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Abstract

Manipur, a land-locked hilly state in the northeastern part of India is known for 
its rich fisheries resources through the well-known Loktak Lake (included under 
the Ramsar Convention) along with several other forms of freshwater fisheries 
resources. For generations, the dependence of the valley population on fish 
has been so high that several fish-based beliefs and customs have evolved. 
Active participation of women in capture, culture, processing and marketing 
activities is witnessed throughout the valley. Unlike in many other parts of India 
where women’s movement and activities are restricted, in Manipur such 
restrictions are not commonly seen. In the capture fisheries sector, activities 
that do not require great strength like the use of the Chinese dip net, push net 
and trap are operated by women. In the aquaculture sector, which is now 
emerging as a major activity, participation of women in all stages of aquaculture 
is noticed. Special programs to help women in aquaculture have been made. In 
the processing sector, fish are preserved by using various methods like drying 
and fermentation, and most of these activities are carried out by women. In the 
marketing sector, women play a major role and there are markets where only 
women are involved in the trading of fish. Although women are better placed 
in this valley as compared to other parts of India, there are many issues that 
need to be addressed to improve their involvement in the fisheries activities. 



��0	 WorldFish Center | Global Symposium on Gender and Fisheries

Introduction

manipur is a small state located in the northeastern part of india bordering myanmar. it is 
situated between 23o 83´n and 25o 68´n latitude and between 93o 02´e and 94o 98´e longitude, 
at an altitude of 790 m above mean sea level. the state has a distinct zoo-geographical 
identity. the total area of the state is 22,327 km2 with hilly areas covering about 92% of the 
landscape that enclose a central valley of about 1,800 km2. the Meitei community and the 
tribal population are indigenous to this region. the Meitei community, being largely the plain 
dwellers, inhabits the valley, while other tribes like Nagas and Kukis live largely in the hills.

in manipur, people enjoy eating fish and believe in its extraordinary properties as health 
food. Fish have always played a central role in manipuri culture and over a period of time 
several customs and beliefs have evolved and passed on from generation to generation 
(table 1). there are so many rituals that involve fish as a component and as a result, there is 
a high demand for it throughout the year. in addition, since several of the manipuris follow 
sanatana dharma, a hindu sect, they generally avoid all other forms of meat items except 
fish.

Table 1. Fish-based customs and beliefs in Manipur.

Customs and beliefs 
(and their literal 

meaning)

Observation 
period

Purpose

Ushilshinba 
(ritual to cure maladies)

During bad times/
sick period

This ritual is marked by the release of Channa 
spp., mainly C. orientalis, to cure an ailing or 
sick person. Manipuris believe that the released 
fish will take away the illness with them. When a 
person is going through bad times, this ritual is 
also conducted to free them from ill luck. When 
a person is believed to have been possessed by 
spirits, this kind of ritual is again performed by 
maiba and maibis (traditional local priest and 
priestess). 

Meitei ngamu thaba
(release of Channa 
fish)

During marriage 
ceremony

This is a ritual performed on the marriage day 
by the elderly relatives of the bride and groom, 
to know the future life of the married couple. On 
this day, a healthy pair of fish, mainly Channa 
orientalis sp., is released into the water and as 
the fish move together, it is assumed that the 
wedding couple also will live together happily.

Lamtagee-thangja 
(celebration of first 
Saturday of the 
traditional spring 
month)

During March–
April

On the first Saturday of Lamta, a spring month 
according to Manipuri calendar, a ritual is 
performed for the whole locality/population to 
ward off any evil spirit bringing misfortunes by 
offering food items involving fish, vegetables 
and rice. Children are also made to bathe on 
this occasion using water which contains slime 
from the skin of the eel, Monopterus spp. 

Ngakra pijaba 
(feeding of walking 
catfish)

Morning of 
marriage 
ceremony

On the morning of the marriage ceremony, the 
bride is offered a dish made with catfish 
especially Clarias batrachus with the belief that 
it will bring strength and health immediately.
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Epaan thaba 
(offering for a newly 
born child) 

Sixth day after a 
child is born

The child birth ceremony is marked by a ritual 
on the sixth day after the child is born. On this 
day, Channa orientalis and seven smoked 
Puntius spp. are offered to the god for the good 
health and well-being of the child.

Maning–kunba
(confinement during 
child birth)

After childbirth After childbirth, the mother is offered smoked 
snakeheads or climbing perch for good health. 
She is also not given any oily and spicy food 
during the first few weeks.

