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THESIS ABSTRACT 

The thesis argues that tribalism as a phenomenon in Darjeeling hills is entangled with 

multiple realms of realities and cannot be understood as an isolated event. The study 

therefore examined the issue of tribalism in the light of local, national and global events. 

It examined the complexities involved in the recognition process of Scheduled Tribe 

(ST), its intricacies and probably a ‘systemic error’ that yielded a misunderstanding of 

considering the tribes merely as a policy category susceptible to political manipulation. 

The thesis holds that the demand of tribal identity as raised by the Khambu Rais 

in the Darjeeling hills is to be examined within the nation state framework, although 

identity politics elsewhere (like in Nepal) might have impacted the Darjeeling situation. 

The present study showed that the idea of ‘being a tribe’ is sociological and 

anthropological in content while the proposition of ‘becoming a tribe’ is administrative 

and political in form. The case study of the Khambu Rais made it clear that sociological 

and anthropological imagination of a tribe and the policy requirement for enlisting a 

Tribe are not complementary to each other. While the sociological aspects emphasized 

on the lived-in practices and reinforced the past traditions as mundane (imbibing 

flexibility, reciprocity, adaptation, syncretism, and change), the policy treatment required 

authoritative versions of the past traditions (as unchanging, inflexible, insular, exclusive, 

and unique) no matter howsoever ‘raw’ or ‘cooked’ they may be. Besides this there have 

been steady encouragements on community identities as measures of politicking. 

Consequently the problem of tribalism enlivens and the tribal identity project assumes 

new forms by entangling with new realities and new requirements. 

The point is that the relationship between the social and cultural and the political 

and instrumental is not contradictory to each other and when both are welded together 

the strength of identity discourse increases manifold. This practically has happened in the 

Darjeeling hills where Khambu commoners and the KKRSS organizers after having 

realized these intricacies, responded accordingly to the situations in an effort to triumph 

over their situatedness. There is possibly no easy way out as these processes are at the 

disposal of both the community leaders in the locality and the political leaders at the 

regional, state, and national level politics. The thesis deals with these instances of how 

and what are the sequences involved in tribal becoming of the Khambu Rais and assesses 

the consequences of such encounters and experiences for the community life of the 

Darjeeling hills at large. 
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CHAPTER – I 

 

1.1  Introduction 

Post colonial societies are structured in such a way that state intervention through the 

colonial mechanisms like classification of people, census operations, anthropological 

surveys and official recognition of certain communities appears to be the new normal 

condition. Such processes have served both the purposes of redressing as also of 

encouraging identity movements raised by communities. A community popularly 

known as Kirati Khambu Rais (also known as Kirati Rais, Khambu Rais, or as 

Khambus or Rais) of Darjeeling hills is engaged in a similar movement for ascertaining 

their identity as Schedued Tribe by the Indian State. The complexities of the issue lies 

in the fact that these communities, like the Khambu Rais, are placed within the 

contemporary realities of the modern life but are seen to have been waging a struggle to 

ascertain their tribal roots. These articulations of difference by the community signals 

an attempt to secure an autonomy and respectable position because identities never 

emerge automatically rather are mobilized for achieving certain material objectives. 

Likewise this study presumes that the articulation of this difference did not happen 

overnight. What we experience in contemporary Darjeeling hills is not all about 

instrumentality alone, though to a considerable extent the whole question of growing 

tribalism in the hills can be framed through instrumentalist reasoning. We believe that 

the desire to identify oneself as ‘tribe’ is not primarily a case of shifting identities from 

caste to tribe. The moot point is that the question of the tribal identity and the issue of 

growing tribalism—a phenomena in which many communities besides the Khambu 

Rais of Darjeeling Hills are demanding Scheduled Tribe status—needs to be examined 

beyond the limits of popular representations of the issue and the surface level 

interpretations of the incidents that have engulfed much of our understanding of such 

events. The present study attempts to arrive at such an understanding by considering 

the Kirati Rai community’s claim of tribal status as a social fact, much in a 

Durkheimian sense (Durkheim 1997), involving values, cultural norms, practices, 

social status – issues that transcend the individual and exert certain kind of control over 

them. 
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1.2  Communities and community identity in Darjeeling Hills: Brief Historical 

Background  

The Nepali speaking population comprises of Caucasoid racial groups like the 

Bahuns (Brahmans), Chhetris, Thakuris (speaking Indo-Aryan languages) and 

Mongoloid racial groups like Rai, Limbu, Yakha, Mangar, Gurung, Tamang, Yolmo, 

Thami, Bhujels and others (speaking Tibeto-Burman languages). All these communities 

of various racial stocks generally fall under one umbrella community known as Indian 

Nepali / Gorkha. Besides these broad racial classification the Indian Nepalis are also 

divided into two groups popularly known as Tagadharis (representing higher caste 

groups like Bahun, Chhetri, Thakuris among others) and Matwalis (communities who 

practice teetotalism and are fond of drinking liquor like Rai, Limbu, Mangar, Gurung, 

Tamang and others). Despite having these internal divisions the communities have 

sustained their integrity as a single unified community for many long years. ‘Nepali’ is 

an Indo Aryan language whereas the languages of the Mongoloid groups belonged to 

Tibeto-Burman language family. Similarly festivals like Dasain (Dushera), Tihar 

(Diwali) etc. also known as Hindu festivals which however, everyone including the 

Mongoloid groups in Darjeeling celebrates, besides having their own elaborate system 

of rites and rituals and languages. On the contrary, the Nepal situation is different 

where throughout the history the Nepali language as well as Hindu Nepali culture and 

tagadhari (upper caste) dominance have been patronised by the ruling regimes 

throughout the history. Compared to this Hindu/ Brahminic dominance in Nepal the 

Nepalis of Darjeeling were placed in a much liberal and apparently secular social order 

since the middle of nineteenth century (Sarkar 2014). 

Excepting the Newars all other communities belonging to Mongoloid race, 

generically referred to as matwalis, did not have any elaborate system of caste. The 

absence of upper caste hegemony on the one hand and the predominant numerical 

presence of the matwalis and their significant role playing in all possible spheres of 

social life on the other enabled Darjeeling maintain a social system which was 

relatively free from the strict observance of caste principles (Sarkar: 2014). Findings of 

several foreign scholars have also endorsed this fact. Besides this, instances of inter 

caste and inter-community marriages did receive social sanction from the very 

beginning in Darjeeling, which were hardly approved in the then Nepal. The laxity of 
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caste system in early Darjeeling was noted in one of the earliest Gazetteers (1907) by 

O’Malley in the following words: “The caste system is however, by no means strict 

among the Nepalese domiciled in Darjeeling, where the Brahman (Bahun) may be 

found working as a cultivator, a labourer (. . .) There is an extra ordinary laxity in 

ceremonial observance; they will eat and drink things which are an abomination to the 

orthodox Hindu of the plains, and many of them are great flesh eaters, relishing even 

beef and pork” (O’Malley 1999: 43). 

1.3  Emergence of Community based organization in Darjeeling: Search for a 

tribal identity  

Unlike Nepal the caste-system, its rigidity, hierarchy and the degree of exploitation 

associated with it hardly had taken roots in Darjeeling. History suggests that the 

Mongoloids (matwalis) were more active and played dominant role in different cultural 

and political movements taken place in Darjeeling like the Bhasa-Ando lan (Nepali 

language movement) or the Gorkhaland movement. The ‘Nepali/ Gorkha community’ 

of Darjeeling never got segregated either in caste, language or in ethnic terms. Nepali 

as a whole included everyone – be they the tagadhari (twice born) castes or matwali 

(alcohol drinkers) communities or sano jaats (lower castes like Kami, Damai and 

Sarki). However, this does not mean that caste dynamics was absent in Darjeeling or 

for that matter community identity issues were altogether absent. The point is that there 

were issues relating to any caste or community but that hardly had taken the shape of a 

group phenomenon. We can even trace the existence of caste/community organisations 

much before the emergence of tribalism phenomena in recent time. This scenario 

started changing particularly since the early 1990s when the community based 

organizations started flourishing by popularizing the claim of ‘tribal’ (janajati) status. 

The decade of 1990’s was of particular significance not only in Darjeeling hills but also 

in neighbouring states of Sikkim, if not for the whole of India. We will elaborate this 

particular point in detail in the course of study.  

These processes have encouraged different Nepali communities to revive their 

respective traditional culture and the dormant community differences started cropping 

up in a manner that they seem to have endangered the unity of the Indian Nepali/ 

Gorkha community itself. Recognition of Tamangs and Limbus as Scheduled Tribe 

first in Sikkim (in 2001) and followed by West Bengal (in 2003) has added fuel to this 

burning cauldron of tribalism in Darjeeling hills. Among the various hill communities, 
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a strong movement for tribal-status was carried out by the Khambu Rais since the 

1990s. However, it needs to be qualified as to whether the processes in which these 

various hill communities including the Khambu Rais are engaged may be termed as ‘re-

tribalisation’ or the way they are simultaneously shedding off their linkages from the 

mainstream Hindu practices in Darjeeling can be labelled as ‘de-sanskritisation’ in any 

meaningful sense. Such claims have been made by scholars like A.C Sinha (2006), and 

R.S Mukhopadhyay (2014) in their respective studies. Since the 1990s Darjeeling hills 

has been experiencing the mushrooming of community associations raising the demand 

for tribal status. Almost all the hill communities are inclined to plead their own culture, 

beliefs and practices either by reviving or by building up their own respective 

community organizations. All these have created a situation of what we propose to term 

as ‘tribalism’ in Darjeeling hills. 

1.4   Khambu Rais as a Community: The Kirati Connection 

Possibly claiming to be under the umbrella group Kirat makes Khambu Rais a part of 

one of the oldest civilization of the Eastern Himalaya or probably the first inhabitant of 

Nepal. Khambus and the Kiratas variously called as Kirats, Kiratis or Kirantis are 

sometimes used interchangeably. Precisely the term Khambu is the derivative of the 

words Khambek meaning land, Khambungwa meaning the first man and Khamwapu 

meaning sons of the soil. The Khambus are believed to have originated from the Kham 

(province) in Tibet while a few Sanskrit sources tend to describe their derivation from 

the ancient name Kamboja (Chatterjee 1951). Unlike the term Khambu, the term Rai is 

not by origin an ethnonym but a title conferred upon the Khambu chiefs by Shah rulers 

in recognition of their semi-autonomous status in the already conquered territory of 

Khambuan (Schlemmer: 2003). Suniti Kumar Chatterji was of the view that these Indo-

mongoloid groups of people were once regarded as the aborigines of the Nepal valley 

who were later pushed towards the east. Although their migration to the present habitat 

is known through legends but the direction from where they came is still a debatable 

issue. Considerable amount of Rai population is found in the part of Kirat Pradesh 

which is known as Khambuan Majh Kirat region in particular covering the districts of 

Eastern Nepal such as Solu-khumbu, Okhaldunga, Khotang, Bhojpur, and Udaipur. The 

concentration of the Khambu Rai population is spread along the valley slopes of the 

Dudh Kosi and Arun rivers and their tributaries. Besides in Darjeeling district the 

Khambu Rais are found in significant numbers. Their presence in no insignificant 
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number is also available in Jalpaiguri Dooars, in Sikkim and in many other states of 

North East India. 

1.5  Organisational Initiatives of the Khambu Rais in Darjeeling Hills 

So far as the issue of ethnic consciousness of particular communities in Darjeeling hills 

is concerned it seems that the Mongoloid groups like the Tamangs were perhaps the 

first to have raised such aspirations during the second decade of twentieth century and 

formed a community organization known as Nepali Tamang Buddhist Association in 

1922. The emergence of community organizations for others was just a matter of time. 

While considering the Khambu Rais we find that the Khambus in 1976 formed a larger 

platform known as Sarva Kirat Chumlung shared commonly by the other Kirata 

communities like Limbu, Yakkha, among others. This organization however, failed to 

survive as a common platform for all the Kirata communities of Darjeeling hills. 

Factionalism arose and all the major three constituting communities of the Sarva Kirat 

platform tear apart and formed their respective community organizations.  

Khambus reversal to the ‘past’ and their constant emphasis on the ‘tribal nature’ 

apprehensively is a byproduct of the social forces which encouraged them to transform 

themselves into politicized groups. Like many other hill communities, the Khambus 

too, particularly  the rising educated middle class segment of them have played a great 

deal of role in articulating the community voice which in many cases are reflective of 

their own economic interests and political expectations. Again, the perception of these 

mongoloid communities in general and the Khambu Rais in particular seem to have 

moulded with a strong sense of self as representing one of the primitive people (tribe) 

of the region especially in the light of the activities undertaken by the community 

organizations like Kirati Khambu Rai Sanskritik Sansthan (KKRSS). A gradual shift 

from being a community-in-itself to community-for-itself might be the handiwork of 

educated few but it turned out to be the aspiration of every Khambu individual who 

seeks to acknowledge their ‘tribal-identity’. Since the inception of KKRSS1 in the 

Darjeeling hills its mandate covered such issues like the protection of culture, religion 

and language and simultaneously the issues of economic inequalities and educational 

backwardness of the Khambus. Hence the problem concerning the Khambu tribal 

identity which links social structure with individual behavior needs to be analyzed 

further on the basis of the relationship between self and social structure. This becomes 
                                                            
1 Kirati Khambu Rai Sanskritik Sansthan (KKRSS) was established on 29th October, 1994. 
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significant when we find that the KKRSS has been spreading the intensity of its 

activities through its fifty three regional branches spread all over the hills and plains 

region of the district while the demand for Scheduled Tribe status for the Rais hardly 

figures in the list of major objectives mentioned in the charter of the KKRSS itself 

(Please vide chapter IV for details). 

1.6 Khambu Rai’s Demand for Tribal Status 

Khambus claim as a ‘natural’ tribe started gaining ground since 1995 and the KKRSS 

hard pressed the demand of tribal status before the state authorities. The Khambus as a 

community had marched a long way aspiring for the tribal (janajati) status and their 

movement revived with a new vigour since 2003 when the communities like Tamangs 

and Limbus (resembling the Khambu Rais in almost all fronts) were declared as 

Scheduled Tribes in West Bengal. The  Khambu community’s effort to ‘return to their 

origin’ was and is a conscious choice particularly of some educated middle class 

Khambus who to a great extent became successful in mobilizing the Khambus for a 

mass movement popularly known as “Khambu’s Rights Movement” at present. The 

change and transformation in the agenda and ideology of the Khambu organization 

from being a socio-cultural platform to the one of pressurizing the political authorities 

with the same cultural attributes for a reclaimed identity has been a significant 

departure and these issues are detailed out in Chapter IV. 

1.7 Literatures Consulted 

Though Darjeeling has been in academic focus for some time now, we still lack 

authoritative accounts on particular hill communities like the Khambu Rais. However, 

some local literatures on the Rais of Darjeeling are available. Most of them were 

written in Nepali language by the local Rai people and they revolve around the 

description of the various rites and rituals related to birth, death, marriage and ancestor 

worshipping. However, in some early British accounts we find references regarding the 

Rais [like Hunter’s Statistical Account of Bengal(1876), Dalton’s Descriptive 

Ethnology of Bengal (1872), Grierson’s Linguistic Survey of India (1909) and the 

District Gazetteers by O’Malley (1907), Frowde (1908) and Dash (1947)]. Needless to 

mention that these early texts are not sufficient to capture the changing worldviews of 

the Rais or any other hill communities at present for obvious reasons, nevertheless they 

can provide us a “Book View” of what may be termed as the official expression of 
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‘past’ cultures shared by these communities. Nor even the volume of community 

studies made by both the native and foreign anthropologists in the context of Nepal 

could enable us comprehend the janajati aspirations in Darjeeling although they can 

provide us a comparative perspective while examining the Darjeeling situation. 

However, we have few studies at our disposal which directly or indirectly emphasize 

on the growing politicization of community identity issues in Darjeeling hills and 

Sikkim. Let us briefly examine some such studies. 

Victor Barnouw’s Eastern Nepalese Marriage Customs and Kinship 

Organization (1955) was perhaps the first ethnographic account on the marriage 

practices and kinship organization of the ‘Jimidars’, a title received by the Rais from 

the Gurkha king, in Nepal. He held the view that ancestor worshipping, which was 

similar to Chinese tradition, had contributed towards the perpetuation of patrilineage 

among the Rais/ Jimidars. The importance of ‘Hearth-stones’ (Chula- dhunga) which is 

actually traced through father line and a kind of exclusion for the other communities to 

enter the hearth room, traces some kind of exclusivity on their part. But his views seem 

confusing as on the one hand he documents the Rais/ Jimidars as followers of bilateral 

descent and on the other hand he shows the low status of women among the Rais. 

Charles Mc Dougal, in one of his articles The Kulunge Rai: A Study in Kinship 

and Marriage Exchange (1979) held the view that the descendants of Rais exhibit their 

unique local and linguistic differentiation compared to other Tibeto-Burman speaking 

people of Nepal. These Rais are among itself divided into numerous, discrete local 

groups having their own languages. The different tribe of the Rais though similar in 

social structure shared certain distinctiveness which according to Dougal was the 

consequence of the gradual process of differentiation over time. From his study of the 

Kulunge Rai of the Hongu valley of Solukhumbu district of eastern Nepal one gets a 

descriptive account on the Kulunge Rai. His analysis of the various terms such as 

‘hadphora’ (breaking the bones), ‘duri’ (payment made by the husband to the wife 

‘sub-clan’), ‘mauks paisa’ (a presentation of four paisa), ‘sibalo paisa’ (given by the 

married women to her descendant, to her natal group when male members die), ‘dudh-

phora’ (to break the milk) are important as through them local Rai social structural 

arrangements received an anthropological treatment. His description of the various 

marriage customs of the Kulunge Rai seems to be helpful in understanding the social 

structure of the Rais of the Darjeeling hills to some extent. 
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Andre Beteille in his article The Concept of Tribe with special reference to 

India (1986) points out that the definition of tribe in India lacks precision both in terms 

of an anthropological concept and also as a policy category. In other words there is no 

correspondence between the anthropologists and the administrators so far as the 

question of tribe is concerned in Indian context. Consequently, tribal discourse in India 

appears to be more political and less anthropological in both content and form. Beteille 

in his another article ‘The Idea of Indigenous People’ (1998) argued that, finding the 

exact mechanism of tribal recognition in India is next to impossible as the complexity 

remains with determining tribes in practical ways. Indigenous tag Beteille regards is 

something that transcends the boundary of time, place, identity irrespective of one’s 

engagement and attainment. 

In a detailed study on the three Kirata communities (Rai, Limbu, Dewan) 

located in places like Eastern Nepal, Darjeeling and Sikkim anthropologist T.B Subba  

in his Politics of Culture  A Study of three Kirata communities of the Eastern Himalaya 

(2001) came out with the finding that the basis/ foundation of the Kirata nationalism in 

this region is rather weak. The commonality and fusion that exist between the 

Tagadhari and many Mongoloid groups today will face imminent danger if their 

‘syncretic life’ is renounced at present. Thus he opines building a Kirata nationalism 

demands internal homogenization and external differentiation at nation-state level 

which however, is far from the reality.  

Much like Subba sociologist A. C. Sinha (2006) has also highlighted the 

ongoing process of larger Kirata identity formation in Darjeeling-Sikkim region. This 

he viewed as having an ideological root realization of which is based on a feeling that 

would have told them the fact that their greater and continued emphasis on ‘Nepali 

identity’ would strengthen the Bahun-Chhetri-Newar dominance in the local society. 

Further these would lead them towards Sanskritizing their rituals and customs in tune 

with the classical Hindu practices and thereby opening up scope for further 

marginalization of their languages and cultures in favour of the Indo-Aryan Nepali 

language and culture. This realization followed along with the very acts of reversing 

the history (past). He thinks that Kirata identity politics has altogether descended down 

from a collectivist stand towards the recognition politics of individual communities for 

‘Scheduled Tribe’ status. 
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Social Historian Kumar Pradhan in his, Darjeeling Ma Nepali Jati Ra Janjatia 

Chinari Ka Naya Udanharu (2005) writes that the syncretic unity that characterizes the 

Nepali society in Darjeeling was the product of same class composition, hardships and 

similar livelihood. He was of the view that though the simultaneous presence of sub-

ethnic identity (like tribal identity), which corresponds to their emotional aspect can act 

as a threat to the Nepali identity. Nevertheless he reasoned that this emergence of the 

sub-ethnic identities would be of limited efficacy and the unity of the Indian Nepalis 

would remain intact as long as Nepali language will continue to serve the purpose of 

lingua franca.  

Anthropologist Townsend Middleton (2013) discussed the plight of the people 

living in the border regions of Darjeeling. He has further examined in his book The 

Demands of Recognition (2015) the demonstrations and engagement around indigenous 

identity in contemporary Darjeeling and considers it more as a resultant effect of the 

failure of Gorkhaland movement. In the absence of strong statehood movement the 

communities there have found their possible hopes to belong to the nation through the 

demand of ST status for themselves.  For the tribal status aspiring communities of 

Darjeeling it is not possible to deny the historical acculturation, where their untainted 

purity as a tribe is often found corrupted by the Hindu practices which though was their 

consensual adoption. Besides, he thinks the whole tribal recognition process is 

entangled with bureaucratic hassles and complexities surrounding political and 

intellectual tensions. 

Anthropologists Sara Shneiderman and Mark Turin in their article ‘Seeking the 

Tribe’ (2006) highlights the issue of tribal identity of Sikkim and Darjeeling having 

some relationships as the community organizations of both the places shared binding 

ties. They hypothesized that the growing tribalism phenomenon has the potentiality to 

unfurl inter community clashes in Darjeeling Sikkim region. Shneiderman in another of 

her article co-authored with Townsend Middleton (Reservations, Federalism and the 

Politics of Recognition in Nepal, 2008) has pointed out that reservation policy till date 

has been applied as the instrument of cultural protection/preservation. The raised a 

pertinent question regarding the proper basis of measuring marginality, economy or 

culture. If culture remains to be the basis for determining backwardness then religion 

should not be the mark of identification process in a secular country like India. Further 

in a joint contribution with Alpa Shah, Shneiderman (guest editorial Introduction of the 
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journal FOCAAL, 2013) raised critique against the inbuilt incapacity of the affirmative 

action policy to fulfill its objective of bringing socio-economic equality. Since the 

claimant communities/ groups are not homogeneous (they vary in terms of their class, 

status positions) the effects of the policy in transforming the society in the real sense of 

the term may not be possible.  

Vibha Arora (2007) discussed the interests of the hill communities of Sikkim 

vis-à-vis the politics of being and becoming tribe in India. She explains how the 

context-specific emergence of the new tribes is opposed to disciplinary origins of social 

anthropology. She argues that contrary to the popular belief of ‘vanishing tribes’ tribes 

are not vanishing but are emerging with strong community consciousness. Arora was of 

the view that the demand of a community as a tribe no longer seems to be a sign of 

subalternity rather an act of political consciousness. She observed that the phenomena 

of assertive tribal identity would not be limited to Sikkim alone as the situation in 

Darjeeling reveals similar state of affairs where ethnic groups including the Khambu 

Rais are increasingly becoming aware of what it means to be a tribe. 

Alina Pradhan in her doctoral theses Politics of Inter Ethnic Relations in 

Darjeeling District in West Bengal (2007) studied the inter-ethnic relations among the 

three prominent communities of Lepcha, Bhutia and the Nepalis and examined the 

emergence of Janajati consciousness among the various hill communities constituting 

the larger Nepali community. She was of the view that the emergence of janajati 

aspiration has the possibility to shake the homogenization of Nepali/Gorkha in 

Darjeeling hills. 

Mona Chhetri, in her Doctoral thesis Ethnic Politics in the Nepali Public 

Sphere: Three cases from the Eastern Himalaya (2013) writes about the role of the 

ethnic associations in acting as a bridge between state and ethnic politics at the grass 

roots. In case of Sikkim, she pinpointed the inter-dependency and negotiations of the 

state and ethnic associations for the fulfillment of each other’s interest and concerns. 

She was of the view that both the state and ethnic associations work cooperatively and 

plays out ethnicity as a tool and political resource and such processes ultimately 

converts ethnic associations into political bodies.  

Besides these a handful of scholarly articles and commentaries on the tribal 

identity politics of Darjeeling were published by scholars like Mukhapadhyay (2014), 
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Sarkar (2014), Chhetri (2016, 2018), Tamang (2018). All these journal articles have 

discussed the nuances of tribal identity claim raised by the different hill communities 

and the processes through which they were politicized. All of them however, have 

emphasized on the role of the state in the process and the implications thereof. The 

large body of literature reviewed here are indicative of the fact that the issue of tribal 

identity politics in Darjeeling hills and in the neighboring regions of Sikkim and 

Eastern Nepal have been academically well attended. It is impossible to establish any 

argument without drawing insights from the existing body of research on the subject. 

However, the uniqueness of the present study lies in the fact that it deals with a 

particular community – the Khambu Rais – and examines the rather general problem of 

the Darjeeling hills in relation to a particular case of a community who have been 

demanding for the recognition of ST status.     

1.8 Significance of the Present Study 

Culture is the active creation of people and soon it serves to build an identity of a group 

of population it often assumes political colour. This process of validation and 

consolidation of the Khambu’s group identity got strengthened with its myths, legends, 

common origin and a shared cultural heritage. The self awareness regarding one’s own 

community was furthered through the contribution of community organization and its 

publications, pamphlets and mobilisational programmes. Though community 

associations in Darjeeling hills had existed since colonial days2 none of these were 

dominant in the way they have become increasingly visible and overriding in 

Darjeeling hills since the 1990s3. It is interesting to note that such an unforeseen 

development took place at that juncture when two of the major – political and cultural– 

demands4 of the Indian Nepalis got settled. Such mushrooming of community 

associations and the search for distinctive micro identities by almost every community 

(mainly the matwalis) in Darjeeling is a matter of grave social concern. It seems Nepali 

                                                            
2 By 1924 three community associations did emerge in Darjeeling viz. Biswakarma Samaj (1919), Tamang Buddhist 
Association (1922), and Newar Samaj (1924). Followed by them Bharatiya Gorkha Khas Hitkari Sammelan was 
established in 1934 and All India Nepali Scheduled Caste Association (AINSCA) was formed in 1947.  
3 Since 1990s several new associations have emerged while some older ones were revived. Akhil Bharatiya Tamang 
Buddha Sangathan (All India Tamang Buddhist Association), Kirata Yakthung Chumlung (Association of the 
Kiratas), Kirati (Khambu) Rai Sanskritik Sansthan (Kirati Khambu Rai Cultural Association), Yakha (Dewan) 
Association, Gurung Tomu Chonj Dhi (Association of the Gurungs), Magar Lafa Sangh (Association of the Magars), 
Kiratbansi Sunuwar (Mukhia) Koinchbu (Association of the Kirati Sunuwar-Mukhias) are some such examples. 
4 Among the two demands of our reference the first was a political one that involved the political urge of a separate 
state for the Indian Nepalis, which somehow got settled in the year 1988 with the formation of a sub-state level 
administrative arrangement known as Darjeeling Gorkha Hill Council (DGHC). The second demand was cultural in 
nature as it concerned with the claim of Constitutional recognition of Nepali language. In 1992 Nepali language was 
included in the Eighth Schedule of Indian Constitution as one of the India’s scheduled national languages.           
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community in Darjeeling is in transition, perhaps in the process of convulsion. It is not 

insignificant, therefore, to examine and to reach out a reasoned analysis of the question: 

as to whether the search for tribal identity (janajati chinari) or for that matter the 

current hype of ethnic revivalism in Darjeeling hills will break up the identity of the 

Nepali nation in India? 

1.9 Tribalism and Identity Politics: Conceptual Framework  

Our working definition for the notion of tribalism stands for a strong feeling of identity 

with and loyalty to one's tribe or group. The idea of tribalism therefore cannot be 

properly understood or even explored without an involvement with such related 

concepts like identity, culture and community. Conceptually all these three sociological 

concepts are welded into what we proposed as tribalism. Growing tribalism phenomena 

in the context of Eastern Himalaya in general and Darjeeling hills in particular needs to 

be understood with reference to the complex interplay of relationships between 

identity, culture and community at the level of both reality and reasoning. 

Of late the concept of identity which is intrinsically linked with the concepts of 

culture and community has received adequate intellectual attention in sociological 

literature. Present day sociological scholarship has not only pointed out the individual 

and collective dimensions of it but also harped on the multilayered and 

multidimensional processes of identity and identification as well. Emphasis has been 

made on the cognitive, affective and volitional aspects as well as upon the changing 

social situations which have a bearing upon the way we identify ourselves and/ or get 

identified by others. Identities are the narratives or are stories which people tell 

themselves and others about who they are or who they are not. Following Giddens we 

argue that individuals create, maintain, and revise a story of who they are. This 

however, does not mean that the stories are entirely fictional. Instead, they must have 

coherence through a past, present and projected future. In his own words: “The 

individual’s biography, if she is to maintain regular interaction with others in the day-

to-day world, cannot be wholly fictive. It must continually integrate events which occur 

in the external world, and sort them into the on-going ‘story’ about the self” (Giddens 

1991: 54). This biography is a person’s identity, his/her sense of self. Giddens argues 

that identity under late modernity has become a ‘project’. Every day events and life 

changing moments need to be continuously integrated and sorted into the story of the 

self. In that sense, one’s identity is never finished or complete, hence the idea of a 
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project. It is in this sense that identity narratives involves a particular positioning whose 

essence quite often is drawn from culture and is directed towards projecting the 

distinctiveness of the community. Manuel Castells calls this as ‘project identity’. 

Castells’ notion of ‘project identity’ perhaps fits aptly with the Khambu Rais case. 

Castells argues ‘project identity’ implies those moments when social actors, on the 

basis of whichever cultural materials are available to them, build a new identity that 

redefines their position in society and, by so doing, seek the transformation of overall 

social structure (Castells 1997: 8). Identities cannot be constructed or understood in a 

vacuum. This also implies that identities derive their meaning in relation to the social, 

political and economic contexts making a specific identity relevant only under specific 

circumstances or in a particular environment (Campbell and Rew 1999: 10).    

Much like identity the concept of culture has gone through a succession of 

paradigm shifts in sociology and social anthropology. In the past culture appeared to be 

hegemonic in the sense it implied a determination of behavior through its coherent, 

systematic, consensual, object like appearance beyond human agency. The attempt now 

is to define culture more as a verb than a noun. From this perspective culture is viewed 

as an active process of meaning making and contestation (Street 1993: 2). We 

conceptualise culture more in tune with Anthony P. Cohen.  Instead of considering 

individuals as a replica in miniature of the larger cultural entity Cohen treated culture 

more loosely – as that which aggregates people and processes, rather than integrates 

them. It is significant to note that culture in Cohen’s view implies difference rather than 

similarity among people (Cohen 1993: 196). Thus to talk about a Nepali culture is not 

to postulate a large number of people, all of whom are merely clones of each other and 

of some organizing principle like say the system of caste or for that matter Hinduism. 

This caveat is necessary, for in non-Nepali perception the term “Nepali culture” is used 

all too frequently to imply this.   

Conceptualizing culture in this manner is to deny its sui generis qualification, a 

legacy that stems from the classical renditions of culture. Cohen holds, if culture is not 

sui generis, if it can no longer be viewed as exercising a determining power over 

people, then it must be regarded as the product of something else: if not relations of 

production then obviously the social interaction itself (Cohen ibid.). In this perspective, 

culture can be seen as the outcome of the product of interaction; or to put it differently, 

to see people as active agent in the creation of culture, rather than the passive recipient 
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of it. If individuals are the agents of culture’s creation, then it follows that they can 

shape it to their will, depending on how ingenious and powerful they are. This is how it 

acquires significance in the process of politicization of cultural identity, an issue that 

constitutes the crux of the present study. Hence the notion of culture, the way it will 

figure in the present study, is conceptualized as a means by which people make 

meaning and with which they make the world meaningful to themselves and 

themselves meaningful to the world.  

