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A Glimpse of Nepal 
 
 
 

“timi afnai gharma (afain baas namaga)”  
(“(you don’t ask for a shelter) in your own home”) 

       -- Bhupal Rai (2000:4) 
 
 
Political Economy 
 
Nepal lies in South Asia as a Himalayan kingdom. It is a small landlocked country 
sandwiched between the People's Republic of China in north and the Republic of 
India in south, east and west. Nepal, following King Prithvinarayan Shah, is a 
"Yam between two boulders"—China and India. Some say it is 'India locked,' 
others say it is 'idea locked.' Geographically it is indeed land locked.  
 
Although Nepal is a small country in terms of its geography but elevation changes 
drastically in a short span due to its unique and varying physiographic regions, 
which includes high Himalayas, high mountains, middle mountains, Siwalik and 
Terai. Nepal is indeed very rich in bio-diversity and socio-cultural diversity due to 
its unique and varying physiographic regions. Nepal is proud of owning 5,400 
species of higher plants (2.2 percent of the world figure), 850 birds (9.4 per cent 
of Nepal’s share of world’s record), fish fauna amount to 170 species, mammals 
175 species dragon fly 180 species, moths 50 species, the butterflies over 600 
species, 7,000 vascular plants, lichen 500, Fungi 1,700 (Shrestha and Gupta 
1993:3). 
 
Before territorial unification of Nepal by King Prithvinarayan Shah in 1769, it was 
divided into 22 and 24 principalities. Nepal was never a colony of any colonial 
power. Junga Bahadur Rana and his brothers ruled from 1846 to 1950. After the 
fall of the autocratic Rana rule in 1950, the Nepalese people experienced 
democracy for some years. King Mahendra dismissed 18-month old Parliament 
with B. P. Koirala of Nepali Congress arty as the Prime Minister and introduced 
partyless Panchayat political system with direct leadership of the king. This 
system collapsed in 1990 due the people's movement jointly launched by Nepali 
Congress Party and the United Left Front. Thus, democracy was reinstated in 
1990 and multiparty political system was reintroduced. As many democratic 
political leaders indulged in heavy corruption by misusing their power and 
authority, bad governance, and dillydallying in reducing economic and 
sociocultural inequalities, Maoist insurgency began in 1996. Currently, Nepal is at 
the crossroads of parliamentary from of government, People's Republic, 
constitutional monarchy, direct leadership of the king and military dictatorship. 
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Nepal is a rich country inhabited by poor people. The country is rich in 
biodiversity and socio-cultural diversity. Nepal is primarily a semi-feudal agrarian 
country. Majority of people live in rural areas and rely on agriculture. Although 
Nepal is rich in its water resources, second highest in the world, that is next to 
Brazil, but the Nepalese people are thirsty of drinking water, craving for irrigation 
and electricity. Foreign aid, tourism and remittance are three major sources of 
national income. 
 
Nepal is indeed poor as indicated by indicators of development. The World Bank 
has categorized Nepal as one of the 12 poor countries of the world since the 
publication of the World Development Reports in the early eighties. According to 
the World Development Report 2003, Nepal's Gross National Income (GNI) in per 
capita dollars is 250, life expectancy at birth is 59 years, under-5 mortality rate per 
1,000 is 105, adult literacy rate % of people 15 and above is 58, net national 
poverty line is 42.0 (The World Bank 2003). Furthermore, in terms of 
international poverty line, the report reveals that population below $ 1 a day % is 
37.7 and below $ 2 a day % is 82.5. 
 
 
Social Composition 
 
Although the modern development indicators show that Nepal is one of the 
poorest countries in the world, it is very rich in bio- and socio-cultural diversity. 
Bio-diversity and indigenous nationalities are indeed very much interconnected 
and socio-cultural diversity is characterized by diversity in caste, ethnicity, 
language, religion, culture and region. According to the census of 2001, the total 
population of Nepal is 22,736,934 and the total number of castes, indigenous 
nationalities and religious groups are 100 and three unknown/unidentified groups 
(Appendix A-1). As long as caste/ethnic and language survey is not done in all 
parts of Nepal, it would be difficult to come up with real number of caste, 
indigenous nationalities, Dalits, Madhesis, languages and religions. However, 
census reports and studies conducted by the Nepalese and international scholars 
give us some picture of the forests of complex social structure as well as counting 
trees of caste/ethnicity, language and religion. 
 
 Sex: Women comprise 11,377,556 (50.04 per cent) and men comprise 11,359,378 
(49.96 per cent) of the total population. There is almost equal proportion of men 
and women in the country. According to the Nepal Human Development Report 
2001, Nepal’s HDI is 0.466, HPI is 39.2, GDI is 0.452 and GEM is 0.385 
(NESAC 1998). Female’s life expectancy is 59.8 years. Female adult literacy rate 
is 35.4 percent.  
 
Race: Although anthropometrical survey has yet to be carried out, general 
observation made by social/cultural anthropologists have identified four racial 
groups in Nepal by looking at the physical features of the Nepalese peoples. These 
are: (1) Mongoloid, (2) Caucasoid, (3) Dravidian, and (4) Proto-Australoid. 
Bahun-Chhetri, the dominant caste group belongs to Caucasoid racial group. The 
majority of population belong to Mongoloid and Caucasoid races. The population 
of Dravidian and Proto-Australoid is nominal and they are confined in some 
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pockets in eastern Terai region. Caucasoid is divided into varna and caste groups. 
Mongoloid, Dravidian and Proto-Australoid are the indigenous nationalities and 
do not belong to Hindu varna and social hierarchy. 
 
Varna and Caste: There are four varnas: (1) Brahmin, (2) Kshyatriya, (3) 
Vaishya, and (4) Sudra (Dalits). These four varnas are found in the Terai but in 
the Hills there are Bahun, Chhetri and Dalits, but not the Vaisya. Social hierarchy, 
and purity and pollution of castes and foods characterize varna and caste systems. 
These Hindu castes had migrated to Nepal after 11th century due to Muslim 
invasion of northern India. Among the top ten most populated caste/ethnic groups 
Chhetri is the first, Bahun the second, Kami the eight and Yadav the ninth. Those 
castes that live in the Hills are called Parbate and those who live in the Terai are 
called Madhesi. 
 
Among the Hindu castes, Chhetri is the first and the Bahun is the second most 
numerous in Nepal. The Chhetri comprise 15.8 per cent and the Bahun 12.7 per 
cent of the total population. Their population would be small if it is broken down 
into different subcaste such as Purbiya and Kumain groups.1 
 
Indigenous Nationalities: The Census of 2001 identified 43 indigenous 
nationalities. It missed out remaining 16 indigenous nationalities for several 
reasons, including the lack of awareness of these groups who live in remote areas 
(Appendix A-1).2 Out of 43 indigenous nationalities 5 are from mountain region, 
20 from the Hills, 7 from inner Terai and 11 from the Terai region. Among them 4 
have population of 1,000,000 to 3,593,496, 5 have 100,000 to 1,000,000, 6 have 
50,000 to 100,000, 11 have 10,000 to 50,000, 13 have 1,000 to 10,000 and 4 have 
the lowest, that is, 164 to 660 (Appendix A-1). Among the top ten most populated 
ethnic groups, Magar is the third, Tharu the fourth, Tamang the fifth, Newar the 
sixth and Rai the tenth. 
 
Dalits: Although there is controversy on the use of the term Dalit, the Dalit 
movement of Nepal has accepted the term (Bhattachan et al. 2001; Biswakarma 
2001; Dahal 2002). They have defined the term 'Dalit" to refer to those Hindu 
castes who have been placed at the bottom of the social hierarchy as Sudra and 
treated as untouchables by "upper castes." There is also a controversy about the 
Newar Dalits. The National Code 1854 and the Dalit movement consider 
Chyamkhala, Pode and Kasai as "untouchables" or Dalits but the latter claimed 
that they belong to the Newar indigenous nationality, but not to Dalits. 
 
The census has listed 15 Dalit castes of which 5 are Hill Dalits and 10 are 
Madhesi Dalits. The five Hill Dalits are Badi, Damai, Gaine, Kami and Sarki. The 
10 Madhesi Dalits are Bantar, Chamar, Chidimar, Dhobi, Doom, Dusadh, 
Halkhor, Khatwe, Musahar and Tatma. Among these, the most populated Dalit 
caste is Kami with 895,954 (Appendix A-1). 
 
Hill peoples refer to Dalits of Terai as Madhesi along with other Madhesi groups 
and Madhesi peoples refer to Hill Dalits along with other Hill people as Parbate. 
 
Muslim: Muslims are the seventh most numerously populated group. Their total 
population is 975,949, that is 4.2 per cent of the total population of Nepal 
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(Appendix A-1). There are four groups of Muslims in Nepal. They are Kashmiri, 
Tibetan, Madhesi and Churaute (Hill Muslim) (Siddika 1993:134-6).3 The Hill 
Muslims are known as Churaute. Most of the Muslims live in the Terai regions. 
 
Religion: The census of 2001 has listed 8 religions—Hindu, Buddhist, Islam, 
Kiranti, Christian, Jain, Sikh and Bahai.4 There are significant numbers of peoples 
who have faith in religions omitted by the census of 2001. These are animism and 
Bon, which indeed are older than others. Census report of 2001 reveals that Hindu 
comprises 80.6 per cent of the total population of Nepal and other religions are 
19.4 per cent (Table 1). 
 
Table 1. Population by religion in the Census of 1952/54, 1991 and 2001 
 

Religion 1952/54 % 1991 % 2001 % Increase-
Decrease 
1991-2001 

% 

Hindu 7,138,392 88.8 15,996,953 86.5 18,330,121 80.6 2,333,168 14.6 
Buddhists 707,104 8.6 1,439,142 7.8 2,442,520 10.7 1,003,378 69.7 
Islam 208,899 2.6 653,218 3.5 954,023 4.2 300,805 46.0 
Kirant - - 318,389 1.0 818,106 3.6 499,717 157.0 
Christian - - 31,280 0.2 101,976 0.5 70,696 226.0 
Jain - - 7,561 0.0 4,108 0.0 -3,453 -45.7 
Sikh - - 9,292 0.1 5,890 0.0 -3,402 -36.6 
Other 6,840 0.0 17,124 0.1 86,080 0.4 68,956 402.7 
Unidentified - - 18,138 0.1 - - - - 
Total 8,235,079 100.0 491,097 100.0 22,736,934* 100.0 4,245,887 23.0 

 
Source: Table 10: Population by religion (adapted from Gurung 2002:9). 
Note: * b) Census of 2001, Table 1: Number of households, population in the household 
by sex, area and population density, 2001 (HMG-N 2002:1-2) shows total population of 
23,151,423 with 11,563,921 males and 11,587,502 females. The total population in this 
table is 414,489 less because the Household data was generated in the first part and 
individual characteristics was collected in the second part and census forms were not 
filled out in scores of Village Development Committees (VDC) in the Maoist insurgency 
affected areas. 
 
Language: Complete linguistic survey has not yet been done in Nepal. Summer 
Institute of Linguistics (SIL) has revealed more than 125 languages and dialects in 
existence in Nepal (Grimes 1996). Linguists have categorized languages and 
dialects of Nepal belonging to four family groups, namely, Indo-Aryan group 
under the Indo-European language family, Tibeto-Burman group under Sino-
Tibetan language family, Proto-Australoid under Austro-Asiatic language family 
and Munda group under the Dravidian language family. National Language 
Recommendation Commission (NLRC 1994) classified languages and dialects at 
four different stages of development, namely, languages with literate tradition, 
languages with literate traditions in progress, language with no literate tradition 
and languages at the verge of extinction or moribund (NLRC 1994). Similarly, the 
census of 2001 has listed 92 languages and Nepali language is spoken by 48.61 
per cent of the total population (Appendix A-2). Other languages are spoken by 
less than 51.39 per cent of the total population. Language rights activists believe 
that the number of Khasa/Nepali language speakers have always been exaggerated 
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by the government to legitimize its domination and expansion. Therefore, during 
the census of 2001, organizations of different national languages organized 
sensitisation programs in different parts of the country to report their mother 
tongues accurately while giving information to the census enumerators. The rising 
level of awareness among the minorities has contributed for some increase in the 
percentage of different ethnic, language and religious groups and subsequent 
decrease in the population of Khasa/Nepali language speakers. 
 
Concerns Facing the Country 
 
Nepal has been in crisis due to complex and chronic problems such as political 
instability, tendency of authoritarianism, poverty, corruption, bad governance, 
mounting foreign debt, underdevelopment and widening inequality and 
discrimination based on caste, ethnicity, language, religion, gender, class and 
region. Maoist insurgency (People's War) since February 13, 1996 is the outburst 
of such crisis. His Majesty's Government of Nepal (HMG-N) has been trying to 
suppress the Maoist insurgency by using security forces. 
 
Since the imposition of emergency in 2001 and subsequent use of army by the 
government against the Maoist insurgents, violence and counter-violence and 
serious violation of human rights have escalated. After the dissolution of 
Parliament by Prime Minister Sher Bahadur Deuba on May 22, 2002, the country 
is reeling under one after another political and economic crisis. After the take over 
of executive power by the King by sacking Prime Minister Sher Bahadur Deuba 
as the "incompetent" Prime Minister on October 4, 2002, the Constitution has 
become a "mummy" buried inside a pyramid of political uncertainties. Since then, 
the King is confronting all major political parties, on the one hand, and the Maoist 
insurgents on the other. The country is at the crossroads. Political situation is so 
fluid that the country can go in any direction. The Nepalese people cannot afford a 
long and protracted war that seems to be inevitable now. The immediate political 
concerns of the country are as follows: 
 
In the last seven years of insurgency, about six thousand Nepalese people have 
already lost their lives and people are killed everyday. Escalation of violence and 
counter violence ruins everything, including sovereignty and territorial integrity, 
peace, justice and development. Therefore, the first and foremost concern of the 
country at present is to restore and sustain peace and political stability by ending 
escalating violence and counter violence used by the national security forces and 
the Maoist insurgents, on the one hand, and to ensure radical social and economic 
transformations, on the other. The current ceasefire is an good opportunity to 
transform conflict into peace. 
 
Either restore law and order situation and hold mid-term election of the House of 
Representatives and also election of the local bodies or hold a round table 
conference, form an interim government and go for election of Constituent 
Assembly, inclusive of referendum, to write a new constitution with people's 
sovereignty in a real sense of the term. However, the first option appears to be 
impossible leaving the second as the only option. 
 
The other main concerns facing the country are as follows: 
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Incremental or reform approach has failed, social movements, including the right-
based movements of different minority groups have yet to yield concrete results, 
the Maoist insurgency has been sweeping the country. There is an urgent need of 
its peaceful solutions to these pressing problems. 
 
One of the important concerns is to institutionalize inclusive democracy. It could 
be achieved through constituent assembly or by transforming the current West-
Minister style of parliamentary form of government to federal government or give 
right to self-determination or ethnic autonomy or adopt any other model of 
inclusive democracy. 
 