Nganap thongba pijaba 
(feeding of sticky fish) 

On the night of the 
marriage 
ceremony

On the first night, the newly wedded couple is 
fed with a dish made with Acanthophthalmus 
pangia locally called as nganap which literally 
means “sticky fish”. The notion is that it will keep 
the couple together for life.

Mangani chakouba/
mapaam chakouba 
(fifth day of grand feast)

On the fifth day 
after the marriage 
ceremony

The biggest ceremony conducted five days after 
the marriage is called mangani chakouba/
mapaam chakouba. In this gala festive day, the 
newly married couple and its families are invited 
for a sumptuous feast with as many varieties of 
fish dishes as possible. In the past Wallago attu 
was a common fish item for such a ceremony, in 
all families. However, nowadays, only rich 
families can afford that fish and poor families 
depend on other species like grass carp. 

Chaphu–uyan thinba
(gifting of cookeries)

During the seventh 
month of 
pregnancy 

When a married daughter reaches the seventh 
month of pregnancy, smoked fish, salt and pine 
(wood) are received from the mother along with 
necessary utensils. 

Shareng makok pijaba
(feeding of head portion 
of Wallago attu)

Before the child’s 
delivery, after nine 
months of 
pregnancy

When the daughter is in her ninth month of 
pregnancy, her mother offers a dish made with 
the head of Wallago attu. It is believed that 
eating such will help in her safe delivery.

Ningol chakouba 
(grand feast with 
daughters and sisters)

During October 
and November

This is one of the biggest and most important 
annual festivals of the Meitei community. 
Parents/brothers invite the married daughters 
and sisters along with their children for a grand 
feast involving several varieties of fish 
preparations. A large amount of fish is 
harvested to meet the demand for this festival.

Aquatic Resources 

the state has various types of water resources in the form of torrential, fast-flowing hill 
streams in the valley, and quiet and calm flowing rivers. there are more than 15 meandering 
rivers covering a length of 2,000 km. the valley has many floodplains locally known as pats 
which are associated with the livelihood of many people in very many ways. there are 153 
floodplain wetlands covering a large area (table 2), and accounting for 28.34% of the total 
valley area. the loktak lake is covered with a floating mat vegetation (phum) and is also the 
biggest lake in northeast india covering an area of 24,672 ha. it forms the lifeline of manipur. 
some important pats are pumlenpat (8,022 ha), Kharungpat (6,520 ha) and loushipat (1,864 
ha). the ubiquitous floodplain wetlands of manipur form an important habitat for flora and 
fauna, including a number of prized fish species.
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the many pats that blotch the state’s landscape play an important role in the life of the valley’s 
inhabitants and are deeply entwined with the socioeconomic and cultural ethos of the people. 
the main fishery resources are the pats, which despite the accelerated deterioration still form 
the backbone of the state’s fisheries. these pats contribute significantly to the state’s revenue. 
people living near these waterbodies have access to these pats to meet their daily family needs 
for fish or to make a livelihood through fishing. almost every household has a Chinese dip 
net along with other fishing gears.

Table 2. Resource production and potential of the waterbodies in Manipur.

Resource
Estimated
water area 

(ha)

Current 
production 

(t)

Rate of 
production 
(kg/ha/year)

Production 
potential (t)

Pond (intensive) 8,550.00 12,397.00 1,450 34,200.00

Pond (extensive) 1,389.00 695.00 500 555.60

Lake 2,500.00 250.00 100 212.50

Reservoir 500.00 25.00 50 25.00

Marshy swampy lake 11,536.23 577.00 50 576.80

Submerged cropped land 3,480.00 191.42 55

River/stream 13,888.27 127.10 9 173.60

Water-logged areas 
converted into agricultural 
lands 

1,738.10 87.00 50 86.90

Low-lying paddy fields 
suitable for piscicultural 
purposes

4,000.00 1,700.00 425 2,000.00

Total 56,461.05 16,050.00 - 37,830.40

Source: State DoF (2001).

Fish production in the state was 16,050 t during 2000-2001. the per capita availability of 
fish, however, is only 6.8 kg per year which is lower than the World health organization’s 
recommendation of 11.5 kg/person/year.

