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Abstract

This is a study of religious identity in Kathmandu, Nepal. The aim is to
establish the circumstances and conditions that define religious 1dentity and the
contexts in which it is expressed. Religious identity operates on various levels.
At the macro-level, the Muslims are defined by the state as a marginal group. At
the same time, the Hindu state has also shown itself to be toleraPt of Muslims:
the Hindu state not only intervened in communal clashes between Hindus and
Muslims but also showed its support for Muslims at a time of crisis, which then
affirmed the loyalty of the Muslims to the state. However, the acquiescent
attitude of the Muslims towards the Hindus does not hide the subtle attempts to
differentiate themselves from the Hindus, and their response and resistance to
[slamic reform clearly show that their secular interests are closely linked to their

religious ones. Finally, this thesis also shows that religious identity 1s
changeable.' [t presents case studies of religious conversion from one religion to

another, from one sect to another or from one level of commitment to another.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

When I was considering where to conduct fieldwork for my Ph.D. in
anthropology, there were many who encouraged me to do my fieldwork in
Singapore. My interest has always been in Muslim society, and in Singapore,
there is no shortage of important issues to conduct research on. However,
professionally, I felt that I needed to gain a fresh perspective on Muslim society. I
was born and raised as a Muslim in Singapore, and I needed to first step out of
that which has become familiar to me in order to reacquaint myself with it. The
chance came in 1996 when I first visited Kathmandu, Nepal. The Muslims of
Kathmandu are similar to those in Singapore in that they are both urban, religious
minorities. But the one factor that convinced me to do research there was the fact
that apart- from our common faith, there was little that was familiar to me in
Kathmandu. The discussions and arguments I had with my informants about our

religious differences about what is, or is not Islamic, have led me to investigate

the issue of religious identity. In challenging each other’s markers of religious
identity, my informants and I -were, at the same time, defining our own, and it
was through this process of exchange that the data in this thesis was produced.

The term ‘religious identity’ is used here as an analytical tool to explore
the way that Muslims define themselves in their narratives about religious issues.
‘Identity’ 1s sometimes seen as a neutral replacement of the term ‘ethnicity’
which has become embedded in ideas about race and primordialism (Tonkin et al. -
1989). However, Tonkin et al. (1989) warn that the problems with ethnicity come
not from the term itself, but more with its use as a method of human naming and
categorization; problems which they predict that the term ‘identity’ v?ill share.
Nevertheless, they suggest:

... two notions of the term ‘identity’: One more-or-less essentialist
notion, with ‘identity’ as something (as attribute, entity, thing,
whatever) which an individual or a group has in and of itself, and
‘tdentity’ that is subject to growth and decline, to health and sickness
and another much like that of ethnicity... — a notion only existing in a

context of opposition s and relativities. (Tonkin et al.1989: 17)



The notion of identity as something that is evolving is particularly relevant to this
thesis, which deals with the idea thgt identity 1s a shifting boundary. I am
particularly interested in how Muslims define who they are, the types and
significance of religious markers of identity, the contexts within which religious
identity is defined and the extent to which religious identity is determined by
social processes. .

- Apart from the work of Gaborieau (1977, 1982, 1984, 1993, 1995),
Siddika (1993), Sharma (1994), Thapa (1995, 1998, 2000) and Dastider (1995,
2000), the Muslims of Nepal have been largely overlooked by South-Asian
scholars. However, Inot only are the Muslims of Nepal relevant to the study of
Islam 1n South-Asia, they occupy a particular niche in the literature. The Mushims
of Nepal live 1n the only Hindu kingdom in the world, and for over a century,
were ranked in a codified Hindu caste hierarchy. In this respect, the study of
Muslims in Nepal provide an interesting counterpoint to that of the Muslims in
India who are living under a secular constitution and whose relationship with the
Hindu majority (in terms of caste) was not officially established. The work of
Gaborieau (1977, 1982, 1984, 1993, 1995) is particularly relevant for the study of -
kinship, ritual and caste among Muslims in a Hindu environment. At the same
time, the Muslims of Nepal are similar to those in other parts of the world in that
they are not immune to the forces of Islamization or religious reform. However,
way that they respond to these movements within the context of Nepal (see

Chapter Seven) will be of interest to scholars of religious reform movements.

Methodology

My fieldwork was carried out in two stages. During the first stage, which
1s over a period of about two months, .I stayed with three ditterent Muslim
families, and the data that was collected was during this period was derived
mainly from participant-observation. The second stage, duringwhich time I lived
apart from the Muslims, the data was gathered through structured interviews
which I personally conducted. I had a working knowledge of Nepali and knew a

few words of Hindi/Urdu. In cases where the informants did not speak any



Nepali, I was often helped by others who acted as impromptu translators. The
translation was often from Urdu or Tibetan into Nepali, but I also had cases
whereby the translation was done from Urdu or Tibetan into English (the
Nepalese often used me as an excuse to practice their English). However, most of
the time, my Nepali was adequate to conduct interviews without the help of an
interpreter.

[ was introduced to my Muslim hosts by Deepak, a Buddhist goldsmith

who lives in Kathmandu. When he found out that I wanted to do research on

Muslims, he contacted some of his Muslim clients and asked them if they would
mind having a Muslim researcher stay at their house. Not all were willing, but
Deepak 1s a man of remarkable perseverance and he managed to convince a few
of them to meet with me before deciding. When I arrived in Kathmandu, Deepak
itroduced me to these families. Deepak told everyone what a good Muslim I
was; In particular, he mentioned that I had been observing the fast since I was
seven, and that I could read the Quran in Arabic (these were Deepak’s ideas of

what constitutes a ‘good Muslim’, defined, no doubt, by his exposure to the

Muslims in Kathmandu).

During those first meetings, my hosts regarded at me with what I could
only interpret as uncertainty and doubt. Firstly, my p'hysical features were similar
to those of the Nepalese, and when I wore the shalwar kameez, it took Deepak
some eftort to convince them that I was Singaporean and not Nepalese. The fact
that I spoke Nepali wi‘thout a noticeable accent only made 1t more difficult for my ._ -
hosts to see me as a foreigner. In most cases, people were unaware of my Muslim
identity unless it was pointed out to them (and vice versa). Therefore, I cannot
say that my Muslim identity was a passport to immediate acceptance; validation
of my character came mainly from Deepak (himself a Buddhist) and it was
mainly bgsed on his persuasion that I was accepted by my hosts. In fact, Deepak’s
role in my research is not unlike Abu-Lughod’s (1988) father in hers, only in my

case, he is neither my father, nor a Muslim, but whose validation of my good

character I needed nevertheless.
Prior to meeting my host families, Deepak had suggested that I stay with
them for only a fortnight, so that both parties could decide on the suitability of



the arrangement. However, after I had stayed with the first tamily, I had to amend
the two-week arrangement into a two-week rule. Despite the short period of time,
my hosts regarded my departure as a personal rejection of their hospitality. I had
to convince them that I would stay for a fortnight with all the families, not just
theirs, thereby defining the temporal arrangement of the first part of my
fieldwork.

To the wives of my hosts, I was alWays bahini (younger sister), but to the
(male) hosts, I was called chhori (daughter). Their children, however, all called
me didi (elder sister). The choice of terminology was indicative of my ambiguous
position in the household. In terms of age, I was too old to be a daughter, but my
position as an unmarried female compelled my male hosts to use terminology that
defined a respéctable distance' between us and reinforce their authority in the
house. However, as the days went by, I realized that the terminology used was to
describe an 1deal relationship, not a working one. Because of my ambiguous
position, I was not bound to the typical role accorded to daughters or sisters in
Muslim families (cf. Abu Lughod 1988). I came and went as I pleased while my
hosts kept a watchful but respectful distance, something that would not be
possible had I truly been regarded as a sister or daughter.

Although my position of daughter/sister was not defined according to the
control my hosts had over my movements, it was clearly manifest during feasts
and festivals. For example, Eid, one of the main festivals for Muslims, was a
logistical and gastronomic nightmare as I was obliged to visit and dine with all
three families on the first day, which is usually celebrated among close relatives.
Sometimes, my position in the family was more subtly expressed, like being

scolded with the other children for eating too little at the dinner table, or being
escorted to a wedding by my ‘father’ so that I would be properly introduced.
Initially, by assuming the status of sister/daughter, it meant that I had to

surrender the control of my work to my ‘fathers’ and ‘brothers’, whom [ totally

Although the term ‘bahini’ strictly means ‘sister’, is more commonly used to refer to any
younger female, with no requirement of an actual kinship link. However, the use of the word is
not the same as making a person a ‘fictive kin’, which would imply familial obligations and the
observance of prohibitions on marriage. Because of this ambiguity in the meaning of the term
‘bahini’, some men may have preferred to call me ‘chhori’ to eliminate any possibility of an
Inappropriate relationship. |



depended upon for introductions and advice. My ‘fathers’ and ‘brothers’ gladly
took it upon themselves to plan whom I should talk -to, whom I should not and
which topics would be of interest. This arrangement only lasted for a few weeks —
once my network broadened, I regained control of my research and my unequal'
relationship with my ‘brothers’ and ‘fathers’ began to change. As I began to
know more people, my °‘families’ became a little more guarded in their
conversations with me. Where once they were the centre of my social nexus, they

felt that they are now merely a part of it.

As 1 became busier with my research, I also realized that my living
arrangements had to change. Although I was not restricted in my movements 1n
the daytime, my hosts did not approve of my night-time appointments. They were
also not appreciative of the unpredictable nature of fieldwork, which otten meant
missed lunches at home or sudden, unexplained absences. So two months and
three households later, I decided to live on my own. To create some- distance
between my informants and myself, I chose to rent rooms in non-Muslim houses,
which raised a few eyebrows in the Muslim community. None of my families
liked the fact that I was staying alone, much less in non-Muslim houses, but none
“of them imposed their views on me (or in some cases, I resisted obliging them).
Géssip about my new living arrangements (which eventually came back to me
through well-meaning informants) hinged on the fact that I have lived in London
for a long time, and that I was used to ‘freedom’. They were reflexive in their
analysis of the situation, placing the blame on themselves and saying that it must
have been their lifestyle that disagreed with me. My °‘sisters’ blamed the food
they cooked and their lack of ‘freedom’ to accompany me to places, while my
‘brothers’ and ‘fathers’ mentioned the lack of hot water and a separate

guestroom.

However, their main concern was that I would not be able to get halal
(permissible in Islam) food, and to compensate for this, they insisted that I have
my meals at their house (which I occasionally did). My hosts also made their

presence felt in the second phase of my research by frequently calling me to

check on how I was, to invite me for weddings and feasts and to remind me to

drop by their house for a cup of tea. I was still their bahini/chhori and was



obliged to visit or else I would be bepata (lost) to them. In this way, our
relationship continued throughout the rest of my fieldwork.

Compared to the first phase of fieldwork, where life was more or less
limited within the household, the second phase of my fieldwork was more frantic,
as my network of informants began to grow through personal contacts and
recommendations. My interviews with my new informants were loosely
structured around their households, their life history and their views on

Kathmandu Muslim society. My strategy to stay with the different groups. of

Muslims seemed to have paid off. It provided me with a useful reference point
when introducing myself to Muslims, and was an implicit validation of my
Muslim identity.

However, my established Muslim identity made it difficult for me to ask
questions that would jeopardize my religious standing with my informants. It was
hard for me to get an informant to explain Muslim rituals such as prayers,
wéddings, circumcision and death; the assuniption most informants made was
that as a Muslim, I ‘should know these things’. I also found it hard to distance
myself from the rituals that my informants' ;nd [ shared in common. By this I
mean that I was very conscious of how easy it was to impose my own meaning
and structure to ritual actions, especially when explanations are not forthcoming.
This has a direct effect on the kind of data that I collected. Although I was a
participant-observer in a few Muslim rituals, the data collected went little further
than description, bereft as it was of the reflection and discussion that Bowen
(1993) and Beatty (1999) were able to elicit from their informants.

Once my Muslim identity was established, my foreign i1dentity became
significant. The foreign Muslims 'that come to Kathmandu are usually wealthy
donors from the Middle East, and some of my informants naturally thought that [
was one of them. This had a profound effect on the kind of things that my
informants wanted to talk about. For example, they wanted to know how I was
going to help them get jobs for their children or how I was going to help raise

money for their madrasah (religious school). Methodologically, this meant that

the structured interviews that I had planned had to be changed to retlect the new

1ssues and themes that were emerging from the interviews.



As these new issues were being raised, I felt myseltf being pushed 1nto the
rolé of advocate. One could argue that there was little else to justify my presence
in Kathmandu; if I was not a donor or a potential employer, then I must be some
kind of activist, someone who will ‘help Muslims’. But even as they forged a role
for me to play, they had their doubts — this time I was quizzed not about my -
Muslim knowledge, but about who my sponsors were, what I am going to use the
data for, which organization was going to publish my book. I answered their
questions truthfully — I am mainly self-funded, I am writing a book for my
studies, and I don’t know if I will publish my thesis — but there was the nagging
feeling that whaf they wanted was for me to write for them, to “portray the real
Islam”.

‘On a final note, I wish to point out that what I present in this thesis is the
discourse of Muslims, of which religion is but one part. Alongside my structured
interviews, my notebook is filled with the quotidian concerns of Muslims: the
acute water shortages, the high price of onions, the overcrowded buses and the
high cost of health care, none of which are related to religion, but which are

shared by all the residents of Kathmandu. This reminds me of what Gilsenan
cautioned in his book Recognizing Islam: “...we should be especially wary of

assuming that it is Islam that is the most important area on which to focus. We do
not have to accept or impose the primacy of religion over social, economic or
political factors” (1992: 20). What I shall attempt to do in this thesis i1s to draw

out the areas in which the Muslims affect, and are affected by, the Hindu

environment in which they live.

