20 EBHR 8

Muslim Mobilization and the State in Nepal, 1951-95

Mollica Dastider

The history of Muslim settlement 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 until 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 formed state of unified 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 (Hofer 1979: 40-1, Gaborieau 1972). The revolution of 1950, which
brought an end to the autocratic Rana regime, fell short of permanently replacing the
absolute rule of the monarchy with a parliamentary form 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, immediately after the overthrow of the Ranas, Muslims tried to organize them-
selves on a common platform (the ‘All Nepal Anjuman Islah®) for the overall uplift of
their community.?

In the following years, when Nepal, after a brief stint 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 to 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

I Marc Gaborieau has been studying the Muslim community in Nepal since the 1960s and has
numerous works to his credit, most of them written in French.

?  The All Nepal Anjuman Islah was established in 1953 for the social and economic uplift of the
Muslim community. One Mr 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-1970s there began a slow
and gradual process of organizing the otherwise passive community by placing an empha-
sis on their Islamic identity. This politicization of Muslim ethnic identity in post-1950
Nepal will now be examined in detail.

The process of change and Muslim group mobilization

In order to understand conflicts between old and new values it is helpful to relate a coun-
try’s political culture to the nature of its state structure and its overall level of develop-
ment. In Nepal, while on the one hand we see that the Panchayat system was drawn from
the indigenous Nepali political tradition that had been predominantly feudalistic, on the
other we find that during the post-1950 democratic era attempts had been made to inject a
new political culture among the people by innovating popular institutions and values (Baral
1989: 317). This conflict 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 affirming
group identities. Yet at the same time the 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 “affirmative action” (Poudyal 1992: 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
the Muslims would always be restrained in an overarching Hindu state system, irrespec-
tive of its experiments with democratic norms and values. Changes in Muslim group be-
haviour since the end of the Rana autocracy can be categorized as ‘identity assertion’ and
*identity assimilation’: the first took place while the political environment was being lib-
eralized, and the second during the period of the closed Panchayat system.

During the 1950s, against the backdrop of a promise to establish a people’s government
after the fall 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 religious associations were formed in Kathmandu and the Tarai districts. Promi-
nent among these were the All Nepal Anjuman Islah (in Kathmandu), the Jamitul Muslim
(in Rautahat), and the Idare Tamire Millat (in Banke). However, by 1958 all of these
organizations had merged into the All Nepal Anjuman Islah. The closeness of its founder,
Mr Ahmeddin, to the king and the palace ensured that this organization survived as the
sole representative body of the Muslims (ANAI 1980: 2-4). The organization basically
represented the Muslims’ cause and on many occasions it played an active role in settling
disputes with the majority community over issues such as the construction of mosques or
the demarcation of lands for graveyards, by taking these up with the local authorities and
urging them to be sympathetic to the problems of the minorities. In addition, taking ad-
vantage of the liberal political atmosphere of 1958 when Nepal’s first 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 elementary Urdu and elementary Persian instead of
elementary Sanskrit at the SLC level examination for the entire Muslim community in

Nepal (Ansari n.d.: 30-2).

Once Panchayat rule had been established, organizations such as the Anjuman Islah re-
stricted themselves to the role of a Muslim religious body, occasionally raising issues that
jeopardized the Muslim religious freedom enshrined in the 1962 constitution.® Thus the
years of Panchayat rule saw the Muslim leadership acting passively: by the 1970s the
Anjuman Islah with its royal patronage remained the sole representative body of the Nepa-
lese Muslims. In return for assurances of royal protection against any majority 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; ANAI 1980: 5), the monarchy ensured that Muslims
under the banner of ‘Anjuman’ remained staunch votaries of the partyless Panchayat sys-
tem. However, during the late 1970s and 1980s, with the introduction of gradual reforms
within the partyless system, a subtle yearning for a separate Muslim identity emerged
among a section of the Muslims. Under the banners of the Millat-E-Islamia and 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 Nepalization and Hinduization. De-
spite these new aspirations, Muslims did not feel secure enough to side with the supporters
of a multi-party system in the 1980 referendum, and felt that remaining loyal to the mon-
arch would provide them with the best legal protection, because the strict enforcement of
law and order under royal rule 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 in
Muslim group behaviour also reflected the Panchayat government’s efforts to establish
better ties with the Arab world. In 1981, during an official visit of the Saudi foreign min-
ister to Nepal, the official daily, the Gorkhapatra, reported that there were 1.4 million
Muslims residing in Nepal (a figure far in excess of the figures shown in the official
census). Further, the government’s decision to nominate a Muslim, Mohd. Mohsin, as
Nepal’s ambassador to Saudi Arabia, gave the Nepalese Muslims an opportunity to 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 Tarai region and 2.
from the hills). Though only two Muslim members were elected to the national legislature
(Ismail Ansari from Mahottari and Sheikh Siraju from Rautahat), Harka Gurung observed
that Muslim representation in the 1981 national legislature increased by 1.4% over previ-
ous Panchayats, which had been elected indirectly (Gurung 1989: 130-2; see also Shaha

