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Marginalised Dalits in International
Labour Migration: Reconfiguring
Economic and Social Relations in Nepal
Ramesh Sunam

International labour migration continues to rise in Nepal affecting the livelihoods of
many people. In this article, I draw on ethnographic research with Dalits, a
marginalised group, to examine the role of international labour migration in altering
migrants’ economic and social space in their places of origin, once affected by Maoists’
‘people’s war’. In particular, I explore how Dalits have used their agency to contest caste
institutions by mobilising financial, human and symbolic capitals accumulated through
migration. Much of the existing studies highlight the economic side of migration paying
little attention to the social and cultural dimension. This article seeks to complement
these analyses by illustrating how Dalits repudiate caste relations that have shaped their
experiences of exploitation and domination.

Keywords: Caste; Dalit; Labour Migration; Nepal; Resistance

Introduction

International labour migration has been increasingly seen as an important part of
rural livelihoods in many developing countries. In particular, it continues to rise with
expanding ethnoscapes (Appadurai 1996) affecting the livelihoods of many people in
the sending communities. Much of the existing literature examines migration from
economic perspectives, mainly focusing on remittances while paying little attention to
the social and cultural dimensions of migration (de Haan and Rogaly 2002; Haines
2007). However, a growing number of scholars have more recently sought to fill this
lacuna by unfolding how labour migration influences social relations in the places of
migrants’ origin (Gidwani and Sivaramakrishnan 2003; Mills 1999). For instance, the
nexus between labour migration within a country and relations of domination
and discrimination has been considered by human geographers and anthropologists
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(de Haan and Rogaly 2002; Gardner 1995; Gidwani and Sivaramakrishnan 2003;
Mosse, Gupta, and Shah 2005; Rogaly 1998; Thangarajah 2003). Yet, there are limited
in-depth studies available that focus on changing caste and other socioeconomic
relations shaped by international labour migration of marginalised groups (Carswell
and De Neve 2014; Osella and Osella 2000; Taylor, Moran-Taylor, and Ruiz 2006).

In Nepal, international migration has a long history dated back to the period when
Nepalis served as the army for the King of Lahore, India, and then joined the British
regiments as Gurkhas in 1815 (Thieme and Wyss 2005). Alongside, the outmigration
from Hill to Tarai within Nepal also took place which increased rapidly after 1950s
with the eradication of malaria in Tarai. A more recent trend is overseas labour
migration which took a rapid pace across the country from 1990s. Over 1700 Nepalis
leave the country daily for work mainly in the Gulf countries and Malaysia to
improve their livelihoods back home. This new wave of international labour
migration has established new transnational links, connecting very distant nations,
economies and cultures (Sharma 2013). In the recent years, Dalits1 have also engaged
in international labour migration for ‘breaking old social and economic relations’
(Adhikari and Hobley 2013, 67). In examining overseas migration, scholars have
considered remittances (Seddon, Adhikari, and Gurung 2002; Thieme and Wyss
2005), gender relations (Kaspar 2005), and livelihoods (Poertner, Junginger, and
Müller-Böker 2011). Despite reported practical challenges to the studies of Dalits, for
instance, the miserable conditions of Dalits, ‘repulsive’ surroundings and ‘social
stigma’ (Cameron 1998, 37; Moffatt 1979; Tingey 1994), there is a break in the
paucity of studies as Dalit issues have been taken up in some recent research
undertakings (Adhikari and Hobley 2013; Pariyar 2011; Sharma 2013). Yet, Dalits
have received little attention as a subject of the main focus in the international
migration scholarship.

This article unfolds the workings of Dalits’ labour migration in changing the social
relations of caste discrimination and exploitation. Justifying the focus on research
into caste relations, Parish (1996, 6) argues that ‘no other social institution
[comparing to caste system] has had so deep and all-encompassing influence on so
many [Dalits] over so many centuries’. International Dalit Solidarity Network (IDSN)
claims that about 260 million people are affected by caste system; the vast majority
living in South Asia (IDSN 2013).

There is a renewed debate around how caste and the discrimination associated with
it can be redressed in Nepal. The Nepali state has attempted to address the issues of
Dalits through affirmative policies and legal actions. These state actions are emerged
in response to Dalit movements in the country and to the wider national and
international concerns over the exclusion of Dalits in the Nepali polity (Kisan 2005).
Yet, there is little prospect that such policies can directly benefit ordinary Dalits and
can change caste institutions (Shneiderman 2013). Dalit organisations including
NGOs and Dalit wings of political parties have stepped forward towards demanding
Dalits’ rights over state resources and opportunities along with the eradication of
caste discrimination. As a result, traditional caste relations have slightly changed in
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favour of Dalits in recent years. In this regard, a decade-long Maoists’ ‘people’s war’
was instrumental in bringing about changes in caste relations, even in the remote
parts of the country. While the Maoist war did help forge identity of Dalits, and
coerce non-Dalits to give up discriminatory practices, Dalits have not seen much
difference in their everyday experience since they still have to heavily rely on non-
Dalits for securing their livelihoods.

