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Abstract

Until the nineteenth century, the tiger was abundant in Manipur and its
interaction with humans was often marked by violent encounters. Historically,
the Manipuris perceived the tiger to be a hindrance to human progress and
firmly believed in its extirpation at any cost. The hunting of tigers gradually
developed into a meticulous art, and tigers were hunted through an elaborate
and systematic arrangement, often with the encouragement of the state
through aninstitution known as the Keirup. In justifying the wanton killing, tigers
were depicted as ‘wild and ferocious vermin’ in the popular culture and various
folklores of Manipur. This paper argues that the explanation for the gradual
disappearance of tigers in Manipur lies in the overall ‘anthropocentric’ view of
its people and the ruling class, who saw them as lawless, savage and menacing
beasts that had to be annihilated at all costs. Apart from being considered the
favourite royal pastime, tiger hunting was not only justified but also glorified.
This paper traces tiger hunting in Manipur from an historical perspective during
the pre-colonial and colonial periods (1650-1950) by juxtaposing the role of the
monarchy and local institutions as the main enabling factors.
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Introduction

The association of tigers with the Meiteis' and the numerous hill tribes inhabiting the
present state of Manipur?® in north-east India is as old as their myths of the creation
of the universe. Known as Pamba or Keirel in earlier times, and simply Kei in the
later period, the majestic beast is intrinsic to the worldview of almost all the native
communities of the state, as represented in their narratives of migration and their
various folklores, customs, traditions and institutions. However, the animal which

1 The Meiteis are the major ethnic group inhabiting the lowland valley of Manipur. The Nagas and Kuki-Chin-
Mizo tribes have settled the mountains. There is also a substantial Muslim population in Manipur. The state is
situated in the extreme north-eastern part of India bordering Myanmar.

2 Except for sporadic years under Burmese occupation, Manipur remained as an independent kingdom until
occupied by the British in 1891. After independence, the kingdom merged with the Indian Union in 1949.

95



96

International Review of Environmental History - Volume 10, Issue 1, 2024

used to roam freely and rule the vast forest across the plains and the mountains there
in the not-so-distant past is now unlikely to be present at all due to centuries of
relentless hunting.

Until the end of the nineteenth century, tigers were so abundant and rapacious
in Manipur that the state actively supported their systematic hunting. Further, to
encourage their complete destruction, rich bounties were placed on the heads of
tigers. In fact, the hunting of tigers was taken so seriously in the past that the royal
court chronicle of Manipur, the Cheitharol Kumbaba,® is replete with instances of
them being hunted, mostly under the leadership of the king and his close associates.
Moreover, there exists an old manuscript called Keipharol, written in the archaic
Meitei script, that details the killing or catching of tigers by successive kings. Due
to such persistent killings, coupled with the depletion of their habitat, the number
of tigers in Manipur dwindled considerably in the twentieth century, and at present
tigers are most probably extinct. The first tiger census of India, conducted in 1971,
reported just one tiger in the state; there were 10 in 1979 and six in 1984, but their
numbers had increased to to 31 by 1989.° Since then, however, successive censuses
have failed to locate any tiger in Manipur, thereby removing the state from the tiger
map of the country. Nonetheless, there are occasional reports of the killing of cattle
by wild animals suspected to be tigers in the interior parts of the state, though no
footage of them has yet been captured.®

This paper argues that the answer to the gradual disappearance of the tiger in
Manipur lies in the narrow and ‘anthropocentric’ worldview of the Manipuris, who
saw it as a lawless, savage and menacing beast that had to be exterminated at any
cost. The tiger was feared but, unlike in other ‘ecocentric’ cultures, never revered in
Manipur, and the overall state policy was to eradicate them. The killing of tigers was
justified by depicting them as ‘wild and ferocious vermin’ in popular culture and the
various folklore of Manipur. As in many parts of the world, human hatred of and
retaliation with a vengeance against tigers in Manipur was due to their attacks on
livestock and even humans, which meant they posed a constant threat. This paper

3 'The Cheitharol Kumbaba | Cheitharol Kumpapa records the court history of Manipur from AD 33 to 1955.
Numerous events of significance such as war, natural calamities, military expeditions of kings, animal hunting,
development works, etc. find a place in its pages.

4 A manuscript written from earlier oral sources which comprises accounts of the hunting of tigers since the reign
of King Taothingmang, who ruled Manipur during the second and third centuries AD. The exact dates of the origin
of the Manipuri manuscripts, known locally as Puyas, are disputed, though they can be traced to as early as eighth
century AD. For more details see Rosy Yumnam, ‘Retelling the History of Manipur through the Narratives of the
Puyas’, Journal of History and Social Sciences 11, no. 2 (2020): 137, doi.org/10.46422/jhss.v11i2.114.

5 S. C. Dey, as cited in T. N. Khoshoo, ‘Conservation of India’s Endangered Mega Animals: Tiger and Lion’,
Current Science 73, no. 10 (1997): 833.

6 Sobhapati Samom, ‘Manipur Forest Department Installs Camera to Capture Tiger on Filmy’, Eastern Mirror,
11 July 2021, easternmirrornagaland.com/manipur-forest-department-installs-camera-to-capture-tiger-on-film/,
accessed 16 November 2023.
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traces tiger hunting in Manipur from an historical perspective during the pre-colonial
and colonial periods (1650-1950) by juxtaposing the role of the state and local
institutions as the main enabling factors.

The ‘anthropocentric’ view of the people as well as the state, which always perceived
the tiger as a ‘powerful and menacing enemy’, acted as a determinant in the gradual
disappearance of tigers in Manipur, where hunting was not only justified but also
glorified. Data regarding the numbers of tigers hunted have been compiled from
Cheitharol Kumbaba for the period 1650 to 1950 in order to comprehend the nature
of, the pattern of, and trends in hunting across the period. Though reports of tiger
hunting in Manipur date back much further, accurate, detailed and continuous
data could only be found from the middle of the seventeenth century onwards;
information in the court chronicle on earlier events is only scanty. This paper draws
its information from various vernacular chronicles, folklores and stories of different
periods, supplemented by the writings of British colonial administrators, to uncover
an account of how and why the tiger has become extinct on the soil of Manipur.

Human-—tiger interaction in India dates back nearly five thousand years, as can be seen
in several cave paintings of the prehistoric period that often involve scenes of tiger
hunting.” The Indus Valley Civilisation, which flourished about that time, projected
tigers as an important cultural symbol, as evidenced by engravings of the beast on
their seals.® However, systematic recording of the history of human—tiger encounters
in India started in the sixteenth century, during the period of Mughal rule.” The
Mughal Emperor Babur’s confrontation with a ferocious tiger 500 years ago provides
perhaps one of the earliest detailed accounts of tiger hunting in the history of India.'
Accounts of successive Mughal emperors hunting, where tigers were regarded as the
ultimate trophy, were carefully recorded in several memoirs, paintings and sketches
of the period."" The Mughals’ hunting expeditions often were aimed at fulfilling the
dual objectives of demonstrating power over unruly nature and asserting authority
over their human subjects.’? The Mughals used to demonise the tiger as a ‘noxious
animal’, thus its hunting and killing symbolised their ability and power to overcome
it."” Further, the hunting of tigers by Indian royalty was intended to frighten and
intimidate their political rivals in an era marked by political rivalry, competition and
expansion.'

