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Abstract

This study explores the educational and historiographical traditions of pre-colonial
Manipur, highlighting the richness, resilience, and sophistication of the Meitei
civilization’s indigenous knowledge systems. Grounded in the socio-cultural, ritual, and
moral traditions of Meitei society, pre-colonial Manipur’s education transcended basic
literacy, encompassing religious teachings, ethical guidance, intellectual training, and
martial skills. Central institutions such as temples (Laishangs), the royal court, and the
departmentalized Pandit Loishang played a pivotal role in knowledge dissemination,
while Maichous acted as custodians of oral literature, Puyas, and state chronicles,
ensuring the continuity of cultural memory across generations. The Meitei Mayek script
facilitated the recording of historical and religious texts, exemplified by chronicles such
as the Cheitharol Kumbaba, while scholars like Angom Gopiram contributed to systematic
historiography through works like Numit Kappa and Masil, introducing empirical
observation, chronological sequencing, and socio-political documentation. The interplay
of oral traditions, folktales, ballads, and ritual performances with written records created
a dynamic, contextually relevant, and morally instructive educational system that
fostered civic values, social cohesion, and adaptive learning. While colonial educational
interventions disrupted these indigenous structures, the pre-colonial framework had
already established a robust intellectual and cultural foundation, reflecting
methodological sophistication and societal resilience. By analyzing institutional
structures, oral and written knowledge transmission, and historiographical practices,
this study underscores the critical role of indigenous education in shaping civilizational
identity, historical consciousness, and governance in pre-colonial Manipur. The findings
provide valuable insights into how culturally embedded and holistic education systems
can sustain intellectual continuity, ethical training, and communal memory over
centuries.
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Introduction

Education in Manipur possesses a profound and enduring legacy that predates the advent
of colonial educational systems. Rooted deeply in the socio-cultural and ritualistic
framework of Meitei society, the indigenous education system was not merely a
mechanism for acquiring knowledge but a holistic process that integrated moral
instruction, practical skills, and communal learning. Central to this system were priests,
elders, and scholar-priests, known as Maichous, who functioned as custodians of
knowledge and cultural values. They imparted learning orally across multiple domains,
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including religion, ethics, astrology, martial training, and traditional medicine, ensuring
that education was both contextually relevant and socially integrative. The capital city,
Kangla, served as the intellectual and literary hub of the state, while the Pandit Loishang
acted as the central institution for preserving, organizing, and disseminating knowledge.
Complementing these institutional arrangements was the Meitei Mayek script, employed
in the recording of historical and religious texts, known as Puyas. These manuscripts
were pivotal in safeguarding the cultural identity and historical memory of the Meitei
people. Key state chronicles, such as the Cheitharol Kumbaba, illustrate the evolution of
historiography in Manipur, reflecting a gradual transition from mythological storytelling
to systematic historical documentation. Scholars like Angom Gopiram played a critical
role in this intellectual trajectory, marking the consolidation of historiographical and
educational continuity in the region.

The pre-colonial educational system in Manipur was characterized by its
experiential, community-oriented, and contextually adaptive nature. Learning extended
beyond formal institutions and was embedded in everyday life, catering to both
intellectual and practical needs of society. Literacy, though restricted to a small elite, was
highly organized, and knowledge transmission was structured through multiple
channels. Temples, or Laishangs, functioned simultaneously as religious centers and
educational institutions, providing instruction in rituals, oral literature, music, and the
Meitei Mayek script. The royal court complemented these institutions by offering elite
education for princes and officials, encompassing law, astrology, statecraft, and military
training. Education in this context was not merely academic; it was deeply moral and civic
in orientation. Cultural practices, including folktales, ballads, and seasonal festivals,
served as pedagogic tools, reinforcing virtues such as courage, filial piety, honesty, and
social cohesion. This integrative approach ensured that knowledge was both practical
and ethical, equipping individuals to navigate the social, political, and spiritual spheres of
life.

Despite the absence of a Western-style formal schooling system, the pre-modern
educational framework of Manipur was sophisticated, inclusive, and resilient. It
effectively transmitted complex knowledge across generations while maintaining
continuity with Meitei cultural values and identity. However, the introduction of colonial
educational paradigms in the 19th century brought significant transformations, leading
to the partial decline of these indigenous structures. Yet, the historical significance of
Manipur’s traditional educational system remains undeniable. It provides invaluable
insights into the mechanisms of knowledge preservation, the role of oral and written
traditions in societal cohesion, and the adaptive strategies that sustained the intellectual
and cultural vibrancy of the Meitei civilization across centuries.