Another significant concern is to eliminate all forms of discrimination and 
inequality based on caste, ethnicity, language, religion, gender, region and class 
that has persisted for centuries under a patronage of the unitary, predatory Hindu 
State. These are indeed breeding grounds of insurgency, violence and counter-
violence. 
 
Implementation of already ratified and ratification of remaining international 
instruments of human rights by Nepal is another concern of all human rights 
activists and minorities. 
 
In the last five decades, Nepal experienced failure of State-led, and in the last 
twelve years also market-led and NGO-led development strategies to yield 
positive results. Even community-based development strategies implemented 
since the fifties have been pseudo community-based. All these development 
strategies have turned out to be predatory or anti-developmental. Hence, there is 
need for an alternative development strategy and given diversity in social structure 
of the Nepalese society; community-based development strategy could be a best 
alternative if implemented sincerely.  
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Indigenous Nationalities & 
Minorities of Nepal 
 
 
 
 
The Politics of Definition of Minority and Different 
Minority Groups 
 
 
It is always difficult to define any concept but it is even more difficult if there is 
none. Different lay persons, professionals and academics define concepts in 
different ways. Therefore, any definition could be contested but some definitions 
are agreeable to a larger number of populations than other definitions. Definitions 
of indigenous nationalities and minorities are no exception. The politics of 
definition is played in two fronts, one about the definition of the term "minority" 
and the other with definition of individual minority groups or communities. 
Defining both the concepts of "minority" and "indigenous nationalities" are 
contested all over the world, including Nepal (Bhattachan 1999; Dahal 1996; 
Giddens 1993; Lawoti 2002; Rose 1968; UN 1991; Vickerman 1995; Wagley and 
Harris 1958; Yetman 1991). Similarly the definition of "Dalit" is contested in 
Nepal and India (Bhattachan et al. 2001; Biswakarma 2001; Dahal et al. 2002). 
Also, the definition of "Madhesi" is contested in Nepal (Yadav 1997). As different 
societies interpret it differently, narrow definition of these terms may exclude 
genuine minorities and broad definition may include even the dominant group(s). 
Main criteria used in defining indigenous peoples is time and place, that is, which 
ever community came first and settled down in a particular geographical area and 
in the case of minorities several criteria, including indigeneity, domination, 
discrimination, language, religion, culture, gender and region, are used. 
Domination and discrimination are the key criteria of minorities and other criteria 
are its supplement and complement. 
 
As far as Nepal is concerned, HMG-N has used the term "minority," "indigenous 
nationalities" and "Madhesi" as political rhetoric. In the past, the government did 
not formally recognize its existence but now their existence is accepted. However, 
its definitions as defined by the "minorities," "indigenous nationalities," "Dalits" 
and Madhesi" are not fully accepted. Also, the government has yet to ratify 
international instruments for "minorities" and "indigenous nationalities." 
 
HMG-N has yet to officially define the term "minority." In the government 
documents such as the twenty-year perspective plans, five-year plans and annual 
budget speech, and platforms of political parties, they often use the term "minority 
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community" ambiguously to refer to "small" communities. Although the 
government has been using the term "minority" interchangeably with many other 
terms such as Dalits, indigenous nationalities, poor and disadvantaged groups, in 
the government documents including the five-year plans and annual budget 
speech, without ever defining the term and identifying the groups or communities 
clearly. 
 
 
Definition of "Minority": Social scientists in Nepal have made efforts to define 
the term "minority" as lately as the mid-nineties. Anthropologist Dilli Ram Dahal 
(1996) defined "minority" relying on statistical criterion such as numerical size of 
different populations in terms of caste/ethnicity, language and religion and on 
achievement of specific caste/ethnic group in specific fields such as political 
decision-making position and economic prosperity. It was because of such 
misconception, indigenous nationalities hesitated until early nineties to refer to 
themselves as minority as they claimed to form about 70 per cent of the total 
population of Nepal. 
 
Disagreeing with the above definition provided by Dahal (1995), sociologist 
Krishna B. Bhattachan (1999) and political scientist Mahendra Lawoti (2002) 
define "minority" using a criteria of "domination" and "discrimination." Since 
then, indigenous nationalities began to identify themselves belonging to minorities 
on these grounds. Both concepts of "minority" and "dominant group" are indeed 
based on exploitative and unequal power relation manifested in the forms of 
domination and discrimination by one group over other(s). 
 
Definition of "indigenous nationalities": Eden Vanisttart (1896:56), a Gurkha 
Officer, wrote, 
 

'The aboriginal stock of Nepal is most undoubtedly Mongolian. 
This fact is inscribed in very plain characters in their faces, forms, 
and languages. 
Amongst the aborigines of Nepal must be counted the Magars, 
Gurungs, Newars, Sunwars, Khambus,* Yakkas,* Yakthumbas,* 
Murmis, and Lepchas. 
All of these are undoubtedly descendents from Mongolian or 
Tibtean stock.' 
 
'* Khambus are Rais, Yakkas are practically Rais also. 
Yakthumbas are Limbus. Khambus, Yakkas, and Yakthumbas form 
the Kiranti group.' 

 
However, until 1996, that is, for one hundred years since Vansittart wrote those 
lines, HMG-N did not recognize the definition of the term "indigenous 
nationalities". With the promulgation of an Ordinance to establish the National 
Committee for Development of Nationalities, the concept of "indigenous 
nationalities" and identification of 61 indigenous nationalities were recognized 
indirectly, but with the implementation of the Ninth Plan (1997-2002), the 
government fully recognized it but did not define it. Since then, the controversy at 
the government level has subsided. At the peoples level, however, the dominant 
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group falsely claims that they are not only "indigenous" but "pre-indigenous 
nationalities," implying that they were in Nepal even before the arrival of 
"indigenous nationalities." 
 
According to the Article 1 (1.b) of the ILO Convention 169, indigenous peoples 
refers to those 'peoples in independent countries who are regarded as indigenous 
on account of their descent from the populations which inhabited the country, or a 
geographical region to which the country belongs, at the time of conquest or 
colonization or the establishment of present state boundaries and who, irrespective 
of their legal status, retain some or all of their own social, economic, cultural and 
political institutions.' The ILO definition is very much applicable in Nepal 
because the Hindus took refuge in Nepal from India after the eleventh century and 
they controlled the political economy of the country since the eighteenth century. 
Therefore, the Nepalese scholars believes that the term "indigenous" is based on 
"place" and "time" and whoever came first and settled in a place, they are referred 
to as "indigenous" (Gurung et al. 2000:1).  Most of the nationalities in Nepal are 
indigenous and hence, they are referred as "indigenous nationalities." According 
to the Indigenous/Nationalities Act, 2002, "indigenous nationalities refers to those 
ethnic group or community as listed in the annex, who has their own mother 
tongue and traditional customs, different cultural identity, different social 
structure and written or oral history" (HMG-N 2002:170). The annex has listed 59 
indigenous nationalities (See Box 1). HMG-N came up with such a definition due 
to the pressure from the movement of indigenous nationalities. Although HMG-
N's definition alone is not adequate because of failure to recognize the historical 
fact that indigenous nationalities do not fall within Hindu social hierarchy, but the 
Act ties the definition with a list of 59 indigenous nationalities, leaders of 
indigenous nationalities are satisfied with it. 
 
NEFEN, in consultation with indigenous scholars and leaders of Nepal and 
abroad, concluded that 'Though "indigenous peoples" and nationalities are 
respectively not synonymous but, however, all the "nationalities" seem to be the 
"indigenous peoples" in the context of Nepal' (Tamang et al. 1994:3). The 
consultative meeting defined "indigenous peoples" or "indigenous nationalities" to 
refer to those communities – 
 

'(i) which possess their own distinct tradition and original lingual 
and cultural traditions and whose religious faith is based on 
ancient animism 9worshiper of ancestors, land, season, nature), or 
who do not claim "The Hinduism" enforced by the state, as their 
traditional and original religion. 
(ii) those existing descendants of the peoples whose ancestors had 
established themselves as the first settlers or principal inhabitants 
the present territory of Nepal at the time when persons of different 
culture or ethnic origin arrived there and who have their own 
history (written or oral) and historical continuity. 
(iii) which communities have been displaced from their own land 
for the last 4 centuries, particularly during the expansion and 
establishment of modern Hindu nation State and have been 
deprived of their traditional rights to own the natural resources 
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(Kipat {communal land}, cultivable land, water, minerals, trading 
points etc.). 
(iv) who have been subjugated in the State's political power set-up 
(decision-making process), whose ancient culture, language and 
religion are non-dominant and social values neglected and 
humiliated; 
(v) whose society is traditionally erected on the principle of 
equality – rather than the hierarchic of the Indo-Aryan caste 
system and gender equality or rather women enjoying more 
advantaged positions) – rather than social, economic and religious 
subordination of woman, but whose social norms and values have 
been slighted by the state; 
(vi) which formally or informally admit or claim to be "the 
indigenous peoples of Nepal" on the basis of aforementioned 
characteristics.' 

 
 
Definition of Dalit: The definition of Dalit is contested at different times, levels 
and communities. There are many synonymous terms such as "Pariganit," 
"Acchut" or "Pani nachalne" or "Aprisya" ("untohchables"), "Harijan" ("peoples 
of god"), Sudra, "Utpidit jat" ("depressed caste") and so on. There are suggestions 
that the Dalit term should not be used because it not only breeds inferiority but 
also it is insulting. Some peoples argue that the use of the term Dalit will never 
ever help to abolish caste-based untouchability but others argue that as long as the 
victims of caste-based untouchability are not identified as Dalits they would never 
ever have a chance for their upliftment (Biswakarma 2001). However, the Dalit 
intellectual and leaders have now accepted that there is nothing wrong in referring 
them as Dalit and they should be proud of being referred to as Dalit in their 
campaign against caste-based unotuchability and discrimination. Given the 
practices that some Dalit castes are untouchables in some places but touchable in 
others, that some Dalits were treated as untouchables in the past but now they 
moved up in the hierarchy because of economic upliftment, that some were not 
really untouchables in the pats but now they are treated as untouchables, the 
bottom line of the definition is that those castes or communities who have been 
treated by the "upper castes" as untouchables are Dalits. In other words, caste-
based untouchability embedded with the notion of pollution of water, food and 
body is the hallmark of the Dalit. Indeed the term "Dalit" is associated with 
history, religion, politics, economics and social practices. 
 
 
Definition of Madhesi: The term "Madhesi" is also one of the contested and 
controversial terms in Nepal. Many Nepalese peoples wrongly refer them as 
"Marsya," Madhise," "Madise" but they consider that uses of all these terms are 
insulting for them. The Madhesi scholars differentiate between the terms 
"Madhesi" and "Teraibasi" ("Dweller of the Terai region), the former is a 
historical, political and sociological concept that refers to a groups or communities 
discriminated by the dominant groups where as the latter refers to any caste or 
ethnic group, including the dominant caste or group, who lives in the Terai region 
(Yadav 1997). 
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Identification of Dominant and Minority Groups 
 
Identification of the Dominant Groups 
 
Hill Bahun-Chhetri caste, Khasa/Nepali language speakers and Hindu religious 
and cultural groups are the dominant groups in Nepal since 1769 (See Table 2). 
Since King Prithvinaryan Shah completed his "Gorkha imperialism" in 1769, they 
have been politically, socially, culturally and linguistically dominant groups in 
Nepal despite of their non-dominance numerically. Irrespective of authoritarian or 
democratic political system in Nepal in the last 234 years, continuing State's 
affiliation with Hindu religion, imposition of Khasa/Nepali language as the only 
official language of Nepal, and dominance of Bahun-Chhetri in main political 
parties would do nothing but homo-social reproduction of domination. The 
dominant groups indeed control government (executive, legislative and judiciary), 
politics, security forces, including Army, international relations, bureaucracy and 
mass media. Therefore, as long as there is no revolutionary transformation of 
society, such dominance would continue in future. 
 
 
Identification and Classification of Minority Groups 
 
In terms of domination and discrimination, the following six groups have asserted 
that they belong to minorities and they have launched right-based movements in 
Nepal (Table 2):  
 
 
Indigenous Nationalities: All 59, previously 61, indigenous nationalities 
recognized by the government are minorities (See Box 1; Table 2). Different 
indigenous nationalities are in different stages of development. Some indigenous 
nationalities are nomads, e.g. Raute, and some are forest dwellers, e.g. Chepang 
and Bankaria. Most of the indigenous nationalities rely on agriculture and 
pastoralism and very few are cosmopolitan, e.g. the Newars. Also, within each of 
these indigenous nationalities, some are rich and many are poor. Therefore, among 
the 59 indigenous nationalities some of them are well off and many of them are 
poor. Also, within each of these indigenous nationalities, some families are rich 
and many are poor. Therefore, from class perspective, there are dominant and 
minorities within each and among indigenous nationalities. However, in the field 
of ethnic identity, language, religion and culture, all, both advanced and non-
advanced, rich and poor, indigenous nationalities are discriminated by the 
dominant group. 
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Linguistic Groups: Out of 92 languages identified by the Census of 2001 and out 
of 125 languages/dialects identified by the SIL, all languages and dialects 
excluding Khasa/Nepali languages are minorities (See Appendix A-2 & Table 2). 
 
Religious Groups: Animist, Bon, Kiranta, Buddhist, Islam, Christian, Sikh, Bahai 
are religious minorities (Table 2). 
 
Dalits: The government has identified 23 Dalit castes. They all are minorities (See 
Box 2; Table 2). Like the case of indigenous nationalities, different Dalit castes 
are in different stages of development. Hill Dalits are little better off than the 
Madhesi Dalits. Also, Dalits practice caste-based discrimination among 
themselves, Kami or Biswakarma are at the top of the hierarchy, Dom at the 
bottom and others in between. Among the Dalits, Kami or Biswakarma is 

Box 1. 
Indigenous Nationalities of Nepal 

 
MOUNTAIN 
1. Bara Gaunle  7.   Lhomi (Shingsawa)  13. Thakali 
2. Bhutia  8.   Lhopa   14. Thudam 
3. Byansi  9.   Marphali Thakali  15. Tingaunle Thakali  
4. Chhairotan  10. Mugali   16. Topkegola  
5. Dolpo  11. Siyar   17. Sherpa  
6. Larke  12. Tangbe   18. Wallung 
    
HILL 
1. Bankaria  9.   Hayu   17. Newar 
2. Baramo  10. Hyolmo   18. Pahari 
3. Bhujel/Gharti  11. Jirel    19. Rai 
4. Chepang  12. Kushbadia   20. Sunuwar 
5. Chhantyal  13. Kusunda   21. Surel 
6. Dura   14. Lepcha   22. Tamang 
7. Fri   15. Limbu   23. Thami 
8. Gurung  16. Magar   24. Yakkha 
 
INNER TARAI 
1. Bote   4. Kumal   7. Raute 
2. Danuwar  5. Majhi 
3. Darai   6. Raji 
 
TERAI 
1. Dhanuk  4. Jhangad   8.  Satar/ 
    (Rajbanshi)  5. Kisan         Santhal 
2. Dhimal  6. Meche   9.  Tajpuria 
3. Gangai  7. Rajbanshi (Koch)  10. Tharu 
 
Source: Nepal Rajpatra (Nepal Gazette), February 7, 2002. 
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considered as the dominant caste and other Dalit castes as minorities. However, 
the "upper castes" treat all Dalits, including Kami or Biswakarma as untouchables. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Regional Groups: People who live in the Kathmandu Valley are dominant and 
those who live in Mountain, Hill and Terai regions; and four development 
regions—Far-Western, Mid-Western, Western and Eastern Development Regions 
are minorities (Table 2). Like the cases of indigenous nationalities and Dalits, 
among the Madhesis, the Madhesi Brahmin and Maithil language speaking groups 
are considered as the dominant caste. Also, within each of the caste and ethnic 
groups, some families are rich and many are poor. However, all Madhesis are 
discriminated by the Hill caste and ethnic groups. 
 