The Setting

Nepal’s diverse population is as much a product of her unique
geophysical features as it is her geographical location. Covering an area of
147,181 sq. Km, Nepal can be divided into three ecological regions. The
mountain zone, with an altitude between 4877 and 8848 meters above sea level,

makes up 35% of the total land area of Nepal. At the same time, 1t is also the

* Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS) 1995: 132



most sparsely populated belt, with only 7.8% of the total population.” The Hill
zone, which ranges between 610 and 4877 meters above sea level, comprises
42% of the total land area of Nepal and 1s inhabited by 45.5% of the total
population.”’ Finally there is the Tarai, which is the most fertile region, consisting
of lowland area less than or equal to 610 meters above sea level. The Tarai covers
23% of the total land area of Nepal with 46.7% of the total population.

Nepal can also be divided into three horizontal cultural belts: Bhot, Pahar
and Madhes. Bhot (derived from the Sanskrit word Bhotah) denotes the high
alpine zone which is largely inhabited by the Tibetanids, which are “groups being
Lamaists of followers of the Bonpo religion and speaking dialect closely related
to High Tibetan (Hofer: 1979: 43). As a group, they are identified by their shared
Tibetan culture and religion, although in reality, there are actually about fifteen
enclaves of Tibetan-speakers extending the northern region of Nepal, each
distinguished by difterences in dress, architecture and spoken dialect of Tibetan
(Ramble 1997: 394). The Tibetanids depend primarily on agriculture and long-
distance transhumance for their livelihood. Due to their proximity to Tibet, they
also engage in trade between Tibet and the middle hills.

Furthest to the south is Madhes, the plains, or more commonly known as
the Tarai. Bounded by the Mahakali river in the weét and the Mechi river in the
east, and by the India states of Uttar Pradesh, Bihar and West Bengal tcj the south,
it 1s inhabited by various castes and tribals who share cultural, religious and
economic ties with India. Since malaria was eradicated in the 1960°s, much of the
dense forest was cleared by settlers, creating favourable conditions for the
cultivation of cash crops such as paddy, wheat, jute and sugarcane. Today, over

70% of cultivated land is in the Tarai, thus making it the main source of

agricultural products for Nepal.

The middle hill region, also known as Pahar (meaning ‘hill’), is the very

matrix of Nepal’s history. In the 18" century, Prithvi Narayan Shah, a ruler from

> CBS 1995: 26-7
' CBS 1995: 26-7
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a small state of Gorkha conquered the Kathmandu Valley and began the process
of bringing the whole of Nepal under Gorkha rule. In the wake of the Gorkha
military conquest was a process some have termed the ‘Hinduization’ or
‘Sanskritization’ of Nepal, as the dominant Parbatiya (who are a Hindu ethnic
group originally from the Karnali and Gandaki basins) migrated eastwards.
Although several scholars have debated the extent to which other hill
groups have been influenced by Parbatiya culture, some features are beyond
dispute: Nepali, which is the language of the Parbatiyas 1s today the national
language of Nepal, and Parbatiya festivals are celebrated nationwide. Today, the
middle hill region is inhabited mainly by hill natives (such as Magar, Gurung and
Tamang) and hill caste groups (such as the Chetri, Brahman and Newar) who

depend on the cultivation of rice and other crops on the terraced hillsides tor their

livelihood.

The Kathmandu Valley, located at an altitude of 4400 feet, stands apart
from the other steep-sided wvalleys that are found in the Himalayan range in
central Nepal 1in terms of its wealth and cultural elaboration. Its location has
enabled the Gorkhas to confrol valuable trade routes between India and Tibet,
while its fertile soil and favourable climate made it a key target for invaders and
immigrants alike. These factors combined have led to the development of an

elaborate division of labour as well as complex religious traditions that are unique

to the Kathmandu Valley (Gellner 1992: 9).

The Kathmandu Valley comprises three separate cities: Patan, Bhaktapur
and Kathmandu city (see Map 1b).” Kathmandu city (hereafter Kathmandu), the
setting for this study, is Nepal’s capital and its commercial and industrial hub.
Covering an area of 395 kmy, it has a total population of 675,431 (1991 Census).
The area that I have chosen for my fieldwork is represented in Map 2a. It roughly
corresponds to the district boundary of Kathmandu, as bounde_d_by the Ring Road
to the west, north and east and by the Bagmati river in the south.

3 . .. .
Of the three original cities of the Valley, two, Kathmandu and Patan now form a single
conurbation.

10



The Muslim Landscape of Kathmandu

Muslim activity in Kathmandu mainly revolves around the two mosques
located at the heart ot the city (see Map 2b). Located no more than 500 metres
from each other, the Nepali and Kashmiri mosques stand on the same side ot
Ghantaghar, a busy one-way street that leads to the Royal Palace. Both mosques
are guarded by high walls; a pedestrian walking on the same side of the street
may be forgiven for not noticing the minarets that tower just above him. The
main gates of the mosques are often closed, unless 1t 1s time tor the Friday
pravers, when they allow the onlooker a glimpse ot what lies beyond.

Daily life at the mosques 1s punctuated by prayers which are pertormed

five times a day. However, the number of Muslims that pertorm their daily

prayers at the mosque is tew. On any given day, no more than twenty or thirty are

Figure 1@ Interior view of the Kashmin Mosque

present, usually office workers, employees of the mosque, foreign visitors and
retirees. However, on Fridays, tor about halt an hour between 12:30 to Ipm and
again at 1:30 to 2pm, Ghantaghar and the surrounding roads are congested by the

volume of human tratfic that makes its way to and from the mosques for the

communal Friday pravers.
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Map 2b: Mushim Landmarks of Kathmandu
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The Kashmiri and Nepali Jame Mosques

The Kashmiri mosque, the older of the two mosques, 1s located at the
northern end of Ghantaghar near the junction of Jamal, and. 1s accessible from a
narrow gate which opens onto the busy street. The mosque 1s made up of three
complexes: the main prayer hall (in the background of Figure 1), the new annexe
and the now disused madrasah building at the innermost section of the mosque.
The mosque is beautifully decorated with low scalloped walls Which line the

walkway connecting the three complexes. There is also 2 carefully tended garden

that gives the impression of a green oasis in the middle of the bustling city.
There are two tombs located within the premises, one near the entrance of
the mosque and the other located on higher ground next to the madrasah. The
tombs are small replicas of the main prayer hall, with their own domes and four
minarets which rise from the four corners of the roofs. The upper tomb, that of
Haji Mishkin Shah, is accessible through a series of gates and steps that lead the
visitor through the lush greenery of the garden. Haji Mishkin Shah is known as
the first Muslim to have arrived in Kathmandu and is renowned for his mystical
powers. His tomb lies in the shade of a large tree, and at the base of the tree are
receptacles where incense are placed, lending their perfume to the air. The tomb
is unfurnished, except for the grave which lies at the centre of the room. The
grave 1S a raised concrete moﬁnd with a border of white tiles, and the mound is
covered with a velvet cloth and adorned with flowers. A chandelier lights up the
tomb and illuminates the prayers written in Urdu Which are written along the
border of the ceiling. Visitors to the tomb say prayers at the door, and then
proceed to circumnambulate the mound before kissing its edge. The lower tomb
is that of Khwaja Gyasuddin Shah, the nephew of Haji Mishkin Shah (ih the
foreground of Figure 1). His tomb is similar to that of Haji Mishkin Shah except
that on the premises of his tomb are two graves of his closest relatives, a reminder

of the time when Muslims were buried around the mosque.

The new annexe 1s a three-storeyed building with graceful arches that face
the pond where ablutions are performed before prayer. Adjacent to the new

annexe is the building used to house the madrasah. Its doors closed for over
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twenty years, it stands as a reminder of the centrality of the Kashmiri mosque in
Muslim society, a role that is now taken by the Nepali mosque nearby.
Next to the Kashmirl mosque, above a busy tea-shop, is the office of the

Islamiya Yuva Sangh (IYS), the Islamic youth organization which was

established in 1985. According to the head of the IYS, there are 100 members in
Kathmandu, and over 15,000 nationwide. Adjacent to the office of the IYS is the
Islamic library, which is managed by the IYSi It stocks books in English, Urdu
and Nepali, which they receive as donations mainly from India. The library
employs a librarian, whose job is to oversee the day-to-day running of the library
as well as to facilitate the talks and meetings that are sometimes held theré.

The aim of the IYS is to propagate Islam among Muslims, ‘to call
Muélims_ to the real Islam.” To this end, they hold study camps, invite
intellectuals and religious leaders to speak at their seminars and organize a
weekly talk for all Muslim students. The IYS also organizes scholarships for
Muslims to study, both at home and abroad. Since its inception in 1985, over 500
siuderits have received financial help, and 30 have graduated from universities in
India and Bangladesh. When this research was conducted, there were 40 students
1n foreign universities studying for ‘professional’ degrees, including engineering,
chemistry and forestry. The land on which the library is built belongs to the
Millate Islamiya, a socio-political group which supports the IYS.

Further south, across the side road that leads into Kamaladi, 1s the clock
tower, which 1s a part of the Tribhuvan university. Next to it is the egg-yellow
building that 1s the Nepali mosque. At four storeys high, it cuts an impressive
silhouette at the busy junction of Baghbazar (see Figure 2). The Nepali mosque
was renovated 1n the eighties; although the four-storey building is finished, the
other annexe, which is located inside the premises, was still under construction
when this research was conducted in 1999.

Entry to the mosque 1s by a side gate which is open to public, and near the
entrance 1s an array of shelves for the visitor to place his shoes. The first building
one encounters 1s the office of the Nepali Jame mosque, where the committee
members meet and where all administrative work, such as the keeping of

accounts, is done. Adjacent to the office is the unfinished annexe which is three
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stores high. Despite the rough concrete and lack ot satety barriers. the annex 1s
tilled during Friday prayers. Across the office 1s the main building, with 1ts
spacious fover, carpeted floors and open ground. The Nepali mosque 1s also the
main base for pilerims who are going for the Haj. Because all tlights to Mecca
leave from Kathmandu, pilgrims from outside the Valley (as well as their well-
wishers, which otten outnumber the pilgrims four to one) converge at the Nepal
mosque prior to the tlight tor Mecca. The pilgrims and their well-wishers are
allowed to sleep at the mosque during that time — the men 1n the main building,

the women 1n the untinished annexe — while the Nepali mosque commuttee

Figure 2: Junction of Ghantaghar (facing) and Baghbazar (right)

organizes their meals. In 1999, over 10,000 meal tickets were sold to the pilgrims

and their well-wishers over a three-day period.

T he Madrasah at the Nepali Mosque

Adjoining the mosque 1s the Madrasah Islamiya School. In order to reach
the madrasah, one has to 2o into a small lane by the side ot the mosque, past the
communal pond (where ablutions tor praver are pertormed), a tea-shop and a

outcher shop. The madrasah caters to local Kathmandu Muslims as well as those



from outside Kathmandu. It incorporates a hostel for boys as well as
accommodation for some members of the school staff.

[ volunteered to teach at the madrasah while I was in Kathmandu, and
 they offered me a few classes a week. Although the majority of the students are
Muslims, there were also 5-6 non-Muslims. Half the students come from India,
while the rest are Nepalese, mostly from the Taral. The ratio of boys to girls in
my classes were almosf 1:1. However, 1t became obvious that while there seems
to be equality when it comes to the boy-girl ratio, the age of the girls who attend
the school was much higher than that of the boys. For example, in the Lower
Kindergarten Class, the majority of the children were aged from 6-8 years old,
but I found the girls to be older, some as old as 10 or 12 years of age. The
curriculum was combined both secular and religious subjects. The school is
government-registered and follows the government prescribed syllabus up to the
seventh class. In addition to following the national syllabus which includes math,

science and English subjects, the students are also given lessons Urdu language,

and Quranic studies.

The Jame Market and the Tomb of Hazrat Mahal

At the junction of Baghbazar and Ghantaghar, next to the Nepali Jame
mosque, 1s a shopping complex called the Jame Market. The land on which it is
built 1s owned by the Nepali Jame mosque, and the rent paid by the various
businesses that occupy the building make up a substantial portion of the
mosque’s revenue. The shops in the Jame Market include three restaurants, a tea-
shop, a bookshop, a leather shop and a telecommunications company. To cater
for the Muslim population, the shops at the Jame Market are all salal and north-
Indian and Nepalese cuisine. The patrons are often Muslim tourists who find its
location next to the mosque convenient. The locals however, tend to stay away. A
Muslim man commented, “I never eat there. People will wonder what is wrong in
my home that I have to eat outside.” While eating at restaurants may be socially

unacceptable for some local Muslims, tea-drinking 1s very much the accepted

past-time, and the tea-shop makes brisk business at all hours of the day.
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Next to the Jame Market 1s a small enclosure surrounded by a low 1ron

fence. Inside the enclosure are some shrubs and flowering plants which surround
the tomb of Hazrat Begum Mahal, the wife of the Sultan of Oudh. It is said that
her arrival in Kathmandu led to the development of the Hindustani mosque.
However, unlike the tombs located in the Kashmiri mosque which are open to all,
the tomb of Hazrat Mahal is closed. Its location, at the corner of the busy junction
of Baghbazar, makes it an awkward stop for those who wish to visit the tomb.
There is a rumour that the real location of Hazrat Mahal’s tomb is elsewhere, and
that the ‘fake’ tomb was placed there to protect Muslim land from being taken

away by the government.

Indrachowk, the Kashmiri Bazar and the Raqi Mosque

Another area where there is a strong Muslim presence 1s the Indrachowk
area, where the Kashmiri Bazar is located. Although Indrachowk is the site where
the Muslims first settled in Kathmandu (see Chapter Three), the descendants of
its original mhabitants have long moved out. When this resesarch was carried out
in 1998, there were only nine Muslim households out of one thousand households
in the same area. The Muslim character of Indrachowk is derived not from its
inhabitants, but rather the Kashmiri Bazar, which is owned almost exclusively by
Muslims.” The Bazar is famous for its glass beads which are threaded and made
into the mangal sutra, the wedding necklace worn by Hindu women. The
- majority of the bead-sellers live outside Indrachowk, although they admit that
their forefathers used to live there. As Map 2b shows, there 1S a mosque at
Indrachowk. Not more than three minutes’ walk from the Bazar i1s the Raqi
mosque. The mosque 1s actually a large room, about 15 by 20 metres, located
~ above a tailor’s shop in an alley. Despite its small size, it is one of the oldest
mosques in Kathmandu. According to oral history, the mosque got its name from

the Iraqi traders that used to trade in-Kathmandu.