The sociological bearing of the concept of identity is often expressed, mediated 

and even contested in collectivist term. This is precisely how, N. Jayaram in a recent 

review essay on community and identity holds that the concept of ‘identity’ gets linked 

with the concepts of ‘community’ and even ‘conflict’ (Jayram 2012). Community and 

identity as sociological percepts has both positive and negative connotations. The 

positive dimension of community identity implies that it helps individuals associate 

themselves with a community reinforcing thereby community solidarity. The negative 

connotation of community identity suggests that it is not a given qualification rather 

identity is constructed and the forging of community is contingent upon politico-

historical and socio-cultural conditions. The proposition that community identities are 

socially constructed implies the conscious mobilization of people in defense of their 

community’s interests and the invoking and reinforcement of identities in the process. 

Associations are formed and mass media are used in an attempt to give it a shape of 

collective action.   

Highlighting community identities as ‘constructed’ and ‘politically mobilized’ 

some5 even followed the highly influential ‘invention of tradition’ arguments 

popularized by Hobsbawm and Ranger (Hobsbawm & Ranger 1983). As per the 

theoretical position the ‘invention of tradition’ literature demonstrates, it is no longer 

possible to presume that a social identity or tradition linked to a particular community 

has an authentic existence, and that it has been simply appropriated for political ends by 

an identitarian movement. It needs to be pointed out that we differ in our 

conceptualization of community identity from the ‘invention of tradition’ propositions. 

We endorse Daniel Rosenblatt’s critique that when people ‘invent’ traditions as 

                                                            
5 Frequently cited works of this genre includes writings of Handler, Richard. 1988. Nationalism and the Politics of 
Culture in Quebec. Madison: University of Wisconsin Press; Hanson, Allan. 1989. “The Making of Maori: Cutltural 
Invention and its Logic”, American Anthropologist, 91(4): 890-902; Linnekin, Jocelyn. 1991. “Cultural Invention 
and the Dilemma of Authenticity”, American Anthropologist, 93 (2): 446-449. 
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interested political actors, they do so in ways that are meaningful to themselves and 

others, out of existing practices, and with purposes that were shaped by a particular 

historical experience (Rosenblatt 1997). Rather traditions and identities are seen, for the 

present study, to be constructed in complex ways in an on-going process of cultural 

production, which involves politically informed view of culture, embodied in emblems 

of identity representing the distinctiveness of the community. To understand the ways 

through which such inventions mobilize or transform existing systems of meaning 

among the Khambu Rais of Darjeeling hills is what we feel as one of the primary tasks 

of the present study. 

1.10 Research Objectives and Research Questions 

Though the present study intends to examine identity politics in contemporary 

Darjeeling hills, it has a different focus than what is common to a rich body of 

literature6 that emphasizes on the hill politics of Darjeeling in relation to Gorkhaland 

movement. Unlike the available studies on hills politics, which have reflected on 

identity politics by linking ethnicity with ethnic conflict, the present study is aimed at 

understanding the emergence of micro identity questions raised by hill communities 

vis-à-vis the demand of tribal status raised by the Khambu Rais and the cultural and 

political implications of these issues outside of the conflictual nexus.  

 To be specific the proposed study has two broad objectives. Firstly, to provide a 

detailed description of the Khambu Rais with adequate ethnographic insight, on 

account of the very fact that such a study in the context of Darjeeling hills is yet to be 

available. The second objective is to arrive at an understanding of shifting community 

identity of the Khambu Rais. The two objectives are related to each other in the sense 

that the ethnographic content of the present study (the first objective) will inform our 

understanding as to why and how the Khambu Rais were articulating their community 

identity as a tribe. We were not concerned either towards authentication or nullification 

of the tribal identity claim raised by the Khambu Rais in contemporary Darjeeling hills. 

Instead we were interested in examining the issues and processes involved in such a 

                                                            
6 Gorkhaland movement has been on academic purchase for some time now. Among the number studies on ethnic 
politics in the Darjeeling hills the most significant contributions were made by scholars like Subba, T. B.  1992. 
Ethnicity, State and Development: A Case Study of Gorkhaland Movement in Darjeeling Hills, New Delhi: Har-
Anand Publications in association with Vikash Publishing House Pvt. Ltd.; Samanta, Amiya K. 2000. Gorkhaland 
Movement: A Study in Ethnic Separatism, New Delhi: A P H Publishing Corporation; Bagchi, Romit. 2012. 
Gorkhaland: Crisis of Statehood. New Delhi: Sage; Sarkar, S. 2013. Gorkhaland Movement: Ethnic Conflcit and 
State Response. New Delhi: Concept.     
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claim whose ascendancy has been on rise since the last two decades throughout the 

Darjeeling hills.   

Besides the two broad objectives the present study has also examined the 

following research questions, which actually contributed towards the exploration of the 

two broad objectives earmarked above. The research questions revolved around the 

Khambu Rai community organization and its role, intercommunity relations and the 

tribal identity question, role of the state, impact of identity politics elsewhere (Nepal 

and Sikkim), and the implication of tribal identity politics for the larger society of 

Darjeeling hills. The research questions of the present study are thus follows: 

i) To examine the history of community identity formation in Darjeeling hills 

and the distinctiveness of the Khambu Rais, if any. 

ii) To examine the history of migration and associated socio-political and 

economic changes that might have impacted community relations in the 

Darjeeling hills. 

iii) To examine the origin, evolution, organizational structure, activities of the 

KKRSS, the community organization of the Khambu Rais. 

iv) To examine the encounter of the general Khambus with the leadership and 

the mobilisational programmes of the KKRSS. 

v) To examine whether the Janajati movement in Nepal and the identity 

politics in Sikkim have impacted the tribal identity politics in Darjeeling 

hills. 

vi) To examine the role of the state in the tribal identity politics of Darjeeling 

hills. 

vii) To examine the tribal traits claimed by the Khambus with empirical data. 

viii) To examine the continuity and changes in the Khambu social structure.  

ix) To examine the various manifestation of tribal identity politics in the 

Darjeeling hills.  

x) To examine the impact of tribal identity politics for the larger society of 

Darjeeling hills.    
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Based on these ten research questions, which basically accrued from the two broad 

research objectives, we designed the four major chapters of the present study. Besides 

Introduction (chapter one) and Conclusion (Chapter six) the study incorporates the 

following four chapters: Situating the Khambu Rais in Darjeeling Hills: Social History 

of Migration and Intercommunity Relation (Chapter two), Social Structure of the 

Khambus Rais in Darjeeling: Continuity and Change (Chapter three), Cultural 

Revivalism among the Khambu Rais: Context, Issues and Processes (Chapter four), and 

Growing Tribalism in Darjeeling Hills and the Role of the State: Concerns and 

Consequences (Chapter five). 

1.11 Methodology 

Given the general clarifications of community identity how is one to study it? Our 

conceptual frame is not served by merely questioning ‘others’ regarding the broad 

social categories or attributes of the community. Nor is it served through asking the 

respondents to answer the question ‘Who or what is he?’ The point is that we are not 

interested in the personal or ego identity of an individual. What is more relevant from a 

sociological perspective of community identity is to consider the different kinds and 

levels of subjectivity in relation to the social cultural factors that condition the identity 

of a group   (Munshi & Lama 1978: 152). The consciousness of being a Khambu Rai 

was having a face value for the researcher since such a consciousness can hardly lead 

one appreciate their social existence. On the contrary, the researcher examined their 

social existence, reflected through their participation in different social processes and 

relationships, which helped in understanding the crux of Khambu consciousnesses. 

This implies that the researcher has followed a bottom up approach towards exploring 

the research problem.     

The research objectives and research questions demand that the present study 

should aim at achieving an understanding based on the deep engagement with everyday 

actors. The researcher thus attempted to explore much about the actors themselves, than 

about the actors way in which the researcher wanted to collect data that worked with 

her pre-existing notions of how categories function. Hence it was thought that 

ethnography to be useful for this purpose. Doing ethnography by talking to people and 

living with them has helped the researcher to understand how the different categories of 
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identification (ethnic, civic, linguistic, cultural etc.) work in everyday life. The richness 

of qualitative data so collected allowed the researcher to comprehend how these 

categories were assembled, for example whether they were seen as constructed and 

voluntaristic or whether they were primordialised and therefore seen as natural.   

Methodologically speaking the present study is analytical and exploratory in 

nature. Collection of relevant data were made on the basis of theoretically informed 

intensive fieldwork keeping in mind the native’s statement and interpretations. For the 

first hand observation of the phenomena, the researcher has lived with the community 

stayed in the villages she studied. Field work was conducted in rural belts of 

Kalimpong subdivision known as Paiyong, Newahang, and Dalep. First round of field 

work was done in 2014, second during 2016 and third round was done in 2019.  Total 

ninety days were spent in the field in three phases. The researcher was also from the 

region and belonging to the same community that she is studying. Hence it was also not 

very difficult for her to be in touch with the major events that have taken place during 

her absence from the field. While studying the processes and relationships through 

which the Khambus maintained their social existence the researcher was careful about 

her pre-conceptions (being an insider) regarding the problem under study.  

1.11.1 Studying One’s own Society: Studying the Khambu Rais in Darjeeling  

It was indeed a challenging task for me to study my own community and society as at 

every step there were provocations of getting persuaded by my own subjective position. 

While researchers studying communities generally attempt to build up rapport in order 

get into the shoes of the ‘other’ in my case it was sometimes just the opposite. I had to 

struggle in finding out the ‘other’ in my own self. M. N. Srinivas’ writings on methods 

(‘‘Studying One’s Own Culture’’ and the likes) helped me in restricting the obvious 

subjective ‘push’ (that I inhere as an individual member of the same society) and to act 

on the lines of ‘objective pools’ involved in the research problem I was examining.  I 

am not sure whether my study qualifies the ‘standards’ of objectivity/ subjectivity 

questions involved in sociological research but I do know I made sincere attempts to 

tally the understandings of the same problem with different viewpoints gathered from 

different stakeholders of the same society. In other words, methodologically I have 

dealt with various subjective positions in relation to the same objective question and 

tried to show the factors, forces, consequences, and considerations people employed in 

the way they did follow a particular course of behavior or responded differently to a 
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particular call, howsoever hegemonic it might have been in reality. I felt relieved by 

reading M. N Srinivas, particularly in this context who maintained, “The clash of 

multiple subjectivities would be better than a single subjectivity, whether that of the 

insider or outsider” (Srinivas 2004: 555). 

 Following the footsteps of social anthropological tradition of field based study I 

tried to conduct field work by staying with the people and living with them. It was in 

total contrast to the feeling of strangeness and bewilderment, which usually a social 

anthropologist/ sociologist experiences when s/he lands amongst ‘his/ her’ people, I 

had encountered ‘a sudden enlightenment’ that Srinivas has aptly labeled as ‘twice-

bornness’ (Srinivas 2004: 585). I had to distance myself from my own understanding of 

the problem from the understanding of the ‘people’ who for all practical purposes were 

my brethren, though not relatives. What I mean by this is that I was neither an alien to 

the people whom I studied nor even I did suffer from strangeness whenever I was in the 

field. This was both facilitating as also problematic; facilitating in the logistical sense 

of the term and problematic from methodological standpoint that we have already 

discussed.  

1.11.2 Data Collection 

Total enumeration of all the Khambu Rais of the three villages was made through 

household census. Semi-structured interviews were mainly used, as it was helpful to 

develop an engaging discussion with the interviewee who got the option to divert, 

which thereby opened up the scope for new ideas to come up as a result of what the 

interviewees said. The interview guide was prepared well in advance, involving 

grouping of issues/ themes/ topics and questions that could be asked in different 

situations to different participants. However, structured interview, involving a rigorous 

set of questions, was also used for interviewing the leaders and office bearers of the 

KKRSS and its branches located within and outside the field sites. 

Secondary data were gleaned out from available research works done by other 

scholars on the research theme. Continuous updating regarding the contemporary 

eventualities took place in Darjeeling hills on community identity issues was made on 

the basis of regular review of newspapers reports (local and national). Besides these, 

publications available in vernacular language were also considered and the copies of 

memoranda, pamphlets, periodicals, leaflets etc. (grey literature) circulated by the 



 

K

th

br

B

in

M

 

KKRSS wer

he occasion

ranches of 

Bagdaogra h

n Siliguri he

Map No.1 &

re also be ta

nal sakewa 

f the KKRS

held on 17th

eld on 21st a

& 2 : SPAT

Source: Go

aken care o

and sakela

SS (whethe

h December

and 22nd of

TIAL MAP 

DALE

oogle Earth

of. Moreove

a festivals 

er it be in

r 2013, or I

f February 2

OF STUD

EP AND NE

h (Date: 26.7

er, the resea

and confer

n Mirik he

ISKCON Te

2015). 

Y AREAS 

EWAHANG

7.2020) Map

DALEP

N

archer becam

rences orga

eld on 15th

emple and M

PAIYONG

G 

ps are not to

NEWAHANG

me a partic

anized by d

h Decembe

Milan more

G KHASMA

o scale 

20 

cipant of 

different 

er 2013, 

e ground 

AHAL, 

 



 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

M

 

Red area sh

CD Bl

Map No.3, 4,

hows Kalimp

lock Kalimpo

, 5, 6 & 7 : 

pong in W. B

ong II (all th

LOCATIO

        

Bengal  

PAIY

ALGARA

BAZAR

he three field 

ON MAP O

YONG 

DALEP 

NEWAHA

AH 

R 

sites are wit

Darjeeli

OF STUDY 

ANG 

thin this Kali

ing and Kali

AREAS 

KALIMPONG

impong II Bl

impong distri

21 

 

G 

lock) 

icts 



 

 

 

   

 

 

      

Red arrows

Site map of 

s show the lo

Paiyong Vil

ocation of Da

llage (Not to 

 alep (Upper &

scale, maps 

& Lower) an

were collect

nd Newahang

ted from resp

g (Newong) v

pective G.P. 

22 

 

 

villages 

Offices) 



23 
 

1.11.3 Field work 

Although the Khambu Rais are visible in most of the pockets of Darjeeling district but 

for the requirement of the present study we chose to concentrate on rural belt of 

Kalimpong district instead of urban areas, assuming that in urban areas people would 

be more concerned with the tribal identity issue than the rural ones. Intensive field 

study was conducted in three hamlets/villages known as Paiyong, Newahang gaon and 

Dalep. Paiyong village administratively falls under the jurisdiction of Kalimpong-II 

Block and is located at a distance of 7 km. from the main Kalimpong town. Like any 

other villages of the hills, only upper-half of the villages could be reached through 

vehicles but the lower parts of the village needed to be explored by feet. Paiyong 

village includes a number of small hamlets with different names like Dungmali gaon, 

Sadhu gaon, Rai gaon, Dara gaon, etc. Paiyong is an agricultural village where terrace 

cultivation is practiced. Beside rice cultivation, which engages the field for nearly six 

months (June/July-December), the other cultivated items include potatoes, ginger, and 

vegetables. This village was having sizeable population (estimated total population 

according to 2011 census is 6423). Considering the large extension and coverage over a 

wide area and the scattered nature of the households we selected one particular region 

(i.e. Rai Gaon) for the proposed study. Rai Gaon is an area covering the tract from 

Janta Primary School down towards the Janta Higher Secondary School, having a 

population of about 200-300. Although of a mixed-kind Rai Gaon, as the name 

suggests, was having the concentration of Rai households. One of the office bearers of 

the local KKRSS branch Jog Chamling also resided at Rai Gaon. Newahang and Dalep 

were the two other villages having good number of Rai households. The two villages 

were also under Kalimpong-II block falling within Kalimpong district. Both the 

villages were adjacent to each other and separated by one small hilly stream. All the 

three villages were primarily agricultural villages and were having not only sizeable 

section of Rai population but also the local branches of the Khambu Rai organization 

(KKRSS). Complete enumeration of all the Rai households of these three villages were 

made and the total number households were 80 (Paiyong 50, Newahang 12, and Dalep 

18) having 394 heads in total (Paiyong 252, Newahang 63, and Dalep 79). Chapter five 

deals with the socio-economic data gathered out of the three villages.    
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1.12 Limitations 

The present study, like other research studies, is incomplete in terms of its coverage. 

The study would have benefited much from a comparative analysis of urban areas as 

also of situations in Sikkim. Even in the village context complete enumeration of the 

entire village would have enriched the data sources. Long term field visits could not be 

held due to the researcher’s professional obligations. Infrequent field visits, often with 

long intervals (field work was done mainly during vacations), was a handicap that has 

resulted into missing the opportunity to have firsthand experience of traditions being 

performed at households. Skill in the Khambu Rai language would have been a bonus 

for the present researcher. In many ways participating in their life have unfurled the 

opportunity to see the reality from close counters but this also influenced the 

researcher’s mind quite often and it became really a challenge to dissociate completely 

from what was seen and what was recorded and represented. Perhaps due to this 

perspective the present study failed to acknowledge the unmaking of the Khambu Rais 

while examining the processes of making of a tribe out of them. 
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CHAPTER – II 

 

2.1 Situating the Khambu Rais in Darjeeling Hills: Social History of Migration 

and Inter community Relations 

The Khambu Rais are generally considered as a Kirata community and the origin of the 

Kiratas have many references in epics texts like Mahabharata, Ramayana, 

Atharvaveda and Yajurveda (Chatterji 1998: 36). The early history of Kiratas in general 

and Khambus in particular suggest that they were the earliest tribes to have settled in 

the north eastern belt of India from there they have moved to the Eastern Himalayas. 

These groups of people are belonging to Mongoloid race who left their early traces in 

places like Tibet/ China (Wright 1958: 27). Kirat (variously termed as Kirata/ Kiratis) 

is a conglomerate of a number of communities belonging to Mongoloid race like Rai, 

Limbu, Magar, and Yakhas. Some even included the Koches, Meches, and Bodos as 

Kirats. Notwithstanding the debate regarding their origin there seems to have been a 

consensus in considering them as one of the highlander tribes of the Himalayan region. 

Again some of the myths and stories of the Khambus ascertain these facts that they had 

their presence in mountainous jungles of the Himalayas and in the adjoining areas. The 

epic age which in fact was the period of Aryanisation or progress of Hinduism in 

particular, left clues of the presence of the so-called Kiratis or non-Aryan people who 

were very close to nature with their unruly behavior. The epics like Atharvaveda or 

Mahabharata is a proof of this reality that the lord Shiva with his consort Parvati 

(generally regarded as Brahmin) had once disguised and appeared in the form of tribal 

couple (Kirat) who were encountered by different Pandava brothers like Bhima, 

Nakula, Arjuna and others (Chatterjee 1998/1951: 26-31). This kind of incidence is 

being supported by the Khambu myths where they place their whole humanity to begin 

with ‘ninamma’ (the ultimate sky) which was the real abode of Paruhang and 

Sumnima, the supreme deities of the Khambus. These deities who resemble the Hindu 

God and Goddess Shiva and Parvati, in fact, is claimed to be Kirat God and the basis of 

Kirat dharma which revolves around the naturalistic/ animistic practices find their 

relation with lord Shiva (as described in Hinduism). So, the popular myth of the 

Khambus tells them that Paruhang and Sumnima from whom they have descended 
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were actually the tribal incarnation of Lord Shiva and Parvati. Recalling the myth again 

the  first descendent of Sumnima and Paruhang on earth was named as Hecchakuppa/ 

Koktisala and the generation followed giving rise to various brothers who later divided 

into different lineages tracing their line of descent with different male ancestors and in 

the process Khambungwa is believed to be the ancestor of Khambus who entered the 

eastern hills of Nepal through the Barakshetra gorge of the Kosi valley, the natural 

gateway into the region through the Mahabharata Range. Ultimately they were divided 

into various clans and sub tribes and these clans were purely formed on either taking 

the name of the place of residence or by marriage with another clan (that used to create 

a new clan). The creation of fresh clans on the basis of peculiarity of mannerism, 

speech, or habits and its continuation for long time have made it extremely complex 

and perhaps impossible to find out the exact number of Khambu clans (Vansittart 1896: 

170-76). 

2.2 The Origin of the Khambu Rais: The Eastern Nepal Connection   

These Khambus who later became numerically dominant in the Khambuwan region 

(majh1, middle, central Kirant) of Eastern Nepal survived with different victorious 

Khambu rulers maintaining their distinctiveness in the form of religion, culture, 

language etc. Yeluhang or Yalambar was the first Khambu king who was successful in 

establishing his supremacy over the whole Nepal kingdom after defeating the rulers of 

Gopal and Mahishpal dynasty. It is a well accepted that Nepal was ruled for more than 

thousand years by the Kirat dynasty with its twenty-nine rulers and the last of them was 

probably known as Gasti who seemed to be weak and was defeated by the Lichhavis 

(Rai 2011: 75). The end of Kirati sovereignty over Nepal did not reduce their 

prominence in the eastern frontier, they continued to enjoy their independence 

uninterruptedly. The following dynasty after Licchavi started the Hinduisation process 

in Nepal and the Kirat (Khambus) who were the slaughterer of cows were regarded no 

more than a Rakshas (demons) by the Hindu people. Later, during the dynastic rule of 

Sena, or for that matter the King of Gorkha Prithivinarayan Shah who with his 

annexationist policy started unifying Nepal since 1768. It is said that about seven years 

of wars could only end their struggle, with the strong resistance provided from Khambu 

                                                           
1 The area lying in between the Likhu, river dudhkosi to Arun river in Eastern part of Nepal is known as majh 
(central) Kirant. 
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rulers like Balihang and Ulihang the rulers of Majh (central) Kirat at that point of time. 

After the Gorkha conquest of Khambuwan, some of the Khambus were conferred with 

titles of ‘Jimi’ meaning Jamindar or holder of their Kipat2 land and another title ‘Raya’ 

(tribal chief) given to them by the Sena was changed to titles like ‘Rai’ (derivative of 

Raja) was conferred upon the Khambu chiefs by Prithivinarayan Shah (Pradhan 1991: 

53).  In 1774, though the Kirats were assured that the ‘status quo’ would be maintained 

but gradually Gorkhali rulers usurped their political and economic power that made the 

Khambus powerless.  

Again the encroachment of their Kipat land (land tenure system where land was 

vested on one particular ethnic groups) started since the project of Gorkha conquest 

started confiscating communally owned land holdings and the tribal autonomy enjoyed 

by the Khambus and the infiltration of the high caste Hindus also galvanized the 

situation (Rai 2011: 129). Gradually the Kipat land was brought under arrangement of 

various tax systems reducing the sovereignty of the Kiratas over their land. Along with 

it in the social hierarchy, they were reduced to a lower status forcing them to conform 

to the norms of the Hindu law. The kind of oppressions that followed after this 

conquest have compelled many Khambus either to accept subjugation by entirely 

embracing Hindu laws besides beliefs and practices or to be ready to get punished for 

disobeying the prescribed laws. Alina Pradhan writes ‘Even Tribes like Kiratas were 

assigned to the status of Sudras and were subject to the Brahmin- Chettri tyranny. Strict 

rules of caste had to be followed otherwise they would be socially ostracized’ (Pradhan 

1991: 177).  

It is known that the rulers from the time of unification never recognised the 

ethnic, religious, cultural, linguistic and economic diversity of Nepal. Rather an effort 

from all side was made to unify these diversities through various mechanisms 

(Hinduisation was one such mechanism). In the process some of the Kirats had 

undergone thorough Hindusation/ Sanskritisation although they had their own 

distinctive tribal social structure (Pradhan 1991: 180). Again, the spread of Hinduism 

that followed after the conquest made the life of the Kirats unbearable, as it was seen 

                                                           
2 Kipat is the land owned by the community and only members of the particular community could use it through 
their traditional rules. Landownership under the Kipat system was limited to certain communities of mongoloid 
origin such as the Limbu, Sunuwar, Rai, Danuwar and Tamang mostly living in the Eastern and Western Hills of 
Nepal. This was abolished in 2023BS (1966 AD). 
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that these Khambus who used to love cow-meat had to quit the same as it has been 

considered as an offence as severe as inviting death-sentence (Pradhan 1991: 185). 

Under state patronage Sanskritisation was worked out where the Hindu rulers started 

promoting the supremacy of Hinduism and rewarding the non-Aryan for accepting the 

same. The kind of suffering the Kiratas in general had to suffer ranged from 

enslavements, mutilation of organs, and confiscation of property, degradation of caste, 

exile and even death.  The kind of Gotra category seen among the Khambus can be 

traced out from this vantage point when the conversion policy of the Hindu rulers were 

ongoing then, some of the Khambu people were forcibly captured and were taken to 

Kasi (holy place of the Hindus) and over there the water of Ganges was sprinkled on 

the Khambus by the religious practitioner proclaiming them to have become under a 

Kasi gotra from that day onwards. As regarding the Lhasa-gotra, the term Lhasa means 

those ‘who comes back’(in Khambu dialect), thus those Khambus who had left their 

land and place to escape the forcible conversion into Hinduism by the rulers came to 

their homeland after many years were considered to be belonging to Lhasa gotra (those 

who came back again). This kind of forcible integration and creation of common 

identity for the Tibeto-Burman groups of people (Khambu Rai being one) who 

professed their own cults and creeds did lead to some degree of unanimity in spirits and 

thought. The elaborate system of ancient beliefs, customs and dialects which was 

although mutually unintelligible did register cases of resistance mostly when the 

integration was externally imposed.  

This kind of opposition was the regular feature of Kirat Pradesh, who shared a 

culture which often assumed the form of ‘political ideology’ (Pradhan 1991: 223). The 

Khambus who had no such stratification or hierarchical arrangement but were said to 

be have a unity of their own epitomized by such phraseologies like ‘Dus Rai, Dus boli-

Ek bhansa’ (meaning there are various Rai clans having different language but having 

similarity in their culture). This is symbolized by a terms of addresses like ‘Kirawa’ 

used by one Khambu Rai to refer to the other irrespective of their clans. But under the 

Hindu rulers in Nepal, the traditional Kirat Mundhum (oral tradition of sacred versical 

prayers) suffered a setback and they were compelled to live in fear, anxiety as they 

were discouraged and not allowed to celebrate their own festival like Sakela, Sakewa, 

etc. instead were forced or encouraged to celebrate Dusshera, Tij and other Hindu 

festivals. Different kinds of exploitation including the usurpations of land, heavy 



 

34 

taxation and impositions, indebtedness and bondage, and slavery forced many to 

emigrate and leave their ancestral land permanently. The hegemonic apparatus of the 

Bahuns (Brahmins) led to the eviction of many ethnic groups from their land, and these 

evicted groups found Darjeeling (in British India) as a suitable place to settle (Sangay 

Tamang: 2018: 34).Unable to resist the extreme oppression of the Hindu rulers Kirati 

Khambus left their places of origin to settle in different areas of north-eastern region 

and continued to practice their traditional ancestral belief system.  

2.3 Demographic Presence of the Khambu Rais in Darjeeling hills  

Kirats including Khambu Rais since early time were having considerable demographic 

strength and in contemporary time they are one of the largest hill communities in 

Darjeeling. Besides they are also found in the adjoining states of Sikkim and North 

Eastern India. Their easy access from the adjoining Eastern Nepal has been seen as a 

reason of their greater concentration in Darjeeling and Sikkim. Colonial records 

mention that during 1840-1860 around 12 to 15 percent of the Kirat moved from their 

land to Darjeeling (Pradhan 1991: 211). There population steadily increased since then 

where in 1901 it rose to 20 percent and still they constitute the largest community.  

In 1911 out of a total 40,409 Rais of Darjeeling district 39,448 were recorded as 

speaking the Khambu dialect. The Khambu Rais have always been numerous in the 

district and their numbers have steadily increased. They are distributed throughout the 

district wherever Nepalis are found. The increase of the Khambu Rai population in the 

district up to 1951 census can be realized from the following table. However, the record 

of the KKRSS (Kirati Khambu Rai Sanskritik Sansthan) claims that there are around 

four lakhs Khambu Rais in the district.3 It appeared however that the use of Nepali was 

spreading and the people of the district rely more and more upon it for the use outside 

the family. 

 

 

 

                                                           
3 The enumeration of community based census was done last in the year 1951.Thus the absence of population data on Khambu Rai 
after that led the researcher to rely on the record provided by the Kirati Khambu Rai Sanskritik Sansthan (KKRSS) an 
organizational platform of the Khambu Rais. The organization claims the total population of the Khambu Rais to be around four 
lakhs at present. 
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Table No.:2.1  Population Distribution in Darjeeling District (1872–1951) 

Caste/ 
Community 

Year 

1872 1901 1911 1921 1931 1941 1951 

Rai 6,754 33,133 40,409 41,236 47,431 56,794 63,745 

Chhetri -- 11,597 12,599 -- -- 25,941 30,463 

Sanyasi 267 1,151 1,060 -- -- -- 1,085 

Bahun 904 6,470 6,195 8,174 8,791 8,999 11,317 

Bhujel -- -- -- -- -- 5,816 5,745 

Yogi -- -- -- -- -- 454 474 

Magar 3,020 11,912 12,451 14,934 16,299 17,262 19,413 

Newar 1,120 5,770 6,927 8,751 10,235 12,242 14,827 

Tamang 6,567 24,465 27,226 30,450 33,481 43,114 49,890 

Gurung 3,687 8,738 9,628 9,575 11,154 15,455 17,864 

Limbu 4,663 14,305 13,804 14,191 16,288 17,803 19,835 

Sunar 1,194 4,428 3,820 3,691 4,055 4,822 4,803 

Yakkha 242 1,143 1,119 -- 850 824 -- 

Damai 252 4,643 4,453 5,781 5,551 8,162 9,116 

Kami 1,886 9,826 10,939 11,779 11,331 16,272 19,432 

Sarki 328 1,823 1,992 2,036 2,432 2,778 2,932 

Gharti 1,419 3,448 3,584 -- 2,053 496 998 

Majhi 275 -- -- -- -- -- 327 

Thami 13 -- -- -- -- -- 804 

Thakuri 56 -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Thapa 447 -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Gurkha 51 -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Paharia 92 -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Parbatia 21 -- -- -- -- -- -- 
Source: Pradhan 2005: 32 

2.4 Khambu Distinctiveness and the historicity of ethnic relations in the hills of 

Darjeeling  

Following Kumar Pradhan and Gérard Toffin’s arguments it may be noted that among 

the different janajatis – who constitute the Nepali nation in Darjeeling – the Khambu 

Rais did not completely lose their distinctiveness and particularities. Though the Rais 

have embraced Nepali language almost wholeheartedly as their mother tongue much 
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like the other matwalis, they kept on frequently using their respective ethnic dialects 

(janajatiya boli) particularly in maintaining kinship terminologies. Without taking 

much pain one can show the prevalence of such usages in the kinship terminologies 

(vide Chapter three for a detailed account on kinship terminologies) as practiced by the 

Khambu Rais of Darjeeling at the level of social structure even today. 

Besides the use of community dialects in kinship terms, the Khambu Rais in 

Darjeeling did also carry out their indigenous beliefs and practices, rites and rituals 

relating to marriage, birth and death ceremonies. While Bahun purohits (Brahmin 

religious specialists) performed parts of their religious customs much of their 

indigenous beliefs and practices relating to ancestor worshipping were still performed 

by their own religious specialists (known as Mangpa/ Mangma). There is no doubt that 

historical forces have impacted a lot in bringing the Khambu Rais close to Brahmanic 

value systems but the efforts with which they successfully kept alive their rather 

‘faded’ religion in the day to day life can hardly be considered as superficial and thus 

ignored. It is not out of place to mention that researchers like Gaenszle have pointed 

out that the term Jat (meaning caste in Nepali) has no equivalent term in Mewahang 

Rai language (Gaenszle 2000: 92). 

