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Muslim Mobilization and the State in Nepal, 1951-95 

Mollica Dastider 

The history of Muslim sett lement in Nepal dates back to the early 16· century. However, 
the recognition of Muslims as a separate religious group and, consequently, of their cul~ 
tural rights as equal citizens was not granted by the Nepalese state unti l 1962. From the 
available historical accounts it is evident that from 1768 until the middle of the 19" cen
tury Muslims, along with their Christian counterparts, were treated as virtual outcasts 
(both social and political) by the newly fonned state of uniGed Nepal (Gaborieau 1995: 
13- 14).' 

During the entire Rana period, which began in 1846, Nepalese Muslims held an impure 
and inferior status in a rigidly hierarchical social structure, based on the Hindu fourfold 
national caste system (Horer 1979: 40-1, Gaborieau 1972). The revolut ion of 1950, which 
brought an end to the autocratic Rana regime, fell short of pennaneolly replacing the 
absolute rule of the monarchy with a parliamentary fonn of government. Muslims had 
shown their solidarity with the anti-Rana movement by associating themselves with the 
major political organizations, namely the Nepali Congress and the Communists (Ansari 
1981: 37-8, Gautam 1989: 9). Their yearning for a democratic system was most evident 
when, immedia tely after the overthrow of the Ranas, Muslims tried to organize them
selves on a common platfonn (the 'All Nepal Anjuman Islah ') for the overall upl ift of 
their community,::!: 

In the following years, when Nepal, after a brief st int with democracy (1959-60), slipped 
back into absolute monarchical rule, the Muslim community found that the new system 
presented it with a dual social status. Constitutionally, Muslims gained the status of equal 
citizens (i.e. equal before the law); in practice) however, they continued 10 hold a low 
status in a tradition-bound society, and to be deprived of political and economic benefits 
(Gaborieau 1972). The Panchayat period thus reaffirmed the marginalized minority char
acter of the community. Consequently, despite religious freedom during the 30 long years 
of Panchayat rule, the growth of a religious group consciousness among the Nepalese 

Marc Gaborieau has been studying the Muslim community in Nepal since the 1960s and has 
numerous works to bis credit. most of them wrinen in French. 
1 The All Nepal Anjuman (slab was established in 1953 for the social and economic uplift of the 
Muslim cOITUUunity. One M.r Ahmeddin, who later became a king's nominee in the legislative 
bodies as the representative of Muslims. was its president. 
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Muslims was more or less chequered. However, during the mid-1 970s there began a slow 
and gradual process of organizing the otherwise passive community by placing an empha
sis on their Islamic identity. This poli ticization of Muslim ethnic identity in post-1 950 
J epal will now be examined in detail. 

The process of change and Muslim group mobilization 
In order to underst'and conflicts between old and new values it is helpful to relate a coun
try ' political culture to the nature of its state structure and its overall level of develop
ment. In Nepal, while on the one hand we sec that the Panchayat system was drawn from 
the indigenous Nepali political tradition that bad been predominantly feudalistic, on the 
other we find that during the post-1950 democratic era anempts had been made to inject a 
neW political culture among the people by innovating popular institutions and va lues (Baral 
1989: 317). This conmct of old and new values was also reflected in the pattern of ethnic 
and minority group mobilizations. The abandonment of parliamentary democracy resulted 
in a revival of authoritarian trends and institutions, and stalled the process of affinning 
group identities. Vet al the same time tbe period of wider political participation (1958-60) 
and the reintroduction of universal adult suffrage in the 1980s also saw the leadership of 
underprivileged groups demanding a greater share in societal rewards and goods by means 
of "affinnative action" (PoudyaI1 992: 136-7, Phadnis 1989: 124-5). 

This kind of group behaviour was also discernible in the case of the Muslim minorities, 
though it must be remembered that any mobilization of religious minority groups such as 
Ihe Muslims would always be restrained in an overarching Hindu state system, irrespec
tive of its experiments with democratic nonns and va lues. Changes in Muslim group be
haviour since the end of the Rana autocracy can be categorized as "identity assertion' and 
lidentiry assimilation': the first took place while the political environment was being lib
eralized, and the second during the period of tlte closed Pauchayat system. 

During the I 950s, against the backdrop of a promise to establ ish a people ' s government 
after the fa ll of the Ranas , Muslims, along with other peoples from oppressed caste and 
ethnic groups, engaged themselves in the upliftment of their community. Various Muslim 
social and re ligious associations were fomled in Kathmandu and the Tarai districts. Promi
nent among these were the All Nepal Anjuman Islah (in Ka!hmandu), the Jamitul Muslim 
(in Rautahat), and the Idare Tamire Milia! (in Banke). However, by 1958 all of these 
organizations had merged into the All Nepal Anjuman Islah. The closeness ofirs founder, 
Mr Ahmeddin, to the king and the palace ensured Ihat this organization survived as the 
sole representative body of the Muslims (ANAl 1980: 2-4). The organization basically 
represented the Muslims' cause and on many occasions it played an acti ve role in settling 
disputes wi th the majority community over issues such as the construction of mosques or 
the demarcation of lands for graveyards, by laking these up with the local authorities and 
urging them to be sympathet ic to the problems of the minorities. In addition, taking ad
vantage of the liberal political atmosphere of 1958 when epal's fi rst democratic consti
tution was being framed, the Anjuman Islah even tendered a petition to the Department of 
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Education asking for the inclusion of elemental')' Urdu and elementary Persian instead of 
elementary Sanskrit at the SLC level examination for the entire Muslim community in 
Nepal (An sari n.d .: 30-2). 

