
CHAPTER-TWO 

SO£!& STRUCTUR§. 

The Nepali society in the Malla period was a complex one 

consisting of many castes and ethnic groups. Truely speaking, 

Nepal has always been a meeting ground for different peoples 

and cultures. Situated at the natural boundary and watershed 

that runs through the middle of the largest continent in the 

world, the land has attracted people from all directions and 

given them shelter. The various styles of life, social customs, 

housetypes and attitudes contributed to the complex nature of 

the society. 

Racially speaking the peoplf~ in the medieval period fall 

into three main divisions:- Aryan, Mongoloid and mixture of 

Aryan and Mongoloid features. 

The people of third category i.e. mixture of Aryan and 

Hongoloid features, popularly known as Newar, were the 

dominant group in the society. Although they are generally 

supposed to be the ancient inhabitants of the country, their 

origin has been a controversial question in the ethnographic 

study of Nepal. In fact, how the term Newar came to be applied 

to the people of Nepal valley is not fully ascertainable. 

Scholars are divided in their opinions. Suniti Kumar 

• 
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Chatterjeelf suggests that the term Newar originally was used 

for designating the inhabitants of Nepal. According to him, 

through the current practice in Newari language of interchanging 

'P' and ·~· respectivelyfor •w• and 'r' the name Nepal became 

Newar. Baburam Acharya a,\so holds a similar view. According 

to him the term Newar possibly originated from the term N§U2ar .. Y 

He suggests that the original word was Nepar which came to be 

pronounced as Nepal by the people in Nagadha who invariably 

rendered 'R' into 'L'. He thinks that Nepars were possibly 

the autochthones of the valley; they probably belonged to 

Austro-Asian race. According to him it is quite natural 

linguistically for Nepir to become Nebhar and then to be 

changed into Newar. But .the theory of Baburam Acharya cannot be 

accepted as the term Nepar is known neither to the ancient 

historical documents and legends nor to Nepal in modern times. 

Since the earliest known period of history the country has 

been known by the name Nepal.J/ 

----------------
1/ Suniti Kumar Chattarjee, "Kirat Jana Kriti: The Indo-Mongoloids 

their contribution to the History and Culture of India" 
Jou;:_~_qJ.~ Asiatic Society q_~ Beng_cu_, Vol. 16,2 (1950), 
pp. 169-70, "18 3. 

Y Baburam Acharya, "Nepal, Newar Ra Newari Bhasa" 
Ne..£C!.!...!'ianskrit:i.c Parisad Patrika, NO I (2009), p.2. 

1/ The name of the count~y 'Nepal' appears for the first time in 
Atharvaparisista, followed by some Buddhist texts and the 
Kautilya's Arthasastra. In the records of Nepal it occurs 
first in the-Tis~g-inscription of Vasantadeva dated A.D. 512. 
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• 
Sylvain Levi, relying on Kautilya, Chinese travellers• reports 

and later chronicles, held that the Newars were a marginal Tibetan 

people at a very early time and entered the valley as pastoralists 

and traders.il Likewise, v.s. Doherty says that •a major ancestral 

portion of the Newar people seems to derive from the south-

eastern Tibetan sphere, at an early but uncertain date, and their 

entry into the valley was from the north and not from the south 

as an I . . . :J./ 
ndo-Mongol~an group of less clearly northern or~g~n. 

Newar tradition as set out in the chronicles of Nepal gives 

a different origin of the term Newar. It ascribes the currency 

of the term to the coming in of the Karanataka prince Nanyadeva. 6/ 

If the tradition is to be believed the original Newars were drawn 

from the Nayars of South India and were Brahma-hs.atr iya~ ( oa.tr iya who 

became Brahmana by penance). Some scholars have examined the 

traditional belief and as a result some of them, for example, 

V.A. Smith21, have come to support the explanation of chronicles, 

pointing out in their support some cultural similarities between 

the Nayars of Karnataka and the people of Nepal valley. One such 

---------------------·--------
i/ Sylvain Lev~, ~-Nepal Part I, p. 233. 

:J./ Victor S. DOherty, "Notes on the origins of the Newari" 
Hima~an Anthropology, the Indo-Tibetan int~fg~, p.444. 

6/ Devi Prasad Lamsal (ed.), Bbisa Vamsavali (Chronicle written 
in Nepali Language), Vol. 2. p. 26: 

7/ V.A. Smith, Histou of FiQe .. ¥~s._in .I.Qqig_and Cylon, p. 10. 
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• cultural similarity between South India and Nepal valley, as 

pointed out by the scholars, is that of the group of temples in the 
/ 

two areas. Specially the ancient Siva temple, the Mahadeva Kovil of 

Beypore, south of Calicut, is taken to be a deliberate copy of 

the multiroofed Nepalese temple architecture.~/ Some temples 

in Kathiawar and Malabar are also seen in Nepalese pattern, 

though with some modified design. 9/ 

The origin of this architecture is uncertain. There are 

all sorts of theories which trace the origin to either China or 

India or suggest that it was evolved in Nepal. It is beyond the 

scope of the present study to explain how and where this type 

of temple architecture originated, but regarding the argument 

of Smith and others, it may be pointed out that the earliest 

reference to this architecture of Nepal is made by the Chinese 

and is preserved in the Tang annals about the middle of the 

seventh centurylQ/ and that we cannot connect Nanyadeva belonging 

to the twelfth century with a cultural trait which occured in 

the sixth-seventh century. 

~/ Percy Brown, ~ndian Architecture (Hindu and Buddhist), p.161. 

9/ Ibid. 

lQ/ J.C. Regmi points out that there in numerous stories temples 
are mentioned as resembling crown of clouds. J.C. Regmi, 
Lichchhavi Sanskriti, p. 452 
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Supporting the argument of the chronicles, Gopal Singh 

Nepali says that nowhere do we find the reference to the term 

Newar earlier than the period of Nanyadeva. 111 Dr, Nepali 

further argues that the Nayars of South India being a military 

people, during those early days constituted the bulk of the 

Chalukya soldiery and when the Chalukyas invaded North India 

they came to this side. Later on when Nanyadeva, the Chalukya 

commander-in-chief, invaded Nepal he had the Nayars with him, 
I 

Dr. Nepali points out that the present Sre~r~has among the Newars 

are traditionally connected with the Nayars of South.1Y 

Dr. i>Jepali 's theory is based on a reference in later 

chronicles that Nanyadeva conqured and ruled over Nepal. About 

Nanyadeva's conquest of Nepal we have no records other than the 

Nepalese later chronicles which, however, are thoroughly 

unreliable. The ancient historical documents have altogether 

omitted the socalled conquest of Nanyadeva. We have some 

references in the Gopalaraja Va~sa~!{ which throw some light 

on the relation between these two powers. According to this 

source the Karnataka invasion occured in A.D. 1111 (14 years 

after Nanyadeva•s victory over Tirahut), but the same was badly 

-----------------------
!!/ Gopal Singh Nepali, The Newars, p. 28 

ll/ Ibid. , p. 29 

• 
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13/ - - .. repulsed by the force of Nepal.--- The compiler of the Qoealaraia 

Vamsavali does not mention whether Nanyadeva was the commander 

of this troop or not. The same source records another attack by 

the ~~takas in 1244 (133 years after of the first invasion ) 

during the reign of Rarna Sirnha, the great grandson of Nanyadeva, 

but again it did not succeed.l1/ In 1243, Rarna Sirnha again 

invaded Nepal, but again victory went in the favour of Nepal.12/ 

Thus the theory that Nanyadeva conquered and ruled over Nepal 

is not substantiated. Nanyadeva•s dynasty never ruled over 

Nepal. As the gopalar~j_a Vaxn~ave~;l{ was not properly read and was 

little understood, scholars did not critically evaluate the 

statement of the modern chronicles. Sylvain Levil§/ accepted 

all the facts of the story given by these chronicles and was 

followed by other scholars. 

as Dr. Nepali suggests.ll/ 

I 

Again, Srestha is not a caste name ·-
It was an official designation. 181 

Very lately it carne to be used as the family surname and appears 

first in an inscriptions of 1769.12/ 

1~/ Gopalaraja 
/- ~ 

folio 33. Vamsavall., no. 

lil Ibid., folio no. 36 

1-V Ibid., folio no. 38 

16/ Sylvain Levi, Le Nepal, II pp. 217-20. 

