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Nepali Society and Culture
Through the Ages

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

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

In the beginning, there were primitive people
of indigenous origin scattered in different parts of the
country with hunting-gathering mode of production and
primary stage of cultural development. The presence
of nomadic people like Kusundas, Chepangs and the
Rautes in different isolated pockets of the country
indicates the existence of prehistoric men and culture
in Nepal. The Banmanchhes, the Kusundas and the
Rautes were among the early inhabitants of Nepal
who lived in the caves, forests and thickets of
Mahabharat range. Some of the early migrants to
Nepal mixed with that older indigenous population.®
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In some cases, the primitive population either
enslaved by the powerful migrants or thrown back to
the denser jungles. Small section of such people are
still found in different isolated pockets of the country
with their. primitive lifestyle characterized by animistic
worship, simple social organization that exhibit the
presence of pre and protohistoric men and culture in
Nepal. The primitive types of tradition and costumes
followed by different ethnic groups till present can also
be the tools to verify the existence of prehistoric culture
in the region. Some ethnic communities like Rai,
Limbu, Magar. Tamang, Gurung, Newar etc. still
possess the strong sense of ethnic solidarity and the
matriarchal characteristics in terms of marriage, family
organization and in many rites and rituals, which are
considered to be the remnants of prehistoric or pre-
agriculture socio-cultural features.

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

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

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

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

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

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