Once Panchayat rule had been establ.ished, organizations such as the Anjuman Islah re
stricted themselves to Ihe role ofa Muslim religious body. occasionally raising issues that 
jeopardized the Muslim religious freedom eosh rin~d in the 1962 ~on stituti on .' Thus the 
years of Panchayal rule saw the Muslim leadershIp actmg pasSIvely: by the 1970s Ihe 
Anjuman Islah with its royal patronage remained the sole representative body ofthe Nepa
lese Muslims. In rerum For assurances of royal protectIon against any maJonty wrath and 
the occasional nomination of its president to the Rastriya Panchayat (the President of the 
Anjuman Islah. Mr Ahmeddin. was twice nominated by King Mahendra to the highest 
legislative body in 1960 and 1963; ANAl 1980: 5). the monarchy ensured that Mushms 
under the banner of' Anjuman' remained staunch votaries of the partyless Panchayat sys
tem. However during the late 19705 and 19805, with the introduction of gradual reforms 
within the pa;ry.less system, a subtle yearning for a separate Muslim identity emerged 
among a section ofthe Muslims. Under the banners of the Millat-E-Islami~ a~d the Mus
lim Seva Samiti this section of the community slowly began to emphaSize its separate 
Islamic identity in opposition to the state's drive for Nepaliz3tion ~nd ~induization . De
spite these new aspirations. Muslims did not feel secUre enough to s.ld.e With the supporters 
of a multi-party 'ystem in the 1980 referendum, and fe lt that remalOlOg loyal to the mon
arch would provide them with the best legal protection, because the strict enforcement of 
law and order under royall11le was one of the best features of Panchayat system (Ansari 
n.d.: 33-4). They nevertheless took advantage of the atmosphere of dissent when reforms 
to the system ushered in an era of political modernization. Besides, this slow change. ID 

Muslim group behaviour also reflected the Panchayat govemment' s efforts to establish 
better ties with the Arab world. In 1981, during an official visit of the SaudI forelgnmm
ister to Nepal. the official daily. the Gorkhiipat/"Q, reported that there we~e 1.4 mllh? n 
Muslims residing in Ncpal (a figure far in excess of the figures. shown to the 0f!iclal 
census). Further, the government's decision to nominate a M,usluTI, Mohd. ~ohsm, as 
Nepal's ambassador to Saudi Arabia. gave the Nepalese Mushms an opponumly 10 feel 
positive for the first time about their strength in the country. 

In 1981 the first ever Rastriya Panchayat elections held through adult franchise saw Mus
lim candidates contesting from as many as 14 districts ( 12 from the Ta~ai regio~ and 2 
from the hills). Though only two Muslim members were elected to the nallonalleSlSlature 
(Ismail Ansari from Mahottari and Sheikh Siraju from Rautahat). Harka Gurung observed 
that Musl im representation in the 198 1 national legislature increased by 1.4% over prevl
OllS PanchayttlS, which had been elected indirectly (Gurung 1989: 130-2; see also Shahs 

1992: 109). 

J Article 14 of the 1962 Constitution stated that "every person may profess his own re ligion as 
handed down from ancient times and may practise il having. regard to tradition." 
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Identity assertion in post-199O democratic Nepal 
The restoration of mUlti-party democracy marked the culmination of a people's move
ment against the absolutism of the monarch which had continued fo r 30 years through his 
party less Panchayat rule. ]n fact the slow but steady process of political modernization 
that was ini tiated in the 19805 by the Panchayat rulers through their electoral reforms was 
also coupled with the modernization of communication media and transportation, thereby 
faci litating the spread of education and an increased awareness of international demo
crat ic developments among the Nepalese masses, A corresponding rise in demands for 
greater political participation and more equitable representat ion of the various group iden
li ties ensured the successful replacement of authoritarianism with a consti tutional democ
racy. 

With the defeat of the forces that favoured a monolithic state system. the superficiality of 
the homogeneous 'Nepalized' character of the state was soon exposed as demands were 
made by numerous etlmic groups to give due recognition to the plurdlisl reality ofNepa
lese society. For their part too, Muslims had contributed to this polit ical development , first 
by joining hands with the pro-democracy forces4 and thell, inspired by the constitutional 
provisions and encouraged by Islamic countries in West Asia, by start ing to raise their 
ethnic and religious profile. The foonation of a number of Muslim welfare organizations 
was the first step towards asserting a distinctive Muslim religious identity in an otherwise 
Qvcrv.'helmingly Hindu cultural setup, One of the main objectives of these bodies was to 
establish themselves as Muslim interest groups in democratic Nepal . 

The active involvement of the Muslim community in the participatory political process 
became evident during the first general elections held in pOSl-1990 Nepal. when 31 Mus
lim candidates contested from tbe Tarai region. The fact that five of them were elected, 
representing major national parties like the Nepali Congress, the Nepal Communist Pany 
(UML), and the Nepal Sadbhavana Party (NSP).' and were even assigned important posi
tions such as Cabinet Minister (Sheikh Idris) and Interim Speaker of the Lower House 
(Khalil Miya Ansari) after the Nepali Congress ministry was sworn in, indicated the Mus
lim community's involvement in a participatory political process that had only recenrly 
been introduced (see Table I). 