11/ Nepali, op.cit. (f.n. 11), p. 29. 

18./ Dhanva jr a Ba jr acharya, "Madhyakal in Nepal" , N~C!l_P._a,_r_icl}a.Y2,, 
p. 105. 

1~/ D.P. Bhandari (ed.), Collection of Inscriptions, Part XI, p.16. 
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Burton-page suggests that the name 'Nepal' was derived from 

an Indian Prakrit form Nevala meaning the country/people of a 

damp, low-lying area. 201 But this theory is also cannot be accepted 

as we do not find Nevala to be used in any ancient literature for 

the said purpose. Again, Burton-page does not explain how the 

word Nevala came to be pronounced as Nepal. 

It seems that the word Newar was derived from the country's 

name Nepal itself. In ancient times the word Nepal was used both 

for the country and the inhabitant as we find first in the 

Tistung inscription of Vasantadevalll, dated A.D. 512 and later 

in some other Lichchhavi inscriptions.lZf After a few centuries 

the word Nepal was pronounced as Newar by interchanging 'P' and 

'L' respectively for •w• and·~·. It is interesting to note 

that the people of Kathmandu valley (Nepal) have never used the 

word Newar to designate themselves. No historical record 

from the Nepal valley and its vicinity uses the word Newar. The 

term Newar came to be used in records since the seventeenth 

century or a little earlier in the writings mostly of people who 

were outsiders. 23/ But some of the present Newari terms are found 

---------------------------
.f.Q/ J. Burton-page, ''The name Nepal", Bulletin of the School of 

oriental and ~~ican_Studies, part 3 (1954) p.16, 
quoted in victor's article, op.cit. (f.n. 5), p. 442. 

l1/ Dhanvajra Bajracharya, LichchhaQi Kal Ka AbfiAlekha 
(Inscriptions of Lichchhavi Period), p. 110 

~Ibid., pp. 309-11. 

~ D.R. Regmi, Medieval Nepal, part I, p. 12. 
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to have existed during or even before the eleventh century. In 

• a Copper Plate inscription of A.D. 1100,li/ the name Ida Bhavo. 

and in another inscription of 1162l2/ two names Bhingu Bhavo 

and Harsa Vayi are found which are similar to present Newar names. 

The word Bhavo and Vayi or Mayi were used to honour a Newar man 

and woman respectively even in late medieval period. 

Thus, the term Newar is not derived from Nayar. It is only 

a corrupt form of the word 'Nepal' which was used to designate 

the inhabitants of the country. In the course of centuries, much 

cultural influence has been exerted on the Newar culture by 

various immigrant groups, both of Tibetan and Indian origin. 

These immigrants were ~imately absorbed into the Newar community. 

Thus, the present Newar population is a complex of many ethnic 

groups, such as the Gopalas (Nipas), the Abhiras, the Kiratas, 

the Lichchhavis, the Koliyas and the Mallas . All these people 

who happened to use the then existing language called Nepal Bhasa 

(later named Newar Language) as their mother tongue mixed into the 

broad Newar group. 26/ There is no connection of any religion or 

caste for being Newar. The Newars are racially called the group 

of a mixture of Aryan and Mongoloid features. 

1,1/ M. R . Pant and A. D. Sharma, ,!he 1:Wo Earli.e.st Copper-Plate 
i~criptions from Nepal, pp. 1-5. 

25/ Ibid. 

~§/ Gautam Vajra Bajracharya, "The Similarity of Newar language 
with the Languages of Tamang and Limbu", (in Nepali) PU.roima, 
Vo 1 • 2 ( 2 0 21 ) , p. 44. 
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Caste was the principal basis of social hierarchy among the 

Newars of medieval Nepal. But K.P. Chattopadhyay found the 

Newari caste system to be different from the Indian system and 

concluded that the castes and hereditery occupational sections .. 
are infact religious organizations as much as secular ones. 271 

Rosser has concluded that with reference to the Newar caste 

'Status group' is perhaps a better term for the facts of the 

situation than is caste'~. But scholars have not interpreted 

correctly the social organisation of the Newars. The medieval 

documents are full of evidence which clearly describes the 

society under the caste system. It was based on the same Hindu 

principle which stipulates a five-fold division of society 

headed by the Brahmana followed in order by the K~atriya, the 

• I 

Va~sya, the Sudra and the untouchable. According to the modern 

chronicles it was King Jayasthiti Malla (A.D. 1381-95) who 

introduced the caste system in medieval Nepal by making several 

1 f . d . . ' t 29/ I th' t k h aws o soc~al an rel~g~ous ~mpor ance.-- n ~s as e 

was assisted by five Brahmanas from the Indian plain who •compiled 

from sastras such laws as w·ere formerly in existence but had 

2.7../ K. P. Chattopadhyay, .. An essay on the History of Newar 
Culture" Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal, Vol. 19 
(1923), p. 470 • 

.£§./Colin Rosser, "Social mobility in the Newar caste system", 
Cas~ And Kin in Nepal. India and Ceylon, p. 110 

29/ Lamsal, op.cit. (f.n. 6), p. 37. 
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fallen into disuse through lapse of time•.JQ/ But there is a 

great controversy among the scholars whether Jasthiti Malla made 

such type of reforms or not. Two major points, which go against 

the explanation of the chronicles, are noteworthy:-

(1) The historical records of the times of Jayasthiti Malla 

and his successors do not say anything about the reform of any 

kind. The Gopalaraja Vamsavali, compiled in A.D. 1389 in 

Jayasthiti Malla's reign which clearly notes all the events, 

even of insignificant, of his time, does not mention the 

reforms made by Jayasthi ti Malla. 

(2) The available sources (later chronicles) credit him 

with the introduction of the caste system in Nepal, but we find 

the four VarQas and the various castes from very early times. 

Nepalese society has been based on the caste system at least 

from the Lichchhavi times as indicated by the inscriptions of 

those times.111 

A minute study of the documents of the period shows that 

in the times of Jayasthiti Malla an attempt was made to bring 

the administration of justice more in unison with the Smftis. 

This is evident from some references in the Gopalaraja Vamsavali 

and some epigraphic sources. Describing him as the next Rama 

incarnation321 and comparing his reign with Rama-Rajya, which 

----------------·------
30/ Sylvain Levi, ~cit., (f.n. 4), pp, 232-36. 

11/ Bajracharya op,cit., pp. 29, 429, 519, 530, 

~/ ~opalaraia V?msavali, folio no. 30. 
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was an ideal state, these sources imply some excellent work 

done by Jayasthiti Malla. In a copper plate inscription dated 

A.D. 1388~ he has been referred to as 'skilful in preaching 

duties and morals' (~14,~flt88 ) and as •one who has 

taken the vow to protect the society• ( efctil ntl'tll'" ) . The 

colophon of the manuscript Vamakesvaratantra dated A.D. 1388 

notes some reforms made by Jayasthiti Malla in polity, religion 

and other aspects of social life.~ We find that many ancient 

scriptures were translated into the local language to provide 

the knowledge of Hindu law and regulations to high level 

officers. In A.D. 1386, Manika, the court poet of Jayasthiti 

Malla, translated ~akosa to teach chief minister J"ayata's 

son. 3~1 Again he wrote a book r~n~vany~~ Sa~, a commentry 

on the Naradasrnrti, as desired by chief minister Jayata.~ 
Two other books ,tlariss}!~nqra~dan(!W and Vidagdhamukha

ma~Qana~ were copied respectively in A.D. 1368 and 1389 to 

33/ Sankarman Rajvamsi, "The inscription of Hanchandra dated 
A.D. 1388 and its explanation" (in Nepali) Purnima Vol. 4, 
(2021 v.s.) p. 54. 

~/ Regmi, op.cit., (f.n. 23), p. 354. 

3.2/ Cicil Bendall, Catalogue of the Buddhist Sanskrit Nanuscripts 
in University Library, pp. 187-8. 

1§/ H.P. Sastri, Catalog~~-o£_~~~m=!~and s~~ted paper 
manuscripts belonging to the Darbar library, Nepal, 
Vol. one, p. 43. 

