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Abstract

The Kukis are one of the prominent indigenous tribal communities inhabiting the hill regions of Manipur
and other parts of Northeast India. Their historical existence, migration patterns, socio-political
institutions, and interactions with colonial and post-colonial administrations have significantly shaped
the historical and political landscape of Manipur. This paper examines the historical account of the
Kukis in Manipur with special emphasis on their origin, settlement, traditional socio-political
organization, colonial encounters, and their status as indigenous inhabitants. The study also analyses the
role of the Kukis during the Anglo-Kuki War of 1917-1919 and the transformations experienced under
British rule and post-independence India. By employing historical and qualitative methodologies based
on secondary sources, archival materials, and scholarly literature, the paper explores how the Kukis
preserved their ethnic identity despite socio-political challenges. The study argues that the Kukis possess
a deep-rooted historical connection with the hills of Manipur and have contributed immensely to the
socio-cultural and political development of the region. The paper concludes that understanding the
historical trajectory of the Kukis is essential for comprehending the broader dynamics of ethnicity,
indigeneity, and identity politics in Northeast India.
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Introduction

Manipur, situated in the northeastern frontier of India, is a land characterized by immense ethnic
diversity and rich cultural traditions. The state is inhabited by various communities broadly categorized
into valley and hill peoples. Among the hill tribes, the Kukis occupy an important place historically,
culturally, and politically. The Kukis are widely distributed across Manipur, Mizoram, Assam, Tripura,
Nagaland, and adjoining regions of Myanmar and Bangladesh. In Manipur, they primarily inhabit the
hill districts such as Churachandpur, Kangpokpi, Kamjong, Senapati, Tamenglong, Chandel,
Tengnoupal, and Pherzawl.

The historical account of the Kukis remains an important subject in Northeast Indian historiography
because of their contribution to the political and cultural evolution of the region. The Kukis possess a
strong oral tradition that narrates their migration, settlement, clan systems, customary laws, and
struggles against external powers. Their history is deeply intertwined with the broader history of
Manipur and the colonial expansion of the British in Northeast India.

The term “Kuki” was widely used during the colonial period to refer collectively to several cognate
tribes sharing linguistic and cultural similarities. Scholars have noted that the term appeared in historical
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records as early as the eighteenth century. British administrators and anthropologists classified numerous
clans under the generic nomenclature “Kuki-Chin,” although these communities maintained distinct clan
identities. Despite debates concerning nomenclature and ethnic identity, the Kukis have maintained a
coherent socio-cultural identity rooted in kinship, customary institutions, and shared historical
experiences.

One of the defining moments in Kuki history was the Anglo-Kuki War of 1917-1919, often referred to
as the Kuki Rebellion. The war emerged as a resistance movement against British colonial policies,
particularly forced labour recruitment during the First World War. The conflict demonstrated the
political consciousness and military capabilities of the Kukis and remains a symbol of ethnic pride and
resistance.

The contemporary discourse surrounding indigeneity and ethnic identity in Manipur has further
increased academic interest in Kuki history. Questions regarding land ownership, traditional rights, and
political representation have intensified the need to examine the historical roots of the Kukis in Manipur.
Therefore, this study seeks to provide a comprehensive historical account of the Kukis and their
indigenous presence in the state.

Objectives of the Study

The major objectives of this study are:

To examine the historical origin and migration of the Kukis in Manipur.

To analyse the traditional socio-political and cultural institutions of the Kukis.

To study the role of the Kukis during the colonial period, particularly the Anglo-Kuki War.

To explore the indigenous status and historical presence of the Kukis in Manipur.

To understand the socio-political transformations experienced by the Kukis in post-colonial
Manipur.

o s wDNhE

Methodology

The study adopts a historical and qualitative research methodology. It relies mainly on secondary
sources such as books, journal articles, government records, colonial reports, ethnographic writings, and
historical documents. Archival materials relating to British administration in Manipur and Northeast
India have also been consulted. The study uses descriptive and analytical methods to interpret historical
events and socio-cultural developments concerning the Kukis.

The research further incorporates oral traditions and indigenous narratives available in published sources
to understand Kuki perspectives regarding migration, settlement, and identity. Comparative analysis has
also been employed to examine different scholarly interpretations concerning the indigenous status of
the Kukis in Manipur.

