different animals and their surroundings.
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In the case of Chakpa community??, they imitate from the movement

of the skies (clouds). Here is the description of Chakpa Anoi:

Hayingeida Noibabu sararenna noiye, / Sararenna Noibabu chakparenna urak-e
// Chakpa sawangbana sawang melongbana / Melong hameng mitna yaorou
tanda urak-e // Saji tanda khanglak-e yaorou saji tanbana / Saji kurang tanba
yaorou sajitengdubu / Laba khuman tanna yangdou saram libada / Korou
lomda tankhatle khoimom thouna noingamme / Lainingthouna noiye //

Sararenna noiye wahong noibu noiye, / Pungpha noibu noingamye yaipha
noibu noingamye / Korouchindagi urak-e // Korou mathakchin melong mitna
noirak-e / Hameng mitna noirak-e saji tanbana noirak-e / Kurang tanbana
noirak-e //

Ching-u thangba nongningthou / pakhangbana noiye, / Yoirenbana noiye
nongthourenna noiye; / Sararenna Noibabu chakparenna noitamye / Sawang
Melongbana mayum hemcheng nakta / Nungnang noibu noitamye //

Chakpa masaikonda cheirei sangkhanna / Phingou thakta khanna chakparenna
noiye / Hemchengbana noiye shupna chingna noiye // Chakparenna Noibadi
Hemcheng Chanuga, / Chakpa Yomloi-houna korou noibu noitamye /
Nungnang noibu noitamye Korou waina noiye // Loina houna noiye ngamdam
houna noiye / Khoiyam thougi noitamye, Noichunese sam //

(Yaima 1973: 23-5)

[In the Hayi age, Soraren [the God of Skies] dance, / Chakpas saw the
dance of Soraren. / Chakpa Sawangba the ancestral chief of the
Chakpas, / Went up the sky in pursuit of the deer, his quarry. / And
witness the dance of Soraren, God of the heaven, / various were the
forms performed by Him. / Chakpa Sawangpa learnt and brought them
down to the Earth. / In his region a white canopy was put up / And
Chakpa Sawangpa too began to dance; / Then all men and women of
his community joined him. / Thus this dance has been handed down
through generations.

The Soraren dances akin to that of a peacock / He dances blissfully with
pride / Twirling with grace was his dance / Even as he dances, the
inhabitant of the skies / witnessed the merriment and contentment. The
dance of the skies / Witnessed by the goat-like truth seeking eyes of
Sawangpa, / His eyes, that of a hunter and that of the deer-prey, all
observant / They all danced likewise.

9 They are considered to be the oldest settlers in Manipur who are now considered as Lois (outcast).
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The king of the highest heaven, the god of the gods / Pakhangba, he
called Chingu Yoirenba / The King of Gods, he too danced likewise /
Observing the dance of the king of Gods, Soraren / The chief of the
Chakpas too / Imitated the dance / The chief of the Chakpas, Sawang
Melongba / Initiated and taught the dance of the Gods to his people.

In the land the Chakpas inhabit / Adorned and fenced with clothes /
White, like that of the clouds in sky as the roof. / The chiefs of the
Chakpas danced here / Following the Chakparen’s steps / daughters
and daughters-in-law danced likewise. / The dance of the Gods, as
dance by Soraren, / Nuanced and etched, in Soul and body / Executed
to perfection each and every sequence, / They danced.]

(translation mine)

The dance of the Nongpok Ningthou and Panthoipi are rendered in a
magnificent poetry reflecting the Meetei performing arts being imitated from
such renderings. The slow eloquence of Meetei dance is described
resembling like a dancing elephant or a dancing peacock. The following

extract from Anoirol can be observed:

Lainingthou Nongpokna noipati / Ning leina samu hakna / namna pakan sha
kangna / Samu khuttol phanna leina lana / wahong meipungbana noikum noiye

/

Panthoipina noipasung / atum atum noiye animana noiye // khongthang
manna noiye / khuthek manna noiye / tikta manna saman lengka manna /
animana leina lana haina humna noiye //

(Yaima 1975: 11)

[0 King of Kings, Nongpok Ningthou, the dance you have enacted,
circling your waist and hips, with your bodily movement bending down
and spreading out your elbows; and your fingers spread out into a
movement, dancing gracefully akin to a peacock with abundant lustrous
feathers.

The dance of Panthoipi, too, likewise complemented that of Nongpok
Ningthou. The gait of the feet and gestures of the hands, the radiant
faces, the beautiful expression and the movement of their bodies waving
eloquently, they danced.]

(translation mine)
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Anoirol also explores the myth, philosophy, values, lifestyles,
convictions, faith, and views on the life of the Meetei and other associated
beliefs relating to ecological preservation— deep nature, environment, flora
and fauna; and its deep-rooted animism at the grassroots level. The subtle
imagery is of the movement of the ancestor serpent-dragon, the tail-
devouring serpent (the Ouroboros) and his coils of constant renewal in the

figure 8, which defines the concept of Anoirol.

Traditional Concept of Time Embedded in Performance

The connections between time, creation and performance, including the
concept of absolute time as well as cosmological time measured from the
initial moment of leishermba (creation of the earth) is believed to be imbibed in
Anoirol or Meetei dance. The common belief regarding the Meetei concept of
time affirms that “64 mikup (moments) make a pung (hour). 8 pung make a
yuthak. 8 yuthak make a day.” 20 So, there are 8x8 = 64 pung in a day.
Consequently, 64 is a significant number in the Meetei belief system and
philosophy. The performativity of this concept of time is embedded in
Meetei performing arts. The relation of the concept of time and Meetei dance
is intricate and inherent in Lai Haraoba performances. One needs to think
deeply about the relationship between the concept of time and the Meetei
performing arts. For instance, why are there 64 hand gestures which
complete the hakchang saba (making of the body) dance sequence in Lai
Haraoba? The next section will deal with some dance techniques as

mentioned in Anoirol.

2n my personal interview with Ojha M.Macha Chaoreikanba, | was told that the Meetei “concept of
time” is clearly explained in the unpublished manuscript called Tanyeiba (literally means “beating
the rhythm”). But | could not procure this manuscript. As my purpose is to relate the time concept
and dance, the information provided here serves the purpose.
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Dance Culture and some Techniques

According to another manuscript Pongthourol Thouni, the first movement of
human life is regarded as Noiba which is a jagoi (dance). When a child starts
to move, the first lesson given to the new born child by the mother is the
rhythm “tading-tading, ting ting” and the sound of the same sung by the
mother is the first song. And then the child gradually starts to jump and the
mother sings “Climb up after the sun, grow taller till the moon, 0" become
bigger and taller” (numitna karingei kahouro, thaana wanglingei wanghouro, ting

ting chaoro).?!

As charted out by Khumanlambam Yaima (1973), the editor of Anoirol,
the footsteps and the hand-gestures of the Meetei dance are created from the

following nine techniques:

a. The thumb and index finger joining together making a curve is called
chago. This is believed to be the image of the first progenitor of
mankind. Moving with this hand gesture is called chago/chako saba
(making chago). Also, moving around, making head and tail, is also
called chago/chako saba.

b. Dancing with the movement of five fingers is called anoiba.

c. Dancing with the movement of body parts eloquently is called noiba.

d. Pointing hands, waving the hands, singing in consonance with the
hand gestures is called paosaba or paosa?.

e. Dancing of stepping in rhythm with hand gestures, clapping hands in

between is called khencho.?3

2! As cited in Yaima Singh, Khumanlambam (Ed.). Meitei Jagoi: Anoirol, Volume-I, Imphal, 1973, p. 1.
* The word probably comes from ‘paokhong’ means riddle/conundrum/enigma.
2 This is traditionally associated with a Spring Dance known as Thabal Chongba.
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f. Dancing in rhythm by joining hands together, forming a circle,
singing the advice of God is known as ougri. It is believed to be
inauspicious to break one’s step during the ougri performance. To
understand the foot movements of the ougri dance, it is significant to

understand this poetic description of ougri anoirol khongthang,

The high God of the gods / Traversing the wide expanse of the water /
In a raft made rickety with waves / The raft gave way / Crumbled into
pieces / The God leaped hither-thither / Akin to the grace of an
elephant / Arms outreached waving to the right / bowed in effort / of
reaching out to a drifting plank / Arms outstretched waving to the left
/ upturned torso / leaping in and out / Thrashing feet inwards /
Stomping and gathering / Woven in gait of the feet / as in the patterns
of the paphal / The dance of the feet / Patterned in such a way - / Five
times stomping on five tree-trunk / two above the tree-trunk / One foot
on a single tree trunk / Both feet spontaneously / Skipping twice / On
the edge of the trunk / Stomping nine steps.

After stomping nine times / Stand-still on a tree-trunk / after leaping /
Meandering the body to fall with both feet at once / This is the dance /
The movements of the toes is thus - / The big toe of the right feet / is
tied thrice a knot / The third knot / And the second knot / Tied by the
big toe of the left feet / Thus, the toes wriggle and meander / one leaps
and attempts / To tie up the broken raft / Gathering the big planks of
wood / in order to make a boat / Thus the dance is called choirik / Then
taking from the contact / Of the raft and the oar / It is called choirik
thengou.

(Yaima 1973: 44-5, translation mine)

g. Lifting the toes a little, spreading the hand and waving; waving it to
the right by bending the body; waving the hand to the left by swaying
the torso and hopping in rhythm, step by step, is called choirik

thengou.?*

** please refer to the above footnote (translation of ougri Anoirol khongthang)
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h. Dancing by lifting the slightly bent arm is called liru/lirung jagoi. This
dance form is probably composed by Thingkol Moribicha of
Moirang,? as speculated in Anoirol (lirung sana noiye) (Yaima 1973: 32).

i. Dancing with the alternate four fingers of the two hands touching
each other and the two thumbs crossing each other is called lairu-saba.
This dance form is also probably composed by Thingkol Moribicha of
Moirang, as speculated in Anoirol (lairu sana noiye).?