Gender: Women and girl child are also minorities (Table 2). Women belong to 
both dominant and minorities in terms of caste, ethnicity, language, religion and 
region. The nature, forms and intensity of gender discrimination vary from one 
group to another. Although, there are dominant and minorities within women and 
girl child, all women are discriminated by the State in many ways. Due to the 
dominant ideology of patriarchy rooted in Hindu religion and culture, women 
belonging to dominant caste, language, religion and culture belong to minority by 
virtue of domination and discrimination against women by men. Thus, they are 
single victim of gender discrimination. Women belonging to indigenous 
nationalities, Hill Dalits and Madhesi high castes are victims of double 
discrimination, once as women and twice as either indigenous nationalities or 
Dalits or Madhesi. Similarly, Madhesi indigenous nationalities and Dalits are also 
double victims and women of these two groups are triple victims. 
 
 
 
 

Box 2. 
Dalits of Nepal 

 
1. Biswakarma (Kami)   12. Chamar 
2. Damai     13. Paswan (dusadh) 
3. Sarki     14. Dhobi 
4. Badi     15. Tatma 
5. Gaine     16. Doom 
6. Hudke     17. Bantar 
7. Kasai     18. Khatbe 
8. Kusule     19. Musahar 
9. Kuche     20. Halkhor 
10. Chyame     21. Pattharkatta 
11. Pode 
 
Source: Rastriya Dalit Ayog (National Dalit Commission), HMG-N 
Draft Bill 2002 
July 12, 2002 
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Table 2. Dominant and minority groups based on different criteria 
 

Categories Dominant Minority Groups 
Caste/Ethnicity Bahun-Chhetri Indigenous Nationalities 
  Dalits 
  Madhesi 
  Muslims 
  People with European origin 
Language Khasa/Nepali Tibeto-Burman 
  Other Indo-Aryan 
  Austro-Asiatic (Munda) 
  Dravid 
Religion Hindu Animism 
  Bon 
  Kiranta 
  Buddhism 
  Islam 
  Christianity 
  Sikh 
  Bahai 
Region Kathmandu Valley Mountain 
  Hill 
  Terai 
Development 
Region 

Central Far-Western 

  Mid-Western 
  Western 
  Eastern 
Sex Male Female 
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Status of Indigenous 
Nationalities and Other 
Minorities 
 
 
Present Status 
 
Composition of Politics and Administration of Nepal 
 
The most crucial area of domination against minorities by the dominant group is 
indeed politics and administration. According to the Nepal Human Development 
Report 1998 (NESAC 1998:145-6), 
 

'There is an astonishing continuity in the predominance of the high 
caste and specific ethnic groups in state administration since the 
formation of the Nepali state more than two centuries and a 
quarter ago, which appear to have occupied 98 percent of the top 
civil service posts in 1854. More than one century later, in 1969, 
this percentage came down to only marginally, to 93 percent 
(Panday 1989, Seddon 1987:232). At present, of the 454 top-level 
civil (Special Class and First Class) positions, 417 (92 percent) are 
still occupied by the same groups.'  

 
Although, the Newar, one of the 59 indigenous nationalities, has high 
representation in the top level civil service positions but they are not the decision-
makers. Thus, it took 144 years to get down from 98 per cent to 92 per cent or 24 
years for 1 per cent. If it should descend with this rate in future and about 30 per 
cent of Bahun-Chhetri population should hold 30 per cent of the total top civil 
service posts, it would take 1,488 years to strike a balance in which the dominant 
caste Bahun-Chhetri has to loose nothing. About three-fourth of the administrative 
posts at different levels are held by Bahun-Chhetris (Tables 3 and Appendix A-3). 
 
Justices in the Courts at all levels are mostly male Bahun-Chhetris and remaining 
ones are male Hinduized Newar (Table 3). In a multi-lingual country, Khasa-
Nepali language is the only official language used in the Court. Therefore, 
overwhelming majority of population who speak different mother tongues and 
who belong to minorities are denied of access to justice. Also, lack of gender 
sensitivity has denied access to justice to women and girl child. 
 
All the Prime Ministers of Nepal in the past and present, except Mr. Marich Man 
Singh Shrestha, a Newar, were Bahun-Chhetris.5 Minorities cannot even dream of 
being a Prime Minister in future, let alone hold the post. About two thirds of 
Ministers and State Ministers are Bahun-Chhetri (Table 3). 



 19 

 
Table 3.  Distribution of Dominant Castes (Bahun-Chhetri) and Minorities in Key Positions 

 
 
Positions 

Percentage of
Dominant Castes

Bahun-Chhetri 

Percentage of 
Minorities 

Total Number 
of Positions 

100.0% 
Justices 
Supreme Court 88.8 11.2 18 
Appellate Court 69.1 30.9 107 
District Court 89.0 11.0 110 
Ministers 
Minister 68.4 31.6 19 
State Minister 62.5 37.5 8 

Assistant Minister 40.0 60.0 32 
Parliamentarians 
House of Representative (Lower 
House) 

60.4 39.6 205 

National Assembly (Upper House) 58.3 41.7 60 
Members of the Constitutional Bodies 
Public Service Commission 50.0 50.0 6 
Election Commission 100.0 0.0 3 
Commission for Investigation of 
Abuse of Authority 

60.0 40.0 5 

Auditor General 100.0 0.0 1 
Planners 
National Planning Commission 50.0 50.0 6 
Civil Servants 
Secretary and Joint secretary at the 
Royal Palace 

71.4 28.6 28 

Secretary or Equivalent in the 
Government 

74.3 25.7 39  

Secretary or Equivalent in the 
Government 

73.4 26.6 94 

Major and above ranks in Military 100.0 0.0 7 
Inspector General of Police (IGP) 
and AIGP in Police 

75.0 25.0 4 

Chief District Administrator 86.1 13.9 72* 
Local Bodies' Leaders 
President of District Development 
Committee (DDC) 

66.6 33.4 75 

Mayor and Deputy Mayor of 
Municipalities 

49.1 50.9 116 

Leaders of Main Political Parties (Central Committee Members) 
Nepali Congress 70.9 29.1 31 
Nepal Communist Party (Unified 
Marxist Leninist) 

87.5 12.5 32 

Nepal Communist Party (Marxist 
Leninist) 

50.0 50.0 36 

National Democratic Party (Thapa) 44.1 55.9 34 
National Democratic Party (Chand) 43.7 56.3 32 

Source: Adapted from data of the Year 1999 provided in tables numbers 1-9 by Neupane, Govinda 
(2000) 
* Caste/ethnicity of three Chief District Administrators was unidentified and they are excluded. 
 
In the Parliament, about 60 per cent of the total 60 members of National Assembly 
(Upper House) and 205 members of House of Representative (Lower House) are 
Bahun-Chhetris (Table 3). Most of the remaining members who come from 
minorities, mostly Hinduized and "dominant" groups within the minorities, speak 
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the language of the dominant caste. It was amazing that there was not even a 
single representation from the Dalit community, who comprise about one-fifth of 
the total population of Nepal, in the House of Representative. Although women 
comprise a half of the total population of Nepal, there were only 12 women 
representatives in the House of Representative. 
 
In the Constitutional bodies such as the Public Service Commission and powerful 
non-constitutional body such as the National Planning Commission most of the 
key positions are controlled by the dominant Bahun-Chhetris (Table 3). The 
National Planning Commission is crucial as it is the central authority to prepare 
perspective and five year plans. The members are comprised invariably of Bahun-
Chhetri and Newar. 
 
In the local bodies such as the District Development Committees (DDC), 
Municipalities and Village Development Committees (VDC), it appears to be 
fifty-fifty between the dominant and minorities (Table 3). However, one the one 
hand Bahun-Chhetris hold positions 100 per cent more than their population size 
and on the other, local bodies are powerless bodies due to highly centralized 
power and authority due to failure to devolve power and authority. 
 
Almost all main political parties are controlled by Bahun-Chhetri and most of the 
workers and followers are the minorities. The central committee members in the 
two largest political parties are mostly Bahun-Chhetri and in other main political 
parties although there are representations of different minorities but the former 
dominate (Table 3). 
 
Women’s participation in local elections, professional jobs and administrative 
jobs, cabinet, Parliament, judiciary etc. is very low. Most of these women belong 
to Bahun-Chhetri and the Newar groups. 
 
The results of such an out of proportion representation of the dominant caste—
Bahun-Chhetri—in various decision-making bodies is that the minorities can 
neither find their due place in such bodies nor can they stop any legislation, 
policy, plans and programs that have adverse impact on their identity, language, 
religion and culture. As long as there is no structural mechanism for fair 
representation of minorities and affirmative action, both remedial and preferential, 
the continuing domination of the dominant group could hardly change.  
 
 

The Politics of Foreign Aid, Economic Policy & 
Natural Environment 
 
Nepal's economic policies continue to hinge, directly or indirectly, on poverty 
reduction and poverty reduction policies are influenced substantially by foreign 
aid (Gsanger and Viopio 2000). Both, economic policies of HMG-N and foreign 
aid has affected natural environment, which is the lifeline of indigenous 
nationalities. 
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Foreign aid began to trickle from India and the United States of America from 
early fifties and from China and the Soviet Union in the later fifties. In 1950/51, 
out of the total budget US $ 3.2, foreign aid comprised 4.1 per cent. it was highest 
in 1958/1959 with 76.8 per cent, and in 2000/2001, out of the total budget of US $ 
1,118.61, it is 30.8 per cent only (Acharya 2002:84-6). Currently one of the largest 
donors are Japan, EU countries, the World Bank and the Asian Development 
Bank. Over the years multi-lateral aid supersede bi-lateral aid, loans and technical 
support supersede grant and commodity aid. Nepal's development programs are 
fully donor dependent. Bhattachan (1998:202) reported, "There is no disagreement 
among all the respondents that poverty has never been alleviated or reduced or 
controlled, let alone eradicated, but on the contrary, it has been definitely 
accentuated or escalated." In a similar vein, Acharya (2002:1) writes,  
 

'Lately, foreign aid in Nepal has begun to be watched with critical 
reservation. It is publicly held that it has not brought about the 
economic and social development that it had promised. On the 
contrary, aid is held to have widened gaps in economic 
opportunities between the rich and poor. Foreign aid has also been 
charged of propelling the pace and magnitude of corruption in the 
country. It is said to have disempowered the Nepali state, its people 
and government.' 

 
Donors, multi-lateral, bi-lateral and INGOs work primarily with HMG-N. Due to 
high level of corruption and red tapism in the Nepalese bureaucracy, donors 
supported NGOs in both advocacy and service delivery in different parts of Nepal. 
They have supported mostly to women's rights since the eighties and to some 
extent to the Dalits since the mid-nineties. All donors have ignored indigenous 
nationalities. According to Bhattachan (2001:76), the main reason for such a 
situation is, 
 

'The Bahunbadi policy makers, bureaucrats, development experts, 
decision makers and politicians scare the donors—bilateral, 
multilateral and INGOs—away by telling them not to "play 
politics" by directly helping the disadvantaged groups on caste or 
ethnic, religious and linguistic bases. They feel the heat even in 
contemplating to help them. Even if some of them are bold enough 
to take one step forward, once their Bahunbadi colleagues scare 
them away, they do not hesitate to go four step backward.' 

 
However, due to escalation of violence and counter violence between the Maoist 
insurgents and the security forces of HMG-N, donor's community has lately 
realized a need for mainstreaming caste, ethnic and regional groups. What is 
unfortunate is that those who are involved in peace building, conflict management 
and mainstreaming of caste, ethnicity and region are mostly from the dominant 
groups. Such efforts may further escalate ensuing conflict and explode in the form 
of caste, ethnic, linguistic, religious and regional violence, counter violence and 
insurgencies. 
 
Foreign aid and economic policies have, by and large, adverse impact on 
minorities. For example, forest is one of the areas where donors have helped 
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optimally and they are proud of improving forest resources, which depleted very 
rapidly until the eighties. The forest policy has displaced many indigenous 
nationalities from forest to those who lived in forest and alienated from ownership 
to those who owned forests. According to Bajracharya and Thapa (2000:280), 
 

'…early conservation efforts resembled the western system wherein 
national parks were demarcated, the people forfeited their 
traditional rights to use the resources within the boundaries, 
neither were they provided with other alternatives. In other words, 
the concerns of people living in the park periphery were ignored. 
This raised an intense park-people conflict, thereby negating the 
achievements in terms of conservation. The strict conservation 
policy, incorporating only flora and fauna conservation, added 
further pressure and increased conflict between the park and the 
people.' 

 
HMG-N enacted many forest laws. The minorities, specially indigenous 
nationalities did not even know while making and implementing these laws. The 
government has categorized forests into protected forest (it comprise about 14 per 
cent of the total forest), religious forest, community forest (it comprise about 11 
per cent of the total forest), leasehold forest, and government-managed forest, that 
is, residual forest managed by the Department of Forestry of HMG-N. Similarly 
some private forest is registered with the government and some are not. The Royal 
Chitwan National Park (RCNP), the first national park in Nepal, was established 
in 1973. By now 8 national parks,6 5 wildlife reserve7 and 3 conservation areas8 
cover about 20 percent of the total land of the country. All these different types of 
forest have indeed displaced many peoples belonging to different indigenous 
nationalities from their own forestland. For example, Tharus have been affected 
by the Shukla Phant Wildlife Reserve, the Royal Bardiya National Park, the Royal 
Chitwan National Park and Parsa Wildlife Reserve. Magars are affected by the 
Shey-Phoksundo National Park. Gurungs, Magars, Thakalis, Pacnhgaunles and 
Baragaunles are affected by the Annapuran Conservation Area Project (ACAP). 
Tamangs are affected by the Langtang National Park. Sherpas and Rais are 
affected by Sagarmatha National Park. Rais and Limbus are affected by Makalu-
Barun National Park and Kanchanjunga Conservation Area. Some indigenous 
nationalities who are allowed to live in wild life parks under the park and people 
program, they wonder whether animals or human beings have right to life because 
if animals are killed suspected individuals are arrested and punished but if human 
beings die no one really cares. Similarly, the life of the Rautes, the last nomads, 
have been threatened from living their traditional life due to restriction on 
mobility imposed by different forest authorities, including the community forest 
groups. Also, many Chepangs who live in the forest and stone caves did not know 
that they had already lost their forests with the enforcement of government laws 
and as about 85 per cent of the total 52,237 Chepang population do not have 
neither land registration certificate nor citizenship certificate. 
 