7 Valmik Thapar, 7iger Fire (New Delhi: Aleph Book Company, 2017), 4.

8  R. B. Marks, ‘Asian Tigers: The Real, the Symbolic, the Commodity’, Nazure and Culture 1, no. 1 (2006): 76,
doi.org/10.3167/155860706780272042; Thapar, Tiger Fire, 4.

9 Thapar, Tiger Fire, 16.

10 Ibid., 16.

11 Mahesh Rangarajan, Indias Wildlife History (Delhi: Permanent Black, 2001), 13.

12 Marks, ‘Asian Tigers’, 78.

13 Thapar, Tiger Fire, 17.

14 Marks, ‘Asian Tigers’, 77.

97


http://doi.org/10.3167/155860706780272042

98

International Review of Environmental History - Volume 10, Issue 1, 2024

The British, who had expanded their power in India since the eighteenth century,
not only emulated but also surpassed the Mughals in their quest to hunt tigers.
The killing of tigers in India peaked during the height of British colonialism. It is
estimated that between 1875 and 1925, more than 80,000 tigers were killed in India,
a slaughter actively led and supported by colonial administrators.”> However, during
colonial rule, tiger hunting came to be increasingly used as a symbol to demonstrate
and reinforce the notion of so-called British superiority over the native Indians.'
British colonialists used the elaborate rituals associated with the process of hunting
tigers and displaying their skins as a stratagem to reinforce white masculinity while
‘effeminizing and disempowering’ the natives."” Furthermore, the very exercise was
intended to remind the natives of British domination and its capability to maintain

a sense of order in the chaotic Indian polity, along the lines of the “White man’s
burden’.'®

The Mughals, who had exhibited a passion for hunting, hunted tigers because they
deemed them noxious animals and prized trophies. The British colonialists shared the
Mughals’ zeal for hunting tigers, though the purpose and meaning of their hunting
were more diverse and political. During colonial rule, tigers, apart from being a prized
trophy of British dominance, were increasingly regarded as ‘vermin’ that needed to be
exterminated at all costs. In hunting and killing the tiger, the implicit connotations
and symbolism during the colonial era pertained to masculinity and the supremacy
of the British colonialists.

In Manipur, however, this paper argues that tiger hunting had altogether a different
meaning, connotations and purpose. Rather than being hunted as trophies, tigers
were hunted mainly to enable the expansion of human settlement, enlarge the area of
arable land for agricultural purposes, and safeguard people from tigers that posed a
constant menace to humanity, enabling the kingdom of Manipur to reach its zenith
of power and expansion in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The tussle with
the tiger for the Manipuris was a matter of life and death, and hence the animal’s
destruction was the state’s foremost duty. Accordingly, a dedicated, systematic tiger-
hunting institution called the Keirup, in which all able-bodied males took part, was
in vogue in the Manipuri kingdom. Further, the fight with the tiger was used as an
instrument of instilling a warlike spirit among the people and so a sport involving
human tussles with the animal developed. Thus, the encounters with tigers in
Manipur also served the dual purposes of both instilling militarism among the people
and making them war-ready, prepared for any eventualities against external forces,
especially the Burmese in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

15 Rangarajan, Indias Wildlife History, 32.

16 Neel Amin, ‘Hunting for Meaning: British Hunters, Banjara Hunters, and Overcoming Threats to Colonial
Order in Nineteenth-Century India’, Environmental History 25, no.3 (2020): 516, doi.org/10.1093/envhis/emaa003.
17 Marks, ‘Asian Tigers’, 78.

18 Joseph Sramek, “Face Him Like a Briton™: Tiger Hunting, Imperialism, and British Masculinity in Colonial
India, 1800-1875’, Victorian Studies 48, no. 4 (2006): 661, doi.org/10.2979/VIC.2006.48.4.659.
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Human-tiger interaction: Anthropocentrism
versus ecocentrism

The evolving attitudes and perceptions of people toward large carnivores, such as
the tiger, can be understood within the framework of two opposing perspectives,
anthropocentrism and ecocentrism."” While anthropocentrism focuses on the needs
of humanity and looks at nature through the prism of those needs, ecocentrism
concentrates on the opposite as it looks at the needs of nature per se and sees
humankind from the perspective of nature’s needs.”® As such, anthropocentrism,
while considering humans as the apex form of life, looks at other forms of life solely
from the perspective of their utility to humankind.?' Thus, it is perceived that the
whole universe revolves around the interests of humankind; all our activities are
supposedly human-centred.** In contrast, ecocentrism views humanity as just a tiny
part of the ecosystem, with other forms of life being equally important constituent
parts of the system.” Individual or social perceptions and attitudes, and consequently
how humans deal with nature, are therefore impinged upon, mainly to the extent to
which they subscribe to either of these two value systems.?

Earlier studies have shown that the social acceptability of the killing of carnivores is
largely influenced by cultural factors such as religion or traditional hunting practices,
and even informal institutions such as taboos.”> A study by the zoologist Amy
Dickman also argues that the causes of human—wildlife conflict are complex and
more often deep-seated in the overall collective psyche of a society. In any conflict
with carnivores, apart from personal experiences, people base their perceptions and
attitudes on societal experiences and cultural norms, as well as their expectations and
beliefs.® The conservation researchers B. R. Bhattarai and Klaus Fischer have also
concluded that the killing of carnivores is motivated by factors such as perception,
fear, and personal, environmental and social motives, rather than economic factors

19 S. C. G. Thompson and M. A. Barton, ‘Ecocentric and Anthropocentric Attitudes toward the Environment’,
Journal of Environmental Psychology 14, no. 2 (1994): 149, doi.org/10.1016/50272-4944(05)80168-9.

20 A. J. Hoffman and L. E. Sandelands, ‘Getting Right with Nature: Anthropocentrism, Ecocentrism, and
Theocentrism’, Organization & Environment 18, no. 2 (2005): 142, doi.org/10.1177/1086026605276197.

21 K. V. Kortenkamp and C. F. Moore, ‘Ecocentrism and Anthropocentrism: Moral Reasoning about Ecological
Commons Dilemmas’, Journal of Environmental Psychology 21, no. 3 (2001): 262, doi.org/10.1006/jevp.2001.0205.
22 L. H. Lieb, Human Rights and the Environment: Philosophical, Theoretical and Legal Perspectives (Leiden and
Boston: Martinus Nijhoff, 2011), 26.

23 Bernardo Herndndez et al., “The Relationship between Social and Environmental Interdependence as an
Explanation of Proenvironmental Behavior’, Human Ecology Review (2012): 1.

24 Jana Riilke et al., ‘How Ecocentrism and Anthropocentrism Influence Human—Environment Relationships in a
Kenyan Biodiversity Hotspot', Sustainability 12, no. 19 (2020): 8213, doi.org/10.3390/su12198213.