They have not repudiated all those ritualistic practices related to the birth, 

marriage, death and continued to maintain the same besides adopting themselves to the 

mainstream (Hindu, Buddhist, Christian) beliefs and practices. The Gazeteer of 1907 

mentions thus, ‘‘broadly speaking, the Hinduism professed in the district is nothing 

more than a thin veneer over animistic beliefs. Beneath this veneer the real popular 

religion can be seen in the worship paid to the host of spiritual beings whose attributes 

are ill-defined, but whose chief power is to cause evil to their votaries. The religion 

prevalent is in fact demonolatry, of which exorcism and bodily sacrifices are the most 

prominent feature” (O’Malley 1907: 60). The same Gazateer further mentions that 

“Throughout the hills there are signs of the prevailing fear of demons, such as the little 

offering in the middle of the path to bar the progress of the evil spirit or the living 

sacrifice being offered to propitiate another, or the flattening rice image of a demon 

supposed to be causing sickness or the burning of the rag before the door, over which 

the friend step when they return from burying a relative, to prevent any accompanying 

spirits from entering with them” (O’Malley 1907: 60).  
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The fact that from the early twentieth century the Nepalis of Darjeeling began to 

realize the importance of common language and the socio-cultural acculturation 

between the discrete communities there. This had led to the establishment of platforms 

like Nepali Sahitya Sammelan premised on linguistic unification of all the Nepalis in 

India. Consequently there emerged the feeling of common identity as an Indian Nepalis 

or Gorkhas rooted in these sentiments. Darjeeling situation depicts that a need for a 

common identity (Gorkha) and language (Nepali) for the communities there at the 

initial stage did not lead towards the obliteration of individual community identities. It 

continued in a parallel way though sometimes one subsumed the other and vice versa. 

The political imperative of Gorkhaland movement emphasized solely on Indian Nepali 

identity as one and to be identified through Gorkha identity and this requirement was so 

strong that the primordial identities of different hill communities were muted. But the 

attachment and emotions towards one’s origin cannot be removed from a group having 

a commonality of origin (Pradhan 2004: 11). What has been their past might had lost its 

spatio-temporal relevance but some residues of it always remained intact and never got 

eroded. Till 1920s it was believed that ethnic communities including the Khambu Rai 

were living with their respective community identity as exactly as was the case at the 

places of their origin (Pradhan 1982: 28).  

By 1854, a substantial Nepali population had migrated to Darjeeling; thus, caste 

norms were only followed in rudimentary forms, and social relations were not 

determined by caste and commensural rules (Pradhan 1982: 32). Except a few 

community like Bahuns, Chettri, Thakuri, Kamis, Sarkis and Damais who really 

identify themselves as the ‘Nepali’ the rest of the ethnic communities in Darjeeling 

came under the fold of ‘Nepalis’ only after 1920’s (Subba :1992). Similarly followed 

the blurring of the differences between the two categories of Nepali society i.e, between 

the sacred thread bearing castes, the ‘Tagadharis’ and those of the alcohol drinking 

mongoloid group, the ‘Matwalis’. The intermingling of these two categories in 

Darjeeling context is to be understood in terms of their migrant status, common place 

of origin, the bond established by the Nepali language and the common challenge 

thrown by the host society. These factors led to the formation of less sharp boundaries 

between these diaspora communities (Subba 1999: 68). With the social unity and 

cohesion followed the questions of security and protection, which led to the rise of 

political views/opinions on separate political arrangement for the Nepali settlers of 
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Darjeeling. Consequently the drive initiated for a separate set up during pre 

independence period, which after independence gained momentum and strength and 

culminated in the movement for separate state of Gorkhaland under the leadership of 

late Subhash Ghishing. A strong sense of identity had developed among them primarily 

based on Nepali language, which became a common means of communication for the 

Nepali settlers of both Tagadhari and Matwali variety. Earlier Nepali language has in 

fact, became an important factor of identity of the different communities settled in 

Darjeeling where it became a ‘Jatiya bhasa’ for all. “However when they came to 

Darjeeling, caste distinctions did not matter. The absence of domination by any one 

group gave them a strong community character as Nepalis. Irrespective of their ethnic 

diversity, the Nepali settlers in Darjeeling developed a common feeling of identity 

around their lingua franca Nepali. In Nepal, Nepali had become the Rashtriya Bhasa 

whereas in Darjeeling it became the Jatiya Bhasa” (Pradhan 2007: 50). 

2.5 Shaping of Intercommunity Relations in Darjeeling hills: Migration and 

other factors  

No doubt various push and pull factors have worked for the settlement of Nepalis in 

Darjeeling hills where, their (Nepali) population gradually outnumbered the indigenous 

communities like Lepchas, Bhutias and others. Since the mid nineteenth century 

Darjeeling incorporated multiple population stock with a heterogeneous background 

beside the other hillmen (Lepchas, Bhutias, Tibetans), people of other races were also 

attracted like Madhesis, Marwaris, Jews, Bengalis, Punjabi, Chinese and so on. 

Migration history and the development of community relation at the early period can be 

understood from some sources like the different Gazetteers and writings of O’Malley, 

A.G Dash, E.C Dojey and others while contribution of historians like Kumar Pradhan 

and anthropologists like T.B. Subba provide some valuable insights in this regard. 

Generally it is the Lepchas who are considered as the earliest settler in the region but 

opinions varies and Bhotiyas are also considered first as a migrant to Sikkim who came 

initially from Tibet. It is generally regarded that Nepalis migrated to the Darjeeling 

Himalaya mostly after the British intervention in Sikkim's affairs and after the cession 

of Darjeeling in 1835. The lack of authentic sources with regard to the pre colonial  

history of Darjeeling one is compelled to rely on the available colonial sources which 

mentioned  the place (Dorje–ling) as uninhabitable with only a few scattered settlement 
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of about 100 souls probably of Lepcha origin.4 The three communities Lepchas, 

Bhutias and Nepalis have lived side by side for more than a century and the kind of 

interaction and interdependence that had developed witnessed the formation of a new 

structure of a society which transcended the rigidity of ethnic boundaries. Though the 

nuances of ‘insidious feel’ for a certain caste or community might have been operative 

at individual level but the effort to build a larger identity as Gorkhas or Indian Nepalis 

had relegated their indigenous identity a backseat. Of course modernization, new 

methods of communication, transport and education all have brought a closer link 

between all groups. Though there has been a sort of cultural convergence amongst 

them, but group differences still prevail. The Nepalis have always retained their Nepali 

identity, their separate religion, culture and language (Pradhan 2007: 148). The process 

of ‘being Nepali’ for any community (whether Tagadhari or Matwali) was only an 

effort to be identified with certain identity rather than subscribing to an exact definition 

of what is meant by ‘Nepali’ in its true sense in Nepal. Thus the social formation of 

Darjeeling was out an out a resultant effect of the very process through which one’s self 

was identified in relation to a ‘greater self’. In such a situation interdependence 

between one another was realised more than the differences of caste/ culture/ religion/ 

language etc.  

All these gradually resulted into a socio-cultural environment where Tagadhari 

and Matwali did exchange many of their cultural traits with one another and ultimately 

creating a totally different ‘Nepali social system’ compared to Nepal. Thus, Nepali 

community in Darjeeling has fostered as a single unified community though it is proper 

to mention that categories of differences in terms of race, culture and tradition (what we 

know as between the Indo-Aryan group and Mongoloid group or between Tagadhari 

and Matwali) did persist. This cannot be denied that each and every singular mongoloid 

community despite having their elaborate culture/ customs made selective choices 

while following the practices of the higher castes. However, both the Tagadhari and 

Matwali communities did celebrate dusshera (dasain) and diwali (tihar) which were 

quintessentially Hindu festivals. O’Malley has remarked in relation to the Limbus 

(which is equally applicable for the Rais) in the following words: “the phlegmatic and 

utilitarian which is characteristic of the Mongolian races comes out conspicuously in 

                                                           
4 This fact too is debatable as the settlers are basically thought to be Lepchas but the history conceals its reality in itself. 
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the nonchalant attitude of the Limbus towards religion. Where their surroundings are 

Hindu, they describe themselves as saivas and profess to worship, though with sparing 

and infrequent observance, the deities most favoured by the lax Hinduism of Nepal. In 

the Buddhist neighbourhood the yoke of conformity is still easier to bear: the Limbus 

has only to mutter the mantra, Om mani Padme hum and to and moderate tribute to the 

Lamas, in order to be accepted as an average Buddhist. Beneath this veneer of 

conformity with whatever faith happens to have gained local acceptation, the vague 

shape of their original Pantheon have survived’ (O Malley 1907: 63). Likewise the so 

called higher castes (Tagadhari) too developed to form somewhat liberal outlook 

towards the matwali practices that led to the formation of altogether a different ‘Nepali 

society’ in Darjeeling unlike that of Nepal.  

2.6 Ethno History of Darjeeling Hills: Caste, Community, Language and 

Identity 

The ethno-history of Darjeeling thus presents a unique case, where caste and ethnic 

identities are often conflated within the ambit of the larger Nepali or Gorkha 

community (Chettri 2018: 71). For instance O’Malley writes ‘cut off from his home, 

the Buddhist Nepali soon adopts the religious beliefs of their neighbours and, in the 

absence of the Buddhist priest it is fair to accept the ministrations of Brahmans and to 

enroll himself, nominally at least, in the rank of Hinduism (O’Malley:1907: 62). Here, 

it is again not to be missed that Brahmins (Tagadhari) were altogether tolerant with all 

the Matwali practices although some degree of ‘purity pollution’ did exist. Similarly 

Matwalis did retain their traditional beliefs and practices intact. “Rais, for instance, go 

to Hindu temples and have Brahmin priests: but they have their taboos, viz., some will 

not eat goats meat, others, the flesh of some other animal” (Dash 1947: 60). The 

acceptance of Brahmins as a priest is very common, yet tribal customs however still 

persist in the death ceremonies which are rather elaborate. Rather it was a situation of 

harmony between these two sections where there was reciprocity as well as some 

reservations of their respective culturo-religious traits. Various factors have contributed 

towards the formation of this environment like, exposure to colonial situation followed 

by the arrival of the missionaries, absence of Brahmanical domination and loosely 

organised of caste system, etc. Again, the high caste Nepalis who were believed to have 

migrated with the opening of tea gardens in the hills, were less in number at the initial 
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period. ‘chya ko boat ma paisa falcha’ (money can be earned by working in tea 

gardens), ascertains that most of them belonged to the same kind of economic condition 

or belonged to working class category. Mona Chhetri writes ‘the sense of injustice and 

helplessness can also be attributed to the hierarchical class system which has been 

inherited and internalized by generations of workers. Historically, hierarchy at the work 

place coincided with the social world. Difference in physical features of the British 

planters, the Bengali Babus5 and the multi-ethnic, Mongoloid group was used 

successfully to homogenize different ethnic groups into different classes. However, this 

very segregation was successful in the eventual construction of a meta-identity of the 

Gorkha (Chhetri 2013: 125). Needless to mention that similar historical past and similar 

work condition prepared the ground for a situation where boundaries based on religion, 

caste or language became increasingly insignificant. Rather diffusion or intermingling 

of different caste categories as no one among them were an oppressor group, created an 

occasion of tolerance towards the practices of each other’s cultures. Thus the 

development of strong feeling of one identity and their integration as a ‘single unified 

Nepalis of India’ was not the imposition of any section rather it was a self-perpetuated 

and self-generated one (Pradhan 2004: 11). 

Since the beginning of the nineteenth century, the gradual development of 

identity based on ‘Nepali language’ was spearheaded by the indigenous educated 

section from among the Nepalis who were instrumental in the formation of a cultural 

organization known as Nepali Sahitya Sammelan6 (1924). Sahitya Sammelan 

emphasized on the need of education in Nepali medium and also urged linguistic 

unification as the way to preserve the culture, tradition and the very existence of the 

Nepali speaking community subdivided into various other micro communities who had 

their own dialects or kuras. This indicates that some literary figures have begun the 

search for ‘reclaiming the originality’. Among the eight objectives of Nepali Sahitya 

Sammelan (NSS) one as stated by President Hari Prasad Pradhan was  the search for the 

primitive languages and literature of Nepal (e.g like that of Newar, Lepcha) along with 

                                                           
5 Clerical staff pattern in the colonial tea plantations area invariably filled up by Bengali educated middle class people.The head 
clerk in the office were known as Bara Babu (office clerical head) and the hierarchic  work organization in the plantation system 
have had served such Babus in different sectors like Bagan Babu (clerical head of field), factory Babu (head clerk at factory), 
godam Babu (clerical head of store).The details of this kind of hierarchic work organisaation can be found in plenty of literatures 
available on tea plantation industry [for example vide ,Bhowmick (191, 2001), Dasgupta (1986), Xaxa (1985) among others]. It 
needs to be mentioned throughout the Darjeeling hills, tarai and dooars same pattern prevailed it is still in operation. 
6 Nepali Sahitya Sammelan was established in 25th May 1924.Later under the initiative of this organization demand for use of 
Nepali language for official works was initiated. 
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studying their primeval works and publishing a great literature in order to preserve it 

from being extinct. Different communities have been living together, working together, 

marrying one another and speaking one colloquial language to make life easier despite 

the existence of community organizations like Biswakarma Samaj (1919), Tamang 

Buddhist Association (1922) and Newar Samaj (1924).  

The arrival in Darjeeling of a large section of people from Eastern Nepal might 

have relieved them from the exploitation and suppression meted out by them in Nepal, 

yet they were not free completely. Communities soon after their arrival in Darjeeling 

became more concerned with their survival and existence where they no doubt were 

free from the exploitation of the landlords but not from poverty and deprivation. Again, 

there lied no scope for spread of education until it was realised by the missionaries and 

the colonial rulers, who emphasized on the need of education for the natives 

encountering the difficulty in communication with the ruled population. Thus 

missionaries and colonial rulers though had their own purpose in spreading education 

in the hills (medium of education was Hindi, initially) but attaining the same education 

some of them became the prominent figure to develop Nepali language and literature. 

The attachment with a new land (Darjeeling) got reflected in the folk literature 

composed by them. As mentioned earlier those communities who migrated to India 

(Muglan) were basically from the north-eastern region (of Nepal) thus what can be 

deduced that the flourishing of Nepali language as well as literature was altogether a 

resultant effect of the contribution made mainly by the Matwalis, unlike Nepal where 

Tagadhari groups with a highly refined knowledge of Sanskrit predominated the scene. 

The development of language and literary works during the early years in Darjeeling 

had its own distinctiveness (maulikta) that emphasized on the emergence of different 

kind of a selfhood cherishing ‘we-feeling’ (afnopan). It can be seen that on the one 

hand an effort was made to build language and literature free from Sanskritic influences 

while on the other language and literary activities got coloured with more local contents 

and local contexts. Hence reflections on caste, Hinduism did get space as a reality but 

not purely as a ‘dominating force’. Certainly Hinduism and caste system did prevail in 

early Darjeeling but they were fashioned in such a way that their influence in 

determining the larger courses of social living was not impacted in the way it used to be 

the case in Nepal.  
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In fact, communicating language of the Nepalis in Darjeeling was formed out of 

an intermixture of different languages. Rupnarayan Sinha, one of the office bearers of 

NSS, commented in the NSS Patrika (1936, Vol. 6, Issue 1): ‘Although we speak 

Nepali language, but what we speak as Nepali here in Darjeeling that is not only Nepali 

but a strange language of its own kind. In this language we find a smell of English, 

touch of Bengali and soft colour of Hindi’. He again writes, ‘Among the speakers of 

Nepali language the numbers of Rai, Mangar, Limbu, Tamang were greater so their 

language has also impacted the way Nepali is spoken in Darjeeling hills. Consequently 

Nepali appeared to be a language of all communities where the communities like 

Chettri, Bahun, Kami, Damai, Sarki (Hindu castes) started speaking a strange form of 

Nepali and this strangeness continue to influence the Nepali language whose 

implication can be felt even today. It seems that the way Darjeeling became the 

platform where communities with the diverse linguistic background interacted with 

each other and the different dialects, cultures and customs contributed towards the need 

of having a single language and a singular linguistic identity for a diverse population.   

 With the gradual spread of education and the rise of the literary activities Nepali 

language gained ground as a common link to unite the diverse groups within the fold of 

a Nepali identity. The whole hearted support of the Nepalis living in different corners 

of India for the recognition of Nepali language in Indian Constitution created an 

occasion to experience the strength of the linguistic bond that held the dispersed 

Nepalis throughout India together. This linguistic sentiment has also hugely contributed 

in sharpening the cause of Gorkhaland movement. The Gorkhaland movement or for 

that matter the Gorkha identity emphasized on the Indian citizenship of the Indian 

Nepalis or Gorkhas who were otherwise being confused as citizens of Nepal. Again it 

was believed that the problem can be resolved by the establishment of a separate state 

in the name of Gorkhaland that would guarantee Indian citizenship to the Nepalis of 

Indian origin or the Gorkhas. At that point of time the issue to be identified first as an 

Indian citizen gained more significance where the emergence of the political parties 

carrying the cause as ‘Gorkhaland’ achieved immense support. While the threat for the 

Nepalis was about their being a ‘foreigner’ or belonging to a different country, a long 

time was spent on persuading their demand for Gorkhaland (carried out by a political 

party Gorkha National Liberation Front and later on by the Gorkha Janmukti Morcha). 

The demand indeed remains suspended. The Gorkhaland movement and the Gorkhas/ 
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Indian Nepalis in particular having seen all the faces of suppression and denial from the 

part of the Government gradually shifted to the agenda of ‘tribalism’. However, it 

cannot be denied that the agenda of Gorkhaland seemed to be dormant in the last 

couple of years while the Nepalis have adopted a flexible stand by shifting from one 

identity to another yet the effort sometime is to be both i.e, ‘Gorkha’ and ‘tribe’ at the 

same time. The oscillating nature of identity in Darjeeling hills from pan –Nepali or 

Gorkha identity to tribal identity, and from caste identity to tribe, is reflective of the 

flexibility of a community’s boundaries and the capability of the community elites or 

leaders to manipulate identity issues as per contextual requirement (Tamang 2018: 37).  

The case of the Khambu Rais therefore has to be viewed in the light of the 

historical context elaborated in this chapter. The chapter discussed the historical 

processes which were instrumental in the emergence of a singular Nepali/ Gorkha 

identity for a diverse stock of population who held their own language and cultural 

distinctiveness. The necessity of a singular identity necessary for a community having a 

migratory past has made the unification and later on the assertion of that unified 

identity possible. Again in a context where the singular identity based political 

assertion appeared to be a failure, communities in the hills found reason to bring back 

their distinctive community identities as a viable political resource. The idea of going 

back to the tribal roots is indeed demanding a new imagination to be consolidated in the 

Darjeeling hills and the community organizations have been actively engaged with such 

processes. Needless to mention that the Khambu Rais are part of these processes and 

the demand of tribal status raised by the Khambu Rais since the 1990s is but the tip of 

the iceberg. In the following chapters we attempted to examine these issues with 

required details and analysis.   
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CHAPTER – III 

 

3.1 Social Structure of the Khambu Rais in Darjeeling Hills: Continuity and 

Change 

This chapter attempts to examine the diversity and commonality generally found 

among the Khambu Rais on the basis of their social structure. It also discusses what 

may be regarded as ‘basic’ in the way Khambu lifeworld is maintained. Social 

structure as a concept is widely popular in the anthropological and sociological 

domain where various theorists have provided different interpretations of it. Social 

structure has been understood variously and such attempts have given birth to a rich 

body of anthropological literature. However, for the purpose of the present study we 

have used the term social structure in the way Radcliffe Brown had used it. Radcliffe 

Brown’s idea of Social structure more or less helps us understand the cruciality and 

specificity of Khambu Rai social structure and thereby what exactly is meant by the 

claim of belonging to a community like the Khambu Rais. In an attempt to define 

social structure Radcliffe Brown draws our attention to what he called the “network of 

actually (already) existing relations”. That patterned regularity in behavior to which 

the members conform and accepts them as social norms and rules. This entire network 

of patterned relationship is what constitutes social structure in Brownian sense. Here 

the basic institutions which constitute the integral part of structure (like family, 

kinship, marriage, religion, customs, etc.) and which is maintained by network of 

social relations is what corresponds to Khambu Rai social structure. I tried to describe 

how the Khambu Rais social life has constantly renewed their social structure. While 

their actual institutional frames constituted of marriage, life cycle rituals (like ancestor 

worship, death rituals, birth rituals, Mundhum, Sakela, Sakewa, etc), shamanistic 

practices continue to survive with some changes but its general structural form has 

indeed remained intact with little changes so far. Besides changes what was retained 

and continued as part of standardized mode of behavior of the Khambu Rai is 

discussed in this chapter. Hence contextualizing it with regard to present field sites of 

Paiyong, Newahang and Dalep villages was necessary. This chapter thus deals with 

the field data and analyses them for understanding the relevance of social structure in 
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contemporary life processes of the Khambus. It is argued that the diversity of the 

Khambu Rais is attributable to the peculiarity of their social structure. Although 

understood to be a single group, innumerable sub-groups known as thar (clans) 

constitute what we know as Khambu Rais. Hence understanding of this complex 

nature and functioning of their social life demands that one should deal with their 

social structure at the first place. 

3.2 Social Structure of the Khambus 

Rai tradition relates that the first of the ancestral Kirati entered Nepal’s eastern hills 

through the Barahkshetra gorge of the Kosi Valley, the natural gateway into the region 

through the Mahabharata Range, which separates the hilly hinterland from the plains. 

According to the oral narratives shared by the informants there were three brothers, 

Khambuho, Menho and Meratup. Once through the gorge the brothers separated, each 

taking his respective followers, penetrating the different river valleys, such as the Sun 

Kosi, Dudh Kosi and Arun Kosi. Most Rais in the Middle Kirat claim descent from 

Khambuho, and, in fact, Middle Kirat is known as Khambuan; but some, such as 

Chamling and Sampang are thought to be descendants of Meratup and others 

descendants of Menho. This is one version of the myth of the Khambu ancestors 

collected from the field. Similar versions do depict the origin of other Khambu clans 

and groups. But what is important in these stories is to note that the Khambus as a 

group are the descendants of the brothers (kins) who in course of time diverted to 

different directions and created diverse clans and sub-clans in the process. 

3.3 Khambu Rai Family Structure 

Khambu Rais have a patriarchal family structure with the eldest male member as the 

head of the family. In case of death or absence of the head, either the wife of the head 

or the eldest son takes the responsibility of the family. It varies from joint to nuclear 

structure as in case of joint arrangement other male members like head’s brother can act 

as the person of importance to take family decisions. Sometimes the head’s wife’s role 

as the decision maker in the family is significant. Although the female members have 

some right to decide about family issues and freedom to choose one’s life partner, it is 

generally through the male line the lineages are traced and is referred to as haar (bone). 

Thus whether it be mourning ceremony or marriages the family observes and maintain 

do’s and don’ts only for members of father’s lineage. In case of marriages, it is strictly 
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followed that the boy or the girl to be married should not fall within his/her paternal 

clan. Thus the Khambu family is patrilineal one.  

Field study revealed that the normal age for constituting a family for girls 

generally ranged between 18/19 and above and for boys it ranged from 21/22 and 

above. Age of marriage for girls and boys varied depending on the level of education 

and one’s willingness to get married. In general four types of family structure was 

found in the field where the basic trend of increasing nuclear families with wife, 

husband and children with neo-local settings was common, secondly the existence of 

some joint family structure with brother and his family along with aged parents with a 

single hearth still reflected the existence of tradition (with the highest of three 

generation under one roof). Another type that was found in the field can be referred to 

as single parent or separated family where either of the parents lives with the 

child/children. In some cases family was broken due to natural deaths of one parent or 

in other case they were divorced or separated. The last type was a typical grand parent 

family where the grand children resides with the grandparents in the absence of the 

parents either working outside the village or state. The following table gives a clear 

picture of the family types found in the studied region. 

Table No.3.1 Types of family in the three field sites 

FAMILY TYPES PAIYONG DALEP NEWAHANG TOTAL 

Nuclear Family 29 14 4 47 

Joint/Extended family 15 1 5 21 

Single Parent /Broken 
family 

5 3 3 11 

Grand Parent Family 1 - - 01 

Total 50 18 12 80 

Source: Fieldwork data 

As far as Khambu Rai family structure is concerned the matter of filial piety as 

observed was wholly depended on environment of the home, their socialization into the 

practices, and attitude of the elders, etc. They even shared that the future generation 

would be in more pathetic condition as the aging head of the family consequently 

withdraws from the duties/responsibilities and passes it on to the other reliable 

members. As seen in the field situation most of the Khambus understand their 
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obligation towards the family and similarly takeover the authority in hand realizing the 

condition of the old parents. The role of elders and parents continues until the children 

grow up and run the family and take the responsibility by themselves. As observed in 

the field situation, the practice of ancestor worshipping (pitri puja/ kul puja) among the 

Khambu Rais was in itself an indication of the special position (importance) of the 

elders in their society. It seemed that the importance of the elders will continue to exist 

as the Khambus were found to be very particular both in remembering the ancestors at 

regular intervals (at occasions of vital familial events like birth, marriage or deaths) and 

in propitiating them with all the respect while observing rituals. 

3.4 Khambu Kinship Structure 

The importance of kinsmen in Khambu family life is deeper with the relations of blood 

i.e. a Khambu is more closely tied up with relatives of consanguineous relations. They 

tend to provide greater support and affection while in need. As regard the affines their 

established nature do compel the kinsmen to maintain relational obligation but in terms 

of dealing with issues of inheritance, marriage or pitri puja their importance is less 

compared to the biological kinsmen. In the occasion of marriage the potential groom 

has to be sure that the potential bride is not belonging to his own thar, pacha/ samait. 

Clan exogamy is strictly practiced by the Khambus. Both the families should be 

unrelated to each other either through paternal clan (known as haar/ bone/ blood) or 

through the maternal/ natal clan (known to be dudh ko sambandha). Such marriages 

among the Khambus are known to be pure the affinal relations created out of such 

unions are termed as ‘bir kutumb’. Generally the daughter-in-law falling under the 

category of bir kutumb is referred to as Langthimma by the Khambu Rais. Similarly, in 

a death ceremony where the kinsmen related with blood/haar having the same pacha/ 

samait (different for male and female) is under compulsion to perform all the mourning 

rituals. Again, in case of exogamous relation (anajat sambandha) is established in a 

particular house then the Khambu Rais of surrounding places and Raipas would 

boycott that house from the entire auspicious programmes to be held in that household. 

Thus for the purification of the hearth stone and kinsmen (sakha santhan) the head or 

the brothers of the head (banga) has to visit houses of the Khambu Rais and Raipas of 

different thar, pacha, etc. and request (bol binti) them to sort out the problem. The 

prevalence of fictive kinship among the Khambu Rais is found in case of marriages 

particularly when the daughter-in-law is selected from outside the community. (It is the 
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responsibility of the potential groom and his family to find a fictive brother for the 

would-be daughter-in-law from within a Khambu household of the locality (of a 

different thar and samait). This is required for the potential groom from outside the 

community who could have her bir kutumbh by establishing the fictive kinship and 

could be identified through the same thar and pachha of her fictive brother (maiti). 

Such fictive brothers are termed as Raj maiti (or hangs chaiwa). Thus the acceptance as 

a member of a Khambu Rai family is secured through fictive kinship. In other words, 

fictive kinship authenticates the Khambu identity for the one who may be outside of the 

Khambu Rai community.  

As the lineage among the Khambus passes through the father (male) line like 

any other patriarchal society, with the approaching age the eldest male in a family 

becomes the carrier of tradition, followed by his successors. This does not mean that 

only the elder son is responsible for performing rituals, rather the presence of all the 

male members in the performance of rituals – whether concerning ancestor 

worshipping or any other rites – is necessary to complete such performances. Even the 

married/ separated brothers invite each other during the performance of such rituals as 

their presence in most cases is needed to complete the rites. The concept of haar/ bone 

always reminds Khambu Rais of their relation of reciprocity, assistance and 

dependence during most occasions. Besides, the transference of familial possession in 

terms of property among the kins, their unities do derive from their obligation to remain 

connected as mediator of tradition in the successive generation. The mutuality and 

cordial relation with the tradition holder (among other Khambu Rais as well) besides, 

the other kinsmen whose presence are necessary during the performance of traditional 

rites, do help them to develop affinity and friendship.  

There are few descriptive kinship terms in Khambu Rai society which is applied 

only for particular kinsmen. This is used as a term of address like mamma (for mother), 

papa (for father). Besides, most of the kinship terms are classificatory or in other words 

a single term can be used to refer to multiple kinsmen like bubu/ bua (elder brother), 

niche (younger brother), nicha (younger sister), nana (elder sister), chuaa (referred to a 

person resembling mother’s brother), banga (referred to a person resembling father’s 

brother), nini (referred to a person resembling father’s sister), demma, timma (referred 

to a person resembling mother’s elder sister), dewa, tippa (referred to a person 

resembling mother’s elder sister’s  husband, father’s elder brother), dikku (referred to a 
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person resembling mother’s elder brother), dini (referred to a person resembling mother 

elder brother’s wife), namit (daughter-in-law, sister-in-law), makcha (son-in-law, 

brother-in-law), chokcha (son and daughter of one’s sibling), chana (mother’s younger 

sister, father’s sister in law), kopa, diwa (grandfather), koku, dimma (grandmother), 

chichi (son and daughter), chadima (mother-in law), chadiwa (father-in-law). On 

occasions of maagi vivah (marriage by request) the importance of chuaa (mother’s 

brother, maternal uncle) is central as the boy’s party has to first approach girl’s chuaa 

(mother’s brother) for proceeding the discussion of marriage with the girl’s parents. As 

per the clan differences the marriage rituals (dastur) vary, nevertheless intention and 

purpose remain same in all such cases. For an ego the importance of kinsmen like 

chuaa (mother’s younger brother) as he reaches an age of 3/5 year is significant as he 

(chuaa) is solely responsible to cut an ego’s hair in a ritual known as tangmuwa kapma. 

On occasions of death of either of the parents, the importance of sister’s husband 

(makcha) as a ritualistic person to perform the hair cutting ceremony, presenting a food 

to the dead is important. Here the role and function of maternal uncle (chuaa) and 

sister’s husband in some ritualistic occasion do reflect some influence of maternal 

lineages in Khambu Rais social life. 

Kinship relationship among the Khambus also involved certain do’s and don’ts 

associated with certain kind of relation. There are certain categories relatives with 

whom they indulge in friendly behavior while with there are some others with whom 

they have to behave in a restricted manner. Joking relationship exists between Sali-

bhena (wife’s younger sister and elder sister’s husband), pushai-bhadaini (husband of 

father’s sister and daughter of wife’s brother), solti-soltini (wife’s brother and husband’ 

sister & vice versa). These kinsmen usually engage in a light banter to teasing and leg 

pulling. Among the Khambus marriage is permissible between all these relationships. 