37/ Luciano Petech, Mediaey:q_l:_ History o.L~~al Q_. 7_5.Q-.l4.80, 
p. 132. 

~ Regmi, op. c~t. (f.n. 23), p. 359. 
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teach Jayata. Likewise, Jayapati, a scholar from Lalitpur, 

prepared a book MahakaraQqika which is a hand-book of the 

important ancient Smftis.12f All these facts tend to support 

the suggestion that Jayasthiti Malla organised the medieval 

caste system by making laws of social and religious importance. 

What led Jayasthiti Malla make such reforms is another 

pertinent question. It appears that in the medieval period 

the introduction of Vajrayana rituals and practices was 

motivated the Buddhist monks to return to domestic life. 

They had to be grouped into a new caste because they could 

not be accepted back in the fold of the caste they had left 

at the time of becoming a monk. As there were various kinds 

of people, there was a state of confusion in the society and 

the regular inflow of people of different castes from different 

direction made the confusion worse confounded. The social and 

religious ties were getting loose. People had begun to do 

whatever they liked, without caring for the sanctity of 

social and religious rules. Because of the growing influence 

of tantricism the practice of Vedic religion declined, causing 

confusion and disorder in the society. People were not very 

serious about following the duties prescribed for different 

stages of life or for the caste system or for marriage. 

39/ Sastri, op.cit,, (f.n. 36), p. 68 
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J·ayasthiti Malla realised the need for solving properly these 

hard and intricate problems to avoid any great crisis for Nepal. 

Rising to the occasion he w·as quick enough to formulate and 

enforce various laws, rules and regulations for the systematic 

functioning of the Nepalese society. He formulated laws defining 

the position and functions of the people of different castes and 

professions. This was done according to the Code of Nanu. 

Therefore it cannot be denied that the system of law in Nepal 

was based on the principles laid down by ancient thinkers, 

specially Manu. The caste rules were formulated on the same 

line. But it is not to be forgotten that J-ayasthiti l'"lalla 

only reorganised the caste system in the society. It would be 

a grave error to regard castes as having been introduced by 

Jayasthiti Halla. To suggest that they never existed before 

will be quite against the facts. We have evidence showing 

that castes in Nepal developed in accordance with the occupations 

assigned to different social groups in historical setting. 

The Lichchhavi inscriptions refer to the Brahrna~a1Q/, K9atriya,111 

Vaisya42/ and Sudra, 43/ and record that the Lichchhavi Kings 

iQ/ Bajracharya, op.cit., (f.n. 21), p. 28. 

,i!/ Ibid. 

i£1 ~' p. 60. 

43/ Dr. Regmi (op.cit., f.n. 23) does not note the absence of a 
reference to the Sudras and Antyajas or the Cha~gales in 
Lichchhavi inscriptions. But the inscription of Narendradeva 
clearly mentions the four Var~as including the Cha~dalas. 
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were always anxious to maintain the society under the Var~asrama 

system.ii/ The same policy was continued in medieval times in an 

organised form by Jayasthiti Malla. In the medieval period the 

term Var~a~rama appears first in the Kumbheswor inscription of 

Patan dated A.D. 1392 in the life time of Jayasthiti Malla. 45/ 

Likewise, the Patan Thambutol inscription dated A.D. 140346/ and 

the Pharping Kochhutol inscription of A.D. 1406i2/ say that the 

meritorious deed recorded in them were intended to enhance the 

welfare of the people belonging to the four Varl).as. The 

Bhadgaon royal palace door gold plate inscription of Yaks a Mall a 

dated A.D. 1453 says that the work of constructing the wall of 

the fort was done by the people of the four Varl).as. 4?/ One 

inscription of King Parthivendra Malla dated A.D. 1678 has also 

a reference to the existence of the Varl).a system. 49/ 

44/ Bajracharya, op.cit., (f.n. 21), p. 29. 

45/ D.R. Regmi, Medieval Nepal, Part III, pp. 31-5. 

~ Dhanvajra Bajracharya, Inscriptions of medieval period 
(unpublished) CNAS, T.U. Nepal. 

iZ/ D.R. Regmi, Medieval Nepal, Part II, p. 745. 

~/Yogi Narahari Nath, ~tiha§ Pr~~as, No. 1., pp. 56-61 

121 Dhanvajra Bajracharya, et.al. (ed.) Itihas Samsodhan 
Ko Praman Prameya, p. 136. 
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Many writers discussed a lot over this reform i.e. caste 

organisation of the medieval period. ~though Jayasthiti Malla 

presented a network of sixty-four castes based on occupational 

characteristics of different families or social strata, scholars 

have interpreted it differently. The list of sixty-four castes 

was revised by Sylvain Levi2Q/who presented another re-arranged 

list of fourty-seven castes. But levi is not justified in doing 

so. He not only failed to deal with the problem of medieval 

castes in its proper background but also gave a distorted picture 

of the system, as he depended totally on the later chronicles for 

his source. The Jatiyamanqala, a work of the early eighteenth 

century, mentions eighty divisions of castes. An elaborate 

study of the caste system has been made by K.P. Chattopadhyaya.51/ 

Earlier British scholars, such as B.H. Hodgson, 52/ F. Hamilton2ll 

and H.A. Oldfielct, 54/discussed this problems in details. Later, 

Petech~treated it with the help of latest sources. But these 

·-------~-----------------
50/ Levi, op.cit, {f.n. 30), pp. 232-6. 

21/ I\.. P. Chattopadhyaya, "An Essay on the History of Newar 
Culture" Journal oUhe Asig,tic Society of Bengal, Vol. 
19 {2023), pp. 460-560. 

2l/ B.H. Hodgson's manuscript on this subject is preserved in 
India Office Library, London. I have cited the relevent 
portions from the article of K.P. Chattopadhyaya, 
Appendix, D,E and F. 

~F. Hamilton, An account of t~e-~~ngdom of Nepal, pp. 25-45 

W H.A. Oldfield, S~t£.hes from NeJ:?al_, Vol. I, pp. 175-88. 

2~ Petech, op.c~. (f.n. 37), pp. 181-9, 
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earlier studies of the caste system leave much to be desired • 

These scholars have simply re-arranged and summarised the lists 

discovered and studied by Hodgson, Wright and Levi. Moreever, 

these lists suffer from mistakes arising from an ignorance of 

the idiosyncracies of the Nepalese society. In this respect 

Hodgson and Oldfield did a more useful work and produced a more 

reliable list of castes as they existed during the thirties and 

forties of the nineteeth century. Hodgson gathered his information 

in 1824, nearly fifty years after the capture of the Nepal valley 

by the Gorkhalis. 

The scheme of castes in Nepal seems to have developed 

according to the pattern of a complex Hindu society in India. 

Thus, naturally the privileges and disabilities, including the 

position of the castes in the scheme of heirachy were determined 

with reference to the injunctions of the ancient law-givers. 

The Brahmanas and K~atriyas occupied a dominent position 

in the society and enjoyed the most advantageous situation. 

The Upadhyayas are mentioned as the Brahmanas of the highest 

class by all the scholars (Hodgson, Oldfield, Levi, K.P. 

Chattopadhyaya, Petch etc.) except Hamilton. As, however, the 

caste of high class Brahmal).as occurs also in older historical 

lists, the high position of the Brahma~as cannot be considered 

to of very recent origin. 
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The Brahmanas enjoyed the most honourable status in the 

• society of medieval period. They rendered religious service and 

f . d . . . 561 s . th unct~one as counsellors ~n pol~t~cal matters.-- omet~mes ey 

were appointed on the post of chief minister. 57/ The Brahmaqas 

had much influence over the people because of the great importance 

attached to worship and religious festivals. The Brahmanas received 

huge gifts from Kings and wealthy men. 58 / The temples were richly 

endowed for their support by their Jajaman§ (clients) who paid 

them fees for the ceremonies performed at different sacraments. 

Each family had a special priest whose office was hereditary. 

The Rajguru (Royal Priest) was a wealthy and influential person 

in the state and had a large income from the government lands 

and the fines imposed for violation of the caste rules.22f 

'I'he Brahmaq.as enjoyed concessions in regard to punishment 

for certain crimes. They could not be given capital punishment. 

They were not subject to taxes levied by the King. 'rhe lands 

----------------------------
56/ Jyanmani Nepal, Nepal fu~ (Etymology of the word Nepal), 

p. 365. 