Literature Review

Several scholars have contributed significantly to the study of Kuki history and society. Colonial
administrators and anthropologists were among the earliest writers to document the Kukis. T.C.
Hodson’s ‘The Naga Tribes of Manipur and J. Shakespeare’s The Lushai Kuki Clans remain important
ethnographic accounts that provide valuable insights into Kuki customs, village administration, and clan
structures.
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William Shaw’s Notes on the Thadou Kukis offered detailed observations regarding the social
organization, religion, and customary laws of the Thadou Kukis. Colonial writings, however, often
reflected administrative perspectives and tended to classify tribal communities according to British
political interests.

Modern scholars such as Gangmumei Kamei, Lal Dena, and Jangkhomang Guite have critically
examined Kuki migration, ethnic identity, and political movements. Gangmumei Kamei highlighted the
historical interactions between hill tribes and the Manipur kingdom. Jangkhomang Guite discussed the
colonial construction of Kuki identity and the impact of British administrative policies on tribal politics.
Studies on the Anglo-Kuki War have received considerable scholarly attention. Khup Za Go and other
historians described the war as an anti-colonial resistance movement that reflected Kuki aspirations for
autonomy and dignity. The centenary commemoration of the war further renewed academic discussions
regarding its significance in Indian nationalist historiography.

Research concerning indigeneity in Manipur remains contested. While some scholars emphasize
migration theories, others argue for a long-standing historical presence of the Kukis in the hills of
Manipur. Recent academic discourse increasingly recognizes the complexity of ethnic identities and the
fluidity of migration patterns in pre-colonial Northeast India. Although considerable literature exists on
the Kukis, there remains a need for a comprehensive study integrating historical narratives, indigenous
perspectives, and socio-political developments. This paper attempts to address that gap.

Historical Background of the Kukis

The historical origin of the Kukis has long been debated among scholars. Oral traditions suggest that the
Kukis migrated from regions believed to be located in present-day China or upper Myanmar before
gradually moving westward into the hill tracts of Northeast India. Like many Tibeto-Burman speaking
communities, the Kukis experienced successive waves of migration influenced by environmental,
economic, and political factors.

The term “Kuki” appeared in colonial and pre-colonial records at different times. Historical references
from the eighteenth century indicate the presence of Kuki groups in the hills surrounding Manipur.
British writers used the term collectively to describe numerous clans including Thadou, Hmar, Paite,
Zou, Gangte, Simte, Vaiphei, and others. Despite internal diversity, these communities shared common
linguistic and cultural characteristics.

The Kukis traditionally practiced jhum or shifting cultivation, which shaped their settlement patterns and
economic life. Villages were usually established on hilltops for strategic and defensive purposes. The
village formed the basic unit of Kuki society and was governed by a hereditary chief. The chieftainship
institution played a central role in maintaining law, order, and social cohesion. Clan relationships were
highly important in Kuki society. Kinship systems regulated marriage, inheritance, and social
obligations. Community solidarity and mutual cooperation were essential features of traditional Kuki
life. Feasts, festivals, and customary rituals reinforced social unity and cultural continuity.

Prior to British intervention, the Kukis maintained varying degrees of interaction with neighbouring
communities such as the Nagas, Meiteis, and Mizos. Relations alternated between trade, alliance, and
conflict depending on political and economic circumstances. The hills of Manipur often witnessed inter-
tribal warfare and raids, which were common features of pre-colonial frontier societies. The kingdom of
Manipur occasionally engaged Kuki chiefs for military and strategic purposes. Some Kuki groups were
settled along frontier regions to serve as buffer communities against external invasions. Historical
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records indicate that Kuki warriors participated in military campaigns under Manipuri kings during
different periods.

The arrival of the British in Northeast India brought profound changes to the socio-political landscape.
Colonial administrators sought to establish control over hill areas through indirect administration and
military expeditions. British policies regarding taxation, labour recruitment, and territorial
administration increasingly affected Kuki society. One of the most significant historical events involving
the Kukis was the Anglo-Kuki War of 1917-1919. The immediate cause of the conflict was British
attempts to recruit Kuki men as labour corps during the First World War. Many Kuki chiefs resisted
these demands, viewing them as violations of traditional autonomy and dignity.

