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Nepali Society and Culture
Through the Ages

The country of Nepal is along the Himalayas,
it lies at the interface between the two great centers
of human civilizations, India to the south and Tibet
and China to the north. Though the size of the country
is small, its ethnic variety is surprisingly great. Three
racial groups, the Aryans, the Mongoloids and the pre-
Aryan indigenous people constitute the Nepali
population of today. There is no doubt that the first
man in this land had stepped up towards the evolution
of the society from the very dawn of civilization. The
fossils of prehistoric Hominoid-Ramapithecus of
eleven million years old was found at the foot of Siwalik
range few years back.' There existed prehistoric
people who had fashioned a variety of different stone
tools and penetrated into the Himalayan valleys via
the heavily forested Siwalik mountains of Nepai.2 With
favorable ecology of dense forest, rock shelter and
lime stone caves around the country presuppose the
presence of prehistoric man and the culture in the
region. Among the early tribes, the Naag, a serpent
worshipping totemic tribe was very strong and
powerful who brought far reaching impact on Nepali
society and culture. Looking towards the religious
affinity of the Nepali people, the serpent deity is very
much popular among all ethnic groups, which may
have passed down into the Nepali pantheon through
this very prehistoric Naag tribe.® The early people
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fostered the animistic worship of various spirits
associated with rivers, plants, lakes, stone and
mountains as an aboriginal culture of Nepal.

Migration, struggles, subjugation and
settiements of alien tribes from different directions
characterize early social history of Nepal. In those
days, the migration of people from one part of the world
to other part was simple and natural. Any people,
group or individual if they felt better prospects for their
livelihood would migrate from their old settlements to
new ones.! Incidental migration was also common
when some incidents either political or natural, which
took place in the neighboring country led a large
numbers of migrants to Nepal.

In the beginning, there were primitive people
of indigenous origin scattered in different parts of the
country with hunting-gathering mode of production and
primary stage of cultural development. The presence
of nomadic people like Kusundas, Chepangs and the
Rautes in different isolated pockets of the country
indicates the existence of prehistoric men and culture
in Nepal. The Banmanchhes, the Kusundas and the
Rautes were among the early inhabitants of Nepal
who lived in the caves, forests and thickets of
Mahabharat range. Some of the early migrants to
Nepal mixed with that older indigenous population.®

Nirish Nepal, “A Peep into our Past” Rolamba, (1982) 29.
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In some cases, the primitive population either
enslaved by the powerful migrants or thrown back to
the denser jungles. Small section of such people are
still found in different isolated pockets of the country
with their. primitive lifestyle characterized by animistic
worship, simple social organization that exhibit the
presence of pre and protohistoric men and culture in
Nepal. The primitive types of tradition and costumes
followed by different ethnic groups till present can also
be the tools to verify the existence of prehistoric culture
in the region. Some ethnic communities like Rai,
Limbu, Magar. Tamang, Gurung, Newar etc. still
possess the strong sense of ethnic solidarity and the
matriarchal characteristics in terms of marriage, family
organization and in many rites and rituals, which are
considered to be the remnants of prehistoric or pre-
agriculture socio-cultural features.

The well-defined tribal boundaries, as stated
earlier, exhibit the role of different tribes for the socio-
cultural formation in Nepal. Traditionally, the regions
of Nepal were identified by the names of its major
ethnic communities. The area west of Kali Gandakito
the Karnaliwas calld Magarant (region of the Magars)
and the region along the Karnali and beyond was
called Khasan (land of Khasa). The area west of
Trishul Gandaki river and all the way to Kali Gandaki
was under Gandaki Pradesh, which was associated
with the people of Gurung community showing their
presence in the region from the ancient times. The
eastern hills beyond Sunkoshi were called the Kirant
Pradesh (Kirant region). Due to the inhospitable
climatic condition, the northern and southern zones
could hardly provide any incentive for human
habitation and growth for a long time. The mid zone,
the pahad (the hill), with its temperate climate and
fertile valleys, became the center of attraction for
various wandering tribes who were in search of
greener pastures.®