Indigenous nationalities are expert of natural environment but in the last 230 years 
but they have been made homeless in their own traditional homeland. Non-
indigenous nationalities have never lived in forests but they have either cleared 
forest or some have earned degrees on forest but indigenous nationalities have 
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been deprived from using forest and other natural resources (Bhattachan 2000; 
Chemjong 2000). 
 
Till now HMG-N requests donors to go to remote or poor areas yet do not allow 
implementing any programs or projects that directly deals with caste/ethnic, 
language and religion. Also, the state-led, market-led, NGO-led and "community" 
or "people" based development strategies has failed to reach and benefit 
minorities (cf. Bhattachan and Mishra 1997). Most of the foreign aid evaporates at 
the top and hardly trickles down to the bottom. Among different minority groups, 
donors have provided financial and technical support mostly to gender issues and 
to some extent to Dalits. Indigenous nationalities, Madhesis, Muslims, linguistic 
and religious minorities have not yet been reached out. The dominant group does 
not want donors support these issues. Donors also find it difficult to go against the 
dominant groups' interest. Most of the donor funded development programs have 
adverse impact on minority groups. The World Bank has now initiated to conduct 
social assessment with special focus on adverse impact on indigenous nationalities 
and other minority groups. 
 
Dor Bahadur Bista (1991:151-2) has analyzed in detail about the relationship 
between Hindu fatalism manifested in the form of Brahmanism and continuing 
underdevelopment of Nepal.9 He has criticized both economic and cultural 
policies of both HMG-N and donors. He (Bista 1991) aptly writes,  
 

'The Nepali population that has remained untouched by Hindu 
caste principles is Nepal's greatest treasure. This is a very sizable 
proportion of the population. But presently they live in remote 
areas, at a little above subsistence level, with little or no education, 
and no opportunities to develop and actualize their aspirations. 
Their values are not the values of hierarchic Bahunism. They do 
know the importance of hard work, of endurance, and the role of 
individual effort in the improvement of ones' circumstances. And 
they have the positive qualities of strong cooperative behavior and 
an appreciation of the general well being and importance of the 
group or community as a whole. The Jyapu of Kathmandu Valley, 
and the others who are even less affected by Hindu caste hierarchy, 
such as the Sherpa, Tamang, Magar and Limbus are untapped 
resources of the nation. Only when foreign aid can reach these 
people, in sufficient quantity and of the right kind, will Nepal 
genuinely be able to establish the basis of her future prosperity.' 

 
 
Forms and Origins of Discrimination 
 
There are several historical markers of domination and discrimination against 
indigenous nationalities and other minorities in Nepal. These are as follows: 
 
The main historical marker of Hindu domination begins with caste restructuring 
by King Jayasthiti Malla in the Kathmandu Valley in the fourteenth century. The 
King invited five Brahmin priests from India to Kathmandu.10 Based on their 
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advice, the King restructured the Newars, the indigenous nationalities of the 
Kathmandu Valley, into 64 castes based on occupational division of labour. These 
caste divisions were neither based on hierarchic Hindu varna model, that is, 
Brahmin at the top followed by Kshyatriya, Vaisya and Sudra at the bottom, nor 
on inscription. It indeed paved a way for intensification of the processes of 
Hinduization or Sanskritization of indigenous nationalities of Nepal.11 
 
The second historical marker of Hindu Bahun-Chhetri domination is the 
conspiratorial attack against the Magar12 King of Lig-Lig Kot13 by King Drabya 
Shah,14 who later won a war against the Khadka15 King of Gorkha16 in 1559 A.D.. 
This was the beginning of the downfall of independence of indigenous 
nationalities in Nepal. 
 
The third historical marker of continuing Hindu Bahun-Chhetri domination is the 
territorial "unification" of Nepal in 1769 by King Prithvinaryan Shah. Prior to 
1769, indigenous nationalities had their own rule in their respective traditional 
homelands. King Prithvinarayn Shah annexed small but independent kingdoms, 
"22 and 24 principalities," of different indigenous nationalities either through 
defeat in war or through mutual agreement of autonomy within the centralized 
state. After the defeat of Kirtipur in the Kathmandu Valley, King Prithvinaryan 
Shah ordered to chop off nose tips and ear of the peoples of Kirtipur that weighed 
18 dharnis, i.e. about 8 kilos. Thus, one can imagine the extent of brutal physical 
violence and humiliation to minorities and indigenous nationalities under the 
sword of Prithvinarayan Shah. The King accepted that Nepal is a country 'a 
garden of four castes and thirty-six varna' but his mission was to make Nepal a 
"real India" ("Asali Hindustan"). The main consequence of the "territorial 
unification" was that all indigenous nationalities lost their independence and 
gradually lost their rights to land, water, forests, mines, rivers and pastures. Thus, 
indigenous nationalities began to loose their language, religion, culture and 
indigenous knowledge system. 
 
The fourth historical marker is the Muluki Ain (National Code of Nepal) of 1854 
implemented by Junga Bahadur Rana, the founder Prime Minister of 104-years of 
autocratic Rana rule. The National Code, the first ever codified law applicable in 
all parts of Nepal, restructured caste and ethnic groups and divided them into 
fourfold social hierarchy. The Tagadhari (sacred thread wearing or twice-born) 
caste was the top, followed by the Matawali ("alcohol drinking castes"). They 
were sub-divided into namasine (enslavable) and masine (slavable) groups. 
Although, indigenous nationalities never belonged to Hindu social hierarchy but 
the Rana ruler legally included them in the second in the hierarchy as "alcohol 
drinking caste." Pani nachalne chhoee chhito halnu naparne (impure but touchable 
castes) were third and pani nachalne chhoee chhito halnu parne (impure and 
untouchable castes) belonged to the bottom of the social hierarchy. The whole 
National Code, including the punishments was based on caste discrimination. 
Thus during the 104-years of Rana rule, indigenous nationalities of Nepal were 
Hinduized and Sanskritized. As its consequences, many indigenous nationalities 
began to loose their language, religion and culture. The most devastating events in 
this period was confiscation of traditional Kipat land tenure and re-distribution of 
land to state elites, i.e. Bahun, Chhetri, Rana and Thakuri, through Birta and Jagir 
land tenures and exploitation of Indigenous Nationalities and Dalits through 
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forced free labour such as jahra, rakam, beth and beggar (Regmi 1999). The Rana 
rulers prevented Tamangs, one of the Indigenous Nationalities of Nepal, from 
joining British-India Army and any government jobs in Nepal, except as Pipa 
(porter) in Pipa Goswara office in Singha Durbar. 
 
During the Partyless Panchayat rule from 1960-90 under the direct and active rule 
of King Mahendra and King Birendra, the rulers launched a campaign of "One 
King, One Country; One Language, One Dress."17 The project of "melting pot" 
was intensified in a country characterized by "salad bowl" of caste, ethnicity, 
language, religion, culture and region. Any organized effort to preserve and 
promote indigenous nationalities' language, religion and culture was charged as 
"anti-King," "anti-constitution," "anti-national," and "communal." Also, caste-
based untouchability was abolished in the revised National Code of 1963 but due 
to lack of necessary laws, its practice continues unabated. 
 
The People's Movement of 1990, following the pro-democracy wave in the Soviet 
Union, eastern-European countries, and other parts of the world, jointly organized 
by the Nepali Congress Party and the United Left Front, including the Nepal 
Communist Party (Marxist-Leninist), demolished the autocratic partyless 
Panchayat political system and restored democracy in Nepal. It raised a lot of 
hope and expectation to reduce socio-cultural and political inequalities. The hope 
remained unfulfilled. 
 
Finally, the Maoist "People's War" that started in February 1996 has brought the 
issues of indigenous nationalities, Dalits, women and other minority groups to the 
forefront (detail discussion will follow in a separate section). The government 
security forces tend to treat them with hostility as potential "terrorist." 
 
 
The Constitution of the Kingdom of Nepal, 1990 
 
The Constitution of the Kingdom of Nepal promulgated in 1990 has been 
modelled after the West-Minister style of parliamentary form of government, 
which is highly centralized and exclusionary. Indeed, winner takes all in such a 
system. Given socio-cultural diversity of the Nepalese society and culture, the 
Constitution discriminates and excludes minorities in many ways (see definition 
and identification of minorities in a separate section). The Consultative workshop 
organized by Nepal Federation of Nationalities (NEFEN) with support from 
Minority Rights Group International (MRG), has identified 26 provisions in the 
Constitution and 49 legal Acts that discriminates against indigenous nationalities 
(NEFEN 1999). There are many such provisions that discriminate against other 
minorities. Also, caste-based untouchability has been made illegal but lack of laws 
has made it meaningless in practices (Bhattachan 2001; Dahal 2002). 
 
There has been a strong demand for secularism not only by the non-Hindus but 
also by the Hindu Dalits18 who have been forced to face caste-based 
untouchability by their "upper caste" Hindu counterparts. In spite of a fact that 
Nepal is a multi-religious country and a historical fact that about 150,000 people 
demonstrated in the streets of Kathmandu, which was the largest gathering ever in 
the history of Nepal, demanding for secularism, the Constitution of the Kingdom 
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of Nepal, 1990 declared Nepal as a Hindu State, prohibited to form any political 
parties on the basis of religion.19 According to the Article (4) of the Constitution, 
'Nepal is a multiethnic, multilingual, democratic, independent, indivisible, 
sovereign, Hindu and Constitutional Monarchical Kingdom.' 
 
Another most discriminatory provision is the distinction between "nation's 
language" and "national languages." The Constitution declared Nepali language as 
the only official language. Article 6 of the Constitution states, 
 

'(1) The Nepali language in the Devnagari script is the language of 
the nation of Nepal. The Nepali language shall be the official 
language. 
 
(2) All the languages spoken as the mother tongue in the various 
parts of Nepal are the national languages of Nepal.' 

 
 
Article 18 (2) in the Fundamental Rights, the Constitution has restricted the right 
to education in one's own mother tongue with such restriction, 'Each community 
shall have the right to operate schools up to the primary level in its own mother 
tongue for imparting education to its children.' Such a provision restricts the right 
of education in mother tongues beyond grade five. 
 
Many indigenous nationalities of Nepal have a culture of eating beef ("cow 
meat"). The National Code of Nepal (Muluki Ain) prohibits killing of cow and the 
offender gets life sentence. Instead of declaring national animal with full cultural 
sensitivity, Article 7 (2) of the Constitution declared cow, which is sacred for the 
Hindus only, as the national animal. Therefore, indigenous nationalities are 
prohibited to slaughter cow and eat its meat. 
 
A study conducted by the Forum for Women, Law and development (FWLD) in 
2000 stated, 'there are 118 Clauses/Section/Rules, two Rules in their entirety, and 
67 Schedules/Annexes/Forms in 54 different laws including the Constitution 
which have discriminatory provisions' (Pradhan-Malla et al. 2000:VI). The 
Constitution and laws discriminate women in every field including citizenship, 
property, education, employment, health, marriage & family, legal & court 
proceedings (FWLD 2000:13). For example, Article 9 of the Constitution 
discriminates women thus, 
 

'(1) A person who is born after the commencement of this 
Constitution and whose father is a citizen of Nepal at the birth of 
the child shall be a citizen of Nepal by descent. 
 
(2) Every child who is found in within the Kingdom of Nepal and 
the whereabouts of whose parents are not known shall, until the 
father of the child is traced, be deemed to be a citizen of Nepal by 
descent.' 
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Concerns and Issues Raised by 
Indigenous Nationalities & 
Minorities 
 
 
 
Although there is commonality among different minority groups in Nepal, that is, 
all of them are discriminated due to the dominance of Brahmanistic ideology, 
policy and practices. This is, however, manifested in somewhat different forms 
with similar and/or different consequences among different minority groups. 
Common contested prime issues of all minorities are elimination of all forms of 
domination and discrimination, secularism, affirmative action, representation in 
decision-making positions, and factual census data. Nevertheless, there are some 
issues very specific to each of the minority groups. This section will analyze the 
contested prime issues of indigenous nationalities, Dalits, linguistic groups, 
religious groups, Madhesi and women. They all have raised their respective issues 
in a peaceful way through interaction programs, seminars, workshops, 
conferences, press release, memorandum, street demonstration, publications and 
so on. These all groups are never tired of making demands with His Majesty's 
Government of Nepal but the latter hardly hear these voices and raise frustration 
of these right-based activists. If HMG-N and donors do not hear these voices, 
Nepal will be entangled in disastrous civil war sooner or later. 
 
Indigenous nationalities: Indigenous nationalities and other minorities are 
against domination, subjugation, suppression, oppression, depression, 
compression, exploitation, monopoly etc. by dominant castes (Bahun-Chhetri), 
religion (Hindu), language (Nepali) and culture (Hindu), sex (male), region (the 
Kathmandu Valley). They all are against all forms of discrimination. They are 
indeed for inclusive democracy through elimination of Bahunism (Brahminism); 
land rights; right-to-self determination; federalism; proportional representation; 
secularism; caste/ethnic; linguistic, religious, gender, regional and cultural 
equality; mainstreaming caste/ethnicity, language, religion, gender, and region; 
empowerment of caste/ethnic, linguistic, religious, gender, regional and cultural 
groups; and effective implementation of international instruments of human rights, 
including indigenous nationalities right, minority rights and women's rights (Box 
3). 
 
Before 1990, demands of organized indigenous nationalities were branded as 
"anti-national," "anti-King," "anti-political system," "anti-constitution," "divisive," 
and "secessionist" by the dominant group. Although, the Tharu had formed the 
Tharu Kalyankari Sabha in 1950 and the Tamang and the Thakali also formed 
their own organizations, these organizations were confined to purely cultural 
activities only. It was the Newar of the Kathmandu Valley who raised their voice 
for language rights since the time of the autocratic Rana rule and they intensified 
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their demand during the autocratic partyless Panchayat rule. Some indigenous 
nationalities made efforts during late 1970s to form a federation of different 
indigenous nationalities, such as the SETAMAGURALI,20 but the rulers 
suppressed any such effort. After the people's movement and the restoration of 
democracy in 1990, those indigenous nationalities who were already organized 
intensified their efforts and unorganized ones also began to organize. 
 
 
Box 3. 
Indigenous Nationalities versus Bahun-Chhetri 
 
 
Against: 
 

 
For: 

•  Bahunism (Brahmanism), 
•  Hinduization or 

Nepalization or melting 
pot or homogenization 

•  Domination of Hindu 
religion 

•  Imposition of Nepali as 
the only official language 
and lingua franca 

•  Displacement from 
traditional homeland 

•  Under-representation in 
decision-making 
positions in 
government—executive, 
legislature and Judiciary 

•  Marginalization in the 
public sphere 

•  Engineered census data. 
 

