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Janaklal Sharma. Hamro Samij: EK Adhyayan (Our Society: A Study). Sajha
Prakashan, Kathmandu, 1982. Pp. 494, XVIII, naps. 2. Inp
Nepali. Price not indicated. ‘

In the last decade there has been an increasing numbef of
geheral ethnographic works by native Nepalese scholars. Professor
| Bista (1967) first attempted to identify the various ethnic groups
of Nepal. The second major effort to describe the various Nepalese
ethnic groups was in Mecidekhi Mahakali . (1975) . Hamro Samaj could be
considered a‘third major effort by a Nepalese scholar to give a

‘unified picture of Nepalese ethnic/caste groups, though general.
-ethnographies of several Nepalese groups had been presented
earlier by Shrestha (1971), by Shrestha and Singh (1972) and by
N. Sharma (1976). If Bista's is an invehtory to aid research on
various ethnic groups, Mecidekhi Mahakali is an amplification of
this effort. J. Sharma's work (henceforth Sharma) provides an
in-depth conjectural history of the various ethnic/caste groups
and attempts to trace the origin and development of Nepalese

society as a whole.

The book under review has been awarded the Sajha Puraskar,
a handsome literary award given to Nepalese writers for their
scholarly work. Sajha Prakashan, in the introduction to the
book, describes Sharma as a scholar of wide interests who has
written in various fields of literature and general knowledge.
The reviewer feels that the area covered by Sharma is within
the domain of anﬁhropology and thus the present work is
reviewed by an anthropologist.

There are twenty-one chapters in this large book. A short
review would hardly do justice to the tremendous amount of work
done by Sharma and the variety of topics covered in the book.
Hence this’  review article. However, even this review is too

short and will cover only a few salient points of the book.

Though Sharma has not mentioned when he started his work,
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it can be seen from his acknowledgements that it has taken him
years to produce the book. He started getting help from various
scholars in 1965. The general objective of the book is not
cleariy stated anywhere. However, a reading of the book seems
to indicate that he wants to present a comprehensive picture of
Nepalese society in the Nepali Language, something that has not

been atctempted so far.

There are twenty-one chapters in seven major sections:
i) Nepalese Society in the context of Human Evolution; ii)
Nepalese Society in the context of Caste; 1iii) Nepalese Society
in the context of Race, iv) Religion, Tantra and Science; v) Folk
Cultures and their interpretations; vi) The Origin of Various
Nepalese Clans; vii) Various Nepalese Ethnic Groups. Finally,

there are two appendices, an index and nine pages of errata,

In Section I, the author raises an interesting question:
How was Nepali society formed and who were its first natives?
He discusses the question in the context of the ethnic/caste
composition of present-day Nepali society. 1In Section IT, he
discusses varna and jati and how they emerged. He supports(
his arguments from the Vedas and other classical texts. He ident-
ifies jati by occupation, by birth and by marriage (p. 61). After
this he presents an interesting account of the origins of various
Hindu groups such as the Dasnami Sanesi, Jafgam, Vaispava, Kufiwar
or Kanwar clans, and then the origin of some Nepalese Brahman
groups. In Section III there is a discussion of race and caste
which attempts to establish a tyopological scheme for the clas-
sification of various racial groups in Nepal and their racial
characteristics. 1In Section‘IV there are discussions of supef-
natural,phenomena, local reiigious traditions, ghosts and witches,
and transmitfed cultural traditions. There is little discussion
of science despite the title of the section. The section of folk
~ culture has. two parts: folk stories and folk tales. Folk stories
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are stories about the origin of the earth in the Hindu and Kirat.
traditions. These folk stories provide universal themes which
have a similar structure throughout the world. The author

maintains that folk stories enunciate certain universal truths,

while folk tales are basically a form of entertainment and their
currency is limited to a particular area of a country. He also
posits different theoretical interpretations for folk stories
and folk tales which are localized through difussion from one
culture to another. In Section VI he narrates the history of
the Dhakal clan (descendants of the Vasistha gotra)  with special
reference to the Bhattaral sub-clan, the Bista clan (the des-.
cendants of the Bharadwaj gothm’ the descendants of the Vlsvamltra
gotra (with a note on the Khati clan). This is followed by a
general treatnent of the Brahna-Ksatrlyab groups. The next sec-
tlon begins with a discussion of the Magars and Gurungs and then
turns to the Kiratl groups which include the Rai, vayu, Sunuwar,
Thaml, Limbu, Yakha (Dewan) and Dhiral. This is followed by
separate sub-sections bn each of the following non-Kirati

groups: Newars, Tamangs, Kaikes, Thards and Sherpas.