Similarly avoidance relationship does exist between chadimasimma-makcha (wife’s 

elder sister and younger brother-in-law), sippabua-namit (elder brother and younger 

brother’s wife), napma-nappa (husband’s mother and wife’s father and vice versa). The 

avoidance relationship is that of awe and respect. Basically both types of relationship 

signifies the behavioral practice where some kinsmen indulge in free conversation and 

comments and share their views to each other, while in the other cases the kinsmen shy 

away even from each other’s presence. 
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3.5 Khambu Clan Structure  

Let us begin with the popular Nepali sayings like ‘jati rai tyeti kura’ (Rai dialects are 

as numerous as the number of Rai clans are) and ‘Dus Rai Das Bhasa, Ek chula’ (there 

are number of Rais as well as numerous Rai languages but there is commonality in their 

culture epitomized through the notion of ‘single hearth’). These mundane references 

actually imply diversity within the single Khambu Rai group on the basis of clan 

peculiarity and differences. Among the other Kirati groups Khambu Rai has its unique 

feature where they are divided into numerous discrete local groups, having almost 

similar social structure but at the same time exhibiting quite marked social and cultural 

variation (Mcdougal 1976: 205). The Khambu Rais are not a homogeneous group but 

congeries of tribes belonging to different clans (thar). Rai community includes a 

number of thar segments which is again further sub-divided into pachha (lineage) and 

samait. To discuss about the creation or a division process of the Khambu clans is 

utterly difficult a task. One is reminded here what Sir Eden Vansittart once had said: 

“to get a full and correct list of Rai tribes and clans would, I believe, be impossible, as 

numbers of fresh clans are continually being added. Any peculiarity of manner, speech 

or habit is apt to give a nickname, which becomes a clan. The fact of living in any 

particular district, or marriage into any particular clan, often causes the creation of fresh 

clans” (Vansittart 1896: 129). Although attempts have been made by different scholars 

to identify the number of clans of the Khambu Rais but they failed to reach to any 

agreement on the number of clans. The number of Rai clans differs widely. For 

example, while Campbell (1840) proposed a list of 28 Rai clan names, Hodgson (1858) 

compiled a list of 17, Sir Herbert Risley (1891/1981) estimated Rai clans and kindred 

to be around 57, Vansittart (1896) listed 45 and John Morris (1993/1933) listed 73 Rai 

clans (including Yakkha). The record of the KKRSS (Kirati Khambu Rai Sanskritik 

Sansthan) in 2004 provides an estimation of around 37 Rai clans. Even in the present 

field site as many as eighteen clans were traced out and most dominant among them 

were Chamling (25 households) followed by Bantawa (18 households), Newahang (12 

households), Hangkhim (4 households) and others. The distribution of the Rai clans 

found in the three field sites is provided below: 
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Table No.3.2 Types of Khambu Rai Clans (thars) in the three villages 

Sl. No. Clans (thars) PAIYONG DALEP NEWAHANG TOTAL 

1. Newahang -- 3 9 12 

2. Lohurung 1 -- 1 02 

3. Yaphule -- -- 2 02 

4. Bantawa 5 13 -- 18 

5. Chamling 24 1 -- 25 

6. Luhun -- 1 -- 01 

7. Nembang 1 -- -- 01 

8. Khaling 1 -- -- 01 

9. Bungchen 1 -- -- 01 

10. Tamkuley 2 -- -- 02 

11. Dungmali 1 -- -- 01 

12. Sangpang 3 -- -- 03 

13. Hangkhim 4 -- -- 04 

14. Ranungcha 1 -- -- 01 

15. Sakten 2 -- -- 02 

16. Sotang 1 -- -- 01 

17. Khesang 1 -- -- 01 

18. Thulung 2 -- -- 02 

TOTAL 50 18 12 80 

  Source: Fieldwork data 

The divergence of clans among the Khambu Rai is, in fact, one of the important 

structural components that have persisted even today. In the absence of any written 

sources, each Khambu Rai clan referred to their own oral history or myth to support 

their clan origin. A sense of being Khambus/ Rais as one group is diluted when it 

comes to different clans as the variation differentiates them on the pretext of language, 

rituals and ancestors. It will be more confusing to add that the clan system, even though 

whose exact number is not clear, includes a number of clan like sub-groupings as well. 
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The kinship structure of the Khambu Rais represents rather a loosely structured system 

of hierarchically arranged agnatic descent groups. The member of a given unit at any 

level claim common agnatic decent; named common ancestors, although they cannot be 

cited by everyone and are not always consistently arranged, from the points of 

articulation whereby clans are grouped into branches, branches into sub-tribes and sub-

tribes into tribes (McDougal 1976: 206). This is precisely why the Khambus use 

separate terms for clan and lineage like thar and pachha respectively (Subba 1999: 61). 

For example, if we take Bantawa (thar) clan of Khambu Rai we can find further sub-

groups like Amchoke, Desamum, Khamle, Packhole, Baralamcha, Dilungpa, Kumara, 

Ruchibo, Banu, Baralung, Dungmali, Logum, Rungmangcha, Bungchen, Harimana, 

Mangpang, Sutunga, Bungchio, Butangpyer, Nacha, Tanglukwa, Darpali, Kaung, 

Newang, Kowa, Dikupa, Maker, Samsong, Bilpali, Hangchen, Lungum, Samewa, 

Aripang, Dibet, Kemyung, Pungchehang, Bokhim, Babak, Diem, Kimdin, Rahadung, 

Chinamkhole, Katonjeli, Nacharing, Rajalim, and Hankim. 

Scholars like T.B. Subba thus mentioned ‘Khambu’ is a community/ group/ 

tribe and Bantawa, Chamling, Khaling, Kulung, Thulung, Sangpang, Nechali, etc are 

clans (thars) and Tamangchha, Thimra, Morokha and Wadiri denote lineages (pachha). 

But clans like Ishara, Khamtu, Charghare, and Kangmang are sometimes written as 

thar and at other times as Pachha (lineage). Thus the boundaries between clan and 

lineage are not really static or fixed in their society (Subba 1999:  62). Another 

interesting aspect of Rai clan structure is the presence of Samait (that represents brother 

and sister together as ancestors) for a clan or a number of clans. Thus even if thar or 

pachha is different, the individuals may belong to the same samait, in which case they 

cannot intermarry and they have to observe mourning in case of death of one of the 

samait members. If we again take the case of Bantawa clan of Khambu Rai, they have 

different samait for male and female. For male there are two samait (like Chahgcha, 

Natcha) but for female there are four (like Chenkhama, Bungkhama, Chimitma, and 

Changkhama): 

          Samait is a ritual name and its connotations did imply honorific ancestral titles. 

This name is important in rituals for purposes of recognition by the ancestors and so 

that respect is given to the original order, thereby strengthening it (Hardman 2000: 60). 

Thus for Khambu Rai, even if the thar and pachha remains same, samait differ 

between individuals and families. Speaking about other processes through which the 
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Khambu clans increased in numbers over time is through clan-fission i.e., splitting of 

the one of the proto-clan; dispersal and separation and immigration in new locality and 

adoption of Khambu clans. For example Chinamokhole clan of the Khambus derived its 

name from Chinam which is a place in Bhojpur in Majh Kirant. So the Khambus of 

Chinam became Chinamokhole. 

3.5.1 Pachha (sub-groups)   

The origin of the pachha (sub-groups) again is followed by some myths and if we take 

the cases of some sub-groups (pachha) of the Bantawa clan of the Khambu Rai the 

story goes like this in case of Newahang Pachha (sub-group) of Bantawa thar (clan): 

The ancestors of the Newahang had come to the Kirat Pradesh from the coastal region 

of India and settled there. One of the descendants of that lineage at some point of time 

became a ‘Hang’ (king). In Khambu dialect ‘newa’ means sea and Khambu words 

often ends with ‘pa’, ‘chyo’ thus the word ‘newapa’ is formed. Again they used to be a 

kingly (hang) group once, thus originated a word ‘Newahang’. They are one of the sub-

groups (Pachha) of Bantawa clan of Khambu Rai and they exist till today. 

Similar stories are found of other clans of Khambu Rai, like the story attached 

with the origin of sub-groups (Pachha) of Sorong thar (clan) follows like this: The 

ancestral father of the Sorong clan died all of a sudden after having four sons. A widow 

mother looked after and brought them up. As their mother was hard-working, their 

family was self-sufficient. All the four brothers grew-up, but as they grew they became 

selfish. The eldest one was greedy and once with a plea to make a honey in a cliff, he 

commanded them a task to perform, thinking to push them from a cliff but was 

unsuccessful. The second-eldest (maila) brother was of same nature. He too had similar 

bad intentions, once he brought some poisonous-root (Bis-tarul) from the jungle and 

asked the mother to prepare ‘jaar’ (a home-made alcohol prepared with millet, wheat). 

With a thought to kill all the family members he added that root in that drink and 

pretended to drink while the rest drank and died. Except the youngest who drank less 

and was unconscious for a while. Since these second-eldest (maila) brother was a fraud, 

he was known to be ‘ramthang soreng’ and since the youngest brother survived after a 

pain, thus was known as ‘khekdang soreng’. Later the descendent of these two brothers 

was known with similar sub-group (pachha) names. Similar myths and stories follow 

for each and every Khambu clan-groups as well as sub-groups (Pachha). A popular 
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saying like ‘nau lakh Kirat’ (nine lakh Kirat) actually hints at their large numbers and 

divergences in terms of clan and sub-clan groupings. 

3.6 Marriage Rules 

There are a number of marriage rules traditionally practiced by the Khambu Rais which 

are again linked up with their clan system. Most of the clans howsoever localized 

consist of several lineages which are agnatically related. Line of patrilineal descent or 

patrilineal clan is conceived as haar ‘bone’ (it defines whom a person may not marry). 

Marriage rules allow ‘breaking the bone’ and division of the clan by marriage between 

members of the same clan only after seventh generation. When two lineages of the 

same clan have reached a depth of seven generation a marriage is allowed between 

them. If this opportunity is missed marriage again becomes forbidden between 

segments of the clan. A marriage that is permissible after seventh generation would be 

considered incestuous in any generation before the seventh and any generation 

following. Thus the importance of the ‘notion of bones’ provides a basis for marriage 

rule for the Khambus (Hardman 2000: 60). Again, a Khambu should not marry any 

woman of his mother’s natal clan within three generation i.e. only in the fourth 

generation such marriages are permissible. If any union occurs before three generation 

it is classified as dudh-phora that is ‘to break the milk’. Again marriage is allowed with 

‘pani chalne jaat’(caste above the polluted ones) and usually such marriages in which a 

daughter is given or daughter-in law is received from ‘pani chalne jaat’ it has to be 

announced (making fiancée by public proclamation) that from today a lady of this thar 

(clan), pachha and samait does not belong to this family or in case of daughter-in-law 

is approved as member of a particular family then she is accepted to this thar, pachha 

and samait respectively. Marriage is prohibited (and regarded as incestuous) among 

blood relatives/ cousins among the Khambu Rais and such cases of marriages are 

known as ‘Chitaki’ (marriage between brother and sister) and ‘Pataki’(marriage 

between sons and daughter of two sisters). 

3.6.1 Marriage Rituals 

Khambu Rai generally prefers endogamy but instances of inter community marriages 

are acceptable today. Marriage is settled through negotiation (dotma khatma), or 

elopement (khama khatma). In case of negotiation all arrangement are done mutually 

and negotiation is facilitated by Kongpi, the mediator. In case of elopement the boy and 
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girl after some period of courtship decides to start a conjugal life. Elopement is usually 

arranged by boy’s family. They have few customs which are related to marriage such as 

bulukhum and sapten sengma. 

3.6.2 Bulukhum 

Custom of bulukhum is unique among the Rai community. By this custom metal 

containers are considered as the true witness of the marriage. At the time of 

solemnizing the marriage, a metal container (bulukhum/ Kasey Dabuka) made up of 

brass and a silver coin is presented from the bridegroom’s side and ‘fengma kongpi’ 

(the mediator from girl’s side) and ‘lepa kongpi’ (mediator from groom’s side) have to 

beat the container with the silver coin thrice alternatively after promising to fulfill the 

words spoken by them for the wellbeing of the bride. The Rais believe that human 

beings can change their mind any time but the sound of that particular metal container 

does not change and hence, any violation of the promise made by them at the time of 

beating the metal container with silver coin will bring misfortune to the bridegroom 

(Bain 2018: 1049).  

3.6.3 Sapten Sengma 

After elopement or after taking the girl by force, the bridegroom’s family has to send 

mediators called Kongpi to the house of the girl within three days. Once the reporting is 

done by the mediators (kongpis ) and  the reporting is accepted, a  day is fixed  for  

Sapten Sengma, i.e.,  a ceremony for  appeasing the village deity (saptenhang)  for  

forgiving  the  boy  and  the  girl  for  having  eloped  without remembering the village 

deity. This is done in a place nearby the girl’s house. Members only from the boy’s side 

can join. Prayers are offered to ‘saptenhang’ for forgiving the boy and the girl by 

sacrificing a cock. The cock’s meat has to be cooked at that particular spot using 

utensils brought from the boy’s side and all has to be consumed by the members of the 

boy’s side only. The members of the girl’s side cannot eat it. If it is not done, it is 

believed that the village deity would curse the villagers and little children and village 

elders would suffer from breathlessness and would even die. Once it is done, the boy 

and the girl are presumed to be forgiven by the saptenhang and villagers would not 

suffer. Residence after marriage is invariably patrilocal (Bain 2018: 1049). 
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3.7 Birth Rituals 

The birth of a child in a Khambu family in fact is a ritualistic occasion which involves 

maintenance of certain do's and don’ts. The birth of the Khambu child generally takes 

place in the paternal house, except rarely in the maternal house (when it does so 

happen, it is usually referred to as ‘choowakhim’). The birth of a new child in Khambu 

Rai family is termed as ‘Hangcha pukma’. The expecting lady has to follow several 

restrictions soon it is known that she has conceived. It is expected that no one should 

speak any words that will give her a tension, the expecting mother is not also allowed 

to participate in any inauspicious event, nor even she should be shown a dead body, 

even of the animals. These kinds of prohibitions have their traditional as well as 

religious explanations. The way an expecting mother thinks and experiences have a 

direct bearing upon the mental and intellectual development of a child. Thus, a child 

must get a healthy environment before s/he takes birth and the social organization of 

the Khambu Rais is well prepared for that. This shows the far-sightedness of the 

Khambu predecessors. 

One or two months before the birth of a child a kind of ceremony (called as 

Chankhi) is done for the protection of womb and the health of the mother and child 

through the mediation of Mangpa and nachhong. The house where the baby is born is 

usually termed as Chankhi and is regarded as polluted. In this regard the family 

members, relatives and neighbour's has to take into consideration certain things like- 

i. The family members of the house where the child is born should not pluck 

anything like flowers and fruits nor should they work in the field until the 

name-giving ceremony (Nawran) gets over. 

ii. The hearth of that family is regarded as polluted thus for all the male members 

of that family an arrangement is made to cook food in a separate place. The 

food prepared for the mother of a new born (Chayangkuma) is not shared with 

any other members of the family. 

iii. Male members of any other household tries to keep safe distance from the said 

house (Sutak-pareko) and avoid visits and any meal cooked in that house. 

iv. The females of Khambu Rai in any case should not give birth to a child in her 

family of orientation. 
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v. Preapred food, which is to be eaten by the mother (Chayangkuma), is served in 

two banana leaves (one on the front side and the other on the backside). This is 

done with the belief that the women, who die while delivering the baby, might 

get food even after their death. If an expecting mother eats food without 

following this practice, Khambus believe that she might suffer.  

3.8 Death Rituals 

The rituals concerning death are no less significant. The role of a mangpa (shaman) in 

case of death rituals appears to be of utmost significance. The Khambu Rais mostly 

bury dead bodies but cremation is also practiced. A burial ceremony is usually 

performed by a religious head (priest). Mourning is observed by the nearest kinsmen of 

the deceased, who abstains from eating salt, oil, meat, etc. for five days in case of male 

and three days in case of female. After the mourning on the fourth and the sixth day, in 

case of female and male respectively, a purification ceremony is performed following 

various rituals. On the same evening of the day of purification, a mangpa (shaman) 

conducts an elaborate rite called ‘chinta’. In this occasion the soul of the dead is called 

upon by the mangpa who is asked about his/her unfulfilled desires or reasons for his/ 

her death in case of unnatural circumstances. The dialogue between the soul and the 

priest sometimes continues for long hours and all the relatives and other elderly persons 

gather to persuade the soul along with the mangpa in different ways so that the dead 

soul could rest in peace. 

3.9 Mangpas/ Mangmas (Shamans) 

The presence of religious functionaries known as mangpas (male shaman) or mangmas 

(female shaman) itself is an interesting aspect of Khambu culture nevertheless their 

numbers are not so large in the sense, few of them serve the interest and are in great 

demand. To become a mangpa is not a choice rather a divine selection. Anyone who 

feels to be possessed by ‘deuta’ or deity becomes a mangpa. The deity (deuta) is 

believed to take complete charge of the man’s body and is entirely responsible for the 

instructions and recantations spoken by the mangpa, who is regarded merely as a 

human vehicle through which the spirits work. A process of acquiring knowledge and 

becoming a mangpa requires a guru (guide) who helps the search for knowledge. 

Khambu life revolves around the presence of these shamans who are believed to have 

the special power to communicate with the spirits or the ancestors. Consultation with 
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the so-called mangpa is must whenever there is certain illness or misfortune caused in 

the Khambu families. Risley notes ‘Rais are compassed about by a multitude of 

nameless evil spirits, who require peculiar management in warding off their caprice. To 

appease and propitiate these is the special function of the bijuwa (shaman), a class of 

wandering mendicants peculiar to Sikkim and the Eastern part of Nepal’ (Risley 1999). 

Among the Khambus the services of their mangpa is required in all occasions, right 

from their birth to death in every household.  

3.10 Kul-puja/ Pitri-puja (Ancestor worshipping)  

In the absence of any written record of the Khambu rites and rituals their knowledge is 

preserved in the form of ‘thuthuri ved’ (words passed on orally) which is specially 

known by the mangpas/ mangmas (shamans) of the Khambu Rai. Still today they claim 

to have been living with their ancestral traditions and cultures. Khambus who are 

divided into various thar (clan) and Pachha although have their respective rites and 

rituals as per their clan but there is commonness in the overall life process maintained 

by the Rais. Hence, popular sayings like ‘dus Rai, ek chula’ (ten/ multiple Rais but one 

hearth) has a connotation that in-spite of differences in languages and rituals of each 

and every Rai clan one can find in every Khambu household an ‘ancestral-

hearth’(samkha/suptulung) made of three stone which itself shows their commonness in 

terms of faith/ belief.  Each Rai house has a small room in one corner where 

Samkhalung/ Samkha, the sacred hearth like structure, made of three erected stones for 

the purpose of performing all the sacred family rites, is kept. No one, other than family 

members would be allowed to enter into that sacred and secret place. Even married 

daughters are not allowed to enter into this sacred space where the Samkhalung/ 

Samkha is kept. It is believed that the souls of their ancestors dwell in this place (Bain 

2018: 1047). In the month of ‘Mangsire’ (November-December) with the ripening of 

paddy (dhan), millet (kodo), ginger (aduaa), etc. Khambu Rai performs their ‘Kul-puja’ 

or ‘pitri-puja’ (ancestor worshipping). The hearth which is made of three stone had 

their respective names like Sitlung or bada /Sawalung (male stone); Mitlung or 

Chhekulung (female stone) and Rumilung or Taralung (witness stone). Within the 

hearth, it is believed that the ancestors of the Khambus reside and that is why they are 

regularly worshiped twice (once in June-July and again in November-December) every 

year. Depending upon the variation in clans some Rais worship their ancestor once in a 

year in Mangsire (November-December). Khambus right from their birth till death do 
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maintain their entire religio-cultural practices in these fireplaces, non-compliance of 

which is believed to result either in death, or in pain, hardships, diseases etc. in the 

family. Although seen as traditional practice, this has its own significance with regard 

to family and society of the Khambu Rais.  

Among the Khambu Rai there is a tradition that they do not eat anything new 

(nuangi) like fruits, cereals, etc. without offering it to their ancestors. Kul puja (that 

varies from clan to clan) is required to be performed before such items are consumed. 

When the rituals of ancestor worshipping are over a feather of a fowl is burnt and 

turned into powder, which is further mixed with rice, meat and ginger. The mixed item 

as such is considered to be a ‘prasad’ (offering presented to ancestors/ God) which is 

popularly known as ‘wachippa’ among the Khambus and this is distributed only to the 

Rais. 

3.11 Kirat Mundhum 

Mundhum (versical prayers handed over to generation after generation orally) act as a 

pattern or model in which different Khambu Rai groups define their kinship and 

relatedness. It is an overall philosophy of the Kiranti way of life. It contains knowledge 

about the ancestral past and a means to maintain a past in the present. Thus an ancestral 

past become and intrinsic and ever-living part of the present, acting as a constant 

reminder of an image or consciousness of the knowledge, morality and correct order of 

nature and society. It contributed towards the sustenance of a correct form of relations 

which have to be respected. The ultimate strength, support and protection of their 

society and the individuals within it are seen as coming from the primeval past, from 

the original beings and ancestors, their lore and traditions, and from the intermediate 

powers that was invested in the natural order of the world. It is the mundhum which 

distinguishes each Kiranti tribe in their own eyes from the other Kiranti and non-

Kiranti tribes and in a dual process links them to other Kiranti groups. Mundhum gives 

each tribe (and sub-tribe) cultural identity and unity. It is one of the key ways through 

which each tribe maintains its boundaries and experiences, and expresses its own 

distinctiveness in relation to the other groups. In particular it sets each tribe apart from 

the Hindu groups and binds them closer to those who share many of the same traditions 

and concepts. The mundhum is quintessentially tribal (Hardman 2000: 65).  
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3.12 Sakela and Sakewa (Festivals) 

As nature worshippers Khambus respect for nature can be well ascertained through 

their two festivals of Sakewa/ ubhauli (festival in the month of Jyest/March-April) 

performed for good crop and another Sakela/udhauli (festival in the month of Bhadra/ 

August) is a thank giving (to nature) ceremony during harvesting period. These two 

comprises of the ritual dance performed by the Khambus particularly during two 

occasions in a year i.e. Ubhauli (March-April) and Udhauli (November-December). 

These two performances constitute the intrinsic elements of Khambu culture. These 

dances are usually performed depending on the agricultural calendar with man and 

woman (or sometimes simply woman) dancing in a circle, accompanied by cymbals 

(jhaympta) and drums (dhol), where dancers usually mime agricultural acts. These 

dances are usually performed to ensure agricultural prosperity by pleasing the ancestors 

and the land. Today, these dances form the cultural heritage of the Khambus. These 

dances contain the folkloric practice which is celebrated like a festive occasion though 

it has lost its traditional manifestation with significant changes including the 

repudiation of  blood sacrifice, use of alcoholic drinks and transforming the whole 

ceremony by giving it ‘noble’ motivations, such as feeling of togetherness in mystical 

harmony with deified nature (Schlemer, 2003/2004:135).  

3.12.1 Dance Forms, Musical Instruments of the Khambus and their Deities 

For the Khambus, dancing is not just an expression of joy or worship. Dancing hold 

lessons from their ancestors. It depicts their lives, their present and past. It 

commemorates their relationship with nature simply because the forces of nature must 

be imitated to show reverence to it, out of love and reverence. Kirat Khambu Rais have 

their own dance form called Sili based on the movements of animals and creatures in 

nature. Sili is also based on various agricultural activities right from tilling the land for 

cultivation to harvesting (Bain 2018: 1052). The Khambu festival is generally 

celebrated through a performance of a silli dance popular amongst them and performed 

alongwith their own Khambu songs, dance-steps and musical instruments. This dance 

forms depicts either a life cycle of birds, animals, cultivation and so on. There are 

variants of silli like ‘Bali hang silli’ (story associated with it of Bali hang king), 

‘Bhuruwa silli’ ‘Chasum silli’. The Rai community has its traditional musical 

instruments made out of wood and bamboo, binayo (dosangwa, is a small instrument 

made of bamboo and thread which is played with mouth) and the most important Dhol 
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jhamta (Ken Chamukhi). Dokan and bausang are flutes made from bamboo (Bain 

2018:1052). 

 The importance of the bow and arrow in the life of Khambu Rai can be gauged 

by the fact that bows and arrows are still worshiped even today during the rituals like 

birth and death of a Khambu Rai. When sufficient meat was not available, even 

feathers were made into delicacy which is in practice even today in the form of 

‘Wachippa’ which is made from chicken feathers. It is mixed with chicken and cooked 

along with rice and eaten during religious occasion and festivities these days (Bain 

2018: 1046). 

As nature worshippers and followers of animism the Khambu Rais basically 

preferred to be known as a descendant of ‘sumnima’ and ‘paruhang’ who are regarded 

as their supreme (primeval) deity. Besides they also worship a few natural agents like: 

Khoklihangma (the forest goddess), Samkha (the hearth god) Lelemma (the snake god), 

and Wairing (the hunter god).  Baktuncha (the hearth god) who is worshipped after the 

mangsire (November-December) harvest. Homkumang the supreme god of energy, 

Satnanchiko (snake god) is the affinal deity worshipped inside the house, Chawamang 

(the river god), Helamang (the monkey god), Samkimang (the dog god) are some such 

natural objects that they worship besides worshipping of their ancestor (pitri puja) has 

its own significance. Besides, all these deities need to be propitiated with the sacrifice 

of blood in order to avoid being subjected to different kinds of sicknesses. 

3.13 Language 

The Khambu Rais are in fact, a form of a disparate collection of small group with 

marked linguistic variation. The difference that is generated through clan has its 

bearing in the variation of Khambu Rai language. Each thar of the Khambu Rais are 

believed to have their own dialects. Grierson has counted 18 speech forms which in 

most cases are mutually unintelligible. Schlemmer reports 22 Rai languages based on 

the official census. According to Suniti Kumar Chatterji, among others, Rai languages 

have a pronominalized (Austric/ Kol influence) which strongly indicates earliest 

migratory waves of these people compared to other Tibeto-Burmans whose language 

are non-pronominalized (Chatterjee 1998: 23-24). Taking into account the differences 

‘Kirat Rai Bhasa Tatha Sahitya Parisad’ (Kirat Rai language or literary body) has 

grouped Rai languages in the name of the tributaries of Saptakosi river under four 
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division like – Sunkosi groups (Jerung, Wambule, Tilung, Chamling,etc), Dudhkosi 

groups (Khaling, Thulung, Kulung, Bahing, Nachhring, Sotang, Kowi, Dumi, 

Sampang, etc.), Arunkhola groups (Yamphu, Lohorung, Mewahang, Bunglawa, 

Bantawa, Dungmali, Chitang,Chiling, Lingkhim, Fangdu, Ali, Mugali) and Tomarkhola 

group (Belharey and Athpaharia). In the process of such developments about twenty-

six languages are believed to have survived. Although today it is the Bantawa language 

that has gained its popularity among the Khambus as it is regarded simple, almost 

widely used and known by most Khambu Rais. Regarding the script of the Khambus it 

was the Sirijanga script which was regarded by the Khambus as theirs but when 

Limbus claimed that Sirijanga script belongs to them, ‘sumhang script’ at present is 

used and regarded as Khambu script.    

3.14 Perceiving the Reality in the Field: Observations gathered from Paiyong, 

Newang and Dalep villages 

The social structure of the Khambu Rais never wholly defined their lifeworld in 

contemporary time but its continuity and maintenance through the observance of rituals 

like ancestral worshipping and rituals concerning local Khambu deities do make them 

feel different from others in significant ways. The most important structural unit of the 

Khambus being the presence of its innumerable clans (thars) does not seem to have 

much deeper variation. As was found most of the Rais are unaware of the peculiarity 

concerning their clans in particular. It was although on the basis of clan (thars) that 

rituals varied but ‘thar’ in particular was restricted as a naming category. While the 

identification of being a Khambu Rai of different thar ends as one reaches the 

organizational platform but in reality also it (thar) has been active only at ritualistic 

performances. ‘Thar formation’ among the Khambus is intrinsically linked with myths, 

stories, etc. hence the existence of thar peculiarity as it existed earlier can never be 

expected. Today what has remained and what is known to most of the Khambus is just 

their thar (clan) name. 

If we consider the ritual practices related to vital events like birth, we find that 

most of the Khambus do regard it as an obligation.  Similarly, marriages happen to be 

more vital area where the advertisement of one’s uniqueness was thought more 

important. As someone like Narbahadur Rai (sadhu by religion) was found saying 

‘dastur’ (rituals) has to be done as he confirms he has been doing, otherwise people 

may say ‘what kind of Rai is he?’ So villagers and the Khambus there revealed a kind 
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of situation where fear of their culture and tradition getting lost and desire for its 

maintenance/continuity was in no way related with what their community is demanding 

for (i.e. tribal status). They regard it (tribal issue) something which has been raised up 

by the organization and they do actively support it. It was seen that many Khambus are 

unhappy with the way transformation is taking place in the rituals concerning marriage 

like in place of raksi (local alcohol) to be presented, nowadays Khambus are also seen 

using a modern alcohol like rum, beer, whisky, etc. Again in occasion concerning life 

cycle it is mostly the one thar language (Bantawa) is expected to be used but most 

Khambus today are using straight parbatey bhasa (Nepali language). Thus the area of 

contention does exist within Khambus, where basically those who had adopted a 

foreign religion (say Christianity) displease them. Most gain pride in their own tradition 

where someone like Chandrasher Rai was found saying ‘till he is alive he won’t change 

his religion’ (he meant Hinduism).While no one had even a clue of the strict diversion 

between Hinduism and tribe, they experience Hinduism and tribalism as same thing. 

With the changes in the system, where dependency in agriculture and nature is not there 

for all the Khambus but they were still seen trying to offer their rituals as per the 

tradition. For some it has been reduced to mere practices or traditional obligation, some 

have even started making some alterations by abandoning sacrifices. So, despite of the 

spatio-temporal changes and acceptance of mainstream religions the performances of 

their local traditions have altogether a different meaning for them. While samaj 

(connoting society) does have its utmost importance in Nepali life so in case of 

Khambus whether it be a Christians, Sadhu, Hindu, Sai-Bhakta their primary concern 

was on the ‘unity as a group’. Organization, which in a village level is popularly known 

as a ‘Rai samaj’ was seen to have been acting as a platform to its members. There were 

other reasons too for taking a membership to the organization basically for the non-

Hindus. As they said, they became members of the organization to procure the OBC 

certificate smoothly. Marriage of the Khambus has a traditional mark of their own 

where the ‘practices like elopement’ is a must even today.  

Their dependence on mangpa as someone with a special power of healing, who 

can drive away the evil spirit possessing, is still needed to be approached in case of 

illness. It was observed in the field that the Sadhu Khambus do also approach the 

mangpa even though they differ substantially from both the Hinduised and the animist 

Khambus. While on the other hand the Sadhu and Christian Khambus do not perform 
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chinta (long elaborate rituals done by mangpas), but most of the Hinduised Khambus 

were found to have been practicing chinta rather mandatorily especially in cases like 

death in the family.  

Though it is said that every thar of the Khambu Rai maintain its own dialect, 

but the field situation revealed an altogether different reality. Among the Khambus of 

Paiyong village it was found that almost all of them are aware of Bantawa (one of the 

clan of the Khambus) language but were unable to speak their own clan languages. 

Interestingly, thar wise distribution of the Khambus says that there are only five 

households who belonged to Bantawa thar while the rest of the 45 households are 

distributed among 14 different thars and none of them know their own thar languages.  

It was also found that by Khambu language most of them meant ‘Bantawa’ (Bantawa is 

one among the many thars). There might be various factor for Bantawa language 

gaining in prominence among Rais, it seemed that the organizational encouragement is 

probably the strongest one among such factors. The language of the Khambus even 

when found alive among the older generation people, its usage is reduced to the 

observance of a few rituals alone. Having a language of their own, which today has 

more or less been replaced by Nepali language, appears to be more an issue 

organizational mobilization rather than a medium of conversation or literary use. Its use 

today among the Rais has been limited within a few speakers and that too is context-

specific/situational.  The organizational efforts to rejuvenate Khambu language also 

depend upon language standardization and institutional support – issues which are 

available in the context of Sikkim where the introduction of Khambu language in 

school curriculum have brought some significant changes in this regard. Most of the 

older generation Khambus (who knew their language) were dissatisfied as most of the 

Khambus today are unable to speak their own language. It was found that almost all of 

the Khambus in the field situation were unable to say anything about the Khambu 

script, some even thought Subba (Limbu) and Khambu have the same script. 

Immediately after the Limbus were accorded tribal status the Khambu organization 

started popularizing sumhang script as the Khambu script instead of sirijanga script, 

which earlier was commonly referred to as the script of both the Khambus and the 

Limbus. Overall, the impression gathered from the field is that the Khambus in the 

three field site have awareness towards their own language and script but they could 

hardly write or speak the same (except a few exceptional cases families belonging to 
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mangpas and Raipas were found to be able to speak only in Bantawa language). 

Khambu organisation’s effort to stress on the indigenous language appears to be more a 

case of symbolic capital than of practical use. 

Issues like Kirat mundhum being the area that basically lies outside the 

knowledge and practice of common Khambus and which was/is dealt by the mangpas/ 

mangmas made them feel that it’s a mangpa’s affair. So for most of the Khambus 

having a detailed knowledge of it was not possible, while some regard it to be known 

by mangpas only. As Khambu Rais are identifiable by their worshipping of ‘chula 

dhunga’ (ancestral hearth), almost everyone was found to have possessed it except the 

sadhu Rais, who were said to be practicing their own method of ancestor worship 

without a hearth and blood-sacrifice. Keeping a chula-dhunga (ancestral hearth) and 

worshipping it regularly (once or twice a year) was still practiced by Khambus of all 

the clans (thar) whereas as per clan rituals the requirements of items for this ritual 

differed. Paiyong village represented the blurring of differences between Hinduised Rai 

and an animist/ naturalist Rai. To be a part of their own traditions and gaining a sense 

of Khambuness (or say some attachment to the roots) has been maintained with 

whatever they have learnt from their predecessor, may be not in the exact manner as 

their ancestors did but most of them were found doing the same. The belief with which 

the chula-dhunga (ancestral hearth) was kept earlier may not be observed in the present 

day but their continuity with those practices does provide them some satisfaction. 