~ Muslim leaders from the Muslim-dominated districts ofBanke (Muhammad Siddiqui and Meraj 
Ahmed), Rautah81 (Sheikh Idos), and Bara (SaJim Ansari) participated in the prO-democracy move
men! in 1989-90. 
~ In the 1991 elect ions, the Muslim MPs who were elected to the Lower House of Parliament were 
Khalil Miya Ansari (NC), Sheikh Idris (NC). Salim Ansari (CPN UML). Mina Oilshad Beg (NSP). 
and Sayed Mernj (NC) 
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Table I . Ethnic/Caste Representation in the Legislature (by percentage) 

Ethnic group 1959 1978 1981 ' 1991 
Lower Upper Both 
House House Houses 

A. Hill Group 78.0 85.1 79.4 79.0 84.9 80.3 

1. Dahun 27.5 21.3 12.5 36.6 40.0 37.4 

2. Chetri 31.2 36.2 36.6 18.5 15.0 17.7 

3. Newar 3.7 7.9 8.0 6.8 13.3 8.3 

4. Tribal 15 .6 18.9 22.3 16.6 13.3 15.8 

S. Occupational 0.8 0.5 3.3 1.1 

B. Tarai Group 22.0 15.0 20.5 21.0 15.0 19.6 

6. Brahman 3.7 2.3 2.4 1.6 2.3 

7. Landed caste 10.1 7.0 7.1 5.4 5.0 5.3 

8. Trader caste 2.8 1.6 1.8 2.0 3.3 2.3 

9. Tribal 3.7 3.2 9.8 8.8 3.3 7.5 

10. Muslim 1.8 0.8 1.8 2.4 1.7 2.3 

All 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Num~er of seals 109 127 112 205 60 265 

• Excludes nominated members 

Adapted from Gurung (1992: 20). The table contains minor arithmetic inconsistences. 
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The raised profile of Ihe Muslim religious minority is also discernible in the slow but 
remarkable Change in its group behaviour. The incidence of Hindu-Muslim tension in 
Tulsipur (Dang district) and its fallout on the Muslims or Bank., and later in 1994 nnd 
1995 Ibe Hindu-Muslim conflicts in Nepalganj (Banke), testify to a mobilization of Mus
lims along ethno-religious lines and the growing intolerance towards such minority asser
tions on the part of the majority. Since 1 995~ annual Al l Nepal Muslim COllferences hove 
been held under the banner of the All Nepal Ettehad Sangh, which bring together Muslim 
representatives from all the Muslim-populated districts, and pass resolutions on behalf of 
{he entire Nepali Muslim community. FUr1hennore, the hill Muslims' use of this platfonn 
to lodge their strongest protest against being referred to os clmrallle (a derogatory tcnn for 
hill Muslims who follow the century-old profession orbnngle-selling), and not simply as 
'M uslims'like their Tarai counterparts, only reiterates the foregoing observations on their 

. new role. BUI, as \\/e see in the next section, raising its own profile as a distinct religious 
and political group does not free the Muslim conununity from cautious state responses, 
especially from 0 declared Hindu slatc and its institutions. 

The state response 
III its early stages. the political modernization process in Nepal has already provided space 
for the leaders of various ethnic and religious groups to mobilize their deprived communi
ties through the effective use of symbols of identity. However, the state is still slow to 
initiate actual reforms to fight the social backwardness and economic impoverishment 
born of the centuries-old traditional feudal slate system. To begin with, the state responded 
cautiou Iy by nol yielding to the demand" oftlle non-Hindu religious groups, and by main
taining its religious character even in the democratic constitution of 1990 (Article 4(1) of 
the 1990 ConsUI""on). Rishikesh Shaha, President or Nepal 's Human Rights Organiza
tion of Nepal, points out in this regard that since the position of the Hindu king is safe· 
guarded in Article 27( 1), there was no reason lor the Constitution to call Nepal a Hindu 
state in Article 4( 1)' This provis ion has therefore not only disappointed Nepal's vast 
indigenous UOflOjiit;) popula tion along with the Buddhist. Muslim, and Christian minori
l'ics, but also contradicts other consollllional provisions, such as Article 2, which states 
that the nation is constitut.ed by the Nepali people irrespecti ve of religion, and also Article 
11 (2), which ensures that the state should nOl discriminate against any of its citizens on 
the basis of religion, race, sex, casle, tribe, or ideology.' 

• Rishikesh Shah:.! also point's out th3t the English, ersiulI of lhe original Ncpali text of Anicle 
411) does not reflect the actual meaning. In Ncpali , Article 4(1) states: "Nepal is a ... Hindu, consli· 
tUtiulla l ll1ollarchic~1I Kingdom" , Shaha maintuins that the comma after ' Hindu' is signi ficnlll. The 
·uIlUfflCIUI· EngliSh \ ersion of Anicle 4( I) stales: "Nepal is a Inuhiethnic. muhilingual. democratic, 
l."dcpenJcll t, sO\ereign, Hindu monarchical kingdom" tShaha 1992: 241 ·2). 
. The debate on retaining the Ilindu character of rue NepaJi state becallle all ilJlpiJssiollt:'u argu
ment between proponents of a secular state and proponent ofa Hindu st8te during the drafting oft hC' 
1990 Comainnion. Buddhist, Muslim, and Christian associations. along with several Mongoloid 
Jllnajali groups. took out a massIve demonstration to demand a secular stal e on June 30, 1990 
(Fisher 1993. Haftun nn~ R'"per 1992: 156-9). 
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The Hindu character of the constitution has added to the dilemma of Nepalese Muslims 
too. \Vhile the part icipatory political culture induces them 10 abandon their compliant 
political behaviour, the continuance or the Hindu character orlhe state allows the state 10 
exercise, along with political power, the priestly authority oflhe dominant religion too. In 
this regard it is significant that a section of Nepalese Muslims still bel ieve that they 
should continue to play an acquiescent ro le in society. because during the Panchayat days 
thjs assured them of slale protection against majoritarian violence. They also argue that 
the feeling of security they enjoyed during monarchical rule is preferable to their present 
status in the democralic system, which, although it allows them to assert their rights} does 
not give them the assurance that any communal violence wi ll be quelled wi th the same 
alacri ty and efficiency as it was under authoritarian rule .1! 

