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Slavery, defined in classical Roman law as an institution
“whereby someone is subject to the dominium of another coun-
try to nature”', is perhaps, too harsh -a name for the mild
form of this institution as found in Manipur until recently®.
Slavery in Manipur should not be in same rank as that in
Brazil, the West Indies, Turkey or Arabia®. However, slavery
of its local variety has been functioning in the pre-British
‘Manipur.

In early and simple societies, the procurement of slaves
‘depended above all, on warfare!. The frequent wars and raids
among the Meetei clans, viz., Mangang (Ningthouja), Luwang,
Khumal, Angom, Moirang, etc, and the hill villages, had re-
sulted in the enslavement of the people of the principality or
territory or the hill village defeated or attacked. The Ning-
thouja Kings, who proved the ablest of them all in the later
centuries, captured the defeated and made them settle in the
various parts of the valley as Raja’s slave®. Children captured
from the hill villages were sold as slaves®. Among the Nagas,
occasionally, captives in battle were made slaves, but more
frequently they were killed for their heads’. The increase in
the number of slaves was surely a result, not a cause of these
wars and raids. There would be no justification in assuming
that they waged wars againts each other because they needed
slave labour. ,

Economic backwardness of the masses was another impor-
tant factor for the process of enslavement in Manipur. In
times of general scarcity or individual distress, the poor people
sold themselves or their children either temporarily or per-
manently, for food®. for funeral expenses®,- or for bride price
among the Nagas®®, Hill people, occasionally, sold them-
selves, but they were sold more frequently by their relatives".
“There is not a single document, which gives the names of the



sellers and buyers, but it is evident from R. Brown® that docu-
ments were made when the sale was finalised.

Indebtedness often led people to serve the creditor as slaves
in conformity with the rule regarding debt that when a sum
of money had been borrowed and not returned within a year,
the sum due was double the sum borrowed”. As this was
the law, the man in debt confessed his inability to pay and
agreed to serve the creditor as interest on the original debt
until such time as the debt could be paid™. As for example,
Asalba worked for the creditor in lieu of the interest on the
money paid to him'®. In such cases, when the claim of the
creditor was not settled and no arrangement was made, the
debtor and his family might be seized and sold®™. Sometimes,
as among the Kabuis, men accepted slavery voluntarily to pay
off a debt or otherwise/”. Now, a man may serve the creditor,
but there is nothing to regard him as a slave, since he is
giving service in lieu of interest on the original money paid
to him.

In Manipur, criminals were made slaves in certain cases.
In case of theft, when the culprit was caught but the goods
were not recovered in full he and his family might be seized
and sold until the stolen goods were recovered®. In adultery
cases, when the claims for damages could not be realised, the
same might happen'?.

In any society, the actual number of slaves was rarely
known. In Manipur, though the number of slaves owned
b, the individuals was not known, the number of Raja’s slaves
was about 1,200 or 1,500 and this was classified into three cate-
gories : (i) Ayokpa, (ii) Tengkul, and (iii) Kei?! . The Ayokpas
were allowed to cultivate one pari of land each (about two &
& half acres) and rendered ‘Lallup’ services??. Lallup is ‘an
important social institution which played a vital role in the
Manipur society. ‘Lal’ literally means war and ‘Lup’ organi-
sation. Thus the literal meaning of Lallup is “organisation
for war'. Since there was no regular standing army in the state
in the early time, it was the duty of every able-bodied man,
who was between the age of 17 and 60, to serve the state
as ‘lalmei’ or soldier for ten days outof every 40 days. In
peace times, this ‘lalmei” was engaged in public works. Af-
ter the establishment of “Manipur Levy’ by Raja Gambhir
Singh Lallup became a purely civil organisation. Some British
administrator described it as ‘forced labour’ on the ground
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that ‘those ‘worked in the lallip were paid nothing. Though
all the members of the “La.ﬂup had to work for the state ‘With-
out salary, they were given a plot of arable land of 2% acres
each. So, it may be regarded as a tax paid in the form of
labour to the State. For the Tangkul chief duty was gardening.
They sometimes also traced stones and made vessels of that
material?®. The Keis, who numbered about 200 families, cul-
tivated chicfiy for the Raja*® and pounded rice for Raja’s
household®S. Hcdson writes, “This work of the Keis is not
confined to the supply of rice, but they may be said to em-
brace any work or the supply of any article the Rija cho-
sses’8,  Besides, they also had to do their ‘Lallip® works.
During that time, they were chiefly employed in making brooms
and baskets for use in Raja’s stables’”. There was another
class of slaves known as ‘Phungnai’. This was divided into
‘Hidakphalba’ and ‘Potsangba’. The ‘Hidakphalba' attended
to. Raja’s hooka and the Potsangba spredd the cloth for sitting
on®® and took care of thc Raja’s property*?. In the hills,
the system of working for the village chiefs closely resembled
that existed in the valley, but was miich less onerous in its
nature in the valley®®. As in virtually all societies before the
nineteenth century agriculture was of far gréater importance
than industry and any assessment of the importance of slaves
as producers must concentrate on agricultdre. Evén though
the evidence for the use of slaves in agricifture in pre-British
Manipur is sparse, it may clearly be taken for granted that weal-
thy farmers would have slaves to assist them as it is evident
from the fact that the slaves were chiefly emiployed in culti-
vation. As regards the slaves owned by the individuals, it is
indicated that they were chiefly employed in cultivation®,
Now, it may be concluded that though the slaves wete not
exclusively used for cconomic enterprises or the economic life
of the time did not depend upon them, sfavery was always con-
nected with the idea of the cofpulsoty labotir and the basis
of it was economic.