•  Creation of society as a “salad bowl” or 
“rainbow culture,” 

•  Secular state 
•  Equal language status 
•  Right to self-determination or ethnic 

autonomy or proportional representation or 
federal government based on ethnicity, 
language and region 

•  Right to land, forest, water and pasture 
•  Affirmative action or positive discrimination 

(both remedial and preferential) 
•  Transformation of the Upper House (the 

National Assembly) as the House of the 
Nationalities 

•  Native title to land resources 
•  De-politicization of the Foundation for 

Development of Indigenous Nationalities 
•  Protection and promotion of intangible 

cultural heritage 
•  Customary rights 
•  Mainstreaming indigenous nationalities and 

other minorities 
•  Factual census data. 
 

 
Such a hopeless situation changed after the people's movement of 1990 that 
overthrew the autocratic partyless Panchayat political system, which was based on 
the active leadership of the King. The Constitution of the Kingdom of Nepal, 1990 
declared, in its preamble, that human rights, freedom and equality will be 
guaranteed through the parliamentary form of government, constitutional 
monarchy and multi-party democracy. Although the Constitution accepted Nepal 
as a multi-caste/ethnic country but also it declared Nepal as a Hindu kingdom and 
Nepali language as the only official language of the country. Unfortunately, 
during the first half of the last twelve years, any organized efforts or their 
demands were labelled as "communal," "secessionist," "disintegrative" etc. by the 
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dominant group. Despite of negative perception of the dominant group, 
indigenous nationalities expanded and intensified their movement for equal rights 
since 1990, the dominant group was forced to accept, since mid-nineties, that 
indigenous nationalities have been indeed discriminated by the State in the last 
two and a quarter centuries. Till now indigenous nationalities are against the 
domination of Bahun-Chhteris. They are against them in many issues (See Box 3). 
They, therefore, have been demanding for equity and equality (See Box 3). 
 
Dalits: Although the term "Dalit" is still controversial, however, the Dalit leaders 
and their organizations have now accepted to identify their community by this 
term not to loose its historical, ideological, social, cultural and political contexts. 
In the past, Dalits were referred by several terms including "untouchables," 
"Sudra," "pariganit," "water unacceptable caste," and "Harijan" ("god's people"). 
The New National Code of 1963 abolished caste-based untouchability, but due to 
lack of laws, its practices continue unabated. A recent study conducted by 
Bhattachan et al. (2001) revealed at least 205 different forms of caste-based 
untouchability are practiced in different parts of Nepal. Another study conducted 
by Dahal et al. (2002) revealed that Dalits are marginalized in every field due to 
caste-based discrimination. 
 
 
Box 4. 
Dalit versus Bahun-Chhetri 
 
 
Against: 
 

 
For: 

•  Brahmanism, 
•  Untouchability or restriction in public places 

or denial or prohibition of  
o certain acts and practices 
o access to common property resources 
o services 
o entry 
o participation in socio-cultural sphere 

•  Discrimination in  
o occupations 
o educational institutions 
o political rights 
o government policies and programs 
o donor's supported development programs 

•  Forced labor 
•  Domination 
•  Atrocities 
•  Overburden of Dalit women on the bases of 

caste and gender 
•  Engineered census data. 

•  Elimination of practices 
of all forms of caste-
based untocuhability 

•  Severe punishment to 
those who practice caste-
based unotuchability 

•  Secular state 
•  Free access to public 

space 
•  Affirmative action or 

positive discrimination 
(both remedial and 
preferential) in 

o political positions 
o education 
o employment 

•  Present Dalit Bill in the 
Parliament 

•  Modernization of 
traditional occupations 

•  Factual census data. 
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In spite of Dalits being Hindus and Nepal being the only Hindu kingdom in the 
world, Hindu "high caste" peoples continue to treat Dalits very inhumanly as 
untouchable peoples. Practices of untouchability exist not only between the Dalit 
and non-Dalit but also within the Dalits, between "high caste" and "low caste" 
Dalits. For example, Kami is at the top of the social hierarchy, followed by Sarki, 
Damai and at the bottom are the Dom. Such practices were legally enforced by the 
National Code of 1854. Therefore, it is not a creation of the Dalit community as 
such. Similarly, some Hinduized or Sanskritized indigenous nationalities also 
practice caste-based untouchabilty because of the same Code. 
 
The National Code of 1854 placed Dalits in the third and last in the four-fold 
social hierarchy as untouchables and the whole legal system discriminated on the 
bases of castes, Dalits were oppressed and suppressed in every sphere. They were 
not able to get organized and raise their voice until mid-1940s. It was, the Kapalis 
of Kathmandu Valley initiated Dalit movement with a demand for entry in Hindu 
temples, including the temple of Pashupatinath in Kathmandu. Since then other 
Hill Dalits, particularly, Blacksmith (Kami or Biswakarma) and Tailor (Damai or 
Pariyar) intensified the Dalit movement with demands for elimination of all forms 
of caste-based unotuchability (See Box 4). By now, the Hill Dalits, particularly, 
Kami, Sarki and Damai are better organized and other Hill Dalits and Madhesi 
Dalits are yet to get organized and intensify the Dalit movement. As an exception, 
recent Chamar movement in Siraha was very powerful and successful in their 
struggle against caste-based untouchability. 
 
Linguistic Minorities: Among the linguistic minorities, the Nepal Bhasa 
speaking Newars have been in the front line of equal language right movements 
since the time of autocratic Rana rule. The Madhesis, who have their own mother 
tongues, also intensified the movement for equal language rights since the dawn 
of democracy in 1950. HMG-N's following language policy adopted in 1956 was 
nothing but a predatory for mother tongues (Quoted by Gaize 1975:108), 
 

'Nepali should be the medium of instruction, exclusively from the 
third grade on, and as much as possible in the first two grades. 
No other languages should be taught, even optionally, in the 
primary school because: few children will have need for them, they 
would hinder the teaching of Nepali. …'  

 
This policy was pursued vigorously during the partyless Panchayat rule from 1960 
to 1990. The Newars, with support of other indigenous nationalities continued to 
intensify the language movement but the dominant group branded such efforts as 
"anti-national," "communal," "anti-constitutional" and "secessionist".  
 
The movement received legitimacy after the promulgation of the Constitution of 
the Kingdom of Nepal, 1990, which accepted Nepal as a multi-lingual country but 
unfortunately, differentiated between nation's language and national languages 
and declared Nepali as the only official language of Nepal. Thus, the new 
Constitution worked as catalysis of struggle for equal language rights. Due to 
mounting pressure from the equal language rights, HMG-N set up the National 
Languages Policy Recommendation Commission in 1993. The government did 
not implement the recommendations made by the Commission but as a window 
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dressing, the government set-up a committee to identify the languages in which 
news could be broadcasted from the government owned Radio Nepal. Initially, 
five-minutes news was broadcasted in nine languages and now it is broadcasted in 
16 languages, including Sanskrit. Equal language rights activists have been 
denouncing that the government's negative attitude towards mother tongues is 
exhibited by giving priority to Sanskrit, a dead language, against other live 
languages. 
 
 
Box 5. 
Mother Tongues versus Khasa/Nepali and Sanskrit Language 
 
 
Against: 
 

 
For: 

•  Unequal constitutional 
provisions 

•  Discrimination between nation’s 
language (Khasa/Nepali) and 
national languages (mother 
tongues) 

•  Restrictive clause concerning the 
use of mother tongues in 
education beyond grade five 

•  Compulsory Sanskrit curriculum 
at the schools 

•  Transmission of news in 
Sanskrit language 

•  Sanskrit University 
•  Supreme Court’s ruling 

prohibiting the use of mother 
tongues at the local bodies 

•  Engineered census data. 

•  3 language policy (mother tongue, 
any other mother tongue and any 
international language) 

•  Constitutional and legal equality 
•  Unrestricted use in government 

offices, courts, educational 
institutions, media and local bodies 

•  Implementation of the 
recommendations made by the 
National Language Policy 
Recommendation Commission 
headed by Poet Bairagi Kainla 

•  Endorsement of the National 
Declaration of Mother Tongue 
Speakers, 2001 

•  Collection of accurate true census 
data. 

 

 
The Local Self-Government Act of 1998 gave rights to local bodies, DDCs, VDCs 
and Municipalities to preserve and promote national languages. In the course of its 
implementation, Kathmandu Municipality, Rajbiraj Municipality and Dhanusha 
DDC decided that Nepal Bhasa (Newari language) will be used as an additional 
official language and Rajbiraj Municipality and Dhanusha DDC decided that 
Maithil language will be used as an additional official language in their respective 
local bodies. Later, in a writ petition against the use of national languages as 
official languages, the Supreme Court of Nepal made a ruling on June 1, 1999 that 
none of the government bodies, including local government bodies, must use 
Khasa/Nepali language as the only official language. Protesting against such court 
decision, equal language right activists closed down the Kathmandu Valley for 
one day and since then  
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Language discrimination has deprived mother tongue speakers from education, 
including under Basic and Primary Education Project (BPEP) and being literate, 
right to information, and right to development. As a consequence, they are 
deprived from getting scholarship for higher education abroad and passing 
examination taken by Public service Commission for various gazetted and non-
gazetted civil service posts. 
 
Religious Minorities: Given the out of proportion representation of Hindus in 
executive, legislature and judiciary and also in media, minority religious groups, 
including Kirants, Buddhists, Islams and Christians, have been systematically 
marginalized by the dominant Hindu religious group. All these minority religious 
groups are against Hindu domination but some religious groups, particularly 
Kirants and Buddhists are vocal critics whereas other groups such as Islams and 
Christians are in defensive posture due to fear of backlash from the Hindus (See 
Box 6).  
 
 
Box 6. 
Buddhist, Islam, Christian and other religious groups versus Hindu 
 
 
Against: 
 

 
For: 

•  Hinduism as the state religion 
•  Hindu's view that Buddhism is a part 

of Hinduism, that Buddha is the ninth 
incarnation of Lord Vishnu and that 
Buddhism belongs of Omkar family 

•  Recognition of the Siva Sena as a 
registered political party 

•  Direct or indirect harassment against 
non-Hindus 

•  Engineered census data. 

•  Separate identity of religions 
•  Religious harmony 
•  Secularism 
•  Constitutional and legal 

equality 
•  Affirmative action or positive 

discrimination (both remedial 
and preferential) 

•  Collection of factual census 
data. 

 
Although, political leaders, policy makers, planners, development practitioners 
etc. never get tired of saying that Nepal is characterized by religious harmony, the 
reality is entirely different. It is true that in the past, different religious groups 
have not resorted to violence and insurgency but it does not mean that there were 
no incidences of communal clashes at different places in different times. For 
example, there were several cases of Hindu-Muslim clashes in some Terai 
districts, including Banke, Rautahat and Kapilvastu. In such clashes, often referred 
as "communal clashes," the local administrators, security personnel and political 
leaders, who mostly belong to dominant Hindus, organize meetings involving all 
groups and find out solutions, which invariably favours the Hindus. 
 
Another example of Hindu-Buddhist conflict was the so-called "Hindu-Buddhist 
unity conference" organized by the Hindus in Lumbini in the year 2000. 
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Madhesi: Madhesis have been treated as second-class citizens after the territorial 
integration of Nepal by King Prithvinaryan Shah in 1769. During the autocratic 
Rana rule, Madhesis were required to obtain visa to visit the Kathmandu Valley. 
Madhesi representation in Army, civil service, judiciary is negligible but their 
representation in cabinet, Parliament, and political parties is low. Due to 
marginalization of Madhesi by the dominant caste, they formed the Nepal 
Sadavabana Party, a region-based political party and formed coalition government 
time and again. In the last twelve years of democracy, all political parties, 
including the Sadvabana Party failed to address the fundamental problems facing 
the Madhesi community. Many Madhesis, therefore, formed the Madhesi 
Liberation Front as a wing of the Nepal Communist Party (Maoist), who is waging 
an insurgency (people's war) for the lat seven years. Madhesi movement as a 
social movement is between the political party and liberation front. They are 
mainly against Khasa-Brahmanism. They are for regional autonomy (see Box 7). 
 
 
 
Box 7. 
Madhesi versus the Hill Peoples 
 
 
Against: 
 

 
For: 

•  Hill people’s domination 
•  Khasa-Brahmanism 
•  Hegemony of Nepali 

language 
•  Discrimination from Army 
•  Mandatory national uniform 
•  State's treatment as second-

class citizen. 

•  Citizenship certificates 
•  Secular state 
•  Regional federalism 
•  Equality of languages 
•  Affirmative action or positive 

discrimination (both remedial and 
preferential) 

 
Often Madhesi are wrongly stereotyped as "Indians" by the Hill people. They are 
as Nepalese as any other Nepalese people. Due to centuries of suppression and 
oppression against Madhesis, they generally shy away from speaking out loudly 
against such practices. However, the communal tension between the Hill peoples 
and Madhesis that broke out for few days in December of 2001 indicated that the 
bond that ties between the Hill people and Madhesi are very fragile and that 
Madhesi have courage to speak out against suppression and oppression against 
them. 
 
Women 
 
Women comprise a little more than a half of the total 22.3 million population of 
Nepal. The Nepalese women are not a homogenous group. Instead, it is 
characterized by diversity in terms of race, caste, ethnicity, language, religion, 
culture, and region. All Nepalese women are victims of gender discrimination but 
the nature, forms, degree and intensity differs among different caste/ethnic, 
religious and cultural groups. Therefore, some Nepalese women are victimized 
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more than other women. The so-called high caste women of the Hills are single 
victim of gender discrimination but of the Madhes (Terai region) are victims of 
gender and regional discrimination. Similarly, women belonging to indigenous 
nationalities are multiple victims, one from gender discrimination and other from 
ethnic, linguistic, cultural and religious discrimination. Hill Dalit women are 
victims of gender and caste-based discrimination but Madhesi Dalit women are 
additional victims of regional, cultural and linguistic discrimination. 
 
The extreme forms of gender discrimination are found among the Hindus whose 
society is characterized by patriarchy. Hindu women have no access to and control 
over property and have restricted mobility. They are dependent to men throughout 
their life, that is, daughters are dependent to fathers, wives to husbands and 
mothers to sons. In contrast, women belonging to indigenous nationalities have 
relatively more freedom, social mobility, access to and control over resources than 
their Hindu counterpart, but they are underrepresented not only in women's rights 
movement but also in public positions as the latter dominate them.  
 
 
 
Box 8. 
Female versus Male 
 
 
Against: 
 

 
For: 

•  All forms of gender-
based discrimination 

•  Patriarchy 
•  Male chauvinism 
•  Violence against 

girl/women 
•  Media’s use of women 

as commodity. 

•  Gender equity and equality 
•  Sincere implementation of CEDAW 
•  Equal rights on parental property 
•  Right to one’s own body 
•  Affirmative action or positive 

discrimination (both remedial and 
preferential) 

•  Access to and control over, and benefits 
from, resources 

•  Representation in decision-making positions 
•  Collection of gender disaggregated data. 
 