5,7/ Gautam Bajracharya, "Historical Explanation of a Thyasaphu" 
(in Nepali) fqFBima, Vol. 16, (2040 B.S.), p. 373. 

2.§/ Nohan Prasad Khanal, Changu Nsi,rayan Ka Aitihasik samagri 
p. 371. 

22/ Lamsal, Q~ cit. (f.n. 6), p. 37 
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owned by them were generally free-holds gifted by the Kings or 

feudatories, hence there was no question of paying land-tax by 

them. 

A Brahma~a could not be enslaved even in conditions of utmost 

hardship. 601 The records of medieval period mention the crime of 

committing murder of a Brahma~a as one of the most heinous ones. 

It was one of the five great crimes for which the punishment was 

death.§J/ 

If a person of a lower caste indulged in sexual intercourse 

with a married Brahmana woman he was punished by cutting his 

penis and made to eat it and was killed. In case the Brahmana 

woman was a widow tne lower caste person would be punished by 

cutting his penis and be killed. 'l'he Brahmana woman lost her 

caste • .§~/ 

---- -----~-------

60/ In Western Nepal in the region between the Bheri river and 
Mahakali river in Practice Brahma~as and Rajputs could be 
enslaved. In 1803, this system was stopped through a royal 
proclamation. (Regmi research series Vol. 1, No.2, p. 44). 

§!/ Khanal, op.cit. (f.n. 58), p. 319. 

62/ J.C. Regmi, Nepalko Baidhanik Parampara, pp. 166-7. 
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Next to Brahma~a in social prestige came the Buddhist 

priests popularly known as Banras. But no scholar has given a 

clear picture about the Buddhist group of people in mediaval age. 

The lists given by Hodgson, Oldfield, Hamilton and others show a 

great diversity. In the medieval period after the dissolution 

of the monastic order the monks discarded celebacy and took to 

domestic life. They married women from other castes and came to 

be treated as a distinct caste. In medieval Nepal four sub-

divisions of Buddhist priests are known: Bajracharya, Brahmacharya 

Bhik~u, S~kya Bhiksu and Chailaka.§JI 

The Bajracharyas, named after the Bajra sect of Buddhism 

and also known as Gubhajus, were oxthodox Buddhists. Their high 

status, ranking next to Upadhyaya Brahma~a, was recognised by all 

people. Until half a century ago they used to accept Brahma:q.a 

boys into their caste which shows their recognition of the 

relatively higher status of the Brahma:q.a caste. 64/ The Bajracharyas 

were supposed to be the descendents of those Brahmana monks who 

I - -are said to have been forced by Sankaracharya to enter into the 

--------
63/ Hodgson's list also shows four divisions of the Buddhist 

group of people, but he mentions Sakya Vamsa instead of 
Brahmacharya Bhik~u. B.H. Hodgson, Essays"on the languages, 
literature and_£eligiQB_of Nepal and Tibet, p. 63. 

64/ Oldfield, op.cit, (f.n. 54), p. 184. 
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family life.§2/ The Brahmacharya Bhik~us also claimed a similar 

status. These Buddhists, excepting the Bajracharyas, were 

debarred from doing priestly duties, but assisted the Gubhaju 
, 

in conducting reLgions ceremonies. The Sakya Bhik~us, however, 

claimed a descent from the monks converted from K~atriya class. 

The fourth one, the Chailakas, represented a heterogenous group 

coming from all the Dvil! castes.§§/ 

Next to the Brahma~as, but similar to Buddhist priests in 

social hierarchy, were the Josis (astrologers) 671. They have 

been described as the progeny of a Brahmana and a Newar female.~ 

'rhus, the Josis were partly Brahma~a and partly non-Brahmana. 
I-

Their hereditory occupation was to expound the Sastras and 

assist the Brahma~as in all the ceremonies and religious 

activities of the Newars. They were divided into five groups 

named after their occupations namely Pithach~rLa (worshipper of 

different gods) Sivacharya (worshipper of Sivalinga), Karmacharya 

(worshipper and storekeeper of Taleju, the li~ deity of the 

Mall a kings), Guruvacharya and Devacharya. 691 Josis also prepared 

------
£21 D. Wright, History of Nep~~~third edition, p. 185. 

§§/ Regmi, op.cit., (f.n. 23), pp. 658-9. 

~7/ Some Scholars have listed them in the vaisya order. It is 
dealt in length later in connection with Vaisya caste. 

§§/Hamilton, op.cit., (f.n. 58), p. 33. 

£2/ Regmi, .Q.P_~cit., (f.n. 62), pp. 169-70. 
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the horoscope of a baby on its birth. Similarly, Grahada~alQ/ 

could be seen only by the Josis who also foretold disturbances 

in nature and Planets at a particular time and their consequenses. 

Belief in astrology was a notable feature of the society. One 

could not do any thing new without consulting the astrologers. 

The Josis gave suggestions on the basis of calculations made 

according to the ancient treatises. 

Next to the priest groups in caste hierarchy were the 

K~atriyas. The K~atriyas occupied a dominent position in the 

society and enjoyed the most advantageous situation. The 
, 

Nahabharata Santiparva (60.24) states that the K~atriyas were 

charged with the duty of protecting the other castes. Nanu 

(I.89) also assigns the K~atriyas the duty to protect people 

from both internal and external enemies. 71/ Thus the king was 

a K~atriya and so were the ministers. The K~atriyas dominated 

the society because they were a military caste with responsibility 

to maintain internal law and order and protect the country from 

external aggression. The monopoly of arms in their hands made 

them the protector of the society and brought them much power and 

influence. 

The K~atriyas in medieval Nepal were of various subdivisions, 
, 

such as Mallas, Tbakurs, Rajputs, Amatyas, Pradhan, Sre~~ha, 

Kayastha, Rajlavat and Patrava~~a, etc. 

2Q/ ~hadasa means the good or bad effects of the position 
of planets on any individual. 

1!/ ~\!_Smriti, I. 89. 
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The ruling dynasty, the Mallas, were regarded to be the high 

grade Ksatriyas. The Mallas were known i~ India as a republican 

tribe in the time of the Buddha. Manu makes an allusion to them 

along with the Lichchhavis. 72/ Kautilya refers to them as a group 

of petty rulers. Although according to the Manusmriti the Mallas 

were to be treated as a low caste (Vratya), because of their 

neglet of caste rules, 731 the Mallas of Nepal invariably claimed 

their descent from Raghu. 74/ They were acknowledged as 

S - I • 75/ • - w d uryavams!.- and !S_sat!2£_atnakarendu. They were also calle 

Rajput, 77/~hakur or Tbakujuju. In Newari the term Juju is applied 

to designate a king. So the royalties and their relatives all 

were called 1'hakur or ~akujuju. The Mallas also took the 

surname of 'Varma• and 'Bhallok' to designate a high grade 
iL • w 
"~atr1.ya. 

72/ Manusmrti, x. 22 

73/ The Mallas of ancient India are mentioned as Ksatriyas 
who had given up their prescribed duties. 

74/ Bajracharya, oQ.~it., (f.n. 49), p. 29 

72/ Narahari Nath, "Jayajyoti Mallasya Silalek.ha", .§s.!!E?.kr_:i:.t 
Sangesa,, Year 1, No. 12 (2010), p. 69. 

Z~l Baburam Acharya, "Mallasamayabhilekha", Sanskrit Sandesa, 
Year 1, No. 8 (2010) p. 36. 

2?.1 Mahesh Raj Pant, "Patanko Raja Visnu Mallako Gotra", 
Purpima, No. 49 (2038), p. 36. 

1§/ Yogi Narahari Nath (ed.), Sanskrit Sandesa, Year 1, No. 10, 
(2010)' p. 14. 
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In the K~atriya order next to the ruling dynasty was the 

Amatya. The term Amatya is said to owe its origin to the former 

occupational status as ministers and army generals. In fact, 

Amatya is applied to designate the minister in the Manusmrti, 

Kautilya•s Arthasastra and also in the Lichchhavi inscriptions.121 

Later on, the ministers and their descendents used it as their 

family surname. 