Some other techniques mentioned in Anoirol:

j.  Simple dances without symbolical meaning are called chumsa.

k. Dancing together in a group led by someone, without much practice
in a regular rhythm by just observing the leader, is called leplou saba.
In Moirang Anoirol, this is described as khubak khuna noiye, chako sana
noiye,/ leplou sana noiye, samu thinna noiye (Dance by clapping hands /
dance the chako / dance the leplou / dance rhythmically stomping like
an elephant) (Yaima 1973: 31).

1. Dancing together in circle like a meandering dragon/snake is called
tubu saba. Again in Moirang Anoirol, “maikei lakna noiye / tubu sana
noiye / mathek sana noiye, / lirung sana noiye; / lairu sana noiye /
noikhuthekpu noitamye” (dance at every direction, / dance the tubu, /
dance the gestures, / dance the lirung, / dance the lairu, / present the

hand-gestures in dance form.)

According to Anoirol, noiba is not only “dancing’ in the proper constituted
bodily and expressive sense of the word but the word needs to be
categorized and grouped together with every activity or “essential work”

among the household jobs and livelihood generating activities like

» Moirang is a place in the South-west of Manipur considered to be rich in tradition.
26 Ibid, both Lirung and Lairung saba are initially seem to be dance forms of the Moirang clan.
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cultivation, making of a house, weaving clothes, etc. As R.K. Achoubisana
argues, Anoirol not only talks about dance but shows a vision for deriving
other art forms. Human crafts and several other types of human activities
including the martial arts are all parts of Anoi.?” Such a craftsmanship
requires not only creative work proper but also are the means, forms and
fields of larger cognitive worldviews. In this process there is an element of
aesthetics since the craft conforms not only to the laws of the functional but

of the beautiful as well.

The connections between cosmology and the body in Meetei society
are embodied in movement and dance form. In N. Vijaylakshmi Brara’s
(1998) description of the cosmology of statehood, the state is imagined as the
body of a human. The concept of cosmology in the ancient Meetei faith as
well as embodied in Vaishnavite tradition is wide-ranging and could
encompass several studies. The cosmology of the body parts is an integral
part of the Meetei faith system as also observed in Anoirol. Apart from the
narrative in Anoirol, two other cosmological arrangements of the body that
are found in the Meetei faith system are that of the beliefs associated with the
martial arts thang-ta and that found in the Meetei mayek (Meetei scripts). The
central idea of the philosophy of the Meetei mayek is that the letters are
derived from the different parts of the body. The body cosmology of the
ancient Meetei faith seems to be “an arrangement of the body parts in
different areas of the universe” (Ray 2009: 138). Predominantly, the human
body is a schema that is found in different cosmological domains of Meetei
sacred thought—the universe, the land, the house, and later on, the altar

offerings and the sacred floor design particularly through performance of

*’ This was told in my personal interview with R. K Achoubisana on April 12, 2012 at his residence
Moirangkhom Loklaobung, Imphal, Manipur.
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thengou, ta khousaba?® and lairen mathek jagoi in Lai Haraoba. Thengou is the

highest form of psycho-physical exercises in thang-ta.

There are beliefs and opinions regarding the nomenclature of thengou.

E. Nilakanta describes thengou in the following:

This movement pattern of the gods and goddesses is styled thengou, a
sacred ritualistic movement which the dancer with sword or spear
executes on the symbolic head of a thousand - petalled lotus or the
thousand - hooded top of snake god, called Pakhangba in Meitei.

(Nilakanta, 1991: 200)

Another important interpretation of thengou is given in Thengourol
(Manuals of Thengou). S. Devabrata (2008: 8) writes: “Thengourol deals with
sword rituals with movements performed on intricate diagrammatic pattern
of Pakhangba (the ancient serpent dragon).” Thengourol is interpreted by M.
Ibotombi as “Lord of the Universe, without any reservation, taught his son
Aseeba about the present time and future time very late and this is known as
thengkou/thengou (called late and taught)” (as cited in Rishikesh 2008: 84).
Another interpretation of thengkou/thengou is given by K. Biren as: “The
seven scripts/figures of Lainingthou Pakhangba is called then (imaginary
geographical patterns). The sword/spear dance is played on the serpentine
turns of Lainingthou Pakhangba climbing all the seven thens and is called

thengou” (as cited in Rishikesh 2008: 84).

Thengou is performed on the seven thens, the imaginary sacred coiled
lines of the God Pakhangba. There are nine forms of thengou. The intricate
foot movements are executed on this imaginary pattern. Thengou

performance could be varied according to the wishes of different teachers.

% The spear dance share the same myths and symbols as that of thengourol whose movement
patterns with sword or spear executes the serpentine movement of Pakhangba.
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However, the movement should always begin from the tail and finally
complete on the head of Pakhangba pattern (Kunjo 2017: 29). There are songs
sung after the thengkou performance. The songs may be shafa ishei (song of
capturing animals), lanfa ishei (song of capturing enemy), etc. The thengkou
art is taught to those below forty years of age. It is not taught to those

without manners or discipline.

The body mythology is also disseminated in the traditional
architecture of Manipur which is well described in a manuscript called
Yumsarol. The idea of Yumsarol is also introduced through dance
performance with hand gestures in the Laipou cycle of Lai Haraoba.
According to some scholars, the reason why “the body is female is because
the home is a place of fertility, which is associated with women” (Ray 2009:
141). Soyam Lokendrajit (2009) has reflected on the embodiment of the
female body in Manipuri traditional society as the “living carrier of culture
and the conservatory of a way of life” (Lokendrajit 2009: 355) He has also
emphasized that the Meetei house “is modelled in the likeness of the
feminine body” (ibid: 355) and that it is considered “an embodiment of
shelter and only a mother can provide all-encompassing shelter to the

inmates” (ibid: 355).

The Anoirol manuscript is not a definitive text of performance as such,
I should emphasize, but an inventory of the language of dance. In this
language one can find point of reference for engaging today with all the
changes and cultural appropriations of dance; and the emerging realities in
Manipur cultural polity. It would be a mistake to read in the Anoirol the final
word on dance practice, which is unfortunately the tendency of many

scholars in the field. Likewise, it would be a mistake to reduce individual life
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either to bodily functions or movement patterns. Therefore, it is necessary
that the study of performing arts remains as elusive, temporal and
contingent as performance itself, which should not stop us from trying to
contextualize the actual history and administration by which performances
are realized in the here and now. This, indeed, will be my endeavor in the

chapters that follow.
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Chapter Two

Systems of Ritual Organization in Lai Haraoba

The chapter shall begin tracing the evolution of the actual practice of Lai
Haraoba which is inseparably linked with the evolution of Meetei society
and state which can be observed through the emergence of the clan system.
A crucial dimension of this chapter will attempt to take into account the
earlier social stratification system of the Meetei traditionally known as lallup,
a general rule of service to the state. Many scholars have tended to
undermine this aspect of social stratification assuming that Meetei society is
an egalitarian society, thereby undermining the feudal foundations of Meetei
society. In today’s context with the shifting of the power from monarchy to
the modern state, this lallup system is no longer functional. However, it could
be argued that a different kind of system is in place which has been
influenced by lallup system. Though the lallup system was abolished on April
29, 1892, by the then British political agent, Lt. Col. H. St. P. Maxwell (Kabui
1991: 98-9), the feudal and hierarchical order seems to be very much
embedded in the Meetei society till today. For instance, Lai Haraoba is
controlled by the centralized institution called Maichou Loishang (also known
as Pandit Loishang), a council of traditional Meetei literati. Three scholars - a)
Yoirel Ahal, b) Yoirel Yaima, c) Yoirel Atomba, who are well-versed in
ancient Meetei scripture and religious knowledge, supervise the Maichou
Loishang. Under their supervision, there are three departments - amaiba
loishang (institution of the priests), amaibi loishang (institution of the

priestesses) and ashei Loishang (institution of the penakhongba, the balladeers).
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These departments correspond to three components in Lai Haraoba - fire,
water, and air respectively. The ritual performances of Lai Haraoba are
conducted by the three ritual functionaries called amaiba, amaibi and
penakhongba. The chapter shall critically analyze the role of these ritual

functionaries.

Through the critical observation of the structure of the ritual
organization of Lai Haraoba, the chapter shall also focus on studying and
illustrating social processes in which organizational members are essentially
human actors engaged in various roles and other official and unofficial
performances. Every community has an administrative body which exists to
ensure the successful organization of Lai Haraoba. Lai Shellungba is the
administrative head, who stays near the precincts of the shrine and looks
after all the assets and programmes connected to the local deity. These
deities usually have some leased properties like paddy fields which are

registered under the name of the Lai Haraoba committee.

The Lai Shellungba functions with the help of other officials like
Lairoi, Shingloi, Leiroi and Shangsharoi who are responsible for looking after
various aspects of organizing Lai Haraoba. These officials are supported by a
team of volunteers recruited from the people living in the village close to the
shrine. It should be noted that the organizational structure differs in local
contexts within the Kanglei Haraoba and that of the Chakpa Haraoba and
Moirang Haraoba. In the case of Chakpa Haraoba, the Lai Shellungba plays
the role of amaiba (priest) and asheiba (balladeer), while, in Moirang Haraoba,
chiefs of every sagei (family) of the Moirang clan play important roles in the

organization of Lai Haraoba.
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A section of this chapter shall also deal with the conflicts and tensions
of the multiple organizations emerging to control the Lai Haraoba, especially
the Kanglei Haraoba. The multiple organizations which censor and control
the Lai Haraoba festival today include the Lainingthou Sanamahi Temple
Board (LSTB), Lainingthou Sanamahi Thougal Kanglup (LSTK) and Umang
Lai Kanba Apunba Lup (UKAL). It needs to be emphasized that Lainingthou
Sanamahi Temple Board (LSTB) has been the apex body of the Lai Haraoba
festival since 1977. In order to have a smooth and effective functioning of the
ancient Meetei religious system, the members of the LSTB have formed a
cultural committee called Umanglai Loishang or Pandit Loishang. It should
also be noted that the 12 core members of LSTB are nominated by the
government of Manipur. There have been tensions between the ritual

functionaries and the temple-managing committee who are state nominees.