 
     
Women's rights movement has a history of about five decades. The movement has 
been dominated mainly by women belonging to the dominant Bahun-Chhetri 
castes and the Hinduized Newar women. To assert their due place in both the 
women's rights movement and the national development, indigenous women have 
formed their organizations and federated in National Indigenous Women's 
federation (NIWF) and Dalit women have formed Feminist Dalit Organization 
(FEDO). Among the minorities, international donors have been giving support, 
both technical and financial, to women's movement and women's empowerment 
since the seventies in the names of Women in Development (WID), Women and 
Development (WAD) and Gender and Development (GAD). In the seventies and 
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eighties, women's movement was more focused on income generation but since 
the nineties its focus is on rights-based movement. The Nepalese women are 
against all forms of discrimination against women (See Box 8). They are indeed 
for gender equity and equality (See Box 8). 
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Impact of Conflict & Violence on 
Indigenous Nationalities & 
Minorities 
 
 
 
Till now there has been no caste or ethnic, linguistic and religious insurgency in 
Nepal in the past but now there is such possibility. The Nepal Communist Party 
(Maoist) has been waging a Maoist insurgency in the form of "People's War" 
since February 13, 1996 with support of different minorities—women, Dalits, 
indigenous nationalities and Madhesi. It has been primarily a class based internal 
(civil) war but interestingly class has been blended with caste/ethnic, regional and 
gender components. The rationale for the "People's War" given by the Maoist are 
twofold: one, stop imperialism and expansionism of the external forces and two, 
eliminate internal social and spatial contradictions of a semi-feudal political-
economic system. 
 
The immediate reason for the birth of insurgency appeared to be the failure of 
HMG-N led by Prime Minister Sher Bahadur Deuba of Nepali Congress Party to 
address 40-points demands submitted to be as a memorandum. However, the main 
reasons for the rise of insurgency include lack of decentralization of power and 
authority, rising corruption, nepotism and favouritism, lack of democratic culture 
in political parties, poverty, failure of foreign aid to address the burning issues of 
the peoples at the grassroots level, and soicocultural discrimination against 
Indigenous Nationalities, Dalits, Madhesi, and linguistic, religious and regional 
groups.  
 
The Maoist "people's war" originated from Rolpa and Rukum districts, the 
Magar's traditional homeland, in the mid- and far-western Hills, which now has 
become the "base areas" of the Maoist rebels. Women, indigenous nationalities 
(mainly Magars of the Hills and Tharus of the Terai), Hill Dalits and Madhesi 
Yadavs are relatively highly involved in the insurgency. The NCP (Maoist) have 
mobilized Dalits, indigenous nationalities, Madhesi and women through their 
respective organizations such as Dalit Liberation front, Tharuwan Liberation 
Front, Magarant Liberation Front, Tamuan Liberation Front, Khambuan 
Liberation Front, Limbuan Liberation Front, and Madhesi Liberation Front. The 
data of killings during the insurgency reveals that the percentage of Magar (20.7 
per cent) by the security forces is about three times more than their percentage of 
total killed (7.14 per cent) (Table 4). The percentages of Chhetri and Kami is a 
little higher than the percentages of their population. Killings by Maoist is highest 
among the Chhetris, followed by Bahuns and Magars (Table 5). 
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Table 4. Persons killed by State/Maoist by ethnicity 
[February 13, 1996 - December 31, 2001] 
 
 SN   Ethnicity   By State   By Maoist   Total   Census 

2002  
   N   %   N   %   N   %   % in 

Total  
Dominant Caste 
   1   Chhetri         192         16.6         294      33.4        486        23.8         15.80  
   2   Brahman         114           9.8         161      18.3        275        13.5         12.74  
   3   Thakuri           26           2.2           61        6.9          87         4.3           1.47  
 4   Sanyasi             3           0.3           10        1.1          13         0.6           0.88  
Indigenous Nationalities 
   1   Magar         240         20.7         110      12.5        350        17.2           7.14  
   2   Tharu           37           3.2           26        3.0          63         3.1           6.75  
   3  Tamang/ 

Lama  
         41           3.5           24        2.7          65         3.2           5.64  

   4   Newar           20           1.7           35        4.0          55         2.7           5.48  
 5   Gurung             8           0.7           23        2.6          31         1.5           2.39  
 6   Rai             4           0.3           16        1.8          20         1.0           2.79  
 7   Sherpa             4           0.3             2        0.2           6         0.3           0.68  
 8   Limbu             2           0.2             4        0.5           6         0.3           1.58  
 9   Kumal             4           0.3             1        0.1           5         0.2           0.44  
 10   Danuwar            -              -               1        0.1           1         0.0           0.23  
Dalit 
   1   Kami           55           4.7           17        1.9          72         3.5           3.94  
 2   Damai           21           1.8           15        1.7          36         1.8           1.72  
 3   Sunar             3           0.3             6        0.7           9         0.4           0.64  
 4   Sarki             5           0.4            -              -            5         0.2           1.40  
Muslim 
 1   Muslim             1           0.1             2        0.2           3         0.1           4.27  
Madhesi 
   1   Yadav             6           0.5           39        4.4          45         2.2           3.94  
 2   Teli             2           0.2            -              -            2         0.1           1.34  
 3   Rajput            -              -               1        0.1           1         0.0           0.21  
Other 
    Ethnicity 

not 
identified  

        372         32.1           31        3.5        403        19.8   

  Total       1,160       100.0         879    100.0     2,039      100.0   
 
Source: Informal Service Centre (INSEC), 2002. 
 
The NCP (Maoist) have promised for gender equity and equality, right-to-self-
determination and ethnic, linguistic and regional autonomous regions, equal 
language rights and elimination of patriarchy, Brahmanism, caste-based 
untouchability and compulsory Sanskrit curriculum in schools. Failure of major 
political parties, including the Nepali Congress Party, the Nepal Communist Party 
(Unified Marxist-Leninist) and the Rastriya Prajatantra Party, to address their 
issues have alienated many women, Dalits, indigenous nationalities and Madhesis. 
Although, top Maoist leaders are Bahun-Chhetris, minorities have no problem 
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about it fro two reasons. One, they believe that diamond cuts diamond and two, 
they are all weather liberal. Therefore, flashes of fire of insurgency that erupted 
seven years ago have turned out to be a blazing wild fire in all parts of the 
country. Those minorities who disagree with 'violent means' used by the Maoist 
insurgents do acknowledge their contribution in highlighting the issues of 
different minorities and drawing attention of the rulers and donors. In public 
forums, leaders and activists of different right-based movement express their 
anger against the rulers for not listening their voice and fulfilling their demands 
and that they too do not hesitate to threat them by saying that they too may resort 
to arms, if they should loose patience. 
 
His Majesty's Government declared the Maoists as "terrorists" and mobilized 
security forces comprising of army, armed police and police against the Maoist 
insurgents. However, many political parties and intellectuals reckoned them as 
one of the key political force with concrete political agendas. About a year after 
the deployment of army complemented by other security forces, the insurgents 
have succeeded to create crisis in the national politics. The elected legislature and 
the government failed to deal with the crisis even after three rounds of talk 
between the government and the insurgents in 2001. Currently, there is no 
existence of elected government from central to grassroots levels. The House of 
Representative and the elected local bodies, namely, the District Development 
Committees, Municipalities and Village Development Committees, was dissolved 
and the elected government lead by Prime Minister Sher Bahadur Deuba was 
dismissed by King Gyanendra. Although the Constitution envisaged the King to 
be a constitutional monarch, he has now become active by taking executive 
powers in his own hand. He formed a government with handpicked politicians and 
professionals with five duties, including restoration of law and order and hold 
mid-term election. The constitutional crisis has resulted in mounting problems in 
economy and everyday-life of the common people. By this time there exist two 
ideologies, two governments and two armies, one of HMG-N and the other is of 
the Maoist insurgents. Maoist leaders have suggested other political parties and 
intellectuals either to support them or to the government. 
 
HMG-N and the Maoist insurgents have declared a ceasefire since the evening of 
January 29, 2003. HMG-N has declared that the Maoist insurgents are no more 
terrorists. Both international community and the Nepalese people are looking 
forward for peaceful resolution of the violent conflict. The NCP (Maoist) has been 
demanding for a round-table conference of all groups representing various walks 
of life, form an interim government and elect constituent assembly to draft a new 
constitution with full sovereignty of the Nepalese people. The intellectuals and 
some political leaders of most of the political parties have expressed that the 
constituent assembly is the only option left in finding common ground between all 
political and social forces. However, the official position of major political parties 
are against it on grounds such as it would not solve all the problems facing the 
country, the insurgents would not abide with the decision and lay arms if it should 
go against them, either the Maoist or the palace would sweep it away, and the time 
has not come for constituent assembly. 
 
Maoist insurgency is primarily a class war but it has blended it with 
discrimination based on caste/ethnicity, language, religion, region and gender. 
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Given that the stated policies of the NCP (Maoist), the best among different 
political parties, aptly addresses the issues raised by right-based movements of 
different minorities, including indigenous m\nationalities and Dalits. In this 
context, Bhattachan (2000:159) writes, 'At present Maoist people's war has 
prevented any possibility of ethnic insurgency. In future, if the Maoist people's 
should fail but the unitary predatory Hindu state should continue as usual then 
ethnic insurgency is inevitable.' If the Maoist insurgency should be suppressed, 
the issues of minorities would also be suppressed and later it may transform into 
ethnic or religious or linguistic conflicts, mostly violent ones. If the "active King" 
and the main political parties would be bold enough to give due rights of all 
minorities, the insurgency would begin to be pacified. 
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Urgency for Human Rights 
Protection Measures 
 
 
 
The first ever international instruments of human rights ratified HMG-N was the 
Convention Against Slavery on January 7, 1963. By now, Nepal has ratified more 
than two dozens of international instruments of human rights (Table 5). However, 
the activists of different right-based movements of women, indigenous 
nationalities, Dalit, Madhesi, language and religious groups criticize the 
government for not being serious in its implementation and allege that the 
government delay in sending regular reports with "false" or "distorted" 
information and/or progress on its implementation (NCARD 2002). Nepal is one 
of the few countries in the world that has acceded and ratified maximum number 
of international instruments of human rights and one of the worst in its 
implementation. 
 
Nepal is a party to three types of international instruments of human rights that 
incorporates minority rights. One, Nepal has ratified unconditionally some legally 
binding instruments with a complaints mechanism such as International Covenant 
on Civil and Political Rights, Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Racial Discrimination and Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women. Two, Nepal is a party to some legally binding, 
but with no complaints mechanism, instruments including International Covenant 
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights Convention on the Rights of the Child. 
Finally, Nepal is a party to some instruments that are not legally binding, which 
includes Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Declaration on the Rights of 
Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities and 
Declaration on Religious Tolerance. 
 
Nepal has yet to ratify several other important instruments of human rights 
including the ILO Convention 169 of 1989 and Draft Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples. The organizations of indigenous nationalities of Nepal have 
been demanding that the government should begin the process to ratify remaining 
international human rights instruments including the ILO Convention No 169, 
Minority Rights and Indigenous Nationalities' Rights. The recently formed 
National Human Rights Commission and the National Women's Commission have 
no member representing minorities and most of its activities are confined to civil 
and political rights. To address the issue of caste-based (or descent-based) 
discrimination against Dalits, HMG-N has formed National Dalit Commission. 
The National Dalit Commission comprises of Dalits but the Commission is 
without resources and authority. 
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Table 5. List of Covenants/Declarations acceded or ratified by Nepal 
S.N. Covenants/Declarations Date Acceded (A)/ Ratifications 

deposited (R) by Nepal 
1. Slavery Convention Signed at Geneva on 25 September 1926 and Amended by 

The Protocol Opened for Signature or Acceptance at The Headquarters of The 
United Nations, New York, on 7 December 1953 

7 January 1963 (A) 

2. Slavery Convention Signed at Geneva on 25 September 1926 and Amended by 
The Protocol Opened for Signature or Acceptance at The Headquarters of The 
United Nations, New York, on 7 December 1953 

7 January 1963 (A) 

3. Supplementary Convention on the Abolition of Slavery, the Slave Trade, and 
Institutions and Practices Similar to Slavery 1956 

7 January 1963 (A) 

4 Convention on The Political Rights of Women, 1953 26 April 1965 (A) 
(with reservation) 

5. Geneva Convention Relative to the Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of 
War of August 12, 1949 

7 February 1964 (A) 

6. Geneva Convention Relative to The Treatment of Prisoners of War of August 
12, 1949 

7 February 1964 (A) 

7. Geneva Convention for The Amelioration of The Condition of The Wounded 
and Sick in Armed Forces in The Field of August 12, 1949 

7 February 1964 (A) 

8. Geneva Convention for The Amelioration of The Condition of The Wounded, 
Sick And Shipwrecked Members of Armed Forces at Sea of August 12, 1949 

7 February 1964 (A) 

9. Treaty Banning Nuclear Weapon Tests in The Atmosphere, in Outer Space and 
Under Water. Signed at Moscow, on 5 August 1963 

Ratification deposited by Nepal on 
7 October 1964 

10. Treaty on Principles Governing The Activities of States in The Exploration 
and Use of Outer Space, Including The Moon and Other Celestial Bodies. 
Opened for Signature at Moscow, London and Washington, on 27 January 
1967 

Ratifications deposited by Nepal on 
16 October 1967 with the 
Government of the U.S.S.R. 
10 October 1967 with the 
Government of the U.K. 

11.  Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, 
adopted by the General Assembly of the United Nations on 9 December 1948 

17 January 1969 (A) 

12. Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the crime of Genocide, 
Adopted by the General Assembly of the United nations on 9 December 1948 

17 January 1969 (A) 

13. Treaty on The Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, Opened for Signature at 
London, Moscow and Washington on 1 July 1968 

Ratifications deposited by Nepal on 
5 January 1970 with the 
Government of the U.S.A. 
9 January 1970 with the 
Government of the U.S.S.R. 
3 February 1970 with the 
Government of the U.K. 

14. International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 
Discrimination 1966 

30 January 1971 (A) 
(with some reservation) 

15. International Convention on the Suppression and Punishment of the Crime of 
Apartheid 1973 

12 July 1977 (A) 

16.  International Convention on the Suppression and Punishment of the Crime of 
Apartheid 1973 

12 July 1977 (A) 
(with some reservation) 

17. International Convention Against Apartheid in Sports 1 March 1989 (R) 
18. Convention on the Rights of the Child 14 September 1990 (R) 
19. Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 

Women 
22 April 1991 (R) 

20. International Convention on Civil and Political Rights 14 May 1991 (A) 
21. Optional Protocol to the International Convention on Civil and Political Rights 14 May 1991 (A) 
22. International Convention on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 14 May 1991 (A) 
23. Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel Inhuman or Degrading Treatment 

or Punishment 
14 May 1991 (R) 

24. Convention on the Suppression of Immoral Trafficking and Protocol 27 December 1995 (A) 
25. Second Optional Protocol to the International Convention on Civil and 

Political Rights to Eliminate Capital Punishment 
4 June 1998 (A) 

Source: HMG-N 1978; HMG-N 1998 
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The Treaty Act of 1991 has a provision that the international legal instruments 
prevail over the Constitution of the Kingdom of Nepal and laws. If the 
Constitution and the laws are in contradiction with these instruments, it should be 
changed or amended or if required, new laws must be enacted. 
 