The term Pradhan was derived from the term Eradhananga 

(chief minister) which in the beginning was not used as family 

surname. It refers to the chief minister in an inscription of 

A.D. 1283.~Q/ Similarly the inscriptions of A.D. 1453~~/ and 

1572~2J' also use the word f£adhananga to designate a minister. 

In late medieval period it was used as a family surname. 

F ' 
The term .Sre~'\;-ha originated from Si§ta, the counsellor, which 

first appears in the documents of early medieval times.~J/ Later 

it was used as a family surname as in the inscription of 

121 Bajracharya, QE~~it,, (f.n. 21), p. 472. 

80/ Regmi, op. cit., (f. n. 47), part 3, p. 1. 

81/ J" .c. Regmi, Historical GeograQh~ of Ne,Eal, ( in Nepali) , p. 95. 

82/ Regmi, oe.cit., (f. n. 47)' part 4, p. 21. 
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, 
A.D. 1673.~4/ The term Bre~tha was so common that if anyone was 

I 

once appointed as a §ista he and his family took the surname 
I . I 

Sre~tha. Even a rich Jyapu (Sudra) assumed this title. He 
I 

married into some poor Srestha family, and after some time his .. 
I 

family and descendants emerged as pure •re~~has. The Mathema 

b f h 0 . h' §2,1 su -caste o t e ~resthas 1s reported to belong to t 1s category • . . 

I 

The Sre~thas are not mentioned by Hodgson as K~atriyas, but 
I 

simply as a pure caste of high rank. According to him the Sre~~ha 

was the offspring of a Brahmana father and mother of any other 

caste. But Hodgson's theory is conjec~~al because, as state 

above, Sre~~ha was a corrupt form of ~>i~i::-a, the counsellor • .§.§I 

The Kayasthas were earlier scribes and notaries as found 

1n the inscription of A.D. 1166. 871 A manuscript of A.D. 1170881 

mentions the name of Kayastha Jivadharasingha. Likewise, the 

document of A. D. 1221 contains the name of l~ayastha Hahadeva . .§.2./ 

In modern times the Kayasthas are referred to as Kasaju. It is 

·-·------
84/ Sankarman Rajbamsi (ed.) !n§£~ipti2n2_of Bhaktapur, p. 60. 

8)~/ Nepali, op,cit., (f.n. 18), p. 167. 

~6/ B.H. Hodgson, E_ssays.....Q!l_~a_nguqge, liteE_a,tu,;:g_c:u~d religiqn 
2.~ Nepal_and Tibf;.-t;, p. 37. 

[2/ Regmi, o~. cit., (f.n. 23), p. 180. 

~ !Ei9·' p. 142. 

89/ Ibid., p. 219. 
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the only caste among the Newars in whose wedding the bride~oorn 

must accompany the marriage procession. 

The Rajlavat were the royal bastards and their position in 

hierarchy was below the Kayastha. They generally followed the 

profession of arms. 

In the caste hierarchy the Vaisyas carne next to the 

K~atriyas. They were supposed to practise agriculture and to 

tend cattle. Trading was another occupation of the Vai~yas. 

Many ancient law-givers define his status as a Dvijs or twice born, 

and he also wore the sacred thread of one cord. 

But no clear information about the Vaisya caste is available 

in the documents of medieval Nepal. The ancient Hindu law

givers defined the Vaisyas as people who practised agriculture, 

cattle rearing and trade. But in Nepal all people, including 

the Brahrnaryas, K~atriyas and even the members of royal family, 

could engage in these pursuits. Some Nepalese scholars are of 

the opinion that the Sa~t~~ (local administrators) of Patan, 

Kathmandu and Nuwakot were of Vaisya group. 90/ Some documents of 

these Sarnantas also refer to them as the 'incarnation of Vaisya 

). 9 1/ The mother of Vi~~u Sirnha, a strong 

--------------------------
9Q/ Bajracharya, op.cit., (f.n. 21), p. 106. 

21/ Bajracharya, op.cit., (f.n. 49), pp. 3-5. 
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local administrator of Patan, has been described as the light of 

Vai ~ya Kula. { -~ttifi8'1\•l 0 1 f('l)60.r"t ) . .2.Y' But these Samantas also .. .. 
took the titles .of Varma, Bhallok and r,hakuri, etc.21/ ~hich all 

were the surnames of high K~atriyas. According to Baburam Acharya, 

these people were Bais, a branch of high caste Ksatr~ya i.e. 

Thakuri, but not of the Vaisyas.2if Hodgson and Oldfield both 

- - . . , 
list the Josis and Acharyas ~n the rank of Va~syas. Hodgson, 

however, adds that the Acharyas and Josis are regarded more as 
I 

Sre~tha. The true Vaisya, according to him, are the Thakoju. 

K.P. Chattopadhyaya says that whatever their functions, the 

Acharyas definitely rank as Vaisyas in Nepa1. 95/ Possibly these 

scholars have not critically analysed the documents of the 

medieval period. The Josis and Acharyas are clearly mentioned 

as the people of priest group in the documents of the medieval 

period. They also assisted the Brahma~as in the ceremonies and 

religious activities of the Newars. This is significant because 

there is no ancient scripture which allowed the Vaisyas to work 

as a priest. Hence the views of Hodgson and others are not correct. 

In my classification I have suggested that the Udas people belonged 

to the third order (the Vaisya caste) as their livelihood 

~2./ ~big. 

9V~. 

24/ Baburam Acharya, "History of Nepal," ~ien~ Nepa.J... 
Vol. 49. (2038), p. 16. 

95/ Chattopadhyaya, op.cit., (f.n. 46), p. 480. 
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was based totally on business, particularly trading. The 

historical list of Jayasthiti Malla also placed these people 

below the K~atriyas and above the lower caste people. 

Scholars are divided in their opinion about the origin of the 

Udas caste. According to one view originally it constituted the 

group of those nine families which refused to follow the caste 
, 

system. This group consisted of seven families of the Sresthas . . 
and one each of Kow (blacksmith) and Malla. A second suggestion 

is that the mixed progeny of a Vanra (a Buddhist monk) by union 

with a Tibetan woman .was given the rank of Udas. ~6/ Some 

scholars are of the opinion that this may perhaps explain the 

trade connection of the Ldas with Tibet.~?_/ According to H.P. 
I -

Sastri the Gdas were the descendants of the householder class 

from which the former Buddhist monk clergymen were recruited. 98 / 

f -

Rejecting the hypothesis of H.P. Sastri, i'~.P. Chattopadhyaya 

suggests that the Udas were the decendants of the earlier 

imigrants and were of mixed blood.22/ He regards the Udas and 

the Vanras as people of the same blood, differentiated only on 

account of their migration in different periods of history, 

The Udas people are also referred to as Qeasaks or householder. 

-----------·------
2.§/ Baburam Acharya, .. A Short History of Nepal", Eilr~ima 

No, 31 {2031), p, 159. 

21/ Nepali, op,cit., (f.n. 11), p. 164. 
I 

2§1 N. Vasu, Modern Buddhism, Introduction by H.P. Sastri, ~P· 10 2 

22/ Chattopadhyaya, o~.cit., (f.n. 51), p, 470. 
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It is said that where as the Vanras were ascetics, the Udas 

represented the Buddhist section of the highest caste in the 

ValJ,ey • .lQQ_/ 

It is difficult to trace the ethnic origin of the castes of 

the Buddhist group of Newars, Vanras and Udas in particular, as 

they reveal different racial features from person to person. 

Their racial connections are to be decided not in the basis of 

their claims, but on the basis of objective fact. '.he facial 

expressions of present Udas show prominent Aryan features in some 

cases, Nongoloid in others and mixed racial type in yet others. 

It can be inferred that not only the Aryan and Hangoloid but 

also other racial stocks have played their part in the making 

of Udas and other Buddhist castes. 

Udas had many divisions named after their functions, 101/ 

such as:-

Tuladhar- One who held Tulo (balance), trader. 

Sikami - One who worked on §i (wood) , carpenter and 

house builder. 

Lohakami - Stone mason who also carved images of deities. 

Tamo, Tava or Tamrakar -Worker in copper. 

100/ Jagadish Chandra Regmi, Historical Geography of Nepal, 
(in Nepali), p. 102. 