Another non-government group the Umang Lai Kanba Apunba Lup
(UKAL), which literally means Collective Organisations to Preserve Umang
Lai, has tried to censor and control the Lai Haraoba prescribing certain rules
and regulations, supplemented by a CD demonstrating the exact procedure
of dances and songs to be followed in the Lai Haraoba. Against this
hegemonic control, the Manipur State Assembly has recently passed an
“Amendment Bill” on July 25, 2014, empowering the Govindajee Temple
Board (henceforth GTB) to control Umang Lai Haraoba festivals. Many
sections of people are against this Bill saying that the authority of the GTB,
which had been constituted only in the year 1967, is confined only to the
exercising of power over the day-to-day management of the Govindajee
Temple. It does not have the overall power to control all the Hindu festivals
and ceremonies of the Meetei Vaishnavite. So there has been a struggle for

power to control and manipulate customs, values, myths, symbols and
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rituals associated with the Lai Haraoba in order for political organizations to
assert their authority in a competitive, if not antagonistic, relationship to

each other.

We will observe in this chapter that there has been a conflict of
interest as reflected in the interplay of power between the state and the
society in the Lai Haraoba spaces. Most of all, it reflects the transitional
nature of Manipuri society in large. Fred W. Riggs (1964) has theorized such
kind of transitional society from the traditional to modern as a ‘prismatic
society.” As he has argued, prismatic society is indeterminate, heterogeneous

and contradictory; power is the value most sought (Riggs 1964).
EVOLUTION OF MEETEI SOCIETY AND LAT HARAOBA

The study of the evolution of Meetei society and other tribes in Manipur is a
difficult terrain to map. Though the Meetei and other tribes in Manipur
evolved from the common racial stock of the southern Mongoloid (Arambam
1996: 171), the Meetei in the valley is regarded as having undergone
profound social and cultural changes historically. Meetei in the valley of
Manipur has passed from the tribal phase into peasant and into socio-
politico structures of the chieftainships and the state in its historical
experience (ibid: 171). Drawing from Romila Thapar’s (1984) model of
historical civilization “from lineage to state” in Northern India, Kh. Ratan
Kumar (2001) observes that Lai Haraoba was reconstructed and transformed
from the apokpa khurumba (paying obeisance to the ancestor) after various
lineage deities were elevated to the position of community deities in the

larger process of state formation.
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While Lokendra Arambam (2005), in his study of religion and ritual,
shuns this historical discourse assuming the state as an already given
‘organic” and “social collective” which was “part of the cosmic equilibrium to
whose maintenance the ruler and his subjects were ritually bound”,
Bijoykumar (2012: 68-70) makes a strong case for Meetei religion as a form of
socio-political statecraft which enabled it to function and facilitate control. In
his view, the Meetei state was so neatly crafted over the years that in “their
imagination, the human, the state and the cosmos” act under the ‘same laws

and principles’, which were made to interrelate (Bijoykumar 2012: 70).

Though Thapar’s (1984) study of the lineage-based Vedic society of
the upper Sindh, Punjab and Western Ganga regions is different from the
Meetei society, her observation of what constitute lineage seems relevant to

Meetei society. She writes that

A lineage has been defined as a corporate group of unilineal kin with a
formalized system of authority. It has rights and duties and accepts
genealogical relationships as the binding factor. It can be divided into
smaller groups or segments. Several unilineal descent groups go to
make up a clan which traces its origin to an actual or mythical founding
ancestor. The basic unit in such a system is the extended family based
on a three or four generation lineage controlled by the eldest male who
represents it on both ritual and political occasions.

(Thapar 1984: 10)

Borrowing from this formulation, one could say that many societies have
constructed kinship groups, roles, and relationships by tracing descent
exclusively through the male (patrilineal) or female (matrilineal) lineage. The
resulting units can be called unilineal descent groups, either patrilineages or
matrilineages according to the prevailing descent rule. In many societies,
unilineal descent groups assume ‘corporate” functions, to use Thapar’s

category, such as land ownership, political representation, mutual aid and
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support. Meetei society, one should emphasis, is a patrilineal one. The clan is
known as salai (sa from sagei means ‘ancestor’ and lai here means ‘ancestor
god’). The salai is both a political unit and kin group of the Meetei. Sagei
basically refer to kin groups which trace their descent from a common
ancestor which bears the same family name known as yumnak (surname).
The head of the sagei is the ‘eldest male” who is known as piba and thus, the
Meetei society is determined by the rule of primogeniture (Parratt 1980: 2).
They worship a common mythical ancestor called salairel apokpa (the father of
salai), also known as piba apokpa (the male creator). In order to understand the
lineage system in Meetei society, let us now study some of the basic

categories in detail.
Rearticulating Clan (Salai and Yek) System

To reiterate, the Meetei have a social system of salai, each tracing their origin
from a common mythical ancestor known as salairel apokpa or piba apokpa,
who is also a part of the Meetei divine pantheon. The structural and
functional system of salai can be observed as a clan, having seven patrilineal
units known as yek. These are Mangang, Luwang, Khuman, Moirang,
Angom, Khaba-nganba (an amalgamation of two salai - Khaba and Nganba)
and Sarang-leishangthem (an amalgamation of two salai - Sarangthem and
Leishangthem). However, T.C. Hodson claims that there were ten salai in
“Meithei”?® (Meetei) society earlier. In support of his claim, he refers to a
famous Meetei mythology Numit Kappa (Shooting the Suns) where mention
is made of the ten kings who were the kings of ten salai (Hodson 1908: 73).
Another interesting account is of the eminent Manipur historian Gangumei

Kamei who lists twenty names of the Meetei clans ruling different territories

°T.C. Hodson used the spelling ‘Meithei’ for Meetei in his book The Meitheis (1908).
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in the valley (Kabui 1991: 69-70). However, it is popularly believed that there
are nine clans. Nonetheless, as the popular saying goes “yek taret salai mapan’
which means ‘seven yek and nine salai’, suggests that there has been a

systematic reordering of the clans in the larger process of state formation.

Many writers treat yek and salai as synonymous terms having the
same meaning and functions. T.C. Hodson (1908), Saroj N. Parratt (1980),
Manjushri Chaki-Sircar (1984), N. Vijaylakshmi Brara (1998), to mention a
few, do not differentiate salai and yek from each other, thereby undermining
how these two terms ‘perform’ different functions in the society. In this
context, it could be argued that salai and yek have different connotations in
their actual articulation in society. When people address the rules relating to,
for instance, marriage, it is not the salai but yek through which the selection of
the marriage partner is chosen. Marriage within the same yek is prohibited.
On the other hand, when people talk about rites and rituals relating to a
particular group, they prefer to use the term salai. In this context, Bijjoykumar
(2005: 60) differentiates the two terms saying that the term yek has a
characteristic of ‘exogamy’ while the term salai has the characteristic of
‘endogamy’. However, this categorization has its lacunae because marriage

between two persons of the same salai is no longer practiced today.

It could be noted that N. Vijaylakshmi Brara (1998: 83) classifies salai
as ‘large exogamous units.” Nevertheless, I agree with Bijoykumar that yek is
a ‘system’ which was later introduced to enforce the inter-dependence
among the members of different salai. The institution of the yek system can
also be seen as an important craft of the state in the formation of the Meetei
nation that developed later in order to curb the tensions and conflicts among

the salais (ibid: 60). Thus, salai was originally an ethnic group or tribe living
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in a territory with endogamous characters, speaking a language or dialect,
enjoying socio-political autonomy and which later on became a clan. On the
contrary, yek is a system which came into existence in order to enforce the

rule of exogamy among the salai.

Each salai worships its ancestor called salairel apokpa. The first five salai
namely Mangang, Luwang, Khuman, Moirang and Angom are believed to
have a single ancestor each, while Khaba-nganba and Sarang-leisangthem
have a pair of ancestors each, namely Thongaren and Atongba (for Khaba-
nganba), and Yumthangba and Ashangba (for Sarang-leisangthem),
respectively. These nine groups of people having different identities in terms
of their different ancestors, totems and taboos, and modes of worship are
considered as salai. After the last four salai were amalgamated into pairs to
make two groups - Khaba-nganba and Sarang-leishangthem (also later
known as Chenglei) - making seven, the term yek comes into existence and
are now used synonymously with salai or as yek-salai, combining both terms.
However, looking more closely into their respective structures and functions,

these terms have different connotations in Meetei society.

The Mangang (later known as Ningthouja) salai subjugated the rest of
the salai and the king of the Mangang salai became the supreme ruler. The
exact date when this happened is not clear, but the process of subjugation
was not completed by the beginning of the 15t century A.D. (Parratt 1980: 3).
The name Meetei, which originally applied to the Mangang alone, became a
term applied to all the clans after the subjugation. While the conventional
knowledge among many writers is that the Mangang dynasty strengthened
and consolidated their power through military craft, Bijoykumar (2005)

strongly argues that it was mainly through the establishment of various

87



socio-religious institutions that the Mangang consolidated and established
their supremacy over the rest. These institutions also continuously supplied
their intellectual knowledge, ideology and diverse palace services, thereby

enhancing the people’s loyalty to the king.

To this, I must add that not only socio-religious institutions enhance
the formation of state from lineage-based societies, but there are many other
factors involved in the state formation which I shall explore later on.
Economic inter-dependence among the various salai must have been one of
the major factors in the formation of the Meetei state. In this context, Romila
Thapar (1984), in her study of the transformation of the lineage-based Vedic
society of the upper Sindh, Punjab and Western Ganga regions, provides
insights into environmental influences on settlements, the particularities of
caste, the role of rituals and the interaction of ideologies. She also stresses on
how ritual and myths of origin in emphasizing the political stability of the
ancient state (Thapar 1984: 11). In the case of Manipur, the invention of the
coronation ceremony known as Phambal Kaba3 legitimizing only one lineage
of the Mangang clan as the legitimate king enabled the Mangang dynasty to

dominate and establish its supremacy.

At this point, it may be mentioned that the Mangang clan, later known
as Ningthouja (literally means “sons of king”), consolidated the other salais
through a prolonged struggle covering nearly a thousand years (Arambam
1991: 58). It emerged as an organized state in the fifteenth century, during
the reign of Kyaamba (1467 - 1508) (ibid: 58). The imposition of the rule of
Ningthouja was balanced by fraternal feelings crafted through the all-

embracing grand genealogy of all the salai tracing the common parentage to

* For a detailed process of this coronation ceremony, refer to Lokendra Arambam (1991: 66-70).
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Atingkok and Taoroinai (Brara 1998: 190). While the idea of putting the
entire population into a common kinship frame was essential to justify the
legitimacy of the rule of one salai over the rest (ibid: 190), this mechanism

had helped in curbing the tensions and conflicts among the salais.