" Out of a total of 34 shops, there is only one shop which is owned by a non-Muslim.
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Thamel Mosque

Another Muslim enclave is located in Thamel, the tourist area of
Kathmandu. Located about ten minutes’ walk from the University campus, 1t 1s a
cul-de-sac where six Muslim households are located. A sign at the junction with
the main road proudly proclaims in English “Halal Meat Available Here,” one of
the hints that there are Muslims in the area. In the 1970’s a Muslim who used to
live in the area sold his three-storey house to a group of Muslims who had then
converted the house into a mosque. Thé mosque caters mainly to the Muslim
shopkeepers and workers in the Thamel area.” Along the same road, there is also

a Muslim tea-shop and a butcher.

Sundhara

The traditional place for finding halal meat is Sundhara. A Mﬁslim man
who came to Kathmandu in the early 1960°s recalled that at the time, the only
place where halal meat was sold was at Sundhara. “There were only 2 or 3
Muslim butchers, and they opened their shop a for few hours during the day. It
was very difficult for us to get halal meat then. Now it is easier. There are a few
Muslim butchers in other places as well,” he said. To the locals, Sundhara and the
surrounding area is known for its fresh produce and meat market. The Muslim
butchers, however, are located in a separate area. The meat often found at these
~ shops are mutton and buffalo meat which have been prepared according to

[slamic rites. From my interivews with the butchers, there is an estimated one

hundred butchers in Kathmandu. Some work for the local Newar butchers, while

others own their own meat shops.

The Mosque and Muslim Cemetery at Swayambhu

At the base of Swayambhu is the only Muslim cemetery in Kathmandu
(see Map 2b). Covering an area of about 16 annas, It 1s divided 1nto two sections:
the Nepali (10 annas) and the Kashmin (6 annas). Each- side 1s also represented

by different caretakers who administer the funeral rites and maintain the

It should be noted that the Muslim shopkeepers and workers who in Thamel, like those in the
Kashmiri Bazaar, do not live in the area where they work.
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cleanliness of the cemetery. The Kashmiri side of the cemetery can be
distinguished from the elaborate tombs that are built around some of the graves.
Some of these bear a resemblance to the tombs ih the Kashmiri mosque, with a
dome and minarets as well as a velvet cloth which covers the grave. These are the
graves of the elders of the established Kashmiri families 1n Kathmandu; their
death anniversary is observed at the cemetery by their descendants. Only the
descendants of these Kashmiris are allowed to be buried on the Kashmiri side of
the cemetery. This criteri.a 1S fixed according to genealogy as well as sect — new
immigrants from Kashmir (such as those who had fled the violence in the 1980°s)
are not allowed to be buried in the Kashmiri side of the cemetery. Also, according
to the Kashmiri elders, Kashmiri Muslims who have converted to the Deobandi
sect are prohibited from being buried in the Kashmiri side of the cemetery.

In contrast, the Nepali side of the cemetery is simply a flat piece of
ground with not a stone in sight. There are no grave markings, in keeping with
the Deobandi prohibition on any kind of veneration to any beings or objects other
than God. The Nepali caretakers handle all Muslim burials that do not fall under
the purview of the Kashmiri caretakers. The boundary between the Kashmiri and
Nepali side 1s not marked either; the caretakers know their respective areas
instinctively.*On the Nepali side, there is also a small mosque and nearby, a

madrasan. The mosque also draws some of the Muslims in nearby areas for

Friday prayers.

| Who is a Muslim?

There are 653,218 Muslims in Nepal, constituting 3.5 percent of the total
population (1991 Census). However, unlike the 1954 Census which subsumes all
Muslims under one category, the 1991 census identified two separate categories:
Muslim and Churaute’ (Gurung 1998), implying that the Churaute are a separate
social/ethnic group from other Muslims. As a result of this division, there have
been a few inconsistencies in the enumeration of Muslims — only 24 out of 103

districts showed parity between the number of Muslims enumerated (as one

category) and the total which is derived from adding up the two separate

8
The Churaute are a Muslim group found mainly in the hill region of central Nepal
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categories. In 48 districts, the total of the two separate categories was more than
the Muslims enumerated as a single category. Overall, If the two categories are
added fogether, the total would then be 654,833, a discrepancy of 1615 more than
the total which is presented in the 1991 Census. N

It 1s important to note that there is another problem with the enumeration
of Muslims in Nepal: because Nepal has an open border with India, Indian
Muslims make up an unknown proportion of the Muslim population. In
enumerating the census, Muslims are usually lumped together as one religious
group, whereas other groups are differentiated by their surname or caste, which
may give an indication of their geographical origin. Although Muslims tend to
think that their number is being under-inflated in the census, if we take the
citizenship of Muslims into consideration, it is possible that the number of
Muslims in Nepal is inflated by Muslim immigrants from India and elsewhere.

The issue of citizenship is a sensitive one. When this research was carried
out in 1998, there was a lot of resentment among the local Muslims about the
lack of jobs in the capital and the general perception was that the influx of
Indians was to blame. According to the 1991 Census, out of a total population of
I8 million people, 91,000 (0.5 percent) were people of foreign citizenship living
in Nepal. Indians made up the bulk of the foreign population with 68,489 people
(75 percent), while 6395 (7 percent) were Chinese citizens, about 12,000 (13
percent) were of other citizenship and 3333 (5 percent) chose nof to declare their
citizenship. In Kathmandu, the proportion of foreign citizens is marginally higher
— about 1 percent of the total population. Again, Indian citizens make up 79.5
percent of the foreign citizens, followed by the Chinese who account for 3.9

percent.

Some of these foreign citizens have lived and worked in Kathmandu for
several generations, but still hold foreign citizenship. A more recent case is that
of the Tibetan Muslims who arrived in Kathmandu in the early 1960’s. Some of

them, despite having lived in Nepal for 25-30 years, still hold Indian passports.
When I asked what nationality they are, they proudly admitted they are Nepalese
Muslims, but when I asked what passports they hold, they reluctantly admit that

they hold Indian passports. They were worried that declaring themselves as
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Indian Muslims might jeopardize their status in Nepal. Their anxiety stems from

the fact that they do not feel secure in Nepal and they are at pains not to draw

attention to themselves and their status as foreigners.

Occupation of Muslims

The data was gathered from personal interviews with 325 respondents . In '
contrast to the Muslims in other parts of Nepal who are engaged primarily in
agriculture, none of the Muslims surveyed are engaged 1n agriculturé. Kathmandu
is an urban centre, and the employment opportunities are in the urban, rather than
the rural éector. There are two Muslim landowners who allow others to till their
land in return for a portion of the harvest, although they admit that the
agricultural surplus from the land is negligible compared to what could be gained
from developing the land into houses or office space. In survey, there were only
two who openly admitted that they are landowners. Others were wary of
declaring their land ownership, for fear that 1t might be used for taxation

purposes.

The issue of being guarded about one’s profession was pervasive in the
survey. While some respondents were specific about their profession, others were
more ambiguous about describing what exactly they do. When asked what work
they do, the answer given is “I do some work here and there” or “I do many kinds
of work”. These include odd-job workers whose employment varies from day to
day. Others, although unemployed for most of the time I was there, refused to say
that they are unemployed, opting instead to say that they do ‘some work’. The
Muslim men I interviewed seemed keen to project the image that they are

capable, working men. Therefore, it is not surprising that only 6 out of 362

2 : : . :
Those whose occupations are ambiguous have been categorized under ‘unspecified’. By

ambiguous [ mean that although they say that they are not unemployed, they do not specity their
profession or their source of income.
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Table 1. Occupation of Muslims

Factory Workers
Home-makers
Not speciﬁed
Business
Embroidery
Mosque

Teacher

Retired

(62M)
(70F)
(12F, 32M)
(4F, 24M)
(28M)
(21M)

(6F, 12M)
(10M)

Civil Service

(1F, 4M)

Politician
Businessman
Engineer
Teacher 1
Handicraft Shop (7TM)
Working Abroad (6M)
Jeweller (6M)
Unemployed (6M)
Bead Shop (SM)
Tourism
Hotel Owner (5M)

62
70
43
28
28
21
18
10

WL b by ON O O

Lecturer (4M) 4
Doctor (3M) 3
NGO (1F,2M) 3
Civil Servant (1F,2M) 3
Landlord (2M) 2
Media (2M) 2
Import/Export (2M) 2
Fitness  (1F,IM) 2
Computing (1F, IM) 2
Advertising (IM) 1
Cloth Dyer (IM) 1
Cook (IM) 1
Embassy (1M)
Engineer (IM) 1
Newsreader (IM) 1
Politician (IM) 1
Restaurant Owner (1M) 1
Salesman (IM) 1
Watch repairer (IM) 1
Bangle Shop (4M) 4
Total: 362
Males: 265

Females: 97
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people (1.65 percent) claimed to be unemployed and all six were young men who

were actively seeking work.

Interestingly, there were no women who considered themselves
unemployed — women who stay at home, be they wives, widows, divorcees or
unmarried daughters, say that they do housework, or, in Nepali, fgbérbemay’ |
which literally means ‘to watch the house’. Home-makers constitute 19.33
percent of the total working population. In addition to performing housework,
some women also do part-time work to contribute to the household income.
These include doing part-time cleaning jobs for other households, home-based
clerical and handicraft work. In one household I visitéd, three generations of
women would sit together everyday after lunch to thread glass beads into
necklaces to be sold at the local bead market. One of them even boasted that she
once managed to surpass her brother’s monthly salary by threading beads in her
free time. There were 12 of these women, who, when asked what work they do,
said that 1n addition to the housewofk, they also have ‘other’ work.

Of all the professions, factory workers make up the largest group, with 62
out of 325 persons (18.9 percent). The respondents in the survey were workers at
two clothing factories which employed almost exclusively Muslim men from
Bihar, Biratnagar, Uttar Pradesh and Darjeeling 1n India.” These factories do not
have signboards or names. They are situated in crowded residential areas and the
only clue one had as to the existence of a factory is the unmistakable whirr of
sewing machines going at full speed. These factories hire between 30 and 50
people, and one was owned by a non-Muslim. The other factory was owned by
two Muslim bfothers from India who have been living in Kathmandu for almost
15 years. These factory workers are but a small percentage of the total number‘ of
Muslim immigrant workers in the capital. I was told by the factory workers that

there are at least 10 such ftactories in Kathmandu.

Another industry which hires foreign Muslim immigrants 1s embroidery,
which has 28 people, all of whom are men. This group is different from the

factory workers in two respects: the structure of the business they work n and the

quality of the work involved. In the factory, there are usually one or two

16
| found a total of 8 workers who were non-Muslims at these two factories.
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supervisors who oversee the work of 30-50 men. Meals and prayers are
communal, and most factories have designated spaces for the men to cook and '
pray. Although some factory workers do embroidery work, the quality of the
embroidery demanded 1s not as high as those who are in the embroidery business.
Those in the embroidery business usually work in small shops that line the streets
of Jyatha, Jhocche and Thamel, the main tourist areas. Each shop has about 2-5
men, each producing embroidéry for wholesale and retail orders. For the
untrained worker, apprenticeship can take one to two years of unpaid labour
(although meals and accommodation are provided). Also, because the industry
caters to the tourist market, these embroiderers have to show a high degree of
creativity and skill in producing custom-made emblems and patches.
Thirty-six of those surveyed were in some form of ‘business’, a blanket
term used to describe a diverse range of activities such as shop-keeping, trading
I and small-scale industry. This category also includes four women who participate
in their family business on full-time basis — two are in the antique business and
two do administrative work for their family’s clothing company.
There were 13 Muslim teachers out of the sample of 325. Four were
female graduates teaching in private schools, while eleven were male graduates
teaching in the madrasah. There seems to be a gender bias in the employment of

women 1n the madrasah. There was only one temale teacher at the madrasah and

she was a non-Muslim. When I asked the temale teachers why they did not teach
at the madrasah, they said that they were shy to work there and they were

worried that it might lead to gossip in the Muslim community. “People would

talk,” one female teacher said to me. Although it was not mentioned, it is well
known that the pay at the madrasah 1s also not as good as that in the private
schools. |

The survey also produced seven Muslims who sell Kashmiri handicrafts.

These shops are almost 1dentical in the type of goods that they sell: hand-woven
carpets, woollen and pashmina shawls, wood carvings, papier-maché ornaments
and leather garments. When I interviewed them, they proudly proclaimed that

~ almost all the shops selling Kashmiri handicrafts are run by Muslims from
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Kashmir . Most of them came to Kathmandu with their families to escape the
rising violence in Kashmir. Again, the seven that were surveyed are part of a
larger population of first generation Muslims from Kashmir who have shopé all
over the city, especially in tourist areas such as Durbar Marg and Thamel. An
estimate of the number of shops selling Kashmiri handicrafts would be in the
range between 20-30.

Four out of the sample surveyed owned shops selling bangles and ladies’
accessories such as make-up and costume jewellery. The four men I interviewed
were related to each other and live within the same vicinity. They have lived in
the area for at least 50 years and they have been in the business of selling bangles
and accessories for as long as they could remember. They sé.y that they do not to
have any business or genealogical links to the Churaute of the hills who also
manufacture and sell bangles. The bangles and accessories that they sell are
imported from India and China.

Twenty-one people in the survey were working at the mosques or the
madrasah as caretakers and administrators (those who teach at the madrasah are
categorized under ‘teachers’). They are all men, some of whom live on the
premises rent free with their families. Sixteen of these men are employed at the
Nepali mosque (and its adjoining madrasah) while five are employed at the
Kashmir1i mosque.