In fact, the sudden rise in the number of cases of communal tension after the establ ishment 
of multi-party democracy strengthens the common belief among Tarai Musl ims that the 
Nepali state wi ll not be favourably disposed towards Muslims once they start to demand 
equal opponunities as equal citi zens in a democratic society. A chronological study of 
cases of communal conflict, and the state's response to them, may be useful in analysing a 
shift in the approach of the Nepali state to such incidents. 

Incidents of major Hindu-Muslim conflict and the role of the Nepali state 
1958-9 The first recorded major communal clash took placc in 1958-59 in Bhawarpur 
village in the central Tarai district ofMahortari, when the majority community desecrated 
a mosque and also indulged in arson and looting against the Muslims' The then District 
Commissioner of Ma hot la ri , Bikram Thapa, cooperated with the President of the Anjuman 
Islah, Mr AhmeddinJ in defusing the crisis. Later, the Muslims were even paid compensa
tion of Rs 30,000 for the renovalion of lhe mosque. The riot occurred during the transi
tional period of Nepali politics, when preparations for the first general elections were 
being made under a caretaker government, and this could possibly be the reason for a 
deterioration of prevailing Hindu-Muslim tension into acts of vandalism. Earlier, when 
the monarch was in rull control , similar situations were quickly dealt with. For instance, 
in 1955 simmering tensions between Hindus and Muslims over a Tazia procession were 
defused by the personal intervention of King Mahendra, who sent a Muslim emissary 
from Kathmandu to solve tbe problem before it was aggravated further (ANAl 1980: 3, 
Ansari 198 1: 26-7). 

1959-60 During 1959-60, when the Nepali Congress Government was in power, another 
incident of communal violence took place in Adhyanpur village in Maholtari district. Riots 

These views were expressed by many Muslim villagers in lhe central Tarai districts of Bara and 
Parsa during their interaction with the author. Mosl cited the 1971 Rautahat riot, in which King 
Mahendrn's personal intervention helped 10 effect a speedy implemcnto tion of justice. 
~ The Bulletin of the only prominent Nepalese Muslim organization, the All Nepal Anjuman 
Islah. which functioned during the period 1955-79, lists cases of Hindu-Muslim clashes and records 
the organizat ion's role in defusing those crises as a represent3ti ve body of the Muslims (A AI 
t9RO' Jl 
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broke out while a Hindu religious procession was making the rounds of the village. Two 
people were burned to death and more than 100 houses were set on fire. Though the situ
ation was brought under cOOlrol by giving adequate compensation to the bereaved side 
(ANAl 1980: 3), the loss of lives and property could have been avoided if the state admin
istration had acted in time. 

197 1 The gaf k{I!I{ia ecow incident') riot in the central Tarai districts of Rautahat and 
Bara in 197 1 was the firs t majorcase of Hindu-Muslim rioting after the return of the direct 
rule of the monarchy in 1960. This is the bloodiest Hindu-Muslim riot in the history of 

epal lo date. The riot was sparked offby a rumour about a cow being ki lled in Bhusaha 
in Rautahat. 'o To assess the actual loss of lives and property, a one-man invest igation 
commission was set up by His Majesty's Govenunent, and this reported the loss of 51 
lives (27 in Rautahat and 24 in Bara) and the destruction of property worth 6.4 million 
rupees. It was pointed out that a misinformation campaign, which alleged that His Majes
l)"s Government had sanctioned the looting and violence, further encouraged the looters. 
The sheer magnitude of the riot indicates that tbere was a complete breakdown of the 
abiliry of the local and zonal Panchayat administration to control the vio lence. 11 How
ever, a personal visit by King Mahendra to the affected areas (even though it took place a 
month and a half later), and his assurances to the bereaved families that justice would be 
speedily implemented and ,hat under his rule no such incidents would be allowed to hap
pen in future, left a deep impact on the minds of the Muslims. 12 It was this apprehensive
ness about thcir physical safety that made a section of the Muslims strong supporters of 
the partyless Panchayat system, since they felt ,hat only the direct rule of lhe King could 
provide them with immunity from majoritarian anacks in future. 

