
CHAPTER- VI 

POLITICAL ORGANIZATIONS AND THE ISSUE OF ETHNIC 

IDENTITY: ROLE OF POLITICAL PARTIES & ETHNIC 

ORGANIZATIONS. 
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It is an acknowledged fact that political parties and organizations often tend 

to be ethnically oriented in terms of their membership, goals and support base, in 

an ethnically divided society or in societies where ethnic cleavages play a 

significant role in determining social relations. Parties and organizations in their 

tum may enhance the possibilities of ethnic divisions and conflicts. In a 

parliamentary democracy or a democratic polity which is ethnically divided, 

chances of emergence of ethnic political parties and organizations are greater for 

the simple reason that democratic institutions allow and facilitate such ethnic 

mobilization in the form of a party or organization. On the other hand, ethnic 

groups also may find it convenient to organize themselves around the political 

party or organization because it will assist ethnic groups to permeate democratic 

institutions and thereby to influence the decision-making process. 

Interestingly, ethnically based parties are in a sense incompatible or 

inconsistent with the image and meaning of a political party. Political parties as 

modem institutions are expected to convert exclusive and segmental interest into 

public interest. The political party appeals to common interests or attempts to 

create a combination of interests. Horowitz remarks that very concept of party is 

challenged by a political party, which is ascriptive and exclusive.1 In this sense 

ethnically based party or an ethnic party is a misnomer. Gabriel Almond has 

pointed out that 'particularistic parties' like the ethnic party are more like pressure 

groups. 2 In India, however, exclusivist ethnically oriented parties like Akali Dal, 

Asom Ghana Parishad etc. are legally recognized as political parties. In Sikkim 

we find the ethno-cultural divisions in the society are manifest through creation of 

political parties and social organizations which emphasize exclusive ethnic goals. 

Often the political party or the organization uses a more general name to conceal 
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its ethnic bias. In such cases the ethnic party concerned may try to project or 

define the particular ethnic interest in such a way as it becomes the general 

interest. For instance, the Sikkim National Party in Sikkim was essentially a party 

representing Bhutia-Lepcha interests but had used the nomenclature "National" 

party. There was a deliberate attempt at identification of Sikkim's 'national 

interest' with the Bhutia-Lepcha interest. Similarly, the Sikkim State Congress, 

though clearly representing Nepali interests, masked its identity with a universal 

demand for 'democracy'. At another level, as Horowitz has pointed out, the 

influences of ethnic politics is not limited to ethnically based parties and 

organizations; but even the non-ethnic parties are also compelled to fall in the line 

by supporting ethnic demands in order to ensuring elector.al surviva1.3 Hence, it is 

found that the present day political parties like Sikkim Sangram Parishad (SSP) 

and Sikkim Democratic Front (SDF) in Sikkim which otherwise focus on 

common issues and interests had also in the past raised and defended demands of 

a particular ethnic community with a view to procuring electoral support from that 

community - this section explores the relation between ethnically based political 

parties and organizations in the one hand and contours of ethnic politics on the 

other. 

POLITICAL ORGANIZATIONS BEFORE THE MERGER WITH INDIA 

Before 194 7 the political environment was basically not congenial for 

formation of political organization though elements representing ruling elite like 

Kazis/landlords and Lamas representing monasteries, had maintained organization 

like Denzong Lhade Tsogpa, for their own parochial and vested interests. Thus, 

political parties as an institution based on democratic principle emerged only after 

1947 in Sikkim. Darjeeling being politically advanced and ethno-geographically 

contiguous with Sikkim played a contributory role in the growth of political 

consciousness and formation of political organizations in Sikkim, particularly 

after the independence of India and introduction of parliamentary democracy. 

As stated earlier, three social welfare organizations namely Praja Sudharak 

Samaj at Gangtok, the Rajya Praja Sammelan at Temi and the Praja Mandai at 
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Chakhung were formed in 1947.4 These social organizations also had certain 

political demands. On the ih of December~ 1947, Praja Sudharak Samaj called its 

first ever public meeting at Polo Ground (now Palzor Stadium) at Gangtok under 

the leadership of Tashi Tshering and C.D.Rai. The other two social organizations 

namely Praja Sammelan and Praja Mandai were also invited in the meeting. Mrs. 

Helen Lepcha, a veteran leader of the Indian National Congress from Darjeeling, 

was specially invited to address the gathering. A pamphlet entitled "A Few Facts 

about Sikkim State" written by Tashi Tshering and translated into Nepali by 

C.D.Rai was distributed among the people. In the evening the leaders of all the 

three organizations met at the residence of Dimik Singh Lepcha and decided to 

form a strong political party by merging the three premier social organizations. 

The meeting was chaired by Dimik Singh Lepcha. 

Sikkim State Congress (SSC): Beginning of political process: 

It was in this tripartite meeting of the three organizations on December 7, 

1947, at Gangtok that Sikkim State Congress (SSC) was born.5 Tashi Tshering 

· was elected as the President while Raghubir Singh Basnet became the Vice

President of the party. Bhim Bahadur Rai and Dimik Singh Lepcha became the 

Joint Secretaries and C.D.Rai, Prem Bahadur Basnet, Nagendra Singh Gurung, 

C.B.Rai, Brihaspati Prasai, Sonam Tshering, Martam Topden, Dathup Tshering, 

Chuk Tshering, Chedup Lepcha and Ram Prasad were the ·members of the 

working committee. On the 9th December, 1947 a five-member delegation of the 

party met the Chogyal and submitted a memorandum consisting of three major 

demands: (i) immediate abolition of landlordism, (ii) installation of an interim 

government leading in due course to full-fledged democratic government and (iii) 

accession of Sikkim to India.6 A copy of the article "A Few Facts about Sikkim 

State" was enclosed with the memorandum. 

The Chogyal agreed to abolish Zamindari system in phased manner. He 

also agreed to induct three representatives of the party in the government as 

Secretaries. The State Congress in its meetings held on 2nd and 3rd of February, 

1948, recommended Tashi Tshering, Sonam Tshering and Raghubir Singh Basner 
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as Party's representatives to the Chogyal's administration. Later Tashi Tshering 

was replaced with Captain Dimik Singh Lepcha.7 The Chogyal appointed the trio 

as Secretaries to the government.8 The activities of the three party nominees, 

however, appeared to be against the three basic demands of the party. 9 The State 

Congress in its meeting, dated the 21st March, 1948, passed a resolution asking its 

nominees to resign, but they did not resign. In another meeting at Namchi, dated 

22nd October, 1948, the party passed three resolutions namely removal of the three 

nominees from the party, merger of Sikkim with India and sending a two-member 

delegation to New Delhi to meet the Indian Prime Minister, Jawaharlal Nehru. 

The exit of Sonam Tshering from the Sikkim State Congress affected the party 

tremendously. 

In November, 1948, Tashi Tshering and C.D.Rai met the Prime Minister of 

India and apprised him with Party's three basic demands. After returning from 

Delhi, the Party launched a "No-Rent Campaign" in February 1949 and some of 

its leaders were arrested. The Sikkim State Congress resorted to Satyagraha 

movement as the negotiation with the· Chogyal for release of their leaders failed. 

Thousands of party supporters participated in the movement and ultimately the 

Chogyal agreed to form a five-member Council of Ministers in May, 1949. 

In May 1949, a five-member 'popular ministry' was formed consisting of 

two Bhutias, two Nepalis and ohe Lepcha nominees representing both Sikkim 

State Congress (Tashi Tshering, Dimik Singh Lepcha, C.D.Rai) and Sikkim 

National Party (Kazi Dorji Dadul, R.P.Alley).10 Tashi Tshering was appointed the 

Chief Minister by the Chogyal.11 The ministry, however, could not function 

owing to stiff contradiction prevailing between the supporters of the two rival 

parties regarding abolition of landlordism, and also due to the absence of rules 

delineating powers between the Chogyal and the Ministry .. 

In 1950, a friendship treaty between the Chogyal and the Government of 

India was signed in New Delhi. With the signing of the Treaty of 1950, which 

declared Sikkim as a protectorate of India, the establishment of a democratic 

government became SSC's first priority. 12 It participated in the Panchayat 

election held in 1950 and also in the conference called upon by the Chogyal to 
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decide on the issue of number and nature of representatives in the State Council of 

Sikkim· in 1951. As mentioned earlier (Ch. IV), contrary to the instruction of the 

party high command, the two SSC representatives signed on the "Parity Formula" 

which provided for equal number of seats for Bhutia-Lepcha and Nepali 

communities in the State Council of Sikkim. The parity formula was designed to 

check the domination of the Nepalis in the affairs of the State. The two 

representatives were removed from the Party. The party also demanded changes in 

the Proclamation of 23rd March, 1953 which prescribed for two types of election 

rules- one for the Bhutia-Lepcha and another for the Nepali candidates. Though 

the party won all 6 seats reserved for Nepalis, all the leading Bhutia-Lepcha 

candidates contesting from SSC, including the party President Tashi Tshering and 

Kazi Lhendup Dorji, were defeated in the primary election itself due to the 

communal nature of the election rules. Tashi Tshering died shortly after his defeat 

in the 1953 Council election and Kazi Lhendup Dorji became the President of the 

Party. But, the growing intimacy between the SSC councilor, Kashi Raj Pradhan, 

and the Chogyal intensified the differences between the President Kazi and the 

Councilor, which necessitated Kazi to leave the Party sometime in 1957. Kashi 

Raj Pradhan became the President of the Party while Kazi Lhendup Dorji formed 

his own. 'Swatantra Dal' party. 

In view of the Second Council election m 1958, the State Congress 

demanded representative government with the Chogyal as constitutional head and 

abolition of communal pattern of election rules introduced in 1953.13 The election 

rules were modified in 1958 but the essential motive, i.e. division of society on 

ethno-cultural and religious grounds, continued. The SSC won 8 seats including 

one Bhutia-Lepcha and 1 General seat. Despite clear majority, Kashi Raj Pradhan 

did not stake claim to form the government, but his nephew, N ahkul Pradhan~ was 

appointed as Executive Councilors. Basnet writes that "the SSC under the 

Presidentship of Kashi Raj Pradhan had come to completely identify itself with 

the interest of the Maharaja (Chogyal) ........ though it continued to talk of 

democracy and responsible government and pass pious resolutions to that effect as 

a sop to the masses". 14 The Election Tribunal, formed by the Chogyal to 
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investigate into the allegation of election malpractice, found the two sse 
Councilors (Kashi Raj Pradhan and Nahkul Pradhan) guilty and 6 years ban from 

· seeking election was imposed on them. They participated in the 'Joint 

Convention' organized by L.D.Kazi (Swatantra Dal), Sikkim National Party of 

Sonam Tshering faction, D.B.Tiwari (Praja Sammelan) and P.B.Khati (Scheduled 

Caste League) at Melli on the 24th of September, 1959. The Chogyal, however, 

reduced the sanction against the duo to 6 months with effect from the 15th of May, 

1959 which made them eligible to contest the Council bye-election. Interestingly, 

C.D.Rai, who was persuaded to resign from the post of Magistrate and projected 

as the official party candidate in the bye-election by none other than Kashi Raj 

Pradhan himself, was eventually denied party ticket. C.D. Rai, however, contested 

as an independent candidate and defeated Kashi Raj Pradhan by a huge margin. 

It appeared that by the end of 1950s and early 1960s, the Sikkim State 

Congress had virtually become a family party in the hands of Kashi Raj Pradhan 

and his nephew, Nahkul Pradhan. The competition over party leadership led to 

desertion by those who founded the Party in 194 7. Apart from this, the concerted 

effort_ displayed by the Chogyal and. the Dewan, N.K.Rustomji, at the time of 

selection of members of the Executive Councilors also facilitated division and 

differences within the SSC leadership. For instance, when C.D.Rai was elected 

from the Namchi constituency in February 1960 bye-election, he was denied the 

post of Executive Councillor whereas N ahkul Pradhan who retained his 

candidature from North-Central constituency was appointed as the Executive 

Councilor. As a consequence Sikkim National Party was born at Singtam on May 

8, 1960, by the SSC dissidents like C.D.Rai, Kazi Lhendup Dorji Khangsarpa and 

Sonam Tshering and the new party, within a very short span of time, gained 

dominance over the sse. 

Sikkim National Party and Bhutia-Lepcha consolidation: 

. The growing popularity and organizational success of the Sikkim State 

Congress naturally created alarm among the ruling elite who, in order to counter 

the Sikkim State Congress politically, formed the Sikkim National Party, al~o 



299 

called Chogyal's party, on the 30th April, 1948. Sonam Tshering, formerly the 

Sikkim State Congress's nominee to the Chogyal's government and was removed 

from the party for his anti-party activities, became the President of the party. L. B. 

Basnet observed, "The Sikkim National Party has sprung up with a curious 

programme which may be called the very antithesis of the policy of Sikkim State 

Congress."15 This party soon became primarily the party of the Bhutia-Lepcha 

group.16_The party adopted resolution showing inability to wipe out landlordism 

abruptly without giving rise to administrative difficulties and disruption.17 The 

.resolution also opposed accession of Sikkim with India on historical, social, 

cultural, linguistic, religious, ethnic and geographical grounds and called 

"democratic government in a small state like Sikkim is a farce".18 By quoting 

Charles Bell, the party floated the concept of restoration of autonomous status of 

Sikkim of 1918.19 

The two members of the Sikkim National Party, namely Kazi Dorji Dadul 

and R. P. Alley, were appointed in the Popular Ministry of May 1949?0 They, 

from the very beginning, were opposed to the demands of the Sikkim State 

Congress. The contradiction prevailing within the members of the Ministry led to 

dissolution of the same. The Panchayat election was held in December 1950 but 

the Sikkim National Party boycotted the election on the ground that the 

indigenous population, i.e. Bhutias and Lepchas, were not given adequ~te 

safeguards.21 The contention of the Nationai Party was that the Nepalis were later 

immigrants, while the Bhutias and Lepchas constituted . the indigenous 

population.22 The National Party through its various pro-Bhutia-Lepcha 

propaganda campaigns succeeded in creating its own image as the nationalist 

party representing Bhutia and Lepcha communities and committed towards· 

preservation of 'independence of Sikkim' and 'rule of the Chogyal' while the 

Sikkim State Congress was branded as the Nepali party and its sympathizers as 

anti-Sikkimese and supporters of the 'rule of the Dhotiwalas', i.e." Indians.23 In 

fact, the National Party disliked the idea of introducing an alien system of 

Panchayati Raj at the cost of indigenous and age old institution of village 

administration, called Dzumsa.24 Basnet wrote that "in a country with low 
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literacy and extreme all round backwardness, the combined forces of the National 

Party, the ruling house, the landlords and the Lamas succeeded" in maintaining an 

anti-national, anti-Chogyal and anti-Bhutia-Lepcha image of the Sikkim State 

Congress.25 However, in view of the State Congress's demand for a representative 

government, a Parity Formula was worked out in 1953 which arbitrarily clubbed 

the Bhutia-Lepcha communities into one and 6 seats were reserved for them in the 

17-member State Council whereas Nepalis got 6 seats.26 The provision of 5 

nominated members by the Chogyal together with communal pattern of voting 

system introduced by the Proclamation of March 1953 was intended to perpetuate 

ethnic division and domination of the ruling elite in the legislative affairs of the 

State. The proposal of the Sikkim State Congress favouring one representation 

each from the three major communities of Sikkim was opposed by the Sikkim 

National Party.27 

In view of the 1958 election, the State Council was enlarged while the 

communal and complicated system of election remained as it was. The Sikkim 

National Party supported Chogyal's decision to create one 'Sangha' seat for the 

monasteries and one 'General' seat. The Sangha seat was yet another means to 

legitimize religious polarization between the Bhutia-Lepchas, and Nepalis who 

were basically Hindus. The logic behind the creation of General seat was also ' 

ambiguous as it was not meant for the plainsmen settled in Sikkim. 

After the polls, the election of Sonam Tshering (SNP) was challenged on 

the ground of adopting election malpractice. The Election Tribunal found him 

guilty and he was deprived of his seat in the Council and disqualified for 

contesting Council Election for 6 years. Later, the ban was reduced to three years. 

Sonam Tshering left the party after he was removed from party's Presidentship 

and formed a faction within the SNP. He along with other SSC dissidents like 

Chandra Das Rai and L.D.Kazi formed Sikkim National Congress in 1960~ 

Netuk Tshering, popularly called Netuk Lama, was given party ticket in the 

bye-election and was elected from the Gangtok constituency. Netuk Tshering was 

initiated in Lamaist tradition in his childhood which mad~ him loyal towards the 

Royal family and the community to which he belonged. He would ask 
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belligerently "Is the map of Sikkim separate or is it shown just like one of your 

(Indian) states?"28 He joined Sikkim National Party in 1948 when he realized that 

the SSC would press for merger of Sikkim with India. He observed, "We must 

remain Sikkimese. There can be no merger with India, Tibet, Nepal or Bhutan."29 

He accused the politicians for country's 'disintegration' and expressed confidence 

that "the Government of India will not lag behind in fulfilling the ambitions of our 

people in enabling us to enjoy the status like that ofNepal and Bhutan."30 

However, Netuk Tshering (Lama) did not belong to Darbar's inner circle 

and the Kazis viewed his loyalty towards the Chogyal with considerable 

misgivings. This perhaps had incited Netuk Tshering (Lama) to demand for more 

powers to the People's representatives. Such a demand being unusual in the 

Sikkim National Party, it led to a split in 1969 -one led by Martan Topden and 

another group by Netuk Tshering (Lama). But, despite division within the party, it 

enjoyed patronage from the Darbar to which the Bhutia-Lepcha voters were 

completely loyal and emotionally attached. It won 7 seats of which 4 belonged to 

the Netuk Tshering (Lama) faction in 1970 Council Election. Netuk Tshering 

(Lama) was elected the leader of the SNP in Council in an attempt to bridge the 

differences. But, Netuk used the opportunity to renew his demand for devolution 

of more powers in the hands of the elected representatives. He also parlayed with 

Kazi Lhendup Dorji Khangsarpa with a view to forming a "democratic coalition" 

in the Council. The Chogyal, on the other, took this opportunity to alleviate 

Martam Topden as the leader of SNP in the Council and the Senior Executive 

Councilor replacing Netuk Tshering (Lama). As a result, the differences between 

the two SNP leaders continued. 