Women of Manipur 

in most parts of india, women are largely confined to household activities. however, in manipur, 
both in the rich and poor households, women are engaged in field-based supportive activities, 
but their contribution to the family economy is yet to be evaluated. in any case, women's 
position and participation in manipur portray a different picture. manipur is a state where the 
role of women is recognized, and their contribution to the economy is increasing significantly. 
the cultural traditions provide opportunities and incentives for the equal participation of 
women in every activity. they do not share the legacy of hierarchical traditions in which 
women are seen as dependents and undertake the supportive role to the male as normally 
observed in the rest of the country. they are not only active and equal partners in both indoor 
and outdoor activities; they are also, in many cases the main breadwinners for the family. as 
a result, many productive activities are taken up by them in addition to the traditional gender-
based household activities.
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despite the important role of women, their literacy rate is significantly lower compared to 
that of men (table 3). the low level of importance of education attached to a female child 
contributes to the low literacy level of women. this trend is similar to that seen in the rest of 
india. in contrast to this, the gender ratio in the state is almost 1:1 (table 4) unlike in other 
parts of the country, such as in some of the northern states, where the ratio has declined 
drastically due to female infanticide. the gender ratio of 978 females: 1,000 males in the 
state is highest in the northeastern part and cases of female infanticide are uncommon in 
manipur.

Table 3. Female population, literacy rate and gender ratio of four valley districts of Manipur.

Category Bishnupur
Imphal 

east
Imphal 
west

Thoubal Manipur

Female population (%) 50.08 49.79 50.18 49.95 49.45449.46

Male population (%) 49.92 50.21 49.82 50.05 50.54550.54

Female literacy rate (%) 61.09 66.3 72.24 55.34 59.70

Male literacy rate (%) 82.25 86.44 89.40 80.50 77.87

Gender ratio 1,004 992 1,007 998 978

Source: Statistical Handbook of Manipur (2002).

Table 4. Females per 1,000 males in four valley districts of Manipur.

District/Year 1951 1961 1971 1981 1991 2001

Bishnupur 1,019 1,010 981 992 984 1,004

Imphal east 1,033 1,018 990 981 966 992

Imphal west 1,024 1,014 980 997 979 1,007

Thoubal 1,024 1,014 988 994 980 998

Manipur 1,036 1,015 980 971 958 978

Source: Statistical Handbook of Manipur (2002).

according to the 2001 census, 43.2% of the total workforce of the state was composed of 
women, compared to 32.2% in urban areas (table 5). the total male workforce outnumbered 
the female, but in the agriculture and household industries the female workforce is larger in 
number. about 25% of the total unemployed youths in the valley were female (as of late July 
2004; imphal east: 25.79%; imphal west: 29.10%; thoubal: 20.30%; and bishnupur: 26.20).
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Table 5. Total workforce available and the categories by residence and gender.

Area Gender
Total 

workers
Cultivators/ 

laborers
Agricultural 

workers

Household 
industry 
workers

Other 
workers

Rural 
Male 464,790 250,410 43,650 13,300 157,410

Female 381,800 202,420 55,890 55,870 67,600

Urban 
Male 129,840 27,170 9,570 6,290 86,810

Female 93,130 12,680 11,860 22,470 46,100

Total 
Male 594,640 277,580 53,220 19,600 244,220

Female 474,930 215,100 67,760 78,350 113,700

Source: Statistical Handbook of Manipur (2002).

Role in fisheries

the fisheries activities in manipur are largely dominated by women. they play multiple roles; 
apart from the traditional role of managing household activities from cooking to taking care 
of the elders and children in the family, they are involved in outdoor-related tasks. the many 
waterbodies in the valley provide a wealth of fishery resources and a variety of aquatic plants 
that are used as food by the people. in many ways, the role of women in fisheries activities 
reflects the situation in Cambodia (nandeesha and hanglomong 1997). Women are involved 
in capture and culture fisheries, fish processing, fish marketing and fish transport. during 
the season when fish are available in abundance, women spend several nights working to 
preserve them in various forms for use during the off-season.

Role in capture fisheries

the most common sight one would see in manipur is the active involvement of women in 
fishing using various types of fishing gear that can be easily operated by them. Chinese dip 
nets are most commonly used by women to collect fish from areas where these are reasonably 
abundant. Women are also involved in handpicking different types of snails. different types 
of bamboo gears are also used for collecting fish and other animals from the water. Fishing in 
ponds using a scoop net or drag net is also common.