In dealing with the Chakpa community, there are some exceptions to
this genealogy. The Chakpa community of Sekmai, Khurkhul and Andro
villages, the community belongs to only three clans Ningthouja, Angom and
Khuman; while, the Phayeng village has only two clans - Ningthouja and
Angom. In Moirang, majority of the people belong to the Moirang clan with
a few belonging to Ningthouja. It can be observed that Ningthouja, the ruling
clan, is one predominant clan in every community. This suggests the strong
possibility that the Ningthouja clan had established the kinship bond which
formed the base for the maintenance of political sovereignty and national

security across Manipur.3!

With the introduction of the exogamous system of yek, the
endogamous grouping of the salai and intermarrying between cross-cousins
among the same salai have been prohibited. Men and women belonging to
the same salai are now called yek-thoknaba, and hence prevented from
marrying each other. Any person marrying another within the same yek-salai

is subjected to a practice locally called enthokpa (to outcast/ ostracize).

Furthermore, the marriage of persons connected on the maternal side
within three generations is prohibited even though they may belong to
different salai. This prohibition is called shairuk-tinnaba. Formerly this
restriction extended to five generations, but it was reduced to three

generations only during the reign of King Chandrakriti (1850-1886)

* For detail study of kinship system, see N. Vijaylakshmi Brara (1998)
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(Shakespear 1910: 60). It may be mentioned here that a marriage couple with
yek-thoknaba or shairuk-tinnaba are prohibited from participation of various
ritual items in the Lai Haraoba. They are even prohibited from touching any

ritual objects pertaining to the lai.
Evolution of Lai Haraoba

The evolution of Lai Haraoba is inseparably linked with the evolution of
Meetei society and state which can be observed through the emergence of the
clan system. Before the formation of a centrally administered system of state
in the valley, it seems that there were various ethnic groups. These ethnic
groups have their own traditional belief systems. Ratan Kumar (2001: 44)

sums up their historical process:

The evolution of the religion in the state was the dynamic movement of
the ethnic amalgamation of various groups in the state. The traditional
belief system of these ethnic groups, through a long and complex
process of evolution, developed to a higher order of polytheism and
finally to the still higher order of monotheism. After the monotheism
was attained, the supreme God was mythified as being manifested in
many forms which were of the polytheistic state.

The above observation seems to be relevant, given the pantheon of gods and
goddesses in the Meetei belief system today. Different literary sources give
different numbers of clans in Manipur in different period. Later, only nine
clans were recognized which were then clubbed into seven, as mentioned
above. This shows that there has been a dynamic movement of clan/ethnic
amalgamation in the region. The different forms of Lai Haraoba also indicate
that there is a ‘long and complex process of evolution,” as Ratan Kumar
(2001: 44) has indicated, which was developed to a higher order of

polytheism and finally to the still higher order of monotheism.
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As mentioned above, each salai worships its ancestor called salairel
apokpa. Apokpa khurumba (paying obeisance to the ancestor) is one of the
domestic festivals of the Meetei which is held annually in honour of the
ancestors. It is believed that the salai ancestors reside in a heavenly abode
known as khamnung. There were three kinds of sacrificial rites or offerings in
early days - charat, marat and karat (Ratan 2001: 48). Charat refers to the kind
of rites necessary for human sacrifice. Animal sacrifice was known as karat in
which animals like cow, buffalo, pig, mithun, cat and dog are offered during
worship. Marat is a kind of rite in which only fruits, flowers and fish are
offered to the deities. Today, while the last one marat is practiced in case of
Kanglei and Moirang, karat (animal sacrifice) is still practiced in Chakpa. One
important lai which practiced charat (human sacrifice) in the past is the
Laijing Ningthou at Thangmeiband Lairenhanjaba Leikai. Today, this lai has
not observed Lai Haraoba for many years since the people of the locality
believes that without human sacrifice the Lai Haraoba cannot be observed.
Instead, they observe pena taba (listening to pena phamsak) in order to appease

the lai every year without invoking the spirit of the lai as in Lai Haraoba.

Coming back to apokpa khurumba, the whole ritual sequence of apokpa
khurumba is conducted by amaiba, amaibi and penakhongba. All the participants
in the ritual performance must be members of the sagei (kin group) led by the
piba (the eldest male). First of all, eekouba (calling up the spirit) is performed
from a nearby water body (a pond or river) similar to the first day of the
community Lai Haraoba celebration (See chapter 3). The members of the
sagei led by the piba walk in procession with amaiba, amaibi, penakhongba
playing the pena, a female member of the sagei carrying the eeshaiphu (an

earthen pot with water from the water body) which is believed to contain the
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spirit of the apokpa (the ancestor), other members carrying swords, chung

(canopies), etc.

After the deities have been seated on the altar of the shrine, the amaibi
delivers an oracle which is considered to be apokpa’s message concerning the
particular sagei. This oracle could address some misfortunes which have
befallen the sagei, steps to be taken up to avoid such misfortunes in future
and also foretelling future events. Then the amaiba narrates some divine
stories from a puya of the particular sagei which is like a genealogical text.
Thus, performing the narrative every year reinforces the lineage system. A
grand feast is then served in honour of the apokpa and this is known as lai
chaklon katpa. The food and fruits offered to the apokpa are then equally
distributed among the families of the sagei. The presence of each and every
member of the sagei is compulsory which reinforces a sense of unity and

social solidarity among the kin members of the sagei.

Ratan Kumar (2001: 47-49) observes that Lai Haraoba was
reconstructed and transformed from the apokpa khurumba (paying obeisance
to the ancestor) after various lineage deities were elevated to the position of
community deities as a means of statecraft. The evolution of Lai Haraoba
passed from the stage of apokpa to Umanglai (community God). The driving
forces of the evolution consolidate an ethnic amalgamation, in which the
process like acculturation might also have contributed to the evolutionary
process. The degree of consolidation of the ethnic groups in the larger Meetei
society in the later period explains the variations in the Lai Haraoba of
different localized groups in the diverse forms and contents of the festival.
Yet such variation should not be taken as independent variants in the Meetei

establishment. The Lai Haraoba, probably, in its own evolutionary process
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attained standardization of the ritual performance after the state formation
with the concept of Supreme Lord (Taibang Panba Mapu) and his
manifestations. This ritual aspect shows us an organic link of the stages of
evolution and Lai Haraoba and its link with apokpa and the Supreme Lord

Taibang Panba Mapu.
THE DRAMATURGY OF ORGANISATION: Lallup SYSTEM

Once the Ningthouja established their supremacy, the most important
military craft called lallup was established. Lallup, literally meaning ‘war
association” (lal means ‘war’ and [up means ‘association”) was the highest
representative of the state militia. In the beginning, the institution of lallup
consisted of six constituent parts called lup (association) namely Kongchalup,
Nongmailup, Angoubalup, Tolongkhombalup, Lupkhubalup and Khaijalup
(Ibungohal & Khelchandra 1989: 8). This also helped in the assimilation of all
the tribes in Meetei fold exercising to consolidate the socio-religious,
economic and political power in the state; it was also further strengthened by
the centralization of many other socio-religious and political institutions.
This process ultimately helped the transformation of the segmentary
structure of salai under the superstructure of kingship (Bijoykumar 2005: 66).
Ultimately, the pattern of the distribution of the Meetei population
transforms from their clan-wise concentration to status group based
distribution within the valley. In the course of time, the lallup system became
an administrative system of the Meetei state. Since lallup was the backbone as
well as an important craft of the state, efficient administrative machinery was
set up to enforce the system. Different works of the state were distributed
among the lup (association). These works covered all aspects of life - social,

economic, culture, religion and politics. However, the major activities of this

93



lallup institution were focused primarily on the socio-religious and economic

aspects.

It was during the 15% century that along with the change of the
department from lup (association) to pana (division) that the number of
divisions was subsequently reduced to four and converted into a full military
organization with the increasing invasion of Burmese and Chinese forces
(Hodson 1908: 59). A strong military force was needed to defend the country
from the attack of these neighboring states. Thus, the state was divided into
four groups called pana namely Laipham, Khabam, Ahanlup and Naharup.
The first two divisions, Laipham and Khabam, were called khunja, and the
last two divisions were called naicha. All these four units are called pana
which were associated with nashin (duty) (Ibungohal & Khelchandra 1989: 9).
In order to ensure the smooth functioning of the lallup system, each pana was
headed by an officer called Panalakpa who was subordinated to another
officer called Lallup-chingba. These officers were appointed by the king from
amongst his favorites and generally without reference to their origin
(Hodson 1908: 59). The appointment of this office exempts the immediate
family of such officers from the performance of any heavy duty. But no fixed

allowance was bestowed on any of the officers.

The obligation of these four panas to the king was to supply military
personnel from every household during expeditions to neighboring
countries and to perform other economic services during peace time
(Bijoykumar 2005: 68). The general rule of the lallup system was based on the
assumption that it was the duty of every male between the ages of 16 to 60
years to render his service for 10 days in every 40 days at the disposal of the

state. Once a person started performing lallup service, he was entitled to
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cultivate one paree of land (approximately 2.5 acres) for his support, thereby
subjected to the payment to the king in kind (Hodson 1908: 59). If an
individual is wishing to escape his turn of the duty, he would have to either
provide a substitute or pay a certain sum to hire a substitute, or the rest of
the pana might agree to do the extra duty and receive payment. However, in
case of permanent illness or disability, the person might be exempted after
the concerned authorities verified the true nature of the case. Otherwise,
even sick persons were liable to pay if they missed their lallup duties
(McCulloch 1859: 12). This system of running a political organization was
criticized as an extreme form of exploitation by the British. Therefore lallup
system was abolished on April 29, 1892 by the then British political agent,
Maxwell (Kabui 1991: 98-9).