1992: 109).

3 Asticle 14 of the 1962 Constitution stated that “every person may profess his own religion
handed down from ancient times and may practise it having regard to tradition.”
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Identity assertion in post-1990 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 for 30 years through his
partyless Panchayat rule. In fact the slow but steady process of political modernization
that was initiated in the 1980s by the Panchayat rulers through their electoral reforms was
also coupled with the modernization of communication media and transportation, thereby
facilitating the spread of education and an increased awareness of international demo-
cratic developments among the Nepalese masses. A corresponding rise in demands for
greater political participation and more equitable representation of the various group iden-
tities ensured the successful replacement of authoritarianism with a constitutional 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 ethnic groups to give due recognition to the pluralist reality of Nepa-
lese society. For their part too, Muslims had contributed to this political development, first
by joining hands with the pro-democracy forces® and then, inspired by the constitutional
provisions and encouraged by Islamic countries in West Asia, by starting to raise their
ethnic and religious profile. The formation of a number of Muslim welfare organizations
was the first step towards asserting a distinctive Muslim religious identity in an otherwise
overwhelmingly 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
b_ecame e_videnl during the first general elections held in post-1990 Nepal, when 31 Mus-
lim candl_dates contested from the Tarai region. The fact that five of them were elected,
representing major national parties like the Nepali Congress, the Nepal Communist Party
(_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
( _Khaiil Miya Ansari) after the Nepali Congress ministry was sworn in, indicated the Mus-
lim c?mmunity’s involvement in a participatory political process that had only recently
been introduced (see Table 1).

AtunM::“;n leaders from the Muslim-dominated districts of Banke (Muhammad Siddiqui and Meraj

ed), Rautahat (Sheikh Idris), and Bara (Salim Ansari) partici int - /

l‘flent s ( ) participated in the pro-democracy move-
Inthe 1991 elections, the Muslim MPs who were elected to the Lower House of Parliament were

i iy Ansari [NCJ Sheikh ld 1 1 1 1 i
r‘hal I l\llya ' rs (NC}, Sallm Ansari [C N UML v M [ |
: i : F ' 1rza Dllshad B 4 (NSP).
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Table 1. Ethnic/Caste Representation in the Legislature (by percentage)

1959 1978 1981* 1991
Lower Upper Both
House House Houses
A. Hill Group 78.0 851 794 79.0 849 803

Ethnic group

1. Bahun 275 213 125 366 400 374
2. Chetri 312 362 366 185 150 17.7
3. Newar 37 70 8§ B8 133 B3
4, Tribal 156 189 223 166 133 158
5. Occupational - 08 - g3 33 1.1

B. Tarai Group  22.0 15.0 20.5 21.0 150 19.6
6. Brahman 37 23 = 24 16 23
7. Landed caste 1008 70 Ta 54 50 83
8. Trader caste 28 16 138 20 33 23

9. Tribal e 3B g8 8] 33 4B
10. Muslim 18 08 18 24 13 23
All 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Number of seats 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 the 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 of Banke, and later in 1994 and
1995 the 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 1995, annual All Nepal Muslim Conferences have
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
the entire Nepali Muslim community. Furthermore, the hill Muslims” use of this platform
to lodge their strongest protest against being referred to as churaute (a derogatory term for
hill Muslims who follow the century-old profession of bangle-selling), and not simply as
‘Muslims’ like their Tarai counterparts, only reiterates the foregoing obscrvations on their

. new role. But, as we see in the next section, raising its own profile as a distinct religious

and political group does not free the Muslim community from cautious state responses,
especially from a declared Hindu state and its institutions.