Five.out of those surveyed said that they sell beads for a living. The bead
market, which is located at Indrachowk, is known as Pote (bead) bazaar. The
shops have existed for over 300 years. In the beginning, it was owned exclusively
by the Kashmiri Muslims who used to trade in the glass beads. That is why
among some of the older generation Muslims, the Pote bazaar is also known as
the Kashmiri bazaar. Today, due to intermarriage with, and transfer of ownership
to non-Kashmiri Muslims, proprietorship of the shops is no longer exclusively
Kashmiri, although ownership is still predominantly Muslim: only one shop out
of the thirty-four is owned by a Hindu. The interesting aspect about the Pote
bazaar is that it caters to a predominantly Hindu market. The beads, which come

from Japan and Czechoslovakia, are usually made into sacred necklaces called

.
Out of 18 shopkeepers interviewed, only one was a Nepalese Hindu.
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‘mangal sutra’ which are worn by the Hindu Bahun and Chhetri brides. Muslim

women do not wear any of the bead products from the bazaar.

Distribution of Muslims in Nepal and Kathmandu

According to the 1993 CBS, there are 625,150 Muslims in the Tarai
region, which accounts for 95.7 percent of the total Muslim population in Nepal
(Gumng 1998). They are dominant in Rautahat (17.2 percent of the total
population), Kapilvastu (16.8 percent) Banke (16 percent) and Parsa (12.3
percent). Muslims in the Kathmandu Valley account for 0.93 percent (6030
persons) of the total population of Muslims iﬁ Nepal (1991 Census). This can be
further broken down into the Muslim population of the three cities of Lalitpur
(593), Bhaktapur (110)-and Kathmandu (5377).

A total of 126 Muslim households in Kathmandu were surveyed for this
research. This figure 1s derived mainly from personal interviews and
supplemented by data gathered from complied ward profile for ward 27 (which
includes Indrachowk), and the voter list for ward 31 (which includes Baghbazar,
Kamaladi and Putalisadak). Map 2a shows that the Muslims are mostly located
within a 1.5km radius from Ghantaghar, where the two main mosques are
located. The area with the highest number of Muslims is Baghbazar, the area
directly adjacent to the Ne'pali Jame mosque. Theﬁ survey revealed 35 Muslim
households, with approximately 200 persons 1n total. Despite the relatively large
number of Muslims in the area, the number of Muslims in proportion to the total
number of households is small. An inquiry at the ward office revealed that the
number of households in the area is about 500'3, which would mean that the

number of Muslim households accounts for only 7 percent of the total number of

households.

12 : : . . : . : : ,
Kathmandu is divided into 35 administrative wards. The ward profile 1s a comprehensive

document which provides a breakdown of the households and residents in the ward.

" This was an estimate given by the ward officer. The voter list showed about 350 households,
but there were several pages missing, and the voter list does not include households which are
occupied by non-Nepali citizens. There was no ward profile kept at the office.
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Although it 1s tempting to say that there is a concentration of Muslims in

the central” Kathmandu, the reality is that Muslim houses are often dispersed
among other houses belonging to non-Muslims. Historically, however, this was
not the case. During the Malla period, caste rules dictated that Muslims should be
kept separate from other castes, and Indrachowk was designated as a ‘Muslim’
area, marked by walls and gates (Oldfield 1981: 95). The city soon outgrew its
 caste-based bo_!mdaries and the Muslim population eventually dispersed from
Indrachowk 1n search of bigger homes for their growing families. According to
the 1999 Profile for Ward 27 (which includes Indrachowk), there were only
eleven Muslim households out of a total of 1200.

The fact that Muslims are living in mixed neighbourhoods is directly
linked to tﬁe issue Muslim identity in Kathmandu. Sheikh Idris is in his fifties
and has lived in Chhetrapati all of his life. When his family first moved there,
there were hardly any Muslims in the area. Sheikh Idris recalls his childhood
when he used to play with the Newar boys in his neighbourhood. “Even now my
good friends and neighbours are Newars. We [Muslims] also follow some Newar
culture,” he proudly proclaimed. “We eat the dhao baji (curd with beaten rice)
and we can also speak Newar1.” While Sheikh Idris was keen to show his affinity
with the Newar locals, his relative Sheikh Khalil was not: “I was treated like an
outcaste — I even had to wash my own cups after drinking tea in the shop.”

Although Sheikh Khalil no longer faces such discrimination in Kathmandu today,

he still feels vulnerable as a minority in a Hindu country, something that is shared

by most Mushms I spoke to.

Categories of Muslims in Kathmandu
Although the Muslims of Kathmandu represent less than one percent of
the total Muslim population of Nepal, the heterogeneous composition* of the

population provides an interesting setting for the study of religious identity.
Various terms are used to describe the different Muslim - groups, including
‘Nepall’, ‘Taraian’, ‘Tibetan’, ‘Kashmiri’, ‘Deobandi’, ‘Sunni’ and ‘Barelwi’. In

this section, the meanings of these terms are explored.
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A) Kashmiri Muslims

14
i 'Kashmiri' by birth

ii. 'Kashmiri' by religious affiliation
iil. 'Kashmiri' by geographical origin

The term ‘Kashmiri’ can mean one of three things. The most common use .
of the term is to describe someone who is a descendant of Kashmiri traders who
arrived in the Valley in the fifteenth century. However, not all who proclaim
themselves as ‘Kashmir1’ are the descendants of traders. Some are the
descendants of healers, cooks and Persian language specialists (not all of whom
are from Kashmir) who were invited by the Malla and Shah kings to serve in their
court. Up to the early nineteenth century, the only mosque in Kathmandu was the
Kashmiri mosque, and it is their forefathers’ involvement in the Kashmiri
mosque, rather than the origin of their forefathers, which has conferred upon
these Muslims the identity of being ‘Kashmiri’. At some point in history ,
membership into the Kashmiri mosque was closed to outsiders, which meant that
new arrivals to the capital could not participate in the management of the mosque
although they were allowed to pray there.

‘ The Muslims who fall into this category are the legitimate guardians of
the Kashmiri mosque. Management of the mosque (and the other properties
belonging to the mosque) i1s in the hands of a mosque committee, which is
comprised of five members elected from Kashmiri families. The genealogies of
the various Kashmiri families are carefully recorded by the elders in the group so
that duties and responsibilities are equally shared and to prevent any disputes
over issues of inheritance and authority. According to one Kashmiri historian,
there are about 70 Kashmiri households (roughly 300 Kashmiris) in Kathmandu
(for an example of Kashmiri family, see Chapter Two). Those who fall into this

category are also given special burial privileges on the Kashmiri side of the

Muslim cemetery at Swayambhu.

" In the chapters that follow, the term 'Kashmiri' will refer specifically to this group of Muslims.

15
Some Kashmiris claim it occurred when the Nepali Jame mosque (then called the Hindustani
mosque) was established. Others claim that membership had 'never been open’ and that they are
all descendants of the few Kashmiri traders who first arrived in the capital.
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The term ‘Kashmiri’ is also used to describe Muslims whose religious
centre 1s the Kashmiri mosque. Theic,.e Muslims are likely to be recent immigrants
to Kathmandu who come from the Tarai. These Muslims — who sometimes call
themselves Barelwi after the religious group of the same name in India (see
below) - practice saint veneration, and the fact that the Kashmiri mosque is the
locus of saint veneration in Kathmandu has made the mosque the primary marker
of their religious identity. However, they are not allowed burial rights at the
Kashmir1 cemetery, nor are they eligible for membership into the mosque
committeé.

Finally, the term *Kashmiri Muslim’ 1s also used to describe the Muslims
who arrived from Kashmir in the eighties and nineties. These Muslims are mostly
traders who specialize in Kashmiri handicrafts and woollen products which they
sell in the tourist sectors of Kathmandu such as Thamel. Apart from their
common geographical origins, these Kashmiris have little in common with the
Kathmandu Kashmiris. In fact, most of them are opposed to saint-veneration and
do not pray at the Kashmiri mosque. They often dismiss the way that the
Kathmandu Kashmiris have appropriated the term ‘Kashmiri’. “After all, they
have no ties with Kashmir. They don’t even speak Kashmiri language. We are the

true Kashmiris, not them,” one shop-owner complained to me.

B) Nepali Muslims
i) ‘Nepall’ as a national identity (by citizenship)
ii) 'Nepali' as opposed to 'Kashmiri' (by religious affiliation)

The term ‘Nepali Muslim’ is used in two ways. It is firstly an expression
of citizenship. Most Muslims who are Nepalese citizens would describe
themselves first as Nepali Muslims, including the Kashmiri Muslims. In fact,
some of the Kashmiri Muslims I spoke to'objected my calling them Kashmiri in

the first place: “We are Nepali Muslims. We were originally from Kashmir, but

now we are Nepali Muslims.” Tibetan Muslims are also known to describe

themselves as “Nepali Muslims’ to downplay their immigrant status and affiliate

themselves with the Muslim population.
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Secondly, the term is also used to refer to someone who affiliates himself
with the Nepali Jame mosque. This is directly linked to the issue of birthright,
especially with regards to the issues of leadership of the mosque and burials in
the Muslim cemetery. Put simply, all those who are not eligible for leadership of
‘the Kashmiri mosque or for burial on the Kashmiri side of the Muslim cemetery
are deemed as Nepali Muslims. This idea was expressed succinctly by the
caretaker at the Nepali mosque, who said “Whoever is not a Kashmiri Muslim is
a Nepali Muslim.” By this definition, the non-Kashmiri population make up more
than 90 percent of the total Muslim population of Kathmandu.

Under the umbrella of the term ‘Nepali’ are various Muslim groups
defined according to their geographical origins. The three discernible groups are
the Taraian, Indian and Tibetan Muslims. Although the Tarai is a part of Nepal,
the need for Taraian Muslims to distinguish themselves from other Muslims
stems from their perceived marginalization by the Kathmandu Muslims.
Interestingly, some ot those who are the most vocal about their Taraian identity
are highly educated professionals, such as lecturers and administrators, who are
also active in mosque-related activities. One university lecturer explained, “These
Kathmandu Muslims have a superiority complex. As a Taraian Muslim, someone
from ‘dutside,’ you have to work extra hard to prove yourself in the Muslim
community.” The majority of the Taraian Muslims, however, are factory workers
in the garment industry.

The term ‘Tibetan Mushim’ is generally used to refer to the Muslims who
come from Tibet. There are about 30 Tibetan Muslim households in Kathmandu
(see Chapter Two). They are perhaps the most clearly defined ethnic category
within the Muslim community, both in terms of appearance and language. It is
common to see Tibetan Muslims at a wedding wearing the Tibetan national

costumne, chatting amongst themselves in Tibetan and then switching effortlessly

to Urdu or Nepali when conversing with non-Tibetan Muslims. Tibetan Muslims
are also unique among the Muslim groups in that marriages are commonly
arranged with other Tibetan Muslims. Out of 32 Tibetan marriages survéyed,
only 4 were with non-Tibetan Muslims, and out of the 4, only one was with a

Muslim from Kathmandu. The rest were with foreigners. Although the Tibetans
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are historically linked to the’Kashmiri Muslims (see Chapter Two) they are
follow the Deobandi sect and align themselves with the Nepali mosque.
Ideologically, a Nepali Muslim 1s one who subscribes to the Deobandi
sect and observes its prohibition of saint veneration and the role of mediators in
Islam. Used in this way, the terms ‘Nepali’ and ‘Kashmiri’ (and, by extension,
the Nepali Jame and Kashmiri mosques) represent ideological opposites, and are
the local 1dioms for the Deobandi and Barelwi sects in Islam, which are discussed

below.

Deobandi and Barelwi

NEPALGUNIJ, July 2 (PR) - A mosque at Jayaspur-5 was
partitioned today owing to simmering differences between the
Deoband: and Barelwi sects of Muslims over the proper way of
offering namaj [prayer]. Senior members of the Muslim community
say that the Charmart mosque could be the first in the world to be
partitioned for a minor difference on the way to conclude the namaj.
The Barelwis insist that the proper way to conclude the namaj is by
reading a salaam while the Deobandis do not consider the reading of
the salaam as a must. Amidst heightened emotions, a Muslim
volunteer, however, told the Kathmandu Post that the actual reason
behind the partzition 1s not the fight over the proper way to end the

namaj but a big aid money that 1s due from the United Arab Emirates

Kathmandu Post 3 July 1998

The terms ‘Deobandt’ and ‘Barelwi’ originate from two religious reform

‘movements that began in India in the latter part of the nineteenth century. They

are also derived from the names of two cities in north India — Deoband and
Bareilly — where the movements flourished. Because of Nepal’s proximity to
these cities, 1t 1s likely that the spread of Islamic revivalist movements occurred

through the existing pilgrimage and trade links between India and Nepal
(Gaborieau 1993).

The above excerpt uses the terms ‘Deobandi’ and ‘Barelwi’ to denote the

different Muslim groups and the issues that separate them. In the pages that
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follow, 1 shall briefly look at the history of the Deobandi and Barelwi

movements, and the ways in which these movements are interpreted and adopted

by the Muslims 1n Kathmandu.

The Deobandi Movement

The Deobandi movement was founded by Muhammad Qasim Nanautawi
(1813-1887), Rashid Ahmad Gangohi (1827-1905) and other ulama (religious
~scholars/leaders) in 1867. Muhammad Qasim and Rashid Ahmad were both
involved in the 1857 Rebellion, which had a significant effect on their religious
policy: having failed in their attempt at political reform, they turned their

attention inwards, to the education and spiritual reform of Muslim society.
' The Deobandis are sometimes pejoratively called Wahhabis by their
opponents. The term ‘Wahhabi’ 1s the name given to the followers of Shaykh
Muhammad ‘Abd al-Wahhab (1703-1793), a scholar who rose in prominence

following his alliance in 1745 with Muahmmad Ibn as-Sa’ud, the son of the
founder of the Sa’udi dynasty'ﬁ. As desert tribes came under the control of the al-
Sa’ud family, Wahhabi doctrines provided religious legitimation to Sa’udi rule,
with the Wahhabi ulama publicly giving the Sa’udi rulers their support and
approval. Central to their doctrine was the 1dea of equality, which was used as a
political tool to control the Bedouins and redetine tribal identity (Helm 1981).