Earlier times, only the Meetei were liable to perform the Ilallup
services. However, at a later period, other communities, such as the different
hill tribes, Lois, Pangals (Manipuri Muslims), Bamons (Brahmins) and other
immigrants who were subjects of the Meetei king, were also incorporated
into the fold of the lallup service. The Bamon became cooks for the king; the
Tangkhul tribe rendered services like gardening, digging ponds and ditches;
the Loi population mainly manufactured silk, salt, earthen vessels and
distilled brew. And those tribes in the more distant hills like the Mao and
Maram, instead of attending to the palace and other civil service, used to
provide a kind of taxation in kind (Dun 1886: 27 & 36). However, there were
no fixed and permanent rules for these duties and obligations. The Mao and
Maram tribes, for example, had to work on the construction of the Kohima
road, build rest houses and carry loads for touring officers. The Maring tribe
used to supply the bamboo, cane baskets and collected leaves, which could

be used for dyeing purpose for the king’s family and other officials. Later on,
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when the king adopted Hinduism, two more pana - Hidakphanba (those
who attend to the hookah and tobacco) and Potshangba (the watchmen)
were constituted for the Loi and Tangkhul tribes respectively (Brara 1998:
101).

The development of the lallup system was the manifestation of the
emergence of feudalism in the social, administrative and political structure of
the state. The location of six lups in the past indicates that the state formation
started in and around Kangla. The division of four administrative units -
Khwai, Yaiskul, Khurai and Wangkhei - shows the confinement of the
jurisdiction of the state and power to the Imphal valley only. The change in
structure and function as well as the number of lup/pana was an effort of the
state to accommodate other social groups from the periphery, which was
further proved by adding two more pana of Hidakphanba and Potsangba.
Thus, the development of the institution of lallup was very significant in the
process of the centralization of the power of the state. It also helped the state
to reduce the autonomy of the segmented social and ethnic groups ruled by
different chiefs. It is through these means that the king was able to exercise
an effective control over his subjects and at the same time helped to defend
the country from the external forces of Burma and China (Bijoykumar 2005).
Thus, despite the importance of the lallup as an institution of defense from
the external aggression, it is also an important institution for controlling the

subjects of the state.

Taken into consideration the institutions of lallup, the general rule of
the service to the state can be divided into different classes. Under the lallup
system various services were assigned to differently skilled persons, and in

turn, the services assigned to them according to their skill determined in turn
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the status and class of the people. According to K.B. Singh (1978: 62), there
was no caste system during the pre-Hindu period, yet there was class
hierarchy. Different scholars have given different numbers of classes. K.B.
Singh (1978) gives three classes - the nobility, commoners and slaves. While
Ranjit Kumar Saha (1994: 86-112) also gives three classes - the nobility,
commoners and loi, W. Ibohal Singh (1986: 344) gives only two classes - the
nobility and commoners. However, Bijoykumar (2005: 74-76) gives a detailed
systematic division of classes in Meetei society. He classifies the early Meetei
population into four categories according to the services provided by the
individuals to the administration of the state - phamnaiba (noble or
aristocrat), meecham (commoner), hanthaba mee (degraded people) and meenai

(slave).
INSTITUTIONS OF RELIGION

In the traditional Meetei state, the king used to adopt different policies
towards the centralization of religion. In order to destabilize the socio-
political power and autonomy of the salais, the king constituted numerous
institutions known as loishangs (councils), all attached to the royal palace;
each one in charge of a specific area of administration, for instance, revenue
collection, religious matters and recruitment of free labour. Central to these
institutions was the Maichou Loishang, later known as Pandit Loishang,3? a
central socio-religious council. It was supervised by traditional scholars
called maichous, later known as pandit, well versed in ancient Meetei

scriptures and ritual procedures. Bijoykumar (2005: 83) argues that this

*2 The Meetei literaties were known as Maichou before the advent of Hinduism. However, after the
Meeteis followed Hinduism these traditional literati were replaced by the persons who knew
Sanskrit and other Hindu texts and they came to be known as Pandits. Since this council exists as
Pandit Loishang today at Palace Compound, | will prefer the term as Pandit Loishang.
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council helped the king strengthen his position by writing the clan genealogy
having a common origin of all the salais from common ancestors of

Taibangpanba Mapu (the Supreme Lord).

Accordingly, one can observe the practice of ‘divine right theory” in
the way in which this institution was functioning. Bijoykumar (ibid: 83)
further emphasizes that it is Pandit Loishang that introduced the belief and
practice of Umanglai and propagated this culture among the masses. He also
highlights that the Pandit Loishang introduced the yek system, an exogamous
rule of marriage among the salais (ibid: 83). In order to strengthen the
integrity of the Meetei state, the Pandit Loishang, under the royal patronage,
worked to destabilize the autonomy of the different socio-religious groups of
different salais, particularly the autonomy of salairel apokpa (ancestors of salai)
deities. Not only being the repository of puyas, the Pandit Loishang also
began to write the clan genealogy of every salai tracing their origin from a
supreme common ancestor Taibangpanba Mapu (the Supreme Lord).
Because of this craft, all Meeteis trace their lineages to a common ancestor till

today.

Later, the office of the Pandit Loishang functioned as a custodian of
convention and customs with the spread of Hinduism in the 18t century. It
was in charge of the organization of the traditional lai worship and their
rituals. Pandit Loishang resolved religious dispute and dealt with legal
questions concerning religious doctrines and philosophy. They also judged
cases related to traditional family law. The maichous or maibas who
constituted this office were placed in a hierarchy. At the top was Pandit
Achouba (Head Pandit), who was responsible for the Lai Haraoba in the

Kangla palace, below him was four maiba hanjabas and the lowest in the
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hierarchy was the hidang hanjaba. In spite of the overwhelming spread of
Hinduism by the 18% century, the Pandit Loishang remained a strong
institution in Meetei society. The Pandit Loishang had three divisions: amaiba
loishang (council of traditional priests), amaibi loishang (council of traditional
priestesses) and pena loishang (council of pena balladeers). Furthermore the
amaibi loishang is divided into three groups - shanglen, nongmai and phura
according to the duties and functions of amaibis. The three departments of the

Pandit Loishang constitute the body of three ritual functionaries responsible

for the Lai Haraoba.
Pandit Loishang
‘ b
Amaiba Loishang Amaibi Loishang Pena Loishang

Figure 2. 1: Structure of Pandit Loishang

Prior permission for the performance of a Lai Haraoba festival in a
particular village or locality was sought from Pandit Loishang. It is a body of
three ritual functionaries responsible for the annual Lai Haraoba festival
taking place in every village community. The three functionaries are in
charge of the initiation of the female priestesses, and the appointments of
amaibas and penakhongbas to different villages for officiating Lai Haraoba. The
Pandit Loishang is also responsible for the selection of piba, the head of the

lineage in villages.
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Anomalies of the Pandit Loishang

The Pandit Loishang lost much of its authority in religious sphere, with the
disintegration of the monarchical power since 15t October, 1949, when
Manipur was annexed to the Indian Union. After the abolition of “privy
purses”33 by the then Prime Minister Indira Gandhi in 1972, the king
withdrew all financial support to the Pandit Loishang, which now began to
disintegrate. Nowadays, the prior permission of Pandit Loishang is no more
considered essential for the observance of a Lai Haraoba. With the shift of
power in the state, there has been a tremendous change in the ritual
organization of Lai Haraoba. Significantly, the control of Pandit Loishang
over the matters of Umanglais and Lai Haraoba has been deteriorating. This
is evident in the increasing number of Lai Haraoba in Manipur without prior

permissions from the Pandit Loishang.

In this regard, Oinam Bhogeshore (1983: 72) has commented that there
were originally only 364 Umanglais which were deviously controlled by
Pandit Loishang?®$; but nowadays, every house, every leikai (locality) has
taken the liberty of constructing a shrine of its own and the result is the
substantial increase in the number of Umanglai. For instance, Ibuthou
Pakhangba of Nagamapal and Ibudhou Salang Ningthou of Sagolband have
recently developed shrines for Lai Haraoba. People have even gone to the
extent of performing Lai Haraoba for deities like Lai Angoubi of Lai Sagang

and Thongak Lairembi whose observance of Lai Haraoba was unheard of in

> After India’s independence, out of 565 princely states of the Indian Union, 102 were getting privy
purses of more than 1 lakh rupees and 11 states were getting privy purses of more than 2 lakhs.
Manipur was getting 3 lakhs per annum. But these privy purses were abolished by 26" Constitutional
Amendment of 1971, dated 28 December 1971 by the then Prime Minister Indira Gandhi.

3 Probably, the number of Umanglai as 364 has to do with Meetei astrology by which the calculation
of time (364 days constitute a year) makes a complete circle.
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the past (Bhogeshore 1983: 73). According to Wahengbam Lukhoi (1989) and
M. Kirti Singh (1988), there are more than 400 Umanglais in Manipur today.

The dwindling control of Pandit Loishang over Umanglais can be
vividly observed from the following developments. In 1972, a group of
amaiba, amaibi and penakhongba proposed to register a group titled All
Manipur Umanglai Haraoba Committee (AMUHC) to the Registrar of
Cooperative Societies, Manipur. On 16th March 1972, Pandit Iboyaima Singh,
the Pandit Achouba (Head Pandit) of Pandit Loishang filed an objection
petition to the Registrar of Cooperative Societies, Manipur. The petition
sought to restrain registration of any organization concerning with
Umanglais, in case no prior recommendation and approvals have been
granted by the Loishang and the Maharaj of Manipur (Chandrashekhar
1980a).

Following this, on 18t April 1972, the Registrar passed an order for
the hearing of the petition and informed the President, Vice President and
General Secretary of the proposed AMUHC to appear in the court of the
Registrar, Cooperative Societies, Manipur in person on 24t April 1972
(Chandrashekhar 1980a). Later, the court gave the judgment in favour of the
AMUHC. On 21t May 1972, the Registrar informed the Secretary, AMUHC
to deposit a sum of Rs. 200 with the Manipur State Cooperative Bank Ltd. as
a fixed deposit for the period of at least six months before registering the
proposed AMUHC (Chandrashekhar 1980a). Scholars interested in the
Meetei script and lore has identified themselves with this day. AMUHC
projects its works through the observance of Maichou Day (Day of Scholars)
and the publications of a quarterly journal namely Umanglai Khunda

(Settlement of Umanglai). The publications focused on the affairs of Lai
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Haraoba and Umanglais thereby claiming to promote awareness about the

heritage of Manipur (Kirti 1988).