The war spread across large parts of present-day Manipur, Mizoram, and adjoining hill regions. Kuki
warriors employed guerrilla tactics and fiercely resisted British military expeditions. Despite limited
resources, the Kukis demonstrated remarkable courage and organizational ability. However, the superior
military strength of the British eventually led to the suppression of the resistance. The aftermath of the
war had far-reaching consequences. Many villages were destroyed, chiefs were arrested or executed, and
colonial control over the hills intensified. Nevertheless, the Anglo-Kuki War became a symbol of anti-
colonial resistance and remains deeply embedded in Kuki collective memory.

During the post-independence period, the Kukis continued to experience socio-political transformations.
The introduction of democratic institutions, modern education, Christianity, and administrative reforms
altered traditional social structures. Christian missionaries played an important role in spreading literacy
and education among the Kukis, contributing significantly to social modernization. At the same time,
ethnic politics and demands for autonomy emerged as major issues in Manipur. Various Kuki
organizations advocated for recognition of tribal rights, territorial protection, and political
representation. Ethnic tensions and insurgencies in Northeast India further complicated inter-community
relations.

Despite these challenges, the Kukis have preserved their cultural heritage through traditional festivals,
folk songs, oral traditions, and customary institutions. Contemporary Kuki society represents a synthesis
of traditional values and modern aspirations.

Kukis as Indigenous People in Manipur

The question of indigeneity occupies a central place in contemporary political discourse in Manipur.
Indigenous peoples are generally understood as communities possessing historical continuity with pre-
colonial societies and maintaining distinct cultural, social, and political institutions. In the context of
Manipur, the Kukis assert their indigenous status based on historical settlement, customary land
ownership, and long-standing socio-cultural presence in the hill regions.

Historical records indicate that Kuki groups inhabited the hills surrounding Manipur centuries before the
advent of British colonialism. The existence of Kuki settlements in pre-colonial periods is supported by
oral traditions, colonial reports, and historical chronicles. Scholars argue that migration was a common
phenomenon among all communities in Northeast India and should not be interpreted narrowly in
modern political terms.

Historical references to the Kukis can be traced back several centuries. One of the earliest documented
references appears in the Cheitharol Kumbaba, the royal chronicle of the Meitei kings of Manipur. The
chronicle mentions Kuki groups as early as 33 AD during the reign of King Pakhangba. Although
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historians debate the exact interpretation of these references, they indicate the existence of Kuki-related
communities in and around Manipur from ancient times.
Further references appear during the medieval period. In 1538, during the reign of Maharaja
Mungyamba, Kuki warriors reportedly assisted the Manipuri kingdom in military campaigns. Historical
interactions between the Meitei kingdom and various hill tribes, including the Kukis, continued
throughout subsequent centuries.
During the eighteenth century, the Kukis were widely distributed across the hills of present-day
Manipur, Mizoram, Tripura, and adjoining regions of present-day Myanmar. Migration and movement
among hill communities were common due to shifting cultivation, inter-tribal conflicts, and political
changes. In 1761, after the Treaty of Alliance between Manipur and the British East India Company,
British officials began documenting the hill tribes surrounding the Manipur valley. Colonial officers
frequently referred to various Chin-Kuki-Mizo groups inhabiting the hill tracts. The devastating
Burmese invasions known as the Seven Years Devastation (1819-1826) significantly affected all
communities in Manipur. Many hill tribes, including Kuki groups, were displaced during this period.
Despite these disruptions, Kuki settlements remained established in the hill regions.
The British occupation of Manipur after the Anglo-Manipur War of 1891 marked a turning point in
administrative classifications and tribal politics. Colonial authorities conducted surveys and
ethnographic studies that documented numerous Kuki villages across the hills of Manipur. In 1891,
Manipur formally came under British control following the defeat of the Manipuri kingdom. British
administrators recognized the authority of Kuki chiefs over village lands and customary governance
systems. Village chieftainship became an important institution through which land administration and
taxation were managed.
One of the most significant events in Kuki history was the Kuki Rebellion (1917-1919), also known as
the Anglo-Kuki War. The rebellion began when the British colonial government attempted to recruit
Kukis as labor corps during the First World War.
e 1917 — The British initiated forced recruitment of Kuki men for labor service in Europe and other
war fronts.
e 1917-1919 — Kuki chiefs and warriors resisted British authority across the hills of Manipur and
surrounding regions.
e 1919 — The British suppressed the rebellion after extensive military operations.
The Anglo-Kuki War remains an important symbol of anti-colonial resistance and political identity
among the Kukis. The conflict demonstrated the existence of organized Kuki political structures and
territorial settlements in the region. The Kukis have also contributed significantly to the socio-cultural
diversity of Manipur. Their festivals, dances, music, oral traditions, and handicrafts form an integral part
of the state’s multicultural heritage. Christianity, which became widely accepted among the Kukis
during the colonial period, further transformed educational and social development.
In recent decades, indigenous assertions among tribal communities have intensified due to concerns
regarding land alienation, demographic changes, and political marginalization. Kuki organizations have
increasingly emphasized historical narratives and indigenous rights in response to these challenges. The
issue of indigeneity in Manipur remains sensitive and politically contested. Nevertheless, historical
evidence demonstrates that the Kukis have maintained a long-standing presence and cultural continuity
within the hill regions of Manipur.
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Findings and Discussion