While the life of most of the Khambus in Paiyong village, Newahang village and Dalep 

village still revolves around agriculture being a primary occupation so their dependence 

on nature and the yearly performance of all the rituals concerning homage to nature was 

observed on regular basis.  

The dynamics of Khambu Social structure as observed in Paiyong, Newahang 

and Dalep villages has been a story of change and continuation. While some elements 

of Khambu social structure has changed due to intermingling with other communities 

and as a result of adaptation and adjustment (like language issue, clan myths which are 

almost nonexistent or not known to the Khambus of present generation), most 

Khambus were able to remember the names of their pachha (lineage) as well as samait. 

The importance of pachha and samait basically at the time of marriage and 

performance of death rituals might be a possible reason that explains as to why these 

still constitute the very basic of what we may call as Khambu social structure. One of 
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the markers of structural continuity was also noticed in their ancestral hearth-stone 

(chula dhunga) which was kept by almost all the households visited (except the sadhus) 

in the field situation. Thus followed the obligation of practicing kul/pitri puja once or 

twice a year as per clan norms. It was found that there were one mangpa in a Paiyong 

village at present (named Sangpang Kaila) and another in Dalep (named Lallu) whose 

services the Khambus received during any illness or for the performance of chinta 

during death and other rituals related to birth in the household. While most have 

stopped propitiating all the local deities (like Sikari, Burani, Aitabarey, Devi thaan) 

only a few were found to have practiced them (at least one or two of such deities) as 

per their clan norms. 

Khambu reality as perceived by the researcher through multiple rounds of field 

visits/stays at Paiyong, Newahang and Dalep villages revealed that Khambu Rai 

community is divided into different clans/thars and religions like Hindus/ Hinduised, 

Christians and Sadhus form a category of distinctiveness. The attempt to explore the 

reality as represented by the Khambu Rai organization (KKRSS) on the one hand and 

the general Khambu Rais on the other regarding the genuineness of their claim of being 

a ‘tribe’ it was observed that each of the three villages do reveal their own stories. 

Though organisational mobilizations are normally considered as a process from above, 

the reality in the field situation revealed that the claim of a tribe by the Khambu Rais 

has increasingly became a mass phenomena and extended the aspiration of people 

beyond the limits of ‘beneficiary value’ where even an uneducated Khambu sees in the 

demand the security for their forthcoming generations and thereby naturally attaches an 

obligation to support the cause. The mobilization and the ethos of being ‘tribal’ has 

reached the heart and mind of every Khambu individual in the Darjeeling hills, 

nevertheless everyone do not justify the claim. We intend to examine these questions 

with adequate detailing in the remaining chapters of the dissertation.  
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CHAPTER – IV 

 

4.1 Cultural Revivalism among the Khambu Rais: Contexts, Issues and 

Processes 

In case of Darjeeling hills, as its history suggest, micro cultural identities existed in a 

submerged form and never became assertive until the 1990s. Again during the early 

nineties some length of time was spent on reformulating what was understood as 

‘culture about to be lost’. So soon the effort on the part of cultural experts who built up 

some linkages with the organizational mobilization started for rewriting, rearranging 

and reviving what little was left to be preserved. As such the process of revivalism did 

involve a lot of borrowing from Eastern Nepal where, it is believed, most of their rites 

and rituals are still practiced in unadulterated forms. Thus the additions of festivities 

like sakewa and sakela as the core practices of the Khambus of Darjeeling hills were 

actually drawn from the original tradition of the Khambus in and around Eastern Nepal. 

But the Nepali society that was formed in Darjeeling had gradually shifted from many 

traditional cultural practices while some rituals are still practiced by a handful few. The 

Nepalese of Darjeeling, including the Khambus have to experience different issues like 

that of language (Nepali), nationality (whether an Indian or not?) etc. Thus their 

attendance towards their originality gained little attention where ‘being one and same’ 

in a new system was considered as more important. Hence the reality of festivities like 

sakewa and sakela no doubt found its place in the agenda of the Khambu organization, 

but the initiation of the same here in Darjeeling became purely for expressing a 

separate identity. Instances of wide celebration of sakela and sakewa thus became one 

of the tools to justify one’s cultural authenticity and exclusivity in the years following 

1990s. 

In fact, the way ‘tribe’ in India is understood and identified as a category, 

particularly in the sphere of administration, it is quite obvious that communities with 

some peculiarities in their social structure, rites and rituals would be tempted to raise 

the claim of tribal status. It is in this context claim of tribal status by communities like 

Khambu Rais, who have been harping on their micro identities since the 1990s, seems 

to be anything but obvious. Hence, the mobilization of the communities like Khambus 
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(under the banner of Kirati Khambu Rai Sanskritik Sansthan) and others within the 

larger Nepali fold shared a common pattern of following ‘returning to a past’ like 

phenomena. Community associations considered tribe and Hinduism as two 

dichotomous percepts, and in their zeal to portray the communities (including the 

Khambus) as ‘authentic tribes’ they attempted to shed off their association with 

Hinduism. This anti-Hindu slur was a cardinal feature of Janajati movement that had 

begun during the same period at the other side of the border, Nepal. Interestingly, in 

most cases ground reality reflected the intermixture of Hinduism and tribal traits in the 

life processes of the common Khambus in Darjeeling. While the codification of Hindu 

law in the Muluki Ain or in the Divya Upadesh had entangled ethnic configurations in 

Nepal’s socio-political reality, the same was however, not true in case of Darjeeling 

hills.  

Earlier the sense of marginalization in diasporic land (India) had provided them 

a necessary reason to fight for a single identity where being ‘Gorkha/Nepali’ was more 

significant. This identity is still relevant with which people identify themselves while 

interacting outside of Darjeeling but the emergence of sub-identity – like that of 

Khambu Rai – within the larger ‘Gorkha/Nepali’ identity has its reference to the 

changed socio-political environment of contemporary Darjeeling hills. The events of 

the national and international importance like the introduction of Mandal Commission 

Report by the government of India in the early nineties and the declaration of the 

international decade of the World's Indigenous People (1995-2004) by the United 

Nations in 1993 impacted the course of socio-political development, in general and the 

dynamics of community relations in the hills in particular. In addition to this the 

Janajati Andalon led  by the ethnic communities in Nepal in 1990 also provided a 

necessary background and context for the politicization of community identities in the 

Darjeeling hills to come up with their issues using culture as their focal point. In 

addition, the proliferation of ethnic identities in Nepal and the recognition of ethnic 

languages such as Gurung, Mangar, Sunuwar, Tamang, Newari, Khambu Rai 

(Bantawa), and Sherpa as the official languages of Sikkim in 1997 also had its spillover 

effect in Darjeeling hills (Chhetri 2016: 2). The associative connections between the 

community organizations of Nepal, Darjeeling, and Sikkim have also contributed in the 

consolidation of micro-identity politics in such a manner that the larger issue of 

statehood politics and especially the demand of Gorkhaland seems to have faded away. 
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It should be noted that the tribal identity issue began to take shape in Darjeeling at that 

point in time when two major claims of Darjeeling politics got more or less settled. 

First was the demand of Gorkhaland that indeed unleashed a fierce battle against the 

state but was restored through the establishment of a sub-state level autonomous 

administrative arrangement known as Darjeeling Gorkha Hill Council (DGHC) in 

1988. And the second major success was reached in 1992 when the Nepali language 

was recognized as one of the scheduled languages (Eighth Schedule) of the Indian 

Constitution.  

It is interesting to note that the Gorkha National Liberation Front (GNLF) led 

Gorkhaland movement of the 1980s in Darjeeling hills and SDF led Sikkimese politics 

that campaigned against high-caste Hindu political dominance from 1993 in Sikkim 

were the two models that inspired the Mongol National Organisation (MNO) to emerge 

as a major political force in Eastern Nepal (Hangen 2012: 11). The emergence of ethnic 

activism based on micro identities and mobilization in Darjeeling cannot be considered 

as an isolated phenomena. However, this should be noted that while political 

eventualities in contiguous areas like Darjeeling and eastern Nepal did share a 

coinciding temporality but at the ideological level they differed. In Nepal the Janajati 

aspiration grew up against the upper caste hegemony and with an anti Hindu urge 

besides there were other factors too but in Darjeeling tribal identity issue started 

gaining political clout not exactly with an anti-caste/ anti Hindu agenda. Hence it 

would be too naïve to maintain that Nepal’s Janajati politics led towards the growth of 

tribal identity politics in Darjeeling hills, although it has been a complementary factor. 

Community organizations in Darjeeling did maintain relationship with their 

counterparts in Nepal. Scholars like Sara Shneiderman has talked about ‘cross-border 

feedback loop’ through which, she argued, community organizations of Darjeeling did 

maintain their transnational connections and also taken help and advices from the 

Nepal based community organizations  in order to produce community consciousness 

regarding cultural affairs as potential mobilisational resources across the border. The 

agents of the feedback loop are the communities themselves (though Shneiderman did 

notice this amongst the Thangmis in particular) who moved back and forth and engage 

with others across the collectivity (Shneiderman 2015: 19). 
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 4.2 Birth of the Kirati Khambu Rai Sanskritik Sansthan (KKRSS) 

Evolving through a series of events, the demand for Scheduled Tribe (ST) status in 

Darjeeling hills has restructured the cultural fabric of the hills. It has unleashed a new 

rigour to retrace the historical lineage of one’s own identity, refurbish language, 

literature and other cultural practices (Chettri 2017: 86). Consciousness of community 

identity or what they realized through their cognition as survival of their self-rooted in-

group is not a new phenomena but how this happened and more specifically how this 

complemented with popular imagination on the one hand and political mobilization on 

the other is what that merits attention.  Tracing the background of the community like 

Khambu Rai of Darjeeling hills in Eastern part of Nepal have strengthen the cause of 

their mobilization in Darjeeling that historically represented a totally different socio-

political context. The cultural revivalism among the Khambu Rais, which seemed to be 

a recent phenomenon, had fostered through the very establishment of their organization 

in the 1990s. Since inception Khambu Rai organization(s) worked extensively to 

restore cultural heritage by collecting myth of descent, history, language and literatures, 

social and religious customs and a distinctive culture of the Rai community. These 

movements were further augmented by the innate desire to be recognized as indigenous 

groups of Darjeeling. Driven by the quest to re-inscribe their belongingness in the 

national fabric ethnic associations selectively accumulated cultural practices and 

utilized them to project an objectified image of tribal past through meticulously 

designed performances (Chhetri 2016: 5). In an attempt to institutionalize the cultural 

specificities of the Khambu Rais in the form of an organization, Kirati Khambu Rai 

Sanskritik Sansthan (KKRSS) was established almost three decades ago. The tribal 

phenomena in the hills although cannot be studied as an isolated individual case of the 

Khambus alone. The platform like Bharatiya Gorkha Janjati Manyata Samiti (BGJMS) 

acted as the united body of all the hill communities aspiring for tribal status. It did 

receive encouragement and support from the then supremo of DGHC Subhas Ghising, 

who did not want isolated tribal identities to emerge from within the Gorkha 

community and considered this as a possible threat to the Gorkha identity. Despite of 

Ghising’s initiatives individual community organizations did flourish and endorsement 

of tribal status claim by respective communities did happen in the years ahead.  

The role and part of the ethnic leaders or elites are notable as they helped 

sustain and expand the organizational activities in structured manner and gave 
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continuity to the existence of the respective organizations regardless of many ups and 

downs. Thus consolidation and maintenance of necessary connection between the 

leadership and common mass and keeping alive the expectation that recognition as ST 

is still a possibility, especially at times of extreme despair, were some such functions 

accomplished by the organizations. Hence the demand of tribal status  made the 

respective communities feel, realize and act like distinctive communities with their  

cultural ‘givens’ rooted in the primitive practices, but this was emphasized as soon as 

aboriginality discourse increasingly being seen as a matter of exclusive treatment and 

privilege. This realization was based on the experiences of both the success of Limbus 

and Tamnags (who became successful in achieving the ST status) and the failures of 

Gurungs, Rais, Magars among others to attain the recognition as STs. Driven by a quest 

to revive their lost culture and tradition these ethnic associations started to analyze past 

records, published ethnic literature, and made frequent visits to Nepal to recover their 

authentic history and genealogy (Chhetri 2016: 2).  

4.2.1 Kirati Khambu Rai Sanskritik Sansthan (KKRSS): Organisational Set Up 

Revivalism of the Khambu culture and tradition basically happened at the initiative of 

the organization known as Kirati Khambu Rai Sanskritik Sansthan (KKRSS) that was 

established through the initiatives of few Khambu Rai intellectuals. The initial journey 

began with the three day Kirat Utsav that was organized in the town hall of Darjeeling 

during 27th - 29th of October, 1994. This program was a milestone in the way 

mobilization among the Khambu (Rai) community did spread. Khambus from different 

parts of Darjeeling district started taking membership of the organization which at that 

point of time was not even formally established. First and foremost, an intensive 

membership drive was conducted and organized by the zonal constituencies and it was 

finally decided that a central organization is needed to be established to dispense 

responsibilities among the stakeholders spread throughout the district. The founding 

members including the office bearers of the KKRSS, who emerged out of these 

eventualities, were from different places of Darjeeling hills like President Sri B.B Rai 

(Mirik), Vice President Sri Rudra Kumar Rai (Haridas Hatta, Darjeeling), Major B. K 

Rai (Rangbul), Prime Secretary Sri Ram Kumar Rai (Chandmari), Assistant Secretary 

Sri R.D Rai (Singmari), Cashier Sri Bharat Prakash Rai (Haridas Hatta), Sri Gajendra 

Rai (Haridas Hatta), Sri Tarakumar Rai, Sri C.K Rai, Sri Gopal Rai, Sri Bijay Kumar 

Rai, Srimati Sujati Rani Rai, Advisor Sri Hemu Rai, Sri C.R Rai, and Sri Tika Prasad 
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Rai. The body then was known as Kirati Rai Sanskritik Sansthan (Khambu was added 

later).  

Within the six months of its formation a letter (dated 16th May 1995 vide 

appendix for the copy of the same) was sent to the Government (both to the Central 

Government and to the State Government) for the inclusion of Khambu (Rai) and 

Yakha (Dewan) in the list of Scheduled Tribes. At that point of time Khambus (Rai) as 

well as Yakkha (Dewan) and Limbu (Subba) were under the same organizational 

banner of Akhil Kirat Chumlung Association. Thus the appeal for the tribal status for 

Yakkha, Limbu and Khambu was made jointly through this organization and later when 

a Report (on criteria) was being asked from the governmental side it was not possible 

for the Limbus to give the same on behalf of the Khambus and Yakkhas. Some office 

bearers of the KKRSS (unwilling to be identified) did share that the Khambus were 

kept in a dark about the Government letter regarding their inclusion in the Tribal list. 

Later when the problem was realized the Khambus (Rai) were further given fifteen 

days to submit their report. In spite of the submission of the report nothing as such 

came out as an outcome and the process of submitting memorials continued. 

The process of formation of the organization and the mobilization associated 

with it continued in Kalimpong after two years i.e. in 1996. Four years later on 26th 

July 2000, Kalimpong branch of the KKRSS was established formally in the Parasmani 

haat bazaar. Within the jurisdiction of the district of Darjeeling the branches at various 

places like Kalimpong, Kurseong, Mirik, Siliguri, Bagdogra, and the adjoining areas of 

Dooars and Jalpaiguri were activated. Since then the process has been continuing. 

Organizational initiatives were undertaken by the Khambus of these regions to form 

branches of KKRSS at the level of villages one after another. Besides the organization 

kept close contact with the Khambu Rai organizations of other places like Akhil Kirat 

Rai Sangh and Kirat Rai Association of Shillong, Assam, Meghalaya, Dehradun, 

Uttarakhand as well as of Kathmandu, Nepal. Today the organization has a central 

committee/apex body at Darjeeling. Till date (till the last visit of the researcher in 

October 2019) all the zonal offices spread throughout the District of Darjeeling, like 

Kalimpong, Kurseong, Mirik, Siliguri and Bagdogra zones were functional. Even in the 

adjoining areas of Dooars and Jalpaiguri Zones they have been activated. Each of the 

zonal offices looked after their Branch Offices while the branch offices supervised the 
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activities of similar area offices (KKRSS Manifesto, as collected from the office of the 

KKRSS, undated document). 

Under Kalimpong subdivision (Kalimpong has recently been declared as a 

district), there are three blocks with three different chairpersons: Kalimpong block I 

(Chairman Meghraj Rai), Kalimpong block II (Chairman Takendra Rai, Munsong) and 

Kalimpong block III (Chairman Nisan Das Rai). The leadership keeps on shuffling as 

per the organization's mutual understanding. Each of the blocks has their respective 

Chairpersons and Secretaries and under them there were village level branches (in each 

block). Darjeeling looked after Kurseong (there is Kurseong Mahakuma Samiti), Mirik 

has a separate regional Samiti, Rimbik [though a block but has a Chetriya (regional) 

Samiti] and next was the Terai branch like M.M. Terai and Bagdogra. Under Jalpaiguri 

(which has a separate Central Committee) comes under Salugara area (in the vicinity of 

Siliguri town). The apex body of the whole organization which is in Darjeeling has its 

Chairman Rtd. D.S.P. Tara Rai and General Secretary Binita Khambu Rai. 

The various targets set by the Kirati Khambu Rai Sanskritik Sansthan 

organisations include issues like teaching the Khambu language and literature, 

establishment of mankhims, establishment of Khambu bhavan, library, museum, etc. 

The Khambu organizations always aspired to unify all the Khambus for which 

continuous efforts were made to establish a network among the Khambus worldwide. 

Some of the objectives of the organizations as spelt out in their official manifesto are: 

i. The establishment of Mangkhims and propagation of religious life.  

ii. The establishment of Khambu Bhavan wherein there may be an office, library, 

museum, meeting hall and most importantly accommodation for out-of-station 

members (at a nominal fee) and guests. 

iii. In the educational field: a) Able and deserving students, from middle school 

(class v) level to post graduate (college level), to be awarded financial grants. b) 

Existing schools to be approached for  the inclusion of teaching the Khambu 

language and literature with a view to opening a Khambu institution in the 

future. c) Talented children will also be given special incentives in the field of 

performing arts. 

iv. Towards the growth and development of the members: a) Private vocational 

coaching institutes are to be contacted to find their requirement for sponsoring 
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deserving candidates for the state and central services. b) Entrepreneurs in the 

fields of Horticulture, Agriculture, Floriculture, Animal Husbandry, etc. will be 

sponsored for training in their desired field. c) Khambus interested in research 

work in Khambu culture or publications of their works are to be invited to 

present their credentials in the furtherance of their pursuits. (KKRSS Manifesto, 

as collected from the office of the KKRSS, undated document) 

It is interesting to note as per the narratives gathered from the field, the Rai 

organization initially emerged as a cultural defense. Late Samar Mani Rai (fictive 

name) an ex-school teacher expressed his view that “at the beginning the way 

Christianity was spreading with its missionary zeal in the hills, the Khambus found it as 

a possible threat to their indigenous culture and a few educated Khambus realized the 

grave consequences and thought of establishing their own cultural body to preserve/ 

protect their own religion, culture and tradition from the onslaught of Christianity. If in 

the past Christianity was considered as a possible threat by the Khambus today 

Hinduism is considered by the KKRSS torchbearers as a similar threat, affiliation to 

which weakens their demand of tribal status”. But the reality seems to be different. It is 

rare to find out even a single case where a Khambu individual/ household is entirely 

following the pure animistic way of life. Moreover, Hindu way of life is not seen as an 

imposition upon the Khambus rather the adoption of Hindu elements was a 

spontaneous act on their part. The fixation and a rigid boundary between a caste-Hindu 

and a tribe may have heuristic value for academicians but in real life Khambu lifeworld 

is intermingled with the attributes of both animism and Hinduism. More often than not 

this happens to be the case with other Mongoloid communities of the Darjeeling hills. 

Thus on one hand the whole Gorkha community in general and Khambus in particular 

seems to have adopted a flexible approach where they shift their ‘priority-identity’ as 

per the situational requirements. So the claim of being a ‘tribal-Khambu’ is not a 

contradictory position to being a ‘Hindu-Gorkha/Nepali’.  

4.2.2 KKRSS Activities and Mobilizations in Relation to the Demand of 

Scheduled Tribe Status 

The fear of being left out at that point of time when others (like the Limbus and 

Tamangs) were recognized as Scheduled Tribes, has led the aspiring Khambu Rais of 

Darjeeling hills to submit their appeals to the state and central government besides 

lobbying with the high-ranking officials and other influential personalities of different 
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government departments. While there existed sharp departures in the way communities 

believed themselves as tribes and the way government considers and accords tribal 

status to the claimant communities, aspiring groups did make every attempt to convince 

the government apparatus about the genuinely of their claims. The role played by 

community organizations in this regard seems to be extremely significant as they 

enabled the common mass to live up to the expectations of the government machinery. 

The community organizations actually decide what is to be selected and performed and 

what is to be dejected and downplayed in the way they live their life.  Tribalism, in the 

light of such processes, appears to be more a case of construction that has followed 

‘fitting within a box’ kind of an approach in the Darjeeling hills.  

Since 2003 when Limbus and Tamangs were declared as Scheduled Tribe and 

the Khambu Rais did fail to achieve the same, Khambu leaders have been consistently 

attempting to make Delhi, the national capital, as a center of their activities (instead of 

Kolkata, the state capital) in order to catch the attention of the major players of central 

government. Among the various other goals of the KKRSS working for the attainment 

of ST status has been the prime one. In 2009 Khambu leaders met with different 

officials of RGI, Tribal Welfare Ministry, Chairman of Tribal Welfare Commission, 

Chairman of Parliamentary Affairs Committee, MP’s and others and made submissions 

as well. There was a positive assurance from all these offices. In 2003 the documents of 

Khambu Rai mentioning the reasons for granting them a ‘Tribal status’ has been 

prepared and sent to the Union ministry. In 2011 their memorandum has again been 

sent to the General Secretary to Congress Party (vide appendix for some such 

memorandum submitted to the government).  

Political developments took place during this time in Darjeeling hills was 

significant and it contributed towards the consolidation of tribal identity movement 

spearheaded by the different communities of the Darjeeling hills, including the 

Khambus. Particularly since 2007 Subhas Ghising’s supremacy in the hill politics has 

become an issue of public suspect. Ghising, the chief architect of Gorkhaland 

movement of the 1980s, started losing his control over hill politics due to his changed 

political position from separate statehood to Sixth Schedule status for the Darjeeling 

hills. There were rumors that Ghising was miles ahead from separate statehood and was 

merely a ploy at the hands of the government who has already sold out Gorkhaland 

cause for an autonomous council known as Darjeeling Gorkha Hill Council (DGHC) in 
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1988. Once the messiah of the Indian Gorkhas soon lost his political prominence when 

one of his (Ghising’s) henchmen Bimal Gurung did form a new political platform 

Gorkha Janmukti Morcha (GJM) in 2007 and emerged as the new political boss of 

Darjeeling hills by ousting his one-time political chief Subhas Ghisng. It is interesting 

to note that Ghisng’s failure to ignite the popular sentiment in favour of separate 

statehood movement was the key to Gurung’s success, who revived the second phase of 

Gorkhaland movement and finally settled with another autonomous district council 

with some more administrative powers called as Gorkhaland Territorial Administration 

(GTA) in 2011. It should also be noted that during this time the long awaited political 

shift has taken place in the State assembly. With the change in batons of power (from 

Left Front to Trinamool Congress) in the state Assembly, political equation between 

Darjeeling and West Bengal shifted to the hands of Bimal Gurung as Chairman of GTA 

and GJM as the party in power on the one hand and Mamata Banerjee as the new Chief 

Minister and the Trinamool Congress (TMC) as the ruling party of the state on the 

other. There was no qualitative shift that has taken place in the overall political 

equation that ensued afterwards, except that the tribal identity question received a 

certain kind of institutionalization with the entry of some favourable clauses in the 

GTA Act. In the next chapter we will deal in detail with this political shift and its 

ramifications for the hill politics as a whole and for the movement of tribal identity in 

particular.        

After the GTA took the administration they (GTA) with the formation of 

Gorkha Janajati Kalyan Samiti brought-fourth the issue of making ten hill communities 

as a ‘tribal’. This Samiti (committee) submitted the memorandum on behalf of all the 

ten communities, including the Khambu Rais. Realizing the continuous meetings with 

the ministers in Delhi would not be of much help unless the issue is discussed with the 

State-Government, the Khambu representatives got the chance to meet the Minister-in-

Charge of Tribal Development Department of West Bengal on 29th of Dec, 2011. The 

discussion ended with the minister accepting Khambus has a Tribal origin and he 

assured to take the issue forward. On 28 April, 2013 on the occasion of celebrating a 

Sakewa festival in Mirik a former tribal Minister of state (Rani Narah) was invited and 

the Khambus (Rai) discussed their issue again. Both the Khambu organization as well 

as the GTA led Gorkha Janajati Kalyan Samiti took the issue to the forefront. With the 

appeal of the GTA, the CRI Kolkata sent a team for a field survey of the 11 (Dhimal 
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added later) communities, after much delay the report was sent by the state to the Tribal 

Affairs Ministry and before the 16th Lok Sabha Election (2014) the chief minister, 

Mamata Banerjee had wrote to the President for the grant of ST Status. Along with this, 

President of GJMM, Bimal Gurung had also met Jual Oram (Union Tribal Affairs 

Minister) and had raised this issue in Delhi in 27th August, 2014 and again in 17th 

December, 2014. Representatives of all the communities along with the Darjeeling 

M.P. S.S Ahluwalia had also participated and backed/supported this demand. 

Meanwhile since 16th January, 2014 Khambu youths under the banner of 

KKRSS and with the leadership of Binesh Khambu Rai (convener) and Sandip Kulung 

(spokesperson) on the occasion of Yeledong 5074 (Khambu Rai’s New Year 

celebration) declared that Khambu Rai will start their relay hunger strike from 18th 

January 2014. The movement started as a Khambu Rai ‘Rights Movement’ where nine 

youths participated from the Mahakal Dara unit of the organization at the Trikon Park, 

Thanadara. This movement was basically for the ‘Tribal status’ for overall 

development and upliftment of the Khambu Rai community. On the fifth day following 

the assurance given by Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee that their demand would be 

placed before the Central Ministry, the Khambu Rights Movement activists withdrew 

their strike (Himalaya Darpan, 25th January 2014). Chief Minister’s positive stance 

towards Khambu struggle had pleased the community but the leaders of the movement 

were determined to continue it until some positive response was reached. Another 

phase of the Khambu Rights movement started with a meeting organized at Pudung 

Training center held on 7th March, 2015. The meeting was held under the President 

ship of Shri K.C Rai. In the meeting discussions were held on the issue of the rights of 

the Rai’s who were spread all over India. Binesh Khambu Rai, the coordinator of the 

Khambu’s Rights movement gave a clarion call to all the Khambu youths to be aware 

of this movement and he said this time movement should be led by the Khambu youths 

(Himalaya Darpan 8th March 2015). The spokesperson of the movement, Sandip 

Kulung narrated the progress of the movement as to how it shifted from Kalimpong to 

Calcutta to Delhi and how the efforts made till then were not sufficient for their present 

demand of Tribal status. For this he said that all the Khambu Rais should be united. 

The discussion in the meeting was rather a lengthy one where the Khambu youths from 

different parts placed their opinions. Giving an emphasis to the same issue they rose 

with a new vigor to shake both the State and the Central Government. It was realized 
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by them that simply celebrating Sakela here and there in the hills would not bear any 

fruit and the future action now onward should be oriented towards Calcutta and Delhi, 

to which everyone gave their consent. They thought their decision would be 

materialized, after the discussion with the Khambu committee at district and central 

level an appropriate time would be fixed for the Khambu Rights Movement (details 

shared in an interview with the researcher by coordinator Binesh Khambu). The new 

Movement they finalized would be initiated with the blessings of Khambu Rai 

predecessors and with the help of Khambu Rai youths and the Khambu Rais of all the 

branches of the Khambu Rai Organization were made aware of this. The meeting was 

represented by youths and members from Bhalukhop, Mahakaldara, Tumlabung, 

Yogda, Bhagey, Suntuk, Sangsey, Kafer, Lava, Gidiabling, Gitibiyong, Gairigaon-

Dhaley-Jaldhaka, 33 no. Samisti, Burmek, Tandrabung, Peshok, Kharka, Tungsung, 

Mailibasey etc. 

4.2.3 Split in the Leadership 

The quest to structure their identities in accordance with the conception of tribe as 

defined through the annals of statist discourse has led to internal contestation and 

leading to formation of splinter organizations within ethnic associations (Chhetri 2016: 

8). The instance can be specified by the eruption of the splinter organization within the 

Khambu organization. The establishment of a new body All India Kirati Khambu Rai 

Association (registered on 24th February 2014) under a president ship of late Bishal 

Khambu basically aimed at representing Khambu Rais at national level. This 

organization as claimed was founded for cultural, religious, charitable and educational 

purposes. As regarding their tribal demand every organization and Khambu unit is seen 

pressurizing the government from time to time. The Khambu organization (AIKKRA) 

also met central Tribal Affairs Minister Jual Oram. From 24th of February 2015 

Khambu Rais under the leadership of AIKKRA had marched towards Delhi for their 

two days program (28th February and 1st of March 2015) where, as shared by the vice-

president of AIKKRA Yogesh Makshu, “the program was for the issue of Tribal status 

and from hills nearly four hundred Khambu Rai have participated. This time the 

program was different as there was no dharna and the main attention was on Khambu’s 

culture, dress-attire, etc. besides various union ministers and national media for 

propagation were invited” (information shared in interview by Yogesh Makshu). 

Groups have also maintained a steady course of interaction with the Minister of 
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Backward Classes’ Welfare Department and the CRI, seeking clues to restructure their 

identities as authentic tribal groups. Occasionally they have also appealed to local 

leaders such as MPs and MLAs, seeking their advice in their struggle to attain the much 

coveted ST status. As each group was in competition with the other, the chances of 

securing the ST status became contingent upon the potential of ethnic associations to 

reach out to state officials and lobby at the corridors of power (Chhetri 2016: 10). 

The Khambu organization itself was divided into layers/ strata in terms of 

power of decision making (basically vested in the hands of the office bearers), the role 

of the mobilizers in different villages who too acted as the leaders at a local level and 

the members (whose participation did matter on every occasion). Functioning of the 

organization too operates with a similar kind of arrangement where the one at the upper 

strata basically engages in issues of paper-work concerning tribal affair as well as on 

production of literary works of Khambus. While those in the middle strata in the 

hierarchy of leadership mediated and initiated all the meetings, programs, celebration 

and discussion concerning tribal agenda at most of the village occasions. Another group 

comprised of a whole group of Khambus who had taken membership to the 

organization (what they referred to as a Rai samaj) basically considering its importance 

either at times of need or for its authority of granting OBC certificates, etc. 

4.3 Hindu Tribe: Contesting the Past and Rectifying the Historical Blunder  

The vagueness as well as the flexibility attached with the notion of tribe in India has 

prepared the ground where each and every agent as per their respective understanding 

comprehends the meaning of tribe, leading thereby the issue to further complexities. In 

fact, the meaning of Scheduled Tribe (ST) and the processes involved in the 

recognition of a ST is so complicated that it demands in-depth analysis, which this 

thesis endeavours to attend. The oscillating nature of identity in Darjeeling Hills from 

pan-Nepali or Gorkha identity to tribal identity, and from caste identity to tribal 

identity, is reflective of the flexibility of a community’s boundaries and the capability 

of community elites or leaders to manipulate the whole process in their favour. 

Scholars have pointed out that ethnicity reflected in this way would allow us to argue 

that ‘ethnic identity’ in the modern political domain is little more than a strategic 

instrument for the state and political leaders to gain resources for power and authority 

(Tamang 2018: 37). The context specific development of community identities in 

Darjeeling hills, where communities like Khambus and others are constantly re-writing 
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their past with a possible hope of reshaping the future, also involves the entanglement 

between their Hindu identity vis-à-vis their tribal identity. 