1992 TIle next well-reported case of communal tension was one that took place in Tulsipur 
(Dang) in October 1992. There, a small fight over some Muslims' use of a microphone for 
their daily Namaz, in a mosque adjacent to some Hindu celebrations which also used a 
microphone to play some songs, led to the desecration of the mosque. However the inci
dent took a serious rum when the Muslims of (ite adjacent Banke district rook (he issue up 
with (he local administration13 and their MP and demanded immediate state action aga inst 
'hose who had allegedly desecrated the Holy Koran. When they were no' offcrcd any 
offi cial assurance of action against the culprits, the agitated Muslim delegation indulged 
in vio lence. This event underlined growing Muslim mobilization along ethno-religious 
lines for the first (ime since the ushering in of pl uralist ic politics in 1990, and also the 
apathy of the state administration in dealing with such emotive issues iu a sensitive man
ner. l ~ 

10 The Rising Nepal, Kalhrmmdu, October 11 1971. 
1I 711(? Rising Nepal, Kathmandu, November 30 1971 and December 9 1971 . 
" Ibid. See also Ansari ( t 98 t : 28). 
I] See Nepal Press Reporr. Kathmandu, October 29 and November 3 1992. 
! ~ As narrated 10 the aUlhor by Muslim leaders in Nepalganj. A version of the 1992 incident was 
also related 10 the author by the fomler MP from Nepalganj , Sushi I Koiralo, on December 17 1996, 
in Kathmallqy 
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1994-95 Muslim group assertion bas certainly become more visible in epalganj over Ihe 
past few years, and it has also corresponded with a slackening of the state machinery 
which enforces striCt measures in the event of simmering communal tension. Two inci
dents of communal connicl wilhin a period of 10 monlhs (in December 1994 and OClober 
1995) serve 10 indicale thal trend. In December 1994, a dispule over Ihe construction of a 
Hindu temple next 10 a Muslim musafirkhol1D tlodge) resulted in a clash between mem
bers offundamentalist Hindu and Muslim organizations. I' However, the swift action that 
was laken al Ihe behest oflhe newly formed Nepal Communisl Party (UML) governmenl 
did not allow this very volatile issue to deteriorate into a major Hindu-Muslim clash. 
None the less, the OClober 1995 riols reaffirmcd Ihe polarizalion of Hindu and Muslim 
inlerests in th is town, and Ihis lime the siding of major polilical party leaders (Ihose oflhe 
Nepali Congress and the National Democratic Party) wi th the majority communilY and 
some oflh. Hindu fundamentalist organizations added 10 the severity of the riot. A brawl 
between a Muslim vegetable vendor and his Hindu customer snowballed into a major 
Hindu-Muslim riot in which Hindu and Muslim fundamentalist organizations were ac
tively involved, and tlte town saw three conlinuous days of arson and looting. Property 
worth 2 million rupees was damaged (many Muslim sbops were eilher looled or deslroyed) 
and 18 people were injured in the clashes.'6 The most signific::mt feature of this commu
nal clash was the indirect involvement of political panies ,17 which WBS ahseOl in the au
Ihoritarian political system ofpre-1990 Nepal. The indifTerenl anilude of the Nepati Con
gress government of the day and Ihe tardine,s oflhe local administralion in firmly dealing 
with the situation only implied that the state hesitated to take stringent action against 
mindless acts of vandalism for fear of losing popular support. 

1'wo aspects emerge from a s ludy of the conteXlS of Hindu-Muslim conflicl. These are, 
firstly, that communal clashes in Nepal remained a rare event as long as the Muslim mi
norities kept a very subdued and low profile, and did not raise any objection to their low 
caste status, or the overall deprivation they suffered for professing a religion which was 
considered inferior to the official one. But, once they began to show signs of assertive
nes~, ei ther because of their numerical strength in some Tami areas, or because of demo
cralic aspiralions Ihal found expression in posl-1991 Nepal, Ihe Hindu majoritarian slate 
and society have always reacted aggressively, pressing home the point that, although reli
gious freedom has been granted by the Constitution, the religious minorities must remem-

I! Nepal Press R~port. Kathmandu. December 13. 1994; and Kathmomlll Post, December 8. 1994. 
See also Jallmatlch. January 1995. 
J' The acti ve involvement of Nepali Congress leaders who were also members of the Vish\\l~ 
Hindu Sangh hinted ut the support being provided by the Ncpali Congress pany for the Hindus in the 
October J 995 riots. Shiv Sena (Nepal) and Muslim Ekta S3ngh leaders were among the list of peo
ple :lrrested For instigating \'io lence:. Sce TNSEC 1995. and Kathmolldll POSI, October 28, 30, 1995. 
n During her interview with the Banke COO. Thaneshwar Koirala . in December 1996. the author 
also gained the impression that the epaIi Congress Party and the Communist Party (UML) were 
involved \\ ith the Hindus nnd Muslims respectivc:ly. 
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ber Ihal Ibe Hindu upper-cas le groups w,lI always dominate because oflhe country's de
clared status as a . Hindu Kingdom'. lu this context, it can be argued that due to Muslims' 
growing assertion of the ir identity in the changed political environment, the Ayodhya 
issue in India is having a more direct bearing on Hindu-Muslim relations in some ohhe 
border lowns of Ihe Tarai. The proliferalion of fundamentalist elements wilhin both the 
Hindu and Muslim communities (namely, the Shiv Sena, Bajarang Dal, and Muslim Ekta 
Sangh) in places like Birganj and Nepalganj is a posl-Ayodhya (1992) phenomenon. Any 
mobilization by Hindu militant organizations in support orlhe Rama Temple in Ayodhya 
in these towns has encoulllered open resentment from the Muslim community. in contrast 
[0 their subdued behaviour in the past. 