In view of the political developments of the 1960's and early 1970's in 

favour of 'separate political identity of Sikkim', the SNP adopted J:?Or~ persuasive 

and an all-embracing approach. Martam Topden, old and sick, had retired from 

the leadership of the SNP leaving the command in the hands of a 66 year old 

Netuk Tshering (Lama). Under his leadership the nature of the party as .an 

exclusive Bhutia-Lepcha party had been diluted to a certain extent. It had Nepali 

Councilors from the North, a Nepali General Secretary in Man Bahadur Basnet 
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and a vice-President in Harka Bahadur Basnet. The National Party's 1973 election 

manifesto promised to serve "the country, the King and the welfare of the 

Sikkimese masses" and announced that "the main objective of the party is to work 

for and to lead the country and ·her people towards prosperity and advancement 

commensurating the progress of the world under the able guidance of the Chogyal 

Chempo".31 The strategy benefited the party immensely and in 1973 Council 

Election the party won 11 seats (Seven Bhutia-Lepcha, two Nepali seats), 

including the support the Party enjoyed from the Sangha candidate (Panchen 

Lama) and the Scheduled Caste candidate (Puma Bahadur Khati). 

It appears that Netuk Tshering (Lama) believed in constitutional-monarchy 

with people's representative exercising more powers and right of the majority 

party in the Council to form government in Sikkim. The Chogyal, however, was 

adamant to any drastic change and continued with the usual coalition of six

member Executive Council- 4 from the SNP, 1 Sikkim Janata Party (SJP) and 1 

Sikkim National Congress. But, the allegation regarding rigging of election results 

in favour of the Sikkim National Party was followed by political turmoil which 

ultimately resulted in signing of the so-called Tripartite Agreement of the gth May, 

1973. The Agreement postulated the formation of a responsible government, 

wider legislative and executive powers for the elected representatives of the 

people, equitable representation to all sections· of the people based on adult 

suffrage and one-man-one-vote principle. The introduction of new election rules 

and reduction of Chogyal' s powers in the affairs of the State had affected the SNP 

tremendously. In 1974 Assembly election it won only one seat out of a 32 elected 

seats. 

The Independent Front and the Lepcha community: 

In spite of being a partner in ruling coalition of Sikkim, the Lepchas were 

subjected to discriminatory treatment of various kinds during the Bhutia rule. 

T~eir confinement in geographically isolated and infertile area of Dzongu, denial 

of modem education and separate political representation affected the socio

economic and political conditions of the Lepchas very profoundly. Moved by the 
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deteriorating socio-economic and political conditions of the Lepchas, Ruth 

Karthak, a Lepcha lady, formed the Sikkim Independent Front party in 1966. In 

1967 Council election the party field~d six candidates - one Nepali and three 

Lepchas- but all six nomination papers were rejected. According to L.B.Basnet 

the nomination papers were rejected on filmsy grounds.32 Ultimately Ruth lost 

her Sikkim subject status.33 Reportedly, her real crime was that she questioned 

the very foundation of the Bhutia rule in Sikkim that 'the present ruler of Sikkim 

is not its real ruler .... The Chogyal is a Bhutia, and the real rulers of Sikkim were 

Lepchas'. 34 It is said that Kazi Lhendup Dorj i, who was then the President of the 

· Lepcha Association of which Ms. Ruth Karthak Lepcha was the subscribing . 

member, was reported to have maintained eloquent silence like leaders of other 

organizations. 35 

Political Developments during the 1970s: 

In October 1972 the Sikkim Janata Congress was formed by merging the 

Janata Party ofL.B.Basnet (1969) and Sikkim State Congress ofNahkul Pradhan. 

The party accused the Dar bar for the deteriorating condition of the N epalis and 

demanded joint electorate system and abolition of'Parity' Formula.36 

The 1973 election was followed by allegation of rigging. A minor political 

altercation between the candidates of Sikkim National Congress and the Sikkim 

National Party flared up into a communal tension between the Nepalis and 

Bhutias. A Joint Action Committee consisting of the members of the Sikkim 

Janata Congress and Sikkim National Congress was formed in March, 1973 and 

demanded abolition ·of 'parity' formula and communal voting system, full fledged 

democracy, a written constitution and fundamental rights, substitution of the 

discriminatory Sikkim Subjects Regulation of 1961, an advisory Council with 

people's representation etc.37 The Joint Action Committee also alleged the 

Chogyal for arming the Tibetan refugees and using therri against the people 

observing peaceful movement.38 The Committee, in other words, was essentially 

demanding for representative government and abolition of preferential treatment 

or special privilege status for the ruling ethnic community. 
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On the gth May, 1973, a so-called Tripartite Agreement was signed 

between th~ -Chogyal, the Government of India and the two major political parties 

namely Sikkim National Congress and Sikkim Janata Congress. The Agreement 

promised for the establishment of a full responsible government, a democratic 

constitution, fundamental rights, the rule of law, an independent judiciary, greater 

legislative and executive power for the elected representatives of the people, adult 

franchise, equitable representation to all sections of the people and one man one 

vote principle ofvoting.39 The election to a 32 member Legislative Assembly was 

held in April, 1974. The events after the election ultimately culminated in the 

merger of Sikkim with India which inaugurated a new phase in the life of political 

parties in Sikkim. (Details of events are given in Ch. IV). 

POLITICAL PARTIES & THEIR ROLE: POST -MERGER PERIOD. 

Soon after the merger of Sikkim with India, the Sikkim Congress, as a part 

of political strategy, merged with the Indian National Congress. Later, the lone 

member of the National Party in the Assembly too joined the Congress Party and 

with it the State Assembly was virtually left with no opposition. But dissension 

within the party persisted. 

'Till 1977, the Chief Minister Kazi Lhendup Dorji maintained a complete 

grip over the party. In February 1977, N.B.Khatiwada, the youth Congress leader, 

along with three other M.L.As deserted L.D.Kazi and formed a state unit of the 

Congress for Democracy of Jagjivan Ram.40 Khatiwada criticized the Chief 

Minister Kazi for depending completely upon the "imported bureaucrats" who, 

according to Khatiwada, "knew nothing of Sikkim and felt nothing for Sikkim".41 

. By emphasizing the need for maintaining Sikkim's distinct character and needs, 

Mr. Khatiwada sown the seeds of regional politics in Sikkim after the merger. 

When the J anata Party came to power at the centre, Kazi along with 26 M.L.As 

merged with the Janata Party. ·Kazi was criticized by the opposition as the 'man of 
. 42 

mergers'. 

It was during this period series of agitations and public demonstrations 

took place all over Sikkim in protest against the performances of the government 
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and merger with India. As an alternative to Kazi's party, N.B.Bhandari formed 

Sikkim Janata Party, a regional political organization, on March 22, 1977.43 Later, 

he changed its name to Sikkim Janata Parishad. After realizing no immediate · 

political benefit, Khatiwada too changed the name of his party as the Sikkim 

Prajatantra Congress and joined hands with anti-merger forces. He demanded 

restoration of Sikkim to pre-1974 status.44 During the period (post 1977) a 

number of leaders like K.C.Pradhan, B.B.Gurung, the merger veterans, began to 

question the merger. Their main allegation was that the government of India 

headed by the Indi~n National Congress was violating the conditions of merger of 

Sikkim withlndia.45 

There were disappointments and apprehensions among the people. The 

Kazi government failed to provide a better administration in Sikkim. It was said 

that the economic opportunities had remained confined to the privileged few. As a 

result anti-merger and anti-Indian feeling prevailed over the hearts and minds of 

people. 

Regional Political Parties and Sikkimese Identity: 

The ethnic mobility process and political organizations very often behave 

in symbiotic reiationship. In a parliamentary democratic system where election 

becomes sole means to legitimate power, political parties find ethnic group as 

prospective source for fulfillment of their objective. On the other hand, the ethnic 

groups also use political organizations as a platform for articulating community's 

demands and grievances. Since ethnic demands or questions generally include 

issues of protection and preservation of 'one' against the 'other'; the regional 

parties, by virtue of their homogeneous nature and local outlook, naturally 

become favourites of ethnic organizations in comparison to the national parties. 

The bitter- experiences of the people of Sikkim with the national parties, especially 

with the Indian National Congress and the Janata Party in the post-1975 era, . 

seemed to be significant behind the emergence and support of the people towards 
I 

the regional parties in Sikkim. The regional parties are in absolute control of the 

State's political machinery ever since the merger. Though their party constitutions 
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do not highlight or proclaim preferences to any particular community or ethnic 

group but in practice, particularly through election manifestoes, they pursue 

policies highlighting issues of regional and ethnic importance, including 

allocation of party tickets considering the electoral strength of candidate's 

community in the constituency. The regional political parties depend on local

parochial pattern of mobilization and once such mobilization is legitimized and 

become accepted, it contributes to the spread of such mobilization on the basis of 

even more parochial identities. As a natural consequence, the communities are 

further divided into smaller group and ethnic communities. A brief excursion on 

these regional political parties, especially those having some degree of 

permanence, is, therefore, essential. 

Sikkim Prajatantra Congress (SPC): 

N.B.Khatiwada, owing to growing differences with Kazi Lhendup Dorji, 

left Indian National Congress in February 1977 and formed the state unit of the 

Congress for Democracy (CFD) under the tutelage of Jagjivan Ram. Later, it was 

renamed as Sikkim Prajatantra Congress. The party criticized the Kazi 

government for failing to implement land reform laws, for facilitating and 

increasing the number of the Indian servicemen to work in various government 

departments on deputation, for failing to check influx of Indian plainsmen, for 

failing to ·abolish parity system and Revenue Order No. 1. The party also 

demanded recognition of Nepali language as state language and its inclusion in 

the gth Schedule of the Indian constitution. He also questioned the legal basis of 

the merger and demanded referendum to ascertain the wishes of the people of 

Sikkim regarding merger.46 Considering the merger as illegal, he stated, "All our 

questions with regard to the Bill were harshly brushed aside by the Chief 

Executive, B.S.Das, inside the Assembly, and by the Political Officer, K.S.Bajpai, 

and his senior staff members, outside the House. We were threatened to support 

the Bill or else face the consequences .... There was a spontaneous demonstration 

by about ten thousand people of Gangtok, including government employees, 

objecting the passage of the Bill. The members of the Assembly and the leaders 
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along with Kazi were virtually confined and kept hidden by the CRP ... The 

proceedings of the Assembly were over in less than a record time of 15 minutes, 

which gives an indication as to the indecent haste with which the Assembly was 

forced to pass the government of Sikkim Act in a midnight session of the 

Assembly. The Act was in English and about 20 members, including the Chief 

Minister Kazi, were not at all conversant with the language."47 He and three other 

M.L.As of his Sikkim Prajatantra Congress (Hemlata Chettri, Kushu Das and 

Chattur Singh Rai) also submitted a memorandum to the Prime Minister, Morarji 

Desai, which stated, "neither the Kazi nor the Sikkim Congress nor we as leaders 

had the mandate of the people to seek for the merger of Sikkim with India, or to 

change the political status, or to perpetuate the kind of constitutional relationship 

with India into which we find our self today. Their mandate was for establishment 

of a full-fledged democracy on the basis of one-man-one-vote and a written 

constitution, whereby the Sikkimese people can enjoy basic human rights. All 

these promises to our innocent masses have been thrown to the wind and people 

have been sadly deceived and we deprived of our country".48 He demanded 

restoration of Sikkim to the status of pre-197 4 period and associated merger with 

loss of identity of the Sikkimese. 

In 1979 Assembly election the Party demanded inclusion of Nepalis left 

out of the electoral rolls, restoration of Nepali seats in the State Assembly, 

maximum representation of the Sikkimese in the State administration and 

promotion of the interest of the Indian Nepalis settled in Sikkim after the 

merger.49 The party also vehemently criticized the grant of political rights to the 

plainsmen, i.e. to contest and cast votes, in the Assembly election and did not give 

ticket to the plainsmen. 

There was an anti-incumbency wave against the Kazi government in 1979, 

but SPC could not reap the best out of the situation as the other two parties 

(Sikkim Janata Parishad and Sikkim Congress Revolutionary) carried out 

relentless propaganda campaign against N.B.Khatiwada branding him as the right 

hand man of Kazi Lhendup Dorje in disguise. It managed to win only three seats 

in the 1979 election. In 1985 Assembly election the party did not win a single seat 
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and with it the party gradually disappeared from the public eye. In 2005, N.B. 

Khatiwada, along with G.M.Rai and C.D.Rai, founded a new regional political 

party, called Sikkim Gorkha Prajatantrik Party. 

Sikkim Janata Parishad (SJP): 

The Sikkim Janata Party, formed by N.B.Bhandari on 22 March, 1977 at 

Gangtok, 50 was renamed as Sikkim J anata Parishad after the ruling Congress (I) 

party headed by Kazi Lhendup Dorji joined the Janata Party which came to power 

at the centre following the 1977 Lok Sabha election. · 

In 1979 Assembly election the party took up the issues of citizenship and 

reservation of seats for the Nepalis. Mr. Bhandari contended that a good number 

of genuine Sikkimese subjects were left out of the electoral rolls. He also alleged 

that the 197 4 electoral rolls were full of discrepancies as because names of many 

persons who were neither Indian citizens nor Sikkim Subjects were included in 

the voter's list.51 The party also accused the Kazi government for selling Sikkim 

to the 'Dhotiwalas', raised issues like abolition of the Tsong and Nepali seats in 

the State Assembly, protection of the rights of the Sikkiinese by implementing 

'Sons of the Soil' policy. The other notable slogans raised by the party in 1979 
~ 

election were' 'Sikkim for the Sikkimese', 'Bring back Sikkim', 'Ushering in 

Democracy', 'Destroy Communalism' and 'Discontinue Divisive Policy' etc. The 

party also ensured self-respect and self-dignity to the people, if voted to power.52 

Regarding the issue of reservation of Nepali seat in the State Assembly, the party 

emphasized on the continuation of the formula as agreed upon in the Tripartite 

Agreement of 1973. The Party expressed fear that "the people from the plains 

would gradually oust them from all positions of importance."53 Further, the party 

was also critical of the Kazi government for importing bureaucrats from Delhi on 

deputation and demanded dissolution of the Ministry for the sake of free and fair 

election. 

The SJP won 16 seats in 1979 Assembly election and formed government 

with the support of the Sangha candidate (Gyaltsen Gomchen Rimpochey) and 

Chamla Tshering, a Sikkim Congress (Revolutionary) candidate who after the 



309 

election defected to SJP. Bhandari's anti-merger stand and demand for reservation 

of seats for the Tsongs and Nepalis in the Assembly received overwhelming 

support both from the tribals, including the members of the defunct Sikkim 

National Party, and the Nepalis. The Party also won the lone Lok Sabha seat in 

1980 but lost Khandong (SC) and Chakung Assembly seats in the bye-election 

held alongside the Lok Sabha election. In 1981 it enbloc joined the Congress 

Party (I). Thus, by merger Bhandari became the second Congress (I) Chief 

Minister, after Kazi Lhendup Dorje Khangsarpa. 

Sikkim Congress (Revolutionary): 

The introduction of the Representation of the People (Amendment) Bill in 

May 1979 in the parliament occasioned a rift within the ruling J anata Party in 

Sikkim. The Bill proposed to reserve 12 seats for the Bhutia-Lepcha, one for the 

Sangha, two for the Scheduled Castes and 17 as General seats. The Bill had no 

. provision for reservation of seats for the Nepalis. Within the ruling Janata Party, 

R.C.Poudyal and his group opposed the 'Black Bill', as it preferred to call it. The 

general perception among the Nepalis, both leaders and layman alike, was that the 

government of India had discriminated against the Nepalis while the 25 percent 

Lepchas and Bhutias were provided with 40 percent seats in the Assembly. 

Poudyal sent a memorandum signed by 14 ruling party leaders and M.L.As 

to the Union Minister for Law requesting hiin to reconsider the 'Bill' .54 
. The 

Janata Party leadership at the centre condemned anti-party activities of Mr. 

Poudyal and was expelled from the party in the middle of June, 1979.55 

On July 8, the dissidents including R.C.Poudyal, B.B.Gurung, N.K.Subedi, 

Adhiklall Pradhan etc. organized a public meeting at Gangtok. They expressed 

apprehension that if adequate steps were not taken immediately the Nepalis could 

be reduced to a minority. 56 Poudyal also circulated a petition among the members 

of the Union Parliament highlighting grievances of the Nepa1is over the Bill No. 

79.57 In the meanwhile, Charan Singh replaced Morarji Desai as the Prime 

Minister of India. The dissident group requested the new Prime Minister to undo 

"the constitutional distortion committed by the L.D.Kazi government in 
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Sikkim."58 In the first week of September 1979, R.C.Poudyal declared the 

formation of a new party, called Sikkim Congress (Revolutionary), in a 

convention at Jorethang.59 The Party maintained that it would work for the 

abolition of Bill No. 79 or Black Bill, grant of citizenship to all the people living 

in Sikkim till 1970, to work for the recognition and inclusion of the Nepali 

language in the 81
h schedule of the Constitution.60 

The Sikkim Congress (Revolutionary) won 11 out of 31 contested seats 

and became the second largest party in 1979 Assembly election. R.C.Poudyal, 

however, did not contest the election in protest against the Bill No. 79 or Black 

Bill. In 1984 the Sikkim Congress (Revolutionary) merged with the Congress (I) 

party and Poudyal became the President of the state unit of the Congress (I) in 

November 1984. The party was clearly appealing to and articulating the interest of 

the Nepali community. This was an instance of the process of gradual 

ethnicization of politics in Sikkim. 

Sikkim Sangram Parishad (SSP): 

Mr. N. B. Bhandari was dismissed from the post of the Chief Minister of 

Sikkim in May 1984 by the then Governor of Sikkim, H.J.Taleyarkhan, 

supposedly for ceasing to enjoy his pleasure. Bhandari left Congress (I) party in 

disgust along with his majority of legislators. He, formed a new regional party, , 

called Sikkim Sangram Parishad (SSP), at New Delhi on 23 May, 1984. It is said 

that the basic difference between Mr. Bhandari and the Governor Taleyarkhan 

revolved around the issue of Sikkim Subject. The Sikkim Subject certificate 

was/is the basis for employment in public sector departments in Sikkim. The 

Governor was of the impression that after the merger everyone living in Sikkim 

was an Indian national and, therefore, eligible for public appointments.61 

In 1984, the B.B.Gurung government instituted C.B.I. enquiry against Mr. 