 The socio-political history of the communities like Khambu Rais and many 

others in Darjeeling hills context is obscured with processes of fusion and fission where 

the strict separation of socio-cultural elements is hard to trace out. Moreover, the field 

experience suggests that the articulation of their culture or tradition always bear 

assimilative content where rigid boundaries between tribe and Hindu are not 

maintained. Although they were clear with this fact that Bahuns (Brahmins) are 

different from them in the sense that they are the carrier of the pure Hindu tradition, the 

matwali Khambu groups never identify themselves with the similar ‘purity’ nor even 

the upper caste Bahuns would accept them in similar vein. The matwali genre of 

Hinduism is something that lies at the core of Khambu self characterized by the blurred 

and diffused boundary between animistic and Hinduistic practices. It is difficult to 

delineate with any certainty the boundary lines between Hinduism and animism in the 

Khambu lifeworld. Much of the matwali Khambus lifeworld was found to be shrouded 

with rituals and traditions which they performed as they learnt it from their ancestors 

without bothering whether they were purely Hindu one or the animistic one. Hence, a 

matwali form of Hindu understanding was created that no doubt was different from 

what tagadhari Bahuns (Brahmins) or other upper castes used to believe or practice.  

What most matwalis (including the Khambus) of the Darjeeling hills have been 

practicing was not by following the idea that that there has to be strict differentiation to 

be maintained from the Hindus, as this separation required for establishing the claim of 

a tribe. This has created a situation of contention even between the leaders (who 

emphasized on this separation) and the general Khambus (who never realized this 

separation was actually necessary). It is impossible as they don't want to part with any 

of the so called Hindu practices which nevertheless they have translated in a matwali 

pattern. Many such instances were known from the field where Dasain (Dusherra) a 

Hindu festival celebrated by tagadharis in a Brahminical manner, matwalis like 

Khambu have made slight changes. Similarly, negating the Hindu version of Diwali 

(tihar) most Khambu Rais were seen narrating it as a victory of Balihang king (of 

Khambus) who had won the war with some Hindu kings. Thus this tihar (Diwali) 

festival is the celebration of that joy of victory, where they connect and try to re-

narrate/prove the storylikewise. In Nepali culture on tihar a group of boys/men as well 
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as girls/women sings a chorus visiting home to home where there is one line 

mandatorily sung by almost all the groups which goes like… “Hami afai ayeko hoina, 

balima (Balihang) raja ko hukuma huda ai pugiou hami’’ (we have not come as we 

wished, we are here with the command of the Balima king). This kind of assertion 

where the mention of the Khambu king named Balima, is claimed by Khambus as their 

own king, they try to shape that festival of tihar in the matwali (or Khambu) version or 

articulation in that sense. In this way it was found that most Khambus acknowledge and 

preferred to be identified as Khambu Rai with the feeling of pride in their traditions but 

simultaneously their regard for Hinduism which they consider as part of their lives and 

thus inseparable speaks volume about the ingrained nature of the Hindu and Khambu 

practices in their lifeworld. It was found that most of the time they were unaware about 

the differences between the two and at other they don’t regard Hinduism as a domain 

that originates and rotates around Brahminical universe. So they being the product of 

assimilative processes/ exchanges which followed an unconscious way of representing 

them as Hinduised but an in-depth understanding reveals that such representations 

actually involved a process that may be termed as ‘matwali model of Hinduisation’. 

The distinction between Hindu vs. tribal identity emerged as a hotly debated 

issue when the KKRSS made a public call of boycotting Dasain (Hindu festival 

popularly known as Dushera in the Hindi belt and Durga Puja in Bengal) by the 

Khambu Rais during 2013. Even newspaper articles appeared in the local Nepali daily 

in which opinions were shared castigating the Dasain boycott call. In fact, the call for 

boycotting Dasain was on air for a couple of years now. Initiated by Subhas Ghising 

and carried over by the Tamangs, in particular, such practices of boycotting Dasain in 

Darjeeling hills did make some headway during 2000-2001. Even the most enthusiasts 

among Ghising followers of the past and also the members of community 

organizations, were in most cases remained obfuscated and ambivalent as to how one 

can go for sacrificing the age old lived-in practice (of celebrating Dasain) for an 

authoritative versions of the past articulated by community organizations or by Ghising 

himself. Needless to mention that Ghising’s emphasis on worshipping of stone pieces 

or any natural object as ‘totem’ (instead of idol worshipping involved in such practices 

like Dasain) was to prove hill communities as nature worshippers/ animists – a claim 

that could help substantiate the tribal character of the Gorkha. Almost in a similar vein 

KKRSS and the most firebrand Khambu leaders like late Bishal Khambu Rai claimed 
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that “Khambus are not Hindus and hence there is no point in celebrating Dasain, which 

is a Hindu festival” (views shared in Interview). What was interesting is to observe that 

the claims of boycotting Dasain, which was considered more as a strategy and ordinary 

Khambus did not respond to the clarion call raised by their leaders or by the community 

organization. Or, in other words the authoritative strictures of the organization did not 

completely displace the age old tradition of celebrating Dasain and the Khambus went 

for celebrating Dasain more as a matter of lived-in practice than a strategic choice. This 

again demands that we need to scrutinise carefully before taking a position on such 

crucial issues like the role of the organization vis-à-vis people’s response to the 

mobilizations spearheaded by community organizations.        

4.4 Organisational Activities vis-à-vis People’s Perspective 

The very formulation of the idea of Scheduled Tribe is assumed to be a static category, 

where any changes in it are understood as diminishing its purity/originality. This did 

generate confusion in Khambu mindset. The crux of the matter lies in the fact that 

within the given ‘definition of a tribe’ how could a group like Khambu would situate its 

claim as a tribe when they are found to be the practitioners of both Hinduism and 

indigenous beliefs and practices. It seems impossible to maintain strict separation 

between their primitive rituals and Hindu influences while it is also a fact that neither 

modernity nor Hinduism has thoroughly engulfed their animistic beliefs and practices. 

Those who have adopted Christianity, their story remained different, although their 

participation in selected functions and meetings at the organizational level is also 

reflective of their aspiration to become a ‘tribe’ (irrespective of their religious 

affiliation). Some others make it a point that their membership to the organization is for 

an obligation to procure OBC certificate (Khambu Rais are at present considered as 

OBC ‘B’ in the state list of West Bengal). Whether Hindu or Christian, Khambu 

organization does provide certain assurances of opportunity to its members and non-

membership appeared to be unprofitable at times. Thus in some cases, Khambus of 

different religious background did become members but they did not get too much 

involved in the organizational activities related to tribal ritualistic performances. The 

appropriation of Hindu belief by the ordinary Khambus has been restricted within 

organizational affairs but this has not affected the Khambu commoners in the way they 

lived their life being a Hinduised Khambu. Even for Hinduised Khambu marriages 

pachha (lineage) and samait still needs to be different. While clan (thar) like feature of 
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the Khambus has not been totally replaced by caste like system but Brahminical 

supremacy and its acceptance can be observed when Khambus invite a Brahmin to 

perform a ritual (Hindu puja) in their households. However, for the observance of 

traditional rites and rituals concerning their birth, marriage, and death the Khambus 

(even the Hinduised ones too) never depended upon Hindu rituals or Hindu religious 

specialists. 

It was also interesting to note that a certain kind of reciprocity did exist in the 

field situation. If the Khambus have received from the Tagadharis (those who wear 

sacred thread from among the caste Hindus viz. Bahuns and Chhetris in particular) then 

the Matwalis (those who are known by their habit of teetolaism viz. the communities 

belonging to Mongolid race including the Khambus) has something to offer to the caste 

Hindus. The services of mangpas/ mangmas (Khambu religious specialists) in villages 

like Paiyong, Newahang, and Dalep or any other village (in times of sickness, or if 

anything inauspicious happened in a family and during the time of death) were sought 

not only by the Khambus but by their caste Hindu neighbours as well. While Khambu 

tradition has survived the influences and admixture of Hinduism and caste system, the 

demand of a pure Khambu tradition devoid of any Hindu influence is more or less 

impossible. The Rai samaj in villages like Paiyong and the other two,  was also serving 

as the branch of the main body of the KKRSS (Kirati Khambu Rai Sanskritik 

Sansthan), and has inspired a ‘janajati’ aspiration among many, if not all. By taking a 

membership of local Rai samaj (or local KKRSS branch) most of the Khambu families 

have become passive participants of the organizational mobilizations. While the public 

display of their cultural authenticity as spearheaded by the KKRSS can be understood 

as a mobilisational stance for augmenting the movement for tribal status, it would be 

misleading to consider such an aspiration merely as an organizational output. We have 

discussed in the following that the movement of tribal identity led by the KKRSS is 

complementary to the ways through which Khambus in general maintained their 

layered identities in the Darjeeling hills. Perhaps due to this complementarity tribal 

identity movement among the Khambus did gain wide popularity in no time even 

beyond the three field sites. 

It is important to note that the population whose belief system does not match 

with that of the Khambu tradition were either considered to be the out groups or in 

some cases they were found to have taken membership as an outcome of what they 
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termed as their societal obligation. From among the Christian Khambus, for example, 

some Catholics viewed the organization as a societal gathering and had taken a 

membership but their obligation ends when they were back home. This again reflected 

that there were members who did participate keeping only ‘tribal agenda’ in mind.  

Now after a decade being passed the demand for ST status has appeared to be a case of 

‘janajatiya maang’ (demand by the whole community) but the way it is getting delayed 

and denied year after year, their hope now has completely shifted to parties like Gorkha 

Jana Mukti Morcha (GJMM) that have raised the demand for tribal status for eleven 

communities of the Darjeeling hills (including the Khambus). 

4.5 Organisational Activities vis-à-vis the Domain of Performative and 

Layered Identities 

One of the important requirements of developing ‘we-feeling’ among the groups is the 

ritual process through which identity is produced and reproduced (Shneiderman 2014: 

284). The rituals and the symbiotic ideas that are being generated within the 

community professing the similar ritualistic affairs infuse a similar feeling related to 

‘sacred’ objects as opposed to ‘profane’ elements of their own culture. It reminds them 

of sharing the same bond with the source/origin and erupts in them the mythical symbol 

of connectivity, belongingness and togetherness. The community’s imagination of the 

self as a Khambu can always correlate the other Khambus professing and imagining the 

same symbolic dogmas. The consciousness that is required to generate a self as distinct 

and different emerges thereby. The demarcation that Shneiderman made between 

‘practice’ and ‘performance’ in case of Thangmi community suits the cultural assertion 

of most communities (Shneiderman 2014: 286). While what constitutes Khambus’ 

everyday life cycle including all their ritual throughout the year is their practical aspect, 

i.e. their reality as it is. On the other hand since from the time culture assumed some 

attention the communities charged with showing the authentic side of their cultural 

traits gave it a more constructed form, which in the words of Shneiderman got the 

shape of ‘performance’ or every particularities to be advertised were selected/chosen 

with precision and detailing as that will be under the constant gaze of the ‘others’. 

Shneiderman rightly said that one is incomplete without the other or both are 

interdependent i.e. performing something does require some basis which comes from 

the practice or its existential presence.  
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Thus people can only relate with the performance if they have experienced or 

have observed what is being practiced or played into action. For the one whose life is 

not wholly depended on farming or related activities it is very much possible that 

ritualistic practices has been reduced to traditional obligation with performance of few 

practices which are feasible to them. In villages like Paiyong, Newahang or Dalep, 

which were not completely isolated from the modern touch, tradition did exist in their 

ancestral hearth-stone which again needed to be compulsorily propitiated yearly (once 

or twice) either with blood sacrifices like earlier or purely in a revived way (with 

flowers and fruits). Besides their obligation towards their local deity being voluntary, 

some clans of the Khambus were found worshipping local deities like Sikari, Burani, 

Aitabarey Devi others did worship one or two among them. It is interesting to note that 

both Sakela and Sakewa festivals are testimonies to the fact that the Khambu Rais are 

basically agriculturalists but in contemporary Darjeeling the observance of these 

festivals have become a regular phenomenon and they are not simply dependent upon 

the imperatives of good harvest. More often than not these festivals came handy to the 

community leaders as the most potent resources for mobilizing the masses in favour of 

tribal identity. However, Sakewa and Sakela festivals are not to be treated as ‘invention 

of tradition’ but there is no doubt that these festivals like other festivities of the 

Khambu Rais have received renewed significance in the contemporary Darjeeling hills.     

While it can in no way be generalized that each and every singular element of 

Khambu culture got reconstructed and recreated but many of the performances which 

seemed as new to some of the present generation Khambus did always persist there in 

Nepal. Basically household rituals (establishing a hearth stone/ chula-dhunga), services 

of mangpas, performance of chinta among others did form a part of Khambu’s lifecycle 

in the three villages under study. But when these festivities began to be celebrated, 

particularly from the new millennium, on the streets and highways coupled with the 

performances of mangpas with dhol and jhyamta (cymbals), these performances and 

festivities came to redfine their pathways for the achievement of a different goal that 

was delinked from the idea of sacred.  The organizational effort always attempted to 

systematize the Khambu world within a certain well prescribed limit through its 

writings, where the Khambus themselves sometime get to learn many things from their 

organizations. But the one who had no access to reach out the textual sources circulated 
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by the Khambu organizations were found to have their own chula-dhunga, udhauli, 

ubhauli, sikari.  

The point is that the many practices the Khambu organization tried to 

reintroduce much of which were already in practice. On many occasions Khambus in 

the field were found to be aware of the richness of their traditions but this awareness 

was not contingent upon the organizational mobilizations. Khambu organizations 

actually attempted to publicize, sharpen and in some cases concretize the existing 

traditions of the Khambu Rais. Paiyong village seemed to be the perfect example where 

the Khambus, already being the member of the organization, did not consider that 

something is being constructed by the organization as they still considered themselves 

as animists, believers in shamanism and supernatural power of the mangpas/ mangmas, 

but they think that ‘being tribe’ (they meant the constitutional status of Scheduled 

Tribe) is something special that the Bhutias or the Lepchas did possess. There was a 

popular belief noticed in the field situation that the Rais are by default animists, 

ancestor worshippers, believers in shamanism and they do practice ‘exotic’ rites, rituals 

and traditions and in a certain sense they are tribes but it is rather hard to achieve ‘tribal 

status’ and is completely in the hands of those (they meant the Government/ State) who 

has the authority to confer such designations. They considered that they could only 

become a tribe when the government recognizes them as Scheduled Tribe. However, so 

far as rituals and traditions are concerned they considered themselves as tribes and 

therefore a natural claimant of the status of Scheduled Tribe.   

In fact, multiple realities were in operation at the community level in field 

situation. Khambu Rais were found to be observing Hindu festivities like Dasain 

(Dushera) and Tihar (Dewali) alongside their own rituals and rites. Except the Sadhus 

and Christian all other Rais were found to be Hindusitic as also maintaining their own 

practices like Chula dunga, udhauli, ubhauli and chinta.  While most in the villages 

were aware of their ‘Khambu ritualistic knowhow’(except some), they think Khambu 

samaj (organization) basically works at societal level and initiates programmes like 

sakewa and sakela, organizes rallies where their participation is expected. Khambu 

samaj also collects some membership fees as contributions which were used in 

occasions of death, building mankhims  etc. Khambu organization is seen to perform 

dual function of ‘cultural protectorate’ as well as ‘community up lifter’. Thus when 

organizational role ends with meetings, programmes, celebrations even then  Khambus 
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do not abstain from observing their usual practices and field situation depicted that it 

was not possible for the organization to influence the Khambus in all aspects/areas. At 

the end Khambus were seen to be continuing what they had always done, for instance, 

dasain is one such example where despite of organizational instructions many did 

celebrate it. Khambu Rais in the field situation during 2017 October revealed 

attachment towards this festival, in spite of the  myth that depicts the slaughtering of a 

Khambu king by the Hindu king (on the pretext of which dasain was said to be 

boycotted). Their conscience did not permit them to refrain from its observance. While 

the organization always tried to revamp all the ritualistic practices of the Khambus, the 

commoner Khambus did follow what they had always done (i.e. to practice their rituals 

alongside the observance of Hindu festivities). Thus whatever construction and 

maneuverings occurred at the organizational level for promoting tribal identity and 

mobilization; the reality represented layered identities shared by the Khambu 

commoners.  
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CHAPTER – V 

 

5.1 Growing Tribalism in Darjeeling Hills and the Role of the State: Concerns 

and Consequences 

Let us begin with the position of Amartya Sen in relation to the question of identity. 

Sen in his famous Romanes Lecture delivered at the University of Oxford in 1998 (later 

published in 1999) argued that there are different maps and different procedures of 

identifying oneself. In fact, modern men/ women are prone to have multiple identities 

and such a possibility is obvious but what is crucial is their context (Sen 1999 Sen,). It 

is their context dependent relevance that tells us which identity at what context gets 

superimposed upon other courses of identities and thereby we come to know about a 

dominant identity at a particular space and time. This logically follows that the 

emergence of one particular course of identity as dominant does not necessarily mute 

the courses of identity from becoming vocal. Given the contextual contingencies they 

may erupt as relevant and thus dominant in future by making irrelevant the existing 

dominant identity. These possibilities thus imply that identity discourse is essentially 

political in nature as its efficacy gets realized not in what it projects but in the context 

that makes the projection meaningful in expressing, what may be paraphrased in 

popular terms as, the aspiration of people. The point is that the ‘context’ which makes 

the project of identity and identification as meaningful in sociological terms, is 

reflective of the discursive practices of power that emphasizes on the hierarchically 

arranged sociations (i.e. the forms in individuals – realizable in different ways – grow 

together into a unity and within which their interests are realized). Identity is but a 

strategy of such various sociations organized through the productive punctuations of 

power relations (Sarkar 2017: 59).      

5.2 Identity Politics: Context Varying Significance 

Approaching Darjeeling situation as such one could comprehend why community 

identitities remained dormant for years and how they became salient particularly since 

the new millennium. In a certain sense, identity issues constitute the core of hill politics 

in Darjeeling. However, the course of identity politics did differ. If Gorkhaland 

movement or for that matter the political aspiration of a separate state of Gorkhaland 
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(comprising of the hill subdivisions and contiguous Nepali dominated areas) within 

Indian union has united the various caste and communities (speaking Nepali language) 

under a politically constituted umbrella identity ‘Gorkha’ then the diminishing 

significance of the movement since the 1990s has created a differential context in 

which the course of identity politics took a different route. The notion that shifting from 

an Indian Nepali/ Gorkha identity to group by group community identities would be a 

productive avenue for gaining resources from the state began to gain currency since 

1990s. The decade of 1990 was preceded by three significant experiences. First, the 

near failure of Gorkhaland movement that was increasingly becoming prominent; 

Second, the official declaration of the Mandal Commission Recommendations in the 

1993 securing special benefits for SCs, STs, and OBCs; Third, the rise of Janjati 

movement and politics in Nepal since the 1990s (Pradhan 2004). These three events 

played instrumental role in securing a process what may be termed by following Adam 

Kuper (2003) as the ‘return of the native’ in the Darjeeling hills.    

 The establishment of Darjeeling Gorkha Hill Council (DGHC) in 1988 was a 

governmental attempt to settle down the Gorkhaland imbroglio that took violent turn 

during 1985-87 but the same administrative measure had created disillusionment in the 

minds of the hill people who sacrificed their life, property and suffered severe hardship 

and police/ para military atrocities. When viewed in the light of benefits accrued from 

the state the 1980s movement appears to be a failure. Whereas the system of protective 

discrimination particularly after post-Mandal period has been assessed as a matter of 

double endowment that can possibly be achieved only when inter ethnic differences are 

reworked. The measures of protective discrimination or for that matter the status of 

being a Scheduled Tribe are considered as double endowment. Firstly because it has a 

ready assurance of entitlements and welfare benefits from the part of state. Secondly, 

by becoming tribe one is not only accorded a ‘privileged category’ status but also a 

juridical and administrative recognition of being an Indian citizen, since protective 

discrimination measures are meant for the citizens alone. Hence, the rejoice for ‘the 

return of native’ quickly gained populism and became a fad indeed that energised the 

Bahuns and Chhetris (the so-called tagadharis – men of sacred thread – the higher 

castes) even to join the race of ‘enlistment movement’. The notion of tribe appeared as 

a doubly binding package whose achievement demanded group by group identification 
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that can well run parallel with the so-called movement of Gorkhaland, an issue that 

would be discussed a little later.  

5.3 State, Reservation Policies, and the Roots of aspirational politics   

Reservation policies as such were incorporated into the Constitution in order to 

modernize the social structure, combat inequality, and eradicate caste divisions (Zwart 

2000: 5), which seems to have been defeated by political interests. Government in the 

modern state relies on rigid categories and simplifications. These simplifications serve 

the purposes of central control and coordination, but they do not ‘represent the actual 

activity of the society' (Scott 1998:3). Reservation as an issue today is more linked with 

political affair of the state and this lens fits well to examine the Darjeeling situation. It 

is also interesting to note that the issue of reservation has not only appeared as 

meaningful in popular imagination but the state as well encouraged the growing 

tribalism phenomena since it appeared as a very effective strategy that can fragment 

Gorkha identity and thereby destabilise the Gorkhaland movement. Reservations and its 

smaller manifestation like ‘development boards’ and welfare packages have become the 

center of attraction for the hill communities in Darjeeling.  

The concern for Gorkha cause is getting gradually fragmented by multiple 

different sub-identities with their respective claims for recognition as STs. Now the 

communities are solely concerned with addressing their individual community issues 

and interests. On the other hand, encouragement to this sort of activities by the state 

might have long term repercussions on both the sides. Like the many other 

communities of the Darjeeling hills, Khambu Rai community had been into this 

aspirational race based on their claim of ascribed status (like culture, language and 

socio-structural traits, etc) since the 1990s. The Left Front government was not 

supportive to the ‘caste/ community based movements’ as they would dilute the class 

differences on which their party ideology worked. With the shift in the Government in 

2011, Khambu Rais movement got intensified with the assurances of their being 

included in the ST category. On the eve of Parliamentary election (February 28, 2014) 

the chief minister of West Bengal had signed the file recommending the ST status for 

ten hill communities like Rai, Yakkha, Gurung, Bhujel, Newar, Jogi, Sunwar-Mukhia, 

Mangar, Khas and Thami communities (Telegraph 12.06.2014). Although Khambu 

Rais were working hard at their personal level to make their demand fulfilled but this 
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whole issue of state’s proposal for granting ST status to ten hill communities (including 

Khambu Rai) has gained significance as particular political stunt from the ruling party 

of the state Trinamool Congress (TMC). Thus, reservation has become a mechanism of 

garnering votes/supports and such instances can be found in the politics of every state 

today. The latest being the case of the agitation of the Patidars (Patels) in Gujarat for 

reservation that has questioned the very basis of reservation policy itself.  

The case of Patidars in Gujarat who held public demonstrations across the state 

seeking Other Backward Class (OBC) status is a case in point that needs to be 

considered. The Patidars, due to their sheer number and influence in the economy and 

politics of the state were confident in raising the demand for reservation despite the fact 

they are one of the prosperous (economically and politically) communities of Gujarat. 

The question that arises: who should therefore be the beneficiaries of reservation 

policies? In every community some degree of polarization is evident. In other words, 

every individual, be they Patidars or for that matter Khambu Rais, within their 

respective communities cannot not be placed in the same level in terms of their socio-

economic conditions.  Then how should one prove one’s candidature for the benefits of 

protective discrimination? Is it merely by the sheer number (that actually determines 

their capacity as a vote bank) of a community that should be taken as a legitimate basis 

for raising or even agitating (like the Patidars) for reservation benefits? If the 

implications of the reservation policy show that it did not reach its proposed goal 

(which often is the case) of uplifting the real needy then the justification of granting 

reservation benefits to SCs, STs or OBCs appears to be suffering from inherent flaws. 

As a matter of fact, reservation benefits over the years have been cornered by the ‘well-

off’ sections from among the backward communities themselves. Simply put 

reservation policies in India in contemporary times, appeared more as a ‘political-

device’ to garner political support by uplifting ‘those selected ones’ from the aspiring 

communities who enjoy the full privilege of the same provided the community in 

reference can fulfill the political calculations. Initiated with a welfare motive, 

reservation programme thus, no longer desires a real transformation of the deprived 

ones rather a political strategy determines whether to address the concerns of a 

particular community. The rationality of choosing the ‘selected few’ from within a host 

of aspiring communities (as was the case in Darjeeling hills) for inclusion in the list of 

beneficiaries either as STs (in Darjeeling hills) has in fact, induced communities 
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towards mobilization. This got reflected in the very decision of granting ST status by 

the Government (in 2003) to only two hill communities namely Tamang and Limbu, 

while several others were demanding the same and were sharing similar socio-

economic conditions like that of the ‘chosen’ two communities. As pointed out in the 

last chapter that the movement for tribal identity by the hill communities could be 

traced since the 1990s and after the identification of Tamngs and Limbus as Scheduled 

Tribes all other aspiring communities started believing that the grant of ST status is 

possible to achieve since they do not see themselves as less competent than the 

Tamangs and Limbus so far as the issue of tribal status is concerned. Moreover, in a 

system that favours either the rich or the politically connected, it is ethnicity that has 

become one of the essential means to ensure the socio-economic aspirations of the 

common people, to whom the benefits of the welfare state do not trickle down. Once 

again, this highlights the increasing association of ethnicity with material benefits but 

within the framework approved by the state (Chhetri 2013: 192). In this regard a boost 

which is necessary to arouse one’s emotions for developing ‘self-identity’ is provided 

through community leaders (Shah 1987: 158). The process of segregation and 

fragmentation starts with the evolving feeling of ‘self’ as different from ‘other’ at all 

levels. This got reflected with another development that has taken place in the 

Darjeeling hills with the Government’s decision of forming community development 

boards for almost all the hill communities including the Khambu Rais. 

5.4 Khambu Rai’s Development Board: Lollipop Politics 

Ever since the new millennium the hill politics has experienced constant claims and 

demands for development by even those communities who have already attained ST 

status. This has resulted in the formation of community development boards for the 

communities. The community development board, a new kind of an experience, began 

first with the Lepchas and the Mayel Lyang Lepcha Development Board came into 

existence on 5th August, 2013 like Lepcha in the first instance. Community 

development boards were formed with the avowed goal of protecting, promoting, and 

safeguarding the language, tradition and culture of the respective communities. The 

community development boards were also allowed to undertake activities for the 

overall development of the respective communities and anything incidental and 

conducive for attending such goals. As a matter of fact, the development boards 

promise monetary support and extend their hands in promoting the cultural attributes. 
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The Lepcha experience was further followed by other communities like Tamang, 

Limbu, Bhutia, Sherpa, Magars and so on. The establishment of development board for 

one after the other and motivating the others for the same was one of the policies that 

was implemented only for communities of Darjeeling. This exclusivity of governance 

by promoting community development in Darjeeling sets it apart from other regions in 

West Bengal. Since the community development boards were directly funded and 

controlled by the state government, they opened up the possibility of creating a power 

base for the ruling party of the state in the hills.  

Whether it was the main body like the KKRSS or an ad-hoc organization 

AIKKRA (All India Kirati Khambu Rai Association) or for that matter, the youth body 

KRM (Khambu Rights Movement) all stood together with the demand for ST status for 

the Khambu Rais, until the issue of development board for the Khambus did crop up. 

With the announcement of development board by the chief minister Mamata Banerjee 

for the Khambu community on 23rd Jan 2016, it became a matter of contention. While 

the newly formed Rai organization like AIKKRA pointed out that ‘how can Khambu 

Rais be given a development board without being declared a tribe first?’ As prior to 

them the communities receiving a board were all STs (like the Lepchas, Tamangs, 

Limbus, Bhutias, and Sherpas). Disfavouring the decision of development board for the 

Khambus the AIKKRA stood for the demand of tribal status. But KKRSS which was 

initially seen not favoring the board issue, later worked for the same and it was under 

their banner the development board was sanctioned. This led the other branches like the 

KRM much to their surprise as they were kept outside of the whole issue, while the 

KKRSS did accept the government decision and started working with the execution of 

a board for the Khambus (The Telegraph 14th October and 19th October 2020). The 

West Bengal Khambu Rai Development Board with its head office in Darjeeling, West 

Bengal was formed in accordance with the provision laid down under section 24 and 27 

of the West Bengal Societies Registration Act, 1961 (West Bengal Act XXVI of 1961) 

and a prior Gazette Notification was made on February 10, 2016 (vide Appendix for the 

copy of the Gazette Notification). Khambu organizations started considering the board 

and the funds to be allocated for running its activities as a temporary solution, while 

their objective of attaining the ST status remained intact. Although many sensed a 

motif of diverting the community’s interests out of the tribal track through playing out 

the ‘board politics’, but since the board was accepted by the mother organization of the 
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Khambus (the KKRSS), the organizational activities like distribution of money to the 

homeless and poor Khambus have started operationalising soon after the Board was 

formally established in 2016. As the demand of statehood of the Gorkhas has always 

been understood/ misunderstood in the light of development and recognition questions 

and thereby the compulsion to kneel and settle down the agitation with councils 

compromising the cause of statehood, in a similar manner the Khambus knelt for the 

board arrangement, which was deemed by the KKRSS leadership as “it’s better to have 

something than to have nothing”. This kind of settlement obviously has its long term 

repercussion while the short term effects of it were expressed in the forms of splits, 

fractions, interpersonal animosities, and even aversion towards the organization itself.  

5.5 Practical Knowledge and Institutional Design: Implications of the Process 

of Reservation  

The assertion of communities for reservation in Darjeeling at present can be viewed as 

a result of the possible stimulus provided from above. Sub-national identities are 

becoming more and more assertive and all those who are in the business of politics 

recognise and cultivate them. Assertion of group identities with the organizational 

(association) initiative is more a response to modernization than a sign of backwardness 

and parochialism. The emergence of ethnic association or the shift of demand from 

cultural to political rights highlights the unabated revival of ethnic culture. However, 

whether it was initiated by the state or ethnic associations themselves, access and 

control over resources is seen as fundamental to the continued existence of culture 

(Chhetri 2013: 199). Politicalization of caste and culture is an illustration of that 

(Puri1990: 2352-2353). Aspects of social structure which used to be seen as givens of 

social life are now being viewed as constructions made and sustained by discourse. 

Examining the mobilization of the Khambu Rais and other communities in the 

Darjeeling hills in this manner represents a multi-faceted reality at each level where 

‘politics for power’ acts as the determining factor behind all moves. These issues can 

be analysed by following James Scott’s causation who talked about the sharp 

distinction between two types of knowledge: state knowledge and local knowledge 

(Scott 1998). 

 Scott however, did not consider India’s affirmative action policies or 

reservation issue while arguing that we need to be mindful not only about the capacity 
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of state simplifications to transform the world but also about the capacity of the society 

to modify, subvert, block, and even overturn the categories imposed upon it (Scott 

1998: 49). He actually was insisting on the need of considering local knowledge and 

know-how, practical knowledge or its Greek derivation metis rather seriously as this 

helps us understand why well-intended modernization projects do fail to improve the 

conditions of human condition and produce disaster instead. According to Scott 

modernizations projects do fail because modern state disparages the metis in the 

hegemonic imperium of scientific knowledge that largely defines its modernization 

projects. While Scott located a sharp distinction between local and official knowledge 

and discussed at length about the metis unfriendly quality of the modernization 

projects, some scholars have extended his analytical framework in understanding the 

implications of affirmative action policies in Indian context (Zwart 2000). Taking cue 

from both (Scott and Zwart) an attempt is made in the following to analyse the situation 

in Darjeeling hills.  