While the assertion of AMUHC shows discontentment over the
functioning of the Pandit Loishang under the royal patronage, we can also
observe that the affairs of Umanglais are no longer at the disposal of the
Pandit Loishang. However, the Pandit Loishang is still consulted in matters
relating to Umanglai disputes. Even in extreme cases, there are cases in
which Pandit Loishang manipulates its decisions leading to clashes between
groups or leikais (localities). One interesting case to highlight in this regard is
that of Langpok Ningthou. Langpok is a village in Bishnupur district of
Manipur. It consists of two leikais - Langpok Mamang Leikai and Langpok
Maning Leikai. The village deity is known as Langpok Ningthou.

Till the early nineties, the Lai Haraoba of this deity, Langpok
Ningthou, was observed collectively by these two leikais and a neighboring
village called Kakyai. But due to a conflict on financial matters, Kakyai
withdrew from being a part of the organizing committee. Then the Lai
Haraoba continued to be organized by the two leikais. But the tension
between the two leikais developed on the issue of forming the women’s
association Nishaband (anti-intoxicants association). The two leikais could
not form a consensus on this matter. There were incidents of the people of
one leikai being caught drunk and they were subjected to fine by the
Nishaband of the other leikai. This issue was one of the major factors for the

clash between the two leikais.

Another incident which led to the fight between the two leikais was
regarding the digging of a pond near the shrine of the deity. Following this
incident, the people of Langpok Mamang Leikai also called Kakyai Langpok
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claimed that they were part of Kakyai village and not Langpok. They
changed the name of their leikai as Kakyai Awang Leikai and registered it in
the Revenue Department. The shrine of Langpok Ningthou is located in
Langpok Mamang Leikai. They also asserted that the name of the deity
Langpok Ningthou was earlier known as Lanbung Ningthou, thereby
alleging that the deity belonged to them and not to Langpok Maning Leikai.
They wrote an application to Pandit Loishang to find out any other possible
name of the deity, Langpok Ningthou. On 27t March 1996, the Pandit
Loishang gave an order stating that the original name of the deity is

Lanbung Ningthou and not Langpok Ningthou (Pandit Loishang 1996).

The conflict between the two [eikais intensified even to the extent of
violent clashes leading to casualties. The tension could not be controlled even
with police intervention. Despite the clash, the Lai Haraoba of the deity was
observed. It was only in the year 2005 that the Lai Haraoba could not
observed due to the imposition of Cr. P. C. 144 around the shrine of the
deity. The people of Langpok Maning Leikai made an appeal to the Pandit
Loishang to show evidence that the Langpok Ningthou was originally
known as Lanbung Ningthou as it had claimed. As the Pandit Loishang
could not bring out the Umanglai Khunda (Settlement of Umanglai) puya, the
people of Langpok Maning Leikai filed a petition against the Pandit

Loishang in the session court.

On 19t January 2005, the Pandit Loishang issued an order mentioning
that the name of the deity would remain as Langpok Ningthou until the
puya Umanglai Khunda is traced. It also mentioned that if the Umanglai

Khunda could not be traced within the month of Thawan (around August) of
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2005, then the name Langpok Ningthou would be maintained forever

(Pandit Loishang 2005).

Thus, from this case, we can establish the incongruous role played by
the Pandit Loishang in resolving disputes. The Loishang, instead of resolving
the disputes, has contributed towards greater animosity between the two
leikais. This has made one question the two primary functions of the Pandit
Loishang as the authority of Umanglais and Lai Haraoba. But it also
indicates that the organization of the Lai Haraoba, at ritual and
administrative levels, is deeply imbricated in a political process of
negotiating apparently sanctified and time-tested rules and regulations. This
context is absolutely essential to keep in mind while attempting to
understand the performative dimensions of the Lai Haroaba which will be

examined in the next chapter.
Confrontation of Ritual Organizations

Earlier, the king looked after and controlled Umanglai and Lai Haraoba
including other numerous institutions, all attached to the royal palace, each
one in charge of a specific area of administration. After the advent of
Hinduism, lately the king assisted by the Hindu Mahasabha3, founded in
1934, began to give importance to the Govindajee temple and worked as the
head in advocating the Hindu religion. After the abolition of the “privy
purses” in 1972 during the time of Prime Minister Mrs. Indira Gandhi, the
Manipur state government entrusted the management affairs of Sri
Govindajee and the Loishangs to an apex body GTB, under the Govindajee
Temple Act, 1972. The Govindajee Temple Act - 1972 removed the

** The Hindu Mahasabha, also known as Nikhil Manipuri Hindu Mahasabha was founded in 1934 with
Maharaja Churachand Singh (1886-1941) as the President. The Hindu Mahasabha declared that they
would try to popularize Bengal school of Vaishnavism.
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management of the Shri Govindajee Temple from the control of the then
titular king Okendrajit. By putting the Temple Board was put under the
chairmanship of the Chief Minister (during Chief Minister Mohammed
Alimuddin), the management affairs of Sri Govindajee and the Loishangs
were solely entrusted to the state. The titular king Okendrajit was not given
any honorable position under this act. Against this hegemonic control over
the Govindajee temple, the king Okendrajit joined the Sanamahi movement

(The Sangai Express January 11-17, 2015).

The transition between monarchy and the new democratic system was
not smooth. There were legal disputes and negotiations in order to save the
situation as it was. To ensure progress, it was necessary to cooperate with the
general public at some level. Later, the Govindajee Temple Amendment Act
in 1976 has been so enacted as to control the Meetei traditional customs and
laws under the constitution of India. The deities of the Meetei were officially
recognized and some of the ruling royal deities received rent free lands for
their maintenance and were as honored as the Hindu gods (Kirti 1988). The
members of the Board are nominated by the Government. The following
institutions namely, Brahma Sabha, Pandit Loishang, Cuhon Loishang,
Garod Loishang, Moibung Loishang, Pala Loishang, Pujari Loishang, Maiba
Loishang, Pena Loishang, Jagoi Loishang and other minor Loishangs are all
included in Section 17 of the Principal Act under Clause - 1 of the
Amendment of Section 22 of the GTB, Manipur published in Manipur
Gazette vide No. 215 (B) dated March 20, 1976. Its jurisdiction covers the
worship of important Hindu gods and primitive Meetei deities to which the
followers of Apokpa Marup and Manipur State Meetei Marup have
protested vigorously through demonstrations, petitions and legal

proceedings.

105



Alongside the above mentioned developments, there is yet another
apex body called Lainingthou Sanamahi Temple Board (henceforth LSTB),
created by some concerned amaiba, amaibi, penakhongba and cultural activists
in order to look after the indigenous Meetei religion which came to be
known as Sanamahi religion.3¢ As a part of the response of the state towards
the Sanamahi movement, the government of Manipur also made various
changes in the policies of religion and culture in 1970s. It may be also noted
that, with public pressure, the government passed the Lainingthou Sanamahi
Temple Bill of 1976 and its subsequent Amendment Bill of 1977 for the
management of the LSTB. The government took back the idol of Sanamahi
which was under the care of a Brahmin named Laihaothabam Suryamani

Sharma in Keishamthong, Imphal.

The idol was brought back at Tolong Yumpham (now situated inside
First Manipur Rifles compound, Imphal) which was believed to be the
original abode of the idol on 12t October 1977 (ibid: 57). A temple was then
built for the idol. The management is entrusted to the LSTB, consisting of
experts in local laws and believers of Sanamahi cult. It could be noted that
the 12 core members of LSTB are nominated by the government of Manipur.
All the administrative works are entrusted to these nominated members who
are not necessarily followers of the Sanamahi faith. There have been tensions
between the ritual functionaries and the temple managing committee who
are state nominees. The situation also tends to create conflict between the

members of the Pandit Loishang and the members of the Temple Committee.

* sanamahi movement began in 1930 under the leadership of Naoria Phulo (1888-1941) in Cachar.
He established a socio-religious organization known as Apokpa Marup in 1930. The aim of the
organization was to establish the ‘true identity’ of the Meeteis, their religion, culture and script.
After the death of Naoria Phullo on June 30, 1941, some Meeteis in Manipur namely Takhellambam
Bokul, Pukhrambam Surchand, Pukhrambam Ibomcha, Angom Nungsirei, Angom Lilasingh, Lukram
Iboton and Toijam Yaima founded an organization known as Manipur State Meetei Marup on May
14, 1945.
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The objectives of the Bill of 1976 and Amendment Bill of 1977 of
Lainingthou Sanamahi are not intended to conserve traditional customs and
laws, which are not yet modified in a legal sense. They have been kept under
the Purview of Sri Govindajee Temple Amendment Act, 1976. Thus, we can
observe that there has been an introduction of a bureaucratic administration
into the affairs of the Umanglai. This has given a new dimension to the ideas
of secular rationality in terms of an administrative approach to the religious
activities of Umanglai - an important fact that needs to be kept in mind
when dealing with the apparently all-sacred nature of the Lai Haraoba. As
we are in the process of examining in this chapter, the sacred dimensions of
ritual performance cannot be separated from the secular dimensions of state

and civic bureaucracy that facilitate its organization.

In the process of this bureaucratization, the reality is that the ruling
pre-Hindu deities are being neglected to the core. This has had an adverse
impact on every member of Apokpa Marup3” and different branches of
revivalist groups (Kirti 1988: 52-53). They claim that the institutions namely -
Pandit Loishang, Maiba Loishang, Pena Loishang, Garod Loishang and
Tanjei Loishang are not related with the service of the Shri Govindajee and
are also contrary to the service of Shri Shri Govindajee according to the
prevailing customary practice of the Meetei. They also demand that these
five institutions should be placed under the jurisdiction of the Lainingthou

Sanamahi Temple Board (Huiyen Lanpao 1985).