The state response

In 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 state system. To begin with, the state responded
cautiously by not yielding to the demands of the non-Hindu religious groups, and by main-
taining its religious character even in the democratic constitution of 1990 (Article 4(1) of
the 1990 Constitution). Rishikesh Shaha, President of 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 for the Constitution to call Nepal a Hindu
state in Article 4(1).® This provision has therefore not only disappointed Nepal's vast
indigenous (janajari) population along with the Buddhist, Muslim, and Christian minori-
ties, but also contradicts other constitutional provisions, such as Article 2, which states
that the nation is constituted by the Nepali people irrespective of religion, and also Article
11(2), which ensures that the state should not discriminate against any of its citizens on
the basis of religion, race, sex, caste, tribe, or ideology.”

]

Rishikesh Shaha also points out that the English version of the original Nepali text of Article
4(1) does not reflect the actual meaning. In Nepali, Article 4(1) states: “Nepal is a... Hindu, consti-
Wtional manarchical Kingdom™. Shaha maintains that the comma after ‘Hindu' is significant. The
‘unulficial’ English version of Article 4(1) states: “Nepal is a2 multiethnic, multilingual, democratic,
I_ndepcndeul. sovereign, Hindu monarchical kingdom” (Shaha 1992: 241-2).

The debate on retaining the Hindu character of the Nepali state became an impassioned argu-
ment between proponents of a secular state and proponents of a Hindu state during the drafting of the
1990 Constitution, Buddhist, Muslim, and Christian associations, along with several Mongoloid
Janajati groups, took out a massive demonstration to demand a secular state on June 30, 1990
(Fisher 1993, Hoftun and Raeper 1992: 156-9).
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The Hindu character of the constitution has added to the dilemma of Nepalese Muslims
too. While the participatory political culture induces them to abandon their compliant
political behaviour, the continuance of the Hindu character of the state allows the state to
exercise, along with political power, the priestly authority of the dominant religion too. In
this regard it is significant that a section of Nepalese Muslims still believe that they
should continue to play an acquiescent role in society, because during the Panchayat days
this assured them of state 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 democratic system, which, although it allows them to assert their rights, does
not give them the assurance that any communal violence will be quelled with the same
alacrity and efficiency as it was under authoritarian rule.®

In fact, the sudden rise in the number of cases of communal tension after the establishment
of multi-party democracy strengthens the common belief among Tarai Muslims that the
Nepali state will not be favourably disposed towards Muslims once they start to demand
equal opportunities as equal citizens 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 place in 1958-59 in Bhawarpur
village in the central Tarai district of Mahottari, when the majority community desecrated
a mosque and also indulged in arson and looting against the Muslims.® The then District
Commissioner of Mahottari, Bikram Thapa, cooperated with the President of the Anjuman
Islah, Mr Ahmeddin, in defusing the crisis. Later, the Muslims were even paid compensa-
tion of Rs 30,000 for the renovation of the 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 full 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 the problem before it was aggravated further (ANAI 1980: 3,
Ansari 1981: 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 Mahottari district. Riots

8 These views were expressed by many Muslim villagers in the central Tarai districts of Bara and
Parsa during their interaction with the author. Most cited the 1971 Rautahat riot, in which King
Mahendra’s personal intervention helped to effect a speedy implementation 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 organization's role in defusing those crises as a representative body of the Muslims (ANAI
1980: 31
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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 control by giving adequate compensation to the bereaved side
(ANAI 1980: 3), the loss of lives and property could have been avoided if the state admin-
jstration had acted in time.