In India, the use of the term ‘Wahhabi’ came into prominence when the
Punjab was annexed in 1849, At that time, the British were worried about a group
of mujahedin in the North-Western frontier who were fighting a jihad to reclaim
Muslim land. The British identified the movement with the Wahhabis, having
deduced that the 1deas for jihad (holy war) must have been imported from Arabia

by the leader of the group, Sayyid Ahmad Barelwi ' who had performed the Ha,j.
However, this argument has been challenged by South Asian historians such as

Noelle (1995) who finds that Sayyid Ahmad Barelwi’s religious ideas about jihad

" For the history of the Sa’udi dynasty, see Almana, Mohamad (1980) Arabia Unified: A Portrait
of Ibn Saud London: Hutchinson Benham -

" The name ‘Barelwi’ here does not denote that Sayyid Ahmad Barelw: is a follower of the Ahi-e

Sunnat sect — 1t simply indicates the place where he is born, which is Bareilly. The Wahhabi
movement predates the establishment of the Ahl-e Sunnat.
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predate his travels to Arabia. In addition, he performed the Haj ten years after the
Wahhabis had lost power in Mecca and Medina, and it is not accurate to say that
he is influenced by the Wahhabis, although it is possible that Wahhabi-type 1deas
may have been nascent in India." |
Nevertheless, the term ‘Wahhabi’ was a powerful label used by the British
to identify the political threat that was posed by the mujahedin, implying
aggression and fanaticism (Noelle 1995: 36). However, this does not detract
from the theory that Indian reformism is through Wahhabi influence. in Arabia.
Other South Asian historians now point to the earlier ulama, such as Shah Wali
Ullah (1703 - 1762) who performed the Haj in the early eighteenth century and
studied in Mecca for a year, as the pioneers of the reformist movement in India.
In addition, Mecca also attracted not only pilgrims but scholars and traders as

well, all of whom became part of a network which ensured the exchange of ideas

between Arabia and India.

In Arabia, the Wahhabis also stood for strict adherence to the Quran and
Sunnah, and for the purification of Islam from its devations and innovations.
Muhammad Abd al-Wahhab condemned intercession and the excessive devotion
to saints because these were deemed as polytheistic, shirk. He prohibited various
practices that he deemed were not based on the Quran, Sunnah or the authority of
the Companions, which included the celebration of the Prophet’s birth and the

introduction of the name of a prophet, saints or angel into one’s prayer (Kiugukan
1993: 239-249)

In India, the fact that the founders of the Deobandi movement were also
espousing similar ideas with regards to saint veneration led to the terms
‘Deobandi’ and ‘Wahhabi’ being used interchangeably. Although the Deobandis
and Wahhabis are similar in their doctrine, the externality that the term
‘Wahhabi’ denotes to the movement belies its reliance on Indian support. In her

study of Dar-ul-Ulum, the intellectual nucleus of the Deoband: movement,

" For a study of Wahhabi-influenced reform in Bengal, see Eaton (1994: 282). Haji Shariat Allah

(d. 1840), upon his return from Haj, was appalled to see the differences between Islam that was
practised in India and that which he experienced in Wahhabi Arabia. He then founded the most

influential movement in Bengal, Fara’izi movement which sought to reform Indian Muslims to
the Wahhabi ideal.
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Metcalf (1982) notes that the founders of the school organized a network of local
donors who made an annual pledge to the school. In addition, when the farwa

(religious ruling) wars were raging between the Ahl-e Sunnat and the Deobandis,

the Deobandis sought the support of the ulama from the north Indian states of
Tonk, Bhopal and Bahawapur, while the Ahl-e Sunnat sought and received the
support of ulama from Mecca and Medina.

In Kathmandu, the term ‘Deobandi’ is used as the opposite of the term
‘Barelwi’. Often, the meaning of the term ‘Deobandi’ rests solely on the rejection
of saint veneration, which then implies that the term ‘Barelwi’ refers to those who
perform saint veneration. However, these terms, although used quite liberally in
academic and media circles, are not commonly used among the Muslims
themselves. Most have heard of the terms, but are not clear about what they

mean. Below is an excerpt from an interview with Muslim factory workers in

Kathmandu. These workers are mostly from the Tarai.

Researcher: What sort of groups are there in Kathmandu?

Worker: All are Sunnis.

Researcher: Do you know what 1s ‘Deobandi’?

Worker: [after consulting other workers] They don’t allow the
worship of tombs.

Researcher: Are you all Deobandis?

Worker: Here, only ten percent are Deobandis and the rest are
Sunnis.

Researcher: What is the difference between Deobandi and Sunni?

- Worker: No difference. We all go to the same mosque.

Researcher: Which mosque is that?

Worker: Kashmir mosque.

Researcher: Why don’t you go to the Nepali mosque?

Worker: It 1s always full. Wherever it is empty, we go there.
Also, sometimes the Kashmiri mosque gives food,
which is good. [the group laughs]

Researcher: Have you heard of the term ‘Barelwi’?

Worker: [with a smile] Of course. We are all Barelwi! Sunni

and Barelwi are the same!

34



From the above excerpt, it is clear that the workers are not Deobandi. The
meaning of the terms Deobandi, Barelwi and Sunni are not clear, which suggests

that the boundaries of these groups are not well defined. For example, they

conflated the terms ‘Sunni’ and ‘Barelw1’, and could not distinguish between the
two. However, the rejection of tomb worship emerges as a key marker ot identity
for Deobandis.

For the Kathmandu Muslims, a more common way ot describing those
who reject saint veneration or tomb worship is to refer them as ‘Nepali Muslims’,
a reference to the Nepali mosque which represents the Deobandi sect. The old
name of the Nepali mosqﬁe is the Hindustani mosque, because it once catered to
Muslims who came to Nepal as political refugees from India. The identity of the
Nepali mosque as a Deobandi centre 1s not obvious, but the fact that it rejects
saint veneration has led some people to use the term ‘Deobandi’ as a label for the
Nepali mosque, and to call those who are affiliated with the mosque,
‘Deobandis.” Otherwise, the term 1s hardly used in day-to-day conversations

about the mosque, and the term ‘Nepali’ is the more common idiom.

The Barelwi or Ahl-e Sunnat wa Jama’at Movement

As mentioned earlier, the term ‘Deobandi’ i1s often used as an opposition
to the term ‘Barelwi’. One of the biggest critics of the Deobandis was Ahmad
Reiza Khan Barelwi, a religious scholar who came from a well-established family
in Bareilly. His followers are called Ahl-e Sunnat wa Jama’at, which means
“people of the sunnat and the community,” although they are more popularly

called Barelwis, after the town of Bareilly, which was the birthplace ot Ahmad

Riza.

Ahmad Riza established himself as an exemplary scholar early in his life;
at the age of fourteen, he was already writing fatwas on various religious issues.
He was also closely connected to the ulamas of Mecca and Medina. He not only
obtained sanads (certificates) of scholarly achievement from them, but more

importantly, he managed to get their support for his fatwa. One which was

particularly significant was Husam al-Haramain ‘ala Manhar al-Kufr wa’l Main

N Customary practices of the Prophet Muhammad
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(The Sword of the Haramain at the Throat of Kuft and Falsehood) in which he
referred to Rashid Ahmad Gangholi, Muhammad Qasim Nanutawi (among
others) as ‘leaders of heresy’ (Ahmad Riza Khan, quoted by Sanyal 1996: 231).

The most important element of Barelw1 prophetology was the belief in
Muhammad’s intercessionary role with Allah on behalf of mankind.
Muhammad’s power of intercession continued even after his death; for Barelwis,
the Prophet is a continuous presence in their lives. The graves of exalted spiritual
beings, whether it is the Prophet Muhammad, other prophets or saints, are imbued
with baraka (grace); the baraka of such persons is strongest at certain times, such
as the celebration of birth and death anniversaries. It 1s also believed that these
beings inhabit their graves in a state of perfect physical preservation, and thus
tombs are places worthy of the highest respect.

It should be noted, however, thaf the term ‘Barelwi’ itself is not
commonly used by the Muslims — the usual phrase to denote people who venerate
saints is to identify them with the Kashmir1 mosque, where saint veneration is
practised. During the course of my interviews, I asked a Muslim woman what

group she belongs to.

Woman: Kashmiri

Researcher: What is Kashmiri? Are you from Kashmir?
Woman: No, we are from Tarai.

Researcher: Then why do you call yourself Kashmiri?

Woman: We are the same as the Kashmiri Muslims here.

Researcher: The same? How?

Woman: We also respect dargah sharif [sacred shrine].

In another interview, I spoke to a Kashmirt Muslim whose family has
lived in Kathmandu for several generations and I asked him if the woman I spoke
to can be called ‘Kashmiri’. “They can call themselves anything they like, but
they are not Kashmiri. We know who we are; we have lived here for generations.

Maybe they also have similar practices as we do, but that does not make them
Kashmir1.”
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Miladun Nabi is the birthday of the Prophet Muhammad. It is on this
occasion, more than any other, that we see the difference between the Nepali and
Kashmiri mosques and their congregations. The Kashmiri Muslims’ celebration
of Miladun Nabi is elaborate compared to the Nepali Muslims’. On the Prophet’s
birthday, which falls on 12 Rabiulawal, the Kashmiri mosque is decorated with
coloured lights, special prayers are said and a feast is shared among all the
worshippers. The celebrations also extend to the home — during the whole month
of Rabiulawal the Kashmiri Muslims take turns to host the milad at their homes.
Milads are the only dccasions when a ngali and a Kashmir1 Muslim would share
a religious ritual. The Nepali Muslims are, on the whole, not invited for milad
unless he or she is married to a Kashmiri, in which case it 1s an obligation to
attend. However, for those Nepali Muslims who attend, they tend to downplay
their participation in a ritual that they believe 1s unnecessary. “It i1s only to show
our faces and to keep good relations with the Kashmiri side of the family,” said a
Nepali woman who was married to a Kashmiri man. On the Nepali side, the
Miladun Nabi is celebrated with less ceremony. Quranic readings are done at the
Nepali mosque and in the homes, but it is not associated with any kind of feast or

ritual in honour ot the Prophet.

Muslim Society: A Literature Review' '

There is a wide range of literature on Islam, written from an equally wide
range of perépectives. As the number of studies done on Muslim societies grows,
so too the realization that there is a whole spectrum of beliefs and practices that
are fall under the category of Islam. In fact, in a recent edition of ISIM,
dissatisfaction with the term ‘Muslim society’ led Filali-Ansary (1999) to suggest
the phrase ‘societies of Muslims’ in order to recognize the diversity in that exists

. in the Islamic world.

The problem that Filali-Ansary (1999) raises is the lack of a common

ground from which to compare Muslim societies. Perhaps this is an inevitable

20 : . : .. . .
Due to the discursive nature of the thesis and to prevent repetition, this literature survey will

deal with the more general approaches to the study of Muslim society, rather than specific

aspects of Muslim society (such as caste, religious conversion and secularism, which are deait
with in later chapters). |
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result of the geographical diversification of studies on Muslim society — as
research becomes more and more focused on specific groups, the more
entrenched it becomes in relativism. One solution to this problem has been to
regard the diversity as representing different stages of Islamic development,
thereby shifting the focus towards the influence of Islamic ideas in bringing about
social change. The emergence of religious fundamentalism in the wake of the otl
crisis in the 1970’s has produced a blody of Work which focus on Islamic
reformist groups, and the development,'t}ansmission and expression of reformist
ideas (Marty and Appleby 1994; Kepel 1994; Robinson 1996).

The expression of reform, and the success or failure of reform movements
is highly dependent on the social contexts within which these reforms take place.

In his seminal work on Muslims of North-Africa, Gellner (1981) notes that.

reformist notions of purity and egalitarianism were closely linked with other

processes of modernity and nation-building, thereby providing a matrix which

was incompatible with the rural, saint-based religious structure. Similarly, Geertz
(1968) has shown how resistance to scripfuralism 1n Indonesia is contextualized
by notions of kingship, esotericism and hierarchy.

More recently, ethnographies of Muslim society have focused on the
tension between normative, scriptural Islam and the local practices. In the

anthropology of South-East Asia, the work of Bowen (1993) and Beatty (1999)

provide valuable insight into the dynamics of religious differences within Muslim
society. The aim of Bowen’s (1993) study was to analyze the ways in which the

Gayo 1in Sumatra explain their rituals and practices in Islamic terms. In doing so,

he reveals the centrality of exegesis in the construction of Gayo Muslim
knowledge. In a transcript of a debate between two Gayo Muslims, he traces how

a comment about the legality of mortuary recitations developed into a discursive

argument about the Islamic way to argue. The two groups, the traditionalists and

the reformists are negotiating 1ssues that are centuries old, but Bowen notes that
there 1s an implicit agreement as to how debates on contentious religious issues

should be carried out. The sphere of religious debate is basically limited to issues
that can be linked the Quran and Hadith. Other issues, which may be important in

the lives of the Gayo, such as speaking to ancestral spirits, do not feature in such
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debates because of their dubious position in the discourse of normative,
scripturalist Islam. .