Bhandari on alleged charges of corruption in water supply scheme and import of 

cement. Bhandari during those days was reported "to have agreed, to the merger 

with Indian National Congress (I) on the condition that the corruption charges 

filed against him by the Central Investigation Bureau were withdrawn". 62 It was 

also reported that he had requested the central government to withdraw the 
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corruption charges against him should the merger of SSP with Congress (I) takes 

place.63 

The SSP made a come back after winning the lone Lok Sabha seat in 

December 1984. The manifesto of the Party pledged to work for democracy, 

protection and preservation of the interests and rights of the Sikkimese, fostering 

communal harmony, national integration, secularism and development of 

Sikkim.64 The SSP also secured majority in the State Assembly elections in 1985 

and Bhandari became the Chief Minister of Sikkim for the second time. In 1985 

Assembly election the Sikkim Sangram Parishad contested on the basis of five 

cardinal issues namely; 

a) To restore parity and maintain reserved seats for Sikkimese Nepalis as 

originally contained before merger; 

b) To grant citizenship for people rendered stateless in Sikkim and to fix 

the cut off year at 1970; 

c) To implement 'son ofthe soil' policy regarding all government jobs and 

trade licenses for maintaining Sikkimese identity; 

d) To work for the constitutional recognition of the Nepali language under 

Eighth scheduled of the constitution; and 

e) To demand for more financial and political freedom for the states of the 

Indian Union. 65 

It is to be noted that Mr. Bhandari condemned his opponents namely L.D.Kazi, 

B.B.Gurung, R.C.Poudyal etc., as architects of the merger and 'Desh Bechuwas' 

(sellers of the country) or 32 thieves. Thus, by raising the issue of Sikkim's 

merger with India, the SSP under Bhandari's leadership popularized the notion of 

Sikkimese identity as distinct from the Indian identity. It may be considered as a 

systematic exploitation of identity issue for political gains though he was not 

specifically using ideas of Nepali identity or Bhutia identity. Since then the 

Sikkimese view Indian identity as different from the Sikkimese identity. 

On 7 January 1987, the Sikkim Government withdrew the consent given to 

the CBI for investigation of offences against Mr. Bhandari.66 This notification put 

legislative restriction on the investigation process initiated against him by the 
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Central Bureau of Investigation. However, in 1993, the Supreme Court reinforced 

the jurisdiction of the Central Bureau of Investigation in Sikkim and 

N.B.Bhandari was again charged in three cases - two cases for accumulating 

assets disproportionate to his known sources of income and another regarding 

abuse ofpower.67 I~ 1987, as against central government's proposal, the Bhandari 

government declined to recommend for inclusion of the Limboos, Tamangs and 

Gurungs in the·Scheduled Tribes list most likely not to offend the Bhutia-Lepcha 

tribal community of Sikkim. The decision favouring the Bhutia-Lepcha tribal 

community together with the grant of citizenship to about 80,000 left out 

Sikkimese in March 1989 had won him landslide victory in the November 1989 

Assembly election. His .party won all 32 Assembly seats and a lone Lok Sabha 

seat. 

The National Front government under V.P.Singh (Janata Dal leader) 

assumed power at the centre in 1989. It sought to implement Mandai Commission 

recommendation regarding Other Backward Classes which was kept in abeyance 

since 1980. In compliance to the central directives the government of Sikkim 

prepared a list of OBC by introducing suitable adjustment in the list prepared 

earlier in 1980 by the Lok Sabha member, Pahalman Subba. But the National 

Front government led by Janata Dal leader V.P.Singh was dissolved and fresh 

parliamentary election was held in 1991. The Congress party, which returned to 

power at the centre after 1991 Lok Sabha election, also went ahead with the 

Mandai Commission recommendation. Mr. Bhandari, however, was not interested 

in implementing Mandai Commission Report in the impression that such action 

might create division within the Nepali community.68 The decision created a rift 

within the ruling Sikkim Sangram Parishad particularly between the OBC leaders 

and, the so-called, NBC (actually Non-Backward Classes but in Sikkim it 

represented the upper caste Nepalis like Newar, Bahun and Chhetri). Mr. P.K. 

Chamling, belonging to the OBC community, was expelled from the ministry on 

16 July, 1992 as a consequence of the growing differences.69 Even though the 

Nepali language was accorded recognition in the Eighth Scheduled of the 

constitution in August, 1992, it became a bone of contention within the Nepali 
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community owing to the growing tension between the OBC and NBC. It must be 

noted here that the groups falling within the OBC communities belonged to the 

mongoloid stock and are linguistically different from that of the NBC Nepalis of 

Aryan stock. The OBC group perceived that the Nepali language grew to maturity 

at the cost of their own languages. A festoon at Damthang in 1993 which read 

'"Bhasa Hoina, Bhat Deo" (Do not give language, give rice) indicated the general 

resentment of the OBC community over the language issue. Besides the OBC, the 

tribal group also alleged Mr. Bhandari for working in the interest of his own 

castes (i.e. NBC). Kunzang Dorjee, the Chief General Secretary of the Denzong 

Tribal Y argay Chogpa (DTYC), while commenting on the demands of the State 

government such as recognition of Nepali language, reservation of seats for the 

Nepalis and grant of citizenship to stateless persons, accused the Chief Minister 

Bhandari for encouraging '"his own people - the Nepali Bahun and Chettri - to 

settle in Sikkim. The demands if met would virtually eliminate the Bhutia-Lepcha 

from Sikkim. 70 

The nature of politics during the rule of Mr. Bhandari and his SSP party 

can also be assessed with respect to the controversy surrounding the extension of 

the Income Tax Act, 1961 in 1993-94. In 1993, the central government proposed 

for extension of the Central Income' Tax Act, 1961 to Sikkim. In a letter, dated 

21.07.1993, Bhandari requested the Union Finance Minister to exclude the tribals 

(i.e. Bhutias and Lepchas) from the . ambit of the said Act. The proposal was 

certainly an attempt to win support of the Bhutia-Lepcha communities in view of 

the growing differences between Mr. Bhandari and Mr. P.K.Chamling. Such a 

move, however, was bitterly criticized by the Sikkim People's Forum, a Nepali 

dominated ad-hoc body formed ·in March 1994, for being anti-Nepali and for 

favouring the Bhutia-Lepcha communities. The Union Finance Minister, Dr. 

Manmohan Singh, eventually withdrew the Finance Bill, 1994 (No. 15 of 1994) 

for further examination, but the way the Bhandari government treated the issue, 

created ethnic tension between the two major communities. The immediate fall 

out of this incident was that all the Bhutia-Lepcha MLAs withdrew their support 

and the Bhandari government was defeated in the no-confidence motion held on 
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Sikkim Democratic Front (SDF): 

According to the two former Chief Ministers, Kazi Lhendup Dorji 

Khangsarpa and B.B.Gurung, the political condition during the 80's and early 

90's was one of "dictatorship of the worst type".73 After 1989 Bhandari showed 

no appetite for criticisms. The opposition party leaders and print media were 

among his primary targets. P.K.Chamling, who began his political career as the 

sympathizer of the Sikkim Sangram Parishad and won Assembly elections from 

Damthang constituency consecutively in 1985 and 1989 with 95 per cent votes, 

was not always supportive of the vindictive policy- unleashed by his political 

mentor Bhandari. His differences, however, became quite noticeable on the issue 

of rejection of central proposal for inclusion· of the Limboo and Tamang in the 

scheduled tribes list in 1987.74 Later, on many pertinent issues like imposition of 

legal sanctions on Christianity, rejection of the Mandai Commission 

Recommendation, extension of Central Income Tax Act, 1961 etc., Mr. Chamling 

performed the role of an opposition within the ruling party. Considering his views 

and actions as anti-party activities, Mr. Chamling was removed from the ruling 

SSP Ministry on June 16, 1992.75 

After his expulsion from the SSP, Mr. Chamling formed Sikkim 

Democratic Front l Party on 4 March, 1993 at Namchi.76 P.T.Luksom, 

G.M.Gurung, LB. Gurung, Vinod Pradhan, D.B. Basnet, G.M.Rai, P.R. Sherpa, 

D.B.Thapa, A.B.Bhutia, Aita Singh Baraily, Chandra Khaling, Mohan Dungmati, 

Ashok Gurung, Girish Chandra Rai, Bhoj Raj Rai, Sonam Gyaltsen, C.B.Karki, 

Vinod Rai, Nahkul Rai, I.B.Rai, S.S.Bokim, Passang Lepcha, R.M.Rai, P.S. 

Tamang, J.B. Subba, J.B.Rai, to name a few, were other important office bearer of 

the party.77 The party initially did not have its branch office in the North district. 

The list of the office bearer indicated domination of other backward classes yet it 

had other priorities in the formative stage like restoration and strengthening of 

democratic values, correction of anti-people and anti-poor policies of the SSP 

government etc. 78 

·Following the clashes between the supporters of the SSP and SDF on 18 

June 1993 at Namchi, some SDF activists were arrested on 19 June (Binod 
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Pradhan, Bissey Lachungpa, Bhojraj Rai, Anil Lachungpa) but Mr. Chamling 

escaped to Gangtok. The SDF party was declared as terrorist party and an arrest 

warrant under National Security Act (NASA) was issued against Mr. Chamling 

which forced him to remain underground for some time. The vice-President of the 

SDF party, Mr. P.T. Luksom, criticized the imposition of the Act "to malign and 

arrest our party workers under the shadow of National Security Act to foil our 

party activities."79 By this time the clashes of the two parties had become or at 

least viewed by many as the clashes between the higher caste Nepalis (Aryan) 

represented by N.B.Bhandari and the lower caste (Mongoloid/ OBC) led by 

P.K.Chamling. For example, during the 1993 agitation an innominate but highly 

provocative poster was seen in West Sikkim targeting the higher caste Nepalis and 

the Bhutia-Lepcha alike. The text metaphorically read, "Bahun Lai Kashi 

(Brahmin to go to Kashi), Chhetri Lai Fashi (Chhetri to hang), Bhutia-Lepcha Jata 

Tatai Tashi" (Bhutia-Lepcha may stick anywhere)80 It was difficult to quantify the 

impact of the poster propaganda but considering the course of political 

development and social stratification prevailing in Nepali community of Sikkim 

then, one could figure out that there were indications of division within the Nepali 

community on ethnic or racial lineage. During the period Mr. Chamling, however, 

continued to issue leaflets focusing on the issues of restoration of the Nepali seats 

in the Assembly, enhancement of Bhutia-Lepcha seats, tribal status for Limboos 

and Tamangs of Sikkim, Other Backward Caste status for Chhetri, Bahun, Newar, 

J . 81 og1, etc. 

Chamling returned to Sikkim on 22 September, 1993 when the SSP 

government was under tremendous political pressure on the issue of extension of 

the Central Income Tax Act, 1961 to Sikkim. Through the press release, dated 14 

March, 1994, the SDF criticized the divisive policy of the Bhandari government 

and supported the demand of the Sikkim Peoples Forum.82 The SDF party 

declared a three-day strike in support of the demand of the Sikkim Peoples Forum 

and was an absolute success. The issue brought unity among the Nepalis but the 

Bhutia-Lepcha community who alone wanted exemption from the income tax Act 

became apprehensive. On May 4, 1994, Dr. Manmohan Singh, the Union Finance 
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Minister, withdrew the finance Bill for de novo examination. The Bhutia-Lepcha 

reacted accusing Bhandari for deception and Sikkim Peoples Forum for inhibiting 

smooth passage of the Bill in the Lok Sabha. The acrimony was followed by 

exchange of derogatory and extremely provocative ethnic remarks against each 

other like 'Nepali Chor, Sikkim Chod' (Nepali thieves, leave Sikkim), 'Nepali 

Nepal Ja' (Nepali go to Nepal), 'Dil Kumari Bhandari Darjeeling Ja' (Dil Kumari 

Bhandari go to Darjeeling), 'Bhutias Tibet Ja, (Bhutias go to Tibet), 'Bhutia

Lepcha ko Khoon Bagaunchu' (Bleed Bhutia-Lepcha) etc.83 

On May 7, 1994, the Bhutia-Lepcha took out a protest rally, completely 

adorn in traditional attire, in Gangtok. On May 12, 1994, the Governor addressed 

the representatives of both the Forum and Scheduled Tribes and requested for 

ma:intenance of ethnic harmony.84 On May 1, 1994, all the tribal leaders voted in 

favour of the no-confidence motion and Bhandari was ousted from power. The 

speech given by Late Chamla Tshering Bhutia, known as Bhandari's trusted 

lieutenant but instrumental in anti-Bhandari campaign in 1994, on that day 

embodied the crux of the grievances that they had been cherishing since the 

merger. He said, "What was Sikkim? It was a country ruled by a king. It was the 

country of the Bhutias and Lepchas. Ok! We lost our country. We were compelled 

to accept it. We lost our king (Chogyal) and' became a State of India. Ok! We 

accepted the State also. But we heard that the Chief Minister should be from the 

Bhutia-Lepcha community only. After L.D.Kazi, N.B. Bhandari became the Chief 

MiQister of Sikkim and with it the Bhutia-Lepcha also lost the post of the Chief 

Minister".85 P.K.Chamling also accused Bhandari for promoting ethnic division 

through his divisive policies.86 During those days, both the groups approached 

Chamling to form the government under his leadership, which he declined. 87 The. 

developments during 1993-94, i.e. prior to SDF's electoral success, actually 

reflect gradual deterioration of ethnic harmony and a sharp rise in ethnicity 

oriented political mobilization. It was a clear fall out on the part of the SSP 

politics which had been pursuing sectarian/communal politics to remain in power. 

The election to the Fifth Assembly was held on 16 November, 1994. The 

SDF contested in all the 32 seats. It had as many as 13 OBC and 4 General 
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candidates out of which 11 OBC and 1 General candidate won election. It is said 

that the Backward class community overwhelmingly voted in favour of the SDF 

party. It had 19 seats in a 32 member Legislative Assembly after the election. Mr. 

Chamling himself got elected from the traditional Damthang constituency for the 

third time. On 12 December, 1994 the SDF ~overnment was formed with 13-

member Council ofMinisters. 

It was observed that alignment and mobilization of racial or ethnic 

categories had been significant in 1994 Assembly elections. For instance, it was 

reported that a member of the higher caste Nepali and a staunch supporter of the 

SDF party was approached by his relatives to support the SSP saying 'Time has 

come to see not the party but Jati (Caste/community)' .88 Commenting on the 1994 

Assembly election Marcus Dam wrote, "Political alignment in Sikkim is mostly 

short lived. But with various divisions cutting deeper and deeper into a socially 

heterogeneous society the trend is unlikely to change. This electoral politics has 

only quickened the process of the integration of the Tribals with some Other 

Backward Class groups".89 Another instance of alignment at racial level was 

resignation by many high caste Nepalis like Nandu Thapa, Jagat Bandhu Pradhan, 

Madan Chettri, including M.M.Rasaily and Bhutia-Lepcha leaders from the SDF 

party on 21 Qctober 1994. In a joint statement these leaders accused 

P.K.Chamling of favouring the Nepalis of mongoloid stock and of failing to give 

proper representation to the Nepali Bahun (Brahmin), Chhetri, Bhutia, Lepcha 

etc.90 Besides allegations, the issues and demands raised by the SDF party in 

1994 elections clearly indicate that the party was primarily banking on the lower

caste/OBC votes of the Nepalis who formed about 58 percent of the population of 

the State. 

In the Budget session, the Governor of the State, Shri P.Shiva Shankar, 

who was responsible for abolition of the Nepali seats in 1980, highlighted the 

priorities of the SDF government as; 

a) To demand for restoration of reserved seats for the Nepalis of 

Sikkimese origin abolished by the constitutional Amendment Act, 

1980; 
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b) To work for the inclusion of Lim boo, Tamang and Gurung in the list of 

Scheduled Tribes; 

c) To include Newar, Bahun, Chhetri, Jogi etc. m the list of Other 

Backward Classes; 

d) To persuade the Central government to withdraw its decision to extend 

Central Income Tax Act, 1961 from Sikkim and·to recognize the State 

Tax Manual currently in vogue.91 

As promised in the election manifesto, the languages spoken by Newar, Gurung, 

Tamang, Rai, Mangar, Sherpa and Sunuwar were recognized as the State 

languages92
• The Mandai Commission Reco!?mendation was implemented and 

Bhujel, Gurung, Limboo, Rai, Mangar, Sunuwar, Tamang, Thami, Jogi and 

Dewan were included in the OBC list.93 In 7 January, 2003 the Limboos and 

Tamangs were accorded the status of the Scheduled Tribes of Sikkim.94 In 

September 2003 Bhujel, Dewan, Gurung, Jogi, Rai, Mangar, Sunuwar, Thami 

were upgraded as the Most Backward Communities (MBC) and Bahun, Chhetri, 

Newar and Sanyasi were included in the State's list of Other Backward Classes.95 

Accordingly, the reservation policy regarding jobs and higher studies outside the 

State was revised in September 2003 as 33% forST, 6% SC, 21 % for.MBC, 14 

% for OBC and 5 % for children of other business community and government 

servants96 The reservation for the Scheduled Tribes was inclusive of the Limboo 

and Tamang scheduled tribes until the fresh notification was issued in this regard. 

The issues of inclusion of the Limboos and Tamangs in the ST list and 

Bahun, Chhetri, Newar and Sanyasi in the state list of OBC played an 

instrumental role in the landslide victory of the SDF party in 2004 Assembly 

election. Many ethnic/social organizations expressed their tacit support in favour 

of the SDF Party. According to one former Minister and the supporter of the SDF 

party commented that the Bhutia-Lepcha communities did not vote in favour of 

the SDF. The reason was obvious that they were not happy with the inclusion of 

the Limboos and Tamangs in the Scheduled Tribes list of Sikkim. 
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The Local Protection Act was implemented in 1994. Under the provision of 

the Act the Sikkim Subject Certificate/Identification Certificate/Residential 

Certificate was made mandatory for pursuing economic activities in Sikkim.97 

The practice of leasing out of trade licenses by the local to the non-local was 

forbidden. The implementation of the Local Protection Act created resentment 

among the non-Sikkimese business community in the State. A notable 

businessman of Gangtok reacted by saying "if the government introduces new 

measures to put economic pressure on non-Sikkimese living in the state there will 

be revolution here".98 Later, certain . concessions were assured to those non

Sikkimese Indians and Non Residential Indians wanting to invest or do business 

in Sikkim. 