While Scott maintained that modernization projects are metis unfriendly 

(implying local knowledge having no space in the way official knowledge is 

implemented) Zwart showed that affirmative action policies in India are to great extent 

metis friendly. A crucial aspect of the reservation policy, the list of beneficiaries, is 

made up on the basis of information obtained from a great number of local informants 

who are invited or allowed to contact, inform, and pressure Backward Classes 

Commission. Zwart thus maintained “through the Backward Classes Commission there 

comes a massive infusion of Indian metis into affirmative action policy” (Zwart 2000: 

6). This seems to be significant insight to deal with the issue of tribal identity and 

identification question in India. As a matter of fact in India the process of designating 

or ‘scheduling’ the tribes began during British rule and acquired a systematic character 

from the time of 1931 census. The criteria of scheduling some communities as tribes to 

the exclusion of others got further refinement in the reports of first Backward Class 

Commission 1955, the Advisory Committee on Revision of SC/ST lists (Lokur 

Commission) 1965, and the Joint Committee of the Parliament on the Scheduled Castes 

and Scheduled Tribes Order (Amendment) Bill 1967 (Chanda Committee 1969). Even 

though the question is still very nebulous as to how the tribes in India are to be 

identified, the Lokur Committee’s five-fold recommendations are still considered as the 

official basis of determining a group as a Scheduled Tribe. The typical classificatory 
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arrangement as endorsed by five-fold criteria of Lokur Commission was further 

extended into fifteen by the Cultural Research Institute (CRI), Kolkata. CRI officials, 

whom Middleton (2016) referred to as ‘state anthropologists’, prepared their 

‘ethnographic survey guideline’ out of these fifteen criteria and used them while 

assessing, on behalf of the state government, the ‘authenticity’ and ‘appropriateness’ of 

the claim to be a tribe (vide Fig. 1).    

FIG. 1:  HOW TO BE A TRIBE 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

SOURCE: Adapted from Middleton 2011: 253.  

 Townsend Middleton in his detailed ethnographic account (especially Chapter 

4, Middleton 2016) has detailed out the encounters between the ‘state anthropologists’ 

and their ‘ethnographic guideline’ (official knowledge) and people’s understanding of 

the same and the organizational representation of the enacted cultural qualification 

(metis). The interface between the official knowledge and the practical knowledge in 

the way tribal identification process was staged in Darjeeling hills opens up scope not 

only view the situation as a metis friendly one but also to comment that these 

encounters have created a peculiar condition that may be labeled as ‘classificatory 

moment’ in which the metis cannot be simply considered as the product of some 

mythical, egalitarian state of nature but more as a response to the formal scheme of 

classification which cannot be attained unless the metis in its raw is sacrificed. What is 

argued here is that the metis acquires a derivative qualification and is contingent upon 

the official knowledge itself irrespective of the fact that the institutional design of 

India’s affirmative action policies is largely metis friendly. This has resulted into 

CRI SURVEY GUIDELINE LOKUR COMMITTEE 
 

i) Identification of primitive 
traits 

ii) Distinctive culture 

iii) Geographical Isolation 

iv) Shyness of contact with the 
community at large 

v) Backwardness 

i) History of migration 
ii) Genealogical table (father side) 
iii) Traditional and present occupation 
iv) Name of clan, sub-clan, and totemic object 
v) Rites and rituals (birth, marriage, death) 
vi) Village festivals, festival calendar and community 

participation 
vii) Educational status 
viii) Availability of infrastructural facilities 
ix) Food habits 
x) Family size and present occupation 
xi) Land and land records 
xii) Traditional panchayat system 
xiii) Magico-religious beliefs & practices, family deities, 

ancestral worship  
xiv) Socio-religious ceremonies 
xv) Rights of inheritance 
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tribalism or a growing consciousness among the hill communities whose metis allows 

them to consider themselves as eligible for ST status.  As we have shown in case of the 

Khambu Rais that they do still practice much of the traditional beliefs and practices, 

which are reflective of distinctive culture and primitive traits (Lokur Commission 

criteria), even though assimilation with the mainstream cosmopolitan culture of the 

hills on the one hand and Hinduism on the other bears the imprint in almost every 

walks of their life. Except the caste Hindus (like the Bahun, Chhetris, Kami, Damai, 

Sarkis) all other hill communities constituting the larger Indian Nepali / Gorkha 

identity fall within the Mongoloid racial group and their languages / dialects fall within 

the Tibeto-Burman language family (as opposed to Nepali that falls within Indo-Aryan 

language family). As a matter of fact the Tamangs, Limbus, Rais, Magars, Gurungs, 

Newars, Yakhas, Bhujels, Sunwars, Thamis, Thakalis and others are of Mongoloid 

origin and traditionally maintained their own language / dialects / Kuras belonging to 

Tibeto-Burman language family. Their presence in the Darjeeling hills not only has 

demographic implications but cultural significance as well. Darjeeling hills has 

acquired a prominence since the colonial time as hill station and later on the hills 

imbued cosmopolitan culture instead of typifying typical Bengali culture or the culture 

of a Hindu pilgrimage centre (like other hill spaces) as such, although both Bengalis 

and Hinduism was not alien to Darjeeling hills. Within such a historical pretext it is 

quite obvious that the communities in the hills would respond to the ongoing cultural 

currents and appropriate it as per their ability and necessity. Hence, change is obvious 

to all communities in the way they lived their life within this dynamic social realities of 

the Darjeeling hills. And within such a context if the Tamangs and Limbus could be 

considered as eligible for Scheduled Tribe status by the government (they were granted 

the ST status in 2003), then it is quite obvious that the rest of the communities who 

share the same Mongoloid root and Tibeto-Burman linguistic background and were 

placed in similar socio-economic reality, would raise the claim of tribal status. The 

designation of Tamangs and Limbus as ST has created a popular belief that the rest of 

the hill communities, belonging to Mongoloid race, are the ‘natural’ claimants of ST 

status.        

5.6 Metis Friendly Recognition Process: Implications for the Community 

The tribal identification process in the Darjeeling hills context has opened up the field 

where ‘official knowledge’ literally encountered ‘local knowledge’, although the local 
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knowledge reflected much of what the official knowledge actually wanted to see/ 

document as ‘objective reality’. In the process that ensued, everyday life of the 

communities was demonstrated in a staged manner however, that does not mean that 

everything so displayed were ‘cooked’. Besides the peculiarities involved in such 

encounters what is crucial is to note that such processes and particularly the role of 

community organizations in them have galvanized a sense of self identity in all the 

aspiring communities of the Darjeeling hills, including the Khambus. It is commonly 

held that community identities are socially constructed. Through conscious 

mobilization of its members for defending their interests, communities actually invoke 

and reinforce their identities. The community organizations have successfully infused 

this view that the community’s development and upliftment were conditioned by the 

position they might secure in the reservation policy frameworks maintained by the 

state. In this context Mancur Olson (1965: 117) rightly remarks, ‘that people 

spontaneously organize groups to promote their interests or that people would form 

such groups if they possessed the necessary organizational skill and understood their 

own interests properly’. Rational choice theory, which allows us to understand how 

aspects of a social situation can influence the choices and actions of individuals, also 

justifies the Khambu’s position. The widespread activism in the Khambu community 

therefore can be understood as the resultant effect of the impetus provided by the state 

by emphasizing primitiveness and distinctive culture as major bases of tribal identity 

whereby different hill communities started considering these as ‘bright prospects’ in 

fulfilling their long cherished demand of ‘tribal status’. Thus reservation serves more as 

a means for the expression of community interest. All the manifestation of ‘tribalism’ 

thus includes excavation of buried traditions of the past necessitated by the requirement 

of creating a primitive look in the present. Nevertheless, mobilization for their ‘self-

identity’ has positively contributed towards the solidarity of these communities at 

different parts and the delay in meeting their demands may lead to an outburst of an 

anti-establishment frustration in the long run, as was the case with the Gujjars in 

Rajasthan during 2008. 

The state plays a dominant role in the lives of its citizens. Besides securing 

rights and entitlements for individuals the state plays a crucial role in establishing 

political norms and expectations. The political assertion of community identities are 

needed to be understood in the light of rights and entitlements questions on the one 
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hand and political expectations on the other. Community identities are therefore 

intrinsically related to the ways through which communities engage with or become a 

part of larger political processes, which is often based on the politics of re-distribution 

(Chettri:2015: 13). The kind of meaning state attaches to the redistributive justice 

mechanism has transformed the recognition process as a device to deliver socio-

economic and political protection thereby shaping the subjectivities of the tribal actors 

(Chhetri 2016: 2). While ‘exclusivity’ guarantees some rewards and protection from the 

state, the uniqueness that is being portrayed by the community through its 

organizational set up and mostly in the form of cultural revival serves the dual interest 

of give and take for both (the state as well as the community). Thus by encouraging the 

ethnic assertion of the communities for ‘reservation-benefits’, the ruling parties of the 

state create a political base in areas where they had no political grip earlier and the 

communities while galvanizing cultural revivalism see hope in reservation politics and 

also become politically viable in the local acrobatics of political power. The demand of 

tribal identity of the Khambu Rais or other communities in contemporary Darjeeling 

hills therefore forms a part of the larger political process in which politics of re-

distribution is being viewed as the surest way to acquire more political or economic 

benefits and privileges (Chhetri 2013: 206). This has become a common practice in the 

state politics of Sikkim where the state encourages and promotes the active 

participation of some of the ethnic communities in matters of cultural preservation and 

identity assertion. Situation in Darjeeling hills gradually taking a similar shape like that 

of Sikkim where the communities and their identities are getting fashioned as per the 

norms set by the state. Thus the indirect control that the state exerts upon the 

communities, as Chettri puts it, constantly refurbishes the community (as is the case of 

the Khambus too) to search for new strategies and mechanisms to invite the attention of 

the state (Chettri 2013: 21). This interaction between the communities and the state is 

crucial because it has resulted in shaping almost everything, from the goals and agenda 

to the strategies of action to be followed by the members of different cultural groups 

and organisations. 

5.7 Lokur Commission Criteria and tribal Identification 

In case of Darjeeling hills such negotiations between the community and the state or 

the representatives of the state department that deals with tribal status have given birth 

to a complete dependence on the community organizations. Community organizations 
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not only acted as mouthpiece of the community in front of the state officials but it is the 

organizations which have fomented the aspiration and gave it a shape of a political and 

democratic movement. Let us briefly examine the condition of the Khambu Rais so far 

as the question of officially designated criteria is concerned. As noted earlier Lokur 

Commission  (1965) criteria are still considered as the ‘official’ knowledge regarding 

the idea of a tribe in India. The fulfillment of the five criteria as set out by the Lokur 

Commission is the only way through which a community can be designated as 

Scheduled Tribe in India. Fieldwork conducted for the present study has emphasized on 

this and tried neither to legitimize nor even to refute but to examine their claim in terms 

of empirical data. The official fivefold criteria includes: i) identification of primitive 

traits, ii) distinctive culture, iii) geographical isolation, iv) shyness of contact with the 

community at large, and v) backwardness. We have taken into consideration 80 

households (constituting a universe of 394 heads) of three hill villages (namely, 

Paiyong, Dalep and Newahang) under Kalimpong-II Block having adequate 

representation of the Khambu Rais. 

5.7.1 Identification of Primitive Traits among the Khambus 

So far as the question of primitive traits is concerned we have examined in detail about 

the rites and rituals, festivals, and the various aspects of Khambu social structure in 

Chapter three. Where we have discussed with adequate detail about their traditional 

practices and the manner in which they were practiced even today. Among the major 

identifiable primitive traits among the Khambus were the practice of Pitri Puja 

(ancestor worshipping), significance of Mankheem (Khambu Temple), Mundhum 

(versical prayers), Mangpas (shamans), Chula Dhunga (ancestral hearth stone) in the 

execution of their everyday life. Besides there were traditional festivities like Sakela, 

Sakewa, which are now-a-days observed with elaborate public celebration. What is 

important is to note that the very idea of preserving the primitive traits is maintained 

under the guidance of community organizations but community organizations have not 

invented something which was completely absent. Nonetheless community 

organisations’ involvement obviously made the common Khambus aware that the 

primitive practices, which they otherwise maintained as their private affair often 

without elaborate celebratory manifestations and as part of their tradition having only 

symbolic value for them only, can now fetch material rewards and pecuniary benefits. 

It is that is why one can observe that the rate of participation of the common Khambus 
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in the activities of the organization and becoming members of it were significantly high 

and such propensities are certainly increasing. In other words their involvement with 

the organizations bears testimony to the fact that the Khambus though maintained their 

primitive traits in a mundanely manner but now they are being made increasingly aware 

of the strategic essentialism of those traits. In the following table we thus considered 

the involvement of common Khambus in the three field sites and also the preservation 

of one primitive trait that could at least be measured numerically. Some photographs 

(as shown below) from the field could also be significant in representing the reality 

besides the following table.  

Table No.5.1 Distribution of households according to their involvement in activities of 
the organization and possession of primitive trait (Chula Dhunga) 

Name of the Village 
Aware of 

KKRSS led 
movement 

Membership to 
KKRSS 

Attending 
Meetings of 

KKRSS 

Possession of hearth 
stone (Chula 

Dhunga) 

Paiyong (N= 50) 48 50 48 47 

Dalep (N= 18  ) 18 18 18 18 

Newahang (N= 12) 12 12 12 12 

Total (N= 80) 78 (97.50%) 80 (100%) 78 (97.50%) 77 (96.25%) 

                 Source: Fieldwork data      

The above table delineates clearly that all the households in the three hill villages were 

members of the organization (KKRSS) irrespective of their awareness regarding the 

activities of the organization. As we have noted earlier that becoming a member of the 

KKRSS operates as a kind of social responsibility to live comfortably in the samaj. 

Further if being part of the organization is the way to become aware of the primitive 

traits (particularly for the younger generation) then almost everyone (97% for sure) 

from among these 80 households were aware of the significance of preserving the 

primitive traits. With the particular case of ancestral hearth stone (Chula Dhunga) 77 

households (out of 80 households) were found to be possessing ancestral hearth stone 

except the three Christian households of Paiyong village. During fieldwork visits to 

each of the households yielded the realization that maintaining Chula Dhunga is 

perhaps the atypical Khambu trait and that is why every household maintained it with 

due admiration.        
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PRIMITIVISM IN PRACTICE  PRIMITIVISM AT DISPLAY 

    
Plate 1: Chula Dhunga inside the household       Plate 2: Chula Dhunga in public display 

  
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           

Plate 3: Mangpa in action at household     Plate 4: Mangpa in action at public display 

 

5.7.2 Distinctive Culture of the Khambus 

As noted earlier that the Khambus have not isolated themselves from the ongoing 

changes taken place in the Darjeeling hills. Consequently, it is obvious that their culture 

has responded to the changing realities and adapted itself in tune with the challenges it 

encountered. Hence change in the culture of the Khambus, or in any other community 

for that matter, is but an expected outcome. However, distinctiveness of Khambu 

culture still could be traced out through their religious background and practice of some 

deities which are peculiarly their own. The religious background of the Khambus in the 

field situation was found to be mostly confined into one group, while there were others 

as well. 
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Table No.5.2  Distribution of households according to their religious background 

Name of the 
Village Hindu Animists 

Mixed 
(Hinduised+

Animists) 

Sadhu 

Rai 
Christians Buddhists Total 

Paiyong -- 1 44 2 3 -- 50 

Dalep -- 1 17 -- -- -- 18 

Newahang -- -- 12 -- -- -- 12 

Total -- 2  
(2.5%) 

73  
(91.25%) 

2 
(2.5%) 

3 
(3.75%) -- 80 

Source: Fieldwork data    

Interestingly enough during census enumeration none of the households did 

identify themselves as Hindus or even Hinduised though detailed interviews and 

observation revealed the presence of Hindu influence in some of their religious 

practices and even the celebration of selected Hindu rituals and festivities were also 

observed. As we have argued in chapter three that absorbing these selected and chosen 

few Hindu practices in the sphere of Khambu religion, rituals, and festivities did not 

result in Hinduisation or for that matter Sanskritization in any meaningful sense. They 

have absorbed them following a Khambuan way. In each case of such absorptions the 

distinctiveness of Khambu culture was kept intact and some additional traits were 

included, as is common in situations where communities are living together for 

generation having different religious background come to share cultural traits on a 

reciprocal basis. Anthropologists have categories at their disposal to frame these 

situations analytically but instead of labeling such encounters, which did happen in a 

mundane way in the past, we preferred to emphasize on the agentiality of the Khambus 

and instead of agreeing with the established conceptual frames like Hinduisation, 

Sanskritization or for that matter Hindu mode of tribal absorption we have even 

attempted to articulate (if we are really very curious to label them as such) the present 

case more as an instance of ‘Khambu mode of Hindu absorption’ and not the other way 

round. The point can be better explained with the example of Hindu-Muslim cultural 

syncretism. As we are aware that due to historical reasons and regional specificities 

Hindus and Muslims lived together and this has resulted in reciprocal exchange of 

cultural traits between two different religions, which however did not affect the 

distinctiveness of any of the communities. We have also emphasized that this 

relationship was reciprocal in case of the Khambus and their Hindu neighbours. If the 
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Khambus have received Hindu traits and assimilated them in their culture then there 

were instances that did show that their Hindu neighbors have also received from them 

as well (allowing the shamans in Hindu household is just an instance of such cultural 

reception). As a result in the field we have observed 91% of the households represented 

this mixed character where Hindu practices were not completely unknown to the ways 

through which the Khambus have maintained their animistic paths in dealing with the 

sacred. Moreover, there were at least 2 households (2.5%) who showed no inclination 

towards Hindu practices and were completely oriented with their animistic beliefs and 

practices. While some others were found to be following Christianity (3.75%) and two 

households were found to have followed mendicant (Sadhu Rai1) way of religiosity 

(2.5%). The point is if religious beliefs and practices are to be considered as a marker 

of distinctive culture, then the field reality suggests that the Khambu Rais have 

maintained their distinctiveness notwithstanding the fact that processes of change and 

blending of cultures were reflected in their everyday life.   

   

Plate 5: Mankhim from outside Plate 6: The inside of Mankhim 

 

Plate 7: Mankhim 
                                                           
1 Sadhu Rais have their particular gurus who organize chawaka/ bhandrara during Purnima (full moon). 
Besides, they abstain from eating any non-vegetarian foods and drinking alcohol. They were a kanthi in 
neck (made of holy basil). They refrain from animal sacrifice. As Kabir panthi (followers of mendicant 
Kabir) they would not even accept and eat coconut except the one given by their gurus.  
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Plate 8: Khambu Rais Cultural Distinctiveness (on Display) 
 

The distinctiveness of the Khambu culture further gets expressed through their 

clan structure (detailed description is made in chapter three). Every household maintain 

their thar specifications while performing ancestor worshipping or indulging into 
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matrimonial alliances. Khambus are generally considered to be agriculturalists hence 

besides animal sacrifice the use of paddy (dhan), millet (kodo), ginger (aduaa) is 

widely prevalent in performances of ancestor worshipping or for other rituals even in 

the urban spaces too. Another domain that constitutes the distinctive culture of the 

Khambus is constituted of their language. It has already been pointed out that each thar 

of the Khambus has a different boli (dialect) but in the field it was found that they 

mostly use the language of the Bantawa thar. It was also observed that very few of 

them were actually capable of conversing in their own language while all are 

conversant in Nepali and Hindi. Nepali is actually the lingua franca in the three villages 

Table No.5.3 Distribution of respondents according to their competence in 

Khambu Language  

Name of the 
Village 

Can speak Khambu 
Language/ Dialect of any 

variety 

Cannot speak Khambu 
language/ dialect 

Total 

M F Total M F Total 

Paiyong 24 14 38 95 116 211 249 

Dalep 6 9 15 31 30 61 76 

Newahang 5 5 10 25 26 51 61 

Total 35 28 63 

(16.32%) 

151 172 323 

(83.68%) 

386 

 Source: Fieldwork data (toddlers were excluded)      

as also in the Darjeeling hills as well. The better educated ones in particular, were 

conversant in English too but none were capable of speaking Bengali. Earlier (before 

the emergence of the KKRSS) the Khambus used to consider Sirijanga script, which 

basically the script of the Limbus, as their own. In fact, the emergence of KKRSS and 

dissociation from the Kirat Chumlung (association of all Kirat communities) was 

centred mostly on the need of having a separate script for the Khambus. Under the 

stewardship of the KKRSS Khambus now have a separate script of the own known as 

sumhang script. Although very few (16.32%) of the Khambus could actually speak 

their own language but everyone was aware that they have a distinctive language and 

script of their own and even regretted their incapacity during the interviews. The 

handful few those who can speak their language also shared that they cannot use it 

rather freely unless they find a competent one with whom conversation could be 
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maintained. Although the most of the Khambus were lagging in language competence 

but everyone in the field situation were aware of the symbolic value of the language as 

a distinctive cultural marker of the Khambus. Needless to mention that the KKRSS has 

taken sincere initiatives in popularizing the linguistic concern among the general 

Khambus by publishing language primers and disseminating the sumhang script as part 

of its mobilizing programmes.      

5.7.3 Geographical isolation of the Khambus and shyness of contact with the 

community at large    

Geographical isolation and shyness of contact – the two criteria mentioned in Lokur 

Commission – were taken together because of their complementarities. It is presumed 

that shyness of contact with the larger society for an isolated community is quite 

probable. But the question is where to get such a community? In post liberalized 

countries like India it is rather impossible to find out a village or a locality which is 

completely isolated from the larger society. Within the omni presence of Market forces, 

wide spread of mass-media, all round infrastructural development (mainly roads and 

electricity) how could isolation and shyness to contact larger society of a community be 

expected? Interestingly enough these are still considered to be ‘tribal criteria’ in the 

eyes of the government. In a certain sense, the government policies are aimed at 

achieving a self defeating goal by branding the tribes as ‘isolated communities’ and 

further considering them as those who have inertia to contact larger society. In other 

words, if the tribes are to be identified by these criteria then each of the tribal 

communities could be considered as those who epitomize the failure of the Indian state 

at large. As a matter of fact, the field sites though were selected out of isolated villages 

(due to topography hill villages are not well communicable) from the Kalimpong-II 

Block but it would be fallacious to consider them as isolated spaces. Though road 

connectivity was not up to the mark and it was hectic to reach out every nook and 

cranny of the villages under study, the Khambus and for that matter all other 

communities in these villages were well connected not only to Kalimpong (the nearby 

urban space) but to the world (through mass media) as well. Infrastructural 

development (like roads and communication, electricity, education, health, mass media 

etc.) howsoever scanty it may be, has made the Khambus forward looking like all other 

communities living in these villages. The point is that the Khambus have not shunned 

themselves from the ways through which their local society in relation to the outside 
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world was evolving. Instead of leading their life in a retrogressive manner they have 

positively responded to whatever opportunities were there at their disposal. Even the 

people of forest villages of the hills are not isolated in any meaningful sense of the 

term. The KKRSS seemed to have been unbothered about these two criteria but 

whenever the CRI inspection team (including anthropologists) visited the hills the 

KKRSS took the team members to remote villages where tribalism was displayed to 

convince the government team.   

 

Plate 9: Agriculture in hill village (Paiyong)   

            
Plate 10: Dispersed Households (Dalep)                Plate 11: Path to households (Newahang) 
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5.7.4 Backwardness of the Khambu Rais   

The final criterion of Lokur Commision is backwardness, which in itself is a normative 

idea. Backwardness can be defined and measured in various ways. For precision we 

have attempted to examine backwardness of the Khambus in socio-economic terms and 

considered their income, landownership, occupational background, and level of 

education. So far as the monthly income of the 80 households in the three hill villages 

of Darjeeling are concerned, it is revealed through the following table that majority of 

the Khambu households were relatively poor. Only 8.75% (7 households) households 

could be considered as having moderate income level. However, it needs to be pointed 

Table No. 5.4 Distribution of households according to their monthly income 

Village Below 
3000 

3000- 

5000 

5000- 

10000 

10000- 

20000 

20000- 

30000 

30000 + 

 
Total 

Paiyong 
13 

26% 

10 

20% 

6 

12% 

14 

28% 

3 

6% 

4 

8% 
50 

Dalep 
3 

16.66% 

9 

50% 

1 

5.55% 

5 

27.77% 
-- -- 18 

Newahang 
4 

33.33% 
-- 

6 

50% 

2 

16.66% 
-- -- 12 

Total 
20 

(25%) 

19 

(23.75%) 

13 

(16.25 %) 

21 

(26.25%) 

3 

(3.7%) 

4 

(3.2%) 
80 

Source: Fieldwork data 

out that data collection in field situations on such private issues like income is always 

very problematic as respondents do not share their actual income for various reasons. 

This was experienced during the time of enumerating census data for the present study. 

However, when we tally their income with the next table it becomes clear that their 

monthly income does not include the income (either in cash or kind) generated from 

agriculture, as most of the households were possessing arable lands, though in varying 

degrees.  

The following Table shows that all the three villages were primarily based on 

agriculture and this required that the households should own sizable amount of arable 

land. Moreover, due to topographic reasons expecting individual possession of large 

amount of arable land is indeed a difficult proposition. All these get reflected in the 
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following table. As a matter of fact, the agricultural base of the three villages gets 

reflected and interestingly except one village there were no landless Khambus. 

Landless Khambus who maintain their livelihood mainly as an agricultural labourer 

(Pakhuryes) were insignificant (3.75%) when compared to those who owned land.  

Table No.5.5 Distribution of households according to (agricultural) Land Holding 

Pattern 

Village 3 to 10 
Decimal 

10 to 30 
Decimal 

30 to 50 
Decimal 

50 to 100 
Decimal 1 to 5 acre 

Landless/ 

Pakhurey 

Total 

Household 

Paiyong 6 (12%) 4 (8%) 2 (4%) 4 (8%) 31 (62%) 3 (6%) 50 

Dalep 3 (16.66%) 1 (5.55%) 1 (5.55%) --- 13 
(72.22%) --- 18 

Newahang 2 (16.66%) --- 1 (8.33%) --- 9 (75%) --- 12 

Total 
11 

(13.75%) 

05 

(6.25%) 

4 

(5%) 

4 

(5%) 

53 

(66.25%) 

03 

(3.75%) 
80 

Source: Fieldwork data 

Another significant aspect of the landholding pattern in these three villages was that the 

highest proportions of households were having sizeable amount of land (1-5 acre) in 

their possession (66.25%). Owning lands in between 1-5 acre is obviously a significant 

marker of their economic strength although the income table did not reflect that. It was 

also observed that centering their economic life primarily on agriculture the Khambus 

of these three hill villages were found to be tradition bound and community oriented, 

nevertheless craving for city life among the younger generation was also noticed.  

Occupational engagements of the Khambus of these three villages were 

classified into four major categories. Besides we have also identified those who are not 

engaged in any occupation but were practically the dependents. We classified the 

dependents into two groups one was represented by the students and the other included 

the unemployed, housewife, aged and minors. As a matter of fact, there more 

dependents than there were earning members in each of the households. As the 

following table shows more than 60% (61.68%) of the Khambus in these three villages 

were dependents while only 3.81% were engaged in government services (mostly 

serving in army and police service, and as ICDS worker) and 6.35% of the Khambus 

were engaged in different types of private sector jobs (driving, teaching in private 

school, electrician, nursing in private hospitals, contractors). Out of 394 individuals 79 
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(20%) were directly involved with agriculture while 32 individuals (8.12%) have 

recorded themselves as self employed (like shop owner, carpentry, running parlours, 

selling vegetables). Quite expectedly most of the unemployed and the housewives were 

also found to be engaged with family farms and in different capacities they are 

contributing towards their family farm as parts of family labour whose services were  

Table No.5.6 Distribution of respondents according to their occupational 

background 

V
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Source: Fieldwork data 

neither paid nor even counted. It was also interesting to note that while the engagement 

of the Khambus in formal jobs (either government or private) was abysmally low the 

number of students were relatively high. This is significant in the sense that the growth 

social capital among the Khambus was satisfactory but their engagements in white 

collar jobs were negligible. For example in villages like Dalep and Newahang more 

than 33% of the Khambus were studying at different levels while none in Dalep was 

engaged in government service and in Newahang only 4.76% Khambus were having 

government job of some kind. In situations like this rising expectation is thus probable.  
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 So far as the educational background of the Khambus in the field situation is 

concerned, it can be said that the value of education has been well realized by the 

Khambus. Out of a total of 394 

Table No.5.7 Distribution of respondents according to their educational 

background 

Source: Fieldwork data 

Total Households -80 (Paiyong 50, Newang 12, Dalep 18) 

Khambus 16% were found to be uneducated or were merely literates but without any 

standard (Literate Without Standard). Good number youngsters were found to be 

school goers and that has resulted in the improved picture in case of those who have 

recorded their educational background falling between classes V to X (44.16%). 

However, only 50 students were actually continuing their studies (between classes V-

X). Among the graduates (6.85%) 8 were found to be actual college goers, 1 has 

dropped out while the rest 18 have completed their college education already and were 

mostly engaged in non-government services. None was there in any of these three 

villages who would have studied beyond the college level or had earned any 

professional, vocational or any skill oriented education or training. It was peculiar that 

there was a clear aversion towards higher education found among the Khambus of the 

three hill villages. That might be because of the increasing competition in the 
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government sector jobs in which the success rate of the Khambus were practically 

negligible.    

 Based on the analysis of empirical data in relation to the five-fold criteria of 

tribal identification, it is observed that regarding ‘primitive traits’ and ‘distinctive 

culture’ the Khambus have many favourable facts and figures in relation to their claim 

of being a tribe, although considerable amount of change and intermixing was also 

noticed in their everyday life which however, did not wipe out neither their 

distinctiveness nor even the primitive traits of their culture. So far as ‘shyness’ of 

meeting other cultures or the larger society the Khambus, much like others, were not 

found to be suffering from this sort of peculiar insularity nor even the Khambu villages 

were completely isolated’ from the larger society though they were living in dispersed 

households and were interconnected through difficult routes within the hill village set 

up. With regard to their ‘backwardness’ it may be said that the Khambus of these three 

hill villages at least, were neither economically very affluent nor even were they the 

wretched of the earth. Placed in an agricultural economic set up with all the hardships 

of unpredictable nature, poor communication, absence of irrigation etc. the Khambus 

were moderately successful in appropriating the benefits of both education and market 

and thereby in leading a modest life. In all likelihood the three villages in the field 

situation represent an ideal situation where mobilization based on the notion of relative 

deprivation could easily flow through community line. And that is what practically is 

happening, not only in these three villages alone but throughout the Darjeeling hills in 

general.   

5.8 Demand of Tribal Status and the Emerging Khambu Worldview 

While engaging themselves with the demand of tribal status the Khambus have been 

shaping their worldviews accordingly but the non-recognition of their demand did 

result in multiple dissatisfactions. One such effect was of frustration with the leadership 

of Khambu organizations who have failed repeatedly to secure the much coveted status 

of Scheduled Tribe for the Khambus. This was probably the basis for the emergence of 

another (other than KKRSS) organization like the AIKKRA (All India Kirati Khambu 

Rai Association) for the Khambus themselves. It was observed that the general 

Khambus were conscious of their ‘being a tribe’ but all of them believed that it is only 

through government recognition they would get their tribal identity validated. 
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However, it would be rather impracticable to find out a Khambu, or for that matter any 

other community belonging to mongoloid race (who are also aspiring for ST status), 

who is ‘culturally pure, socially inept, and anachronistic – as though perfectly sealed 

off from the modern life’ (Middleton 2016: 120). 

On behalf of the Khambus, the KKRSS has dealt with the multiple Government 

offices and departments and submitted memoranda to Registrar General of India (RGI), 

Tribal Welfare Ministry, Tribal Welfare Commission, Parliamentary Affairs 

Committee and conducted personal meetings with Tribal Ministers like Rani Narah (in 

2011), Jual Oram (in 2015) but with no outcome. Visiting RGI office has become a 

regular affair for the KKRSS office bearers. The government departments have not 

responded to their demand concretely except the reply from the RGI that they received 

in 2011. In 2011 the KKRSS was in receipt of a response in which the RGI had rejected 

their application and also the application of the Gurungs. Earlier these two communities 

i.e. the Gurungs and the Khambus, were favourably recommended twice for the grant 

of ST status by the Cultural Research Institute in 2003 and again in 2007. However, 

their proposals were rejected by the RGI – Social Science Wing. With such rejections, 

ethnic groups further strengthened their demand and renewed their tactics to attain the 

coveted ST status (Chhetri 2017: 82). Their memorandum was rejected on the ground 

that they were exposed to various forces of modernity and hence they no longer possess 

the ‘pristine tribe like characteristics’ and had assimilated to a great extent with the 

mainstream cultures. The document reads like this: “Though the community (Khambu 

Rais) had a tribal origin, with the passage of time and due to their contact with the 

exogenous people and their contacts with the Hindu tradition, they are gradually 

assimilating into the great tradition, It will be then a retrograde step if they are included 

into the list of Scheduled tribe’’ (as quoted in Middleton 2016: 150). 