- Beatty (1999) study of Javanese religion also deals with the issue of
difference between Mushim traditionalists and reformists. He highlights the 1ssue
of reconciliation, as expressed in the slameran a ritual feast in which both
traditionalists and reformists participate. He argues that the use of ambiguous
symbolism in the slametan allows for both parties to derive their own meaning
from and retain the semblance of religious unity without openly challenging each
other. This is where Beatty and Bowen’s work converge: in the demarcation of
religious spheres, both public and private, in which the different religious
ideologies are negotiated, challenged and compromised. '

Taking a slightly different perspective 1s Mines (1984) who dealt with the
issue of identity among south Indian Muslims. In essence, Mines was critiquing
the etic approach to ethnicity, which tends to overlook multiple sites of identity
and views adaptations simply as responses to political or economic competition.
In it, he highlighted the differences between the religious and secular identities of
Muslims and suggests that religious change can be internally motivated and
contained within the religious sphere. His central thesits was that identity is
dependent on social structure, the corollary being which as structures change, so
does identity. In the South Indian case, the Muslims assumed different religious
identities as they moved from the village to the town and back again, and that the
change was due to the different values and criteria upon which identity was
defined.

Mines’ argument 1s important in that it highlights one factor that is mostly
overlooked by studies of religious identity. Firstly, he isolates the religious from

the secular in defining identity, such that a Muslim can have a secular as well as a

religious identity, depending on the context he finds himself in. Secondly, he
shows how religious change does not necessarily have to be a response to
external stimulus, 1.e. the South Indian Muslims’ move to Islamize themselves
was brought about by the lack of a common identity in the towns.

The issue of diversity is also analyzed in the volumes edited by Ahmad

(1976, 1978), which discuss diversity in terms of the dissonance between the
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sacred texts and local traditions. The first volume, which 1s devoted to the issue
of caste, it 1s argued that although Islam does not sanction caste, the Hindu
environment has influenced Muslims to adopt caste-like rules with regards to
their relationship with other Muslim groups. The ethnographies also show how
the caste structure survives religious conversion: instead of regarding religious
conversion as a break from the past, these studies have shown how there is

continuity 1n the way that Hindu converts to Islam maintain their caste status. In

the volume on Family, Kinship and Marriage among Muslims in India (Ahmad

1976) 1t 1s concluded that in terms of matters of marriage, divorce and

inheritance, the sharia (Islamic law) is largely overrode by local traditions. The
general stance adopted by Ahmad et al. (1976, 1978) is that these divergences
from normative Islam are due to the intluence of the local environment or the
legacy from their Hindu past. In either case, the ethnographies support the general
theory that Islamic styles are dependent on the society in which it occurs.

However, there has been criticism in the way that the whole debate about
diversity has been framed thus far. In a response to Robinson’s (1983) paper, Das
criticizes his assumption of an unchanging ‘Islamic standard’ or essence to which
all Muslims ought to achieve (Das 1984: 294). She problematizes the notions of
scripture, interpretation and exegesis to challenge what she sees as essentialism
in the study of Islam. In his rejoinder to Das’ (1984) criticism, Robinson (1986)
detends his position on the issue of the ‘Islamic standard’ by pointing out that
Das’ (1984) focus was on Islamic theology while his arguments were based on
Islamic law. “It is the law which offers the most complete guidance as to how to
be a Muslim; it 1s the law that the learned men of Islam have given the greater
part of their effort” (Robinson 1986: 100).

Although the sharia 1s commonly regarded by Muslims as the only and
ultimate law, 1ts impact of Islamic law on the lives of ordinary Muslims is
limited. Ahmad has shown, Islamic law has limited application in the social life

of Muslims in India, or in some cases, they are overtaken by traditional customs.

However, all scholars admit that these traditional customs are lele being
eroded or at least challenged by the rise in Islamic revivalism. Robinson is

arguing that this Islamic revivalism is based on the immutability of the sharia,
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and interprets the changes as part of a historical trajectory in “Muslim societies

have tended to move towards, although on occasion away from the high Islamic
fradition” (1986: 97). Although he has been criticized for his essentialism, I find
that Robinson’s arguments useful in challenging the idea of the peaceful co-
existence of the local and the universal in Muslim society. .

This thesis l'ooks‘at the conte_th in which relfgious 1dentity 1s expressed
and the factors that influence its expression. Chapter Two 1s an ethnographic
introduction which is based on the first six weeks of my fieldwork. It traces ﬁly
introduction to, and life with three different Muslim families. It also provides an
insight into way fhat Muslims define their identity and introduces the reader to
some of the issues that will be discussed in subsequent chapters. The main .issue
that defines the expression of religious identity is the status of Muslims as a
munority in a Hindu kingdom. This i1s examined in Chapter Three, which
examines the history of the Muslims and their relationship with the Hindu state.
The Muslims of Nepal are unique in that they were integrated into a universal
caste hierarchy which was codified in the Civil Code of 1854 and which
remained in force until 1964. Chapter Four examines the position of Muslims in
the caste hierarchy and shows the wayé m which Muslim were regarded as a
marginal and separate category. It also deals with the issue of caste in Islam and
examines the extent to which caste exists in Kathmandu Muslim society. In spite
of their marginal status, which was the legacy of the Hindu caste hierarchy, the
Muslims did not reject the Hindu state when the movement for secularism was
launched in 1990. The reasons for this are discussed in Chapter Five, which also
looks at the compromises that are made by the Muslims in order to live
peacefully with their non-Muslim neighbours. It also shows how expressions of
religious 1dentity, such as physical appearance and halal food, are contextualized
by their status as a religious minority. Chapter Six deals with the issue of
changing identities through a study of religious conversion. In particular, it looks
at the etfect that the prohibition of conversion and proselytization has on the
expression of religious idéntity by converts to Islam. Finally, Chapter Seven

analyzes the role ot the Tablighi Jama’at in defining Muslim identity and the

response of Muslims 1n Kathmandu to religious reform.
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CHAPTER TWO
Three Muslim Families

This chapter is a montage of mini-ethnographies of three Muslim families with
whom I stayed during my fieldwork in Kathmandu. I have chosen to begin this
thesis with this ethnbgmphic study for a few reasons. Firstly, it is to provide the
reader with a glimpse into the wbrld of Kathmandu Muslims. Secondly, it
introduces the reader with some of the themes and issues which are developed in

this thesis. Finally, the aim of this chapter is to show the different ways that

Muslims negotiate their culture, religion and history.

2.1 A Kashmiri Family

The first family I stayed with was the Shah family. Théirs IS a nuclear
family which includes Mr and Mrs Shah, their 14 year-old daughter, Shahira,
their 11 year-old son, Roshan: Mr Shah is a landlord; in addition to the building
in which he lives, he also has properties in other parts of Kathmandu. The top two
floors of his house are set aside for his family and he rents out the rest of the

rooms on the first floor to a variety of tenants, including a water supply company,

a computer shop and a language institute.

Life in the Shah household starts at about 4am, when Mr Shah wakes up

to turn on the water pump on the ground floor. Kathmandu has an acute water

problem, and water 1s only available at certain times of the day. Around same

time, Mrs Shah would come silently into my room to turn on the electric water

heater 1n the bathroom, so that I would not have to perform my ablutions for the 1_

morning prayer with cold water. She never wakes me up for prayer — she simply
helps to prepare for it. When [ enter the bathroom, there would be hot water, and

there would be a wooden platform for me to stand on. “So that your feet would

not touch the cold floor,” Mrs Shah explained when I asked her about it.

Breakfast is always a rushed affair, with the children running about the

house preparing to go to school. Mr Shah would return from his morning walk

42



with groceries and the newspaper, and after the children are gone, we take our
breakfast in the kitchen. After breakfast, Mrs Shah and I would begin preparing
vegetables and meat for lunch. Mr Shah is often out, and often without our
knowledge. We would only realize he is gone when a phonecall comes for him,
or when we call out to him and he is not there. When I asked her where Mr Shah
goes during the day, she would just shrug her shoulders and say, “Men are like
that. They come and go as they like. There 1s no point asking them.” Once,
against Mrs Shah’s advice, I asked Mr Shah where he had gone that day.
“Outside, ” he replied vaguely, as Mrs Shah bent her head tried to hide her smile.
The gender division is very clearly marked in the household. Mr Shah would
often bring Roshan with him when he goes out, leaving Mrs Shah, Shahira and
me at home. The three of us would often go up to the rooftop and peer over the

balcony, watching other women like ourselves, sitting on their rooftops, chatting

and watching the afternoon go by.

Mrs Shah is in her late thirties. Although she is tall and robust for a
Nepalese woman, the word that comes to mind when I think of her 1s ‘delicate’. It
is in the way she spoons food onto my plate, the way she walks across the room,
the way she speaks in that soft voice, even when she is scolding her children. I
know little about her past —despite her gentle demeanour, she was extremely
skilful in deflecting my questions about her family, her schooling, or any issue
which might indicate her identity. Outside the Shah household, I heard rumours
that Mrs Shah 1s a convert to Islam, but it was something I chose not to pursue.
She seemed determined not to let me know anything about her, and somehow I

felt obliged to stay within the boundary that she had drawn between us.

During my stay with the Shahs, Mrs Shah was not well. She often feels a
chill that penetrates ‘to the bones’ and is plagued with headaches. Whenever she

had a headache, I would accompany her as she rested in the living room. One

such day, she closed her eyes and asked me to describe what London and

Singapore are like. “They are free countries, aren’t they?” she asked me. I asked
her what she meant. “You can do whatever you like. Free country. Not like it is

here. I mean, when [ was a child, I was free. But not my daughter; she 1s fourteen
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but she does not even like going downstairs to buy a packet of biscuits. When we
go and buy clothes together, she does not even look at what I am showing her.
She just wants to go home. Do you know why? Because here we are very strict.
Girls do not go out on their own. When I was first got married, dai [Mr Shah] did
all the shopping for me. I just stayed at home. Now 1t 1s not like that — I can go
out on my own once in a while. But my daughter 1s following the old ways. She
has been home so long she does not even want to go out. She goes to school and

she comes back. She does not have friends, she does not even know how to go '

around Kathmandu.”

Shahira, Mrs Shah’s daughter, studies in a private English-medium
school. This proved to be was a blessing to me, as I could ask for her help in
translating whatever I did not understand. Like most Kashmiris, they speak a
mixture of Urdu and Nepali at home. Shahira and I became close friends after
discovering our common passion for Hindi films and music. Mrs Shah was very
encouraged by this, and one day, Mrs Shah took me aside and whispered, “Bring
my daughter with you when you do your research. Show her what Kathmandu is
like. She doesn’t know.” To everyone’s surprise, Mr Shah gave permission for
me to bring Shahira around Kathmandu. I was even allowed to bring her to
Kirtipur, a city just outside Kathmandu, where we stayed overnight. Then, one
evening, over dinner, Mrs Shah asked me to teach Shahira how to perfbrm the
five daily prayers. She explained, “It is better 1f you teach her. I am not strong,
and I cannot perform it so well.” Most boys in Kathmandu learn how to pray by
simply following their fathers for the Friday prayers. Others are faught by a mulvi
(religious teacher) who is invited to their homes. However, for girls, prayers are
usually taught at home by their mothers or senior female relativeé. For some
reason, Shahira was never taught to pray. I demonstrated the prayers to Shahira,
and she would accompany me when I did my daily prayers, but did not perform
them herself. When I asked Mrs Shah if she wants Shahira to pray with me, she

said, “Let her just watch first. It 1s better not to force her. At least she knows the

movements.’”’
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2.1.1 History and Hierarchy

One lazy afternoon, as we sat on the rooftop, I asked Mrs Shah if she
could tell me a bit about her family history. She looked startled and said that she
will ask Mr Shah to explain it to me as she did not know much history. The next
day, to my surprise, a group of elderly men came to the house and made their way
to the rooftop balcony. Plastic chairs were arranged 1n a semi-circle and a
bedsheet, tied to ropes on both ends, acted as a shield against the fierce afternoon
sun. Mr Shah was unusually quiet, his eyes were kept low to the ground. He
whispered to me, “These are my elder brothers. I have asked them to come so that
you can ask your questions to them.” His eldest brother sat authoritatively in the
middle, his long white hair blending into his crisp white kurta. He smiled at me
with betelnut stained teeth and said in a light feathery voice, “Shodnus" (Please
Ask) ” ] requested him to tell me about the history of the Mushms of Kathmandu,

[ switched on my tape recorder and he began with the 1egend of Haj1 Mishkin
Shah':

Nepal’s first Muslim figure who came, whose tomb 1s now in the
Kashmiri Tagiya, there is a legend about him, which 1 will tell you
now. This occurred about 4-500 years ago, when it was King Malla’s

time. His name was Haji Mishkin Shah.

When Haji Mishkin Shah first came, there was nowhere for him to
stay. So he laid down a deerskin and sat on it. At that time, the Malla
Raja’s... Pratap Malla was it? {prompted by his younger brother] Ah,
Ratna Malla. During Ratna Malla’s time, he came. Ratna Malla used to
ride on a white elephant when he travelled and 1n the royal palace, that
white elephant was usually kept in an enclosure. Now Haji Mishkin
Shah’s meditation was very powerful. There was a divine power within
him. By that divine power, he was able to draw that white elephant to

him and by merely looking at it, he reduced the animal to a small size.

Then he covered the animal with a steel cup.

' There is also a Hindu version of the legend, in which the king’s elephant had crushed a Brahmin
child and the soul became an evil spirit which the Hindu priests were not able to exorcise.

Muslim exorcists were invited to Kathmandu to exorcise the spirit, and upon their success, were
given land in that area (Gaborieau 1977).

AS



From the palace, the King’s people were looking for the lost elephant.
Everyone was asked, “Have you seen the King’s white elephant?”
Then they reached Haji Mishkin Shah. Although they spoke different
languages, by Haji Mishkin Shah’s divine power, he knew and
understood well what they were saying. Having understood the
question, Haji Mishkin Shah indicated, “It 1s there [under the cup].”
Once they opened the cup, they saw the elephant, sitting under the
small cup. They could not believe it. Then by the power of Haji
Mishkin Shah’s eyes, just by looking at the animal, he restored it to its

original shape and size. The people were astonished.

Then they tried to take the elephant back, but the elephant would not
get up. Why? Because it was still under the rishimuni’s power. Then
the rishimuni said, “Get up, go!” and only then the elephant got up and
left. This story, the present King knows.