In the mid zones,; the region north of
Mahabharat mountains and in between Koshi and
Trishuli Gandaki river was called Sesanta pradesh
(region of Sesanta), which possessed widespread
network of rivers, big valleys and most fertile land
tracts. As a central seat of power and prestige with

trade routes to Tibet and a center of advanced art
and culture, Kathmandu Valley had become the nerve
center of Nepal for centuries. From the very earliest
time, the Newar people of Mongoloid physiognomy
seem to have occupied this most fertile valley and
belonged to a single homogenous stock. Being the
earliest settlers of Kathmandu Valley, the Newar
people with their vigor and vitality fostered a rich urban
based culture, which later emerged as one of the major
streams for the evolution of unified Nepali culture.” It
was because of the Newars that Nepal had developed
the indigenous model of urban culture and civilization
with highly advanced technology of building temples,
palaces, viharas, technique of bronze work, stone
sculpture etc. Other fribes that crossed the southern
Himalayas from Tibet were the Tamangs and Murmis
who also spread in the vicinity of Nepal Valley along
with Gurung settlements in the west.?

The Mongoloid Kirants, another influential
tribe in Nepal, spread themselves over the high
plateaus of the Himalayas when they were pushed
back by the Aryan influx from their homeland in
between 1000 BC to 700 BC.* From the very earliest
time, the Kirants have been regarded as the
inhabitants of the Himalayas who later on ruled over
Nepal Valley for a period of more than 1000 years.'
With the emergence of Indo-Aryan Lichhavis, one of
the prominent immigrants from the Indian plains, the
Kiranti rule ended and they were forced out toward
the east, which later on was familiarized with the name
of Kirant pradesh (the Kirant region). The Kirants were
the non-caste Saivife who practiced the tradition of
animistic worship. Buddhism, another non-caste
ideology, is believed to have stepped up in the valley
during the Kiranti period. So, the early social structure
of Nepal seems to be simple and non-caste in its
original form.

As stated before, a group of Aryan people is
believed to have migrated into Nepal Valley in the
earliest time and in due course they came to be known
as the Lichhavis, who for the first time introduced
divine nature of kingship around the beginning of the
Christian Era. Not only the Lichhavis, but also the

_ Shakays, the Kolis, the Vrijis, the Mallas and the

* R.S:.Chauhan, Sociely and State Building in Nepal, (Kathmandu: Ratna Pustak Bhandar, 1989) 4.
7 P.R. Sharma, "Nepali Culture and Society; Reflection on Some Historical Currents” Nepal Perspective on Conlinuily and Change

(Kathmandu: CNAS, TU, 1989} 153.
* Chauhan, op.cit., 4.

® B.R. Acharya, Nepalko Samskritik Parampara, (¥athmandu: Shreekrishna Acharya, VS 2054) 9.
* D.R, Regmi, Ancient Nepal, (Calcutta: Firma K.L. Mukhopadhaya, 1968) 22.



Varmans were living in Nepal for thousands of years.
From the time of the Lichhavis, Hinduism became the
guiding force of ruling elite and they created complex
caste hierarchy in order to maintain and preserve the
Aryan heritage.! The migration of Indo-Aryan people
increased in unprecedented scale twelfth century
onwards when the Muslims ruthlessly invaded their
homelands in the Gangetic plains. With the large influx
of yet another groups of Indo-Aryan migrants, the
Nepali social and cultural scenario did undergo a sea
change in the medieval period. Hinduization in the
hills gained momentum after the Muslim onslaught in
the Indian plains.?