' As a reviewer I feel that the book is a product of inde-

fatigable labor and sincere effort but inmprecise underéianding
of the subject matter. In a country where written docunents are
still scattered, where a researcher still finds it difficult to
presen£ a well documented socio-economic history of-Nepal”which
goes back more than a century, and where it is still difficult
to talk about Nepalese culture as a single entity, the task
Sharma has set himself is really a difficult one. It is not
easy to trace the evolution and cultural continuity of the
elements which make up Nepalese society, let alone the society
as a whole. Considering the vastness of the subject matter it
needs not only a good knowledge of anthropology (particularly
physical, archeologiéal and cultural anfhropology) plus sociology,
but also of history, linguistics,'geology and paleoderography.

~.

.
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The author gives an interesting correlation between the
evolution of aninral life and the chronological incarnations of
Vishnu: Mats§a (fish),‘Murma (tortoise), Varaha (Boar), Narasirha
(half-lion, half man), Vamana (a dwarf man), Parasurama (a wild
ran) , then Ram, Krishna and Buddha (the cultured man), and
finally Kalki (a superman to be evolved). Biologists long ago
showed that the lowest form of animal evolved fromw water. From ‘
there evolution proceeded to higher forms of life: from in-
vertebrates to fiSh, then amphibia, reptilia, birds and nammals.
Man is the most evolved foxrm of animal. The evolutionary history
of man shows that it took millions of years for man to evolve
fran certain mammals. Furthermore, the original form of man
was not fully developed in forelimb, dental structure and
cranial capacity. The changes in the human skull with the de-
veloprent of thé brain along with the changes in forelimb and
dental structure were gradual processes affected by climatic
and geological conditions, It took another million years for
the present Homo Sapiens to evolve from Australopithecus.
Australopithecus, the first evolved form of man, was a sort
of half-man, half-animal similar to Narasinmha. He then evolved
in a manner which is echoed by the subsequent incarnations of
Vamana, Parsurama, Rama &and Krishna, Thus there is a corrolary
between the organic theory of evolution and the Hindu rythological
inca;nations. Furthermore, Sharma says that thé age of the earth
according_to the Oriental syStem of calculation corresponds with

the modern scientific system.bf calculation.

Despite this interesting correlation, Sharma's description
of the evolution of man in Nepal is incomplete and unsatisfactory.
He mentions six racial groups in Nepal: Negritos, Proto-Austra-
loid, Mongol-Kirant, Dravidian, Western Brachycephalic, and Aryan
or Nordic (p. 39). However, anthropometric surveys have yet to
be carried out in Nepal. What little information exists is de-

rived fron Risley (1915) who examined some Nepalese groups
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settled in India while he was doing an anthropometric survey
of various Indian groups. In Nepal itself any information
available on physical characteristics derives from simple
observation. Furthermore, having posited these six groups in
ancient Nepal Sharma does not mention who their descendants
are, Who are these groups in Nepal today? 1If they no longer
exist, what‘happened to them? It seems to me that the author
simply forwards his statements without considering the validity .
of controversial statements about the evolution of man in Nepal.
Much of the evidence for hominid evolution is derived from
geological deposits, particularly the fossils of monkey, .ape
and man, Where is the.scientific data for such evolution in
Nepal? Furthermcre, it is difficult to show linkages between
the original Nordic or Mongoloid groups and the present makeup
of the Nepalese population. It is almost impossible to deduce
a priori connections from present similarities. Racial charac-
teristics respond to environmental influences, Similarly, the
issue of cultural evolution is rather complex. ‘According to
Sahlins (1960), both biological and cultural evolution move in
two directions at the same time. To Steward (1955), the cul-
tural-historical approach to the evolution of culture is rather
relative unless the environmental factors are taken into con-
sideration. Fufthernore, proposed answers to the question of
evolution, whether it is organic (biological) or cultural, are
meaningless without scientific evidence. In the present state
of our understanding of various disciplines and their develop-

ment in Nepal, it is fruitless to talk about organic or cultural
evolution in Nepal.

Another serious confusion results from the authof’s treat-
ment of the question of matrilineal and patrilineal groups in
Nepal (pp. 47-49). The fundamental difference between the two
types of society hinges on the questions of lineality and re-

sidence pattern, i.e. whether ancestry is traced from the
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.father S or the mother's side and whether the post-marital
residence is patrilocal or matrilocal. The statement that "the
Aryans were patrilineal and the non-Aryans were matrilineal"
(p. 49), is untenable. 2a racial term such as "Aryan" is
biological and as such does not inply cultural traits such as
rmatrilineal or patrilineal descent; nor does it imply racial
Superiority thouch it has been used in this way at times, 1In
any case, who are these non-Aryan, and therefore ratrilineal,
groups in Nepal? As far as is known, none of the ethnic/caste
groups 1n Nepal are matrilineal. In reality, there are very
few soc1et1es in the world which are matrilineal. 1In India,
only the Khasis of the Mijoram Hllls and the Nayars or Kerala
are reported to be matrilineal. My 1ntent10n here is not only
to dispose of misinterpretation but also to clarify concepts.