7 Apokpa Marup (Organisation for Ancestor Worship), as mentioned in the previous footnote, is an
organisation formed in 1930 at Cachar (now in Assam) under the leadership of Naoria Phullo who
initiated the revivalist movement of the Meetei indigenous faith called Sanamahi movement. Later
in 1945, the group changed its name to Manipur State Meetei Marup with the office of the
organization established at Thambalkhong in Imphal.
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According to Ahanthem Nilamani, President of the Lainingthou
Sanamahi Temple Board, the Board is the embodiment of Meetei/Sanamahi
religion as well as of all the Umanglais or sylvan deities of Manipur (ibid:
1985). Such being the case, all religious rites and ceremonies concerning these
Umanglais are/ought to be performed within the stipulated times, following
the specific manner as prescribed and designed by the Umanglai Loishang
Committee of LSTB to ensure uniformity, regularity and orderliness in the
ritual practices. The Lainingthou Sanamahi Temple Board made a press
release to hire amaiba, amaibi and penakhongba only from the Board for the Lai

Haraoba and other Meetei rituals (ibid 1985).

Significantly, we can observe that there is a confrontation between the
two Boards - Govindajee Temple Board (GTB) and Lainingthou Sanamahi
Temple Board (LSTB) on matters regarding the management and
administration of Lai Haraoba. On 25t July, 2014, the Manipur Legislative
Assembly tabled and passed a Bill namely Shri Shri Govindajee Temple
(Third Amendment) Bill 2014 for bringing the Umanglais (sylvan deities) of
Manipur under the purview of the Temple Board (The Sangai Express 2015).
On 1st August, 2014, the Royal Council, Sana Konung and Sana Konung
Legal Cell have termed the passage of the Bill as unfortunate. On 17t August
2014, another organization Umanglai Kanba Apunba Lup (UKAL) has
demanded annulment of the Shri Shri Govindajee Temple (Third
Amendment) Bill 2014 (ibid 2015). The Government of Manipur is not able to

bring an amicable solution.
The Functioning of LSTB
In order to have a smooth and effective functioning of the indigenous Meetei

religious system, the members of the LSTB formed a cultural committee
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called Umanglai Loishang. Three scholars supervise it - Yoirel Ahal, Yoirel
Yaima and Yoirel Atomba who are well versed in Meetei scripture and
religious life. Under their supervision, there are three main departments -
Amaiba Loishang, Amaibi Loishang and Ashei/Pena Loishang, the councils
of three ritual functionaries responsible for Lai Haraoba. The three
departments are divided into sub-departments responsible for the

functionaries of rituals and ceremonies.

The Amaibi Loishang is the department of the priestesses known as
amaibi who are responsible for performing any Meetei rites and rituals. This
department has one head priestess known as Amaibi Asuppi. Under her
supervision there are three sub-departments - Sanglen, Nongmai and Phura
headed by Sanglen Sanglakpi, Nongmai Sanglakpi and Phura Sanglakpi
respectively. Amaibis from all these three sub-departments take part in all

the Lai Haraoba.

The Amaiba Loishang is the department of the traditional scholars
who are well versed in Meetei scripture. They do not only deal with the
Meetei socio-religious philosophy but also supervise the Amaibi Loishang in
the performance of the Lai Haraoba rituals and other rituals related to Meetei
religion. This department consists of two functionaries - Erat Langba (who
prepares ritual elements) and Lai Sanglakpa (caretaker of the temple and
deity). And the Ashei Loishang is the department of the pena balladeers and
musicians. It consists of two groups - penakhongba (pena players) and esei

hanba (the choral singers).

The Ashei Loishang and the Amaibi Loishang work together in
performing any ritual performance through their songs and music. In a

sense, the Amaiba Loishang can be considered as the department of
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scriptwriters and directors whereas Amaibi Loishang and Ashei Loishang
are departments of performers and musicians. What needs to be stressed,
however, is the power structure that these departments share. While all the
three ritual functionaries of the three departments are equally responsible for
the Lai Haraoba, the amaiba enjoys the higher status in terms of crafting the

performance, supervising the festival and deciding the roles to be played in

the Lai Haraoba.

Lainingthou Sanamahi Temple Board

Umanglai Loishang

** Yoirel Ahal

R

* Yoirel Yaima
+* Yoirel Atonba

L

Amaiba Loishang Amaibi Loishang Ashei Loishang

X/

l | 1 l
v ! Amaibi Asuppi | v
Erat Langba LaiSanglakpa |~~~ " [~ TT777C *| Penakhongba Isei Hanba
A 4 A 4 h 4
Sanglen Sanglakpi Nongmai Sanglakpi Phura Sanglakpi

Figure 2.2: Structure of Lainingthou Sanamahi Temple Board (LSTB)
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The Three Ritual Functionaries

The main rituals of the Lai Haraoba are performed or led by the amaiba
(‘priest’), amaibi (‘priestess’) and penakhongba (the player of the pena). The
male amaibas and female amaibis are the ‘traditional priests and priestess’ of
the Meetei religion. Their origins are lost in obscurity, but it is believed that
at least they became assimilated into Meetei religion at a very early time
(Parratt & Parratt 1997: 32). In earlier times there were amaibas, amaibis and
penakhongbas attached to the royal court, under the auspices of the Pandit
Loishang. It should be noted that while these institutions still continues, it is
no longer under the royal patronage. Amaibi has no exact equivalent in
English. They are at the same time priestesses, invoking the lais and making
offerings to them; spirit mediums, receiving oracles from the Ilais and giving
them out to the people; and, as expert singers and dancers, they are the
preservers of the orature and religious traditions.

It is important to note that the female amaibi is more important than
her male counterpart. She plays a more prominent role in the festivals and,
according to Shakespear (1913: 429), the Ilais are thought to take more
pleasure in the women than in men. Women are also far more likely to
become possessed. When a male amaiba does become possessed by the lai, he
traditionally wears the female apparel of the amaibi, and is spoken of as a
‘male amaibi’ (nupa amaibi). This practice seems today to be uncommon, and
there is an increasing tendency at the present time for male amaibas to take
over the functions of the amaibi without cross-dressing. This seems to imply a

move towards male control over the Lai Haraoba.

However, if we look closely, there are differences within the amaibi
community. Amaibas and amaibis who have priestly and ritual functions are

distinct from those who are simply traditional physicians and herbalists.
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While the latter may know the appropriate incantations, they do not dress in
the distinctive white clothing of the “priestly’ amaibas and amaibis. Besides
their ritual functions amaibis may also act as fortune-tellers, for which they
use two sets of coins. Here I briefly want to mention that the amaibis adopt
this act by throwing coins on the floor, then observe the coins carefully, signs
are read and then they tell fortunes. Sometimes they throw tulasi leaves on
some presiding deities and gave predictions. In early days, it is said that the
fortunes of the state and war were predicted (Kirti 2017: 140). There are sub-
divisions within the amaibi community according to the yeks for whom they
serve. The Sanglen amaibas and amaibis officiate for the Ningthouja yek, the
Phura for the Khuman and Kha-Nganba yeks, and the Nongmai for the

remainder.

Moreover, a woman could become an amaibi either by being chosen at
the Lai Haraoba (see the next Chapter on lai nupi thiba) or by being directly
possessed by the lai. There are cases that a young girl becomes possessed at
an early age, even as young as seven years and these are regarded as making
the best amaibis. Such possession often manifests itself in symptoms of illness
or abnormality, sometimes in hysterical behavior. The initiate amaibi would
then undergo a period of training under a senior amaibi, in which she would
be taught the sacred lore. The ability to fall into trance then becomes
ritualized, and this is especially apparent at the Lai Haraoba festival. While it
is believed that amaibis may be possessed by a variety of lais, but more often
by one of the main gods, such as the guardians of the directions, they may
also be possessed by a goddess, such as Panthoibi, but it is more often the
male amaiba who becomes possessed by the female (Parratt & Parratt 1997:

34).
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Here it is necessary to point out that the married life of the amaibi is
complicated by her relationship to the lai by whom she is possessed; usually
she sleeps on the left side (outside) of the bed, the position normally
occupied by the husband (ibid: 34). It is believed that the Iai visits the amaibi
by night, on particular nights of the month when she has to sleep alone. On
such occasions it is assumed that the lai may approach her in either human
or animal form (ibid: 34). At this point I briefly want to mention about the
costume of the amaibi. One can witness in the Lai Haraoba that the dress of
the amaibi is distinctive. They wear phanek (ankle-length skirt) and inaphi
(shawl) of pure white. There is also an additional waist-wrapper, also white
and half length, worn on top of the phanek. Often, they also wear a long-
sleeved white blouse, and almost all the time, the hair is decorated with
flowers. The amaiba dresses similarly, with a long white shirt and a white
sash around the waist. A white turban, tied in traditional Manipuri fashion,
is also worn. This dress, however, does not show the classic characteristics of
shamanistic clothing, such as the use of animal skins and decorations, and
masks. Nor do they act as ‘masters of the spirits’, or exorcise. Thus it seems
to us better to avoid the term shamanism in connection with the amaiba and

amaibis.

Another important ritual functionary in Lai Haraoba as well as in
Meetei society is the penakhongba (the traditional balladeer). In early days, the
penakhongba (or asheiba) of the royal office, called Ashei Loishang, had a
number of duties apart from the ritual functions performed at the annual Lai
Haraoba festival (Mangangsana 2007: 18). At the birth of a king, his
marriage, death or coronation, the services of the penakhongba were required,
and at any royal excursion or hunting expedition the penakhongba

accompanied the king and entertained the royal ensemble with his
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performance. Today it should be noted that the services of penakhongba are

no longer required at the birth, marriage, death or coronation of the king.

It may also be noted that the number of regular penakhongba in the
Ashei Loishang today are very few and they cannot meet the requirements of
the common people. In order to meet the needs of the common people, there
are several lists of penakhongba in the Loishang who are enrolled as members.
There are hundreds of them and they offer their services at all the functions
associated with the life cycle of an individual, as well as at other functions.
Earlier, it is believed that there were penakhongba in every village and playing
pena was an important source of livelihood (ibid: 19). Significantly, there was
no formal institute for learning pena. One had to go to the house of the expert
or professional to learn it. It is traditionally known as Oja Khanba, very much
like the guru-sishya-parampara in other parts of India. While this tradition is
still in vogue even today, there are a few institutes like JN Manipuri Dance
Academy and Manipur Dance College, as well as other private institutes like
Laihui, Performing Arts Centre, that provide a more formal pedagogy in

learning traditional art forms relating to song, music and dance.