25 Chloe Inskip et al., ‘Understanding Carnivore Killing Behaviour: Exploring the Motivations for Tiger Killing in
the Sundarbans, Bangladesh’, Biological Conservation 180 (2014): 43, doi.org/10.1016/j.biocon.2014.09.028.

26 A.]J. Dickman, ‘Complexities of Conflict: The Importance of Considering Social Factors for Effectively Resolving
Human-Wildlife Conflict’, Animal Conservation 13, no. 5 (2010): 459, doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-1795.2010.00368 x.

29
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such as the loss of livestock.”” A similar study by Michelle Thorn et al. in South Africa
points to a similar conclusion: human—carnivore conflict is likely to be driven more
by social and cultural factors than by perceived financial losses.?®

A close look at the attitudes of various cultures across tiger-inhabited regions in the
past can also identify that perceptions of the beast oscillated between two divergent
positions. The first is that the tiger exemplifies a malignant and evil animal that
needs to be eliminated so that humankind can survive and make progress—the
anthropocentric view. The alternative extreme view, the ecocentric one, perceives the
animal as either kin or protector of human beings. Nonetheless, as the naturalist
Valmik Thapar has pointed out, the cult of the tiger and the impression that it left
on the consciousness of people with which it coexisted is unmatched by any other
non-domesticated animal.”” In fact, the histories of humans and tigers are closely
intertwined in those areas where their habitats overlapped,”® and the consequences
more often than not were violent; ultimately the tiger was either killed or driven out
of its habitat. However, as pointed out above, the perceptions of the beast in various
cultures differed and changed gradually over the period. Often, people’s intrinsic
values and beliefs regarding, and perceptions and tolerance of, the animal played
a prominent role in its conservation status. Hence in societies where they are more
accepted and appreciated, they somehow cling on for dear life in their ever-shrinking
habitat, while in other, unforgiving societies they were completely annihilated and
driven to extinction.

Various studies of human—tiger interaction from a historical perspective across the
different regions of Asia point out an ambivalent relationship—the tiger is both feared
and revered. Historically, the animal was ubiquitous in the cultures and religions of
all the countries where it was found. Moreover, as could be expected, the attitudes
towards and perceptions of the animal also evolved over the period as human—
tiger space increasingly overlapped due to greater human population pressure. It is
pertinent to study the role played by norms, cultural and religious beliefs, perceptions
and attitudes of the people with respect to either conserving or eliminating the animal
in its natural habitat.

A careful observation of the history of human—animal interaction further reveals that
there exists a clear dichotomy between the ordinary people and the ruling class in
their worldview regarding the tiger. The anthropologist Robert Wessing, in his study
of the tiger in Java, pointed out that traditional beliefs and perceptions could be
categorised into two types—the beliefs held by people who coexisted with the animal,

27  B. R. Bhattarai and Klaus Fischer, Human-Tiger Panthera tigris Conflict and its Perception in Bardia National
Park, Nepal’, Oryx 48, no. 4 (2014): 522, doi.org/10.1017/S0030605313000483.

28 Michelle Thorn et al., “What Drives Human—Carnivore Conflict in the North West Province of South Africa?’,
Biological Conservation 150, no. 1 (2012): 31, doi.org/10.1016/j.biocon.2012.02.017.

29 Thapar, Tiger Fire, 9.

30 Marks, ‘Asian Tigers’, 64.
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and the beliefs of members of the royal court.’’ The same could be said, more or
less generalised, for other regions. Often, people across cultures who have coexisted
with tigers, in spite of suffering depredations, accepted them as part of nature and,
more importantly, a part of their lives. On the other hand, the rulers, including the
imperialists, always saw the tiger as an ‘unruly element of nature’ that needed to be
controlled and subdued in order to legitimise the rulers’ authority.

One common feature found among all those regions that led to the adverse change
in the dynamics of the human—tiger relationship, and hence the destruction of tigers
in large numbers, was the advent of colonialism. In the Indian subcontinent, it was
the British, in parts of the Malay world the Dutch, and in Korea the Japanese, who
encouraged the killing of tigers in large numbers by placing large bounties on their
heads. The consequence was the almost complete annihilation of the tiger during the
period of colonial rule, bringing it to the brink of extinction when most of the tiger-
inhabited countries were under colonial rule from the eighteenth century until the first
half of the twentieth century. During British colonial rule in India alone, over 80,000
tigers were killed between 1875 and 1925, as mentioned earlier. In the Malay world,
consisting of Malaya, Sumatra, Java, Bali and Borneo, the tiger met a similar fate, and
it is estimated that its population fell from 11,650 to just 1,000 between 1820 and
1925 during the period of Dutch and British colonial rule.* Under Japanese colonial
rule in Korea, too, the fate of the tiger was seen as symbolising subjugation by the
colonisers. By the end of Japanese rule in 1945, the tiger had been eliminated from
most of the peninsula.’® In the tiger-versus-human battle for supremacy, the result
was largely a foregone one, and rigorous hunting over the centuries resulted in the
population of tigers being reduced from well over 100,000 in 1600 to about 50,000
in 1900, then to fewer than 2,500 by 1970,% and colonialism played a significant
part in the process. At present, tigers have lost an estimated 95 per cent of their
historical range and there are only about 4,500 of them remaining in the wild.”

The Manipuri worldview: The tiger in culture
and folklore

The association of the tiger with the Meiteis is as old as their civilisation itself.
In Panthoibi Khongun, the ancient myth of the Meiteis that deals with the creation
of the universe, the protagonist, Nongpok Ningthou, is depicted as being able to

31 Robert Wessing, “The Last Tiger in East Java: Symbolic Continuity in Ecological Change’, Asian Folklore Studies
54, n0.2 (1995): 194, doi.org/10.2307/1178941.

32 DPeter Boomgaard, Frontiers of Fear: Tigers and People in Malay World, 1600—1950 (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 2001), 213, doi.org/10.12987/yale/9780300085396.001.0001.

33 Joseph Seeley and Aaron Skabelund, ‘Tigers—Real and Imagined—in Korea’s Physical and Cultural Landscape’,
Environmental History 20, no. 3 (2015): 485, doi.org/10.1093/envhis/emv079.

34  Green, Tiger, 21.

35 World Wildlife Fund, ‘Tiger’, www.worldwildlife.org/species/tiger, accessed 3 April 2023.

101


http://doi.org/10.2307/1178941
http://doi.org/10.12987/yale/9780300085396.001.0001
http://doi.org/10.1093/envhis/emv079
http://www.worldwildlife.org/species/tiger

102

International Review of Environmental History - Volume 10, Issue 1, 2024

transform himself into a tiger. Panthoibi, his love interest and the principal female
character, is still worshipped as the all-powerful female deity, with a tiger as her
mount.*® In Poireiton Khuntokpa, the mythical story of the migration of Poireiton®
and his companions to the Manipur Valley, what stood in the way between them and
the ‘promised land’ was a monstrous man-eating tiger. As the story goes, a tiger that
was hiding in a bush devoured the brave Khomreng, who was asked to lead the way.
Only after successfully defeating and driving away the tiger could settlement on the
land begin.*® Thus, the threat of the tiger to humans has been perceived since the
creation of the universe and the settlement of the Meiteis itself, and this persisted
until they were completely eradicated.

