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Abstract

Tradition is a powerful means of connecting with one’s heritage, passed down through generations as a
way of life. In Manipur, communities customs and practices are deeply rooted in tradition, shaping the
community’s identity. The Phanek, a traditional Meitei garment, embodies these customs and is a proud
symbol of cultural heritage. By wearing the Phanek, individuals connect with the ancestors and reinforce
their sense of belonging. The Phanek, a traditional garment of Meitei women, carries deep cultural
meanings encoded in its woven motifs, colour selections, and clothing patterns that shift with social
context. The weaving knowledge of the Phanek is transmitted from elder Meitei women to younger
generations, preserving the craft and its symbolic traditions. The Phanek serves both practical and
conceptual purposes, acting as a cultural symbol that represents abstract ideas beyond its everyday use.
It’s cultural significance reflects the Meitei community’s worldview and perceptions, expressed through
personal and communal rituals that assign specific values to its motifs, colours, and designs. Certain
Phanek designs are linked to individual wearers, marking unique personal identities within the
community. This paper investigates the signs and symbols embedded in the Phanek, interpreting its
cultural meaning. The women of Manipur, adorned in the Phanek, have also been a symbol of strength
and courage, with many brave women born on this land having fought in war, embodying the spirit of
the garment. Using ethnographic methods, interviews and group discussions in Manipur’s valley region,
the study provides an analytical approach to understanding the cultural symbolism of the Phanek among
Meiei women. The various Phanek types-Achamba, Pumngou, and Mayek Naibi- serve distinct purposes
in ritual and everyday contexts, linking myth, history and socio-cultural identity. Crafted from assorted
yarns with textures ranging from rough to smooth, the garment’s motifs and colours enhance its tactile
quality and convey symbolic meanings. As a folklore artifact, the Phanek possesses socio-cultural
significance, fulfilling utilitarian needs while also expressing conceptual fuctions that reflect the
community’s worldview. The textile’s structure reveals a dual functionality: it satisfies physical
requirements and serves an abstract representational purpose, manifesting perceptions of sacredness and
social norms. The sacred acts inherent in its use differentiate the sacred from the profane, encoding
values related to age, sex, gender, and status.Clothing, being a universal visual medium, transmits
multilayered messages through symbols and designs that influence social and psychological perceptions.
An analytical exegesis of Phanek motifs, colours, and patterns illuminates the intricate semiotic tapestry
that articulates the culture ethos and symbolic resonance with Meitei society.
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Introduction:

Tradition practice encompasses the comprehensive assemblage of etiquettes, artistic expressions, and
customary actions that local communities have perpetuated across successive generations. Jonah
Goldberg’s quote, “cultures grow on the vine of tradition,” beautifully captures the essence of how
traditions shape and nourish cultures over time. Through these time-honoured observances, the
indigenous habits and autochthonous environment of a region become profoundly intelligible to its
inhabitants. The practices are essentially the original teachings, cultural beliefs, and traditional activities
native to diverse societies. India, a nation of multifaceted social heritage, hosts peoples who converse in
varied languages, consume distinct cuisines, and celebrate unique festivals. Despite linguistic and
culinary differences, the inhabitants maintain a harmonious coexistence amid their cultural diversity.
Indian civilization has evolved over several millennia, tracing its roots to the ancient Indus valley and
extending to contemporary times. The cultural and traditional customs that originated in different Indian
region are now universally acknowledged and revered. These customs are celebrated worldwide as
emblemtic of India’s rich and heterogenous traditions.

Scholars often overlook the underlying reasons that dictate the specific manner in which certain
traditions are performed. Indian culture compromises an extensive repertoire of singular customs and
traditions that captivate observers beyond its borders. Many of these captivating practices derive their
philosophical foundations from ancient Indian scriptures and testamentary texts. The ancient texts have
shaped the lifestyle of Indians for thousands of years, guiding their ethical and social conduct.
Understanding the textual origins of customs enables a deeper appreciation of their cultural significance.
The diversity of Indian traditions offers a valuable lens through which global cultural studies can
examine societal evolution. Perserving and interpreting these age-old practices ensures that the legacy of
Indian heritage continues to inspire future generations

The divine birth of Phanek:

In the scared Meitei pantheon, the ‘Phanek’ is associated qith Goddess Leimarel, who is mythologized
as the primordial introducer of weaving, thereby conferring upon the craft a cosmological significance in
creation. The exalted Phanek is enshrined as an emblem of transcendent strength and vulnerability
weaving heritage, incarnating the divine feminine potency that animates and empowers women within
the Meitei cosmology. As traditional garment, the Phanek epitomises the virtues of care, life, and femine
excellence, and it is intricately interwoven with the mythological narratives and folkloric traditions of
the Meitei people. The Phanek is revered not merely for its aesthetic allure but it is regarded as a scared
and puissant attire reserved exclusively for women, whose sanctity is affirmed in ritual observances. Its
elaborate designs and ornamental patterns manifest the artistic and cultural ethos of the community,
serving as a visual chronicle of regional customs, historical epochs, and collective identity.