Secondly, Ihe enlry ofpolilical parties in Ihe polilical syslem or lhe counlry has also her
alded the emergence of ·vote·banks'. The anention that the Muslims have received since 
1990 from the: major nalional panies is basically guic.Je:c.J by electoral considerdtions. The 
indirect involvement orlhe Nepali Congress, the National Democratic Party, and the Com~ 
muniSls (UML) in Ihe OClober 1995 Nepalganj riols, when each was obliquely aligned 
either with lhe majority or the minority conununity. did leave an impact on the electorates 
of Ihis communally sensitive region. UI 

The fonnation of All Nepal Muslim bodies with the active support of the two national 
political parties (the CPN and UML) backed Ibe All Nepal Muslim Ellehad Association. 
and the NC backed Ihe All Nepal Muslim Samaj Seva Sangh), further confinn a DeW trend 
of garnering Ihe support of the Muslim ·vote-bank' ." The encouragement for creating a 
Muslim wing of each pany has become all the more apparent since detailed data has been 
fumished on the main elhnic/casle composilion of Nepalese districls . A sludy revealed 
Ihat Muslims arc in a majoriry in four of the 19 Tarai districts (Raurahat, Parsa, Kapilbasnl , 
and Banke); in second position in as many as five districts (Bara, Mahottari, Dhanusha, 
Sirah. , and Sunsari); and in third position in two dislricts CRup.ndehi and Sarlalti) (Gurung 
1994). Thus Ihe sizeabl. Muslim popula lion in all Ihese II Tarai dislricls has certainly 
made the community an attractive electoral proposition for the mainstream political par
ties. The available voter lists also show that in around 17 constituencies in the Tarai the 
number of Muslim vOlers amounlS 10 15,000 or more,'· which means that if Muslims 
voted ell masse for a particular candidate that candidate would win. 

The FaCllhat Maluna Jabbar. one oFthe most innuential Muslim religious leaders of epalganj , 
jOined the Communist Pany (UML) in the post 1995 riots pointed 10 the pro· Muslim stand of the 
pany in the conununally sensit'ivc region ofNcpalganj. 
\' The Muslim wing of the Nepali Congress pany. the epal Muslim Samaj Seva Sangh. was 
establ ished in J 995 in Biramagar(tbe constituency orlhc fonner N.C. Prime Minister G.P. Koirala). 
An acti ve member of the Ncpali Congress From Birnlnagar, Hasan Ansari, was made the President 
of the Songh. In its ninth Annual Convention in May 1996. the pal1Y also passed a resolution in 
SUppOI1 of two muional holidays For the Islamic festivals of Id and Bnkri-Id. See Report of IX,h 
Com'em/oll o[Nepali Congress Ma v 10-121996. resolution No.348. 
:>J Infonnation provided by a Mu~ lil1l MP From the Tarai , during nn interview with the writer in 
D~("embcr 1996. 
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However, the records of the two past general elections show that in Nepal political elites 
have nol rea lly touched upon the issue of participation by ethnic and tribal communities. 
Thus it remains to be seen whether the parties will actually field only Muslim candidates 
in the Muslim majority constituencies in forthcoming elections. The sociology of poli ti
cal parties. especially the composition of their leadership, reveals a combination of upper 
castes (Bahun, Chetri, and Newar), and does not reflect the pluralistic composition of the 
society.!l 

Dilemmas of a minority psyche 
The dilemmas of the Nepalcsc Muslims can best be understood by the fact that they do not 
only share a deprived status with many other low caste and backward groups, but their 
'reversed' (Il/fo) religious identity is considered not merely as inferior to the officia l reli
gion bur also as a threat to the Hindu social order. Thus, having maintained such a dismal 
image in society for a long time. the community is yet to fully absorb its constitutional 
status of equality wi th its Hindu counterpans. The fact that in this new political system 
the vote of a Muslim carries the same weight as tbat of a Hindu, and that the Muslims can 
enjoy all the freedoms and rights of equal citizens of the country, has cenainly put the 
community in a psychologica l dilemma about its future group behaviour. On the one hand, 
Muslims are being enticed by the participatory political culture and are beginning to de
mand their rightful share from the democratic sla te of Nep~lJ. On the other, there also 
ex.ists a feeling of fear and apprehension about the Hindu stale's reaction to their effon to 
assen themselves as a religious group with a separate religious and cultural history. For 
most of the Tarai Muslims. safety from bloody commW1al carnage is also a matter of 
serious concern, especially when they compare themselves with thti r more vocal and as· 
sertive Muslim brethren on the Indian side of tbe border, and fmd them under the threat of 
majority backlash. Hence the idea of being vocal about thei r rights is also accompanied 
by apprehension, as they perceive themselves to be faci ng the same threat.22 

Evaluating Muslim group behaviour against the backdrop of an on-going democratization 
process in Nepal, it can be said that, as far as participation in open electoral politics is 
concerned, Muslims have shown considerable enthusiasm. In the first multi·party elec
tions in 199 1, of the 31 Muslim candidates who contested from various constiruencies in 
the Tarai, 12 candidates represented mainstream panies (NC, UPN, UM L, NSP, and RPP), 
and the rest ei ther contested as independents or on smaller party tickels,2J In the 1994 
elections. although (he number of Muslim contestants feU from 31 to 24, 17 were contest
ing on behalf of major national panies. While indicating the increased interest of the po
litical parties in fielding Muslim candidates, Ihis also spoke of growing political manlrity 