An instance of growth of ethnic consciousness and the way such cultural 

identities influence or determine government policies can be found in the protest 

movement against the resumption of construction of Rathang Chu Hydel Project 

in 1994. The project was originally conceived in 1977. The project site and the 

Rathang Chu (river) are considered sacred by the Bhutias and Lepchas where a 

religious festival, called Bumchu, of the Tashiding monastery takes place every 

year. A large number of Lepcha and Bhutia associations like Denzong Lhomen 

,chodru, Rong Arat Sa Tarzum, Sikkim Tribal Women Association, Sikkim Tribal 

Welfare Association, Denzong Lhodey Chokpa as well as environmental 

organization like 'Concerned Citizens of Sikkim' protested against the 

reconstruction of the Hydel Project on the ground that it would destroy the 

sanctity of the sacred place and cultural heritage of Sikkim. The government 

abandoned the project in 1997. 

The SDF government was equally concerned about the social and religious 

aspirations of the people of Sikkim. Cultural cum research centers for the 

Limboos and Lepchas were established in Hee Bormoik (West Sikkim) and 

Dzongu (North Sikkim) respectively. A statue of a Limboo spiritual leader 'Siri 

Junga' and a 'Manghim' (place of worship) at Hee Bormoik and a 108 feet statue 

of Guru Rimpochey (Padma Sambhava) at Samdruptse (South Sikkim) were also 

established. As a part of the emotional integration of Sikkimese in the Indian 
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mainstream, the ruling SDF party had been instrumental behind the appointment 

of Sikkimese to the constitutional posts like Indian ambassador to Mongolia 

(Karma Topden in 2000), Advocate General (Sonam Wangdi), Additional 

Advocate General (N.B.Khatiwada) etc. Parity in terms of representation and 

ministerial berth was restored between the Bhutia and Lepcha, and for the first 

time a Lepcha candidate was elected to the Rajya Sabha of India. 

Sikkim is basically a traditional society and infringement in any form or 

nature in the domain of religious-cultural identity of the people is simply not 

acceptable. The SDF party has been able to maintain a balance between the 

regional/local priorities and an urge for national integration. 

Sikkim Ekta Manclz (SEM): 

The Sikkim Ekta Manch, popularly called Third Force, was established in 

August 27, 1997 at Singtam.99 L.P.Tiwari, Biraj Adhikari (the SDF dissident) arid 

Sonam Dorjee were founder members of the party.100 The primary objective of 

the party, called 'Mool Mantra', was to preserve the 'communal harmony' and 

strengthen the unity and solidarity among various sections of the Nepalis.101 One 

of the party's leaflets wrote, " ... before 1973 we were Sikkimese but later we 

became Bhutia, Lepcha and Nepalis. Alongside the division our rights as 

Sikkimese were lost and robbed. Today the division is not limited to Bhutia, 

Lepcha and Nepali alone but the Nepali itself is divided into OBC, NBC and 

Scheduled Castes. Today Sikkim is divided into fragments and some vested 

politicians are enjoying the fruits of division in order to grasp political 

power ... The Sikkim Ekta Manch is formed with a clear objective to protect and 

preserve the rights of Sikkimese and maintain ethnic harmony among them which 

has eroded due to the faulty policies of both the Bhandari and Chamling 

governments. "102 

Apart from this, the party also demanded protection and faithful 

implementation of the rights of the Sikkimese enshrined under article 371F of the 

constitution, to enact Local Protection Act, to initiate dialogue with the central 

government for the restoration of Nepali seats in the Legislative Assembly, to 
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work for the inclusion of Limboo, Tamang and Gurung in the Scheduled Tribes 

list, to maintain ethnic balance at the time of formation of government, to ensure 

protection of old business and other communities in Sikkim, to include all the sub

groups of the Nepalis in the OBC list and to ensure unity and solidarity among 

them, to appoint qualified ethnic Sikkimese in the highest administrative, police 

and forest services in order to prevent the outsiders in such posts etc.103 

The party opposed SDF government's decision to hold Panchayat election 

on party basis and lodged a legal complaint in the Sikkim High Court challenging 

the decision. The court, however, reserved the verdict in favour of the 

government. The party boycotted the Panchayat election in 1997 but supported 

independent candidates. 

The party also boycotted February 1998 Lok Sabha election but supported 

the Congress (I) candidate, Sanchaman Limboo, under the impression that lone 

Lok Sabha member of a regional party would be ineffective without the support of 

the national party at the centre, secondly, understanding among the opposition 

parties of Sikkim to project only one candidate for the Lok Sabha election and, 

thirdly, the political understanding with the Congress (I) party on issues like (a) 

exemption of the Sikkimese from the purview of the Income Tax Act, 1961, (b) 

Restoration of the Nepali seats in the Assembly, (c) enactment of Local 

Protection Act, (d) inclusion of left out communities in the.list of Other Backward 

Classes, (e) inclusion of Limboo, Tamang and Gurung in the list of Scheduled 

Tribes without harming the interest of the Bhutias and Lepchas etc.104 However, 

due to growing intra-party differences the party could not function properly and 

fell apart soon. 

Sikkim Gorkha Democratic/Prajatantrik Party (SGDP/SGPP): 

The Sikkim Gorkha Democratic Party was formed at Singtam in April 1, 

2004 under the leadership of G.M.Rai and N.B.Khatiwada.105 G.M.Rai was the 

founder member and vice-President of the SDF party while N.B.Khatiwada was 

the Deputy Advocate General of Sikkim before resigning from the post. 
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The party believed that there exist certain incongruities in old Sikkimese 

laws and systems which required immediate rectification. The party alleged the 

ruling SDF party for failing to do so.106 

The major demands of the Sikkim Gorkha Democratic/Prajatantrtik Party 

as highlighted in the manifesto for May 2004 Assembly and Lok Sabha election 

were; 

a) To change the Revenue Order No. 1 to make it applicable for the 

protection of the Nepalis larid also; 

b) To work for reservation of seats in the Legislative Assembly on the 

basis of population; 

c) To identify the "creamy layer" from among the Scheduled Tribes 

population in the interest of those who need them most; 

d) The party supports creation of a separate state of Gorkhaland but 

discourages any attempt to merge Darjeeling with Sikkim.107 

Influx was not a major problem for the party as they were basically engaged as 

construction workers in various projects undertaken by the National Hydro 

Electric Power Corporation (NHPC), construction and repairing of roads, carrying 

of loads, hair cutting saloons, cobbler, washing clothes etc, which, according to 

the party, do not generally fall in Sikkimese list of job priorities. The party also 

believed that if there would be no outsiders the developmental works would not 

complete in time.108 

In May 2004 election Mr. G.M.Rai contested as an independent candidate 

(as the party was not registered) from the Central Pandam Assembly constituency 

but was defeated. It shows that political parties generally rely on ethnic issues for 

electoral gain but ethnic political parties are seldom benefited in term of seats. In 

2005 the party was renamed as Sikkim Gorkha Prajatantrik Party. The party 

criticized the Draft proposal of the Delimitation Commission, 2002 for failing to 

represent all the section of the Sikkimese population for there had been 4 

representations from 20 per cent population and 1 from the 80 per cent population 

of Sikkim.109 Taking Rakdong-Tintek and Central Pandam constituencies as 

examples he alleged that the constituencies were the non-backward caste (NBC) 
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concentrated areas but by declaring them as them as BL and SC constituencies 

respectively the Commission had victimized the NBC communities. He also 

criticized the decision of the Commission to convert Gangtok and Singtam as BL 

and SC constituencies instead of considering them as General constituencies.110 

The formation of the ethnic party like SGDP was suggestive of growing 

apprehension among the Nepalis. It expressed concern over continuation of 

certain old laws which discriminated Nepali from other two communities of 

Sikkim. The party demanded population as the basis for representation in the 

· Assembly, reservation of seats for the Limboos and Tamangs in the Assembly 

within the 12 seats reserved for the Bhutia-Lepcha community. The party believed 

that certain existing political or legislative arrangements provide extra privilege to · 

the Bhutia-Lepcha community and justified modification in view of present 

requirement and constitutional obligations. 

The issues which the party had raised were of contemporary in nature. The 

party emphasized on the need for modification of certain old laws which favoured 

differential treatment of communities on ethnic/communal grounds. The 

continuation of such laws was also viewed as a major contributing factor in the 

continuation of ethnic tension or apprehension among communities. But the way 

the party raised issues and mobilized supporters had, directly or indirectly, 

accentuated ethnic differences and division in the society. 

Denzong People's Chogpa (DPC): 

The party was formed in 1989 m Gangtok in the eve of the Fourth 

Assembly and Ninth Lok Sabha elections scheduled in November 1989. Its 

primary objective was to protect and safeguard the interest of the tribals of 

genuine Bhutias and Lepchas of Sikkim. 

The party demanded Sikkim Subject Certificate as eligibility for candidates 

in the election. In its letter to the Chief Electoral Officer of Sikkim, dated 3 

November 1989, the working President of the party wrote, "In the first democratic 

elections held in Sikkim in 1974, all candidates were required, without exception, 

to attach copies of their Sikkim Subjects Certificate as an essential criterion or 
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eligibility. These laws were never amended and rightly so. I, therefore, request 

you to ensure that every candidate attach a copy of his or her Sikkim Subjects 

Certificate and prove their basic eligibility to contest elections in Sikkim giving 

due cognizance to special character and history of the State" .111 The party also 

demanded for release of the list of 'stateless persons' and expressed concerns over 

influx through the process of grant of citizenship to 'stateless persons' in 

Sikkim.112 The letter added "The State Government has noted that 54,000 people 

of Sikkim do not have Indian Citizenship and their cases are under process. It 

must be ensured that these people do not participate in the elections until their 

status is first made clear" .113 The copies of the letter were sent to the Chief 

Election Commissioner, New Delhi, Secretary, Ministry of Home Affairs, New 

Delhi and the Returning Officers of all the four districts of Sikkim. The party also 

lodged a writ petition in the High Court of Sikkim. 

In another letter, dated September 1990, the President Lachen Gomchen 

Rimpochey also reiterated '·Unless these applicants can prove that they have basic 

qualifications to be Sikkim Subjects and they have been wrongly left out, they 

cannot get Indian Citizenship'. 114 

The DPC, as a party of the tribals, was also closely involved in the famous 

seat reservation case:of 1979. The general secretary, Tashi W. Fonpo, also alleged 

that ruling SSP party was having secret parleys with R.C.Poudyal to get a verdict 

against the tribals115 which, however, was proved wrong as the Supreme Court 

reserved the decision in favour of the Bhutia Lepcha community in February 

1993. The party was also actively involved in the anti-Bhandari campaign in 1994 

and was one of the members of the Joint Action Committee formed under the 

leadership of Kazi Lhendup Dorje Khangsarpa in June 24, 1993 to oppose 

repressive and dictatorial rule of the Sangram Parishad government.116 

Sikkim Rastriya Morcha (SRM): 

It was established in May 1997 by M.M.Rasaily.117 The other notable 

members of the party were P.B.Yata, R. Moktan, Madan Kumar Chhetri and 

Loden Tshering Bhutia etc.118 In a pamphlet entitled 'An Appeal to the 
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Sikkimese', the party highlighted the following objectives, called Foundation 

Stones, namely: 

1. The reservation of seats in the Sikkim Assembly for three communities 

- Bhutia, Lepchas and Nepalis as agreed on gth May 1973 agreement; 

2. Issuance of Sikkim Subject Certificate only for genuine Sikkimese left 

out earlier and subsequent grant of Indian Citizenship to them; 

3. Removal of derogatory remark of "immigrant" leveled against the 

Sikkimese Bhutia and Nepalis; 

4. To declare Sikkim as a Tribal state to resolve the OBC and NBC 

contradiction; 

5. Delimitation of constituencies on the basis of present population of 

Sikkim and subsequent increase of one seat each in the Rajya Sabha 

and Lok Sabha; 

6. Prohibition on the entry of unauthorized person from nearby state and 

eviction of those who have entered already; 

7. Construction of statues of the Chogyal Tashi Namgyal and Palden 

Thendup Namgyal as a mark of respect and unity of the Sikkimese; 

8. Declaration of Basant Kumar Chhetri as the martyr of Sikkim who died 

defending the Palace Gate on 9th April, 1975; 

9. Immediate ehd to the policy of dividing Nepalis into castes and sub-

castes; 

10. To oppose any demand/effort for merger ofSikkim with Darjeeling; 

11. To oppose ill treatment meted out to the Newar, Bahun and Chhetri 

(NBC) and develop Sikkimese identity rather than OBC or NBC; 

12. Restoration and preservation of rights and privileges of Sikkimese as 

envisaged in article 371F ofthe Indian Constitution; 

13. Appointment of Sikkimese in the highest administrative posts like lAS, 

IPS, IFS (Forest) etc.119 

In 1997, the party opposed the decision of the ruling party to hold Panchayat 

election on party basis and also submitted a memorandum to the State's Governor, 

Chaudhury Randhir Singh.120 



327 

In 1998, R.Moktan and P.B.Yata resigned from the party owmg to 

differences with the party President, M.M.Rasaily, regarding latter's unilateral 

decision to support the Congress (I) candidate in the Lok Sabha election and 

failure to secure registration of the party even after one year of its formation. 121 

The resignation of the two most outstanding office bearer and think tank of the 

party virtually proved to be an irreparable loss for the growth of the party. The 

party, by and large, emphasized on the need for upholding the Sikkimese identity 

but it had no rural support. 

Sikkim Nebhola National Liberation Front (SNNLF): 

The party was founded in 1997 by the former Deputy Chief Minister, 

P.T.Luksom. The word 'NEBHOLA', like the one existed once in Darjeeling, 

stands for the three indigenous communities of Sikkim - Nepali, Bhutia and 

Lepcha. Its primary objective was to ensure unity and harmony among the three 

ethnic communities of Sikkim by restoring seats for the Nepalis, Tsongs and the 

Bhutia-Lepcha to its pre-merger status.122 Besides seat reservation, the major 

demands of the party included return of Chumbi valley to Sikkim by China, 

opposition to extension of the Central Income Tax Act, 1961 and Central 

Employment (Compulsory Notification of Vacancies) Act, 1959 to Sikkim, 

inclusion of Gurung, Mangar and Sunuwar (Mukhia) in the Scheduled Tribes list 

of Sikkim, appointment of the Sikkimese in the Central government departments 

etc. The demands of the party were common to that of other political parties with 

an exception to return ofChumbi Valley to Sikkim. Moreover, Party's demand for 

restoration of seats to its pre-merger status ran counter to the demands of the other 

Nepali organizations to reserve seats on the basis of population. 

In 1998, the Party contested the Lok Sabha election but was unsuccessful. 

In 2004 Assembly and Lok Sabha elections, it forged an alliance with Sikkim 

Himali Rajya Parishad Party (SHRPP) of Dr. A.D.Subba, called Sikkim 

Democratic Alliance. The alliance fielded 28 candidates but none of them 

returned.123 
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Sikkim National Liberation Front (SNLF): 

After resigning from the Sikkim National Party in 1998, R.Moktan and 

P.B.Yata formed the 'Sikkim National Liberation Front' in 9 January 1998.124 The 

bulletin no. 5 issued by the party highlighted its 13-point objectives as follows; 

1. To review merger issue if article 371F is not implemented in 'letter and 

spirit'; 

2. To demand seat reservation for Sikkimese as per the Tripartite 

Agreement of the 81
h May 1973, Sikkim Bill 1974 and article 371F of 

the Indian Constitution; 

3. To demand Indian Citizenship under clause 7 of the Indian Citizenship 

Act, 1955; 

4. To declare Sikkim as Tribal State; 

5. To increase seats in the. State Assembly, in the Lok Sabha and Rajya 

Sabha; 

6. To evict persons of foreign nationals and to stop influx in the state; 

7. To install statues of the late Chogyal, Sir Tashi Namgyal at Kurseong 

and that of Palden Thendup Namgyal at Gangtok in honour of ushering 

democracy in Sikkim; 

8. To declare Basant Kumar Chhetri, who died guarding the palace on 9 

Apri11975, as the first martyr ofSikkim; 

9. To work for the unity of the three ethnic communities of Sikkim viz. 

Nepali, Bhutia and Lepcha; 

10. To restore Darjeeling to Sikkim if the demand for a separate State of 

Gorkhaland is not achieved; 

11. To provide equal justice to all the electors of Sikkim; 

12. To oppose extension. of any central laws, regulations and rules that may 

harm the identity and interests of the Sikkimese; and 

13. To demand for the restoration of the rights of the Sikkimese people 

existed prior to 261
h April, 1977.125 

According to the Party any law promulgated after 26 April, 1977 in relation to 

Sikkim should be · done away with because they contravene constitutional 
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provision envisaged under article 371F(l). The subsequent provision clearly stated 

that no such order shall be made after the expiry of two years from the appointed 

day i.e. 26 Apri11975.126 

The party also criticized the policy of the SDF government to undertake 

survey of Sikkim Subject holders. The party expressed concern over the 

deteriorating social and political condition in the state due to the ruling party's 

faulty policies segregating "outsider' and "insider'. Its demand for merger of 

Darjeeling with Sikkim and poster campaign in 2005 created political tension in 

the State followed by anti-Darjeeling sentiments, particularly among the Nepalis. 

ofSikkim. 

ETHNIC SOCIAL ORGANIZATIONS AND THEIR ROLE IN SIKKIM. 

In a multi-ethnic society, the existence of a dominant culture leads to a 

feeling of marginalization or alienation among the dependent minorities. Very 

often such feeling may give birth to resistance group desiring to assert their 

distinct identity and challenging the assimilation process of the dominant group. It 

reflects or produces deep emotional feelings;127 exhibit wider political 

ramification based on the ideas of freedom, pride, equality and justice, and 

emphasizes need for the preservation of community related symbols of identity. 

This also creates an atmosphere in which the government policies or that of a 

dominant group, which might affect their cultural identity, is viewed with 

apprehension; it unites them to act against such policy or development. Hence, the 

formation of organizations and their style offunctioning reflect group's desire for 

identity in the changing political scenario. They articulate political demands and 

very often act as pressure groups intending to influence or alter political decisions 

in favour of the concerned group/groups. 