Sharma's accounts of the origins of various clans are
1nterest1ng, but he tries to draw a conclusion from every
isolated event Many of these conclusions I con51der to be
specious, For example, his contention that the Udas are de-
scendants of the offSprlng of a union between a Va]racarya male
and a Tibetan female (p. 95), demands cultural, hlstorlcal and
physical evidence. He links today's Belbase clan (pp. 80-81)
with the original Hantakali ("heavy eater™") group by way of
the Chalatani (“sklnned") group. The latter are descendants
of a Hantakali Brahnan who was flayed alive. by a Muslim Nawab
He also mentiones clan names such as "Cor" (Thief), "Dhat"

(Liar) and "Thag” (Swindler) whose present day descendants call
themselves Th3p3i or Khadka (pp. 228-9)., Such statements are .
offensive and provocative and hence need elaboration and more
corroborating evidence. T feel that much of Sharma's treatnent
of the ancestry of various Nepalese groups suffers from a con-
fusion of the two terms lineage and clan. L1neage signifies a
corporate descent group composed of consanguineal kin, descended
from a common ancestor who can be traced and proven. On the

other hand, a ¢lan is a non-corporate descent group which assumes
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descent from a common ancestor (who can be real or flCthe) but
is unable to trace the actual genealogical links back to this
ancestor. In many cases, clans have mythical origins ang are
often associated with animate or inanimate objects (known as
totems) such as animals, plants, natural forces and physical
objects., (See Keesing 1958, Keesing 1975 and Haviland 1978;)
~cOns1der1ng the great genealogical depth of a clan, it is
natural that it fissures into manageable units which are in
fact lineages. Thus a lineage is a division of a clan and the
larger a clan is the more lineages it will have. Sharma's
Belbase clan (“the people sheltered under a pel tree") seems

fo have a mythical origin and would thus be a true clan. But
he then links them to the Hantakali -- Ch3latan] groups and
provides historical accounts of their recent descent, 1In this
account he is clearly treating Hantakali, Chdlatani ang Belbase
as lineages, but there is no historical evidence for the links -
between Hantakali -- Chalatani and Belbase. Similarly, Cor,
Dhat, and Thag seem to be lineages whose records can be traced
from ancient tinmes down to 1951, when these people suddently
become Khadkas and Thapas whose ancestry 1is unknown. He does
not explain why these people chose to become Thapds and Khadkas,
This type of unsupported argument is found throughout his clan
analysis,

Another serious concern is the migration history of rany
Nepalese ethnic groups., Man has always been on the move throuch-
out history, but it is not easy to trace the geographical deploy-
ment of the human population over time, because migration is the
least researched and understood topic in demo graphy (See Bouvier
et al., 1979). In Nepal the migration history of a group is
rather speculative, and in some cases it is derived solely from
linguistic evidence (See Gurung 1982 and Dahal et al., 1977).
Hence there is little scientific evidence for migration patterns.
Yet Sharma presents facile m;g:atlon histories for many Nepalese
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fqibuﬁsifiéﬁLiﬁé'hoiry past as if he had abundant evidence at
his disposal."He links many of the Nepalese Brahﬁgn groups

"~ (such as the supposed descendants of the Vasigﬁha, Bharadwaj
and others) with Kanyakubja or Kanauj (a place in northern
India), from which these people are said to have migrated to
Nepal. When referring to the Dhakal clan, he writes "some of
these Kanyakubja Brahmans migrated to the Dhaku area (Acham
District) and became Dhakals " {(p. 149), It is possible that
sone of these grouﬁs mi ght have ndgrated fror northexn India
to I\'epé‘l but wheﬁ? why’ and how? raise not only 1nterest1ng \
demographic questlons but also socio-economic questions. The
proposition that the Muslinzinvasions in northern India forced
Hindus to move, may, in all likelihood, be valid. But when we
come to the question of where they went, it is necessary to
look at such factors as.the availability of food and other
economic opportunities. Were these available in the hilly-

rountaneous regions of Nepal?