It appears to be gencral opinion that the slaves in Mani-
pur were on the whole well tiecatéd. They lived in the same
hotise with their masters, ate with thém, and were like the
members of the same family8?., They did not hesitate to run
away when they were ill-treated. This caused a scandal and
was carefully avoided®S. Slaves in the hills were not perhaps
so well treated as in the plain, but thére were many checks
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on their ill-treatment there also. If the slaves were not satis-

fled with their conditions, they ran to some other house where

slaves were better treated. The new master made a point of

paying the price of the slave to the previous master not in

full+. This would have had a certair softening influence upon

the institution of slavery, since the running away implies some

limitation of the absolute power and control of the master over

the slave and provided a mechanism through which flight.
could be accepted as legitimate without directly challenging
the absoluteness of an owner’s power over his property. It

may be noted that the slave could not become free simply by

running away, but exchanged a new master for the one who

had treated him intolerably.

It was formerly a practice that when theie was a cha.nge
of rulers, the slaves of those who held office were seized and
divided among the new rulers. All this caused a great hard-
ship to the slaves. Raja Chandrakriti did not allow the slaves
to be divided among his officers, but they were made to work
for him algne®. This is the clear indication that the slaves
owned by the kings had considerable freedom.

The geographical features of Manipur also might have
presented a check on the master’s severity towards their slaves
as its hills provided the refuge of some of absconding slaves.
The slaves in the valley often absconded to the hills, where
they concealed themselves in the hill villages, but they were apt
there to be apprehended, they usually prefered passing into the
British territory, where they were at once free®. This should
be seen as the effect of dissatisfaction against ill-treatment by
particular masters rather than opposition to the institution of
slavery as such. .

Among the Luhupas (Tangkhuls), the idea of slavery was
hateful to them to such a degrec that on the occasion of
their inability to release their children in the resistance against
the Ningthouja Kings and sold as slaves, they came down
from the hills, slew them all and carried off their heads.
Since then there had not been any attempt to enslave any
Luhupa”. But there is no reason to suppose that the reaction
of the Luhupas to the institution and the running away of
slaves would have abolished slavery.

The attitude of intellectuals towards slavery did have in-
teresting consequences. Slavery of any form was against the
liberal and enlightened programme of the British government,
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Sir James Jonstone, the political Agent of Manipur from 1877
to 1886, made a strong remonstrance to the Durbar against
slavery.®® The Chief Commissioner of Assam initiated a pro-
posal for the abolition of slavery in Mampur, if possible, be-
fore the death of Maharaja Chandrakriti (1850-85) or when his
son, Surchandra, the Jubaraj, came to the throne®°, and conse-
quently slavery was abolished in Manipur. on 29th -April, 1892
with the setting up of the ‘Native Rule’ by the British after
the Anglo-Manipuri War of 1891. Accoiding to Gangmumei
Kabui,*® “Though officially slavery was abolished, it continued
to exist in the rural areas throughout the period of BRritish
paramounty in the state (1892-1947)”. It would be interesting
to find the report of its residual continuance in the rural areas
of Manipur even after its formal abolition.
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