In the profession of penakhongba, one has to obtain the recognition or
cognizance of the experts from the Ashei/Pena Loishang, for which one
needs an introduction to the pena experts by a member of the Loishang. With
the approval of the Loishang, the entrant has to offer three white fish,
preferably sareng (a local fish), and three loin cloths to the deities Nongsaba,
Yumjao Lairembi and Pakhangba. The members of the Pena Loishang hold
different positions or ranks depending on age, experience and seniority. The
lowest rank of the penakhongba in the Loishang is known as Pena Tomba. The
rank above this in the ascending order is Pena Hidang, followed by Pena

Hanjaba, Pana Sanglakpa, Lupa Leikham Sanglakpa and Sana Leikham
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Sanglakpa. Sana Leikham Sanglakpa is the head of the Pena Loishang. For
each rise of rank from the lower to the next higher one, one has to offer a
grand dinner to all the members of the royal offices of amaiba, amaibi and
penakhongba. One of the major activities of the members of the Pena Loishang
is to attend to the duties associated with the annual ritual festival of Lai
Haraoba. It must be noted that the services of the penakhongba from the royal
office are not required at the annual Lai Haraoba held in the villages of
Chakpa. The Chakpa community has its own penakhongba who perform in

their villages even today.
The Local Lai Haraoba Committee

Let us move on to the peoples’ committees of Lai Haraoba at the local level.
At present, different leikais (localities) have their own local management
committees to organize the Lai Haraoba. Each Lai Haraoba temple has a
committee including a Lai Mapu or Lai Selungba (caretaker). The committee
oversees the temple fund, which comes from an annual collection and from
the sales of paddy grown on the fields owned by the temple, if any.
Currently, there is a trend of young educated men replacing the older group
of the Lai Haraoba Committee. This committee is formed with elected
members between the age of twenty five and forty years, including both
married and unmarried men. The membership of the previous committee
was composed only of married men above the age of forty five years and as
old as eighty years. While the majority of the members of the present
committees are literate with the advent of modern education, the older
members were all illiterate (Chaki-Sirkar 1984). Today, there are women lup

(organization) also in the overall organizational committee of Lai Haraoba.
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The committee of Lai Haraoba consists of many groups occupying
different positions responsible for the successful organization of Lai Haraoba
every year in their respective localities. Every temple is supervised by an
elderly male known as Lai Selungba, who has knowledge of local religions,
practices and customs. His role is to take care of the temple and other
properties of the temple. Under his supervision, there is the Secretary of the
Committee. The Secretary is again assisted by secretaries of the Lupleng who
are the representatives of the leikais (localities). The number of the secretaries
of the Lupleng varies from leikai to leikai depending upon the size of the
leikai. For instance, the Naothingkhong Pakhangba of Thangmeiband has five
Lupleng since the deity is owned by five leikais - Lairenhanjaba, Hijam,

Meisnam, Yumnam and Sinam.

Every Lai Haraoba committee has different means of generating funds
for the management of the temple and the observance of Lai Haraoba. Some
of the important deities have Lai-lou (the paddy field of lai) owned by the
committee. Incomes are generated from selling paddy grown in the paddy
field. The committee also generates income from the contribution of
villagers. In the hinterland villages, like the one in Chakpa Phayeng, every
household in the village makes their contribution equally just after
harvesting to contribute towards the funds of the temple. However, in urban
areas like Imphal the contributions are made on the basis of their individual
and familial convenience. Apart from contributions, the fund includes public
donations and offerings to the temple. Political aspirants for elections, both
at local and assembly level, make huge donations. Particularly the Lord
Thangjing Haraoba of Moirang generates a lot of money during its Lai

Haraoba festival which last for almost a month.

116



Lai Committee

Lai Selungba

A\ 4

Lai Secretary

A 4

Secretaries of Luplengs

v

Lupleng

A 4

Villagers

Figure 2.3: Structure of Lai Haraoba Committee

At present, once the local Lai committee decides the days for Lai
Haraoba, it has to inform either the Umanglai Loishang at Lainingthou
Sanamahi Temple Board or Pandit Loishang under the control of Govindajee
Temple at the palace compound. Conflict of interest is reflected in the
interplay of power relations. While we see there is a contestation in the
centralization of religion, one can also observe that there is a split in the
Meetei society itself. But this split has harmoniously existed. Whether one
gets permission from the Umanglai Loishang or the Pandit Loishang, is the
choice of the locality. The Loishang, then, appoints the required functionaries

of the Lai Haraoba. The number of amaibas, amaibis and penakhongba vary
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according to the funds, which the committee arranges for the festival. Each of
the functionaries is paid a required fee specified by the Loishang. In some
cases, the fee is on the agreement between the functionaries and the local Lai
committee. The fee differs according to the status of the persons based on
their seniority in the Loishang and also the reputation of the functionary in
the professional field. In a sense we can say that their fees are determined by

their status as well as their artistic potentialities.

Currently, many more organizations are emerging in the name of
promoting Meetei socio-religious life, particularly Lai Haraoba. Significantly,
the multiplicity of the socio-religious organizations at various levels and
varieties are more to be found in the urban areas than the rural areas. One
such organization which has gained popularity in the urban Imphal areas is
the Umanglai Kanba Apunba Lup (UKAL), literally means Organization to
Preserve Umang Lai. Recently, the organization has tried to censor and
control the Lai Haraoba, prescribing certain rules and regulations,
supplemented by a CD with the exact procedure of dances and songs to be

followed in the Lai Haraoba.

Intrusion of modern-day politics has been ostensibly witnessed in the
organization and arrangement of Lai Haraoba. The committee members owe
their allegiance to different political parties. Due to the influence of local
political party leaders, tensions begin to build up amongst the members of
the committee over some petty reasons such as the misuse of funds and the
members begin to quarrel which leads to the factional divides within the
committee. For example, at Moirang, there were two factions in the Lai
Haraoba committee, whose members quarreled over the right of taking care

of the Thangjing Haraoba. In 1992, at Moirang there was an incident in
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which the state government had to intervene and impose 144 CRPC in and
around the precincts of the shrine of the Lord Thangjing when the warring
two factions of Lai Haraoba committee came to blows (Ratan 2001: 131). A
similar incident happens recently in May 2016 during the Lord Khamlangba
Haraoba of Kakching.

Most of the conflicts related to Lai Haraoba are between the groups of
sagei (family) and khun (village). The main provocation relates to the
property of the deity like paddy fields and money received as donation
during the ritual days. But most of the deities worshipped by sagei do not
have much property as compared to the ones worshipped by the khun. Some
of the conflicts that occurred due to the fight for the management of the
property of the deities were Konthoujam Lairembi of Konthoujam, and
Tharoijam Lairembi of Tharoijam. These cases are interesting to explore the
development of contestation and contradiction of the traditional local
organizing system with the new emergence of the modern democratic state
apparatus. Through an examination of such contestations and contradictions,
one can witness public spaces which are neither representative of the

modern state apparatus nor the traditional model in a true sense.

Another incident of the conflict between the Lai committee of Moirang
Thangjing Haraoba and the office of the Registrar of Societies, Bishnupur on
the management of the affairs of deity in 2002 (Kshetrimayum 2014: 129-32)
reflects how the judiciary has not been able to dispense justice at the right
time to the aggrieved individuals or groups. It also points to the fact that Lai
Haraoba is a public space where the rules and norms of modern state

apparatus have not carried out its functions fully. There has been a conflict of
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interest as reflected in the interplay of power between the state and the

society.

Thus, in this chapter, through a study of the administration of the
ritual organization of Lai Haraoba, we can observe that Meetei society in
particular and Manipuri society in general is a transitional society with
several, complex, layers and overlaps of traditional and modern factors. At
no level can one look upon this society as cohesive and unitary in its
structure and priorities. Rather, it is indeterminate, heterogeneous and
contradictory, seeming to accommodate its differences but not without a
considerable negotiation of power at ritual, social and political levels.
Indeed, there is a constant tussle of power among various organizations and

stakeholders, as this chapter has attempted to demonstrate.

Through the study of the ritual organization of Lai Haraoba, we learn
how Meetei society is characterized by increasing insecurity and inequality,
heterogeneity of ideas, practices and beliefs, and an inevitable thrust towards
arbitrating differences through diverse forces and institutions of
modernization. This context needs to be kept in mind as we turn to the next
chapter where the focus will be on the actual ritual and performative
enactment of different Lai Haraobas, which seem to inhabit a different time
and space, far removed from the contemporary immediacies of the real
world. However, it should not be forgotten that this ritual enactment is
made possible, at concrete levels, through all kinds of administrative
negotiations, which provide as much of a foundation to an understanding of

the Lai Haraoba as its sacred and ritual principles and practices.
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Chapter Three

Multiple Dramaturgies of Lai Haraoba

The previous chapter ended on the note that Meetei society in particular and
Manipuri society in general is a transitional society with several, complex,
layers and overlaps of traditional and modern factors. While the ritual
enactment of Lai Haraoba is made possible through all kinds of
administrative negotiations at concrete levels, this cannot allow us to
undermine the importance of the religious dimensions of the Lai Haraoba,
which is a complex phenomenon with many factors coming into play. There
is a common idea that religious practice is something that involves going to
temple, church or some other religious centre, reading and reflecting on
certain sacred texts, believing and having faith, performing certain ritual

practices and living one’s life in a certain way.

While religious practice often involves some or all of these things, we
also need to recognize that it involves many more factors that are elusive and
enigmatic. The simple fact is that religious practices are specific things that
humans do, and so their study should primarily be concerned with people
and cultures. Keeping in mind the axiomatic principles that religious
practices will always be influenced by their cultural context and location, the
present chapter intends to explore the multiple dramaturgies of different Lai
Haraoba in Manipur. This involves a focus on practices of the Meetei
religion through Lai Haraoba which includes meditation, prayer, hymns,

dance, music and performance. In a sense, the chapter focuses on
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‘religi