The study reveals that the Kukis possess a rich historical legacy deeply connected to the socio-political
evolution of Manipur. Their migration and settlement patterns reflect broader historical movements
among Tibeto-Burman speaking peoples across Northeast India and Southeast Asia.

The village-based chieftainship system constituted the foundation of traditional Kuki society. Chiefs
exercised authority over land, customary law, and village administration while maintaining social
cohesion through kinship networks. These institutions enabled the Kukis to preserve their identity
despite external pressures.

The Anglo-Kuki War emerged as a defining event in Kuki history. The resistance demonstrated not only
opposition to colonial exploitation but also a strong desire to preserve traditional autonomy. The war
represented an important anti-colonial movement in Northeast India, although it has often received
limited recognition in mainstream Indian historiography.

The study also finds that colonial administration significantly transformed Kuki society. British policies
altered traditional political structures, introduced modern administrative mechanisms, and facilitated
missionary activities. Christianity and modern education brought social change while also contributing
to ethnic consolidation.

Another important finding concerns the indigenous status of the Kukis in Manipur. Historical records,
oral traditions, and cultural continuity collectively support the argument that the Kukis have long
inhabited the hill regions of the state. Debates surrounding migration should be understood within the
historical context of fluid frontiers and mobility common in pre-modern societies.

The study further highlights the persistence of ethnic politics in contemporary Manipur. Issues relating
to land, identity, and political representation continue to influence inter-community relations. Historical
narratives have become important tools for asserting indigenous rights and collective identity.

The preservation of cultural heritage remains a significant aspect of Kuki identity. Traditional customs,
folk literature, festivals, and community institutions continue to play vital roles despite modernization
and globalization.

Conclusion

The historical account of the Kukis in Manipur reflects a complex process of migration, settlement,
adaptation, and resistance. The Kukis have maintained a deep-rooted presence in the hill regions of
Manipur through centuries of political and social transformation. Their traditional institutions,
customary laws, and cultural practices demonstrate a strong sense of community identity and indigenous
belonging.

The Anglo-Kuki War stands out as a landmark event symbolizing resistance against colonial domination
and the defense of traditional autonomy. Although colonial intervention altered many aspects of Kuki
society, the community successfully preserved its cultural heritage and adapted to modern political
realities.

The study establishes that the Kukis possess legitimate historical and indigenous connections with
Manipur. Their contributions to the socio-cultural and political landscape of the state are substantial and
enduring. Understanding Kuki history is therefore essential for promoting inclusive historiography and
fostering peaceful coexistence among the diverse communities of Manipur.

Future research may further explore oral traditions, gender roles, customary laws, and inter-ethnic
relations among the Kukis to enrich existing scholarship. Greater academic attention to indigenous
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perspectives can contribute significantly to the broader understanding of ethnicity and identity in
Northeast India.
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