1971 The gai kanda (‘cow incident’) riot in the central Tarai districts of Rautahat and
Bara in 1971 was the first major case 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
Nepal to date. The riot was sparked off by a rumour about a cow being killed in Bhusaha
in Rautahat.'” To assess the actual loss of lives and property, a one-man investigation
commission was set up by His Majesty’s Government, 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-
ty’s Government had sanctioned the looting and violence, further encouraged the looters.
The sheer magnitude of the riot indicates that there was a complete breakdown of the
ability of the local and zonal Panchayat administration to control the violence."! 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 thal justice would be
speedily implemented and that under his rule no such incidents would be allowed to hap-
pen in future, left a deep impact on the minds of the Muslims.’? Tt was this apprehensive-
ness about their physical safety that made a section of the Muslims strong supporters of
the partyless Panchayat system, since they felt that only the direct rule of the King could
provide them with immunity from majoritarian attacks in future.

1992  The 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 turn when the Muslims of the adjacent Banke district took the issue up
with the local administration’ and their MP and demanded immediate state action against
those who had allegedly desecrated the Holy Koran. When they were not offered any
official assurance of action against the culprits, the agitated Muslim delegation indulged
in violence. This event underlined growing Muslim mobilization along ethno-religious
lines for the first time since the ushering in of pluralistic politics in 1990, and also the
apathy of the state administration in dealing with such emolive issues in a sensitive man-
ner."

"' The Rising Nepal, Kathmandu, October 11 1971.
' The Rising Nepal, Kathmandu, November 30 1971 and December 9 1971,
Ibid. See also Ansari (1981: 28).
 See Nepal Press Reporr, Kathmandu, October 29 and November 3 1992.
* As narrated to the author by Muslim leaders in Nepalganj, A version of the 1992 incident was
also related to the author by the former MP from Nepalganj, Sushil Koirala, on December 17 1996,
in Kathmandu
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1994-95 Muslim group assertion has certainly become more visible in Nepalganj over the
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 conflict within a period of 10 months (in December 1994 and October
1995) serve Lo indicate that trend. In December 1994, a dispute over the construction of a
Hindu temple next to a Muslim musafirkhana (lodge) resulted in a clash between mem-
bers of fundamentalist Hindu and Muslim organizations.”” However, the swift action that
was taken at the behest of the newly formed Nepal Communist Party (UML) government
did not allow this very volatile issue to deteriorate into a major Hindu-Muslim clash.
None the less, the October 1995 riots reaffirmed the polarization of Hindu and Muslim
interests in this town, and this time the siding of major political party leaders (those of the
Nepali Congress and the National Democratic Party) with the majority community and
some of the Hindu fundamentalist organizations added to 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 the town saw three continuous days of arson and looting. Property
worth 2 million rupees was damaged (many Muslim shops were either looted or destroyed)
and 18 people were injured in the clashes.'" The most significant feature of this commu-
nal clash was the indirect involvement of political parties,'” which was absent in the au-
thoritarian political system of pre-1990 Nepal. The indifferent attitude of the Nepali Con-
gress government of the day and the tardiness of the local administration 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.

Two aspects emerge from a study of the contexts of Hindu-Muslim conflict. 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-
ness, either because of their numerical strength in some Tarai areas, or because of demo-
cratic aspirations that found expression in post-1991 Nepal, the Hindu majoritarian state
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-

'* " Nepal Press Report, Kathmandu, December 13, 1994; and Kathmandu Post, December 8, 1994,
See also Janmanch, January 1995,

' The active involvement of Nepali Congress leaders who were also members of the Vishwa
Hindu Sangh hinted at the support being provided by the Nepali Congress party for the Hindus in the
October 1995 riots. Shiv Sena (Nepal) and Muslim Ekta Sangh leaders were among the list of peo-
ple arrested for instigating violence. See INSEC 1995, and Kathmandu Post, October 28, 30, 1995.
7 During her interview with the Banke CDO, Thaneshwar Koirala, in December 1996, the author
also gained the impression that the Nepali Congress Party and the Commumst Party (UML) were
involved with the Hindus and Muslims respectively.
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ber that the Hindu upper-caste groups will always dominate because of the country’s de-
clared status as a *Hindu Kingdom’. In this context, il can be argued that due to Muslims’
growing assertion of their identity in the changed political environment, the Ayodhya
issue in India is having a more direct bearing on Hindu-Muslim relations in some of the
porder towns of the Tarai. The proliferation of fundamentalist elements within both the
Hindu and Muslim communities (namely, the Shiv Sena, Bajarang Dal, and Muslim Ekta
Sangh) in places like Birganj and Nepalganj is a post-Ayodhya (1992) phenomenon. Any
mobilization by Hindu militant organizations in support of the Rama Temple in Ayodhya
in these towns has encountered open resentment from the Muslim community, in contrast
to their subdued behaviour in the past.