After the King’s journeys had ended, the elephant was brought to the
enclosure and tied. But even when tied with a big rope, the elephant
would not stay, but returned to Haji Mishkin Shah. People again
looked for the elephant in the enclosure but 1t was gone. So they went

to the rishimuni’s place and found the elephant there.

Finally the King himself came and asked, “Who 1s this rishimuni with
the divine power?”” When the King saw for himself the divine power of
Hajt Mishkin Shah, he asked him “How can I help you? What do you
need?” To which Haji Mishkin Shah replied, “I do not need anything. I

need a place to stay. To stay in the middle of the road is not suitable.”

The King said, “Whatever kind ot place you need, where you need it,
tell me. I will give you a big place.” The rishimuni replied, * I do not
need a big place. I will throw this piece of deerskin and where it lands,
that area of land is enough.” So he threw the deerskin from where the
elephant was, and the deerskin fell a distance away. From there, there

1s @ mosque and there 1s a big area that 1s given to Muslims.

Translated transcript of an interview in Nepali

While the eldest Shah spoke, the others would listen quietly, occasionally
nodding their heads in agreement, and they would only speak when the eldest

' Shah asked them a question. Even when I addressed any of the other brothers for
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their opinion, it was the eldest Shah who would answer on their behalf, and who

acted as the final authority on what was to written down or recorded on tape.

The actual transcript of the interview 1s much longer, but I have included

the legend of Haji Mishkin Shah because of its centrality in Kashmiri historical
narratives. This legend is uniquely Kashmiri 1n that 1t 1s hardly known among the
non-Kashmiri Muslims. The Kashmiri Muslims consider themselves as
beneficiaries as well as guardians of the. .legacy of Haj1i Mishkin Shah, whose

tomb is located in the Kashmiri mosque. Mr Shah’s eldest brother explained:

The facilities that are givén to the Muslims by the Royal family are due
to Haji Mishkin Shah and his nephew Khwaja Gyasuddin Shah. That is

how Muslims, are able to build homes on the land, hold trust in the

land. Through those relations, Muslims today are still living.

The land that Mr Shah was alluding to 1s the land that is held in trust by the
Kashmiri mosque committee. This includes not only the immediate vicinity of the
Kashmiri mosque, but also other properties that have been donated to the mosque
by Muslims — wagf. At the time this research was carried out, the Kashmiri
mosque also owned land in Putalisadak and Baneswor, which have been

developed as commercial properties and rented out. It 1s the rental from these

properties which sustain the Kashmiri mosque and its employees.

After the interview was over, Mr Shah told me that he had made an
appointment for me to see his brother-in-law who i1s a Ph.D. holder. It was
difficult to get Mr Shah to give me an interview: he would always excuse
himself, choo.sing instead to introduce me to someone else whom he insists
“knows more” or who 1s “more qualified”. I never understood why this was so,

until I met a Kashmiri man, who explained to me that a Kashmiri will never

speak out of turn, especially when there are others “above him” who are present.

Hierarchy 1s a leitmotif that runs in all aspects of Kashmiri life — one is
ranked according to gender, seniority, qualification and sanctity. Mrs Shah could
not have given me an interview — in this matter, she defers to Mr Shah. Mr Shah

could not have given me one either, he is the youngest in his family and has to
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defer to his eldest brother, who is ranked above him in terms of seniority, or his
brother-in-law, who is above him in terms of academic qualiﬁcations. The issue
of hierarchy also extends to their relationship with God. The Kashmiri Muslims
believe that ordinary Muslims are not able to have direct contact with God. Only
those who are ‘pure’ have such access, and purity of soul 1s obtained by acts of
asceticism and devotion. Because of their closeness to God, these ‘pure souls’ act
as mediators betweén man and God. The mediator par excellence is the Prophet
Muhammad, whose birth and death anniversary is celebrated among Kashmiri
Muslims with feasts and prayers of remembrance. A more immediate mediator 1s
Haji Mishkin Shah, whose tomb is visited by devotees who circumambulate 'his

tomb, light incense sticks and beseech him to expedite their prayers so that it will

be fulfilled by God.

The Kashmiri Muslims are unique among the other groups of Muslims in
that they are differentiated into Sufi orders or tarigas. For example, Mr Shah 1is
affiliated to the Chishtiya order, named after Khwaja Moinuddin Chishti, a well-
known Sufi saint whose shrine in Ajmer (Rajasthan). There are also those who
belong to international farigas such as the Qadiriyas, who observe the urs (death
anniversary) of Abdul Qadir Zilani, a Sufi saint whose tomb i1s located in
Baghdad. The urs of these saints are celebrated privately, rather than in the
mosque. For example, for the urs of Khwaja Moinuddin Chishti, a small feast
was held in Mr Shah’s house, and only his close family members and friends
were invited. Mr Shah 1s also known to maker pilgrimages to Ajmer to attend the
urs. What 1s interesting about the Kashmiri tarigas 1s that unlike other tarigas in
the subcontinent, they are 'closed’ in that they do not expand their numbers by
recruiting new devotees or students in the Sufi tradition. When I was in
Kathmandu, there were two or three Sufi 'pmctitioners',,2 but I knew of no one
outside the Kashmir circle who had taken bai'at [initiation] from them. Even
among the Kashmiris themselves, there is a kind of unease when the subject of -

Sufism is brought up. "There are no Sufis here. We are all too busy filling our

“ These were men who had devoted themselves to a life of meditation and prayer. Two of them

are well known in Kathmandu as healers and exorcists, while the other is known for his ascetic
lifestyle, which includes long periods of silence.
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stomachs!" said a Kashmiri man. The farigas that exist in Kathmandu are little
more than social units, an issue that worried the Kashmiri elders. "We do not
educate the young about our culture,” lamented an elderly Kashmiri man. "How
can we possibly compete with the other [Nepali] Muslims who have their own

madrasah? After a few generations, I fear our culture will die."
2.2 A Tibetan Muslim family

Imran and his wife stay at the top of a four-storey building in Baghbazar.
The first thing I noticed as I struggled up the stairs was loud barking from above.
Imran’s wife, Ruksana, greeted me at the door. She was dressed in a shalwar
kurta, and around her neck was a string necklace with a few keys dangling low on
her bosom. “Assalamualaikum!” she said with a wide smile and invited me in.
After putting my bags aside, Ruksana gave me a short tour of her house. There
are five rooms — three bedrooms, a kitchen and a living room - arranged around
an open area where clothes are hung to dry. Imran and Ruksana have capitalized
on their rooftop location and have placed a solar cooker, a round metallic dish
about 2 metres in diameter, at the centre of the open area. A narrow flight of
stairs leads up to the rooftop, where the dog lives. It was a large animal, not
unlike a Saint Bernard, and it watched at me from the edge of the upper floor,

occasionally growling when I came too close. “Are you afraid of dogs?”’ Ruksana

asked when she saw me flinch. “No,” I replied. “It’s just that in my country, some
Muslims consider keeping dogs as haram [forbidden in Islam].” “Oh, we keep it
only for protection. It is not safe here in Kathmandu; there are lots of thieves. It is
for necessity,” said Ruksana rather defensively. “Don’t worry, the dog Won’f

bother you. We never allow 1t to come into the house. It lives up on the rootf.”

The first day I was there, Imran had summoned his brothers and their
wives to his house to welcome me. Imran is the eldest of five siblings — four

brothers and one sister - all of whom are living in Kathmandu. Two of his

brothers live in the same building as he, while another lives no more than ten

minutes away. His sister lives further away, about half an hour’s walk from his

house. Imran owns a hotel (which is adjacent to the building where he lives); one
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of his brothers owns a travel agency, while his other two brothers are in the
import-export business, specializing in clothing and fashion accessories. Imran

does not speak much English — he did not have ‘much education’, he says. When

I asked him to tell me about his family history, Imran made a telephone call to his

younger brother and asked him to come to the house. “My brother studied until
college level in Darjeeling. He had the best education. He can explain to you in
English, it will be easier for you,” said Imran. So when his brother arrived, the
three of us sat in the living room and Imian began to narrate his family history, in

Nepali and Tibetan, while his brother translated.

Our family name is Siddique. It actually comes from India. Not all of
my brothers use it. Tibet was taken over by China in 1959. Before the
war, the Muslim traders used to pay tax to the Tibetan government.
. However, Muslim males are considered as foreigners. If a Tibetan
woman were to marry a Muslim, then their male child would be
considered as a foreigner. Dufing the war, Nehru’s time, the Muslims
declared themselves as Indian to escape from Tibet. They appealed to

the Indian Council in Tibet. At that time, my father picked up the name
Siddique.

When my family first left Lhasa, we settled in Kalimpong for a few
months. This was in 1962. The Indian government wanted to know

where we were going, and my father said told them, “Kashmir”. It was

because of the high altitude and weather, which would match that of

Tibet. Plus, it was a Muslim place, and my father was a very pious

man. He wanted a good future for his children.

But life was difficult in Kashmir. We stayed in tents, and had trouble
communicating with Kashmiris because of the language barrier. Doing
business in Kashmir was also difficult, because the Kashmiris would
demand that my father declare the real price of the goods he sold, and

swear that on the Quran. If a person declares the real price of his
goods, how can he do business? It is impossible! So my tather sold

some gold and decided to bring his family to Saudi Arabia. He thought

that it is the true Muslim homeland.

We left on a ship from Bombay to Mecca with a few other Tibetan

families. When we arrived, we could not understand the language and
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had trouble with the visa application. The next day after our arrival, the
police came and imprisoned my parents. We were all separated, and
nobody knew what would become of us. In prison, someone told my
father to declare himself as a Taiwanese citizen, because Taiwanese
Muslims were given preterence. But my father said that he had come
all this way to eécape from the Chinese, and he did not want anything
more to do with them. Somehow, they were released and my. family,

reunited once more, got on a boat back to Bombay.

By that time, we were already low on funds. In Bombay, some Indian

families took pity on us and helped us to write to the Indian

government for some land. We managed to settle in the outskirts of
Bombay, where my father and brothers built a tin shack. My father was
adamant about not returning to Kashmir. So we moved back to
Kalimpong. It was a nice area and we met some Nepalese. My mother
and sister began to bake breads to sell in the momings and evenings. In
the daytime, we would stitch bags, saddles and leather. The business
was doing well. Using these products, we would barter with the

Bhutanese.

My sister didn’t go to school at all. My eldest brother is very
intelligent, and was top in his class in Lhasa. He was taught Tibetan
language and the Quran, but he could not continue his studies. When
we settled in Kalimpong, some of us were sent to the madrasah in
Kalimpong, where we picked up Nepali, Urdu and Hindi. My eldest
- brother also went to school, but there was no one to help my father. So
my eldest brother began to work and study at the same time. During
the exam period, he would wake up at 2am, and study under the
blanket with a torch. It was too hard for him, and he finally had to stop
schooling. The government didn’t give them any help. My other
brother became a mechanic’s apprentice . He was taught how to drive a

jeep, and he began driving to Sikkim and other places, transporting

goods and people.

In 1968, some people came and said that Nepal is a nice place, and that

my family should consider moving there. My father and eldest brother

made a trip to Kathmandu, where they met Abdullah, my then to-be
brother-in-law. He was from a big Tibetan/Nepali family, and had a
good reputation in Kathmandu. My father opened a shop for a few

months. My eldest brother would come back, take some goods and
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return to Kathmandu. So they went back and forth between Kalimpong
and Kathmandu for a while. In 1969, my whole family moved here.
My sister married Abdullah. She moved out and we all lived above our
shop. At that time, it was in Asan. Then slowly, my eldest brother
saved up money to buy land, and built this building. In 1984, the hotel
was started. We also began to develop our own businesses. It 1s in our
blood! But we are very close — my brothers will help me in all my
business matters, and I will help them readily. Now that my parents are
no more, we only have each other. We have some relatives still in

Tibet and we are also close to them, but here, we are very united.

Imran's account of his family's life history 1s typical of the first-generation
Tibetan Musiims, many of whom suffered dramatic upheavals in their lifetime.
But Imran's family's case is slightly different because of the long distance that his
family travelled to find a 'true Muslim homeland'. The experiences of Imran's
family in the two 'homelands' - Kashmir and Mecca - taught them that they could
not deny or abandon their Tibetan identity. In Kashmir, the linguistic barrier and
the disagreements over business prompted them to leave. As Muslims, they
searched for the ultimate homeland - Mecca - which again proved to be a
disappointment as the linguistic barrier prevented them from even entering the

country properly. As Eickleman et al. (1990) have noted, pilgrims who travel to

the Holy land gain not only a knowledge of the external world, but also discover

their local identity.

2.2.1 Life in a Tibetan Household

When | went to stay with Imran and Ruksana, it was wintertime in
Kathmandu. The mornings were cold, with temperatures near zero degrees
Celsius. At about 5 am, Ruksana would wake up to perform the morning prayers
— we would sometimes meet in the dark open space, and she would ask, “Namaz
parnuhunchha?” (Nepali: Are you going to pray?). After performing the morning
prayers, Ruksana would switch on the televisidnhin the living room and tune it to

Pakistan Television (PTv). In the early hours of the morning, PTv broadcasts
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recitations from the Quran, and Ruksana would turn up the volume while she
does her morning chores. An old Hindu washerwoman comes every morning to
do the laundry, and Ruksana would prepare breakfast for her. We would joke that
she 1s the real ‘guest’ because she 1s the one who eats first every morning. Imran
occasionally makes breakfast for us before he goes out to the office. On those
mornings, Ruksana and I would listen to him telling stories about his difficult
childhood as we sat around the kitchen table and drank hot butter tea. Ruksana
would look at him with a mixture of pride and embarrassment; pride that her

husband is not ashamed to do ‘women’s work’ and embarrassment that she is left

with nothing to do.