101/ Only eight sub divisions of Udas caste may be noted in 
present days. Among the different names given here, 
Likami is mixed with Kansakara; and the Kotaju and 
Sinkhow have totally disappeared. · 
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Kasa or Kansakar - Worker in bronze. 

Awa - Brick and tile maker. 

Marhikami -Confectioner (today's Halwais). 

Likami - Worker in Brass. 

Sinkhwo - Re9 lead maker. 

Ko~aju - Door keeper. 

Vaniya - Trader and merchant, chiefly dealing in species. 

I 

In the caste hierarchy the Sudras were next to the Vaisyas. 
,_ 

But it is very difficult to distinguish the Sudras from the 

• I ., I • • Va1syas. The Va1syas were supposed to pract1se agr1culture and 
, 

to tend cattle, but the Sudras could also follow agriculture as 

stated by BaudhyanalOlA/ and Yajnavalka.~/ Another occupation 

of the Vaisyas was trading. The Sudras were also permitted by 

Parasara Smrti12l&/to sell salt, honey, liquor, butter, milk, curd 

and meat. The Laghu Parasara Smrti 103/ permits the Sudras to earn 

their livelihood by adoptinq the profession of an artisan in 

the field of industry or of an artist in the domain of fine 

arts. 'rhis is supported by the Amarakosa.l03A/ Both Yajnavalkya 
, 

and Manu prescribe for the Sudras a living through manual labour _______ , __ -- - . ---

1_0J . .w' ~audhayana, 15, 10.14 

l02/ Ya jnavalkya, 1.166. 

102A/ Quoted in Regrni, op.cit~, (f.n. 23) p. 561. 

I 

103A/ Amarkosa, 2.10. 5-17 
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as an artisan or field labour or a domestic servant of the twice 

born caste. The injunction in the ancient Hindu scriptures to 

both the Vai~yas and the Sudras was to exert to serve the needs 

of the Brahma~as and K~atriyas. Medhatithi, a comm~ntator of 
I 

the ninth century, observes that a Sudra could follow teaching 

(but not the Vedas) as his side occupation and perform certain 

rites allowed to the Vaisyas. This is supported by the fact 
I 

that some manuscripts of Nepal were prepared by a Sudra. The 

play ·_~Qqava Vijaya Nataka, preserved in the National Archieves 

of Nepal no. 694, was written by a Sudra named Subharaj. 104/ 

The play 'SJ!EC!.It!anjari Parinaya Nataka by the same writer was • 
staged in the Simantonnayana ceremony of princess Atuladevi, 

the daughter-in-law of King Yaksa Malla. 104Ai 

In some Nepalese chronicles,l05/ the Jyapus are described 
f 

as a Sudra group of people in the caste hierarchy in medieval 

Nepal, which is accepted by some of the Nepalese historians. 1061 

But according to Dilliraman Regmi a Jyapu must belong to the 

1 Q1/ ~ v • ~~ ;wert l'fliTT~ .en ,ct {: 
(fey"~ 'f'"ITV "!' ~ { f'l« tlf I 1 

I -

Sastri, op.cit., (f.n. 31), p. 115. 

1,.04)~/Mahesh Raj Pant, ttsome sanskrit Plays of Nepal" 
(in Nepali), PMJnim~ No. 36 (2034), p. 305. 

lQS/ Regmi, op.cit., (f.n. 100) 1 p. 100. 

106/ Ibid., Petech, op.cit., (f.n. 37), p. 184. 
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Vai~ya Var~a of the Hindu community. 10ZI Though he occupied a 

' place below the Sre~!:ha and Udas, he was definitely superior to other 

castes in the hierarchy. The Jyapu was nearer to a Vaisya but was 

' not actually a Vaisya. He was a Sudra, but was superior to the 

other subdivisions of the fourth order. 

The word 'Jyapu' is a compound of two terms, Jya (work) and 

E~ (a variety of paddy). Thus they were mostly related to 

agriculture. 

The J·yapus are supposed to be the ancient inhabitants of the 

country. According to D.R. Regmi, 1081 originally they were 

possibly austroloid being the most ancient inhabitant of the 

valley of Nepal. Now a days some of them show a slightly 

mangoloid tinge in their facial expression. This trait was 

possibly due to the influence which they received from the 

racial mixing with the ,_irantAtribe. 

'I'he Jyapu population in the medieval period was a complex 

of many ethnic groups, such as the Gopalas, the Abhiras, the 

' -Kirantas, the Lichchhavis, the Koliyas and the Sakyas. But 

---------
107/ Regmi, gp.cit., (f.n. 23), p. 710 • 

.!Q§./ Ibid. 
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it is difficult to distinguish a Lichchhavi or a Koliya, or a 

Kirant from the vast J"yapu culture. According to Baburam 

Acharya, 109/ Naharjang,c1 subcaste of the Jyapu, were possibly 

the descendants of the Lichchhavis as the word "Naharjang" 

resembles Maharajan. 110/But it is not fully assertable as no 

authentic material has been explored upto now. According to 

the Buddhist literature and Kautilya's Arthasastra the 

Lichchhavis used the title of Raja for themselves, but not 

Maharajan. 

In medieval period the Jyapus were of two types, clean 

and unclean. But generally the Jyapus were regarded as being 

unclean. They were just touchables but the high caste would 
• 

not drink water at their hands. Likewise, they could enter 

the house of the high caste people, but could not go above 

the ground floor. 

The following subdivisions of this caste lire evidenced for 

the medieval period.llll 

109/ Acharya, op.cit., (f.n. 94), p. 10. 

110/ The word Lachhi, meanfng coward, in Nepali language 
possibly originated from the word 'Lichchhavi' 
(Lichchhavi-Lechchhai-Lachhi) as they were slowly being 
dominated by the Mallas in the early medieval period and 
could not hold their power. 

111/ The list given here is based on different chronicles 
and inscriptions. 
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Maharajang - According to Baburrun Acharya, the rame Nahar jang 

derived from Maharaian, shows that they were the 

descendants of the Lichchhavis. In later medieval 

period they were the most respectable subcaste 

mainly engaged in agriculture. 

:pangol 

Kusat;:ha -

Suwal 

Kumhal 

Yanba 

Ghaku 

Gwan 

They were agriculturists and measured corn fields. 

They also laid bricks. 

Makers of Umbrela. 

They cooked rice for use in festival during the 

Jatra of f<iatsyendranath. 

The gardeners. 

Pottery makers. They had three subdivisions: 

(i) Kumha -The red coloured pottery maker. 

(ii) Hakujya - The black earthen pottery maker. 

(iii) Haku-:Kumhal - They made earthen pots for 

use in rituals associated with Hatsyendranath. 

They had lands assigned to them in return. 

Workers in canes connected with the making of the 

car of Hatsyendranath. 

They were employed to stop the wheels of the 

car of Matsyendranath. 

They burnt the dead bodies of high caste Newars. 

For this they had lands granted by the Malla Kings. 
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Bawii Seller of 'Palungo leaves' used as vegetables. 

'Fepe They are supposed to have been born of the union 

of Bais Kings and their Khusal concubine. 

Gva or ~~ala - They were supposed to be the descedants of 

Mau 

Gathu 

Tat-ee 

ancient Gopalas. They were herdsmen and had two 

divisions:- (i) Sapu {cow-herds) and 

(ii) Mepu (Buflalo-herds). 

They were supposed to have come to Nepal with 

Matsyendranath. They used to bring from nearby 

forest the tl~svan (called BabS£i in Nepali) 

flower to be offered to 1'1atsyendranath. 

They picl\.ed up wild flowers and brought them to 

the market for sale. According to Hodgson, they, 

at the festivals of A~t-amatrika, took a live hog 

and tore it with their teath and nails like a 

repacious animal and dranl<:. its blood • .ill/ 

!-taker of Duwalya • 1131 

Naker of Ponga cloth. 114/ 

112/ Hodgson, op.~it., {f.n. 52). Cf. Chattopadhyaya, op.cit. 
(f.n. 46), p. 550. 

113/ It was a special kind of cloth used in religious rites 
during a marriage ceremony. 

ill/ Ponga was a kind of cloth with which the dead body was 
wrapped before it was cremated. 



Pulpul 

Pun 

Khusal 

Chhipa 

Nau 

Kau 

Rata -

sami -

Konar-. 