Secondly, the entry of political parties in the political system of the country has also her-
alded the emergence of *vote-banks’. The attention that the Muslims have received since
1990 from the major national parties is basically guided by electoral considerations. The
indirect involvement of the Nepali Congress, the National Democratic Party, and the Com-
munists (UML) in the October 1995 Nepalganj riots, when each was obliquely aligned
either with the majority or the minority community, did leave an impact on the electorates
of this communally sensitive region.'

The formation of All Nepal Muslim bodies with the active support of the two national
political parties (the CPN and UML) backed the All Nepal Muslim Ettehad Association.
and the NC backed the All Nepal Muslim Samaj Seva Sangh), further confirm a new trend
of garnering the support of the Muslim *vote-bank’." The encouragement for creating a
Muslim wing of each party has become all the more apparent since detailed data has been
furnished on the main ethnic/caste composition of Nepalese districts, A study revealed
that Muslims are in a majority in four of the 19 Tarai districts (Rautahat, Parsa, Kapilbastu,
and Banke); in second position in as many as five districts (Bara, Mahottari, Dhanusha,
Siraha, and Sunsari); and in third position in two districts (Rupandehi and Sarlahi) (Gurung
1994). Thus the sizeable Muslim population in all these 11 Tarai districts 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 voters amounts to 15,000 or more,™ which means that if Muslims
voted en masse for a particular candidate that candidate would win.

* The fact that Maluna Jabbar, one of the most influential Muslim religious leaders of Nepalganj,
jowned the Communist Party (UML) in the post 1995 riots pointed to the pro-Muslim stand of the
party in the communally sensitive region of Nepalganj.

" The Muslim wing of the Nepali Congress party, the Nepal Muslim Samaj Seva Sangh, was
established in 1995 in Biratnagar (the constituency of the former N.C. Prime Minister G.P. Koirala).
An active member of the Nepali Congress from Biratnagar, Hasan Ansari, was made the President
of the Sangh. In its ninth Annual Convention in May 1996, the party also passed a resolution in
support of two national holidays for the Islamic festivals of Id and Bakri-ld. See Report of [Xth
Convention of Nepali Congress May 10-12 1996, resolution No.3438.

" Information provided by a Muslim MP from the Tarai, during an interview with the writer in
December 1996,
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However, the records of the two past general elections show that in Nepal political elites
have not really 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 politi-
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.”!

Dilemmas of a minority psyche

The dilemmas of the Nepalese 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’ (ulto) religious identity is considered not merely as inferior to the official reli-
gion but 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 with its Hindu counterparts. The fact that in this new political system
the vote of a Muslim carries the same weight as that of a Hindu, and that the Muslims can
enjoy all the freedoms and rights of equal citizens of the country, has certainly put the
community in a psychological 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 state of Nepal. On the other, there also
exists a feeling of fear and apprehension about the Hindu state’s reaction to their effort to
assert themselves as a religious group with a separate religious and cultural history. For
most of the Tarai Muslims, safety from bloody communal carnage is also a matter of
sertous concerm, especially when they compare themselves with their more vocal and as-
sertive Muslim brethren on the Indian side of the border, and find them under the threat of
majority backlash. Hence the idea of being vocal about their rights is also accompanied
by apprehension, as they perceive themselves to be facing the same threat.”