:1 in the opinion of Lok Raj Baral, this upper-caste bias in the composit ion of lhe leadership of 
major political parties cannOI be wished away easi ly un less opportunities are made available to the 
less privileged communities (Baral 1995). 
n This was the general impression of the author after interacting with the Muslim peasantry resid
ing in vi llages ncar 10 the Indian border. 
1.1 The lisl of 31 lusUm contestants has becn drawn from Eleclion COllu ni ssioll (1992). 
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and awareness of voting behaviour on the part of Muslims (Election Conmlission 1995). 
In 1991, of the five elected Muslim MPs, three were from the Nepali Congress, but gen
eral disconlenl among the Muslims aboullhe non-perfonnance of these MPs ensured their 
defeat in 1994. The defeat of the sining Muslim MP (even from Muslim majority constitu
encies like Banke-3) suggests that Muslim votes cannot be taken for granted." Another 
trend that emerges from Muslim electoral behaviour in the 1994 elections is that there has 
been no en-masse vot ing by Muslims for Muslim candidates, and that lhey consider both 
party tlnd individual wh ile vOling. Even in constituencies with around 15,000 Muslim 
Volers, Muslim candidates have lost their securiry deposits.lS The four successful Muslim 
candidates in !.he 1994 elections represented four different parties (Anis Ansari repre
sented the NSP, Sheikh Idris represented the Nepal i Congress, Salim Ansari represented 
.he CPN(UM L), and Mirza Di lshad Beg represented the RPP)." This also sheds light on 
the Muslim psyche, and on their common apprehension that aligning with one single party 
would not be beneficia l for the community, becausc when the party with which the Mus
lims were aligned was out of power the new party in power would not pay any heed to 
rvfuslim causes. 21 

The dilemma of a minority psyche is also apparent among the Muslims of the western hill 
districts ofSyangja, Gorkha, Tanahu, Kaski, etc. Though they are considered the Muslim 
social group III Nepal which has assimilaled the most into the milieu of hill Hinduism: the 
hi ll Musl ims too have begull to protest strongly against their clwrawe identity. H()\Vever~ 
although their discontent with their still generally low social slatus in the hill villages and 
resentment over administrative discrimination has been gaining ground over the past fe w 
years,2b it has yet 10 be expressed openly because orlhe fesr that it might incur a majority 
backlash against them. Nevenheless, the fact tha. after years of isolation hill Muslims 
panicipated in good numbcrs in the All Nepal Muslim Meet in 1996, does reveal a desire 

N In Banke district the Ncpal i Congress won seats in the 1991 elections, but in the 1994 eleclions 
disillusionment with the party among a large group of Muslim voters (for showing scant regard for 
Musl im sentiments during the communal tension of 1992 and other limes) led 10 defeat. including 
that of the Muslim candidate, Meraj Altmed, as the Muslims in the consti tuency voted aga inst him. 
:!S h has been pointcd out by Muslim leaders Ihat in Dara constjruency I, where Ihere are around 
15,000 r."luslims, the Muslim candidate from Rashtriya Prajatantra Party lost by a heavy margin. 
Similarly. in Parsa const ituency I, in spi lc or the large number of Muslim VOlers, the lone Muslim 
candidate 1051 his deposi t. 
Ut ivtirza Dilshad Beg, who came from the Gonda district ofUnar Pradesb (JJldia), and was wanted 
in many criminal cases in India, was elected from Kapilbastu·4 (a Muslim-dominated constituency) 
in 1991 and 1994. He had confessed 10 his involveme nt in cross·border smuggling before he en· 
Icn:d polilical life in Nepal. Mirza Dilshad Beg was assassinated In Kalhmandu in early 1998. In Ihe 
1999 general elecrions lhere was no serious Musl im candidate in KapilbastuA. which elected Ajay 
Pratap Shah, the RPP candidate. 
!1 ~ l us l im intellecluals. including Dr Abllllaishand Or Hamid . .<\ruan, bel ieve that Muslims should 
align wi th differcm parties constiruency-wise to gel maximum service for the community from the 
various parties. 
!. l\ luslim Vi llagers of Tanahu and Syangja districts complained to the author about their still 
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to join the greater Muslim forum which is being floated to communicate tbe Muslims' 
demands to the Nepalese state. 

A study of the ~ajor der:>ands put forward by most of the Muslim bodies to the state 
reveals that , m spneofthe" efforts to organize on one single platfonn (such as the Ettehad 
ASSOciation)" there IS not much unanimity about the nature of their demands. Like their 
counterparts In other pans oflhe.subc~~tinent, Muslims in Nepal are influenced most by 
the Maulanas clergy) and IslarOlc r.!oglOus bodies in articulating Iheir main demands in 
relatIon to U,e state. Thus, when it comes to uplifting the community from all its back
wardness ~nd soc i~1 evils by asking for support from the state, differences appear between 
the,refonmst Mushm leaders and the clergy. who, for instance, would oorlike to give up 
Ihe" hold over the Islamic religious schools (Madrassas and Maktabs). 

Tbe All Nepal Muslim Ettchad Association calls forthe constitution ofa ' Madrassa Board' 
by ,'h.e government, which would recommend the neces~ry steps to modernize the Islamic 
re"glOUs schools (f~r example, the introduction of a modern Nepali school curriculum 
along wIth the IslamIC teachings). Tbi~ would thereafter ensure that such centres, impart
L?g modern learnmg as well as IslamiC education, received financial aid from the state 
~Ike olher NepaJi primary schools, and were also recognized by the Nepali government (a; 
IS the practice In the case of other educational institutions in Nepal). ~ However tJlis de
ma~d does not find enough support among the Maulanas who run the Madrassas, ~r among 
the 111~terate and l~noraOl Mushm masses, who believe their religious leaders' advice that 
any . kind of state mterference in the functioning of Madrassas 1V0uld undermine the Is
lamIC character of these places.JO 

