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The Iron Women of Manipur, India

Sophana Srichamp?

Abstract

Although the Constitution of India stipulates equality between men
and women, in reality, women are suppressed within mainstream Hinduism,
and generally considered as inferior. Manipur is one of eight northeastern
states of India. In the past, it was a kingdom before colonization by the British.
Various ethnic groups live there. Meiteis or Manipuris are the biggest
ethnic group. Their language is Meitei which is under the Kuki-Chin group
of the Burmese-Arkan branch of the Tibeto-Burman Sub-Family and under
Sino-Tibetan Language Family. Although men have always held traditional
authority even before Hinduism came to Manipur, the roles of Meitei women
were upheld by women judges of the Maharani court. Women performed rituals
in their traditional religion. Due to the fact that there were many wars
in the kingdom, women participated on behalf of men by taking care of and
earning income for their families. In the 16th century C. E., markets
were constructed for women. Since that time, women have been key agents
in the economy up to today. In the 18" century C. E., Viashnavism was adopted
which diminished the role of women in the family which was a private domain.
But in the public domain, women are collectively powerful, dare to express
themselves and fight unjust authorities thank to the establishment of an
organization called Mera Paibis ‘Women torch- bearers’ which has a clear
structure but acts loosely. They are determined to insist on the rights and
justice in Manipur society. They have been strongly influential in society. The
fight of women in the past is represented in signs and myths as a model

of Manipuri women fighting today.

Keyword: 1. Woman 2. Meitei 3. Manipur 4. Right 5. market

? Associate Professor, Ph.D. at Research Institute for Languages and Cultures of
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