Duiny -

Balami 

Nos at 
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They went in front of the funeral procession of high 

caste Newars upto the Ghat (burning place) carrying 

an earthen lamp in a small basket and also second 

basket with a bell. 

They were also called Chitrakar (painter) and 

painted religious picturesr , 

They used to play Kaha instrument in a funeral in 

the medieval period. 

Dyer of clothes. 

Barber. They shaved and cut nails of high Caste 

Newars. 

They accepted gifts on the eleventh day of funerary 

rituals of the Newars. They also dyed cloth of red 

colour, woollen blankets and waist-bands. 

Worker on iron; also called Nakami. 

Their females were called pichini and used to 

cut navel card. 

They were oil extractors and sellers, and were 

also called ~i~mandhar. 

They were supposed to be descended from a 

Barahi-Kami father. They made perfumed incense 

for use during auspicious ceremonials. 

They were hunters in the medieval period. Their 

women sold red earth in the town. They also played 

the 'Bhairava' during the Indrajatra festival. 

They were load carriers. 

They weighed and packed the flesh for sale. 



Pasi 

Sabal -

Kahabuja -

Kaivaidya 

Dhubya 

sang hat 

Nhayo 

Kulu 
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Washer of the Nakapa clothes.llS./ 

They followed the profession of extracting 

diseased blood through leeches. 

Player on Kaha instruments1161while the dead of the 

high caste Newars was being carried to the cremation 

ground. 

Inocculator of small-pox vaccine. 

!migrant washerman. According to Dr. Regmi, they 

came from Bihar and Kanauj (India) as they still 

celebrate the Chhat ceremony on the sixth day of 

the bright fortnight of Kartika. 117/ 

Local washerman. 

Known also as Kasai. They were butchers who cut 

buffaloes and sold their flesh. They also shaved 

and cut nails of the lower caste people and others 

who could not enjoy the same service from the Nau 

caste. 

They were cobbler and worked on leather, but they 

did not make shoes. 1181 They made musical drums. 

11~/ It was a piece of cloth, covering part of the head and 
chin during the mourning. It was washed on the tenth 
day of the mourning • 

.!.!§/ A kind of pipe. 

1111 Regmi, oe,ci~, (f.n. 47), p. 754. 

~/ Petech, op,cit., (f.n. 37), p. 189. 



Kusule • 

Chumami -

Bali, 

Kepo 

sansu 

Narichitrakar 

Chatrakar 
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They were also called Darsanadhari, Jogi or Jugi 

(an ascetic) and are said to be descendants of the 

ascetics of the Nath sec. 1191 They were also supposed 
I 

to be the follower of Sarikaracharya. In the medieval 

period they took to family life. 1201 They were divided 

into many sections on the basis of the type of musical 

instruments they played. 

Similar to the Jyapus but different from them were:-

Also called Rajvahak. They prepared flattened rice. 

--------·------
119/ Janaklal Sharma, ~o Samaj Ek~dhyana ( A study on our 

society/, pp. 71-3. 

120/ Rajvamsi, .QP-~cit., (f. n. 84), p. 51. 
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All these Jyapu subdivisions, except the top ten castes, were 

called Ekathries meaning 'having only one caste group•. 1211 But 

these caste groups are slowly disappearing. A study made in 

1958 revealed the existence of only seven caste groups, 12~namely 

Ga~hu, Nau, Khoosa, Chitrakar, Cheepa, Manandhar and Kau, some of 

the earlier subdivisions gradually disappeared whereas some others 

have come to occupy different ranks in the Newar social hierarchy. 

Since 1769 most of the uncleans, listed above have been 

regarded as clean castes and the high caste people drink water 

from their hands. In 1839, a gathering of old and socially 

respected people was held to identify the uncleans of the 

medieval period.123/ 

Below the unclean Jyapus, fifth in order were the 

untouchables. The high caste people would not even touch them 

and if some body unknowningly drank water at their hands or 

even touched them, he had to go through a purification ceremony. 

The untouchable castes were divided into three:- Po?e, 

Chymkhala and Harahuru. 

!11/ Regmi, op,cit.(f.n. 23), p. 676. 

122/ Nepali, op.cit. (f.n, 11), p, 169. 

123/ Jyanmani Nepal, "Sthiti Badhne Rajaharu" (The Kings who 
made reforms), li§.pal Law Review, No. 25 (1983), p. 63. 
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The term Poge, according to G.S. Nepali, ~as derived from 

the herediatary calling of public executioners.~/ Some scholars 

are of the opinion that it originated from Paundra, a place in 

Bengal, from ~here the Poc?yas are supposed to have come to 

Nepa1. 125/ According to D.R. Regmi, the Po~yas still exist in 

a large number with similar professions.l~§/ In the medieval 

period, the Po9yas were engaged in fishing, catching ~ild birds 

and breeding hogs. They could not enter the premises of the 

to~n after sunset, unless specially required. 1271 They could 

not erect a building of a dimension and height beyond a certain 

prescribed limit. They could not ~ear ornaments of gold nor 

could they ~ear shoes and cap. 128/ 

It is interesting to note that though these people of the 

lo~er order were untouchables, they were appointed as Qeva Pa~~~ 

(Doorkeepers, guards) in some temples of Kali (Durga) and could 

also touch these deities. Generally, they guarded the temples 

------------------------
124/ Nepali, op. cit. , (f. n. 11) , p. 177. 

125/ Regmi, op.cit., (f.n. 47), p. 754. 

126/ Ibid. 

127/ Lamsal, op.cit. (f. n. 6) p. 45 
' 

128/ Regmi, op.cit., (f. n. 62), p. 165. 
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of Kali, which were situated at the Newar cremation ground, and 

lived on what worshippers gave them. 

Next to Po?yas were the Chymkhalas. Their profession was to 

remove the night soil and to sweep the streets and courtyards. 

They accepted gifts from the Kulu castes on the eleventh day 

of mourning. 129/ 

Harahurus were still lower than the lowest Chyam-

khala. The Harahuru is said to be the result of the union 

between a Chyamkhala and the Po4e. 

Thus we see that caste was the principal criterian of 

social hierarchy among the Newars in the medieval period which 

was based on the same principles as found in the contemporary 
f ott 

Hindu social life in India. 

The Aryan group of people who had migrated from western 

hill areas and were generally called 'Khas' by the people of 

Malla kingdom, were also numerous in the Kathmandu valley and 

its vicinity. Although the Newars were the dominent group in 

the Malla society, the Khas people were not less influential. 

129/ Regmi, op.cit., (f.n. 23), p. 677. 
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Around the twelfth century A.D. the Khasas had established 

an independent state in Karnali basin in the western region of 

Nepal. Later on, they created a vast empire spreading upto 

Badrinath in the west, Purang in the north, the Ganga river in 

the south and the Pokhara valley in the east. 1301 Some Khas 

kings of this region tried to conquer the Kathmandu valley, but 

could not succeed in their cherished desires. 1311 For decades 

of centuries the Khasas lived in western Nepal as the ruling 

clan, and that is why, in the annals of Nepal, later on, this 

region came to be designated as Khasan, i.e. the land of the 

Khasas. 132/ 

Although the hhas people spoke a language closely allied to 

Sanskrit, they were deemed to be degenerate K~atriyas by the 

orthodox Hindus of the plains. The Nanusmrti says that the 

Khasas were to be treated as low caste people ( Vratya) for 

neglecting their prescribed caste rules. But later on, when 

they came into contact with the Brahmai?-as of the plains, who 

came in several waves from the west and south-west, the I\hasas 

were given a high caste status and their purification was 

effected. 133/ It is said that the descendants of the Khasa 

kings and chieftens became the Thakuris (high grade K~atriyas) 

-------------·----------
130/ R.N. Pandey, "People of Nepal" Voice of Histoa, 

Vol. vii,no. 1 (1981), p. 53. 

131/ Jyanmani Nepal, }lahiramau.a Badh, p. 47. 

l]ll Pandey, op.cit., (f.n. 130), p. 53. 

133/ Ibid. 
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whereas the ordinary Khasas came to be designated as Khatris 

(low order K~atriyas).~/ 

The inscriptions of the Khasa kings of Karnali basin throw 

light on the existing caste structure. Various caste names 

occur in them which clearly show that the social structure was 

not much different from what obtained in the Indo-Gangetic plains. 