:h~ reformists agree that this negative attitude towards modem education keeps lhe ma
~on.ty of Nepalese Muslims ignorant and backward. and also helps the state to remain 
~ndifferenl 10 dema~ds suchas (i) recognition of the purely rcligious education provided 
LIJ these madrasas; (11) recruItment and subsequent promotion of Muslims in all levels of 
state !\efVlce such as the anny, the police, constitutional bodies, the judiciary, and the 

pre~ailing '\\'.aler una~ceplabJe· SfaNS in Ule villages; and 8150 aboul how they are discriminated 
agamst for belflg Muslims ~y the officials oflhe districl administralion even today. One 24-year-old 
youth from Ohule Gauda Village ofTanahu district claimed thal he was harassed by the office of the 
C~O for a w~ek be~~re receiviug his citizenship c3!d (to which he was entitled on Ihe grounds of 
t>:mg a ~eredllary Citizen ~'hos: ramily seUled in Tanahu many generations ago), whereas a Hindu 
r~~nd " 1~0 had :lccomparued him. and was also a claimant on Ihe basis of hereditary rules, got his 
citizenship card on the very first day, 
~ Resolutions passed by Ihe Second Nat ional Conrerence oflhe Nepal Muslim Ettehad Associa
I~on, Karhma~dtl , August 18·19, 1996. Also see 'Strategy in Lmproving Education among the Mus
hm Com~unlty of Nepa l' . a working paper prcsenled to the said conference. 
JO S~ch IS the s~and mail1lained by most of the M'lUlavis of the madrassas in Nepal, especially Ihe 
pronll~cnt ones In Janakpuf (Maulavj Jais), Bhutaha, Krishnanagar (MauJana Rauf and Abdullah 
~~I~dRl). and Ncpal~anj (M~u~ana Jabbar), because they believe that govenunent funding and super. 
VISion would curtail the religiOUS autonomy of their instinllions. 
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diplomatic service. A survey of tbe ethnic composition of graduates in Nepal shows that 
Muslims conslitute a dismal 0.37 percent of the 100al. The same study also shows that 
among the Section Officer level bureaucrats in the country, the representation of the Mus
lims is only 0.29 percent (Poudyal 1992). Compared to their share of the tOla l population, 
0.37 percent representation among graduates and 0.29 percent representation in the ad
ministrJtive machinery-and that too at the lower administrative level of section omcer~ 

as Ih<:re are hardly any Muslims at the Joint Secretary and Secretary levels of the bureauc
racy- speaks of the overall backwardness of the community. Hence it corroborales the 
urgent need for unanimity among the Muslims in refonning their educational system, so 
Ihatthey can press the state to play a more posi tive foie towards the community. 

However. there is little difference within the community regarding its demands for public 
holidays to be declared on three major Islamic festivals (Id, Bakri-id, and Moharram). 
Inlerestingly, although the two major national parties, Ihe Nepali Congress and the CPN 
(UML) have expressed their support for this demand, neither declared these to be holidays 
during their term of office. 

In essence, the growth of consciousness among the backward ethnic and minority groups 
is undeniably making nation-building a very challenging task for the Slate in democratic 
Nepal. [n particular, the integration of non-Hindus into a national mainstream which bas 
Hinduism as the state religion is one ofthe more serious issues to have emerged from the 
process of political modernization, and calls for deep introspection on the part of the 
modern Nepali state. In this respect, it is important to note that in post-I 990 Nepal Ihe 
sta le has yet to show its resolve in accommodating the cultural denlands of the religious 
minorities or the Janajiitis who do not consider themselves to be Hindus. The dominance 
of Hindu nonns and values in public life is instead making Ihe non-Hindus wary of the 
authenticity of the constitutional position relating to the state's duty to uphold the pluralist 
character of its society. Though ethnic cleavages in Nepal have yet to become a threat (0 
the national society, it is imperative for the Nepali state to withstand diverse identity as
sertion by the members of different social groups, and even accommodate their moderate 
demands-fof, ifignored for long, the pulls of such a multicultural society have the poten
tial to lead Nepal into a major crisis of national integration. In the same vein, apathy 
towards the Muslims and their legitimate grievances, or Dlann al the slightest affirmation 
of Islamic culnlral identity, will only alienate the Muslims further from the process of 
nation-building. On the other band, by accommodating the moderate demands and cul
lural aspirationsl' of this minority group, the state would actually help the liberals in their 
effon to uplift their community from its extreme educational backwardness and subse
quently from its deprived economic and social status. 

J1 These nspir3lions include the constirUlion by the state of a Madrassa Board to modernize Ihe 
Imditional lslamic schoolst and in the process grunt recognilJon 10 that mode ofcducarion; the pro· 
vi sion of equal opponuni ti cs to Muslims 3t all levels of state services; the declaration of holidays on 
the major Islamic feslivals, These demands have the suppon orall the Muslim MPs as well as alllhe 
eminent members of the cOOlmunily. 
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Furthermore, the state's active role in promoting the welfare of Muslims can also keep the 
forces of Islamic fundamentalism at bay. In the absence of discontent among the mem
bers of the community, there would be linle suppon for obscurantism and the neo-funda
mentalist school of Islam, which risks making the Muslim minorities suspect in the eyes 
of the government and its majority population. Thus, with the required political maturi ty, 
the democratic state in Nepal can not only instil confidence in the minority psyche of 
Muslims, but can also reduce the historical disparities which exist between various cul ~ 

lural groups, due 10 the cenruries-old practice of monolithic statecraft. and promote soc-ial 
hannony in this kingdom of great diversity. 
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