The tiger also forms an integral part of the Mao Naga myth of the origin of human
settlement. The Mao Nagas believed that Ora (spirit), Okbe (tiger) and Omei (man)
were brothers born out of the miraculous union of the clouds in the sky and the first
woman, called Dziiliamosiiro.”” All went well until the mother got sick and the issue
of inheritance of the land arose. The mother distrusted the tiger for he was always
trying to eat her, and, together with the spirit, she became sicker. Obviously, man, as
favoured and blessed by the mother, won in the contest to choose who would inherit.
It was believed that, dejected in defeat, the tiger went into the dense jungle and
settled there, while the spirit vanished in the far south.®

The Tangkhul Nagas believed that their ancestors had emerged from a cave at
a place on the hill known as Murringphy, which is about four day journey away
in the north-west of the valley of Manipur. In the beginning, no one could leave
the cave because it was guarded by a tiger that devoured anyone who attempted to
escape. Only after it was duped and driven away could the Tangkhul Nagas™ ancestors
leave the cave.” The Anal, Purum and Kom tribes also believed in the ‘cave origin
theory’ in which a man-eating tiger stood in the way of their ancestors reaching
their ‘promised land’. The ancestors of those tribes had to kill the tiger to get out of
the cave and start their settlement. The distinct characteristics of the tiger that are
common and critical to these ancient beliefs of the different native communities
include that they are untrustworthy and bloodthirsty, and hence constitute a constant

36 Lisam Sophia, ‘Critically Endangered in Nature but Abundant in Folklore: Legends of Tigers in Manipur’,
Nidan: International Journal for Indian Studies 6, no. 2 (2021): 36, doi.org/10.36886/nidan.2021.6.2.3.

37  Brother of Khamnung Thongarel, the king of the dead and the ruler of the underworld in Meitei myth.
He migrated to Manipur Valley during the reign of Pakhangba, who ruled during the first century AD.

38 Yumjao, Poireiton Khunthokpa—The Story of Poireiton’, in Notes on Meithei (Manipuri) Beliefs and Custom by
J. C. Higgins, ed. ]. Parratt (Imphal: Manipur State Archives, Government of Manipur, 1998), 9.

39 A. Kapesa, ‘Ethnographic Study of the Mao Naga Tribe of Manipur, India’, International Journal of Advanced
Research 5 no. 3 (2017): 1120, doi.org/10.21474/I]JAR01/3614.

40 X. P Mao, “The Origin of Tiger, Spirit and Humankind: A Mao Naga Myth’, Ukhrul Times, 24 October 2020,
ukhrultimes.com/the-origin-of-tiger-spirit-and-humankind-a-mao-naga-myth, accessed 16 November 2023.

41 R. Brown, Statistical Account of the Native State of Manipur and the Hill Territory under Its Rule (New Delhi:
Forward Books, 2018), 37 (first published 1874).
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threat to humankind. Thus, the tiger was analogous in the culture and worldview of
the Meiteis and the tribals to a malevolent and vicious creature that stood in the way
of the very foundation of their existence itself.

The Meiteis also have a repository of folk-tales traversing diverse themes. Deep cultural
values and beliefs are rooted in these stories, influencing both family and individual
behaviour.*> The tiger is ubiquitous as an antagonist in the various folklores, folk
songs, ballads and stories of Manipur. In most of the lore, ballads and songs involving
them, a tiger is either the kidnapper or the mauler of the ‘damsel in distress’ and thus
must be killed valorously by the male protagonist. Therefore, the Meiteis neither
revered the tiger nor gave it the cultural prominence that it enjoyed in other societies.

Although the tiger is the most commonly mentioned of the animals in the folk-tales
of the Meiteis, its power and strength was both ‘despised and celebrated’. Though
they considered the tiger an arch-enemy, the Manipuris preferred its strength to the
timidity of weaker animals,® and hence it finds a place in most of the animal folk-
tales. In almost all the tales of the Meiteis, the tiger is depicted ‘paradoxically as
both bumbling fool and menacing threat’, as the historians Joseph Seeley and Aaron
Skabelund succinctly describe its Korean counterpart.*

One of the most often repeated folk-tales of Manipur, Keibu-Keioiba, is the story
of a shaman turning into a half-tiger, half-human creature as a result of his botched
practice of the black arts, and the transformed creature is depicted as both bloodthirsty
and an outcaste. He kidnaps a beautiful damsel called Thabaton, whom he makes
his wife and keeps in captivity. The story ends with Keibu-Keioiba being fooled by
Thabaton and killed by her brothers, who comes searching for her. In the story, the
tiger, though malicious and powerful, is a fool and easily duped; thus, it possesses
a paradoxical character, as mentioned above.”

In another popular folk-tale of the Meiteis, Tapta Laak ae, or “There came Tapta,
a tiger enters a house in a village one rainy night and hides in the stable to feast on
the horses. At the same time, a thief also enters the stable in order to steal the horses.
While waiting for the owners to go to sleep, both tiger and thief are distracted by the
sound of a crying baby. The mother tries to pacify the baby, telling it that a tiger is
coming to frighten him, without avail. The mother then mentions that several other
ferocious animals will come if the baby does not stop crying. The baby only stops
crying when the mother mentions the name 7apra.* The tiger is frightened of Tapra
since it imagines him as a powerful and terrible animal, and ends up being ridden
by the thief who mistakes the tiger for a horse. Fearing that 7zpta has taken him,

42 Ch. Supriya Devi, ‘Oral Tradition: An Anthropological Insight on the Folktales of Meitei’, National Journal of
Multidisciplinary Research and Development 2, no. 3 (2017): 182.

43 M. Kriti Singh, Folk Culture of Manipur (Delhi: Manas, 1993), 13.

44 Seeley and Skabelund, “Tigers’, 480.

45 Sophia, ‘Critically Endangered in Nature’, 37.

46 'The sound of falling raindrops on the roof of a house.
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the anxious tiger runs away and obeys the thief, whatever he commands. These two
stories reflect the deep fear and anxiety of the Meiteis, where the depredations of tigers
were a constant and lurking threat to humans and their livestock. In both stories, the
tiger is seen as either a man-eater or a taker of domesticated animals. The two stories
also paint the tiger as having a personality which amalgamates ferocity, hatred and
strength with foolishness.”” In the folk-tales of the Naga and Kuki tribes also, the
tiger is painted as having a flawed character—one who is strong and powerful, but
innocent and foolish at the same time.