Review of Literatures

The educational and historiographical traditions of Manipur have been extensively
studied by scholars who emphasize the richness and resilience of the indigenous
knowledge systems. Kabui (1997) notes that the Meiteis possessed a pronounced
historical consciousness, which is evident in their chronicles, referred to as Puwari,
encompassing legends, genealogies, and historical accounts. Lokendro (2001)
underscores the pivotal role of the Meitei Mayek script in transmitting cultural
knowledge and sustaining intellectual continuity. Singh (1983) highlights the system of
elite education, exemplified by King Naothing’s tutelage under Chief Hongnem Luwang
Ningthou Punshiba, which integrated moral, historical, and ritual instruction. Kamei
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(2002) elaborates on the organizational structure of the Pandit Loishang, which
maintained departments in astrology, medicine, religious teaching, and moral literature,
training scholars, priests, and healers for societal leadership. Jhalajit (1992) and Kirti
(1988) describe the role of Maichous as oral custodians of the Puyas, preserving
knowledge in religion, cosmology, politics, and ethics, thereby ensuring the continuity of
cultural and intellectual traditions. Parrot (1980) and Suan (2005) emphasize the moral
and social orientation of education, noting that festivals, folktales, and ballads functioned
as pedagogical tools that reinforced ethical values and social cohesion. Sharma (1980)
highlights the disruption caused by colonial educational policies, which undermined
these indigenous structures and led to a decline in traditional pedagogical practices.

Further scholarship elaborates on literacy, historiography, and knowledge
transmission under royal patronage. Singh & Singh (1967) and Kabui (1991) observe that
the royal scribe departments gradually extended literacy beyond state-centric records,
producing chronicles and Puyas that documented law, genealogy, and socio-political
events. Meitei scholars such as Angom Gopiram played a seminal role in advancing
systematic historiography through works like Numit Kappa and Masil, introducing dates,
events, and social norms with minimal mythological embellishment (Singh & Singh, 1967;
Singh, 1988). Kirti (1988) and Kamei (2002) further note that the Pandit Loishang served
as both an educational and intellectual hub, supporting the training of officials in
statecraft, military strategy, and ritual practice. Lokendro (2001), Jhalajit (1992), and
Parrot (1980) stress the integration of oral tradition with written documentation, a
practice that facilitated communal memory, ethical instruction, and historical
consciousness. Scholars such as Sharma (1980), Suan (2005), and Singh (1983) underline
that these mechanisms created an education system that was adaptive, culturally
grounded, and inclusive, capable of sustaining Meitei societal structures over
generations.

Historiographically, the continuous production of chronicles such as Cheitharol
Kumbaba, Ningthourol Lambuba, and Thiyanglon reflects a sophisticated historical
tradition that combined royal, martial, religious, and civic narratives (Singh & Singh,
1967; Kabui, 1991; Singh, 1988). According to Parrot (1980) and Jhalajit (1992), these
chronicles were complemented by puyas focused on law, genealogy, astronomy, and
cosmology, indicating the breadth of scholarly inquiry in pre-modern Manipur. Kirti
(1988), Lokendro (2001), and Kamei (2002) emphasize that such documentation was
critical in maintaining civilizational continuity, reconciling myth with historical fact, and
systematizing knowledge across generations. Suan (2005) and Sharma (1980) note that
while colonial interventions introduced modern schooling, the indigenous system’s
moral, ethical, and practical orientation had already established a resilient intellectual
foundation. Collectively, the literature demonstrates that pre-colonial Manipur had a
highly organized, culturally embedded, and intellectually sophisticated educational and
historiographical tradition, reflecting the adaptive capacities and historical
consciousness of the Meitei civilization.

Objectives

The primary objective of this study is to examine the educational and historiographical
traditions of pre-colonial Manipur, focusing on the structure, organization, and
functioning of its key institutions, including temples (Laishangs), royal courts, and the
Pandit Loishang. The research aims to explore the role of oral traditions, Puyas, and state
chronicles in the transmission of knowledge, preservation of cultural identity, and
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sustenance of historical memory across generations. It also seeks to analyse the
contributions of eminent scholars, notably Angom Gopiram, in shaping and systematizing
traditional historiography through their writings and interpretations. Additionally, the
study intends to assess the impact of integrated cultural, moral, and martial education on
social cohesion, civic values, and governance within Meitei society. Finally, the research
contextualizes the transformations and partial decline of these indigenous educational
and historiographical systems during the colonial period, highlighting the continuity,
adaptation, and resilience of Manipur’s intellectual and cultural heritage.

