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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1. INTRODUCTION 

The word Kuki is a generic term, which includes a number of tribes1, sub-tribes or clans 

with varying customs and manners but with certain common characteristics. Kuki is the 

term applied by the people of the plains, not only to the tribes of the Chin-Lushai-Kuki 

group, but to the hill people, generally that cannot be distinctly labeled as Khasi or 

Garo (Bartakaki). But in present days scholars and intellectuals among them 

understand that, the term Kuki is claimed to have included all the Chin-Kuki-Mizo 

ethnic group of people who trace their common origin from a mythological cave (J. 

Doungel). This claim of common origin validates the authenticity of the close affinity 

and inseparable blood relationship of the Chin-Kuki-Mizo ethnic stock who settle in 

India, Myanmar and Bangladesh. Thus, all the tribes of Khul or Chhinlung origin 

people were collectively known as Kukis in the past. Whatever may be the origin of the 

term Kuki, the fact remains that, it denotes a particular group of people having more or 

less the same language, culture and tradition distinct from other tribes. 

Different theories, myths and mythologies exist regarding the identity and origin of the 

Kukis. Some Kuki tribes migrated to Manipur hills in the pre-historic times along with 

or after the Meitei advent in the Manipur valley (Kamei). According to legends and 

traditional accounts that had been handed down through generations, it is believed that 

the Kukis originally lived, and came out of a place called KHUL (cave or bowels of the 

earth) which was believed to be somewhere in China (T. Gangte). William Shaw states 

that, “…they used to live under the earth, or rather inside it” (Shaw). The description 

about the origin of Kukis is recorded from collected verbal information written by 

British scholars. For this write-up, the Kukis belong to the Tibeto Burman stock of the 

                                                           
1 For better understanding and conveniences, the word “tribe/tribal” here is used to denote the people 

who have similar culture, basically known for their slow developmental process due to various factors or 

a social group categorically recognized by the government of India. As defined in Wikipedia, a tribe 

viewed historically or developmentally, consists of a social group existing before the development of, or 

outside of, states. Many anthropologists use the term tribal society to refer to societies organized largely 

on the basis of kinship, especially corporate descent groups. Some theorists hold that tribes represent a 

stage in social evolution intermediate between bands and states. Other theorists argue that tribes 

developed after, and must be understood in terms of their relationship to, states. Countries, such as the 

United States of America and India, tribes are polities that have been granted legal recognition and 

limited autonomy by the state. 
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Mongoloid race. They then moved and migrated, and finally settled down in their 

present location, i.e. North-Eastern India, western of Myanmar (Burma) and Somra 

Tracts of Chittagong. So, it is believed that they settled down in their present location 

since the past some 2000 years back. 

Some scholars and writers also mentioned about the term Old Kuki and New Kuki. All 

these terms may be coined by some outsiders or counterparts for recognition or division 

politics. It is noteworthy that the division of the Kukis into old and new is not the most 

important matter. C.A Soppit, in his book, A Short Account of the Kuki-Lushei Tribes 

states that, “the official terms “old” and “new” Kuki should not be used” (Soppitt). 

Scholars argue that, Soppit is right in his opinion that the term Kuki itself is too well 

established to be given up. He further states that the old term be retained. Prof. Lal 

Dena states that “…ethnically, culturally, linguistically, the Kuki-Chin-Mizo, are one 

and the same people, having common ancestry, common history, and common 

customary practices” (Dena 203-207). According to Lt. Colonel J. Shakespeare the 

term “Kuki” has a definite meaning and includes Aimol, Chothe, Chiru, Koireng, Kom, 

Purum, Anal, Lamkang, Maring, Mate, Moyon, Monsang, Gangte, Vaiphei, Simte, 

Paite, Thadou, Hmar, Zou etc. (Shakespear).  

Lal Dena in (Loncheu Forword) states that,  

“One of the worst victims of British colonialism and perhaps the most 

misunderstood ethnic groups were the people who are called Chins in Myanmar 

and Kukis in India and Bangladesh. Though called by different names, one cannot 

deny the fact that the people are one and the same race; for their appearance, 

manners, customs and language all point to the conclusion that they originally 

came from one common ancestry and a place which they variedly called Sinlung, 

Khur or Khul which may be located somewhere in and around the Stone Forest 

and Kunming in Yunan province in China. They were once a single ethnic entity 

in their original homeland.”  

1.2. MANIPUR 

Manipur is one among the eight states of North East India. After the defeat in the 

Anglo-Manipuri War 1891, Manipur came under the British Rule as a Princely State. 

On 15th October 1949 the princely state of Manipur was merged in the Indian Union 

and became a full-fledged State of India on 21st January 1972. It is bounded by 

Nagaland on the north, Cachar district of Assam on the west, on the south by Lushai 
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hills of Mizoram and Burma Chin hills on the east. The Valley constitutes 700 square 

miles which is surrounded by 8,638 square miles of the hilly region.  