In view of the introduction of modem democratic institution and a liberal 

secular constitution in the post-merger Sikkim, the rules governing the affairs of 

Sikkim were -adapted to suit various political and administrative challenges. But 

along with these structural changes, the level of anxiety and apprehension among 

the various communities also increased considering the nature of functioning of a 
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democratic government and the question of resource distribution. The Nepalis, 

though benefited both in political and economic fronts, were apprehensive in view 

of influx of the outsiders and abolition of the Nepali seats in the Assembly in 

1979 together with the extension of voting rights to the plainsmen. The Bhutias, 

on the other, suffered from loss of political and economic domination in the 

society. The political-administrative arrangement, which reduced the size of the 

B-L seats in the Assembly in 1979 even though the definition 'Bhutia' was 

expanded to include eight other Bhutias and inclusion of the Limboo and Tamang 

communities in the Scheduled Tribes list 'in 2003, further aroused a sense of 

insecurity among them. In view of the introduction of a new formula of seat 

reservation, the Bhutia-Lepcha were afraid of being dominated by the Nepalis 

while the Nepalis were apprehensive of losing control of state power. The Nepalis 

and Bhutias were educationally forward and thus dominated economic and 

political power, including the bureaucracy. Their strong presence in the decision

making and implementing institutions often resulted in the exploitation of the 

benefits by the two communities, while the Lepchas, by virtue of socio-economic 

and educational backwardness, were denied the fruits of economic and political 

opportunities and felt discriminated. The feeling of deprivation among the 

Lepchas led to strengthening of ethnic consciousness and articulation of 

community oriented demands by forming organization. Similarly, on the issue of 

Mandai Commission recommendation, the Nepalis were divided along racial line 

-the Aryans and Mongoloid. Like the Lepchas, the mongoloid Nepalis too were 

educationally and economically marginalized communities and as such they too 

were deprived of economic and political opportunities. The inter-community 

resentments and feeling of deprivation and domination manifested in the form of . ' 

ethnic consciousness ·and formation of socio-cultural organizations with a view to 

claiming or appropriating a larger share of the resources. It is in this context the 

formation of various socio-cultural organizations should be studied and explained. 
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Sikkim Tribal Welfare Association (STWA): 

The Sikkim Tribal Welfare Association was formed in December 24, 1978 

at Gangtok. Officially, it was an organization of the Bhutia, Lepcha and Sherpa 

tribal communities of Sikkim. Some of the aims and objectives of the organization 

were as follows; 

1. To effectively and efficiently establish a healthy and strong 

organization of the Bhutias, Lepchas and Sherpas of Sikkim; 

2. To promote educational, cultural and economic advancement of the 

Scheduled Tribes mainly Bhutias, Lepchas and Sherpas of Sikkim; 

3. To protect and work for the furtherance of the rights and privileges of 

the Scheduled Tribes of Sikkim; 

4. To create, foster and promote the spirit of fellow feelings, service, 

solidarity, cooperation and mutual help with members of the Nepali 

community and the plainsmen; 

5. To inculcate a sense of loyalty among the Scheduled Tribes of Sikkim 

and also to subscribe allegiance, faith, confidence and cooperation to 

the government of India.128 

Its primary intention was to function as pressure group in the interest of the 

tribal communities, including the Sherpas. It demanded,for creation of a Standing 

Committee for reviewing legislations which had or seemed to have adversely 

affected the social, economic, cultural and religious interests of the tribals in 

Sikkim.129 It was an apolitical association though some its members were also 

involved in political activities, including contesting elections. 

In 1979, the Association emphasized on the need for evolving a suitable 

substitution to the 'Parity Formula' for full protection of the interest of the 

Bhutias and Lepchas, fresh delimitation of the Bhutia-Lepcha (B-L) 

constituencies, the continuation of the Revenue Order No. 1 of 1917 or 

substitution of it by enacting 'Special Tribal Land Alienation Act' .130 Under the 

chairmanship of P.O.Pazo, a Joint Action Committee (JAC) of all the tribal 

organizations of Sikkim was formed in 1985 to press for genuine demands and 

issues concerning the tribals of Sikkim.131 
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In October 1985, the Association submitted a six-point memorandum to the 

State's Governor, Shri Bhishma Narayan Singh, demanding restoration of 16 seats 

(including 1 Sangha seat) in the Assembly for the Bhutia-Lepcha, delimitation of 

Assembly constituencies to ensure gen11ine tribal representation in the Assembly, 

grant of citizenship to the 'stateless persons' on the basis of the Sikkim Subjects 

Regulation, extension of inner line permit system to check influx of outsiders, 

protection and safeguards of the rights and interest of the tribals on the basis of 

article 371F of the constitution and deletion of the names of foreign nationals 

included in the electoral rolls.132 The memorandum further expressed concern 

over the gradual destruction and disintegration of the distinct socio-cultural 

identity of the Bhutia-Lepcha people after 1975.133 It also demanded for a fresh 

delimitation of the Assembly constituencies in order to ensure a genuine 

representation of the tribals in the Assembly .134 

The reasons behind the demand for fresh delimitation of Tribal 

constituencies can be found in the demographic composition of these 

constituencies. The ethnic community-wise voters' strength of 12 (BL) reserved 

and Gangtok (General) constituencies during last three Assembly elections (1994-

2004) are provided below for reference. 

COMMUNITY-WISE VOTERS LIST IN B-L REASERVED & GANGTOK 

GENERAL CONSTITUENCIES. 

1994 1999 2004 
Constituencies * B-L Nep. Oth. B-L Nep. Oth. B-L Nep. Oth. 
Tashiding 1574 3201 26 1776 3891 20 1864 4431 61 
Rinchenpong 1708 4179 18 2063 5217 45 2164 5718 59 
Ralong 1827 2776 110 2273 3512 05 2435 3849 100 
Pathing 2571 4490 23 3227 5269 54 3267 5420 102 
Dzongu 3203 955 Xx 3940 1479 37 4281 1587 34 
Lachen-Mangshila 3968 1111 270 5352 1676 266 5523 1811 341 
Kabi-Tingda 3452 947 130 3956 1300 76 4527 1498 90 
Rakdong Tintek 1749 4298 50 1950 4999 137 2026 5329 125 
Mart am 1972 4115 86 2406 5864 115 3596 6390 228 
Rumtek 1925 4870 497 2596 7243 710 3104 9077 1147 
Assam Lingzey 2289 5933 397 2696 4615 149 3409 5515 187 
Rank a 1982 4870 497 2764 5712 117 3307 7367 282 
Gangtok (General) 2212 3163 2641 3561 6193 3218 3567 6096 3824 

Source: Calculated from the voters list published by Chief Electoral Officer, Sikkim. 
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• The Delimitation Commission 2002 has changed the nature of 

constituencies in 2005. 

The above table clearly shows that the Bhutia-Lepcha candidates in these 

B-L constituencies have to depend on other communities for election excluding 

the three constituencies namely Dzongu, Lachen-Mangshila and Kabi-Tingda 

where the Bhutia-Lepcha voters are in majority. 

During t~e SSP rule, the Sikkim Tribal Welfare Association had virtually 

lost its autonomous status. The Association, however, regained some of its lost 

autonomy with the coming of SDF party in power in 1994. In 1995-96 the 

Association was instrumental in having the ongoing Rathong Chu Hydel Project 

discontinued. It installed the statue of Thekong Tek and Khye Bhumsa, called 

'Statue of Unity', near Thakurbari, Gangtok, and constructed a conference hall, 

called B-L House, at Tibet Road, Gangtok. The Association was also active in 

setting up of the Tribal Development Corporation and Tribal Development 

F. C . . s·kk· 135 mance orporatwn m 1 1m. 

In March 200 1, the Association submitted a memorandum to the Prime 

Minister, A.B. Bajpayee, expressing its concern over the "sustained attempts 

being made to erode the special rights and safeguards in the land of their origin" 

and demanded "protection under the provision enshrined in article 371F of the 

Indian constitution, creation of a permanent Standing Committee of the tribals in 

the Assembly with sufficient power to carryout scrutiny of all legislations 

pertaining social,· economical, cultural and religious interest of the tribals in the 

State, distribution of excess land taken over from the tribals under land ceiling 

programme among the tribals only, exemption of the tribals from the jurisdiction 

of land ceiling law and allocation of sufficient number of seats in the State 

Assembly. "136 

In January 2003, the Association took certain resolution at the BL House, 

Gangtok, in view of the inclusion of Lim boo and Tamang in the Scheduled Tribes 

list. The Association emphasized on the protection of the Bhutia-Lepcha interests 

and extension of the existing reservation in the Panchayats also. It also demanded 

for inclusion of Bhutia-Lepcha representatives in the delimitation process and 
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revelation of the stand of the government in matters relating to political, social 

and economic rights and privileges of the Bhutias and Lepchas. 137 

The Bhutia-Lepcha communities are the most privileged and protected 

communities in Sikkim. But despite of so, the Association fears that uncontrolled 

influx of Nepalis would pose a threat to their culture ~nd existence. Such attitude 

of the STWA has generated a feeling of exclusion among the Nepalis and has 

affected inter-community relationship. In fact, the feeling of being affected or 

overtaken by another cultural group actually intensifies efforts for protection and 

preservation. Despite of conscious and deliberate attempts, both political and 

cultural, in the past, the Limboos and Lepchas · have been able to protect their 

cultural identity. And as regards to the fear of alienation of land from Bhutia

Lepcha to the Nepalis, the Revenue Order No. 1 of 1917, which prohibits 

alienation of Bhutia-Lepcha lands to others, including other tribals, is still in 

vogue. The Sherpas, for whom the Association claims to work for, are denied 

protection under this provision. 

The main lacuna of the Association is factionalism besides being. 

unnecessarily too assertive and apprehensive. The. Lepchas allege that the Bhutias 

have cornered the lion share of the privileges meant for the Tribals. The Lepcha 

Youth Association also demands for a legal prohibition on the sale/purchase of 

their land by the Bhutias and 50 per cent reservation in the Assembly seats 

reserved for the B-L in Sikkim, including employment. Similarly, the demand for 

removal of the Sherpas from the list of Bhutias regularly features in most 

resolutions of the B-L conferences/conventions since 1994 and to counter the 

allegation, the Sherpas too have formed separate association and demanded for 

separate reservation of seats in the Assembly from within the 12 seats reserved for 

the B-L and expansion of the Revenue Order No. 1 to include the Sherpas as the 

third beneficiaries of the provision. Obviously, the contradictions prevailing 

within the member communities have shaken the very foundation of the 

Association for which it was formed in 1978. 
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Lepcha Associations: 

Through the story of 'Blood Broherhood' the Lepchas in Sikkim are 

considered as close kins of the Bhutias and are referred in combined term 'B-L'. 

The Lepchas who are described as mild, honest and culturally rich people have 

been subjected to discriminatory treatment and enormous suffering in the past. At 

present, ·majority of educated Lepchas emphasized on the need for maintaining a 

separate identity other than the 'B-L' combined identity. 

After the beginning of the democratic movement in the late 1940s Lepchas 

too began to assert their claims organizationally. In 1966, Ruth Karthak (Lepcha) 

founded Sikkim Independent Front party which served as a platform for 

articulation and aggregation of the socio-economic and political interests of the 

Lepcha community. The party fielded five candidates, one Nepali and four 

Lepcha, in the 1967 Council election but their nomination papers were rejected. 

Ms. Karthak too was removed from Sikkim allegedly for challenging legitimacy 

of the Bhutia rule in the land of the Lepchas. 

Thus, it was only after the agitation of 1973 that some Lepcha elders 

namely Nayan Tshering Lepcha, Rinzing Topden Lepcha, D.C.Luksom, 

Shypzong Lepcha, Adar Singh Lepcha, Nim Tshering Lepcha, Loder Singh 

Lepcha and Tasha Tengay Lepcha secretly conducted a meeting in the house of 

Shri A.D.Rai at Sichey in the month of May 1973. The meeting was chaired by 

the late Nayan Tshering Lepcha. It was in this meeting the first ever apolitical 

organization of the ethnic Lepchas, called Rong Seyzum, was formed. The present 

day two Lepcha organizations, formed sometime in 1996, namely 'Renjyong 

Mutanchi Rong Ong Seyzum' (Sikkim Lepcha Youth Association) and Renjyong 

Mutanchi Rong Tarzum (Sikkim Lepcha Association) owe their origin to this 

premier Lepcha organization. In contrast to these two organizations, the Mayel 

Aahit Mutanchi Tarzum (Sikkim Original Lepcha Association), established in 

March 2004, is of recent origin. The resolution of the Mayel Aahit Mutanchi 

Tarzum emphasized preservation and promotion of the Lepcha language and 

culture, opposition to the construction of Teesta Stages III and IV Hydel projects 

at Dzongu, opposition to the delimitation process of the Dzongu constituency and 
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safeguarding various interests of the Lepchas of Sikkim.138 Despite organizational 

varieties, they share common objectives, i.e. to fight against injustice of all kinds 

perpetrated against the Lepcha community and to protect the socio-economic, 

cultural and political rights guaranteed to them by the constitution of India. 

In September 20, ~ 996, a high level delegation of both the Ong Seyzum 

and Tarzum consisting of Sonam Dupden Lepcha (President, Renjyong Mutanchi 

Rong Tarzum), P.T.Luksom (Deputy Chief Minister), Ram Lepcha (MLA), 

Sonam Chhyoda Lepcha, (MLA), Menlom Lepcha (MLA) and Dorji Tshering 

Lepcha (MLA) met the Chief Minister, Shri P .K.Chamling, at his Minto gang 

residence and submitted a list of grievances which included: 

1. Political, social and economic insecurity and backwardness compared 

to other communities of the State; 

2. Deprivation of the Lepchas from the welfare activities of the 

government, including in higher studies, engineering and medical 

courses; 

3. Alienation of the Lepchas from their ancestral land; and 

4. Discrimination in employment opportunities.139 

In 1996 the Sikkim Lepcha Youth Association presented a charter of four point 

demands namely; 

1. Separate delimitation of Assembly constituency for the Lepchas and 50 

per cent reservation out of the 12 seats reserved for the B-L in 

Assembly; 

2. 50 per cent reservation from the seats reserved for the Scheduled Tribes 

in higher studies and services managed by the State Public Service 

Commission; 

3. To prohibit sale of Lepcha land to other communities, including the 

Bhutias; 

4. To provide proper compensation either in cash or land and judicious 

rehabilitation of the Lepchas who have been displaced or whose lands 

have been used for various purposes by the government or non-

1 . . 140 governmenta orgamzatwns. 
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The Association also asked for justification as to why the lands belonging to the 

Lepcha alone were being targeted for several governmental and non-government 

projects and proposals, including the proposal of National Hydel Project 

Corporation in the protected area ofDzongu!41 

In another state level meeting, held on October 26, 1997, the Sikkim 

Lepcha Youth Association reiterated the above demands in addition to two other 

demands such as (i) to protect the cultural heritage and language of the Lepcha 

community and (ii) to declare the death of Changzod Bholek as the "Martyr Day" 

in Sikkim.142 Changzod Bholek was the Lepcha Prime Minister of Sikkim 

murdered at the instance of the Chogyal Tsugphod Namgyal (1785-1865). The 

Association's main apprehension underlying the demands was that though the 

Lepchas had been invariably recognized as autochthones of Sikkim, the use of 

hybrid term such as "BL" had undermined their separate identity as Lepchas and 

this had in many ways also justified their discrimination and domination by the 

Bhutias. Chie Nakane also wrote that the Bhutias enjoyed somewhat superior 

social status over the Lepchas and that social difference was overwhelmingly 

thicker among the peasants than professionals.143 Considering the importance of 

protecting the Lepcha . identity, the Renjyong Mutanchi Rong Ong Seyzum 

(Sikkim Lepcha Youth Association) along with other sister organizations, initiated 

a state level awareness campaign appealing its members to write 'Lepcha' title 

and not to use any sub-title.144 

In September 1999, an organization of the Bhutias and Lepchas, called 

Sikkim Bhutia Lepcha Apex Committee (SIBLAC), was formed in Gangtok. 

Unlike in the past, the Lepcha organizations made it clear that their support to the 

SIBLAC was for mutual benefit and not at the cost of their own disadvantage. 

They wanted protection of their identity and rights within the organization and 

submitted a two-point demand to the SIBLAC for consideration namely; 

1. To reserve 50 per cent seats from the 12 seats reserved for the Bhutia

Lepcha in the Assembly, i.e. implementation of 'Parity' between the 

two; and 
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2. Amendment of the Revenue Order No. 1 of 1917 prohibiting the sale of 

land belonging to the Lepchas to other communities, including the 

Bhutias.145 

The SIBLAC refused to concede to their demands on the ground that such 

decision might create division within the B-L organization.146 Eventually the 

Lepcha organization withdrew its representatives from the SIBLAC and 

subsequently issued notifications to Shri Nima Lepcha and other members 

deputed to the SIBLAC informing the decision of the organziation.147 The All 
' 

Sikkim Lepcha Joint Action Committee (ASLJAC) also told the SIBLAC to 

delete the letter "L", meaning the Lepcha, from the organization.148 

At the outset, it is important to know as to why the Lepchas have been 

demanding for 50 per cent reservation and prohibition on the sale of land to the 

Bhutias. As tribals both the Bhutias and Lepchas are the common beneficiaries of 

the welfare measures of the government, but the statistics suggest that the Bhutias 

have been largely benefited by the welfare scheme than the Lepchas. According to 

the Lepcha Associations this became possible because of the ingenuity of keeping 

the "ruling class" (i.e. Bhutia) with the "subjects", (i.e. Lepchas) under'the same 

footing. 149 The Associations have pointed out the disparity between the Bhutias 

and Lepchas in matters of employment and political representation also. 

According to the information collected from the Bureau of Economics and 

Statistics, Government of Sikkim, out of the total of 1341 posts in various 

government departments in 1998 there were 397 Bhutias and 61 Lepchas. Out of a 

total of 84 lAS, IPS and IFS (Forest) officers in 1998, there was no Lepcha 

representation in these three elite services whereas there were 13 lAS, 4 IPS and 6 

IFS from the Bhutia community. In 2002 there was one Lepcha lAS officer 

compared to 11 of the Bhutias.150 

continued in 2004-05 also.151 

This proportion in three elite services 

Apart from service· sectors, the disparity between the two communities also 

exists in political representation. From 1975 to till the Seventh Assembly Election 

in 2004 about 60 Bhutia compared to 31 of the Lepchas have found place in the 

Legislative Assembly of Sikkim.152 This was despite of presence of parity as 
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governing formula between the two. The parity between the two was restored in 

the Seventh Assembly Election 2004, including in the allocation of ministerial 

berth. Substantial changes in other areas too have been initiated - Mr. 

P.T.Luksom was appointed Deputy Chief Minister of Sikkim in 1994, Tendong 

Lho-Rum Faat, an important Lepcha festival celebrated in honour of the Mount 

Tendong, was declared a gazetted holiday since 1997, Lepcha language was given 

enough leverage, Mr. S.W.Tenzing became first ever Lepcha Chief Secretary of 

the State, Lepcha traditional house at N amprikdang in Dzongu, a Lepcha museum 

and "Stairway to Heaven" at Daramden were constructed, Lepcha language was 

recommended for recognition in the Eighth Schedule of the Indian constitution, 

recognition as the premier tribe of Sikkim and election of Lepcha to the Rajya 

Sabha in 2006. 