Sharma narrates the legend of the Brahna—Kgatriya group,
the story of the great Rishi Visvamitra, who was originally a
Ksatriya but became a Brahman because of his deeds. If the
validity of the legend is accepted, it could throw new light on
the commonly accepted definition of caste. ,It implies that en-
dogny per se was not the oricinal criterion for caste. A
person could become a Brahman by his deeds. Confusion occurs
when the author links the Sen Rajas and the Bista clan with the
Brahma-Ksatriya group. Why did the Sen Rajas rermain Ksatriyas,
whereas the menbers of the Bista clan became Brahnans as well
as Ksatr1yas7 It is possible that the union of a Brahman male
and a Ksatriya female resulted in an intermediate hierarchical
group in an expanded, -intecorated structure of the Brahma-
Ksatriya group. However, in a straight forward forrmulation of
caste structure, a group can be either Ksatriya or Brahman but .
not both, Furthermore, how another croup known as "Sakhas"



Book Review/28s

became Bista is not clear. Much of this is speculative, ang 1
think it would have been better if he had given a few geneolo-
cies of present-day Nepali Bistas tracing their ancestry,

diver cences within the clan and their nicgratory routes.

Sharma is richt when he p01nts out that the Khatis of Nepal

are Chetris as well as untouchables (p. 252), but how such a

dramatic hierarchical cleavage occurred is nowhere mentioned:
Does this mean that whenever we have two clans with the same

L. or a 51mllar name we have two groups with a common ancestor or .
at least a common racial origin? Or are we deallng with two
totally unrelated groups who just happen to have a common name?
There are a number of groups in Nepal whose clan names are
identical or similar: Kallkote (cobbler), Kallkote (Brahman-~
Chetrl), Rand (Chetri), Rand (Magar); Burathokl (Magar), Burathokl
(Chetrl), Saha (Thakurl), Saha (a Vaisya group of the Terai);
Lamichane (Gurung), Lamichdne (Brahnan or Chetrl), and so on,
Another area where little information is offered is in his
treatnent of Kumain and Purbiya Brahmans., It is understandable
that they have a sirnilar clan structure and sirilar gotras. What
is not explained is why each group is so different in their
¢ultural values. It is only in recent times, for example, that
Kumain and PRurbiya Brahmans have begun to inter marry. 1In fine,
Sharna's treatment of clan history adds very little scientific
information to our knowledge of clan history in Nepal, and what
he presents has been taken almost entirely from Sikharnath's

Thar Gotra Pravardvali (Narration of Clan and Gotra).

Religion and Tantra have been explained from a theoretical
perspective without linking them to Nepalese society. Nepalese
society enbodies various religious traditions: Hinduism, Bud-
dhisr, Islam and Animism. Within Hinduisn there are different
sgcts: Shaivism, Vaisnavism, Shaktism and others. The structure
of Newar tantric Buddhism differs fror that of Tibetan Tantric

Buddhismr., Belief in local divinities (animism) is present not
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only among the Matwali but also among high caste people and among
the untouchable groups. On the other hand, among these various
religious tréditions, there are cbmmon ideals, beliefs and
_practices which Sharma hardly touches upon. Despite his linking
of "Religion, Tradition and Science" in one section, he does not
explain how religious beliefs and superstition have a scientific
base.

The section on Sansargajanya Abhicar ("Transmitted Cultural
Traditions") presents interesting -stories, but I think Sharma's
overriding value concern has missed the theme of a culture. A
culture, in the simplest formulation, is a complexus of socially
transmitted behaviour acquired through‘the process of socializa-
tion. A researcher has to understand the socially transmitted
behaviour patterns of a group before he can explain why people
do certain things in certain ways. A culture is not value free
and what is good in culture A may be bad in culture B. Conse-
queﬁtly peoples beliefs and their value systems cannot be simply
labeled ."superstitious" (pp. 118, 119, 156, 157, 208) or
"interesting" (p. 229).

Sharma's analysis of folk tales and folk stories gives no
explanation of why certain stories are more popular in a given
culture. It is obvious that when a tale is relevant to the
context of a social organization it is frequently retold.
Furthermore, a culture is diffused among. different groups only
when its elements are suitable in the local cdltural setting.

Distance or the proximity of groups is another factor.