The main ethnic groups of people in Manipur are the Meiteis and the Meitei-Pangals 

(Muslims) in the valley, the Kukis and the Nagas in the hill. The total population of the 

state according to 2011 Census is 2,721,756 and 34.2 per cent of the total population is 

Schedule Tribe. Out of 33 schedule tribes recognized by Government of India, 23 tribes 

are from Kuki group. They are Aimol, Anal, Chiru, Chothe, Gangte, Hmar, Koireng, 

Kom, Lamgang, Maring, Any Mizo (Lushai) tribes, Monsang, Moyon, Paite, Purum, 

Ralte, Simte, Suhte, Thadou, Vaiphei, Zou, Tarao, Kharam and Any Kuki tribes. 

Table 1. 1: Percentage of Tribal Lanholdings and Population in Manipur 

Sl. No. District Kukis (in %) Nagas (in %) 

1.  Chandel 75 25 

2.  Churachandpur 100 Nil 

3.  Senapati 50 50 

4.  Tamenglong 35 65 

5.  Ukhrul 30 70 

Source: (G. T. Haokip) 

1.3.  SOCIO-CULTURAL  

The Kuki people’s unique identity is based on their common culture, custom and 

traditions. In other words, they have a typical way of conducting their normal daily life. 

As they were free to move from one village to another for a reason, according to the 

location where they settled, they had some sharing or borrowing of culture with other 

groups since 19th century, which may be inter-cultural. Chang-Ai-a celebration of 

bounteous rice harvest in which the lady of the particular household is given the pride 

of place; Sa-Ai-a celebration of successful big game hunt, usually of tiger, bear, 

elephant and rhino (Shaw); Chon-hosting of the occasion as to who could hold Chang-

Kut or Sa-Ai for three times involved feasting and holding of major sporting events; 

Kut, it is celebrated in different ways and occasion or season (M. A. Haokip) etc. were 

the most popular rites. Som-gie (a traditional institution of the Kukis in which youths 
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learned customs and cultures, in modern days it is called Youth Club) also comes under 

the organizational frame-work of the Lom (A traditional social institution, in which the 

youths learn and perform all the field works) where the young boys learn and practise 

art of warfare and all kinds of social activities.  

All these customs were prevalent in old Kuki society before the advent of Christianity 

and the consequent modern ways of living (Goswami). The folklore of the people 

abounds with the heroic adventures of Galngam & Hangsai, Chemtatpa, Lengbante, 

Lamdil, Sangah & Ahpite. The poignant romances of Khupting & Ngambom, Jonlhing 

& Nanglhun, Changkhatpu & Ah-shijolneng, Khalvompu & Lenchonghoi, and folktales 

such as Chipinthei & Mailangkoh and others represent the rich variety of the Kuki 

culture (U. J. Haokip). 

1.4. ECONOMY 

The main occupation of the Kukis was and is agriculture. Their economy depends on 

agriculture and jungle products. Hunting is also one of the occupations of the Kukis. 

Agricultural produce like rice, maize, pumpkin, peas, cucumber, cotton etc. are some of 

the Jhum land cultivation products. The whole family does their work according to 

their capacity and skill. Womenfolk do the most important work. From the beginning of 

the year everyone is busy with the agriculture work. Tools and implements they use for 

agricultural activities are made by themselves. Knife, dao, axe, different types of 

baskets are all samples of art and crafts used in agricultural fields. 

1.5. POLITY 

The Kukis are independent people. According to their customary law and tradition, they 

are governed by their respective chief who is the head of the clan. Each Kuki village is 

held together by social, economic, religious and political bonds. The Haosa (Chief), 

who is the head of the Village administration, has the responsibility to provide security 

to his villagers socially, politically and economically entirely guided by customs and 

conventions. And his (Chief’s) Semang-Pachong (Council Members) is the government 

of the village. The customary law governs all criminal and civil cases.  
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1.6. RELIGION/BELIEF 

The Kukis believe that life is given to everything by Pathen (God), who rules the 

universe. He has the power to subdue the evil influences of Thilha (evil spirit) and it is 

to him that they perform sacrifices in order to regain health or to escape any adversity 

may happen to have fallen into. He is supposed to have made the heavens and earth and 

is all powerful. Some historians recall that the Kukis were animists. They worshipped 

nature in the form of Spirit that was resided in various objects like mountains, trees, 

stones etc. They believed in evil spirit that was the constant cause of bad happenings. 