In the epic of the Meiteis, Khamba and Thoibi,*® which is the last incarnation of
the Moirang Saiyon,” the tiger, reflecting the culture and values of the prevailing
times, again is personified first as a ferocious man-eater whose elimination is the
responsibility of the state, and secondly as a beast to test the wit and valour of
humankind. Atom Puremba, the father of the protagonist Khamba, is honoured and
rewarded for killing nine tigers, and, in the process, saving the king’s life during a
hunting expedition. He is given one of the queens as a reward for his bravery, as the
king has no daughters.”® Further, the trial of strength and wit between Khamba and
Nongban, his antagonist, as to who will win the hand of Thoibi, the princess and the
principal female character, is decided by a duel fought by the two men against the
monstrous man-eater, infamous as the ‘Khoirentak tiger’.”! Here, the epic illustrates
several traits of the tiger, as painted by Meitei society. First, the mighty beast is
depicted as a powerful symbol, and its slaying by the valorous Puremba, the father,
and then Khamba, the son, shows the triumph of good and righteousness over the
evil and powerful. The vanquished tiger also exemplifies the superiority of man over
animals; a keen tussle witnessed regularly in the Manipuri kingdom in earlier times.
Moreover, the practice of giving either the wife or daughter of the king as a reward
to the slayer of a tiger highlights two aspects of the then prevailing social norms.
The first was the importance attached to killing of a beast whose destruction was
considered as a sine qua non and the foremost duty of the state. The second aspect
reflected the inferior social position of women, which meant they could be offered as
rewards to brave warriors at the whim of a man.

47 Sophia, ‘Critically Endangered in Nature’, 34.

48  Immortalised by the Manipuri poet Hijam Anganghal in his monumental work Khamba Thoibi Seireng
(The Poetry of Khamba Thoibi) running to approximately 39,000 lines. The oral folk tale of Khamba Thoibi is
believed to date from the twelfth century.

49 Tales of the incarnation of two star-crossed lovers in the former principality of Moirang in Manipur. For more
details, see Sanico Ningthoujam, Gender in Folk Tales: Re-reading Khamba Thoibi (New Delhi: Zuban, 2021).

50 T. C. Hodson, The Meitheis (Delhi: B.R. Publishing Corporation, 1981), 132 (first published 1908).

51 A vicious man-eater that terrorised the inhabitants of Khoirentak in former Moirang principality, as depicted in

the epic of Khamba Thoibi.
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Tiger hunting in Manipur: Across the ages

In the not-so-distant past, several species of the cat family were plentiful in Manipur,
of which mention may be made of the tiger (Panthera tigris), leopard (Panthera pardus),
Asian golden cat (Catopuma temminckii), leopard cat (Prionailurus bengalensis),
clouded leopard (Neofelis nebulosa) and jungle cat (Felis chaus). Among them, the
tiger was the most common and abundantly found, and was considered as a menace
to the people.”” Those found in Manipur were probably of the Bengal tiger subspecies
as they frequently attained a large size, as is mentioned by the colonial statisticians
E. W. Dun and R. Brown.” The Cheitharol Kumbaba mentioned the king catching
a tiger in 1945 as long as 10.5 feet (3.2 metres) and another in 1929 that measured
10 feet (3 metres).** Thus, the subspecies of tiger found in Manipur was likely to have
been much larger than the Indo-Chinese tigers found in neighbouring Myanmar
(Burma).

The human—tiger interaction in Manipur has been marked by violent conflicts
throughout history, and more so from the second half of the seventeenth century as
the might of the Manipuri kingdom grew. Apart from the regular hunting of tigers,
the Cheitharol Kumbaba is replete with instances of human victims of the animal.
In earlier times when tigers wreaked havoc and regularly created a psychosis or fear
of their ‘real or imagined’ attacks, the tussle between them and man was a matter of
life and death for the Manipuris.”> With the rise of the Manipuri kingdom, tigers
were considered the main threat to its existence and continuation, apart from the
repeated, devastating Burmese invasions. The situation bears an eerie similarity with
the Koreans under the Joseon Dynasty: as the American orientalist W. E. Griffis aptly
put it in his 1911 study, ‘After the Chinese, the Tigers'.”® Similarly, the Manipuris
have fought against the Burmese for most of their existence and often suffered at their
hands, while in peacetime they tussled with tigers.

In order to tackle the ever-looming menace, tigers were hunted according to an
elaborate and systematic arrangement made by the state. To prevent the ravages
they caused, killing tigers was once an important and serious affair of the state that
successive kings had to perform for the protection of their subjects as well as the overall
progress of their kingdom. The Manipuris thus, for the sake of their own survival,
always considered the tiger as a powerful adversary that had to be eliminated, and
their hunting was gradually developed into an art. The local chronicle, Masil, which
categorises the occupations and work to be performed by the people, says:

52 Brown, Swtistical Account, 29; W. McCulloch, Valley of Manipur (Delhi: Gian Publications, 1980), 29 (first
published 1859); B. Kullachandra Sharma, Meiteigi Sha-lan Phabagi Thouram Khara (Imphal: B. Roshan Manuscript
Library, 1998), 43.

53 E.W. Dun, Gazetteer of Manipur (Delhi: Manas, 1992), 54 (first published 1886); Brown, Statistical Account, 17.
54 Nepram Bihari, The Cheitharol Kumbaba: The Royal Chronicle of Manipur (Delhi: Spectrum, 2012), 501, 459.
55 R. K Jhaljit Singh, A Short History of Manipur (Imphal: O.K. Store, 1965), 125.

56 W. E. Griffis, Corea: The Hermit Nation (New York: Scribner’s Sons, 1911), 321.
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Saana keina mee, san, sagol soklabadi hajarin hiuching purel hoidana huiroiga
loinaduna chatkani. Saane meene yengnagani. Saa woirabadi saa themgani.
Keiroi pumnada meihum morok pigani, lamseng tuseng sel lising manga lougani.>’

Whenever tiger attacks man, cattle or ponies, the Hajari*® will lead the Huirois*®

and must proceed there. There shall be a contest between man and beast. If the
beast is angry or ferocious, it shall be tamed. All Keirups shall be given Meihum
Morok,” and 5,000 Sel®' shall be taken from the court for clearing the place.

Thus, the face-off between man and beast was considered a sort of contest which
humankind must win to maintain its dominion over the ultimate unruly element
of nature. Furthermore, tigers were always blamed for violent encounters, and their
ultimate fate at the hands of man was described in erudite narratives constructed by
the people and elaborated by the state. However, contrary to the well-constructed
narratives, in practice most of the hunting and killing of tigers was not in retaliation
for their attacks but rather was unprovoked, as is shown by Cheitharol Kumbaba.
Either the king himself or his close associates led the hunting expeditions and were
watched by his subjects in large numbers. Thus, apart from its role in the protection
of human and animal lives, the hunting had an element of demonstrating the power
of the monarch over nature, as was done in other parts of India, including by the
Mughal emperors.®* The British colonial rulers in India, as mentioned eatlier, also
considered the animal as both vermin and a prized trophy,® and its hunting was a
symbol of their ability to both control and rule nature and the natives.*

Further, big game hunting, as observed in other parts of the world, was also considered
the favourite royal pastime in Manipur. In fact, regular hunting expeditions were
organised by successive kings, who killed a large number of animals and birds. Tigers
were considered the worthiest adversary and were the most prized trophy of all.
However, tiger hunting expeditions led by the British were not seen in Manipur,
unlike in other parts of colonial India where the ‘7zj left a deep mark in natural
world’, as the historian Mahesh Rangarajan concisely puts it.®> Unlike other parts of
India, Manipur came under the 7zj very late, only in 1891. By that time, the majority
of tigers had already been annihilated and the remaining few had taken refuge in
the interior mountains, where they were undisturbed by humans. However, during

57 Kh. Chandrasekhar Singh, Masi/ (Imphal: Meitei Mayek Organising and Research Association,1997), 27.

58 Commander of either a thousand horses or men. Derived from the Hindi word hajar.

59  Hui means dog and 7o means to own or accompany.

60 A type of communication relayed to members of Keirups from one village to another where burning chilies
(morok) are tied to a wooden torch (meihum). Also discussed in a later section.