Yet there are other issues of land reforms, decline in the number of Lepcha 

population and delimitation of Assembly constituencies which concern the 

Association very much. The distribution of land among the tribals is very much 

skewed and reflects very much traditional pattern of land holdings. Similarly, the 

Lepchas feared that the Dzongu Assembly constituency, the Lepcha protected 

area, would be done away with as the Dzongu population fall short of the 

stipulation of the Delimitation Act, 2002 regarding reserved constituency. 

According to the Delimitation Act 2002, a reserved constituency should have 

15,000 populations whereas it is 12,000 for open constituencies. Earlier the State 

government maintained that there would be no change in the 12 Lepcha-Bhutia 

constituencies though rotation system was considered useful. The representatives 

of the State in the Central Delimitation Commission were instructed to present 

suggestions while keeping in mind the peculiarities of the State of Sikkim. The 

report of the National Delimitation Commission published in September 2006 

seemed to have been satisfactory to the community. 

The new generation Lepchas are not only educated but also conscious of 

their separate identity. They articulate their grievances independently and want 

sincere implementation of governing formula of parity in every conceivable field 

as well as protection of their land from the Bhutias. 
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Sikkim Bhutia-Lepcha Apex Committee (SIB LAC): 

The apex body of the 12 registered Bhutia-Lepcha organizations, called 

"Sikkim Bhutia-Lepcha Apex Committee" (SIBLAC), was formed in September 

1999 at Gangtok.153 Mr. Tashi Fempo, former General Secretary of Denzong 

Yargay Chogpa (DYC), and Mr. Nima Lepcha, former President of Nepali, Bhutia 

and Lepcha Unity Organization (NEBHULA), were elected as ad-hoc conveners 

ofthe Committee.154 The primary objective ofthe Committee was to work for the 

restoration of political rights of the Bhutias and Lepchas as guaranteed by the 

Tripartite Agreement of the gth May 1973, to demand for the amendment to the 

Constitution (Sikkim) Scheduled Tribe Order, 1978 for restoration of the original 

definition of the 'Bhutias' as laid down in the Revenue Order No. 1 of 1917. 155 

The Apex Committee expressed no objection against inclusion of the Chumbipas 

(the people of Chumbi Valley) with the Bhutias, but for other seven Bhutias 

(Dopthapa, Tromopa, Sherpa, Yolmo, Tibetan, Kagatey, Drukpa) the Committee · 

demanded for preparation of a separate list of tribals. 

In view of the Sixth Assembly and Thirteenth Lok Sabha elections, to be 

held on 03.iO.l999/56 the Committee adopted a four-point resolution on 12 

September 1999 at the B-L House declaring;~ 

1. To boycott the ensuing Assembly and Lok Sabha elections; 

2. To observe hunger strike on 2nd October (Mahatma Gandhi's Birthday); 

3. To appeal the Bhutia-Lepcha candidates to withdraw their nominations 

in support of the boycott call; and 

4. To demand for restoration of their political rights as per the provisions 

of the Tripartite Agreement of gth May 1973 and Article 371F of the 

Indian Constitution.157 

The Committee boycotted the election in protest against fielding of the Sherpa 

candidates from the reserved B-L seats by both the major regional parties, i.e. SSP 

and SDF. The Committee argued that the Revenue Order No. 1 of 1917 neither 

recognize the Sherpas as Bh~tias and nor were allowed to purchase the Bhutia

Lepcha land in Sikkim.158 In a memorandum submitted to the Governor, 
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Chaudhury Randhir Singh, the Committee expressed ignorance about the 

provisions of Scheduled Tribes when the Bhutias and Lepchas were included in 

the Scheduled Tribes list in 1978. Further, the Committee alleged that the 

inclusion of alien tribes in Bhutia was intended to destroy Revenue Order No. 1 of 

1917 and to pave the way for dispossession and displacement of the indigenous 

Bhutia-Lepcha people.159 The memorandum demanded amendment to the. 

Representation of Peoples (Amendment) Act, 1980 (No.8 of 1980) as at the time 

of amendment in 1980 there were no one to represent the interest of the Bhutia

Lepcha people and were also not given opportunity to be heard.160 

It must be noted that in 1994 Assembly Election two Sherpa candidates, 

one each from the SSP and SDF, contested from the Rakdong-Tintek (BL) 

reserved constituency. Shri Mingma Tshering Sherpa of Sikkim Sangram Parishad 

won the election with over 53 per cent votes~ The Committee vehemently resented 

this new political alignment and termed it as the political conspiracy of the 

regional political parties. The Committee contended that they being the 

descendents ofKhye Bhumsa should alone enjoy the claim over the seats reserved 

for the Bhutias in the State Assembly. The Denzong Sherpa Association, on the 

other hand, claimed that the Sherpas, as being Bhutias, were not only eligible to 

contest from the Rakdong-Tintek constituency but also from all the 13 reserved 

seats including the Sangha constituency.161 Rakdong-Tintek constituency was the 

high caste Nepali dominated constituency and as such the sitting MLA of the SSP, 

Shri Mingma Tshering Sherpa, won election with 51.53 per cent votes.162 The 

Committee's call for boycott of election and withdrawal of nominations by the 

Bhutia-Lepcha candidates proved ineffective because as many as 42 B-L 

candidates, both official and independents, contested the election and about 81:71 

per cent voters, including the Bhutia-Lepcha voters, exercised the franchise.163 

Only Shri Tseten Lepcha, a Congress (I) candidate from Lachen-Mangshila 

withdrew nomination in support of the boycott call of the SIBLAC.164 In 2004 

Assembly election also Shri Mingma Tshering Sherpa, now a Sikkim Democratic 

Front candidate, defeated the Congress (I) candidate and the President of the 

SIBLAC, Shri Tseten Tashi Bhutia, by a margin of 2655 votes.165 Reacting to 
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fielding of a Sherpa candidate in B-L seats, the Apex Committee expressed fear 

that "if the present trend of fielding non-Bhutia Lepcha candidates from the 

reserved constituencies continued, then the inclusion of more communities in the 

list will wipe out all the rights we have" .166 

In May 2000, the Apex Committee again submitted a memorandum to the 

Chief Minister, Shri P .K.Chamling, reiterating its earlier demands. 167 The 

Committee also adopted a resolution on 11.06.2000 to urge all the 12 Bhutia

Lepcha M.L.As in the Assembly for passing a resolution in the ensuing budget 

session scheduled to begin from 19.06.2000 in this tegard.168 In spite of 

assurances of support, the Bhutia-Lepcha M.L.As of both the ruling and 

opposition parties failed to come up with the resolution mainly due to the 

differences existing between Lepcha and Bhutia members of the Assembly and 

Apex Committee. The Lepcha organizations on the other cop.tended that unless 

their own demands were fulfilled, they would not support the issues raised by the 

SIBLAC.169 As stated earlier, the Lepcha organizations wanted 50 per cent 

reservation both in terms of seats in the Assembly and in quota for higher 

education and employment besides legal prohibition in the sale of Lepcha land to 

others, including the Bhutias.170 Though the Apex Committee assured the Lepcha 

Association for taking up: the issues after the demands of the SIBLAC were 

resolved, the Lepchas, who had suffered immensely in the past, were skeptical at 

the assurances and were reluctant to succumb to pressure of all kinds. The 

SIBLAC was allegedly held responsible for distributing spate of ethnically 

provocative and malicious pamphlets circulated throughout the State though the 

SIBLAC convener refuted the allegation in strong terms.171 

The government appointed an Advisory Committee under the chairmanship 

of the Tourism Minister, Shri K.T.Gyaltsen, in July 2000 to look into the 

grievances or issues raised by the SIBLAC.172 The Chief Minister also assured the 

members of the SIBLAC that he would take full responsibility for protecting and 

preserving the rights and interests of the Bhutias and Lepchas of Sikkim.173 Shri 

P.K.Chamling told the members of the Committee that "people should understand 

that Limboos and Tamangs are not same as Bhutias and Lepchas and we have no 
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, intention of having it so".174 In fact the SIBLAC was worried by the statement of 

the Union Minister for Tribal Affairs, Joel Oram, that "2001 census figure would 

be the base for delimitation and could cause a reduction in the seats reserved for 

the Bhutias-Lepchas in the State". 175 

In April 2003 the Committee met the Prime Minister of India, Shri Atal 

Bihari Bajpayee, at Gangtok, and submitted memorandum demanding 

"preservation of the distinct identity and restoration of political rights of the B-L 

community" and also for setting up "a high-level Expert Committee of the Union 

Government to examine the situation and to take bold remedial measures at an 

early date" .176 Regarding the allegation for fomenting ethnic tension the 

Committee clarified saying "we have not talked about any party; neither have we 

circulated pamphlets against anyone. We are looking for our survival under the 

facts of history and Acts of parliament. But everything has limits and after 

September, we will be forced to opt for 'Delhi Chalo"'.177 

In the last week of September 2003, a high level delegation of the 

SIBLAC, led by its two conveners Mr. Tseten Tashi Bhutia and Mr. Nima 

Lepcha, left for New Delhi with three-point agenda such as sit-in demonstration 

accompanied by a protest rally, meetin.g the central leadership on Nathula impasse 

and garnering support in favour of their four-point demands namely; 

1. Restoration of the original definition of the Bhutia by 'emptying the 

eight bracketed communities from the term'; 

2. Safeguarding the political rights of the Bhutias-Lepchas by amending 

the Representation ofPeople (Amendment) Act, 1980; 

3. Delimitation of Assembly constituencies in order to ensure genuine B-L 

representation in the State; and 

4. Opposition to reopening of trade route with China over Nathula till 

adequate safeguards of the B-L were not guaranteed in Sikkim.178 

The Committee's action was criticized by the government and other tribal 

organizations of Sikkim. In a public meeting at Pakyaong, Shri Chamling warned 

SIBLAC members for "playing a dangerous game by by-passing the State 

government. If something goes wrong now (including the issue raised by the 
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SIBLAC) then we should not be held responsible".179 The Minister for Health and 

Family Welfare, Shri D.D.Bhutia, also criticized the SIBLAC leadership as 

"people who were confused about their real identity and, in tum, confusing the 

people".180 The most scathing criticism against the SIBLAC, however, came from 

its own constituent partner. The press release of the Renjyong Mutanchi Rong 

Tarzum (Sikkim Lepcha Association) stated "we have long withdrawn from the 

organization (SIBLAC) and they should delete the word 'L' (meaning Lepcha) 

from SIB LAC ... The Lepcha community does not have any representative in the 

SIBLAC. Thus the trade issue raised by the SIBLAC in New Delhi has no 

sanction of the Lepcha community of Sikkim. In fact, the Lepcha community of 

Sikkim has never thought of coming out on the street to raise such international 

issues and few Lepchas who participated in the rally had gone on their own for 

their self-interest and were not authorized by the organization. Lepchas have their 

own problems which are being taken up by the Lepcha Association of Sikkim."181 

The All Sikkim Lepcha Joint Action Committee also alleged violation of the· 

provisions of the 8th May Agreement in favour of the Bhutias both in terms of 

political representation and service sectors.182 

The SIBLAC was also criticized by the Sikkim Sherpa Association. The 

community after all was the main target of the former organization. In a letter 

written to the Prime Minister, Shri Atal Bihari Vajpayee, the Sherpa Association 

clarified that the "Sherpas had been accepted as Bhutias as far back as 1891 when 

the first ever census was conducted in Sikkim ... .If any amendment is required to 

the Constitution (Sikkim) Scheduled Tribes Order, 1978 the Parliament must 

under article 342 (2) exclude the king (Chogyal), his kin and kith and the Kazis 

from the list of the Scheduled Tribes of Sikkim" .183 The letter further stated that as 

there could be no two classes of Scheduled Tribes, the newly recognized tribes 

(Limboos and Tamangs) should be allowed to contest from the 12 seats reserved 

for the BL in the State.184 Regarding the Sangha seat, the Association said that it 

"was incorporated in 1957 to make Sikkim a theocratic, autocratic, feudal State 

and should be done away with".185 Referring to the issue of 'influx' and BL 

becoming minority in Sikkim, the Sherpa Association contended, "Influx has 
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taken place within Bhutia ranks. While Lepchas outnumbered Bhutias in 1891, 

today there are more Bhutias than Lepchas in Sikkim."186 The letter went on 

adding, "the SIB LAC representatives in Delhi constituted mostly of Tibetans and 

monks residing in Delhi who were made to wear Lepcha dresses and presented as 

Lepchas from Sikkim. We understand that there were no Lepchas representing the 

SIBLAC in the delegation and demonstration organized by the SIBLAC".187 

.Ever since the 'Delhi Chalo' campaign, the activities of the SIBLAC had 

grown in volumes. The incidents of defacement of the statue of Bhanu Bhakta and 

confusion over its reconstruction at Geyzing and construction of Mandir in the 

vicinity of the lake Khecheopalri triggered off tension between the supporters of 

the SIBLAC and the Gorkha Apex Committee (GAC). The incident ·of omission 

of 'BL' suffix from the voters' identity cards of the BL reserved constituencies 

also created some confusion which was later corrected by the State Election 

Commission.188 Facts apart, it was interpreted as part of the Nepali conspiracy to 

convert the BL seats into tribal seats. In view of the Central government proposal 

for reservation of seats for the Limboos and Tamangs in the State Assembly and 

subsequent proposal for enhancement of Assembly seats to 40, the SIBLAC has 

demanded for corresponding enhancement of the Bhutia-Lepcha seats as well. 

In the eve of the 2004 Assembly and Lok Sabha elections, Mr. Tashi 

Tshering Bhutia resigned from the Committee's Convener post to contest election 

as Congress (I) candidate from Pathing (BL) reserved constituency. The affect of 

the SIBLAC's activities on ethnic relations could be judged from the pattern of 

votes cast in the Pathing Assembly constituency. It was found that the number of 

votes polled by Shri Tashi Tshering Bhutia was almost same as that of the total 

number of Bhutia voters in the constituency. The Lepchas organizations had 

always viewed the SIBLAC as the Bhutia organization and severed the 

relationship. The activities of the SIB LAC had given way to emergence of ethnic 

organization like Gorkha Apex Committee in 2003. The contradiction between the 

two over the issue of defacement of the statue of Bhanu Bhakta and controversy 

over the construction of Mandir at Khecheopalri lake had almost resulted in 

communal ryot at Gayzing in West Sikkim. The circulation of pamphlet targeting 
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particular community further deteriorated ethnic harmony in Sikkim. But for all 

apparent reasons, all such events and activities had political overtones 

orchestrated in view of 2004 Assembly election. 

Survival Sikkimese: 

It was established in 1995 at Gangtok by some anonymous individuals 

reportedly belonging to the Bhutia community. The aims and objectives of the 

. organization were to provide identity, entity and security for the Sikkimese. 189 The 

organization claimed that "those who established the political entity of Deyjong 

(Sikkim) under the leadership of Ghe-Bumsa and Thekong Tek and those who 

defended Deyjong down the ages against countless invasions of aliens - the 

Bhutanese from the east, the Mongols and Tibetans from the North, the Gorkhas 

from the west and the British India from the south" were Sikkimese. 190 In other 

words, Sikkim for the organization the Bhutia:-Lepcha alone were Sikkimese and 

rest were neo-colonialist. The document issued in December 1995 contained 40 

different ways by way of which the Bhutia-Lepcha, in their opinion, were 

exterminated and urged to fight for the survival of their progenies. The main 

grievances of the organization were; 

1. The extermination of Sikkimese began in all conceivable way 

immediately after Sikkim was merged with India; 

2. The Scheduled Tribe Order of 1978 was genocidal and violated the 

definition of Bhutia as laid down in the Revenue Order No. 1. It was 

intended to erase the entity and identity of the Sikkimese community as 

a people native to the soils of Sikkim. 

3. The continuation of Revenue Order No. 1 was not out of love but a 

section of the neo-colonialists considered that important for maintaining 

distinct character of Sikkim and draw more funds while another section 

wanted for its abolition. 

4. The majority of the Sikkimese parents and children couldn't speak 

Sikkimese language ... they speak broken Nepali making themselves a 

people without entity and identity .... 
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5. The Representation of People's Act, 1950 and 1951 was amended to cut · 

down our (B-L) representation in the Legislative Assembly of Sikkim. 

The 1994 election to the Assembly returned two Sherpas from the B-L 

reserved constituencies, it was expected that in the coming elections the 

Sherpas would be elected from all the B-L reserved seats including 

Sangha ... 

6. The names of places were named after the neo-colonialist (i.e. other 

than B-L) and not in the name of a single Sikkimese ... 

7. Sikkim would be renamed Indrakil and the history would be 

rewritten... At present B-L position was same as that of the 

Palestinians. We were dispossessed and being displaced .... 

8. The post-merger political system in Sikkim was biased against them. 

9. The execution of the giant 1000 MW Teesta Project at Dzongu, the last 

exclusive preserve of the Lepcha brethren ... would result in a colony of 

fifty thousand people from outside. 

10. More than 90 per cent of the Chortens and Stupas (symbols of 

Buddhist culture) of Sikkim were obliterated out during the past 20 

years and were replaced with milestones. Buddhist sacred places and 

caves were desecrated and usurped by people of other faiths in alarming 

degrees.191 

Besides, the Survival Sikkimese alleged that the Bhutia-Lepcha community 

was discriminated as second class people in government appointments, allotment 

in M.B.B.S quota, Engineering seats and other scholarships for higher studies, 

public distribution system, diversion of tribal funds for non-tribal people, political 

representation in the Lok Sabha etc.192 

The first-ever conference of the organization was held on the 13th and 14th 

of April 1996 at B-L house, Gangtok. The objective of the conference was to find 

out measures to protect the B-L identity in Sikkim, to correct the wrongs 

committed by the former Bhutia elders and leaders and to chart out a list of 

grievances in order to ensure survival of the B-L community in their own terms.193 

It asked the members attending the conference 'not to succumb to threat of any 
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kind or pressure'. The conference, presided over by Shri D.G.Shanderpa, had the 

following list of agenda: 

1. To urge the government to constitute a high power Parliamentary 

Committee to review the political situation of Sikkim for reassessment 

of the survivability of the B-L community vis-a-vis the following; 

a) To restore the entity of the Sikkimese tribe called "Bhutia" as 

identified by the Revenue Order No. 1 of 1917; 

b) To restore the representation of the B-L co_mmunity m the 

Legislative Assembly of Sikkim as provided under the Article 

371F of the constitution of India; 

c) To give representation to the B-L community in both the Houses 

of Parliament by special provision; 

d) To delimit the B-L population of the State into as many electoral 

colleges as the B-L constituencies of the Legislative Assembly 

or to restore the Rustomji pattern of voting which existed before 

the election of 197 4, on the basis of the proclamation of 16th 

.March 1958 as a counterpoise to the deluge of voters holding 

multi-domiciles and multi-citizenships; 

2. To urge the government to issue Indian Citizenship €Sikkim) Certificate 

in replacement of the old Subject Certificates on the basis of the 

Settlement Record of 1952 to safeguard the interest of the old Sikkim 

Subjects against the deluge of neo-colonialists; 

3. To urge the government to stop acquisition of B-L lands by the State 

for public purposes and the excess lands of the B-L community if found 

any may be acquired by the Union Government for constitution of a 

land bank for rehabilitation of the destitute members of the community. 