There were also cases of demonic possessions which were dealt with by the Witch-

Doctors. The witchdoctors were revered and held high positions in the society. The 

Holy men who did the priestly duties of sacrificial offerings did not cultivate their own 

jhum and instead lived off their payments through taxes and sacrificial leftovers. They 

believed in superstitions which resulted for them to act or shun away from things that 

would seem foolish for a modern man like, one family traveling in opposite directions 

in a day, handing over babies at doors were considered bad omen. 

After the British conquered India, the Western Christian Missionaries converted them 

into Christians. And now most of them believe in Christianity and follow different 

denominations and even some of them have become Reverend2 and well-known 

Missionaries.  

1.7. ART AND CRAFT 

The Kuki traditional form of art includes variety of baskets, utensils made of wood and 

bamboo, decoration items like animal heads and dry foods, war equipments, fishing 

nets, pattern and structures of dwelling house, furniture, tools, weaving/handloom, 

pillar, monuments, pottery, bamboo and cane crafts, ornaments, metal craft, musical 

instruments etc. The traditional form of art and craft which had been left by the 

ancestors was based on a strong foundation of social life, custom and culture.  

                                                           
2 A title most often used to the names of Christian worker, which means “Honorable”. 
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After the coming of Christianity, growing westernization influenced their traditional art 

forms. Houses constructed and decorated with modern and better material, wooden 

furniture’s like benches, tables, chairs have become a part and parcel of their modern 

ways of house materials. A number of plastic items replaced the traditional bamboo and 

cane crafts. Many of these artifacts are disappearing mainly due to lack of preservation 

and Kuki-Naga ethnic clash. Also readily available of a number of manufactured 

artifacts have profoundly influenced these cottage industries and in turn livelihood of 

the artisans. The ritual they practice, the custom they followed and their religion they 

belief are the main cultural characteristic where art and craft takes most important role. 

It appears that there is danger of negligence in one’s own culture which may further 

lead to decay or extinction. Thus, this draws a serious attention for the present 

generation to make every effort to preserve their indigenous culture. It is attempts to 

identify and aims to explore the factors of these materials, objects and the cultural 

artifacts which are of primary importance today.  

1.8. STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

Though it has a long period of stages in art history, introduction of raw artistic form of 

aesthetic features were not progressive. The Kuki artists in early periods were 

traditional or hereditary artists. They used traditional form of art under certain rules by 

custom, culture and belief. The traditional form of art which had been left by the 

ancestors was based on a strong foundation of social life. After the coming of 

Christianity, growing westernization influenced their traditional art forms. Houses were 

constructed with modern and better materials like timber, bricks, stones and corrugated 

iron sheets for roofing. In addition, wooden furniture like benches, tables, chairs has 

become a part and parcel of their modern ways of house materials. Hence, apart from 

the advent of Christianity, the social transformation of the Kukis occurred due to 

various other factors. They attached importance to the significance of materials, objects 

and cultural artifacts in social and cultural lives. The objects used by Kukis in everyday 

life, in the fields or battle are all samples of the social and cultural identities of the 

Kukis. Many of these artifacts are disappearing mainly due to lack of preservation and 

Kuki-Naga ethnic clash. Also, easy availability of a number of manufactured artifacts 

(especially plastic) has profoundly influenced these cottage industries negatively and in 

turn, livelihood of the artisans. The material culture, therefore, offers an insight into the 
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different characters of the individual tribes in the state. Collection and documentation 

of the materials, objects and the cultural artifacts is of primary importance today. It 

becomes imperative to quote that the study of material culture is a must to know the 

tribe inside-out. Each society is subjected to the changes brought about by the coming 

of Christianity and growing westernization. As such, it appears that there is danger of 

negligence in one’s own culture which may further lead to decay or extinction of the 

culture. This draws a serious attention for the present generation to make every effort to 

preserve their indigenous culture. 

1.9. OBJECTIVE 

In the light of the above statement of the problems, the primary motive and purpose of 

the study may be enumerated as: 

a) To give a detailed study and analysis of the art and crafts of the Kukis in 

Manipur. 

b) To highlight the importance of these art and crafts for preservation of its unique 

values. 

c) To re-discover, bring out and reinterpret the concepts and the importance of 

these materials and use them relevantly to the context of the Kuki Christian 

society today, for the well being of the society. 

d) Comparative study on sharing and borrowing of art and craft, aesthetic values of 

different ethnic groups. 

1.10. HYPOTHESIS 

The hypotheses of the study may be prepared methodically to guide the course of the 

research work. Thus, it may be stated for the present study as under:- 

a) That, art and craft of the Kukis is distinct from the art and crafts of other ethnic 

groups. 

b) Borrowing and sharing of culture with neighboring countries and ethnic groups 

may take place. 
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c) The problem of preserving and conserving the unique material culture of the 

Kukis may take place due to various factors. 