61  An old currency of Manipur that is made of bell metal.

62 Sramek, ‘Face Him Like a Briton’, 660.

63 Rajarshi Mitra, “To Hunt or Not to Hunt: Tiger Hunting, Conservation and Collaboration in Colonial India’,
International Journal for History, Culture and Modernity 7, no. 1 (2019): 816, doi.org/10.18352/hcm.587.

64  Shafqat Hussain, ‘Sports-Hunting, Fairness and Colonial Identity: Collaboration and Subversion in the
Northwestern Frontier Region of the British Indian Empire’, Conservation and Society 8, no. 2 (2010): 113, doi.org/
10.4103/0972-4923.68911.

65  Rangarajan, Indias Wildlife History, 33.
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the second half of the nineteenth century, there were numerous instances of British
political agents and their families accompanying tiger hunting expeditions led by
either the king or other members of the royal family.

Table 1: Number of tigers hunted in the valley of Manipur (1650-1950).

Period Numbers Average killed/caught per year
1650-1700 42 0.86

1700-1750 71 1.42

1750-1800 42 0.84

1800-1850 195 39

1850-1900 332 6.64

1900-1950 49 0.98

Total 731 2.08

Source: Compiled from Cheitharol Kumbaba.

Table 1 shows the number of tigers either caught or killed in the valley of Manipur
between 1650 and 1950, as recorded in Cheitharol Kumbaba. Though there are
records of catching of tigers as early as 969 in Cheitharol Kumbaba, detailed, accurate
and continuous data on their hunting, as mentioned earlier, can be obtained from
only the middle of the seventeenth century onwards. In fact, the events recorded in
the chronicle prior to the period under consideration lack both detail and accuracy.
Moreover, data collection is limited due to the chronicle’s failure to properly record
the instances of tiger hunting in the mountain areas of Manipur that constitute
approximately 90 per cent of the state’s total area where the animal was also found
abundantly until the beginning of the twentieth century.®® However, between
1910 and 1924, 189 tigers were either caught or killed in the mountain area, for
which rewards were paid.”” However, it is possible that many more were killed
for which rewards were not claimed. Further, many more tigers caught or killed in the
valley were not recorded, and thus the actual numbers could be much higher.®® The
number pales in comparison with the number of tigers slaughtered in the 50 years
from 1875 to 1925 in all of India. However, it needs to be mentioned here that
these animals need a large area as their habitat, ranging 60-150 km”* for the male
and 20-60 km? for the female in the case of the Bengal tiger.*” Since the Manipur
Valley comprises only about 2,000 km?, the number of tigers killed per 1,000 km?
was quite substantial.

66  The total geographical area of Manipur is 22,327 km?. According to the 2011 census, it has a total population
of 2.8 million.

67 J. C. Higgins, “The Game Birds and Animals of the Manipur State with Notes of Their Numbers, Migration and
Habitats, Journal of the Bombay Natural History Society 37, no. 2 (1934): 308.

68  Jhaljit Singh, A Short History, 125.

69  Gayathri Vaidyanathan, ‘India’s Tigers Seem to be a Massive Success Story—Many Scientists Aren’t Sure’, Nazure
574, no. 7780 (2019): 614, doi.org/10.1038/d41586-019-03267-z.
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However, one thing that set Manipur apart from other cultures in Asia where tigers
likewise were hunted in the past is that neither their skin nor their bones were
treasured, the sole aim appearing to be the elimination of the beast. Neither are there
records of any tiger parts, including the skin, being exported to other countries, nor
were they extensively used to adorn the royal court.

Further, a study of the pattern of tiger hunting over the period confirms that hunting
was necessitated not so much by the desire for retaliation for their attacks on humans
and livestock, but rather by the need for the expansion of settlement and cultivation to
feed the expanding population, and hence the need to dominate nature. The practice
of the reclamation of forests and swamps due to increasing population pressure from
the close of the seventeenth century greatly disturbed the tiger, leading to increasingly
violent encounters with humans. In fact, the greatest number of tigers were killed
during the period of consolidation of the kingdom, when there was a need for more
cultivable lands and for settlement to meet increasing population pressure.

Not surprisingly, during times of extreme disruption such as war, attention was
diverted to the overcoming of greater adversaries, so scant attention was paid to hunting
tigers. A much smaller number of tigers was either caught or killed in the decades
of the 1720s, 1760s, 1810s and 1890s, mainly due to Manipur’s series of adversarial
conflicts, mostly with the Burmese. On the other hand, the greatest number of tigers
was hunted during the peaceful period from 1826 to 1890, during which Manipur
began to reconsolidate itself after experiencing the worst period in its long history,
inflicted by the invading Burmese, known as the infamous ‘Seven Years Devastation’
of 1819-26. During that peaceful period of 65 years, approximately 500 tigers were
either caught or killed in the small Manipur Valley, an average of eight tigers per year.
Thus, from the pattern of hunting over the years, it looks clear that the hunts were not
in retaliation for the depredations of the beast on humans; rather they were carried out
due to the need for more land resulting from the gradual expansion of the population
and the necessity of meeting its demands. The tiger was a symbol of rogue, untamed
and unruly nature that stood in the way of Manipuri valour and progress, and had to
simply give way and sacrifice itself on the altar of human civilisation. In the battle for
supremacy between man and nature, wild animals, including tigers, were seen to be
doomed, and their fate was a foregone conclusion.

The Keirup: The institutionalised hunting
of tigers

In the past, Manipur was seemingly in the constant grip of violent tiger attacks.
Aside from their taking livestock, there were several instances of tiger attacks leading
to the loss of several human lives during the period 1650 to 1950. According to
Cheitharol Kumbaba, there were occasional reports of violent tiger attacks leading
to considerable loss of human life starting in 1682 and continuing until 1946. The spate
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of attacks escalated considerably in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries due to
increased human—tiger interaction, likely to have resulted from human population
expansion and the consequent loss of the tiger’s habitat. Among the numerous tiger
attacks on humans that were recorded, the deadliest was the killing of seven people by
a single tiger that entered a house in 1847.7° The chronicle also mentions occasional
instances of man-eaters being caught. Apart from that, numerous hunters also lost
their lives in pursuit of the beast, especially before the introduction of firearms.