It is anticipated that around eighty percent of the BLs would be landless 

in another twenty to thirty years; 

4. To urge the government to exempt the BL land owners from the 

provision of the Land Tenancy Act; 
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5. To urge the government to revtse the electoral roll of the Sangha 

constituency in conformity with the section 25A of the Representation 

of the People Act, 1950 and to consider at least 'Omzed' by rank 

eligible to contest election from the Sangha Constituency for ensuring 
. . 194 genume representatiOn. 

Apart from these, the pamphlet also demanded for grant of survival 

allowances @ Rs. 15,000/- per family per month, 50 per cent reservation in 

employment in central and state government departments and Panchayat elections, 

promotion of Bhutia -Lepcha candidates in ·state services through a restricted 

competitive examinations and exemption of B-L contractors and suppliers from 

payment of earnest money in tenders for contract works. 195 

Sikkim has a tradition of protecting traditional land and land rights of the 

Bhutias and Lepchas. The 1991 survey report stated that about 42 per cent 

marginal tribal farmers possess 7 per cent of the total cultivable land; the semi

medium (20.5 %) and medium farmers (14.9 %) possess about 22.0 per cent and 

23.5 per cent area of cultivable land respectively. However, the large farmers 

(possessing above 10 hectares) who constituted about 5 per cent (4.9 %) hold over 

28 per cent (28.1 %) of land.196 Thus it is a clear case of traditional pattern of 

land holding in Sikkim and, by and large, ineffectiveness of the land reform 

measures initiated from time to time. About 84.35 per cent of the Scheduled 

Tribes populations live in their own houses of different structures like 37.08 per 

cent in Katcha, 25.25 per cent in Pucca and 37.67 per cent in Semi-Pucca 

houses.197 Similarly, among the three ethnic communities of Sikkim, the 

percentage of the Bhutias in the elite services, such as lAS, IPS and IFS (Forest), 

and in the Assembly has been dominant. According to the preliminary analysis of 

the economic survey carried out by the State government in 2005, the Bhutias are 

found to be economically in a better position among the three ethnic communities 

ofSikkim. 

The Survival Sikkimese demanded for exclusion of the Sherpas from the 

Bhutia fold claiming that they were Nepalis and should not be allowed to contest 

from the seats reserved for the Bhutia-Lepcha community. They held the Nepalis 
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Sherpas, including eight other Bhutia sub-groups, were not eligible to contest 

elections from the above 12 reserved seats. 

The Sikkim Sherpa Association on the other had been contending that the 

Sherpas of Sikkim had been traditionally recognized as the Bhutias of Sikkim. 

Quoting from Risley's Gazetteer of Sukhim, the Association contested that 

Sikkim's Sherpas were Buddhist and accepted as Sherpa Bhutia in Sikkim as far 

back as in the census of 1891.201 The Association was also critical of the "use and 

throw" treatment meted out to the community by various organizations, both 

political and otherwise. In a first ever press conference held on the 5th of 

February, 2004, the President of the Association, Phurba Sherpa, clarified that the 

Sherpas had been included in the definition of 'Bhutia' in 1978 because that 

suited the political requirement of the time to inflate the Bhutia population figures 

and not because there was any lobbying by the Sherpas for such recognition. He 

further stated, "the inclusion of Sherpas as Bhutias was obviously motivated with 

the intention to acquire more seats for the Bhutia-Lepcha (BL) segment. They 

succeeded and after having secured 12 seats, they want to evict us from the Bhutia 

bracket, after 26 years. This is a sleazy move and very demeaning towards the 

Sherpas."202 The important demands oft~e Sikkim Sherpa Association are: 

a) To accord rightful place in Revenue Order No. 1 enabling them to 

purchase Bhutia-Lepcha land; 

b) To reserve 4 seats (in proportion to population) from within the 12 seats 

reserved for the Bhutia-Lepcha in the State Assembly; 

c) To exclude the 'creamy layers', i.e. the kin and kith ofthe Chogyal and 

the Kazis, from the list of the Scheduled Tribes according to article 342 

(2) of the Indian Constitution; 

d) To do away with the Sangha seat incorporated in 1957 to make Sikkim 

a theocratic, autocratic and feudal State; and 

e) Reservation of seats for the protection of rights and interest of different 

sections of the population of Sikkim in proportion to their population.203 

In the context of Sikkim, the identity of the Sherpa community is not clear. 

They have been included in the Bhutia group in 1978 which is recognized as the 
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responsible for the political transformation in Sikkim. J.N.Kazi's statement about 

the Nepalis reflected the general perception of the Bhutias when he wrote, "If it 

was not for the large Nepalis population in Sikkim, the former Kingdom's merger 

with India may either have delayed or not have taken place at al1".198 The Bhutias, 

being the erstwhile ruling community, never seemed to have lost site of the fact 

that the resources, including the post of the Chief Minister of the State, belonged 

to the Bhutias alone. Such perception and provocative statement against a 

particular community resulted in anti-Nepali outburst and growth of ethnic tension 

from time to time. Late Kashi Raj Pradhan had very aptly portrayed the 

relationship between the three communities as "the Bhutias (Kazis) are m · 

authority, the Lepchas are in minority and the Nepalis are in majority".199 

Sikki~ Sherpa Association (SSA): 

The Sikkim Sherpa Association was formed in 1984 (registration no 179, 

1984) at Gangtok. Its main objectives were to promote and protect their language 

and literature, socio-cultural interest and also to work in the field of economic 

and political development of the community. In 1978 the community was 

included in the Bhutia groups and declared Scheduled Tribes of Sikkim. The 

Sherpas who were legally eligible to contest election from the 12 reserved seats in 

the Assembly after the enactment of the Representation of People (Amendment) 

Act, 1980, were, however, denied representation. 

In 1994, the Sikkim Sangram Parishad (SSP) floated two Sherpa 

candidates from the Bhutia-Lepcha reserved constituencies- Phurba Sherpa from 

Rinchenpong and Mingma Sherpa from the Rakdong Tintek Assembly 

constituencies. Though only one of the two Sherpa candidates, i.e. Mingma 

Sherpa, was elected, it created lot of resentment among the Bhutias. The Survival 

Sikkimese and later the Sikkim Bhutia Lepcha Apex Committee (SIBLAC) 

copdemned the policy of the SSP and demanded restoration of the original 

definition of the Bhutias as enshrined in the Revenue Order No. 1 of 1917.200 

These organizations argued that the 12 seats reserved in the State Assembly were 

exclusively meant for the original Bhutia-Lepcha community alone and the 
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Scheduled Tribes of Sikkim but considering certain other legal-political 

provisions presently prevailing in Sikkim, the community is often subjected to 

denial of benefits. For instance, they cannot buy Bhutia-Lepcha lands and do not 

have separate seat reserved in the State Legislature. Thus, with the gradual 

advancement in the field of education, they have become more conscious and 

more vocal about their rights and interests. 

Sikkim Limhoo-Tamang Joint Action Committee .(SLTJAC): 

The Sikkim Limboo-Tamang Joint Action Committee (SLTJAC) was 

formed in 2003 with an objective to work for the reservation of seats for the 

Lim boo-Tamang tribal communities. It is to be noted that, unlike the normal 

practice, the two communities were recognized as scheduled tribes in January 

2003 though without specifying the number of seats to be reserved for them in the 

legislative Assembly of Sikkim. 

According to the Representation of the Peoples (Amendment) Act, 

1950/51, as amended in 1980, 12 seats are reserved for the Bhutia-Lepcha, 2 for 

the Scheduled Castes, 1 for the Sangha and remaining 17 as general seats in a 32 

member State Assembly. Thus, as of now, no seat is reserved exclusively for the 

Scheduled Tribes community in the State Assembly and so far section 7(1A) of 

the Representation of the People (Amendment) Act, 1950 is not amended, the 

Limboo and Tamang tribal community cannot have seats in the Assembly. The 

communities became disillusioned further when all cases of delimitation of 

parliamentary and assembly constituencies were postponed till 2026 and 

subsequent statement of the central· government denying any possibility for 

creation of tribal seats in the State Assembly before the 2004 Lok Sabha and 

Assembly elections.204 

The Sikkim Limboo Tamang Joint Action Committee (P.R.Subba group) 

demanded reservation of seats for the two communities in the Assembly without 

restructuring the Assembly constituencies?05 He also submitted a memorandum 

to the central government and the State Delimitation Commission demanding 

special census of the two communities and allocation of seat for the Limboo and 
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Tamang tribal communities in the same way or method as was followed while 

reserVing seats for the Scheduled Tribes earlier.Z06 The Committee also demanded 

amendment to the Representation of People (Amendment) Act, 1950, as amended 

in 1980, and to take necessary step required for expediting the process for seat 

reservation before the commencement of the Assembly election scheduled in 

2004.207 The State government also requested the Prime Minister, A.B.Bajpai, for 

conducting special census of the Limboos and Tamangs in order to fulfill the 

constitutional obligation mentioned under article 332 (1) and (3) of the 

constitution of India. 208 

The SLTJAC also submitted a memorandum to the visiting President of 

India, A.P.J. Abdul Kalam, at Raj Bhawan, Gangtok, stating "if the delimitation 

proposal in its present form is allowed to pass, the Limboo and Tamang 

communities will be deprived of their political rights for another 25 years as the 

next delimitation will take place only after 25 years".209 

The Sikkim Limboo Tamang Tribal Forum (SLTTF) led by Birbal Limboo 

(Tamling) also expressed resentment over the discriminatory treatment meted out 

to the Limboo and Tamang tribal communities by the government of India. He 

noted: 

1. The Limboo and Tamang communities became Scheduled Tribes vide 

Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes Orders (Amendment) Act, 

2002, but they have been denied political rights guaranteed by the 

constitution for the Scheduled Tribes. 

2. The census of India has not recognized Limboo and Tamang as 

Scheduled Tribes. The last census was conducted in 2001 when the two 

communities were not recognized as Scheduled Tribes. Hence, a special 

census must be carried out to determine the population of the two tribal 

communities of Sikkim. 

3. The 12 seats reserved in the State Assembly are Bhutia-Lepcha seats 

and, therefore, even if the special census is carried out, Limboo and 

Tamang tribal communities cannot compete from the 12 reserved seats. 
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4. Only in the 22nd State of India, i.e. Sikkim, that tribals are classified 

into two groups - one with political rights and another without political 

rights. How did it happen? Why did it happen? 

Mr. Limboo also observed that the parliament makes rules enhancing the 

Assembly seats to 40, the State government had no other option than to allocate 

seats to them politically. Considering the existing population of the communities 

in Sikkim, he justified reservation of at least five seats in the Assembly. He also 

met the President of India and requested for grant of political rights to the Limboo 

and Tamang tribal communities before the implementation of the delimitation 

proposals. 210 

The issue had been the breeding ground for speculation of all kinds and at 

all levels. The senior politicians warned the government to handle the case with 

utmost care while the Sikkim Bhutia Lepcha Apex Committee (SIBLAC) 

expressed fear over possible dilution of their political rights in Sikkim. The 

Committee distributed pamphlets in Nepali warning that the Bhutia-Lepcha seats 

were in danger.211 The SIBLAC justified its concern by quoting the statement 

issued by the Union Minister for Tribal Affairs, Joel Oram, in which the latter 

stated that the ongoing delimitation process in the State would cut down the 

Bhutia-Lepcha reserved seats from its present strength, The Vice-Chairman of the 

National Commission for Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribes, Ven. Lama 

Chosphel Zotpa, also expressed concerns over the constant threat faced by the 

Bhutia and Lepcha tribes in Sikkim in relation to the inclusion of Limboo and 

Tamang communities in the Scheduled Tribes list of Sikkim?12 

The Representation of the People's Act, 1950/51, as amended in 1980, has 

been explicit regarding the seat reservation in the Legislative Assembly of 

Sikkim. In clause 7(1A), sub-section (a) it is stated that twelve seats shall be 

reserved for Sikkimese ofBhutia Lepcha origin.213 Further, the rules outlining the 

qu~lifications for membership of the Legislative Assembly clearly stated that 

notwithstanding anything in Section 5, a person should not be qualified to be 

chosen to fill a seat in the Legislative Assembly of Sikkim unless: (a) in the case 

of seat reserved for Sikkimese of Bhutia-Lepcha origin, he was a person either of 
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Bhutia or Lepcha origin and was an elector for any Assembly constituency in the 

State other than the constituency reserved for the Sanghas.214 But it must be, 

however, noted that the 'other Bhutias' who have been declared Scheduled Tribes 

by expanding the definition of the term 'Bhutia' in 1978 vide Constitution 

(Sikkim) Scheduled Tribes Order, 1978, have been considered eligible to contest 

election from the 12 reserved seats by the Representation of the People 

(Amendment) Act, 1980. Thus, the prevailing legal-constitutional provisions 

regarding seat reservation is not only ambiguous but also a source of resentment 

and apprehension between the Bhutia-Lepcha and Nepali communities of Sikkim. 

The circulation of provocative pamphlets together with the statements by the 

Union Minister for Tribal Welfare and the Vice-Chairman of the National 

Commission for Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes further aggravated the 

ethnic tension. Considering the sensitive nature of the issue, the State government 

sought legal advice from the constitutional experts of India. 

The Attorney General of the Government of India, Soli Sorabji, in his letter 

to the State Government clarified that Limboo and Tamang communities do not 

get seats reserved for them in the State Assembly automatically by virtue of their 

getting notified as Scheduled Tribes. "The reservation of seats in the Legislative 

Assembly is by virtue of Section 7 (1) of the Representation of the People's Act, 

1950. So long as this section stands and is not amended, the inclusion of the 

newly notified Scheduled Tribes can have no impact on the number of seats 

reserved in the Sikkim Legislative Assembly".215 He added further that in view of 

the non-obstante clause of Article 371F, the reservation in case of Legislative 

Assembly of Sikkim would not be limited either by an interpretation of the 

Supreme Court or by any other provisions of the constitution Itself, i.e. provision 

of the Article 332 (3) which mandated that the 'number of seats to be reserved 

·shall bear, as nearly as may be, the same proportion to the total number of seats in 

the Assembly as the population of the Scheduled Tribes in the State bear to the 

total population of the State".216 It must be noted here that the Supreme Court also 

held similar opinion in Ram Chandra Poudyal Vs. Government of Sikkim in 1994. 

Other two constitutional experts namely K.K. Venugopal and F.S.Nariman also 
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shared the vww of the Attorney General of India. They observed that the 

reservation of seats was a political issue, which could be effected by bringing in 

suitable proposal for the amendment of section 7 ( 1) of the Representation of the 

People's Act, 1.950 in the parliament of the country. 

Under article 371F(f), the union parliament 1s authorized to make 

provisions for reservation of number of seats in the Legislative Assembly for 

protecting the rights and interest of the 'different sections' of the Sikkimese 

population, including delimitation of the Assembly constituencies from which 

candidates belonging to such section alone may stand for election. In other words, 

the State government can demand for readjustment in the Assembly seats with the 

Union Government irrespective of limitation imposed by various interpretations 

of the Supreme Court or by any other provisions of the constitution itself. Hence, 

the cabinet decision taken in 2002 to postpone delimitation of constituencies to till 

2026 may not be applied in Sikkim. Thus, the Chief Minister Chamling demanded 

for increasing the Assembly seats to 40 to _enable reservation of seat to two newly 

recognized tribal communities?17 The Chairman of the National Delimitation 

Commission, Justice Kuldeep Singh, also wanted reservation of seats for the 

Limboos and Tamangs through constitutional amendment.218 

The Union Home Ministry, government of India, m its letter dated 

30.05.2005,219 addressed to the Chief Secr~tary, Government of Sikkim, 

expressed desire to settle the issue and, in all likelihood, by raising the total 

number of Assembly seats to 40. A 35-member delegation, led by State's Chief 

Minister, Shri P.K.Chamling, met the Prime Minister, Dr. Manmohan Singh, on 3 

December 2005 and submitted a ten-point memorandum requesting the Prime 

Minister to reserve seats for the Limboos and Tamangs under article 332 (1) of the 

constitution without disturbing the seats reserved of the Bhutias and Lepchas.220 

This position of the government was further confirmed by Shri D.D.Bhutia, 

Minister of Urban Development and Housing, Government of Sikkim, while 

speaking on the "Kranti Dewas" of the ruling SDF Party on 22 June, 2006. Being 

the member of the Bhutia community, his statement was significant in view of the 



358 

5. The organization believes in the protection and safeguard of benefit and 

rights of other communities who are living in Sikkim for several 

generations; 

6. The organization also believes in mutual cooperation amongst all the 

communities of Sikkim and mutual respects for each other's tradition, 

culture, social customs and religion; 

7. The organization believes in the protection and safeguard of the rights 

of all the minority communities. 222 

The larger Nepalis community, in fact, has been a conglomeration of various sub

cultural groups speaking different languages/ dialects and pursuing, more or less, 

distinct cultural habits and religious aspirations. However, the Nepali language, 

which is the major language am'ong these sub-Gultural groups, has been the major 

unifying factor among the Nepalis. The constitutional recognition of the language 

in August 1992 further strengthened the unity, identity and dignity of the Nepalis 

living in various parts of India,· including the Sikkimese Nepali. 

