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This article deals with the Muslims in Nepal, who have been for a
long time ignored from both the academic and the political viewpoints.

Until now, there have been only two books published concerning
Muslims in Nepal. One is written by a Bangladeshi woman and the other
by a graduate student of Jawaharlal Nehru University in India.” Though
a small contribution compared with these two books, this article is
worthy of mention because Sudhindra Sharma, the author, considers the
Muslims in Nepal as an ethnic minority rather than a religious group.

Being a M. A. holder in sociology from Ateneo de Manila University,
Sudhindra Sharma has done various field surveys as a research associate
under several national and international organizations, and also published
several articles concerning religion and development.

He discussed for the first time the Muslims of Nepal in the English
edition of “Himal” magazine in 1994, which was followed by the actual
communal riot in Nepalgunj, a city in western Nepal, in December 1995.
Then, Sharma published a sequel paper on the same theme in the Nepalese
edition of “Himal” in October 1996.” I have fully translated the first
article whereas the second article is just summed up.

Nepal, the only Hindu Kingdom in the world, has not witnessed any
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serious communal riots, only a very few minor cases. Basically, Hindus
and Muslims in Nepal have been living together peacefully and harmoni-
ously since the beginning of the 16th century.

According to Sharma, there are three reasons why Nepal has been able
to avoid Hindu-Muslim conflicts.

(1) Muslims have not intentionally focussed on their own problems so far.
(2) Their population is very small and the educational level is low.
(3) Unlike India, Nepal has never been ruled over by Muslims.

On the other hand, relations between Hindus and Muslims have been
changing since the advent of democracy in 1990, which has resulted from
a change of identity. Before 1990, inhabitants of the Terai area (southern
part of Nepal) had a common feeling of hostility towards the hill people
whichever religions they belong to, whether Hindu or Islam. In other
words, the identity of Muslims was similar to that of the Terai people
since most of the Muslims in Nepal live in Terai. Identity among Nepalese
was, at that period, roughly divided into two categories, that is, Terai
people and hill people. This is based on the geographical differences.

However after 1990, people from both the Tarai area and the hills, if
they were Hindus, started sharing an identity as a Hindu as against a
Muslim. In the background, there has been a general tendency of raised
consciousness to the different religions and languages by various ethnic
minorities, who are insisting on their distinct ethnic identities these days.
At the same time, one can feel the growing influence of Vishwa Hindu
Parishad (the World Hindu Federation based in India) and Rashtriya
Swayansewak Sangha (National Volunteers Association) in the Terai
plains of Nepal.

The literacy level of the Muslims in Nepal is low and their employ-
ment opportunities within Nepal are limited. Hence, many Muslims from

Nepal go to the Arabian countries in search of jobs. As the Arabian
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countries have adopted the policy of employing at least 25% of the foreign
labourers from among the Muslims, the Nepalese Muslims have benefited.
After returning back to Nepal with the money earned in Arabian coun-
tries, the Muslims can afford to buy the land even at an inflated price
and this results in an antipathy from the surrounding Hindu populace.

After the demolition of Babri Mosque in India and the Shah Bano
incident (a case of divorce in the supreme court, related to Islamic law),
even the average Hindu in Nepal has tended to start disliking the Muslim
community. Another reason for the negative feeling of Hindus toward
Muslims is their suspicion in relation to the Muslims and their possible
role in supporting the hiding of Kashmiri guerrillas in the name of
religion. It is said that Muslims in Terai area are frequently interrogated
by Indian authorities with the prejudice that they have committed crimes.

The inflow of Arabian money has led to the invasion of new sects of
Muslims such as Wahabi and Kadiyani into Nepal and also, as a result, an
extensive increase in their numbers. Recently, the Muslims in Nepal are
arguing to what extent the government should grant them rights as a
religious minority. For example, one important issue is whether to ask for
the right to a special curriculum in education for the Muslim community
or to accept the existing modern education system so as to make it easier
to access to the mainstream of the national politics. Whatever the case
may be, it is true that the Muslims who were not able to raise their voice
till 1990 started becoming conscious of their own right as a minority after
democracy.

(1) “Muslims in Nepal”, Shamima Siddika, Kathmandu, 1993.
“Religious Minorities in Nepal” , Mollica Dastider, Delhi, 1995.

(2) “Bhaguna Maanasikutaama Chan Taraika Musalmaan”, Himal
(Nepali), Asaar-Asoj 2053.
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