Sharma's description of various ethnic groups in Nepal
also seems to be out of balance. The fundamental problem, of
course, is the lack of primary data. An anthropologist goes
to the field, normally for a year, to record the culture of a
people. The he begins to analyse the culture. But Sharma

'dqes not mention the amount of time he has spent studying a
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particular ethnic group nor does he refer to any secondary
sources in his accounts. Yet, his discussion of the various
ethnic groups is carried out in a highly definitive tone, and
he allows himself little room to re-question or re-formulate

his own conclusions. Let me cite some examples:

"Guruncs are descendants of the Huns"'(p. 256). "The
Gurungs forefathers came from Kanauj" (p. 257). "The Huns are
also the Heptals who eventually became the Magars of Nepal”
(p. 269). "Some degraded Thakuris became Magars" (p. 270). A
, réadef'Wili be easily confused about the correlation among
these various groups:- Huns-Gurungs; Huns-Heptals; Heptals-
Magars; and Thakuris-Magars. There are no docunents to sub-
stantiate any of these statements.

Sharma has used the term "Kirati" from the classical
Sanskrit literature (p. 280), but the term has been so vaguely
employed by Sanskfitists, linguists, anthropologists, historians,
political scientists and others that it is abstruse in the scien-
tific writing (See Dahal 1975). The sinple query here is, who
are these "Kirati" groups in Nepal? '

In treating these people Sharma has failed to notice the
difference within various ethnic groups. For example, he treats
the Rai as one group and describes their cultural patterns in a
homogeneous fashion. In reality, there are between ten and
_eighteen major groups within the Rai (Kulung, Thulung, Bantawa,
Athpahariya, etc.), and each group differs from the other groups
in lancuage and culture. Aphpahariya is not a clan or sub-~clan
of the Rai croup (p. 287). Rather it is a separate cultural
group, just as the Bantawas are, Sirilarly his statement that
Newar Society is a mixture of the KirEtIs, Mongols} Licchavis
and the Mallas (p. 329) ‘demands not only historical-cultural
analysis but physical and linguistic evidence.

Furtherrore, there is no uniformity in his ethnic descriptions.
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Different bases are used to describe different groups. Dis-
cussion of the hich caste oroups is kased rostly on lecendary

and conjectural accounts; discussion of the Raf, Limbu, Dhimal,

‘Newar, Tamang and Sherpa is focussed on their life cycle cere-

monies; description of the Kaikes is based on a long comparative

word list (English-Kaike-Nepali pp. 378-96); and the Tharus are

"described through their supernatural beliefs and faith. There

is little socio-economic data in any of the accounts. Dis-
parate emphasis is a general characteristic of the ethnic

accounts.

It is interesting that Sharma hardly ever cites the litera-
ture on various ethnic groups, though there is a considerable
literature available on the Gurung, Magar, Sherpa, Raf, Limbu,
Dhimal, Newar and others. Sharma must be aware that detailed
cescriptions of these various groups exist. On the Dhimals alone
four‘bookS'existed before }kﬁmo.&mﬁﬁ went to press, Furthermbre,
is information:given in the book based on prirary data and if so
when was this data'collected? The time is important when re-
porting on a cross section of a society. Society changes with
tire, The question here is what changes have taken place in

the society since the primary data was collected?

Thou ch Sharma has given a blbllography at the end of each
chapter (usually w1thout the name of the publisher or the place
and date of publlcatlon), these works are not properly cited as
sources in the text. Occas1onally he refers to the opinion of
"some scholars"(e g. p. 30, 317, 329) and occa51ona11y a pas-
sage is quoted (e. 9. Pe 30, 317), but without g1v1nc'the name
of the author, the name of the book or its date and place of
publlcatlon. 'If he had quoted these sources properly, he would
have sharpened his analytlc tools and ~q@ined credlblllty. I1f
he had cited his sources some of. hlS account, partlcularly the

descrlptlon of various caste names and their orlglns could have

‘made a theoretical contribution to the field. Froper evidence
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and citations could also have enhanced the signifiéance of his
conjectural history. The paucity of reliable historical ma-
terial is understandable, and it 1is obvious that this lmpedes
meaningful interpretation., Hence one must not speculate on
every bit of evidence and the ev1dence is certalnly too thin

to warrant universal generalizations.

The readability of the text has been considerably enhanced
by Sharma's lucid style. The book will be of use prlmarlly £0
Nepali readers because it is written in Nepali and to the lay-

" man because of the many 1nterest1ng stories it contains, 71t
may be of use to students of Culture, Nepal Paricaya ang
Anthropology/Sociology because of the short accounts of many
ethnic groups. %owever, ethnographlc research in Nepal has
already passed from its incipient stage and hence thisg type of
book is not very useful for the professional anthropologlst or
soc1ologlst. A trained anthropologist would like to see the
ethnography of a people based on fieldwork and productivg of
meanlqgful socio-cultural interpretations in a theoretlcal
context. * The text could be improved con31derably by systematic
cooperation among those working in the disciplines of history,
sociology, linguistic and geology. .

Dilli R, pahal
Kathmangy
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