Issues confronting women 

discussions with women have revealed a number of issues affecting them. as women are 
involved in household activities, spending long hours in the field has increased their work 
burden. as women stay in water for a considerable length of time, they encounter different 
types of health problems, such as worm infestation, fungal and other water-borne diseases. 
as the state law and order situation has been poor, women cannot travel long distances for 
fishing purposes.

ongoing political problems resulting in insurgency, frequent strikes and increasing incidence 
of hiV are causing additional burdens to women. as the waterbodies are choked with weeds, 
in some cases extending up to 40% of the water area, fishing has become a major problem 
(table 6). Construction of dams for electricity generation, which leads to increased siltation 
of riverbeds and other waterbodies, has impaired the ecology of natural resources and as a 
result, the fish production has stagnated (table 7). more than all these, with no mesh size 
regulation in place, fish of all sizes are caught by using small mesh size net. While many are 
thinking of only today and catching fish of all sizes, elderly women recall the abundance of 
fish and see their gradual decline due to overfishing.
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Women have suggested some measures to overcome the above constraints. main suggestions 
pertain to the development of strategies to prevent further damage to fisheries through 
community participation. along with regulations to control fishing activities, bringing 
awareness to the community to safeguard the natural resource should be given priority. 
provision of knowledge of fish culture and of ways to increase productivity through culture-
based fishery is suggested to reduce pressure on the natural resources.

Women in Aquaculture 

aquaculture is a major activity carried out in the state and women are most actively involved 
in it. integrated aquaculture like fish culture in paddy fields, integration of animals with 
fish culture and horticulture are commonly practiced. involvement of women in all stages 
of aquaculture is a common phenomenon observed throughout the state. digging ponds 
along with men, preparing ponds for stocking fish seed, procurement of seed, routine pond 
management like fertilization, feeding, harvesting fish, marketing of harvested fish, have all 
been carried out by women along with men. recognizing the interest of women in aquaculture 
and the hardship confronted by them, women’s associations, such as the nupi ngayok marup 
(Women Fish Culture Group), have been established. in the state, there are now 696 such 
groups that undertake fish culture activity with the support of the department of Fisheries 
(doF). the members of the organization are provided with fish seed from the doF on a 
credit basis, and the payment is made to the doF after the harvest of fish. the scheme which 
started in 1983 has been quite successful in introducing improved methods of fish culture. 
Fish ponds are commonly seen in homes in the manipur Valley. in places where there is 
no drinking water supply system, families maintain two ponds—one to meet family water 
necessities and another to culture fish.

Table 6. Area of open water and area covered by aquatic weeds in wetlands during different 
seasons. Figures in parentheses indicate percentage of wetland area.

Wetland 
category

No.

Area (ha)

Wetland 

Water spread Aquatic vegetation covered

Post-
monsoon

Pre-
monsoon

Post-
monsoon

Pre-
monsoon

Natural

Lake 21 43,358 14,548 (33.6) 10,584 (24.4) 29,532 (68.1) 33,708 (77.7)

Oxbow lake 2 35 35 (100.0) 20 (57.1) 35 (100.0) 35 (100.0)

Waterlogged 
area

130 9,466 8,563 (90.5) - 8,726 (92.2) 9,466 (100.0)

Subtotal 153 52,859 23,146 (43.8) 10,604 (20.1) 38,293 (72.4) 43,209 (81.7)

Artificial

Reservoir 2 100 100 (100.0) 57 (57.0) - 43 (43.0)

Subtotal 2 100 100 (100.0) 57 (57.0) - 43 (43.0)

Total 155 52,959 23,246 (43.9) 10,661 (20.1) 38,293 (72.3) 43,252 (81.7)
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Table 7. Capture fisheries production in Manipur.

Year Fish production (t)

2003-2004 10.56

2002-2003 9.96

2001-2000 9.90

2000-2001 9.63

1999-2000 9.30

Source: DoF (2001), Manipur, Imphal.