Materials and Methods

This study employs a qualitative historical research methodology to examine the
educational and historiographical traditions of pre-colonial Manipur. Primary sources
consist of traditional texts, including the Cheitharol Kumbaba, Ningthourol Lambuba,
Thiyanglon, and various Puyas, which provide direct insights into the intellectual, moral,
and administrative frameworks of the period. Secondary sources include scholarly
analyses, historical treatises, and ethnographic accounts by researchers such as Kabui
(1997), Singh & Singh (1967), Lokendro (2001), and Kamei (2002), offering
interpretative perspectives on institutional structures, oral traditions, and
historiographical practices. Data collection involved critical textual analysis,
chronological mapping of educational and historiographical developments, and
comparative evaluation of oral and written records. Thematic coding was applied to
identify recurring motifs in moral instruction, statecraft training, and historical
documentation. Historical triangulation was employed by cross-referencing royal
chronicles, literary works, and contemporary interpretations to ensure the validity,
reliability, and comprehensiveness of findings. This methodology enabled a nuanced
understanding of how educational institutions, cultural practices, and scholarly
contributions collectively shaped Manipur’s intellectual and historiographical legacy.

Analysis and Results

The analysis of pre-colonial educational practices in Manipur reveals a multifaceted
system that seamlessly integrated religious, moral, intellectual, and martial instruction.
Temples (Laishangs), royal courts, and the various departments of the Pandit Loishang
operated as interconnected institutions, each contributing to the holistic education of the
community. Temples served not only as centers of worship but also as spaces for
imparting knowledge in rituals, oral literature, music, and the Meitei Mayek script. The
royal court functioned as an elite educational hub, training princes and officials in law,
astrology, statecraft, and military strategy, while the Pandit Loishang maintained
specialized departments in astrology, medicine, religious teaching, and moral literature.
Central to this system were the Maichous, who acted as custodians of Puyas, chronicles,
and oral literature, transmitting ethical principles, civic virtues, and practical knowledge
across generations. While literacy and historiographical practice were initially confined
to a privileged elite, royal patronage gradually expanded access to selected aspirant
groups, ensuring continuity of intellectual and cultural traditions beyond the immediate
aristocracy.

A detailed historiographical analysis indicates a progression from mythologically
oriented narratives toward more empirical and systematic documentation. Early
chronicles, such as the Cheitharol Kumbaba, Ningthourol Lambuba, and Thiyanglon,
primarily recorded kings’ reigns, military campaigns, and ritual practices, thereby
capturing both political and cultural dimensions of Meitei society. These texts reflected a
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careful intertwining of narrative, legend, and factual reporting, illustrating an early
awareness of the significance of historical memory. The contributions of Angom Gopiram
represent a key methodological refinement within this tradition, introducing systematic
dating, chronological sequencing, and documentation of socio-political events and norms.
His works, including the Numit Kappa and Masil, demonstrated an advanced approach to
historiography that balanced mythological content with empirical observation,
establishing a precedent for modern historical writing in Manipur.

The interplay between oral traditions and written records was central to the
distinctive historiographical culture of pre-colonial Manipur. Oral narratives, folktales,
and ritualized performances functioned as both pedagogical tools and repositories of
collective memory, complementing the formal written documentation of chronicles and
Puyas. This duality allowed for the preservation of moral, cultural, and civic knowledge
while fostering adaptive learning that responded to the evolving needs of society. The
analysis underscores the sophistication and resilience of Manipur’s indigenous
educational and historiographical systems, revealing institutions and practices that were
culturally grounded, methodologically nuanced, and socially integrative. Collectively,
these findings highlight how pre-colonial education and historiography contributed to
civilizational continuity, enabling the transmission of knowledge, values, and historical
consciousness across generations, and providing a foundational intellectual framework
that shaped Meitei society long before the onset of colonial influence.