To preserve human and animal lives from the ever-looming menace, the state put
forward meticulous and elaborate arrangements for eliminating tigers in the valley.”!
Organisations called Keirup, or tiger-clubs, existed all over the kingdom, every village
having one.”” Their main purpose was the ‘ringing and killing’ of tigers as soon as they
were located.”” The origin of the Keirup is obscure, but it was standardised during the
reign of King Khagemba, from 1597 to 1652.7

Those who were subject to lallup,” or forced labour service, also had to belong to
a Keirup, and hence were compelled to take part in hunting tigers whenever and
wherever the animals were found in their locality.”® Moreover, in the Loi”” villages
where people were exempted from /allup, every able-bodied man had to be part of
a Keirup and take part in the hunting of tigers in their vicinity. By virtue of his
being the head of state, all the Keirups worked and were co-ordinated under the
king’s supervision. Further, the Keirups in far-flung places were entrusted to the
supervision of a superior known as ‘Aya Purel Major , who in turned assigned officials
called Keiroithous.”® The Keirups, acting as military organisations, were designed to
perform dual duties—preparing for war during foreign invasions and in peacetime
catching tigers. Thus, the members of Keirups acted as ‘messengers of war’”—against
foreign enemies during wartime and during peacetime against the local enemy, that
is, the tiger.

70  Bihari, The Cheitharol Kumbaba, 212.

71  Gangmumei Kabui, History of Manipur, vol. 1: Pre-colonial Period (New Delhi: National Publishing House,
2003), 228.

72  Hodson, The Meitheis, 46; Brown, Statistical Account, 17.

73 Higgins, “The Game Birds’, 308.

74  Kshetrimayum Melody, ‘Tracing the Evolution of Marup in Manipur Valley’, Sociological Bulletin 66, no. 3
(2017): 353, doi.org/lO. 1177/0038022917727080.

75 It was also a military organisation like the Keirup; lal means war and /up means club or organisation. Every able-
bodied male between the age of 17 and 60 was a part of /a//up and was obligated to render ten days of free labour
every 40 days for the state in lieu of tax.

76 N. Birachandra, ‘Social Institutions in Ancient Manipur: Singlup, Keirup and Lallup’, Sahitya Mapao 88 (2014):
29.

77 A community considered inferior in the Meitei social hierarchy and hence categorised as outcaste. They paid
tributes of different kinds to the king.

78 Nandalal Sharma, Meitrabak (Imphal: O.K. Store, 1960), 27.

79 N. Ibobi Singh, The Manipur Administration (1709-1907) (Imphal: Ningombam Ibetombi Devi, 2003), 97.
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In Joseon Korea, too, where the conflict between man and tiger was equally frequent
and violent, the local magistrates similarly organised hunting parties.*” The Chinese
dynastic rulers facing similar depredations by tigers also commissioned battalions of
tiger-hunting soldiers known as Chakho Kapsa.®' In Java, too, due to constant threats
from tigers to both human and animal lives, an official government gazette published
in 1820 proposed constituting a society for the eradication of tigers on the island.®
Similarly, during colonial rule in India, night watches were organised by villagers
where there were constant threats of attacks by tigers and, in some cases, Shikaris
(hunters) were hired to kill them.*> However, an arrangement to thwart the menace of
tigers where most of the able-bodied men of a state were involved was perhaps unique
to Manipur. It speaks of the magnitude of the threat, the seriousness with which tigers
were taken as dangerous adversaries and the perceived need for their destruction.

The different Keirups in all parts of the kingdom functioned as one disciplined and
organised unit. Whenever the presence of a tiger was detected in any part of the
kingdom, the news was relayed to the court without delay, as most of the time it
was the king who led the hunting expeditions. In the earlier period, the news was
then relayed to the neighbouring villages through the beat of a particular type of
drum called ‘Kangla Yaibung . In the later period, a form of communication known
as ‘Meihum Morok’ replaced it.* In this, a bunch of burning chillies (morok in
Meiteilon) tied to the top of a stick was carried through the villages by a runner. The
stick was either a burnt or a burning one, according to the seriousness of the threat.
The symbolic meaning of burning chillies was that the order of the king was as hot
as they were.”” The perception of the threat from the beast and the urgency of the
matter was also indicated by the colour of the chillies tied to the wooden torch. If the
threat of the tiger was perceived to be serious and urgent, then red chillies were used,
whereas in situations that could wait, green chillies were used instead.

It was the duty of the Keirups to trap the tiger (or tigers) with a net, and this being
done, the Huirois or the scouts would follow its trail and mark its lair. The Huirois
with the help of trained dogs tracked the tiger and thus confirmed its presence.®
It was also believed that the Huirois could tame the tiger without the use of weapons
by singing what was known as the Huiroi song,”” but this seems like an exaggeration
as the royal court chronicle reported several instances of the Huirois being mauled
by tigers.

80 E.R. Canda, ‘The Korean Tiger: Trickster and Servant of the Sacred’, Korea Journal (1981): 26.
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Lanpao, 22 April 2013, e-pao.net/epSubPageExtractor.asp?src=features.Focus_On_Media.Knocking The_Electric_
Poles_Most_effective_traditional_Media_in_modern_Manipur, accessed 16 November 2023.
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The mode of hunting adopted by the hunters was to clear the jungle and ring the lair
of the animal with a fence of nets to protect themselves. Behind the nets, a stockade
of reeds and bamboo was erected so that the tiger would not be able to escape and,
this being done, the news was finally reported to the capital.® Then, rockets or rough
squibs were fired off towards the area where the animal was hiding, which drove
the ‘infuriated beast’ into the nets, where it was either speared to death or shot.*
The choice of weapon for hunting was poisoned arrows, and these were replaced in
the later period by a weapon known as Lambu-ta, or ‘long spear’.”® However, the
dynamics of the power struggle between beast and man changed completely in favour
of the latter with the introduction of firearms in the nineteenth century. A great
number of people, including members of the royal family, generally watched the
whole event. The English naturalist Richard Lydekker, referring to an anonymous
writer on tiger hunting organised by the Keirups in this period, wrote:

Generally, the real sport is shown with the spear, and the coup de grace given
by a rifle shot. Anyhow, the men engaged display great courage and coolness,
and the whole affair is not a vulgar piece of butchery but a game of skill, till a
well-directed shot ends it.”!

The Keirups, as the main institution of the state in the fight against tigers, were
successful in performing their assigned duty until they ceased to exist, along with the
abolition of /a/lup by the colonial rulers, in 1892. By that time, such organised hunts
had become increasingly unnecessary, as the majority of tigers had already been killed
and the remaining few had retreated into dense forest in the mountains.

Keiyang Thekpa: The man-versus-beast sport

Keiyang Thekpa was an obscure sport of the Meiteis that has been long relegated to
memories of the past. It was also considered to be a ritual or a cultural ceremony.
The sport was played occasionally in Manipur after catching tigers in the first half
of the nineteenth century. Literally, the name refers to breaking the spine of a tiger
with the bare hand, armed with just a spear, and hence only a few selected men of
valour were allowed to play this daring sport.”” Men of the highest valour were pitted
against the beast in a one-to-one contest for supremacy. As well as being pitted against
men, tigers were occasionally made to fight against other animals too. The Cheitharol
Kumbaba mentions a fight between a tiger whose front legs had been broken and

88 W. McCulloch, Valley of Manipur (Delhi: Gian Publications, 1980), 30 (first published 1859).

89 Hodson, 7he Meitheis, 46.

90 Birachandra, ‘Social Institutions’, 29.

91 Richard Lydekker, ed., 7he Royal Natural History, vol. 1 (London and New York: Frederick Warne & Co., 1894),
377.

92 S.N. A. Parratt, The Court Chronicle of the Kings of Manipur: The Cheitharol Kumpapa, vol. 2: 1764—1843 CE
(New Delhi: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 134.
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an elephant in the year 1674 in the main marketplace, though the outcome was not
recorded. In 1865, a fight was also recorded between a tiger and a buffalo in which
both animals died on the spot.”