The weaving of the Phanek is traditionally undertaken by women, who transmit the intricate techniques
through successive generations, thereby fostering economic autonomy and cultural pride among the
female populace. The garment has occupied a pivotal position in the annals of Manipur’s history,
notably during the Nupi Lan movements, wherein women mobilized massive protests against British
dominion, employing the Phanek as a conspicuous symbol of resistance and nationalistic fervor.
Contemporary artisans continue to innovate upon traditional Phanek motifs, thereby reconciling ancient
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craftsmanship with modern aesthetic sensibilities. Modern Meitei society celebrates the Phanek in
festivals and public exhibitions, highlighting its enduring influence on cultural identity and artistic
expression. The garment also serves as an economic catalyst, stimulating local markets and handicraft
industries centered around traditional weaving practices. Phanek-inspired have influenced contemporary
fashion, prompting dialogues about authenticity, cultural appropriation, and heritage preservation. The
legacy of the Phanek persists as an inspirational paradigm for empowering women through traditional
arts and cultural stewardship.

The Phanek’s Pre-Human Genesis:

The inaugural piece of the Phanek, termed “marak ama,” was meticulously crafted by the divine
goddess. The creation was conceived as a divine plan to encapsulate the intrinsic power of womanhood.
This celestial design was intended to bestow upon the wearer an emblem of feminine strength. The first
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“marak ama” was designated for Korou’s Epa, an identity symbolizing feminine virtue. It was
envisioned as a spiritual representation of strength within feminity. Subsequently, a second “marak ama”
was fashioned with exquisite care for Malem Ema. The artisans combined the two divine pieces to forge
the authentic Phanek garment. The resultant Phanek emerged as a masterpiece beyond compare in
traditional attire.

In contemporary epochs, the Phanek is worn with diminished pride and reverence. The venerable
cultural treasure is observed to be gradually subsiding in societal esteem. Each fold of the Phanek
narrates an ancestral saga of bravery and valor. The woven stories evoke the legacy of forbears who
were bold and courageous. Preservation of the Phanek tradition is urged to sustain cultural identity and
pride. The Phanek is acclaimed as a cultural drive that animates communal heritage. Thus, the
community is implored to keep the Phanek tradition alive as a symbol of pride.

According to some secondary sources, Meidingu Loiyumba distributed particular works of weaving of
clothes having specific designs and dyeing textile among different Yumnak or lineage. In “Loiyumba
Shinyen”, set up a hereditary artisan system that bound duties to lineage. It formed specialized
departments called “loisang” for crafts. The edict split labor into weaving, dyeing, pottery guilds.
Specific clans were assigned to make particular textiles and designs, creating a caste-like hierarchy. This
system preserved Manipuri craft heritage through specialized production.

Myth’s of Phanek;

In Meitei folklore, a worn Phanek is whispered to shield its wearer from unseen dangers like cursed
spells. Legend tells of Sugnu queen using Phanek to overturn death sentences, granting offenders fresh
start. Sugnu Lakpa’s wife could convert death sentence to life sentence by covering guilty person with
Phanek, symbolising new life. In independent Manipur, a women’s court called “pacha” existed, where
queen conducted trials. Tales claim that a Phanek blessed by an elder can turn a man’s bad luck into
good fortune overnight. Some stories say a Phanek tossed over a battlefield can calm the fighting spirits
and bring peace. It is believed that a Phanek used in a ritual dance can grant the dancer supernatural
stamina.
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Myths tell that a Phanek wrapped around a newborn protects the child from evil omens. Ancient tales
suggest that a Phanek sewn into a warrior’s armor makes him invincible in combat. Folklore says an
agitated women’s Phanek, when waved in the air, can summon protective deities. Some traditions hold
that a Phanek gifted to a traveler ensures safe passage through haunted forests. Accounts speak of a
Phanek that, when draped over a sick person, speeds up recovery and heals wounds. It is said that a
Phanek used in a ceremonial chant can bind a promise of loyalty between clans. Myths claim a Phanek
hidden in a house wards off thieves and misfortune for generations. Stories recount that a Phanek
stitched with special symbols can attract blessings of abundance.