Discussion

The findings of this study emphasise the complexity and sophistication of pre-colonial
education in Manipur, highlighting a system that was both culturally grounded and
functionally holistic. As Kabui (1997) observed, the Meiteis possessed a pronounced
historical consciousness, reflected in their chronicles (Puwari), which integrated legends,
genealogies, and factual accounts. The Meitei Mayek script, emphasized by Lokendro
(2001), played a pivotal role in preserving cultural knowledge and ensuring the
continuity of intellectual traditions. The analysis demonstrates that education was not
merely a process of literacy acquisition but encompassed moral, religious, intellectual,
and martial instruction. Scholars such as Singh (1983) and Kamei (2002) show that
institutions like the Pandit Loishang, with its departmentalized structure, and temples
(Laishangs) functioned as centers for cultivating practical skills, ethical values, and
scholarly knowledge. The Maichous, as noted by Jhalajit (1992) and Kirti (1988), were
crucial agents of knowledge transmission, serving as custodians of oral literature, Puyas,
and royal chronicles. Parrot (1980) and Suan (2005) further reinforce that cultural
practices including festivals, folktales, and ballads served as pedagogical tools, fostering
moral education and social cohesion. Together, these sources illustrate a system that was
adaptive, inclusive, and deeply integrated with societal norms and governance structures.
Historiographically, the research highlights a clear evolution from myth-centered
narratives to empirical documentation, reflecting a conscious effort to reconcile cultural
memory with historical accuracy. Early chronicles, such as the Cheitharol Kumbaba,
Ningthourol Lambuba, and Thiyanglon, documented political, martial, and ritualistic
events, providing both governance insights and cultural continuity (Singh & Singh, 1967;
Kabui, 1991). Angom Gopiram’s contributions, including the Numit Kappa and Masil,
introduced systematic dating, sequential recording of events, and socio-political
documentation, marking a methodological refinement that bridged myth and empirical
history (Singh, 1988; Singh & Singh, 1967). The synthesis of oral traditions with written
chronicles, as emphasized by Lokendro (2001), Jhalajit (1992), and Parrot (1980),
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created a dynamic historiographical culture wherein ethical, civic, and factual knowledge
were simultaneously transmitted. This dual mechanism of learning and recording
ensured both the preservation of communal memory and the adaptability of educational
practices to evolving societal contexts.

The study also situates these indigenous systems within a broader historical
trajectory, noting the impact of colonial interventions on traditional pedagogy. As Sharma
(1980) and Suan (2005) highlight, colonial education introduced Western schooling,
which disrupted the existing networks of oral and institutional knowledge. Nevertheless,
the resilience of Manipur’s pre-colonial education is evident in its sustained focus on
moral, cultural, and practical instruction, which remained foundational to societal
organization and governance. The integration of literacy, historiography, and ethical
training, as documented by Singh & Singh (1967), Kirti (1988), and Kamei (2002), reflects
a system capable of sustaining intellectual continuity across generations. Collectively, the
findings demonstrate that pre-colonial Manipur developed a uniquely sophisticated
educational and historiographical framework that combined empirical observation,
cultural memory, and moral instruction. This framework not only facilitated the
transmission of knowledge and values but also contributed to the civilizational resilience
and identity of Meitei society, providing enduring lessons on the interplay between
education, culture, and historical consciousness.

Summary and Conclusion

The present study reveals the richness, resilience, and sophistication of pre-colonial
education and historiography in Manipur, demonstrating that the Meitei civilization
developed a holistic and culturally embedded system of learning long before colonial
interventions. Education was not limited to literacy but encompassed moral, religious,
intellectual, and martial instruction, transmitted through interconnected institutions
such as temples (Laishangs), the royal court, and the departmentalized Pandit Loishang,
with Maichous serving as custodians of oral literature, Puyas, and state chronicles. The
Meitei Mayek script played a central role in recording historical and religious knowledge,
enabling the preservation of cultural identity and collective memory, as evidenced in key
chronicles like the Cheitharol Kumbaba and scholarly contributions by Angom Gopiram,
whose works, including Numit Kappa and Masil, introduced systematic dating, empirical
observation, and socio-political documentation. The integration of oral traditions,
folktales, ballads, and ritual performances with written records ensured that learning
was contextually relevant, morally instructive, and socially cohesive, fostering civic
values, ethical conduct, and community solidarity. Literacy and historiography, initially
confined to elites, gradually extended through royal patronage to aspirant societal
groups, reflecting an adaptive and inclusive educational culture. While colonial education
disrupted these indigenous systems, the pre-colonial framework’s emphasis on practical
knowledge, ethical training, and historical consciousness had already established a
resilient intellectual foundation that continued to inform societal structures. Collectively,
the study underscores that pre-colonial Manipur developed an integrated educational
and historiographical tradition that preserved cultural memory, transmitted values, and
sustained intellectual continuity across generations. This framework not only highlights
the adaptive capacities and methodological sophistication of Meitei society but also
provides enduring insights into the interplay between education, culture, and
governance, emphasizing the critical role of indigenous knowledge systems in shaping
civilizational identity and historical consciousness.
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