The rationale behind the sport was to show the triumph of the valorous man over the
ferocious and untamed beast, to awaken and instil a warlike spirit in the people as
the kingdom was subjected to frequent wars, especially with the Burmese. From the
beginning of the eighteenth century until the first quarter of the nineteenth century,
the history of Manipur was marred by a series of devastating wars and counter-wars
with the rising Burmese Empire. After the Burmese left Manipur due to their defeat
in the First Anglo-Burmese War of 1824-26, reconsolidating the kingdom caused
numerous feuds with various tribal chiefs. The origin of the sport is attributed by
Cheitharol Kumbaba to King Chaurjit; he played it for the first time in 1804.”
Cheitharol Kumbaba describes the Keiyang Thekpa that was performed in 1804 thus:

24 Friday,” Ningthem’® went to Wurup and caught a tiger. On the following
day, Saturday, Ningthem himself displayed the Keiyang Thekpa and killed a
tiger by breaking its spine in public at the Moirampa market place. There were
tussles with the tiger.”

There is also an earlier a record of tigers pitted against men in a form of gladiatorial
combat. In 1687, three tigers out of the eight captured near the capital Imphal were
speared to death in the main marketplace before an audience.”® However, it appears
this fight was organised for the purposes of amusement, unlike the ritual of Keiyang
Thekpa that was introduced much later.

The sport was played before a huge audience and was considered as a show of valour
as well as an act of hero-worship.”” A similar kind of ritual involving tigers was also
observed in the Malay world, where the rulers organised it to achieve the dual aim
of showing their warriors’ bravery and, more importantly, their own invincibility.'®
As a part of gladiatorial combat, the ancient Romans also staged fights in the arena
between men and various kinds of animals.'®!

However, in Rome, the fights were more of a public spectacle in which the performers,
known as Venators, were of lowly background and the outcome did not matter as long
it provided entertainment to the public. In contrast, Keiyang Thekpa was considered
a ritual as well as a sport to be enjoyed by the people, the purpose being more the

93 Bihari, 7he Cheitharol Kumbaba, 77.

94 Sharma, Meiteigi Sha-lan, 50; Parratt, The Court Chronicle, 65.

95 'The month was Lamta, i.e. February/March.

96 The Manipuri term for the king.
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glorification of the performer and, as mentioned above, an act of hero-worship.
The common people were forbidden to play the sport, and only the king, the crown
prince, the commander-in-chief and a few proven men permitted by the king could
take part in it.'® Moreover, the performer had to adhere to a certain dress code by
wearing only prescribed traditional Meitei attire, otherwise, it was believed, the
performance would lead to misfortune, ‘Chakton Phidon Lomba’, meaning extreme
penury on the part of the kingdom.'® It was also believed that non-adherence to the
strict dress code would shorten the lives of both the king and queen.

Keiyang Thekpa, as mentioned above, was performed to fulfil certain objectives: the
scholar B. Kullachandra Sharma mentions various accomplishments such as creating
a spectacle of valour in which man is shown to be triumphant over the beast that rules
nature.'” The sport was also meant to encourage acts of war so that a fighting spirit
against any adversaries could be instilled in the people. It was also meant to bring
peace, prosperity and, in case of war, victory for the kingdom against its enemies.
Further, it was also believed that the spirit of the tiger accompanied the soul of the
performer to heaven when he died.

Table 2: Keiyang Thekpa in the history of Manipur.

Year Day Place Performer

1804 Saturday Moiramba Market King Chaurjit

1823 Friday Kangla King Jadu Singh
1839 Tuesday Lamshang Jubraj Nara Singh
1844 Sunday Poirou Khongjin Loitamcha Major
1852 Thursday Kangla Premananda Major

Source: Nepram Bihari, The Cheitharol Kumbaba: The Royal Chronicle of Manipur (Delhi: Spectrum,
2012) and B. Kullachandra Sharma, Meiteigi Sha-lan Phabagi Thouram Khara (Imphal: B. Roshan
Manuscript Library, 1998).

The chronology in the above table reveals that the sport was generally played as a
means of glorifying the kings on their ascent to the throne. King Chaurjit ascended
to the throne in 1803, King Jadu in 1823 and King Nara Singh in 1844. The sport
appears to have come to an abrupt end, and there is no record of it after 1852 in
Cheitharol Kumbaba. However, in another manuscript, Keipharol, there are mentions
of it being played until the reign of King Surchandra (1886-90), though the dates
and years were not properly recorded.'®

102 Naoroibam Indramani, 7he Socio-cultural and Historical Accounts of Manipur (Imphal: N.I. Publications, 2015),
201.

103 N. Khelchandra Singh, Ariba Manipuri Longei (Imphal: Manipur State Kala Academy, 1978), 27.

104 Sharma, Meiteigi Sha-lan, 46.

105 Ibid., 53.

13



14

International Review of Environmental History - Volume 10, Issue 1, 2024

Conclusion

The tiger was found abundantly in Manipur until the nineteenth century. However,
it was hunted systematically and rigorously for various reasons. The institution
of Keirup, headed by successive kings, was instrumental in killing them in large
numbers. A practice seldom found in other cultures, all the able-bodied men of
the kingdom who were part of the Keirup were directly involved in hunting the
animal. By placing bounties on them, commoners were also encouraged to kill tigers.
The anthropocentric view of the Manipuris, as reflected in numerous folklores, folk
songs, ballads and bedtime stories, labelled tigers as malign and evil man-eaters that
stood in the way of human progress. They were hence vilified, and hunting them was
justified by branding them as ferocious and malicious provokers who faced retribution
at the hand of ‘just and valorous” humankind.

Centuries of relentless hunting have resulted in the near eradication of the tiger
population in Manipur. However, despite the narrative of the tiger being a malicious
and bloodthirsty animal which stood in the path of human settlement and progress,
it is argued here that they were exterminated in Manipur mostly in order to allow the
expansion of human settlement in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Moreover,
the animal was also considered to be the ultimate element of unconquered nature
upon which the wit and valour of humankind could be tested. As such, the hunting
of tigers, as well as the sport involving them, was often a grand public spectacle in
which an intrepid ruler fought and vanquished them.

Successive Manipuri kings used tiger hunting as a means to display their heroism and
hence perpetuate the allegiance of their subjects. Conflict with tigers was also used
to instil a warlike spirit among the general population so that it would be ready for
any eventuality in case of conflict with external forces. Although a few signs of the
tigers' presence in the form of occasional migration are still apparent in the remote
interior mountain ranges of the eastern parts of the state, most of what is left of them
is nostalgia and a place in the popular cultural imagination of the people. The tiger
seems to be long gone from Manipur; what remains of it are mere shadows and
memories of the magnificent beast that once roamed and ruled the region’s vast plains
and lush green mountains.
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