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 1991, of the 31 Muslim candidates who contested from various constituencies in
the Tarai, 12 candidates represented mainstream parties (NC, UPN, UML, NSP, and RPP),
and the rest either contested as independents or on smaller party tickets. In the 1994
elections, although the number of Muslim contestants fell from 31 to 24, 17 were contest-
ing on behalf of major national parties. While indicating the increased interest of the po-
litical parties in fielding Muslim candidates, this also spoke of growing political maturity

' In the opinion of Lok Raj Baral, this upper-caste bias in the composition of the leadership of
major political parties cannot be wished away easily unless opportunities are made available to the
less privileged communities (Baral 1995).

This was the general impression of the author after interacting with the Muslim peasantry resid-
ing in villages near to the Indian border.
3 The list of 31 Muslim contestants has been drawn from Election Comumission (1992).

Dastider 31

and awareness of voting behaviour on the part of Muslims (Election Commission 1995).
[n 1991, of the five elected Muslim MPs, three were from the Nepali Congress, but gen-
eral discontent among the Muslims about the non-performance of these MPs ensured their
defeat in 1994, The defeat of the sitting 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 voting by Muslims for Muslim candidates, and that they consider both
party and individual while voting. Even in conslituencies with around 15,000 Muslim
voters, Muslim candidates have lost their security deposits.”® The four successful Muslim
candidates in the 1994 elections represented four different parties (Anis Ansari repre-
sented the NSP, Sheikh Idris represented the Nepali Congress, Salim Ansari represented
the CPN(UML), and Mirza Dilshad 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 beneficial for the community, because 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
Muslim causes.?’

The dilemma of a minority psyche is also apparent among the Muslims of the western hill
districts of Syangja, Gorkha, Tanahu, Kaski, etc. Though they are considered the Muslim
social group in Nepal which has assimilated the most into the milieu of hill Hinduism, the
hill Muslims too have begun Lo protest strongly against their churautre identity. However,
although their discontent with their still generally low social status in the hill villages and
resentment over administrative discrimination has been gaining ground over the past few
years,” it has yet 1o be expressed openly because of the fear that it might incur a majority
backlash against them. Nevertheless, the fact that after years of isolation hill Muslims
participated in good numbers in the All Nepal Muslim Meet in 1996, does reveal a desire

® In Banke district the Nepali Congress won seats in the 1991 elections, but in the 1994 elections
disillusionment with the party among a large group of Muslim voters (for showing scant regard for
Muslim sentiments during the communal tension of 1992 and other times) led to defeat, including
that of the Muslim candidate, Meraj Ahmed, as the Muslims in the constituency voted against him.
* It has been pointed out by Muslim leaders that in Bara constituency 1, where there are around
15,000 Muslims, the Muslim candidate from Rashtriya Prajatantra Party lost by a heavy margin.
Similarly, m Parsa constituency 1, in spite of the large number of Muslim voters, the lone Muslim
candidate lost his deposit.

* Mirza Dilshad Beg, who came from the Gonda district of Uttar Pradesh (India), 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 to his involvement in cross-border smuggling before he en-
tered political life in Nepal. Mirza Dilshad Beg was assassinated in Kathmandu in early 1998. Inthe
1999 general elections there was no serious Muslim candidate in Kapilbastu-4, which elected Ajay
Pratap Shah, the RPP candidate.

" Muslim intellectuals, including Dr Abullaish and Dr Hamid Ansari, believe that Muslims should
align with different parties constituency-wise to get maximum service for the community from the
various parties.

* Muslim villagers 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 the Muslims’
demands to the Nepalese state.

A study of the major demands put forward by most of the Muslim bodies to the state
reveals that, in spite of their efforts to organize on one single platform (such as the Ettehad
Association), there is not much unanimity about the nature of their demands. Like their
counterparts in other parts of the subcontinent, Muslims in Nepal are influenced most by
the Maulanas (clergy) and Islamic religious bodies in articulating their main demands in
relation to the state. Thus, when it comes to uplifting the community from all its back-
wardness and social evils by asking for support from the state, differences appear between
the reformist Muslim leaders and the clergy, who, for instance, would not like to give up
their hold over the Islamic religious schools (Madrassas and Maktabs).