1.11. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

The data have been collected from both primary and secondary sources. They are as 

follows 

1.11.1. Primary Data 

Primary sources like interview and field observation was employed to get the unwritten 

but accurate data. So the researcher used field study (Museum, Gallery and Village 

Industries), interview schedule, questionnaire and structured observation as method to 

collect information.  

1.11.2. Secondary Data 

The importance of secondary sources can in no way be undermined so the researcher 

collected various data and compile a variety of secondary data source from books, 

national and international art journals, websites, national & international news paper, 

journals, local paper, publications from local traditional institutions, government and 

nongovernmental organizations. 

1.11.3. Tools of Data Collection 

The researcher also used various ways and means of data collection to suit the 

representatives and personnel from the field. Since the issue is untouched by any 

person with art background, due care has been taken to cover all its necessary important 

subjects in it. 

1.11.4. Interview Schedule 

The interview schedule means the use of a set of predetermined questions and of highly 

standardized techniques of recording. Thus, the interviewer in a structured interview 

follows a rigid procedure laid down, asking questions in a form and order prescribed. 

Interview schedule was prepared for the field work so as to cover all necessary related 

subjects. While administering the schedule, the interviewer probed some answers and 
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repeats the questions or request the interviewee to rephrased on the spot in order to 

explain the question and get an accurate response. 

1.12. SUMMARY OF THE CHAPTERS 

The introduction of the Thesis is a brief study of the Kuki society-socio-culture, 

Religion and Beliefs, Politics, Economy, geographical area of settlement and their art 

and crafts. In the chapter, I look at the past and present existing conditions of the Kukis 

in respect of the above-mentioned subjects which is directly or indirectly related with 

their art and crafts. The chapter gives an in-and-out of the Kukis. Since time 

immemorial, they have different types of contact with people in the form of friendship 

or confrontation. The Kukis accepted Christian religion from the British Christian 

Missionaries who were influenced by colonization ideology.  

In my second chapter, I discusses about the traditional house of the Kukis. Detailed 

study of its materials, architectural techniques, socio-religious norms and various 

developments from the past to the present is the main concern. Participation and 

observation research have been used and various resources have been collected from 

local elders through personal interview and available written records. From selection of 

village site to the house warming ceremony, rituals, duties and activities, the technical 

preparations and the structures are the primary area under discussion.  

Chapter three is the study on sculptures and monuments of the Kukis of their 

forefathers to the contemporary sculptures. My main focus is on sculptures and 

monuments which are mostly base on their socio-culture and rituals. Therefore, the 

study revolves around the value of sculptures and monuments with respect to their 

social life, culture, religion and beliefs since time immemorial. The traditional 

sculptures and monuments of the Kukis include tomb-stones, totems, pillars of festivals 

and ritual. As only few stone sculptures can be seen still standing due to lack of 

preservation or conservation, it is difficult to include visuals for some of their 

traditional sculptures and monument.  

In chapter four, I articulated different types of crafts like cane and bamboo, wood, 

weaving, handloom etc. The study focuses on the crafts which were practised by the 

Kukis. The research is about the subject of Art and Craft which cannot be integrated in 
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other chapters like Art and Architecture of Dwelling House, Sculptures and Monument. 

The study primarily looks into the history (if possible), instruments and materials, 

techniques, characteristics and the problems or prospects of its changes. 

The Symbolism-meaning and concepts is my main research in chapter five. The 

traditional interpretation of certain symbols, signs, meaning, what can be done and 

what cannot be done, the good and the bad, typical way of giving a message are the 

subject of the study. The study may re-interpret or cross-interpret the traditional 

interpretations in social, cultural, customary, economic and political perspectives. The 

study is limited to the meaning and concepts of Symbolism in the Kuki traditional 

society which is linked with art and crafts.  

My chapter six is about the Sharing and borrowing of Art and Craft, deals with the 

interaction and inter-mixing of the Kukis with that of other ethnic groups. Here, the 

study gives primary importance to origin, similarity and dissimilarity of the materials 

used by different ethnic groups in their art and craft. The materials, concepts, uses, 

techniques and its relation with the people culture will be the primary concerned. 

The seventh chapter is about the Contemporary Kuki Artists and some of their works. It 

is divided into traditional and academically trained artist for the study. The research is 

delimited to traditional and academically artist who work in Manipur or trained in 

Imphal Art College, Imphal. Their works include whatever they do in commercial or 

modern art and craft.  

The concluding chapter is the compilation of all findings, views, suggestions and 

giving some abstracts hints for further research on the topic. The study aimed at the 

material culture or objects of the Kukis which they possess through different cultural 

stages and places. The primary focus is origin, concepts, purposes, pattern, designs, 

symbolism and its significances, materials used and the technical formations of their art 

and crafts.  

 

 

 