Conversations at home are always in Tibetan. Ruksana, however, was an
attentive host, and would periodically translate things for me into Nepali. Despite
Ruksana’s protests that I might find it bland, Imran insisted that I eat Tibetan
food so that I will know what their culture 1s like. I was also given chopsticks to
eat with, which caused some difficulty at mealtimes as I was used to eating with
my right hand. Seeing my clumsiness, Ruksana asked, “Don’t you use chopsticks
in Singapore?” “No, we eat with our hands,” I replied. “Oh, you look like a
Tibetan, so we thought maybe you are a little bit like a Chinese Muslim. That is

why I gave you the chopsticks,” said Ruksana. After that conversation, Ruksana,

being the natural diplomat, would put a pair of chopsticks and a set of fork and

spoon for me during mealtimes.

Although three of the brothers stay in the same building, meals are usually
cooked and eaten separately. The brothers would only eat together for special
occasions, like Eid, or when a relative comes to visit. QOtherwise, visits
(especially when husbands are involved) are formal and usually arranged
beforehand. The wives would visit each other informally — usually a phonecall is
the only courtesy that they give each other before visiting. Although two of her

sisters-in-law live a few floors below her, Ruksana is closest to Zubaida, Imran’s

first brother’s wife, who lives ten minutes away. “We got married around the
same time, and we are more matured than the younger ones,” Ruksana explained.

They also have children studying in Darjeeling — Ruksana’s daughter is in a

53



convent school, while Zubaida’s two sons are in a missionary school — and their

conversations would usually revolve around them.

After breakfast, Ruksana would give the house a thorough cleaning. I

asked her why she did not have a maid; they obviously could afford it. She
replied, “Then what will I do? Sit around the house the whole day? A person can
get sick doing nothing! I’d rather do work; it keeps me healthy and slim.”
Sometimes, Ruksana and I will go to the market to buy ingredients for lunch. Or
if there is nothing to be done, we would go over to Zubaida’s house for a chat.
But we are always back in time to prepare lunch for Imran. “It is my duty to cook
for my husband,” Ruksana would say. “After all, I don’t have to do any other

work.” The afternoons are usually quiet. After she has served Imran lunch and he

has left for the office, 1 would find Ruksana doing aecrobics silently in her

bedroom (she is too shy to have the TV on loudly) or do administrative work for

Imran’s hotel business.

As Imran 1s the eldest in the family, Ruksana also has to serve the many
relatives that visit her home. In addition, Imran sometimes arrives unannounced
with guests or business clients. On one occasion, while we were munching
Tibetan sweets in front of the television, we were startled by the doorbell and
Imran’s loud voice shouting, “Assalamualaikum!” He had brought three of his
business clients up to the house. While Ruksana went to open the door, I quickly
cleaned up the living room and ran to the kitchen to help prepare tea. Ruksana
came into the kitchen, flustered. “Ah, you are making tea. You are just like a
Tibetan. We have to serve our guests, we cannot just hide away here. Some
people say that women should be in purdah, kept away from men. How can I

help my husband and be 1n purdah at the same time?” she asked.

One day, while we were cleaning up after some guests, she asked me if I

had ever read the Bahishti Zewar. “l have seen it before,” | replied vaguely.
Ruksana then said, “It 1s too difficult to follow — I don’t like reading it at all. You

é_an’t do this, you can’t do that. Did you know that women are not even supposed

to serve male guests? It goes agamst our Tibetan culture. We have to be
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hospitable. We have to treat our guests well.l It does not suit us [Tibetans].” I
asked her how she had got her copy of the Bashishti Zewar. “From one of my
relatives. It is supposed to be good for women, but reading it makes me feel
scared. Everything I do is wrong! Rather than read 1t and live 1n fear, I rather not

read it at all,” she replied.

During my stay with Imran and Ruksana, I was awakened one night by
the loud engine of a truck. The clock on the wall showed that it was lam, and I
quickly got out to see what the commotion was all about. I joined Ruksana on the
balcony, where I could see 3 trucks unloading their goods 1n the courtyard below.
Imran and his brothers were out in full force, shouting orders to the porters who

carried the huge boxes and bags to the storeroom. “Our shipment from China has

arrived,” said Ruksana. “Go back to sleep. Tomorrow, we will have lots to do.”

The next day, I walked into the living to find huge boxes which I thought
were from shipment that was brought in the might before. ““Those things are for
the madrasah,” Imran said when I asked him what they were. “Each year, we
have surplus items ifrom our import-export business, and we give 1t all to the
orphans at the madrasah. Shoes, jackets... it 1s winter and the children must be
cold. This i1s our contribution to the Muslims here. We Tibetans may not spend
time sitting around in the mosque, but when we help, we help in practical ways.
When we give a promise, we keep to it. Not like some Muslims in the Nepali

mosque who like to promise all sorts of things, but it 1s all words, no actions.”

2.3 A Nepali Muslim Family

Tahir’s house is in the heart of Indrachowk, the area known for its bead
market, or Pote Bazaar as 1t is usually called by the locals. Tahir has a shop not
far from his home. He sells beads in bulk, as well as séquins, ribbons and other
decorative ornaments which are bought by the local tailors. His shop, which 1s a

space not more than 3 meters by 3 meters is packed from floor to ceiling with
small unmarked drawers whose contents only he and his sons (who tend the shop)
know. There is just space for one person to sit behind a tiny counter that separates

' the shop from the busy pavement. It 1s here that Tahir spends most of his time.

33



He opens the shop at about nine o’clock in the morning and sits behind the
counter until eight or nine at night. His day 1s punctuated by short prayer and
meal breaks which he takes at home. These days,' Tahir health is not so good — he

calls it ‘old age’ sickness — and sometimes his sons take turns to sit in the shop.

To reach Tahir house, you have to go through a tiny numberless door
along the main road. Houses and courtyards in Kathmandu are connected by a
series of low alleyways which form an intricate network of passageways through
the capital. In Tahir’s case, to get to his house, you have to pass through a
courtyard with an ancient water-pump, through another dark alley and then
finally to the courtyard that he shares with five other households. His door, too, is

numberless, indistinguishable from the other four doors that surround the dirty

courtyard.

Tahir house has five floors. On the ground floor 1s a bathroom and
storeroom. On the first floor is a room which is shared by his two youngest sons,
aged 14 and 17. On the second floor i1s Tahir’s bedroom-cum-sitting room. It is
here that guests are invited for tea. On the third floor 1s his only daughter’s room.
The fourth floor 1s the kitchen and above that is his eldest son’s bedroom and

another bathroom. Then there is the rooftop, where clothes are washed and hung

out to dry.

Tahir 1s the only Muslim house among the five that share the courtyard.
The rest of the houses are occupied by Newars, the indigenous population of
Kathmandu. There is a lot of friendly banter between Tahir house and that of his
Newar neighbours. They do not need to meet at the courtyard; most of the
chatting 1s done from their respective windows that are just a few metres from
each other and look into each other’s homes. They speak to each other in Newari,
which, according to the neighbours, Tahir and his wife speak very well. “Pukka
Newari. Just like the locals. No difference whatsoever.” According to Tahir,

“You have to know [Newari] if you are working in Kathmandu. I am a

businessman and I have to do business with Newar people. So I learnt it from the

time that I was small.”
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The second eldest son of a shopkeeper, Tahir was born in Chabahil, which
is north-east of Kathmandu. He remembers his past as one of great strife. At the
age of eigh'teen, he was sent to be a servant in another household. Then at the age
of 21, he got married to Naseema, a girl of mixed Nepali-Kashmiri descent. For
eight years, they were childless, then three sons and a daughter were born to
them. During that time, Tahir saved Iﬁoney to buy a small car, and he became a
tax1i driver. With the money he earned;, he was able to buy himself a small piece
of land at Indrachowk, where he built his present house. He also started his bead

and ornament shop and has been working there for the past fifteen years.

Tahir is worried for his sons. Tahir was complaining that he only has a
small shop — how can possibly he divide it among his three sons? He was
thinking of opening another shop for his eldest son, but that would mean taking
out a loan, and his eldest son 1s not keen to be a shopkeeper like his father. He
wants to go abroad to work, as he heard that the money is good. Even in this
respect, Tahir 1s finding it hard to send his son abroad. His position at the mosque

as a committee member counts for little with the employment agencies which

specialize in the foreign employment market.

2.3.1 Performing Islam

On the first day that [ was there, Naseema, Tahir wife asked me, “Have
you prayed?” I said that I had, and then Naseema went on to ask how I performed
my prayers. “Dekhaunus [Show me],” she said. I was surprised at the request, but
somehow I felt that she was only being honest with what others must have
wanted to ask me but never had the courage. I showed her each movement and
the accompanying Arabic words that are to be said. Naseema watched me closely,
her drawn arched eyebrows scrunched in concentration. When I had finished, she

grabbed my cheeks with both hands and with a wide smile, said, "You know

everything!” I remember feeling a sense of great relief that my Muslim identity

had been validated.

The 10 days that I stayed in Tahir house was like a long-drawn

examination of religious rules and practices. Naseema was an unrelenting quiz-
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mistress, who, at the drop of a hat, would ask me for the religious rules on
various things, such as food, clothing, and prayers. Most of the time, I passed her
little tests. We Quickly established some common ground — we uttered the same
Arabic words in our prayers and we performed the same movements. We did

ablutions the same way (I had to perform that too). But there were also times

when [ failed.

The first thing that she disagreed with was my mother’s name. One day,
while she was threading beads in the living room, she casually asked me what my
mother’s name was. “Lamah,” I said, unaware of the drama that was to ensue.
Naseema looked up, shook her head and said, “That 1s not a good name. That is a
Hindu name.” Then I realized that in Nepal, the word ‘lama’ is associated with
Tibetan Buddhist monks. Naseema, like otﬁer Muslims in Kathmandu, does not
distinguish between Hindus and Buddhists; non-Muslims are all considered as
Hindus (with the exception of Christians). Naseema could not understand how
my mother could have such-a Hindu name, and she kept asking me if my mother
is a convert to Islam, or whether my grandparents were converts. When [ told her
that they were not, she could not believe it. “If your mother is a Muslim, why
doesn’t she have a Muslim name?” she kept asking. I tried to give her the
example of Muslim converts who do not change their name upon conversion but
are nevertheless practising Muslims. “Isn’t it the same thing? They are still
Muslims,” 1 suggested. To which Naseema gave a disdainful look and said,
“They are not real Muslims if their names are not Muslim names.” And it was
then fhat Tahir stepped 1n and gave his opinion, “You know cars have got number

plates, right? If you don’t have the right number plate, how will people know

who you really are?”

The 1ssue of names was to disturb Naseema more than [ ever imagined.

On another day, she asked me what my brothers names were. “Azril and

Affendi,” I replied. She raised her already arched eyebrows and screeched in

Urdu, “Yeh kiya naam hai (What kind of name is this?)” Then she began her

lecture on what constitutes a good Muslim name. Ideally, the name has to come
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from the Quran, or it not, it should be the names of well-regarded people in

Islamic history. It appears as though my whole family has been named wrongly.

Naseema was also shocked to find out that I do not have a family name.
“We are Khan,” she said. “What are you?” I told her that in Singapore, Muslims
adopt the father’s first name, with the prefix “bin” or “binte’ to indicate whether
the person is a male or female. So there is no continuity of a family name to
indicate one’s genealogy. In my limited Nepali, it came out roughly as “I do not
have a family name, I follow my father’s first name.” Naseema seemed confused,
until Tahir stepped in again and explained, “This i1s the Arabic style of names.
‘Bin’, ‘binte’, these are all Arabic styles.” This placated Naseema somewhat, but

she still regarded me with a suspicious eye.

Of all the households I had stayed 1n, I cannot deny that Tahir house was
by far, the most taxing and stressful. There was no way of telling what might
spark off a scolding from Naseema. In that household, my Muslim identity was
not a given; it had to be earned through performance and verbalization. It was not
enough that I prayed in Naseema’s house. I had to show Naseema the whole
process of preparing for and performing the prayers: how I did my ablutions, the
bodily positions during the prayers and the verses from the Quran that I recited.
As an anthropologist, I welcomed the criticism that I experienced at Tahir’s
house because it provided me with invaluable insights into Nepali religious
identity. But what I did not anticipate was how much the criticism affected me on
a personal level, Naseema was not satisfied that we had our different ways and
beliefs. Islam, to her, is her way or else one is not a real Muslim. When I started
to take the things she said personally, I realized that subconsciously, I wanted to
prove that I was a real Muslim. But the fact that I did not do as she said taught me

who I was, and what, for me, defined Muslim identity. Religion is a personal

issue —one could argue that the circumstances forced me to see it that way - and

the more I protected my own personal beliefs, the more Nasecema knew about me,

the easier our relationship became.
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This experience taught me how religious ditferences are managed. I was a
~ stranger to Naseema, and therefore could not be given the relativism that is
accorded by familiarity. For example, although Naseema would criticize my
clothes as being un-Islamic, she allows her daughter to dress the same way
without much fuss. When I pointed it out to her, she would shrug her shoulders
and say, “She’s like that.” On another occasion, I noticed that her son does not
perform the daily prayers. When I pointed it out, she said, “You can’t force these
things. Religion has to come from the heart.” This from a woman who used to
call me alchi (Nepali: lazy) for missing one prayer! I realized that with nothing
but Islam as my calling card, I was setting myself up for such ‘tests’. Had I been
anything other than Muslim, perhaps Naseema might not have shown such
emphasis on religion during that initial period. She was asserting her Islamic

identity by commenting on Islamic issues; as much as she was ‘testing’ me, it

was also her way of making sure I knew how Islamic she was.

The two weeks I stayed with Naseema were the most challenging, but
ironically also the most rewarding. Within a short period of time, I learnt about
the centrality of prayers, names, appearance and halal food in her construction of
Muslim identity. But I also learnt that while these are markers of i1dentity; some

are arbitrarily applied, especially the rules regarding appearance and prayer.

Conclusion

The aim of this chapter was to introduce the Muslims of Kathmandu, or

more specifically, the three Mushim families I stayed with. Some of the 1ssues
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