In the western hills, the Khasas, another Indo-Aryan
immigrant group arrived around the beginning of the
first millenium BC." This warrior group confronting
with the Magars occupied almost all the western hills
in the Karnali river basin. Khasa dominance was to
continue in the western region throughout the historical
period and the region to which they belonged came
to be known as ‘Khasan Pradesh’(land of the Khasas).
Manusmriti (X: 43-44) treated and described the
Khasa in exactly the same way as other Kirant groups
and said to have been of lower status by not observing
the rules prescribed by Brahmans. It was only after
the presence of the Brahmans in the western hills,
the non-caste Khasas were converted into Thakuris
and Chhetris who later became the significant social
and political forces in Nepali history.' Brahmans
and Chhetris and members of local Khasa community
who had succeeded in elevating their caste and social
status occupied social and political leadership.'s
During medieval period, every ruling prince of
whatever ethnic background took the titles of Thakuri
by the Brahmans.™ It is believed that those Khasas
who could not commission the Brahman priest for
assuming the title of Chhetri remained as Matawali
Chhetris (Chhetris with the practice of alcohol
drinking), while the Khasa vanished from the
ethnographic map of Nepal in the later stage."”

Other historic tribes, the Magars and the Gurungs.
were also migrated to the westem hilts crossing the
southern slopes of the Himalayas in the ancent perod.
The early migrants of Magar tribe seem o hawve
occupied the western hills of Kamnali river basan bt
they were thrown out from there to the east of
Kaligandaki by the Khasas.™ During the medieval
period, the Magars prospered so much that they
formed a league of twelve khans (kings) and
established a state called ‘barah magaranf ™ The
Gurung, another powerful group of Mongoioxd orige,
also occupied some territories west of Trishul Gandals
to Kaligandaki, which was traditionalty known as
‘Gandaki Pradesh'. The Gurung founded thew
principalities in the eastemn part of western Nepal
during the ancient period itself. It was an ethmic
statehood under the leadership of Nuchni Rong. the
Gurung overlord of Kaski.® Once, there was an
alliance created among the Magars and the Gurungs
to avoid further forays of the Khasas into the Magar
settlements.?!

Before the penetration of Hindursm n the
western hills, the Magars and Gurungs followed their
own social and cultural tradition and customs largaly
influenced by the Bon-po philosophy of life assocaled
with the supernatural world. After the Musim
onslaught in the Indian plains, the Indo-Aryan migrants
in the western hills came into contact with the Magar
and the Gurung overlords in the region. The Gurungs
much less influenced by the Brahmans largety
retained their racial and cultural identity. But the
Magars could not remain isolated from the influence
of Hinduism as a result of their frequent association
with the Brahmans and Khasas. Some high ranking
members of ethnic minorities, particularly Magars,
were converted into the Chhetri caste and began to
call themselves descendents of the Rajput king of
India.2 Once connected with the Rajputs in India they
would be viewed as having been created for the
purpose of ruling by the God Himself.2 In a tribal land,

" P.K.Kahatry, Some Aspects of Nepali Culture, (Kathmandu: Mrs. Punya Khatry, 1989) 10.

‘2 Harka Gurung, Nepal Social Demography and Expression, (Kathmandu: New Era, 1998) 188.

‘2 D.B. Bista, Falalism and Development;Nepal's Struggle for Modernization, {Calcutta: Orient Longman Ltd. 1994) 47.
'* M.C. Regmi, Landownership in Nepal, (California: University of Califomnia, 1076) 6-7.

' Bista, op.cit., 46

‘® J.L. Sharma, Hamro Samaj Ek Adhayan, (Kathmandu: Sajha Prakashan, VS 2039) 83.
'" P.R. Sharma, "“The Matawali Chhetries of Western Nepal® Himalayan Review 4 (1971) 45-46.

. '® Chauhan, op.cit., 12

"% |.S. Chemjong, History and Culture of Kirat People, (Kathmandu: Puspa Ratna Sagar, 1967) 70.