During the last decades of the thirteenth century, some 

Khasa kings in their attempt to extend their kingdom towards 

the east made many attacks over the Malla kingdom in the 

Kathmandu Valley. f'rom this time the Khasas started migrating 

towards the Halla kingdom. 135/ Hence, we find references to the 

different caste groups of the Khasas in the documents of the 

Kathmandu valley and its vicinity. These people came to enjoy 

a dominent role in the society and polity of the Hallas. The 

Khasa people in the medieval Malla kingdom were of three Varnas: 

Brahma~a; K~atriya and the untouchables. 

The Brahmanas again had three subdivisions: Kumain, 

Purbiya (eastern) and Jaisi. TOe term 'Kumain' was derived 

from the name ofa district situated in the Uttar Pradesh 

-------------------------------
lli/ Acharya, op.cit., (f.n. 94), p. 15. 

135/ Dhanvajra Bajracharya and Tek Bahadur Shrestha, Nuwakot 
Ko Aitihasik Rup_Rekha, (An out line history of Nuwakot), 
p. 108. 
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in north India to the west of Nepal from where they were supposed 

to have migrated. 1361 The name Purbiya (eastern) was used for 

those Brahma~as who settled on the eastern side of the Mahakali 

river, in the west of Nepa1. 137/ The Jaisis were the progeny 

of a Brahma:r;.a and a Brahmana widow. Their social status was 

similar to that of the Newar o·osis whose hereditary occupation 
/ 

was to expound the Sastras and work as astrologers. Earlier 

they used to assist the Upadhyaya Brahma~as in all the religious 

ceremonies and activities. But later, in the last decades of the 

eighteenth century, they were not allowed to act as priests.1381 

The Purbiya Brahma~as were known as Upadhyaya Brahma~as 

and were divided into many sub castes in the medieval period. 

All these sub-castes (family surnames) seem to have been derived 

either from religious and qovernment titles in the court of the 

1\.hasa kingdom or from the names of the villages of I<arnali 

region. The known subcastes are as follows: 

Bhandari 1391 - The corrupt form of the Sanskrit word BhaQQagarika, 

which means the treasurer. 

------------------
136/ Sharma, op.cit., (f.n. 119), pp. 81-2. 

137/ Ibid. 

1~8_/ Nayaraj Pant, et. al. Sri 5 Prithvi Narayan Shah Ko Upades 
(Teachings of King Prithvinarayan Shah) p. 799. 

139/ Bajracharya, .<?k~~·-' (f.n. 49), p. 88. 
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derived from the word Adhikfta, meaning 

officer-in-charge. 

Pokhare1141/- named after the village 'Pokhara• in the Dailekh 

- 142/ Khanal-

district of Nepal. 

named after the village 'Khanaya' in the Jumla 

district. 

Lamichhan~- named after the village 'Lamachhane' in the 

Dailekh district. 

named after the village 'Niyapani' J.n the Jumla 

district 

named after the village 'Sapakot' J.n the 

Rukum district. 

named after the village 'Ojhana' in the 

Doti district. 

14Q/ Suryamani Adhikari, "Origin of Family Surnames of Pahadi 
caste groups of Nepal", Voice of History, Vols. iv-vi 
(1980), pp. 27-30. 

141/ .il21.Q • 

.ill/ Ibic;L_ 

~43/ Khanal, op.cit., (f.n. 58), p. 381. 

~/ Bajracharya, ~cit., (f.n. 49), p. 181. 

1i2/ Adhikari, op.cit., (f.n. 140), p. 29. 

14§/ Bajracharya, op.cit., (f.n. 49), p. 244. 
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Besides, Ghimire, Pa~hak, Acharya and Dhakal were also 

settled in the Malla Kingdom. 

Similarly, numerous Khasa K~atriyas also migrated to the 

Malla kingdom. They were in three major grades: higher grade, 

middle grade and lower grade. Higher grade K~atriyas included 

Rajput, ~hakuri and Hamal, etc. They were the descendants of 

the ruling clan of the Khasa kingdom. So they naturally occupied 

a dominant role in the K~atriya community. 

Under the middle grade were wealthy people and the 

government service holders. They were Karki (tax collector), 

Adhikari (the officer-in-charge) Kha9ga (Kha9ga, a sword; 

guard in the palace of the king), Thapa and Gharti etc. 

The F.:hasa I\~atriyas who did not wear the sacred thread and who 

drank wine were put in the lowest grade. They were named 

i'is"t!:!l!~.l:.i_ K§atru<!§ (the wine drinker I\f?atriyas) .l.47/ 

Khasa untouchables were also numerous in the Lalla hingdom. 

They were known as Damai (Tailor) , Kami (smith) , SarJ~i (cobbler ) , 

Gaine (singer), Badi, Kansaro (worker on Brass), Tamat (worker 

on copper) etc. Although they all belonged to the same Khasa 

tribe as did the Brahmaqas and K~atriyas, they were branded as 

.ill/ Dor Bahadur BistO., Peo121e of_Nepal, p. 3. 
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h . . 148/ untouc ables on account of the~r mean occupat~ons.---

The Tibetan speaking Mongoloid people lived in the high 

Himalayan region of the north, with an alpine climate at altitudes 

between 8000 and 16000 feet. In medieval times they were found 

in Nuwakot, Dolakha, Banepa, Panauti and the Kathmandu valley 

proper. The medieval documents throw light specially on two 

groups of l'iangoloid people, the Magars and the Hurmis. 

Now-a-days the Magars are considered to be among the most 

attractive of hill Nepalis. The original home of the Hagars 

was called Bara Naqarat, the twelve regions of Nagars, which 

included all of the hill districts of Lumbini, Rapti and Bheri 

zones of western Nepal. They played an exciting role in the 

formative history of Nepal. Their kingdom in medieval times 

was among the strongest in west Nepal. The first reference of 

this caste group is found in a manuscript fuitasahasr_ils._<i Pf.tina 

~~ri!!!!:t:!:a of A.D. 1059.112/ A copper plate inscription of 

A.D. 1100 clearly refers to the state of the Nagars in west 

Nepa1. 150/ 

148/ Pandey, op.cit. (f.n. 130), p. 54. 

149/ Regmi, .Q!!._ci:t;.~., (f.n. 23), p. 136. 

150/ Pant and Sharma, op.cit., (f.n. 24), p. 3. 
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They are supposed to have come to the Kathmandu valley in 

the last decades of the fifteenth century151/ and later occupied 

a dominant role in the army of Halla kings. 

The Murmis were also called Sanja. 152/ They claimed to 

be the ancient inhabitants of the country, but their exagamous 

division suggests their 'ribetan Origin. The Nurmis included 

Tamang, Bho-t;.e, Serpa, Isang and Sen, etc, who all settled in 

the vicinity of the Kathmandu valley. They were under the rule 

of their clan head Miihar. 153/ They also served in the Malla army. 

The Muslims were also permitted to settle down in Nepal in 

medieval times. It was from the time of Ratna .rvlalla (A.D. 1485-

1520) that the i'mslims were permitted to settle in Nepal for 

trade. 154/ The first lviuslims to arrive in Kathmandu were the 

hashmiri traders who came from the side of rribet. 155/ 

--- ----- -----------
151/ Lamsal, op.cit., (f.n. 6), p. 27. 

152/ D.V. Bajracharya and T.B. Shrestha, Dolokha Ko Aitihasik 
Roop Rekha, (An out line history of Dolakha) p. 67. 

153/ D.P. Bhandari,'~ Sri 5 Pri thvi Narayana Shah ho Sarnayaka 
Nischit Sambat Ra Tithirniti Haru;' (Definite dates of the 
time of king Prithvi Narayan Sah) Pfrrnima No. 17 
(2025)' p. 19. 

~/ Lamsal, op.cit., (f.n. 6), p. 52 

155/ Bista, op.cit,, (f.n. 147), p. 129. 
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Thus, the Nepalese society in the medieval period was a 

complex one consisting of different castes and ethnic groups. 

The society was based on caste organisation which seems to have 

developed after the pattern of the complex Hindu society of 

India. Thus, naturally the privileges, disabilities and the 

hierarchioal position of the castes were determined with the 

reference to the injunctions of the ancient law-givers. 