Beliefs suggest that a Phanek passed down through mothers grants wisdom to the inheritor. Folklore
mentions that a Phanek thrown into a river can calm storms and protect fishermen. Some myths say a
Phanek worn during festivals can amplify the celebrant’s joy and luck. Narratives tell that a Phanek used
in a rite of passage marks the transition from youth to adulthood with protection. It is believed that a
Phanek sewn into a banner can inspire victory in tribal competitions. It also claim that Phanek wrapped
around a sacred stone enhances its magical properties. Phanek gifted at weddings ensures lifelong
harmony between the couple. Traditions hold that a Phanek burned in a ritual release protective spirits to
guard the community.

Phanek-Wrapped Warriors:

The Nupi Lan, a celebrated conflict of feminine valor, witnessed Meitei women wearing Phanek
galvanizing a nation-wide uprising of unprecedented bravery. In the annals of Manipur’s history, the
women’s war of 1904 ignited a fierce resistance against the reimposition of the oppressive lalup labor
system, which had once been abolished. The women adorned with Phanek, embodying collective
strength, refused to accept a forced-labour tax that demanded every adult male serve the state for ten
days in every forty-day cycle. Their courageous demonsrtration compelled the British political agent to
retract the decree that obliged men to journey to the Kabow valley (now Myanmar) for timber extraction
and reconstruction labour.The rebellion was sparked by the women’s determination to shield their men
from unjust servitude and to preserve the dignity of their community.

Led by resolute women donning Phanek, the insurgents transformed a social grievance into a powerful
political movement that challenged colonial authority. The uprising not only halted the revival of lalup
but also established the women’s agency as a pivotal force in Manipur’s socio-political landscape. The
legacy of the Nupi Lan endures as an exemplar of bravery, inspiring successive generations to champion
justice and communal solidarity. Thus, the women’s war remains a singular testament to the strength and
indomitable spirit of Meitei women sporting Phanek who reshaped their society’s destiny.

Insights from Craftmanship(Data Analysis, May 2025):

Ningombam (Ongbi) Leirentombi Devi, a 70-year old resident of Kongpal Kshetri Leikai, Imphal East,
began weaving and crafting at the tender age of 7-8. Due to financial constraints, she relied on her aunt’s
weaving machine, known as “Kon” in Manipuri, as she couldn’t afford one herself. She eventually
purchased her own “Kon” after selling a cow. Despite facing hardships and struggles in her Phanek
business, Leirentombi preserved and created beautiful works, including “Chumang Khoi,” “Phige
Phijol,” “Hijam Mayek.” Her dedication to traditional craftsmanship has endured throughout her life.
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Ningombam Shashibala Devi, a 36-year old resident of Kongpal Kshetri Leikai, is a skilled craftswoman
specializing in traditional Manipuri Phanek designs. As the eldest daughter-in-law, she learned this craft
from her mother-in-law, she learned this craft from her mother-in-law Leirentombi, despite facing initial
challenges. With nearly 18 years of marriage, Shashibala has mastered various designs, including
“Chummang Khoi”, “Phige Phijol” and “Hijam Mayek”. She has adapted to evolving trends,
incorporating popular designs like “Leimayek” and this year’s trendy “Rose” design into her work.
Shashibala’s dedication to her craft is evident in her intricate and beautiful creations. Through her work,
Shashibala contributes to the rich cultural heritage of Manipur.

Ningombam Naobi Devi, a 40-year old resident of Kongpal Kshetri Leikai, has mastered the art of
crafting traditional Manipuri Phanek designs by hand. As the middle daughter-in-law, she learned this
craft from her sister-in-law, Shashibala, five years into her marriage. The Phanek is a traditional attire
with mythological origins worn by womenfolk from time immemorial. The intricate handicrafted
designs on the outer layer or border of the Phanek are truly exquisite, showcasing seamless
craftsmanship. Historically, designs like “Khoi Charong” and “Hijam Mayek” were popular, while
“Leirong Mayek™ has emerged as a contemporary trend. Crafting Phanek designs requires great skill and
attention to detail, making it a challenging yet rewarding art form.

Phanek Masalai: It is the handcraft design premium product, priced at Rs3500 for half and Rs7000 for
full, selecting its intricate craftsmanship. Although the overall Phanek is relatively affordable the border
design work is costly with thread costs amounting to Rs200. Phige Phanek: Phige Phanek itself is a
premium product, priced at Rs2500 for half and Rs5000 for full. In contrast, the border design is
relatively affordable, with the cost of silk threads amounting to Rs600. The traditional design and craft
used in this context is known as “Putkari”, which involves intricate stitching and patterns, often using a
stick or needle to create beautiful and delicate designs.
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