“* Chemijong, op.cit., 58.
' Chauhan, op.cit., 12.
2 Chemjong, op.cit., 80.
3 Bista, op.cit., 48.



where the orthodox Hinduism did not work, the
Brahmans invented a new idea of converting the ethnic
overlords into high caste Hindu as they were the ruling
power in the region, who could provide socio-
economic security and ritual superiority for the
Brahmans. The link between the Magars and the Shah
dynasty was particularly strong. Prominent Magars
could be granted the right to wear sacred thread as
Chhetris as the same way as the Khasas.?* In this
way, the hierarchic caste culture moved along the hills
eastward with the Khasas and Magars. But many tribal
communities living in the isolated pockets remained
relatively independent with their own culture and
tradition.

Hinduism and Buddhism, as the base of
Nepali culture, had undergone a process of change
and adaptation with the tribal shamanistic tradition
before their final assimilation in Nepal in accordance
with the taste and genius of the native population.?
But in many cases, Hinduism as religious ideology of
ruling class elite imposed its framework on various
ethnic groups against their taste and interest.
However, being closely associated with the ethnic
people, both Hindus and Buddhists made themselves
flexible and maintained plasticity with the need of time
and situation. More interesting is the fact that the
people living closely together in the fertile valley of
Kathmandu easily merged with one another into the
making of the single community called ‘Nepala', which
subsequently came to be famous as the Newars.?®

The socio-cultural process undergone in
different historical epochs resulted in the evolution of
multi-ethnic and multi-cultural society in Nepal.
Judging from the above historical trends and
dimensions, the three main socio-cultural streams
consisted of the Newar based in the Kathmandu
Valley, the parbate or pahadi (hill people) of the more
rugged hills and the ethnic people of different isolated
pockets, who seem to have contributed for the
evolution of society and culture in Nepal. The presence
of different racial elements points towards a pluralistic
culture with influences coming from far and wide
producing its own habit and social rules throughout
the centuries by means of slow, unceasing process
of selection and growth of complexity.

The growth process of Nepali society and
culture has undergone various changes with strong

emphasis on continuity. Culture itself is a process
through which people with different social and cultural
backgrounds modify themselves to suit the need of
new situation. All cultures change through time as a
result of the transmission, among those who carry
them, and through the association and interaction
among the people of different social backgrounds. The
process of adjusting or adapting results in “continuity
as well as change” i.e. while some norms and values
continue to persist, new ones replace others. In a
country like Nepal, where there are people belonging
to different caste and communities, the exchange of
ideas and cultures becomes more congenial. Even
though the process of assimilation and acculturation
may be observed in Nepali context, this does not
necessarily lead to the creation of fully homogenous
social and cultural setting. Despite involving in the
process of adaptation, integration and acculturation,
all caste and communities are found tending to form
group itself showing as a separate system. As a matter
of fact, different cultural groups with their long-standing
tradition did not disappear but reappear in a modified
form in the context of Nepal. With the emergence of
democracy and democratic institution the ethnic
awareness has been increased which undermined the
social basis of ranked caste system. The trend of
forming and strengthening the association clustering
of each culture group seems to have gained
momentum for the last few years. In this context
neither the assimilation process is moving ahead with
speed nor does it show any symptoms otherwise. But
it is not a surprising fact that every community and
culture finds security in conforming to the standard of
its value system and the value system seems to
change more slowly than other aspects of culture.
Assimilation as a striking feature in a multi-ethnic
society of Nepal seems to have creating and
promoting a “melting pot” situation without losing a
specific cultural character of the particular group.

Plurality in the spirit with inter-cultural
exchanges and peaceful inter culture/group relation
will definitely generate and sustain positive processes
to preserve the cultural inheritance in its multiple forms
and manifestations. The only pre-requisite for this to
happen is to create the atmosphere of providing equal

" respect and dignity for each culture group in the

context of Nepal.

2 \W._ Kirkpatrick, An Account of the Kingdom of Nepal, (New Delhi: Asian Publication Services, 1975) 123.

25 Sharma, op.cit., 149.

* Bista, op.cif., 174, i
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