Issues confronting the sector 

discussions with women revealed that they are yet to derive significant benefits from training 
in terms of increasing their fish production. they noted that the training provided had helped 
them increase their productivity level but not beyond a certain point as they are not able to 
provide the necessary inputs. many of them are faced with the problem of locally procuring 
pond inputs like seed, feed, lime, fertilizers and fish harvesting nets. even when the items 
are available in nearby markets, they do not have the money to buy them, and thus they 
are prevented from adopting improved aquaculture practices. insurgency problems in the 
state also prevent women from undertaking commercial-scale activities since the increase 
in their income may attract the attention of insurgents. the lack of transport facilities is a 
problem and sometimes prevents the fish from reaching the market place in a good condition. 
the increasing weed infestation in waterbodies is also recognized as a major problem that 
is hindering aquaculture development in the state; the development of technologies to 
utilize these weeds for aquaculture purposes will bring benefits to the aquaculture industry. 
development of aquaculture techniques for several of the native species that have high market 
demand is considered a useful strategy that will help families increase their income.

among the 7,621 beneficiaries trained by the Fish Farmers development agency in the imphal 
district, women constituted only 13.1%. this could be due largely to the “one person per 
family” training approach used. to ensure sustainability to the activity, it is essential that both 
husband and wife are trained. 

Women in fish transportation and marketing 

unlike in other places where men play key roles in transportation of fish and women in 
marketing, in manipur, women carry out both activities efficiently. although men do assist in 
large-scale operations, in general women independently undertake the smaller-scale activities, 
thereby allowing men to attend to other tasks. Fish marketing is generally undertaken by 
women and is an exclusive domain of women in the retail trade sector. there are markets that 
are known as Nupi Keithels or Ema Keithels, which means women’s or mother’s market, and 
only women are allowed to trade in these markets. in the central market of imphal, there are 
about 300 women fish traders. all these women are allocated a regular trading place by the 
municipal Council on a rental basis. Women come to the market very early in the morning, 
after collecting fish from the farmers.

as women are involved with fish trading during the major part of the day, they are hard pressed 
for time to accomplish other activities. Women face enormous problems in the transportation 
of fish in the early hours of the day. the most severe problem is frequent strikes by various 
groups which result in the loss of several days a month. With no trading on strike days, women 
face severe hardship. With no cold storage facilities in place, women are not able to preserve 
fish. Women expressed the need for cold storage and ice production facilities. improving the 
hygienic condition of the market is also essential.
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Gender Status in the State Department of Fisheries

although in manipur women have been playing key roles in all fisheries activities, they 
constitute only 15.1% of the total staff strength in the doF (table 8). although women in 
this state enjoy better freedom as compared to the other states in india, their low level of 
literacy has not helped them to secure good jobs. as in the other parts of the country, it is the 
men who are encouraged to acquire higher qualifications, thereby securing a large percentage 
of government jobs. it is necessary that emphasis is laid not just on literacy, but in providing 
a higher level of education to women and recruiting them to ensure gender balance to carry 
out the work efficiently. as they are the most active participants in the fisheries sector, any 
effort to bring gender equity in the staff structure of the doF is likely to benefit women and 
the fisheries sector.

Table 8. Details of staff of Manipur state DoF.

Staff category Male Female Total Percentage of females

Technical 298 73 371 19.68

Administrative 58 63 121 52.07

Office support 76 8 84 9.52

Field support 217 30 247 12.14

Total 649 174 823 15.06

Source: DoF (2001), Manipur, Imphal.

Conclusion 

Women contribute immensely to the manipur economy and culture through fish. they 
acquire a special status in the society and much of the discrimination seen against women in 
other parts of the country is not seen here. however, many problems common to other areas 
do occur. in particular, education for a female child has not received priority. With low literacy 
levels, women tend to confine themselves to household activities and move on to field-based 
activities which do not require a high level of education. it is essential that awareness is 
brought not just on providing literacy to a female child, but also on the provision of a higher 
level of education.

training for women on the various aspects of fisheries is yet to receive priority attention, 
although some progress has been made by women’s groups. it is useful to fix numerical 
targets in the provision of training for women. however, it is necessary that training contents 
and timing should be prepared based on the convenience of women. the major problem 
encountered by women is the transport of fish to the market site. it would be advisable for 
the doF to explore the possibility of providing organized support for the transport of fish. 
technology improvement in the processing and preservation of fish, taking women’s needs 
into consideration, will support them in many ways. in the aquaculture sector, it is essential 
that aquaculture technology for the native species is developed as that would help women 
to earn extra income. aquatic weeds can become a major resource of the state, if suitable 
technologies for their use are developed. research investigation into various beliefs might help 
in unearthing several of the nutritional benefits of the fish that are yet unknown. it is suggested 
that further detailed study be conducted on the gender issues confronting the fisheries sector 
in manipur and suitable development strategies be made to empower women. 
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