However, division within the Sikkimese Nepali mostly in the line of race 

(Mongoloid vs. Aryans) or the shape of the nose, i.e. thepche (flat) or Chuche 

(pointed) had been the primary concern for the Association. The Association 

considered certain factors responsible behind the resurgence of racial sentiments 

within the Sikkimese Nepalis namely the divisive policies of the SSP government, 

emergence of OBC politics and publication of mat~rials alleging exploitation of 

the mongoloid Nepalis by the Aryan Hindus. Apart from these, the racial 

consciousness also developed as a consequence of the negative campaigns against 

the Sikkimese Nepalis often branding them as 'coolies', 'immigrants', 

'foreigners' in Sikkim. Hence, the rationale behind the formation of the Sikkim 

Nepali Unity was essentially to emphasize unity among various sections of the 

Nepalis, to protect political identity and gather strength to fight against the anti

Nepali forces of various kinds. 

The majority of the Nepalis believe restoration of the seats in the State 

Legislative Assembly is important as the symbol of protection, identity and unity 

of the community in Sikkim. The Sikkimese Nepali Unity, however, claimed that 
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apprehension expressed by the Sikkim Bhutia Lepcha Apex Committee 

(SIBLAC) regarding seat reservation. 

For the last three years the issue of reservation of seats for the Lim boo and 

Tamang tribal communities remained undecided. The SIBLAC apprehend 

domination of the Nepalis in the Assembly if seats were raised to 40 in order to 

accommodate seats for the Lim boo-Tamang tribal communities. Hence, they also 

demanded for corresponding enhancement of the Bhutia-Lepcha seats should the 

Assembly seats were raised to 40. Apart from opposition from the rival 

organizations, the political affiliation of the two Lim boo-Tamang organizations 

has been the major setback in the fulfillment of the demands. 

Sikkim Nepali Unity (SNU): 

The Sikkim Nepali Unity was established on 20 January, 1997 at Namchi. 

Initially it was consisted of a ten-member organizing committee headed by Shri 

Pradeep Yonzon?21
• The principles and objectives ofthe organization were: 

1. Sikkim Nepali Unity stands for the unity ofNepalis community. It takes 

up issues for the safeguard of the rights and privileges of the 

community including Rai, Limboo, Tamang, Gurung, Mangar, Sunwar, 

Chhetri, Bahun, Newar, Kami, Damai, Majhi, Sarki, Sherpa, Jogi, 

Sanyasi, Bhujel etc; 

2. The organization will always endeavour to uplift Sikkim Nepalis 

socially, economically, culturally and politically, and liberate them 

from exploitation by manipulators. 

3. The national pride of the Sikkimese Nepali will be restored to its proper 

place. Cultures of all these castes (?) will be developed as they form the 

unified culture called the Nepali culture; 

4. The organization believes that Nepalis are the first class subjects of 

Sikkim. The Nepalis have become full-fledged citizens of India 

following the merger of Sikkim with India and as such nobody can 

question our allegiance to the constitution of India; 
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the demand for restoration of seats for the Nepalis as 'irrelevant and a non-issue' 

on the ground that the "demand for restoration of seats for the Nepalis, at this 

juncture, would technically mean (i) Restoration of pre-merger status of Sikkim 

and (ii) Restoration of 'Parity' formula as a basis of seat sharing. Both these 

options are highly detrimental to the overall interest of the Sikkimese Nepalis."223 

The Sikkim Nepali Unity though believed in protection and promotion of the 

rights and distinct identity of the Sikkimese Nepalis but it was critical of the 

traditional view that the above objectives could be achieved only by restoring 

seats according to obsolete scheme of parity. For the organization a united and 

vibrant Nepali community under the roof of one strong ·and all embracing 

organization was far more pragmatic option than being nostalgic to discriminatory 

scheme of seat reservation of the older days. Later, Shri Pradeep Yonzon joined 

the Bharatiya Gorkha Parisang and with it the influence of the Sikkim Nepali 

Unity also gradually disappeared. 

Sikkimay Nepali Ekta Sangathan (SNES): 

This organization was formed in June 2000 in Gangtok by the former Chief 

Secretary of Sikkim, Shri P.K.Pradhan. Its primary objectives were to maintain 

communal harmony in the State and to promote mutual trust, confidence and Jaith 

among the different communities of Sikkim. Initially, the organization kept its 

profile low and agenda undisclosed. It became a household name when it 

campaigned against the seat reservation for the Nepalis according to the Pa:dty 

Formula?24 The proposal initiated by the SSP MLA, J.K.Bhandari, on 23 June 

2000 in the Budget session of the State Assembly proposed for restoration of the 

Parity Formula of 1974 as the basis for reservation of Nepali seats in the 

Assembly and removal of eight other Bhutias, included by the Constitution 

(Sikkim) Scheduled Tribes Order, 1978, from the list of the real Bhutias. 225 It 

was a tactical move of the Opposition leader, Shri N.B. Bhandari, to comer the 

Ch~mling government. 

The Sikkimmay Nepali Ekta Sangathan vehemently criticized the proposal 

and appealed for its withdrawal.226 The Sangathan also wrote to Shri 
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N.B.Bhandari, the leader of the Opposition in the Assembly, Smt. Kalawati 

Subba, the Speaker of the Assembly, and Shri P.K.Chamling, the Chief Minister 

of the State, to condemn and disallow such a sensitive and outrageous proposal to 

be tabled in the Assembly.227 In the letter written to the Opposition leader, Shri 

Bhandari, Sang a than stated, "The harmony, unity and peace is the tradition of 

Sikkimese society and is evident from her history. In 1973 the subjects of the 

Chogyal protested against the discriminatory Parity Formula and failure of the 

ruler to provide justice ultimately paved the way for democracy in Sikkim. In 

accordance with the norms laid down under article 371F the Sikkimese are living 

in complete peace and amity for the last 25 years. But besides knowing this fact 

your proposal for restoration of pre-merger Parity Formula regarding seat 

reservation, we feel, will be most damaging and unfortunate for the unity of the 

Sikkimese. 

"The Parity Formula of the pre-merger era was unjust and discriminatory 

against the Nepalis and ..... In order to maintain unity and mutual understanding 

among the Sikkimese and to preserve existing ethnic harmony, we expect you to 

act as a responsible representative and request you to withdraw the proposal from 

the Assembly".228 

, The Sangathan was successful m having the proposal withdrawn. The 

ruling SDF party also abandoned its initial desire to have discussion on the 

proposal. It wanted the issue to be dealt by an All Party Advisory Committee for 

its amicable resolution. 229 

The Sangathan also criticized the irresponsible remarks made by the two 

members of the parliament about the Sikkimese Nepalis. The Parliamentary 

Committee on Internal Security and Economic Development led by the Rajya 

Sabha member, Shri Anandi Sahu, visited Sikkim in October 2000. On 10 

October the visiting members met the Sikkimese delegation, consisted of Shri 

Tashi Topden, Secretary to Power Department, Shri R.S. Shanna, Secretary to 

Department of Personnel, and Shri L.S. Amamathan, Superintendent of Police, in 

the Conference hall of the Power Secretariat.230 Reportedly the two members 

from visiting team, Shri Rajkumar Bancha of Arunachal Pradesh and Shri Jayanta 
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Rangpi from Assam, raised the issue of presence of plenty of Nepali immigrants 

in Sikkim and inadequate safeguards provided to the indigenous people in contrast 

to the agreement signed between the governments of India and Sikkim?31 The 

report further said that the power secretary had endorsed the incorrect opinion 

expressed by the visiting parliamentarians while the secretary, D.O.P, raised 

objection to the aspersion cast on the Nepalis by the duo. The Sikkimmay Nepali 

Ekta Sangathan demanded public apology from the duo and appropriate action 

against the power secretary, Shri Tashi Topden, for violation of Service Conduct 

Rules.232 The Sangathan also held the visiting parliamentarians responsible for 

inciting communal hatred in the State in the same way as they might be doing in 

their own States. 233 The Sangathan wrote, "When tolerance surpasses its limit, a 
revolution will born. Nepalis have been humiliated for long and would accept it 

no more. We will sacrifice our life for the sake of the protection of the Nepali 

identity, the noblest among all human sacrifices."234 This was perhaps the 

strongest condemnation made by any Nepali organization in the past 25 years. 

The Sangathan made it clear that it would be unacceptable for the Sikkimese 

Nepali to live in a situation conditioned by others but wanted to live a dignified 

life in their own terms. 

GorkhaApex Committee (GAC): 

The enactment of the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes . Orders 

(Amendment) Act, 2002 and constitution of a five-member State Delimitation 

Commission as mandated by the Delimitation Act, 2002 necessitated formulation 

of corresponding changes in the existing political-administrative setup. This was 

followed by an atmosphere of political uncertainty, intimidation and allegation 

pertaining modalities to be adopted for seat reservation. It was in this background 

the Gorkha Apex Committee (GAC) was formed in May 2003 at Singtam under 

the leadership of Shri G .M.Rai, one of the founder members of the Sikkim 

Democratic Front (SDF) Party.235 It was a non-political organization of the 

Sikkimese Nepalis (Gorkhas) intended to work for the fulfillment of the following 

objectives; 
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1. To bring awareness among the different sections of the Gorkha 

community, emphasize on the need to live in peace and harmony, duly 

recognize the democratic values of equality - social, cultural, economic 

- to safeguard the sovereignty and integrity of India; 

2. To safeguard the rights and liberties of the different sections of the 

Gorkha community and to move the appropriate forums for seeking 

redressal, if necessary; 

3. To initiate, assist and promote schemes and programmes for the 

upliftment of the different sections of the Gorkha community.236 

The Committee organized its first ever conference on May 4, 2003, at Marwari 

Dharamsala, Singtam, to discuss on issues concerning the contemporary socio

political development in Sikkim. Seven different issues constituted the agenda of 

the meeting for intellectual analysis and suggestions namely; 

1. The delimitation of constituency is postponed but not cancelled in 

which 13 seats are reserved for the Scheduled Tribes, including Sangha, 

and 2 for the Scheduled Castes in Sikkim Assembly. Thus out of a total 

of 3 2 seats 13 are reserved but not in the name of the Scheduled Tribes. 

With the inclusion of the Limboos and Tamangs the reservation may 

shoot up to more than 50 per cent from the existing 47 per cent. 

Therefore, the remaining 65 per cent population, besides being in 

majority, might become minority and would be unconstitutional and 

undemocratic. The Apex Committee considers the issue as one of 

serious and expects intellectual discussion for arriving at conclusion; 

2. What is secret behind the application of 371F for the Bhutia-Lepcha 

people and article 332 for the Scheduled Castes in the 22nd State of the 

world's largest democratic country like India? Similarly, the seats in the 

Assembly for the Scheduled Castes are reserved on the basis of 

population but the same criterion is overlooked or overruled in case of 

the B-L seats. This is yet another area where a thorough investigation 

by experts is essential; 
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3. Article 332 of the Indian constitution provides for reservation of seats ,. 
in proportion, nearly or so, to population. This provision is violated in 

Sikkim when 13 out of 32 seats were reserved for the B-L population. 

This conference, therefore, shall have to decide whether violation of 

important articles of the constitution which is the source of rights, is in 

the interest or against the interest of the country or state; 

4. Should the existing members of the royal family, Kazis and their kin 

and kith as retired administrators and the present administrators be 

allowed to enjoy the facilities meant for the backward people or would 

they come under the definition of Scheduled Tribes? This issue needs to 

be discussed; 

5. Is it democratic to provide 41 per cent political rights to 25 per cent of 

the people? Is it communal or anti-government or society or 

unconstitutional if the Committee considers this undemocratic? We 

· want discussion on this issue; 

6. Though Sangha seat is a violation of the spirit of the Indian 

constitution, Sikkimese Nepali did not question on the historical 

importance of monasteries but how far the representatives representing 

the Sangha constituency can be politically justified or does it represent 

the true spirit of the monastery? We sincerely want this important issue 

to be discussed; 

7. Finally, we want to discuss on the rationale behind the foundation of the 

Committee including the issues raised by it in today's context.237 

The conference was chaired by Shri P .K.Pradhan, the former Chief Secretary and 

the President of the Sikkimmay Nepali Ekta Sangathan, and presided over by Shri 

C.D.Rai, the veteran politician and editor of the weekly 'The Gangtok Times'. 

The Gorkha Apex Committee demanded for reservation of seven seats for 

the Limboos and Tamangs from the 13 seats reserved for the Bhutia-Lepcha 

community and conversion of B-L seats into Scheduled Tribes seats.238 The 

Committee supported the All Sikkim Lepcha Joint Action Committee's demand 

for 50 per cent reservation in the 12 B-L reserved seats and amendment to 
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Revenue Order No. 1 seeking to prohibit the Bhutias from buying Lepcha 

lands?39 Further, the Committee also demanded prohibition of alienation of the 

Nepalis land to the Bhutia-Lepcha.240 

The Gorkha Apex Committee was m favour of representation and 

reservation according to article 332 of the constitution of India and in pursuance 

of the spirit of democracy.241 The Committee was also critical of article 371F for 

justifying abolition of seats reserved erstwhile for the Nepalis and Tsongs 

(Lim boos) communities and for continuing undemocratic principle of 'one man 

two votes' by reserving 41 per cent seats for 20 (?) per cent population where as 

80 per cent population were left with only 59 per cent seats.242 

The Committee strongly condemned the use of the term 'coolies' against 

the Nepalis in the "Sikkim- Land of Mystique", a travel magazine published by 

the department of Tourism, Government of Sikkim, 2003-04, acts blemishing the 

statue of Bhanu Bhakta and attempt to secure stay order seeking to prohibit 

reinstallation of the statue at Geyzing, controversy regarding construction of a 

temple in the vicinity of Khecheopalri lake and demonstration by the members of 

the Sikkim Bhutia Lepcha Apex Committee (without official Lepcha 

representation) in New Delhi, circulation of inflammatory articles targeting 

particular ethnic community etc. 

The stand taken by the GAC obviously created ethnic tension in Sikkim. 

Considering the deteriorating condition of communal harmony, Shri G.M.Rai was 

expelled from the primary membership of the Sikkim Democratic Front party on 

March 30, 2004. A day before his expulsion he converted the organization into a 

political organization, called Sikkim · Gorkha Democratic/Prajatantrik Party.243 

Shri G .M. Rai contested the ih Assembly election as an independent candidate 

from the Central Pandam constituency but was defeated by the Sikkim 

Democratic Front candidate, Shri Somnath Poudyal, the brother of Shri 

R.C.Poudyal. In 2005 the party was renamed as Sikkim Gorkha Prajatantrik Party. 
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Akhil Sikkim Kirat Limbu Chumlung: 

This organization was formed on 23 May 1973 at Tharpu in West Sikkim. 

Its first general meeting was held at Soreng hazar in West Sikkim on 19 July, 

1973 under the chairmanship of Shri H.D. Chong. The organization stood for 

keeping a separate identity for the Limboo community other than Nepali and a 

resolution declaring Limboos as one of the indigenous tribes of Sikkim was 

passed in this meeting.244 The organization also supported the demand for 

declaration of Sikkim as the tribal state?45 

Its first major activity was that of submission of a memorandum to the 

Prime Minister of India on 14 June 1990 demanding inclusion of the Limbo 

community of Sikkim in the Scheduled Tribes list of the State. 246 The 

memorandum also highlighted community's apprehension about loosing the 

purity oftheir language and culture, and loss ofidentity.247 The memorandum was 

signed by 34 important members of the Chumlung, including Shri Sanchaman 

Limboo, former Chief Minister of Sikkim, and Shri Birbal Limboo (Tamling), 

former Minister for Power and presently Chairman of the Sikkim Limboo Tamang 

Joint Action Committee for Tribal Status (now Sikkim Limboo Tamang Tribal 

Forum). Mr. N.B.Bhandari served them show cause notices for violation of party 

discipline. In fact in view of three basic issues namely reservation of seats, 

citizenship for the left-out Sikkimese and inclusion of Nepali language in Eighth 

Schedule, Mr. Bhandari, who supported the issue of the inclusion of the Limboos 

in the Scheduled Tribes in 1981, declined to recommend for the same in 1987 

perhaps due to fear of division in the society.248 Shri K.B.Subba, the General 

Secretary of the Chumlung, issued a press release demanding resignation of 

Bhandari for having retracted from his earlier stand to help the Limboo for tribal 

status.249 In another press release he reiterated organization's demand for the 

restoration of the Limbu seat in the Assembly and recognition of the community 

as the scheduled tribes of Sikkim. 250 

The Sikkim Democratic Front party, which came to power in 1994 after a 

brief period of political instability, was sympathetic towards the demands of the 

Limboo organization. In a memorandum addressed to the Prime Minister of India, 
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P.V.Narasimha Rao, Shri Chamling demanded for the Scheduled Tribe status for 

the Limboos, recognition of Limboo language in the Eighth Schedule of the 

Constitution, restoration of seats in the State Assembly and setting up of a 

language development fund in the Sate for the development of various languages, 

including the Limboo language.Z51 In January 2003 the community was 

recognized as one of the Scheduled Tribes of Sikkim.252 At present the 

organization has confined its activities in the development of the Limbo language 

and culture rather than in political affairs of the state. 

In a traditional society founded on kinship and community bonds and 

networks, it is not unusual that political parties and other organizations derive 

their strength and sustenance from .such networks and bonds. As a consequence of 

such connections between political organizations and communal and affective 

ties, ethno-cultural or racial-linguistic elements obviously will influence the 

pattern of political mobilization as well as political decision making but, at the 

same time, the political parties (not necessarily the social organizations) are also 

committed to the legal constitutional process which in India prohibits any 

discrimination on grounds of race, caste, community, religion, sex etc. Moreover, 

India is a multi-cultural, multi-lingual, multi-religious country in which political 

parties are expected to contribute to the multi-cultural society. In case of Sikkim, 

the political parties from the very inception of party politics are operating as 

representatives of not citizens but communities-. Even after the merger and 

installation of the parliamentary democratic framework various political parties 

often resorted to the practice of raising ethnically sensitive issues for the purpose 

of electoral gains rather than focusing on policies of development programmes. 

As such identity based politics in fact increased social tensions and divisions. It is 

interesting to note that none of the major regional parties of Sikkim like the 

Sikkim Congress (Revolutionary), or the Sikkim Sangram Parishad or the Sikkim 

Democratic Front in their party constitutions or proclaimed policies exhibit any 

preference for any particular community or ethnic group. But in practice they 

pursue-such policies which contribute to further ethnic divisions in the society. 
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Such ethnic orientation of major regional parties has its consequences on 

future political development in the State. Ethnic mobilization and ethnic demands 

have some kind of spiraling or multiplier effect. For example, initially there were 

few ethnic organizations but the number has increased as smaller communities 

which were so far regarded as a part of a relatively larger community began to 

assert their separate cultural identity through separate organization or party. 
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