HMG-N's negligence in sincere implementation of conventions and treaties 
relating to human rights of which Nepal is a party and its reluctance to ratify 
remaining instruments have negative effects on different minority groups. For 
example, reluctance to ratify ILO Convention 169 of 1989 and negligence in the 
sincere implementation of instruments, including International Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women and International 
Convention on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, has deprived women, 
indigenous nationalities, Dalits, Madhesi, mother tongue speakers and non-Hindus 
not only to practice their language, religion and culture but also from access to 
food, clothing, shelter, education, health services, employment and security. 
Denial of Basic and primary education and right to information in mother tongues 
have deprived an overwhelming majority of mother tongue speakers from 
becoming literate, educated and informed. Dalits continue to suffer from caste-
based discrimination resulting rampant poverty, unemployment and psychological 
degradation.  
 
HMG-N has deprived minorities to enjoy their rights guaranteed by the 
international community and the commitments of Nepal to democracy, human 
rights, justice, equity and equality. Such deprivation has negative effects on 
individual, family, community and the nation. For example, Nepal ratified several 
instruments including the Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination but the 
minorities are relatively more victimized in terms of extra-judicial killings, torture 
and disappearance of individuals. Similarly, Nepal is a signatory of Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and Rights of Children but majority of 
children, whose mother tongue is other than Nepali, are deprived from getting 
education, including basic and primary education and illiterate adults from getting 
adult literacy and numeracy. Non-implementation of international instruments of 
human rights has resulted in denial to access to health, justice and information. 
Indigenous nationalities and other minorities are further deprived from enjoying 
their rights because the government has not yet ratified or endorsed many 
instruments including the ILO Convention 169, Declaration of the Indigenous 
Peoples' Rights and Minority Rights. Indigenous nationalities such as the Limbus 
have lost their traditional Kipat land tenure. Similarly, forest dwellers like 
Chepangs have not only lost their land but they have been denied citizenship 
certificate by the government, as they have no land registered with government. 
One cannot get citizenship certificate without producing land certificate. They, 
therefore, are deprived from getting privileges of the Nepalese citizens 
 
Most of the human rights organizations and human right activists are from the 
dominant group. They, therefore, are more concerned with the first generation of 
human rights, that is, civil and political rights. They have ignored human rights of 
second generation, that is, social and cultural rights and of third generation, that is, 
right to development. Even National Human Rights Commission of Nepal has 
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focused more on civil and political rights than the latter two rights. In the context 
of escalating violence and counter violence due to armed conflict between security 
forces of HMG-N and the Maoist insurgents, most of the human rights activists 
and organizations have concentrated more on direct violence. They have indeed 
ignored structural and cultural violence, which is more serious than direct 
violence.  
 
In the last seven years of insurgency, indigenous nationalities, Dalits, Madhesi and 
women are affected most by violence and counter violence used by security forces 
of the government and the insurgents. Human rights organizations such as 
Amnesty International and the National Human Rights Commission of Nepal have 
expressed their serious concern about the human rights abuses in Nepal. 
 
There is indeed an urgency to stop violation of human rights in Nepal by stopping 
extra judicial killings, disappearance of individuals, inhuman physical mental 
torture, and loss of language, religion, culture and ethnic identity. 
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Conclusion 
 
 
 
 
Currently Nepal is at the crossroads. Mounting political instability due to failure 
of political parties to make positive contribution for development of the country, 
on the one hand, and escalating Maoist insurgency, on the other, have made the 
political future of the country unpredictable. If authoritarian regime of one or the 
other kind should find its way, minorities are destined to be further suppressed and 
oppressed. On the contrary, if democracy should prevail, pluralism or diversity 
should be respected, minorities would have an opportunity to have a meaningful 
participation at national to local levels. 
 
Given the collective memory of suppression and oppression against different 
minority groups by the dominant groups, the past should not have been the present 
and the past and present should not be the future. If the past and present trend of 
suppression and oppression of minorities should continue, the future of minorities 
looks very bleak. Nepal cannot afford reforms or incremental approach to stop 
ever escalating violence and counter violence or protracted war due to Maoist 
insurgency. Restoration of positive, not negative, peace is what is required now. 
On the contrary, if such diversity is taken as weakness, the Nepalese peoples 
would witness more political instability, turmoil, violence and counter violence in 
the days to come. All the Nepalese people and minorities deserve a better and 
prosperous future. If all concerned authorities and peoples take socio-cultural 
diversity as strength Nepal has a bright future.  
 
Given the complex social structure of Nepal, it is also equally true that there are 
discriminations against weaker groups within each minority group. For example, 
"low caste" Dalits are suppressed and oppressed by "upper caste" Dalits. 
Similarly, "lower caste" Madhesis, Muslims and Madhesi indigenous nationalities 
are suppressed and oppressed by "upper caste" Madhesi. Also, some indigenous 
nationalities are relatively suppressed and oppressed by advanced and rich 
indigenous nationalities. The bottom line, however, is that no matter where all 
these minorities are, they are all suppressed and oppressed by nationally dominant 
groups. As long as national domination continues, this in-group domination may 
not be effectively weeded out. 
 
Therefore, one cannot think of any change overnight but at the same time, one 
cannot wait too long. What is positive at present is that Nepal has made 
commitments at international forums to implement international human rights 
instruments and to eliminate all forms of discrimination and that different groups 
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of minorities are more aware about rights and developed determination to fight 
against all forms of discrimination against them. 
 
In the days to come, dominant caste, language, religious, cultural and regional 
group should proactively confess their wrongdoing of the past and apologize with 
minority groups. They must yield space to minorities in a peaceful way. 
Minorities in Nepal are increasingly asserting their long due rights and they have 
nothing to loose but to win. Minorities do not wish to use violence to get their due 
space in the Nepalese social, cultural, economic, religious and political life. If they 
should loose their patience, Nepal will witness even more violence and counter 
violence. 
 
Ever escalating violence and counter violence, and also, structural and cultural 
violence should be stopped and positive peace should prevail. The current political 
crisis can be averted if the King, political parties, Maoist insurgents and civil 
society agree for unconditional constituent assembly and abide with the decision 
of the peoples. 
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Recommendations 
 
 
 
1. Ratification and implementation of international instruments of human 
rights 
 
If Nepal sincerely implements the ratified 18 international instruments of human 
rights, including the Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, International Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, and signed international 
declarations, including the Durban Declaration and Plan of Action adopted by the 
World Conference against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and 
Related Intolerance, it would indeed significantly improve the condition of 
minorities in Nepal. Also, HMG-N need to initiate process to ratify remaining 
important international instruments of human rights, including the ILO 
Convention (No. 169) of 1989 concerning Indigenous and Tribal Peoples in 
Independent Countries, the UN Draft Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples, Declaration on the Rights of Persons belonging to National, Ethnic, 
Religious and Linguistic Minorities, and the Charter of the Indigenous-Tribal 
Peoples of the Tropical Forests. 
 
Given the fact that Nepal has yet to implement ratified international instruments of 
human rights and there are still many more to be ratified, international community 
need to pressurize Nepal in this endeavour. Such initiatives should include 
awareness raising, sensitization, lobbying, etc. Also, minorities organizations 
should be provided financial and technical support to increase their organizational 
capacity to intensify movements or campaigns to achieve the set goals. 
International organizations such as Minority Rights Group International can 
contribute significantly in such endeavours. 
 
2. Elimination of all forms of discrimination against the minorities 
 
There is a great need for massive reduction, elimination, if possible, of all forms 
of discrimination against the minorities in Nepal. In order to do this international 
communities working in Nepal need to help and support organizations of 
minorities to launch reactive, interactive and pro-active campaigns. Such 
campaigns are required for legal reform, policy formulation, awareness raising, 
sensitization, capacity building, lobbying, networking and empowerment of 
minorities. Also, any donor country that provides aid to Nepal should make sure 
not only to avoid adverse impact on minorities but also to promote rights of 
minorities, including Dalits, indigenous nationalities, Madhesi, women and 
religious and linguistic minorities.  
 
3. Secular State 
 
It is for sure that minorities will never be able to enjoy their human rights as long 
as Nepal continue to be a Hindu State. Given the fact that the march of 150,000 
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people in the streets of Kathmandu during the drafting of the constitution after the 
people's movement of 1990 was not heard by the responsible authorities, it is 
imperative that all non-Hindus should form an alliance along with Hindu Dalits to 
transform the Hindu State into secular. Support of international community in this 
endeavour is vital. 
 
3. Minority rights 
 
HMG-N should guarantee minority rights. The National Human Rights 
Commission should work as a watchdog if the State should violate minority 
rights. 
 
4. Mainstreaming minorities 
 
HMG-N and international donor community, bi-lateral, multi-lateral and INGOs 
need to develop and implement development programs to mainstream minorities. 
Such programs need to focus on preservation and promotion of intangible cultural 
heritages, such as folk literature, language, religion and traditional healing 
practices, abolition of practices related to caste-based untouchability, resettlement, 
income generating activities, etc. 
 
5. Constitutional amendment or change and legal reforms 
 
Currently, due to mounting pressure from the insurgency waged by the Nepal 
Communist Party (Maoist) since February 1996 and failure of the Constitution of 
the Kingdom of Nepal, 1990 to resolve political crisis, many political leaders, 
intellectuals and social activists along with the insurgents have demanded for re-
writing of the constitution through a Constituent Assembly. Indeed, there is a need 
to guarantee the rights of minorities and their representation at all levels, national 
to local levels, through change or amendments in the Constitution and reforms in 
the existing laws. 
 
7. Minority-based development strategy 
 
Given the failure of State-led, market-led and NGO-led development strategies, it 
is now high time to shift the gear to minority-based development strategy. This 
means both the donors and HMG-N should design development programs targeted 
directly to women, Dalits, indigenous nationalities and Mahesis and involve in 
directly at all phase of the program cycles from program design to implementation 
and monitoring. 
 
8. Research and documentation 
 
There is a great need for research and documentation on various aspects of 
minorities. Research is needed to give inputs to planners, policy makers, donors 
and right-based activists. Both international donors and HMG-N should provide 
financial help and support to organizations of respective minorities for research 
and documentation on the important issues they have identified. 
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Appendix 
 

Appendix A-1. Population of caste/ethnicity by sex (Census of 2001) 
 

 CASTE/ETHNICITY MALE FEMALE TOTAL % 
TOTAL Population of Nepal 11,359,378 11,377,556 22,736,934 100.0 

DOMINANT 
CASTE Total 3,464,273 3,558,947 7,023,220 30.89

1 Chhetri 1,774,709 1,818,787 3,593,496 15.80
2 Brahman - Hill 1,426,915 1,469,562 2,896,477 12.74
3 Thakuri 164,643 169,477 334,120 1.47
4 Sanyasi 98,006 101,121 199,127 0.88

      
MINORITIES All Total 7,895,105 7,818,609 15,713,714 69.11
      
INDIGENOUS 
NATIONALITIES Total 4,090,839 4,181,136 8,271,975 36.31
Mountain Sub-Total 95,354 94,753 190,107 0.82

5 Sherpa 77,511 77,111 154,622 0.68
6 Bhote 9,959 9,302 19,261 0.08
7 Thakali 6,216 6,757 12,973 0.06
8 Byangsi 1,094 1,009 2,103 0.01
9 Walung 574 574 1,148 0.01

      
Hill Sub-Total 2,967,139 3,071,367 6,038,506 26.51

10 Magar 784,828 837,593 1,622,421 7.14
11 Tamang 641,361 640,943 1,282,304 5.64
12 Newar 620,213 625,019 1,245,232 5.48
13 Rai 312,363 322,788 635,151 2.79
14 Gurung 259,376 284,195 543,571 2.39
15 Limbu 174,760 184,619 359,379 1.58
16 Gharti/Bhujel 58,023 59,545 117,568 0.52
17 Sunuwar 48,065 47,189 95,254 0.42
18 Chepang ( Praja) 26,685 25,552 52,237 0.23
19 Thami 11,392 11,607 22,999 0.10
20 Yakkha 8,132 8,871 17,003 0.07
21 Pahari 5,803 5,702 11,505 0.05
22 Chhantel 4,545 5,269 9,814 0.04
23 Brahmu/ Baramu 3,441 3,942 7,383 0.03
24 Jirel 2,582 2,734 5,316 0.02
25 Dura 2,377 2,792 5,169 0.02
26 Lepcha 1,935 1,725 3,660 0.02
27 Hayu 892 929 1,821 0.01
28 Yehlmo 281 298 579 0.00
29 Kusunda 85 79 164 0.00

      
Inner Terai Sub-Total 123,975 127,142 251,117 1.11

30 Kumal 48,883 50,506 99,389 0.44
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31 Majhi 36,367 36,247 72,614 0.32
32 Danuwar 26,192 27,037 53,229 0.23
33 Darai 7,195 7,664 14,859 0.07
34 Bote 3,881 4,088 7,969 0.04
35 Raji 1,111 1,288 2,399 0.01
36 Raute 346 312 658 0.00

      
Terai Sub-Total 901,813 885,173 1,786,986 7.85

37 Tharu 774,924 758,955 1,533,879 6.75
38 Rajbansi 48,234 47,578 95,812 0.42
39 Santhal/ Sattar 21,515 21,183 42,698 0.19
40 Jhagar/ Dhagar 20,892 20,872 41,764 0.18
41 Gangai 15,808 15,510 31,318 0.14
42 Dhimal 9,646 9,891 19,537 0.09
43 Tajpuriya 6,532 6,718 13,250 0.06
44 Meche 1,830 1,933 3,763 0.02
45 Kisan 1,382 1,494 2,876 0.01
46 Koche 693 736 1,429 0.01
47 Munda 357 303 660 0.00

      
Unknown Sub-Total 2,558 2,701 5,259 0.02

48 Adibasi/ Janajati 2,558 2,701 5,259 0.02
      
DALIT Total 1,614,238 1,619,210 3,233,448 14.99
Hill Dalit Sub-Total 777,804 833,331 1,611,135 7.09

49 Kami 432,937 463,017 895,954 3.94
50 Damai/Dholi 188,329 201,976 390,305 1.72
51 Sarki 153,681 165,308 318,989 1.40
52 Gaine 2,857 3,030 5,887 0.03

      
Madhesi Dalit Sub-Total 836,434 785,879 1,622,313 6.74

53 Chamar/ Harijan/ Ram 138,878 130,783 269,661 1.19
54 Dhanuk 97,507 90,643 188,150 0.83
55 Musahar 88,041 84,393 172,434 0.76

56 
Dusadh/Paswan/ 
Pasi 82,173 76,352 158,525 0.70

57 Sonar 72,331 72,757 145,088 0.64
58 Kewat 70,815 66,138 136,953 0.60
59 Mallah 59,649 56,337 115,986 0.51
60 Kalwar 61,221 54,385 115,606 0.51
61 Hajam/thakur 51,617 46,552 98,169 0.43
62 Lohar 42,270 40,367 82,637 0.36
63 Dhobi 38,350 35,063 73,413 0.32
64 Bantar 18,139 17,700 35,839 0.16
65 Chidimar 6,516 5,780 12,296 0.05
66 Dom 4,631 4,300 8,931 0.04
67 Badi 2,152 2,290 4,442 0.02
68 Halkhor 1,848 1,773 3,621 0.02
69 Kuswadiya/ 286 266 552 0.00
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Patharkatta 
      