The All Nepal Muslim Ettehad Association calls for the constitution of a ‘Madrassa Board®
by the government, which would recommend the necessary steps to modernize the Islamic
religious schools (for example, the introduction of a modem Nepali school curriculum
along with the Islamic teachings). This would thereafter ensure that such centres, impart-
ing modern learning as well as Islamic education, received financial aid from the state,
like other Nepali primary schools, and were also recognized by the Nepali government (as
is the practice in the case of other educational institutions in Nepal).* However, this de-
mand does not find enough support among the Maulanas who run the Madrassas, or among
the illiterate and ignorant Muslim masses, who believe their religious leaders’ advice that

any kind of state interference in the functioning of Madrassas would undermine the Is-
lamic character of these places.®

The reformists agree that this negative attitude towards modemn education keeps the ma-
Jority of Nepalese Muslims ignorant and backward, and also helps the state to remain
indifferent to demands such as (i) recognition of the purely religious education provided
in these madrasas; (ii) recruitment and subsequent promotion of Muslims in all levels of
state service such as the army, the police, constitutional bodies, the judiciary, and the

prevailing ‘water unacceptable® status in the villages: and also about how they are discriminated
against for being Muslims by the officials of the district administration even today. One 24-year-old
youth from Dhule Gauda village of Tanahu district claimed that he was harassed by the office of the
CDO for a week before receiving his citizenship card (to which he was entitled on the grounds of
being a hereditary citizen whose family settled in Tanahu many generations ago), whereas a Hindu
friend who had accompanied him, and was also a claimant on the basis of hereditary rules, got his
citizenship card on the very first day.

* Resolutions passed by the Second National Conference of the Nepal Muslim Ettehad Associa-
tion, Kathmandu, August 18-19, 1996. Also see ‘Strategy in Improving Education among the Mus-
lim Community of Nepal’, a working paper presented to the said conference.

* Such is the stand maintained by most of the Maulavis of the madrassas in Nepal, especially the
prominent ones in Janakpur (Maulavi Jais), Bhutaha, Krishnanagar (Maulana Rauf and Abdullah
Madni), and Nepalganj (Maulana Jabbar), because they believe that government funding and super-
vision would curtail the religious autonomy of their institutions.
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diplomatic service. A survey of the ethnic composition of graduates in Nepal shows that
Muslims constitute a dismal 0.37 percent of the total. The same study a_lso shows that
among the Section Officer level bureaucrats in the country,_lhe representation of the Mus-
lims is only 0.29 percent (Poudyal 1992). Compared to their share of the to{al p?pl.:lhauo:,
(.37 percent representation among graduates and 0.29.pf:rcen't representation in the ad-
ministrative machinery—and that too at the lower administrative level of section offfcer,
as there are hardly any Muslims at the Joint Secretary and S‘_zcrelary lev.els of the bureau:-
racy—speaks of the overall backwardness of tl}e community. l-_lence it S:onot{omtes the
urgent need for unanimity among the Muslims_ in reforming their educanonal. system, so
that they can press the state to play a more positive role towards the community.

is li i ithi i ding its demands for public
However, there is little difference within the cqmmulillty regarding its ;
h:lidays to be declared on three major Islamic festivals (Id, Bakri-id, and Moharram).

" Interestingly, although the two major national parties, the 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 baf:kward ethnic and minority groups

is undeniably making nation-building a very cha]lepgmg tas!c for the state in dem'm]::.m

Nepal. In particular, the integration of non-Hindus into a national mainstream which has

Hinduism as the state religion is one of the more serious issues to h.ave emerged from the

process of political modernization, and calls for deep introspection on the part of lll:e

modern Nepali state. In this respect, it is impoflant to note that in post-1990 Neﬁa].t e