This particular incident is reflective of what we labeled earlier as derivative 

metis (implying how local knowledge gets constructed out of official knowledge). The 

rejection of their plea by the RGI led the community leaders realize that the most 

important factor, which have adulterated their ‘purity’ as a tribe was their association 

with Hinduism. Accordingly the community organization did instruct its members to 

shed off the Hindu practices most important among such instructions was the stricture 

of boycotting Dusshera/ Dasain (which was regarded as a quintessentially Hindu 

festival). This has been discussed earlier as to how animosities grew between 
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leadership and common Khambus as they did not actually follow the organizational 

decrees. But the point is that this stricture and the associated polarization that did take 

place during October 2013 in Darjeeling was neither having a deep seeded historical or 

ideological background like that of Nepal where ‘politics of Dasain’ churned the 

Janajati cause to a great extent. In case of Darjeeling hills such a ‘knowledge’ that was 

floated for sometimes to show that the Khambus were not Hindus was actually 

necessitated by the ‘official knowledge’ of the state. It was a peculiar kind of a metis, 

which was local in appearance but not in content.  

As mentioned earlier, the growing tribalism phenomena cannot be understood 

without examining the involvement of the state or the engagements of different 

departments of the state, which is central to the growth and proliferation of the demand 

for tribal status. Anthropologists from the CRI conducted ethnographic studies on these 

groups (including the Khambus) and verified their claims, and based on their study the 

state departments recommend groups for recognition as ST. In the wake of such studies 

and surveys, the groups tried to showcase their tribal traits through performances that 

incorporated the idea of tribe as visualized by the state (Chhetri 2016: 7). Both the 

aspiring communities and the state are equally aware of the conundrums that ‘tribal 

phenomena’ involves and in a certain sense all these have in fact questioned the 

relevance of such outdated methods of detecting one’s tribal status. It is interesting to 

note that in the recent past (in 2017) an entire village called ‘Suntuk Village’ was 

prepared as the ‘model village’ for outperforming the tribal arts, rituals, festivals of 

Khambus where the anthropologists from CRI and similar other tribal bodies of 

Government could come to document the ‘performative tribal self’ of the Khambus. 

Looking at all these Middelton aptly argued that there indeed seems to be a dire need to 

reformulate the anthropological knowledge with regard to the ethnics of Darjeeling 

who in fact is playing an active part being a participant of a ‘performative 

anthropology’ (Middleton 2016: 139).  

5.9 ST demand in Darjeeling mooted with political flavor 

The situation in Darjeeling hills can be viewed as a resultant effect of the intersection 

between politics, policy and practice, which has created an atmosphere where cultural 

differences are getting continuously produced and reproduced often by undermining the 

identities shaped by the modern forces and resulted in the transformation of sociality 
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(Gregory 2003: 4). According to Morton Fried tribes are the product of specific 

political and economic pressures emanating from already existing state-organized 

societies (Fried 1975: 44). As the emanation of any force does have its roots 

somewhere, the political insecurity crept in with the Indian Nepalis / Gorkhas and the 

economic instability in terms of unemployment led the educated ones among them to 

use the ‘tribal card’ to its best. The outbursts of the politico-economic pressure did find 

its minimum outlet through these state sponsored policies of positive discrimination. 

Viewing Darjeeling situation as such it seems appropriate to label the growing tribalism 

phenomena in Darjeeling by following Morton Fried as ‘secondary tribalism’. Fried 

argues that ‘secondary tribalism is a political phenomenon bearing little resemblance to 

conventional notions of tribal behaviour. It occurs as already indicated, largely as a 

reaction to the presence of one or more states’ (Fried 1975: 103). Thus, what Appadurai 

(1997: 141) has argued and what the Khambu Rais have been doing by engraving their 

historical roots of distant past which are not easily changeable but are potentially 

available to ignition by new historical and political contingencies. Taken together, these 

positions suggest that tribal identity politics is a culmination of interaction between the 

state and the aspiring communities, centering primarily on the issues of control and 

access to economic and political resources (Chhetri 2013: 1). All said and done, 

demand of tribal identity by the Khambu Rais in Darjeeling hills cannot be viewed as 

an isolated phenomenon. It is neither thoroughly about primordial identity nor even is it 

the typical case of elite manipulation. However, given the mediation of the state it is 

both.  

 While reflecting on the ethnic politics of the Eastern Himalaya scholars have 

discussed how ethnic identity has been used as the prime basis of accessing socio-

economic rewards following political routes. Chhetri (2013) in her research made two 

contentions: First, the choice of ethnicity as a political identity might be driven 

primarily by instrumental motives but non-instrumental, emotive motives may also be 

an important factor in the choice of a political identity. Second, these choices are rather 

a combination of numerous instrumental and impulsive factors, the boundaries of 

which are liminal and therefore intersecting. Viewed as such tribal identity question in 

Darjeeling hills appears to be a complex phenomenon. Such complexities increases 

further when we see that while the ‘tribal resurrection’ or the demand for tribal status in 

other parts of India can be analysed as a demand for reservation and privileges but for 
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communities in Darjeeling it means more than that. It means a security, an assurance 

and a belonging. We need also to understand that the emergence of tribal identity 

politics is emerging as a potential political force at that point of time when the 

statehood movement of the Gorkhas has been on the wane. Tribal identity politics 

therefore can also be viewed as an important route to rise in prominence at the local 

level politics.  

5.10 Tribalism, State and Community Relations in Darjeeling Hills:  

Consequences and Concerns  

What merits attention is the issue that through their acts of reviving the ‘tribalist’ 

cultural traditions the aspiring Khambus of the Darjeeling hills are trying to depict their 

search to be known as ‘something’ and clarifies their relationships with the positions of 

power and privilege and thereby opening up the scope for inter-community conflicts 

based on differential political affiliations. This is how tribal identity issue has taken an 

‘ethnic detour’ in contemporary Darjeeling hills and trying to get its justification 

realized within the circumstantial situation where the state itself is seen to encourage 

such activities (Sarkar 2014: 26). In fact, the encouragement of the state towards 

tribalism in Darjeeling hills can be realised through the favorable policies like say 

recommending tribal status for hill communities or for that matter establishing 

community development boards for almost all the communities of Darjeeling hills. No 

doubt the ruling regime of the state has gained a political leverage in the hills through 

these steps but what was more significant is that these courses of action has encouraged 

the consciousness of micro community identities among the various hill communities. 

This has been viewed by many as detrimental to the larger Gorkha identity and the state 

encouragements were increasingly being posed as attempts to destabilize the statehood 

movement running for more than a century. Schoalrs like Shneiderman (2009) has 

argued that tribal identity politics in Darjeeling hills would result into inter-community 

animosities and ultimately wane down the scale and magnitude of the Gorkhaland 

movement in the long run. Even Middleton (2016) was of the view that Darjeeling’s 

tribal identity politics received huge acceptance and enticement largely because 

Gorkhaland movement has become a failure.   

 It is not enough to pinpoint that the growing tribalism in the Darjeeling hills in a 

certain sense is a response encouraged by the state policies related to protective 
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discrimination. What becomes important is also to understand what consequences these 

responses create for the entire society and politics of the Darjeeling hills. As mentioned 

above that some scholars have registered grave concern in terms of community clash 

and gradual weakening of Gorkha identity and if the growing tribalism is ultimately 

leading the hill society and politics towards this end then the phenomena of tribalism 

appears to be a ‘self defeating’ project. However, a quick review of the situations of the 

Darjeeling hills during the last decade (2010-2020) when the tribal identity issue was at 

its peak, we hardly experience the incidents of community clashes in the Darjeeling 

hills although animosity between the Lepchas and the present leadership of GJM did 

certainly grow. It should also be noted that the Lepcha aggrandizement was more 

against the GJM leadership and the GTA which appeared to have created 

administrative bottlenecks in the way Lepcha Development Board functioned.  

So far as the question of weakening of the Gorkha identity is concerned, it 

needs to be pointed out that the there exists no fundamental difference between tribal 

identity and Gorkha identity. The Gorkha identity and Tribal identity has been often 

misunderstood by pitting the one against the other. In fact, it would be a fundamental 

mistake to pose the issue as Gorkha vs. Tribal identity. Gorkha identity is not a cultural 

identity it has its own historicity and it is essentially a political identity constituted of 

Nepali speaking population mainly of Darjeeling hills and surrounding areas having a 

particular reference to their Indian root. It is in this sense an identity of the Indian 

Nepalis who claim to differ from the Nepalis of Nepal. As a matter of fact, Gorkha 

identity as such is constituted of the Nepali speaking population irrespective of the fact 

whether they belong to Hindu caste categories or Mongoloid racial stock. One can 

therefore very much be a tribe and at the same time a Gorkha. This fact became 

prominent in the recent revival of the Gorkhaland movement that happened in 2017. 

During the strike that went on for more than 3 months and various agitational 

programmes ensued in the wake of the renewed call of Gorkhaland, all the tribal status 

aspiring communities and their organizations suspended their mobilizational activites 

and took part in the renewed call of Gorkhaland. The point is that there is no likelihood 

that aspiration of tribal status would result in the demeaning of Gorkhaland. At least the 

empirical realities during the last few years did not yield such possibilities. This thus 

suggest that the communities in Darjeeling hills like the Khambu Rais, who have been 

leading their movement for tribal status, are not leading a separate and isolated 



 
127 

 

movement shading off all their connections from the existing socio- political currents 

of the Darjeeling hills. Moreover, it is also observed that the tribal status aspirant 

communities were capable of switch positioning their demands and mobilizations. In 

other words, based on the circumstantial requirement they have been shifting their 

position either on the issue of tribal identity or on Gorkhaland, without jettisoning any 

one of them.   

Last but not the least is the question of language and linguistic identity that has 

also become an issue of concern and needs to be discussed in some detail. As we have 

already noted that distinctive language constitutes an important component of what is 

labeled as ‘tribal traits’ and in Darjeeling hills all the tribal status aspiring communities, 

including the Khambus, have been busy in developing their language primers, scripts 

and disseminating them in published form. This process is going on for more than a 

decade but none of these languages or rather dialects have not questioned the relevance 

of Nepali as a lingua franca. The point is that the emphases on micro community 

languages have more symbolic value than practical use. It is not very uncommon even 

to experience that the leaflets those circulated the urge of one’s own community 

language were printed in Nepali. The linguistic cleavage between Tibeto-Burman 

languages (all community languages/ dialects are falling within this) and Indo-Aryan 

language (Nepali falls within Indo-Aryan language family) that gets emphasized in the 

movement of tribal status is probably not going to affect the linguistic bond of the 

Gorkha identity that is premised on Nepali language (an Indo-Aryan language). Reality 

suggests there is less likelihood that the relevance of Nepali language in the Darjeeling 

hills is going to be questioned by the symbolic value of the community languages/ 

dialects. It is therefore pertinent to comment here that tribal identity movement in the 

Darjeeling hills will continue to inflict the hill politics and in this process the claim of 

the Khambu Rais would remain central because of their numerical strength compared 

to others.       
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CHAPTER – VI 

 

6.1 Conclusion 

It is indeed a challenging task to write down the conclusion of a phenomenon that is 

still very much alive. Hence, the attempt here is not to write down the epitaph of the 

problem under study. Rather, an attempt is made to summarize the major findings of 

the present study, congregate its arguments and to place some remarks (based on the 

present study) on the situations which have unfurled in the Darjeeling hills. Let us start 

with the chapter wise summary of the present study. 

6.2 Chapter-wise Summary     

Throughout its four chapters, flanked by an introduction and conclusion, the present 

study mapped out the roots and routes of tribalism in the Darjeeling hills with the help 

of a case study of a particular hill community known as Kirati Khambu Rai or simply 

as the Rais. The introductory chapter outlined the nature and scope of the present study 

by addressing the problem of the study besides discussing its relevance. A detailed 

review of literature revealed the state of existing research on the subject and also the 

scope and uniqueness of the present study, if any. Objectives and research questions 

gave coherence to the present study while the conceptual frame helped in developing 

the methodology that was followed in the completion of the present research journey. 

This exploratory and analytical study is also not free from limitations and therefore 

some such problem areas were discussed which the present researcher failed to engage 

with.  

 In the second chapter a social history approach was followed to situate the 

origin of the Khambu Rais in Eastern Nepal and their subsequent migration to 

Darjeeling. With the help of folk narratives and local sources gathered from the field 

and also on the basis of secondary materials a historical account was prepared to 

account for their migratory history and the relevant changes that have occurred in the 

social imagination of the Khambu Rais by virtue of being placed in a new socio-

economic-political situation. The chapter discussed in detail how all these have 
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impacted greatly the intercommunity relations between the Khambus and other hill 

communities in the Darjeeling hills. 

 Ethnographic research has enriched the third chapter where the social structure 

of the Khambu Rais was discussed. We have followed the structural functional 

approach in building up this chapter and tried to show how the various elements of the 

social structure like the family, kinship, clan system, marriage rules, religious beliefs 

and practices, and festivities have created a network that made up the Khambu 

lifeworld. The chapter also analysed the continuity and changes that have occurred in 

the social structural arrangement of the Khambu life processes. This chapter pinpointed 

that much of the Khambu cultural distinctiveness are still maintained like the clan 

system and its significance in marriage, descent, and even in familial piety. Besides 

some distinctive cultural attribute like ancestor worshipping (Pitri puja), maintenance 

of Chula Dhunga (ancestral hearth), importance of the shamans (mangpa/ mangma) 

were strictly followed by the Khambu Rais. There are changes that have taken place in 

other spheres due to their contact with the contemporary changes that have taken place 

in the Darjeeling hills and intermixing with other communities mainly the caste Hindus. 

As a result much of Hindu religious festivities including the Brahmins were allowed to 

make entry in the everyday life processes of the Khambu Rais. 

 Chapter four emphasizes on the community organization of the Khambu Rais 

known as Kirati Khambu Rai Sanaskritik Sangstha (KKRSS). It discusses in details the 

growth, evolution, structure, and activities of the KKRSS. Based on both ethnographic 

material and conversational method the chapter attempted to discuss the context, issues 

and processes involved in the organizational mobilization and how such mobilizations 

became successful in igniting the Khambu commoners to aspire for tribal status. The 

chapter further examined the discrepancy between the mass-leader relationships 

primarily by following a ‘bottom up’ approach. In other words, by analyzing the 

ethnographic encounters in the field relating to the ways through which Khambus in 

general maintained the lived-in practices of tradition and the way the organization 

attempted to create an authoritative version of the past to be followed by them the 

chapter showed the difference between leaders and commoners. The finding of this 

chapter suggests that the leaders became successful in mobilizing the masses only 

because of the fact that the issues which were undertaken as resources for mobilization 

for a staged demonstration of their tribal hood, were already in practice as a lived-in 
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reality. The point is that the Khambu elites did not ‘invent’ anything which was 

completely absent in the mundane life of the Khambus. 

 Chapter five is perhaps the crux of the study and it discusses the entanglements 

between the ways of ‘being a tribe’ and ‘becoming a tribe’. As such, the chapter deals 

with the encounters between the ‘official knowledge’ of a tribe and the ‘local 

knowledge’ (metis) of being a tribe. It also talks about the encounters between these 

forms of knowledges and their implications for the Khambu life processes. The chapter 

discussed critically the Lokur Commission criteria, which are still being considered as 

the ‘official’ criteria of identifying a tribe in India. Also an attempt was made to weigh 

up the empirical situation that might help one understand how far the Khambu Rais 

meet those ‘criteria’ and field data were used for arriving at such an understanding. The 

findings of the present chapter made it clear that though the demand of tribal identity 

and the increasing consciousness of the Khambus in relation to tribal status might have 

developed a sense of ‘self’ in them, their demand in no way could be attributed to as a 

case of subalternity.       

6.3 Major findings 

So far as the roots of growing tribalism phenomena in Darjeeling hills is considered the 

present study maintains that the beginning of Khambu consciousness regarding tribal 

identity or more particularly about Scheduled Tribe identity is traceable from the 

1990s. There were several factors, which were highlighted in the chapters of the present 

study, that have contributed to this phenomena like the political implication of post 

Mandal politics that made reservation politics a national issue, the UN’s declaration of 

the decade of 1995-2005 as ‘A Decade for the Indigenous People’, and the upsurge of 

Janajati andolan in Nepal all have prepared the ground for the tribalism phenomena to 

emerge in Darjeeling. What is also interesting to note that during this decade the 

Gorkhaland movement did scale down and was settled in the form of a hill council 

(DGHC in 1988) and that Nepali language was incorporated in the Eighth Schedule of 

the Indian Constitution (in 1992). These had created a period of political stagnation in 

the Darjeeling hills where war fatigue Gorkhas were disillusioned and at that juncture 

the campaign for Sixth Schedule status (Constitutional framework for the tribal belts of 

North East India) for Darjeeling hills instead of Gorkhaland was encouraged by the 

GNLF and its leader the late Sri Subhas Ghising. 
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 Besides these socio-political factors and forces the study has also pinpointed 

that there existed a racial classification in the larger Nepali society that has been 

reproduced in the demand of ST status raised by the different hill communities, 

including the Khambu Rais. Communities like Banhuns, Chhetris, Thakuris, Kami, 

Damai and Sarkis (considered as the followers of Hinduism and caste system) fall 

within the Caucasoid racial groups while the communities like Rai, Magar, Limbu, 

Tamang, Gurung, Bhujel, Newar, Sunwar, Thakali, Thami (considered as matwali 

communities practicing ancestor worshipping or nature worshipping) belong to 

Mongoloid racial group. Moreover, traditionally the Caucasoid communities speak 

mainly Nepali language of Indo-Aryan language family while the Mogoloid Matwalis 

used to have their own language (kura) belonging to Tibeto-Burman language family. 

Needless to mention that coming together of both these categories of population create 

the idea of Nepali/ Gorkha in Darjeeling hills or elsewhere in India, although the idea 

of Nepali/ Gorkha in Indian context usually known as a single community. In fact, the 

coming together of different communities, speaking different languages and belonging 

to different racial groups, into one was a situational necessity and was the result of a 

gradual historical process. We have merely touched upon the issue but to do justice to 

the question as to how Nepali nationalism grew out of a differential stock of population 

in Darjeeling hills or in India, is in fact to initiate a fresh research proposal in itself. To 

cut the long story short, it is out of the nineteenth and early twentieth century historical 

contingencies the differential stock of population thought of unification and this 

unification happened through linguistic plane. Nepali language (Indo-Aryan) has been 

considered as the language of all the communities irrespective of the fact that the 

majority of the population spoke different languages/ dialects belonging to Tibeto-

Burman language family. The unification that has happened historically for more than a 

century since Darjeeling’s emergence in 1835 got expressed in political terms in the 

form of a demand of a separate arrangement and finally in the demand of Gorkhaland 

in the 1980s. All these necessitated a single ethnic identity and that was well served by 

the term Gorkha which was more political than a cultural identity. After 1990s when 

the efficacy of Gorkha identity and for that matter the expectations of Gorkhaland 

appeared to be dim, communities of Darjeeling hills found it convenient to move back 

to their individual identities which was premised on a racial foundation. As a matter of 

fact we experience majority of the communities who are demanding tribal status today 
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were all belonging to Mongoloid communities. However, while passing through this 

more than a century long history of social and political change they have lost much of 

their traditional practices and most importantly their own languages, but reproducing 

them is not at all an impossible task, especially when the communities find themselves 

placed in such a situation where community cards are considered to be a politically 

viable resource by all the major stakeholders of politics at the local, regional, state and 

even at the national level politics. The point is the roots of the claim of a tribe as raised 

by the Mongoloid communities, including the Khambu Rais is neither ahistorical nor 

asociological but certainly it is political. 

While dealing with the roots of tribalism and the involvement of Khambu Rais 

besides other communities in the Darjeeling hills we have further observed that there 

has been a presumed shift in hill politics from the fierce battle of statehood in the 1980s 

towards a more accommodative politics of recognition and affirmative action in the 

new millennium. Till date, as the history of both the movements suggest, Gorkha 

identity politics was more assertive and aggressive often escalated into violence 

whether in the 1980s or in its recent revival in 2017, the demand of tribal identity 

politics on the other hand seemed to be more placid that followed constitutional means 

to persuade both the common people and the state. If movements are considered as 

courses of mobility then it can fairly be said that while the Gorkha identity politics 

followed a course of mobility for assertion while tribal identity politics followed the 

course of mobility for consolidation1. By following the course of mobility for assertion 

Gorkha identity politics found its roots in exploitation and grievances which were 

partly economic, partly social-cultural, and partly political as well. Gorkha mobilization 

favoured any association as long as they stood by the position of the GNLF and were 

antagonistic to the state and wanted to transform the existing provincial arrangement 

(in which Darjeeling hills was placed) by creating a separate province for Darjeeling 

hills. On the contrary by following the course of mobility for consolidation tribal 

identity politics (including the Khambu Rai’s demand) in Darjeeling hills dwelled upon 

the strategies to gain access to the privileges that protective discrimination measures 

guarantee. Substantiating a plansible genealogy of tribalhood through various means of 

mobilizations, the community organizations submitted petitions and appealed to the 
                                                           
1 Pradip Kumar Bose has analysed mobility in the context of conflict where he used these notions of 
‘mobility for assertion’ and ‘mobility for consolidation’ as expressed in the social roots of caste conflict 
in Bihar. For details vide Bose,. 1998..  
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state for changing their status from OBCs to STs. Peaceful processions, public 

celebration of festivities (like sakewa and sakela), organization of conferences and fairs 

were parts of their mobilization programmes and unlike Gorkha aspiration such 

mobilizations were always preceded by the feeling as ‘doing something that is 

deserving the state patronage’.   

So far as the routes of tribalism in Darjeeling hills are concerned it was 

observed that the state plays a central role in it. Scholars like Xaxa (2008) reminded us 

that the articulation of a tribal identity is related primarily to the state and its resources 

or to the benefits that it may make available. Moreover, the Darjeeling situation 

revealed that the intervention of the state is not only crucial in the determination of 

tribal identity but also in the degree of success of a particular community in achieving 

its goals. The study has shown that attempts of the Khambu Rais in mobilizing a 

movement for tribal status was both directed towards the state and also directed by the 

state. Communities like Khambu Rais have traveled with time and assimilated 

themselves in the present social order but still feels threatened about their cultural loss 

and are engaging themselves in recasting indigenity. What is theoretically innovative 

and politically crucial is the need to think beyond the narratives of indigenity and initial 

subjectivities as propagated by the activists and to focus on those moments and 

processes that are produced in the articulation of cultural differences. These processes 

often involved the innovative sites of collaboration and contestation that help the act of 

realizing the idea of self-in-society itself. 

The idea of a self-in-society in case of the Khambu Rais, inasmuch as it was the 

case with the other tribal status aspirant communities in the Darjeeling hills, got 

reflected in the presumed shift from Gorkha to micro community identities. The move 

away from the singularities of ‘Nepali’ or ‘Gorkha’ as primary conceptual and political 

category for the Indian Nepalis, has resulted in an awareness of the subject positions – 

in case of the Khambu Rais such subject positions imply the notions like belonging to a 

Mongoloid race, being a Kirata or a matwali, having a rich heritage of ancestor 

worshipping, a Tibeto-Burman language etc. – that inhabit the claim of Scheduled 

Tribe status raised by different communities including the Khambu Rais in the 

contemporary Darjeeling hills. This issue of shifting identities among the hill 

communities of Darjeeling thus determines the urge of the people to get rights, 

recognition and autonomy with the different categories like ‘Gorkha’ or ‘tribal’. Reality 
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suggests that the subjective meaning of being a Khambu in the present context has been 

in many ways influenced by the organizational concerns and directions of the KKRSS. 

However, it is also significant to note that the Khambu self might not necessarily be a 

handmade product of the KKRSS in its entirety, notwithstanding the fact that the 

KKRSS did sharpen their attitude and aspiration to that extent where they started 

identifying ‘Khambu’ and ‘tribe’ as synonymous. 

Such possibilities were reflected in two particular domains. Firstly in the very 

act of switch positioning, which was involved in the way the organization and the 

general Khambus shifted continuously their position from Gorkha to tribal identity. The 

point is that both Gorkha and tribal identity are complementary to each other. That is to 

say in other words, a community can at the same time be a Gorkha and a part and 

parcel of the tribal identity recognition movement. This possibilities were revealed in 

situations whenever political outbursts of Gorkha identity – in an attempt to revive the 

Gorkhaland movement after Ghising – have taken place during 2007 (that showed the 

emergence of Bimal Gurung as the new leader of Gorkhaland movement), 2011 (when 

the renewed call for Gorkhaland was settled by scrapping the DGHC and forming the 

new administrative body called Gorkhaland Territorial Administration), 2014 (from 

July 30, a final battle antim ladai for Gorkhaland began to take shape and was 

repressed in no time by the state), 2017 (third phase of movement for Gorkhaland 

continued for 104 days with large scale violence and counter-violence, mass 

imprisonment and lengthiest strikes), and during 2009 and 2014 Parliamentary election 

(in which BJP won both the times from Darjeeling only because the Gorkhas secured 

an ethnic block voting pattern for the party). In all these instances the Gorkhas 

registered oneness in terms of a community whose political image was not affected by 

the cause of tribal identity movement in which the respective hill communities were 

involved since the 1990s. All these show rather distinctively that a community like 

Khambu Rai and their aspiration to achieve tribal status has never appeared to be a 

hindrance in the path of Gorkha assertion. As and when it was so required, the tribal 

aspirant communities switched over to larger Gorkha identity suspending their micro 

identities, otherwise each of them mobilized themselves in their own way to 

consolidate their tribal identity claim. This study argues that tribalism phenomenon is 

not going to curb down the political valence of Gorkha identity/movement and the hill 

politics is not heading towards Gorkha vs. Tribe like situation.         
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The second domain of such multiple positionalisities was reflected by the issue 

of Hindu identity. As discussed earlier, cohabiting with the Hindu neighbours for years 

in Darjeeling hills, made it obvious that the Khambus or for that matter any other 

community belonging to Mongoloid race would appropriate Hindu customs and rituals. 

In fact, in chapters four and five we have discussed in detail such reciprocal 

relationships between the caste Hindus and the Khambu Rais. Such interactions 

however, did not yield into Hinduisation of the Khambus. In fact, the Khambus made 

selective appropriation of Hindu traits and moulded them to suit the Khambu life 

processes. It is that is why we argued that the conceptual categories like Hinduisation, 

Sanskritization or Hindu Method of tribal absorption could not explain the situation in 

Darjeeling hills. It is undoubtedly true that the tagadharis are still today highly 

respected in overall Nepali society in Darjeeling hills but that did not result into the 

subjugation of those who do not fit within the caste categories. Historically the routes 

of social mobility in Darjeeling, unlike Nepal was premised on secular grounds where 

one’s economic condition, educational background and professional engagement were 

deemed to be more important than one’s religious or caste affiliation. This has led 

communities to live a life following their own customs and rituals along with the 

veneer of Hinduism. In fact, the Khambus were neither known as Hindus or even as 

anti Hindus. It was only in the recent past, an attempt was made by the Khambu 

organizations to stress on their anti Hindu identity (we have discussed it in detail in 

Chapter four). The authoritative courses of actions of the organizations in popularizing 

the anti-Hindu identity among the Khambu Rais, especially by boycotting Hindu 

festivals like Dasain-Tihar, have miserably failed in Darjeeling hills. Unlike Nepal, the 

politics of Dasain have failed to gain ground in Darjeeling and communities like 

Khambu Rais went on claiming the tribal status along with the veneer of Hinduism, 

circumventing the hesitations of community organizations on the issue.  

The routes of tribalism in Darjeeling hills have also made it clear that the 

aspiration of tribal identity registered by the communities like the Khambu Rais is not 

to be confused as a ‘subaltern’ assertion. The Khambus or for that matter the matwali 

communities in Darjeeling hills were far from being subjugated by the social ostracism 

of Nepali caste system or Hinduism. So far as the questions of subordination, 

exploitation, subjugation or for that matter crisis of identity are concerned the largely 

accepted view is that the entire Nepali/ Gorkha community has been suffering from 
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such a feeling which actually fuelled the urge for a separate statehood. The crisis that is 

there in the tribal identity claim as raised by the Khambu Rais and others is not in their 

identity as such but in the processes of identification that has created a feeling of crisis 

as the repetitious attempts made by the Khambus were turned down by the state. 

Similarly, some scholars (like Sara Shneiderman 2015 and Mona Chhetri 2016) 

have used ethnicity as a lens to examine the micro identity politics in Darjeeling 

besides other places in the Eastern Himalaya. It is true that tribal identity claims as 

raised by the communities in Darjeeling hills share many similarities with ethnic 

identity (especially when the cultural components of it are considered), but equating the 

tribal identity claims as ethnic claims would be misleading. One of the core elements of 

ethnicity or for that matter of ethnic identity is the presence of an ‘other’. It is in 

relation to the ‘other’ that ethnicity builds itself up as a process. Conspicuously, in the 

present case the ‘other’ component is missing. To put it in other words, the Khambus 

have not been raising their voice favouring tribal identity as a response to an ‘other’. 

There are others who have also joined the Khambus in raising similar claims and 

thereby following similar trajectories. The claim of tribal identity came as handy to the 

Khambus, as also to others, as a strategic choice in moments of political stagnancy to 

secure their future by virtue of their past and present. The cultural contents of it were 

germinated in and through the social and often expressed in a language parallel to 

politics, which received further refinement with the patronization of community 

identities by the state as the potential political resource while dealing with the 

Darjeeling hills in political terms. Hence, there is less likelihood of inter-community 

clash, and above all the capacity of the communities, including the Khambus Rais, to 

switch position their multiple selves made the whole issue far more complex and 

intriguing from a sociological point of view. 

The routes of tribal becoming have manifested tribal incarnation in diverse 

layers, where, while some found a ‘new self’ in it, others practised it as a makeover 

which was highly oriented towards tribal recognition. Whatsoever the case may be, the 

subject/agent discourse was affected through the way recognition processes gradually 

entered the personal space of the subject population where preference, choice and tastes 

in terms of clothing, celebrations of private events, and inclination towards tribal 

distinctiveness were all prioritized. However, these were more prominent among those 

who found more pride in their ‘new tribal self’. Intertwined were the questions of class, 
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expertise (skill/ knowledge) and one’s status in the society which basically determined 

the traits of promoting some individuals/ sections of the Khambus as the face of the 

community in matters of negotiation with the state. In turn, they modified the ways the 

members of the community thought, felt and experienced the world, in a manner that 

Khambu commoners perceived tribal elements as ingrained in their ‘life-world’. 

In order to establish their claim of tribal identity and its continuance at present 

(as tribalism), communities like Khambu Rais, no doubt, have added some superficial 

elements to their cultural construction/performance for outward display. However, they 

happen to be the mere puppets at the face of larger processes, which has been at work 

for more than two decades in the name of recognition policy, leaving them with no 

choice, but to fall prey to these processual contingencies, without challenging or 

quitting, but partaking. The route towards tribalism, thus, has shaped the lives of 

communities like Khambu Rais and others in an altogether different fashion, where 

spontaneity seems to be part of systematically strategised operations. This, indeed, is a 

grim reality today which has transferred the onus of recognition from the state to the 

one who are entangled in multiple complexities. However, it is only by thinking beyond 

the given purview and approaching the phenomena from an interrogating subjective 

standpoint that newer turns to tribal happenings in Darjeeling might evolve, and 

communities like Khambu Rais are no doubt waiting for such eventful futures. 
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Performance of a Pitri puja by the Khambu Rais  
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APPENDIX – H 

 

Khambu Script and Language Primers and Magazines 
 

 
Khambu Script (Sumhang Lipi) 

       
Khambu Rai Monthly Magazine        Khambu (Bantawa) Language Primer  
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