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Location: Boasting a large
population of around two million
people in India, the Meitei
dominate the state of Manipur,
which means “land of jewels.”
Approximately 27,000 Meitei
people also live in Myanmar,
concentrated in the northeast
Mandalay Region and parts of five
other states. An additional 31,000
live in Bangladesh, where they are
officially labeled the “Monipuri”
ethnic group.!

Identity: Strangely, most sources
today do not list the Meitei people
in Myanmar, even though they

have a long and distinguished
history there and retain their own
customs, language, and identity.
The Burmese know them as the
Kathe, named after the war horses
they used in battles centuries

ago.? Since the 1960s, the Meitei
have had little contact with their
homeland in Manipur. Although

the proud Meitei vehemently deny
a tribal connection, other groups

in Manipur say the Meitei were
originally “a hill community who
overran the valley and settled there.
Theirking, on his installation, wore a
traditional costume very like that of
the neighboring Nagas.”

Language: The Meitei language,
which is part of the Tibeto-Burman
family, consists of two tones, 25
consonants, and six vowels. Despite
the Ethnologue not even listing

the Meitei language in Myanmar,

a 2015 article noted: “While most
Meitei in Mandalay speak their
mother tongue, they don’t have the
opportunity to study it.... As the
medium of instruction in schools
and colleges is Burmese, students
must speak in Burmese. The only
place to speak Meitei is at home.”

History: The presence of today’s
Meitei community in Myanmar

is the result of a series of brutal
wars between Manipur and the
Burmese between 1717 and
1749, sparked by the Meitei
pretending to offer a princess in
marriage between the two royal
families. Instead, they “captured
300 Burmese lords and ladies who
had come to receive the supposed
princess, taking them captive to
Manipur.”® This deception launched
a series of revenge attacks that
devastated the region, and the
Meitei in Myanmar today are the
descendants of prisoners of war
taken from Manipur three centuries
ago. The Meitei in India took on

the might of the British military in
1890 but were subdued by superior
weaponry. For the next half century
the Meitei were diminished, butan
ideological movement emerged in
the mid-1950s in a bid to restore
their dominance to pre-British
levels. This soon created ethnic
conflict with the Kuki Chin and Naga
tribes in Manipur, which has left
thousands dead.®

Customs: The Meitei have a rich
and unique culture stemming from
their pre-Hindu past, including
traditions of art, dramatic
performances, and classical dance.

| The Meitei in Myanmar seem

trapped between their present
reality and their past in India. Many

~ feel “cut off from their culture and
. identity, with Meitei elders fighting

alosing battle to preserve their
roots in their foster land.””

Religion: Sanamahism, the original
Meitei religion, is still widely

i practiced today. It feature the

worship of Lainingthou Sanamahi,
the son of a supreme god and
goddess.® Although the Meitei
nominally converted to Hinduism

in the 18th century, the religion
was laid over their traditional faith.
The 1931 census of Burma listed
70.2% of Meitei people as Hindus,
with only 30 individuals identifying
as Christians. Since that time the
number of Christians has remained
atonly about one percent, but many
Meitei have converted to Buddhism
to fitinto Burmese society. A small
number of Muslims and animists
are also found among them.®

Christianity: The first missionary
among the Meitei in India was

a young Englishman, William
Pettigrew, who came to Manipurin
1890. The British authorities didn’t
want to antagonize the Meitei, and
he was compelled to leave after
just six months. Pettigrew refused
to give up, and 26 years later he
planted a Baptist church in Manipur
with 18 members, including a
handful of Meitei.'° Recent decades
have seen the Gospel progress
among the Meitei in India, with a
tribal evangelistin 1992 claiming to
have established over 74 churches
among the Meitei.!!

Population
in Myanmar:
26,800 (2026)

Location:
Mandalay Region,
Kachin State, Yangon

Region, Ayeyarwady Region,
Sagaing Region, Shan State

Language Family:
Tibeto-Burman

Main Religion:
Buddhism (50.0%)

Christians:
270 (1.0%)

OVERVIEW

Population:
26,800 in Myanmar
(2026 Asia Harvest)

25,000 (2015 Times of India)

6,113 (1931 census)

Other Countries:
1,992,000 in India
31,000 in Bangladesh

Other Names:

Cassay, Kathe, Kathi, Koch, Maithei,
Manipuri, Meetei, Meeteilon, Meithe,
Meithei, Mitai, Mitei, Mithe, Monipuri,

Pao, Ponna, Rajbansi

Location:

Mandalay Region, Kachin State,

Yangon Region, Ayeyarwady Region,

Sagaing Region, Shan State

Language: Meitei [mni]
Dialects: 3

Scripture:

Bible 1984

New Testament 1827
Portions 1820

Jesus film: Meitei

Global Recordings:
Manipuri #248

People ID: 13513

¥ &2 2 &°
S o o) o
- 1~ o
) )
=
I 5 =
= O =1 =4
7] g I=
o (=]
T = =)
() o
_— I

7.0%

B animist

MEITEI

© Copyright Asia Harvest 2025

For more information please see Endnotes

Religious adherence