state has yet to show its resolve in accommodating the cultural det'nands of the re ligious
minorities or the Janajatis who do not consider themselves to be Hlndu§. The dominance
of Hindu norms and values in public life is instead making the non-Hindus wary of tl'ae
authenticity of the constitutional position relating to the state’s duty to uphold the pluralist
character of its society. Though ethnic cleavages in Nepal haye yet to I?ecomtf a th@at to
the national society, it is imperative for the Nepali state to withstand diverse .|dent1ty as-
sertion by the members of different social groups, and even accommo‘date their moderate
demands—for, if ignored for long, the pulls of sucha multfcuitural society have_ the poten-
tial to lead Nepal into a major crisis of national integration. In the same vein, apthy
towards the Muslims and their legitimate grievances, or alarm at the slightest affirmation
of Islamic cultural identity, will only alienate the Muslims further from the process of
nation-building. On the other hand, by accommodating the moderate dem_ands ax.ul Eu!-
tural aspirations®' of this minority group, the state would ifctually help the liberals in tbeir
cffort to uplift their community from its extreme educational backwardness and subse-
quently from its deprived economic and social status.

" These aspirations include the constitution by the state of a Madrassa Board to mcl)de‘mlze the
traditional Islamic schools, and in the process grant recognition to that mode ot'c!.iucanon.'lhc Ipru-
vision of equal opportunities to Muslims at all levels of state services; the d«'eclarahon of holidays c]::oln
the major Islamic festivals. These demands have the support of all the Muslim MPs as well as all the
eminent members of the community.



34 EBHR 18

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 little support 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 maturity,
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-
tural groups, due to the centuries-old practice of monolithic statecraft, and promote social
harmony in this kingdom of great diversity.

References
ANAI 1980. Activities and Achievements. Kathmandu: All Nepal Anjuman Islah.

Ansari, Hamid 1981. Muslims in Nepal (CEDA Occasional Paper Series). Kathmandu:
Tribhuvan University.

Ansari, Hamid n.d. *‘Muslims in Nepal’. Unpublished paper, Kathmandu.

Baral, Lok Raj 1989. ‘Political Culture and Political Process in Nepal’. In Nepal:
Perspectives on continuity and change, edited by K.P. Malla. Kathmandu: Centre
of Nepal and Asian Studies.

Baral, Lok Raj 1995. ‘The 1994 Nepal Election’ Asian Survey 5: 426-40.

Constitution of the Kingdom of Nepal 2047 and Electoral Laws. Kathmandu: Legal Research
Associates, 1991.

Election Commission 1992. House of Representatives Election 2048 (1991): Election
results, Kathmandu.

Election Commission 1995. House of Representatives Election 2051 (1994): Election
results, Kathmandu.

Fisher, William F. 1993. ‘Nationalism and the Janajati’ Himal (Kathmandu) March-April
1993: 11-15.

Gaborieau, Marc 1972. *‘Muslims in the Hindu Kingdom of Nepal' Contributions to
Indian Sociology (n.s.) 6: 84-105.

Gaborieau, Marc 1995. ‘Varying Identities of Nepalese Muslims®. Unpublished paper,
Paris.

Gautam, Rajesh 1989. ‘A First Hand Investigative Study of the Nepalese Muslims’.
Unpublished paper, Kathmandu.

Gurung, Harka 1989. Nature and Culture. Kathmandu: Saroj Gurung,.
Gurung, Harka 1992. *Representing an Ethnic Mosaic’ Himal 5 (3): 19-21.

35

Gurung, Harka 1994. Nepal: Main ethnic groups by districis, based on population census,
199]. Kathmandu.

Hofer, Andrds 1979. The Caste Hierarchy and the State of
Ain of 1854. Innsbruck: Universitatsverlag Wagner.

Hoftun, Martin and William Raeper 1992. Spring Awakening. New Delhi: Viking.

Nepal: A study of the Muluki

INSEC 1995. Human Rights Situation Report. Kathmandu.
Phadnis, Urmila 1989. Ethnicity and Nation Building in South Asia. New Delhi: Sage.

; icity 1 ? h Asia Democracy and the
1. A.R. 1992. ‘Nepal, Ethnicity in Democracy’. In Sou! _ 'an
PoudyaRoad Ahead, edited by L.R. Baral. Kathmandu: Political Science Association of

Nepal.
Shaha, Rishikesh 1992. Politics in Nepal, 1 980-91. New Delhi: Manohar.

Prem Sharma 1995. Mid Term Election of 1994: An overview of ethnic composition.
Kathmandu: CEDA, Tribhuvan University.