Unknown Sub-Total 85,063 88,338 173,401 0.76

70 Unidentified Dalit 85,063 88,338 173,401 0.76
      
MADHESI      
"High Caste"  1,475,884 1,326,303 2,802,187 12.30

71 Yadav 473,421 422,002 895,423 3.94
72 Teli 158,647 145,889 304,536 1.34
73 Koiri 130,424 120,850 251,274 1.11
74 Kurmi 111,638 101,204 212,842 0.94
75 Brahman - Tarai 70,623 63,873 134,496 0.59
76 Baniya 67,308 59,663 126,971 0.56
77 Kanu 50,706 45,120 95,826 0.42
78 Sudhi 47,198 42,648 89,846 0.40
79 Tatma 39,606 36,906 76,512 0.34
80 Khatwe 38,643 36,329 74,972 0.33
81 Nuniya 35,224 31,649 66,873 0.29
82 Kumhar 28,289 26,124 54,413 0.24
83 Haluwai 26,387 24,196 50,583 0.22
84 Rajput 25,905 22,549 48,454 0.21
85 Kayastha 23,343 22,728 46,071 0.20
86 Badhae 24,160 21,815 45,975 0.20
87 Marwadi 23,205 20,766 43,971 0.19
88 Barae 18,479 16,955 35,434 0.16
89 Kahar 18,109 16,422 34,531 0.15
90 Lodha 13,018 11,720 24,738 0.11
91 Rajbhar 12,755 11,508 24,263 0.11
92 Bing/ Binda 9,641 9,079 18,720 0.08
93 Bhediyar/ Gaderi 9,342 8,387 17,729 0.08
94 Nurang 9,198 8,324 17,522 0.08
95 Dhunia 614 617 1,231 0.01

      
Muslim  504,325 471,624 975,949 4.29

96 Muslim 501,793 469,263 971,056 4.27
97 Churaute 2,532 2,361 4,893 0.02

    
OTHER  134,767 130,954 265,721 1.16

98 Mali 5,884 5,506 11,390 0.05
99 Bangali 5,680 4,180 9,860 0.04

100 Kamar 4,516 4,245 8,761 0.04
101 Punjabi/sikh 1,567 1,487 3,054 0.01
102 Jaine 551 464 1,015 0.00

103 
Unidentified 
Caste/Ethnic 116,569 115,072 231,641 1.02

 
Source: Census of 2001, Table 16: Population by caste/ethnic group and sex (HMG-N 
2002:72-3). 
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Note:  a) This data grouped by social group and geographic zone was first done by 
Gurung (2000). 
b) Census of 2001, Table 1: Number of households, population in the household 
by sex, area and population density, 2001 (HMG-N 2002:1-2) shows total 
population of 23,151,423 with 11,563,921 males and 11,587,502 females. The 
total population in this table is 414,489 less because the Household data was 
generated in the first part and individual characteristics was collected in the 
second part and census forms were not filled out in scores of Village 
Development Committees (VDC) in the Maoist insurgency affected areas. 
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Appendix A-2. Population Distribution by Mother Tongue, and Sex (Census of 2001) 
 

Total % Total Male Female S.N. 
 100.00 22,736,934 11,359,378 11,377,556 

1 Nepali 48.61 11,053,255 5,422,233 5,631,022 
2 Maithili 12.30 2,797,582 1,458,556 1,339,026 
3 Bhojpuri 7.53 1,712,536 893,813 818,723 
4 Tharu 

(Dagaura/Rana) 
5.86 1,331,546 671,252 660,294 

5 Tamang 5.19 1,179,145 588,409 590,736 
6 Newar 3.63 825,458 410,481 414,977 
7 Magar 3.39 770,116 372,568 397,548 
8 Awadhi 2.47 560,744 293,201 267,543 
9 Bantawa 1.63 371,056 182,162 188,894 

10 Gurung 1.49 338,925 159,369 179,556 
11 Limbu 1.47 333,633 161,634 171,999 
12 Bajjika 1.05 237,947 124,088 113,859 
13 Urdu 0.77 174,840 90,223 84,617 
14 Rajbansi 0.57 129,829 65,053 64,776 
15 Sherpa 0.57 129,771 64,102 65,669 
16 Hindi 0.47 105,765 61,624 44,141 
17 Chamling 0.19 44,093 21,106 22,987 
18 Santhali 0.18 40,,260 20,278 19,982 
19 Chepang 0.16 36,807 18,652 18,155 
20 Danuwar 0.14 31,849 15,745 16,104 
21 Jhangar/ 

Dhangar 
0.13 28,615 14,158 14,457 

22 Sunuwar 0.12 26,611 12,967 13,644 
23 Bangla 0.10 23,602 12,881 10,721 
24 Marwari 

(Rajsthani) 
0.10 22,637 12,019 10,618 

25 Manjhi 0.10 21,841 10,827 11,014 
26 Thami 0.08 18,991 9,383 9,608 
27 Kulung 0.08 18,686 9,325 9,361 
28 Dhimal 0.08 17,308 8,509 8,799 
29 Angika 0.07 15,892 8,127 7,765 
30 Yakkha 0.06 14,648 7,009 7,639 
31 Thulung 0.06 14,034 6,918 7,116 
32 Sangpang 0.05 10,810 5,199 5,611 
33 Bhujel/ Khawas 0.05 10,733 5,301 5,432 
34 Darai 0.04 10,210 4,920 5,290 
35 Khaling 0.04 9,288 4,648 4,640 
36 Kumal 0.03 6,533 3,147 3,386 
37 Thakali 0.03 6,441 3,063 3,378 
38 Chhantyal/ 

Chhantel 
0.03 5,912 2,733 3,179 

39 Nepali Sign 
Language 

0.03 5,743 2,946 2,797 

40 Tibbetan 0.02 5,277 2,813 2,464 
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41 Dumi 0.02 5,271 2,589 2,682 
42 Jirel 0.02 4,919 2,409 2,510 
43 Wambule/ 

Umbule 
0.02 4,471 2,233 2,238 

44 Puma 0.02 4,310 2,115 2,195 
45 Yholmo 0.02 3,986 1,980 2,006 
46 Nachhiring 0.02 3,553 1,758 1,795 
47 Dura 0.01 3,397 1,542 1,855 
48 Meche 0.01 3,301 1,574 1,727 
49 Pahari 0.01 2,995 1,554 1,441 
50 Lepcha/ Lapche 0.01 2,826 1,497 1,329 
51 Bote 0.01 2,823 1,440 1,383 
52 Bahing 0.01 2,765 1,327 1,438 
53 Koi/ Koyu 0.01 2,641 1,349 1,292 
54 Raji 0.01 2,413 1,189 1,224 
55 Hayu 0.01 1,743 847 896 
56 Byangshi 0.01 1,734 874 860 
57 Yamphu/ 

Yamphe 
0.01 1,722 836 886 

58 Ghale 0.01 1,649 801 848 
59 Khariya 0.01 1,575 788 787 
60 Chhiling 0.01 1,314 657 657 
61 Lohorung  0.01 1,207 570 637 
62 Punjabi 0.01 1,165 649 516 
63 Chinese  0.00 1,101 556 545 
64 English 0.00 1,037 588 449 
65 Mewahang 0.00 904 435 469 
66 Sanskrit 0.00 823 471 352 
67 Kaike 0.00 794 383 411 
68 Raute 0.00 518 275 243 
79 Kisan 0.00 489 239 250 
70 Churauti 0.00 408 211 197 
71 Baram/ Maramu 0.00 342 149 193 
72 Tilung 0.00 310 147 163 
73 Jero/ Jerung 0.00 271 125 146 
74 Dungmali 0.00 221 100 121 
75 Oriya 0.00 159 93 66 
76 Lingkhim 0.00 97 53 44 
77 Kusunda 0.00 87 37 50 
78 Sindhi 0.00 72 38 34 
89 Koche 0.00 54 23 31 
80 Hariyanwi 0.00 33 11 22 
81 Magahi 0.00 30 16 14 
82 Sam 0.00 23 10 13 
83 Kurmali 0.00 13 6 7 
84 Kagate 0.00 10 6 4 
85 Dzonkha 0.00 9 4 5 
86 Kuki 0.00 9 4 5 
87 Chhintang 0.00 8 3 5 
88 Mizo 0.00 8 6 2 
89 Nagamese 0.00 6 3 3 
90 Lhomi 0.00 4 3 1 
91 Assamise 0.00 3 2 1 
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92 Sadhani 0.00 2 1 1 
93 Unknown 

languages 
0.74 168,340 83,360 84,980 

 
Source: Census of 2001, Table 19: Population by mother tongue and sex, (HMG-N 
2002:83-4). 
 
Note:  a) Linguists have yet to regroup them into different language families. 

Interestingly 22 Rai-Kiranti and other ethnic mother tongues were reported or the 
first time in Census of 2001. 
 
b) Census of 2001, Table 1: Number of households, population in the household 
by sex, area and population density, 2001 (HMG-N 2002:1-2) shows total 
population of 23,151,423 with 11,563,921 males and 11,587,502 females. The 
total population in this table is 414,489 less because the Household data was 
generated in the first part and individual characteristics was collected in the 
second part and census forms were not filled out in scores of Village 
Development Committees (VDC) in the Maoist insurgency affected areas. 
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Appendix A-3. Gazetted Third Class (Section Officer) employees passed in the examinations taken 
by Public Service Commission 
 

Year 
Caste/Ethnicity 

1983- 
1985 

1986- 
1987 

1988- 
1989 

1990- 
1991 

1992- 
1993 

1994- 
1995 

1996-
1997 

1998- 
1999 

2000- 
2001 

Bahun/Brahman/ 
Thakuri 

69.3 64.5 69.0 67.3 80.5 81.2 83.1 83.4 87.0 

Newar 18.6 23.4 18.8 18.5 10.5 9.7 9.4 7.9 8.7 
Indigenous 
Nationalities 
(Excluding Newar) 

3.0 2.9 1.6 2.4 2.5 1.8 1.6 1.5 0.5 

Dalit 0 0.4 0.5 0.7 0.4 0.2 0.1 0 0 
Madhesi (excluding 
Brahman, Rajput 
and Dalit) 

8.5 8.1 9.0 10.2 5.3 6.8 5.5 6.6 3.2 

Muslim 0.6 0.7 0.2 0.9 0.6 0.4 0.2 0.5 0.5 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
N 472 276 627 459 476 1,014 913 392 185 

 
Source: Bulletins of Public Service Commission (Adapted from Subba 2002) 
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Notes 
                                                           
1  Purbiaya Bahuns are thought have come from east and Kumain Bahuns from Kumaun-Garhwal 
region in India. 
2 Harka Gurung believes that these 16 indigenous nationalities are not ethnonyms but dialect group 
names of Tibetal language according to localities (personal communication with Gurung). 
3 Siddika has mentioned Indian Muslim as another group. 
4 For detail analysis of different religions see Mabuhang (1996). 
5  The People's movement of 1990 began when r. Marich Man Singh was the Prime Minister. Later 
he was replaced by Prime Minister Mr. Lokendra Bahadur Chand. 
6 The 8 National Parks are: (1) Khaptad National Park in the Far-Western Hill, (2) Rara National 
Park in the Far Western Hill, (3) Shey-Phoksundo National Park in the Mid-Western Mountain and 
Hill, (4) Royal Bardiya National Park in the Mid-Western Terai, (5) Royal Chitwan National Park 
in the Central Terai, (6) Langtang National Park in the Central Mountain and Hill,  (7) Sagarmatha 
National Park in the Eastern Mountain,  and (8) and Makalu-Barun National Park in Eastern Hill. 
7 The 5 wildlife reserves are : (1) Royal Shukla Phant Wildlife Reserve in the Far Western Terai, 
(2) Parsa Wildlife Reserve in the Central Terai (3) Shivapuri Watershed and Wildlife Reserve in 
the Central Hill, (4) Dhorpatan Hunting Reserve in the Western Hill, and (5) Koshi Tappu Wildlife 
Reserve in the Eastern Terai. 
8 The 3 Conservation Areas are: (1) Annapurna Conservation Area (ACAP) in the Western 
Mountain and Hill, (2) Makalu-Barun National Park and Conservation Area in the Eastern Hill, 
and (3) Manasulu Conservation Area in Hill. 
9  Prof. Bista belonged to dominant caste groups, that is, Chhetri, but he was very self reflexive and 
sympathetic to the plight of the indigenous nationalities. 
10 These five Barhamins were (1) Kirtinath Upadyaya (Kanyakubj), (2) aghunath Jha (Maithil), (3) 
Ramnath Jha (Maithil), (4) Srinath Bhatt(Kumai), and (5) Mahinath Bhatt (Kumain).  
11 Hinduization is term used by anthropologists and sociologists to refer to a process of social 
change in which non-Hindus adopt Hindu norms and values due to imposition from the dominant 
Hindu rulers. Similarly, the term "sanskritization" was first used by Prof. M. N. Srinivas (1969) to 
explain the upper social mobility of "low castes" by emulating norms. values and beliefs of Hindu 
religion and culture to elevate their social status in the social hierarchy. This concept has been 
borrowed by anthropologists and sociologists who studied Nepali society and culture since the 
fifties to refer to emulation of Hindu norms and values by some indigenous nationalities such as 
the Thakalis. 
12 Magar is one of the indigenous nationalities of Nepal. They were the first indigenous 
nationalities who encountered the Hindus during the first wave of their arrival in Western Nepal 
due to Muslim invasion in northern India in eleventh to thirteenth centuries. 
13  Lig Lig Kot is a small Gurung kingdom which lies now in the Lamjung district in western part 
of Nepal. It was one of scores of independent kingdoms of indigenous nationalities. 
14 King Drabya Shaha is the ancestor of King Prithvinaryan Shah. Although it was one of the series 
in which Hindu rulers overpowered the Magar of Parbat and Pyuthan in the 14th century, he laid a 
foundation of the Shah dynasty that would affect the country for centuries to come. 
15  Khadka is one of the family names of the Chhetris. 
16  Gorkha is now in Gorkha district in western part of Nepal. The famous word Gurkhas originates 
from Gorkha. 
17 King Mahendra banned the political parties, imprisoned its leaders including Prim Minister B.P. 
Koirala and too all executive powers to his own hands by dissolving the parliamentary form of 
government.. 
18 Dalit refers to those "low caste" Hindus who have treated by the "upper caste" as untouchables. 
This means, if any "upper caste" individual touch any Dalit, the 'upper caste' person should purify 
his/her body by bathing in a sacred river or sprinkling holy or gold-touched water. The "upper 
caste" people do not eat together with Dalits and do not allow them to enter their house and in the 
premise of water sources. 
19 See Articles 4 (1), 6 and 113 (3) of the Constitution. 
20 SE stands for Sherpa; TA for Tamang; MA for Magar; GU for Gurung; RA for Rai; and LI for 
Limbu. 