Unlike the state support or social movements, the overseas migration can
potentially deliver direct benefits to individual Dalit households, and thereby help
them escape from economic dependency on non-Dalits. ‘Remittances are now driving
social changes in the [Nepalese] hills, in ways that revolution and development have
really failed to deliver’, as Adhikari and Hobley (2013, 64) put it. As migration has
been a way of life for many mediated by cultural beliefs and social patterns or the
culture of migration (Ali 2007; Cohen and Sirkeci 2011), numerous socioeconomic
changes have been observed in different parts of Nepal (Kaspar 2005; Thieme and
Wyss 2005). By commuting to local cities for employment, Dalits in Tamil Nadu of
India have significantly reduced their economic dependency on upper castes and
have, thus, experienced dignified life (Carswell and De Neve 2014). Now the question
arises on what social changes take place when Dalits involve in international
migration.

This article, therefore, sheds light on the lived experiences and strategies of Dalits
in challenging caste relations of exploitation and domination through international
labour migration. In unfolding this resistance, the notion of ‘body politics’ is used,
which refers to new attempts at self-making by the marginalised groups to ‘repudiate
established structures of authority and oppression’ through acts of labour mobilisa-
tion and consumption (Gidwani and Sivaramakrishnan 2003, 187). Body politics is
about the subordinated challenging the authority and power of the dominant. This
article is sui generis in that it investigates body politics shaped by international
migration, and as such is unlike the studies of Gidwani and Sivaramakrishnan (2003)
and Mosse, Gupta, and Shah (2005), which focus on domestic migration.

Migration Studies, Caste and Body Politics

There is ample literature on migration drawing largely on rational economics of
migration and that on Marxist tradition of class analysis (Pincus 1996; Shrestha 1988;
Stark 1991). These literatures are mostly economistic in their focus, overlooking the
social and cultural dimensions of migration. However, post-development, post-
colonial and feminist critiques of these dominant traditions have stimulated human
geographers and anthropologists to examine migration through a cultural lens (Ali
2007; Halfacree and Boyle 1993; McHugh 2000; Silvey and Lawson 1999). As a
consequence, a growing number of scholars have investigated migration to unpack
how migrants view, challenge and transform social and cultural relations in their
homelands (Halfacree and Boyle 1993; McHugh 2000; Mills 1999; Rogaly 1998).
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Following this recent approach, I examine international labour migration in terms
of its transformative power to alter migrants’ social and economic relations in their
places of origin. To analyse migration through such a cultural window, I employ the
idea of ‘body politics’, drawing on the work of Gidwani and Sivaramakrishnan (2003).
Body politics is used here to explore ‘new attempts at self-making by marginalised
caste and tribal groups’ to oppose entrenched discriminatory social structures
(Gidwani and Sivaramakrishnan 2003, 187). The concept of body politics entails
two elements: labour mobilisation and consumptive actions. Therefore, it is crucial to
analyse how migration alters the deployment of labour, and styles of consumption of
migrants through financial and social remittances. Such remittances are important for
the marginalised to build symbolic and human capitals and to enact a counter-
hegemonic praxis: ‘a symbolic and material vocabulary for challenging ruling
ideologies’ (Gidwani and Sivaramakrishnan 2003, 187). What migrants bring to their
places as social remittances can be ‘the ideas, behaviours, identities, and social capital
that flow from receiving- to sending- communities’ (Levitt 1998, 926). Also included
are new ideas and practices that have the potential to influence gender, caste and class
relations. This influence in turn shapes, inter alia, symbolic capital (Bourdieu 1977),
commonly known as ‘prestige’, the accumulation of which may help migrant families
to gain other capitals in the form of power, wealth and allies (Poertner, Junginger,
and Müller-Böker 2011).

Body politics acts as a strategy of counter-hegemony through which the
subordinated attempt to articulate their resistance. For example, and as this article
will show, the subordinated group might abandon their traditional employment,
venture the new one and deny the orders of the upper caste as part of their resistance
to caste hegemony. They may also choose to embrace higher consumption styles to
enhance their symbolic status. These acts might be social transgressions in the eyes of
the dominant, which can extend to take different forms such as changes of dresses,
mannerisms, styles of speaking, consumption habits and attitudes. Several social
theorists (such as Bourdieu 1977; Miller 1995) have also argued that consumptive
styles can not only offer the sources of sociocultural identity and status but also
provide the semiotics reflecting counter-hegemonic actions. For instance, attire is
vital in the body politics of Dalits given the proscriptions imposed on their garments
by upper castes. Further, the use of clothes symbolises social status, as well as,
indicates status changes (Osella and Osella 2000).

The Kuka Village and Caste Hierarchy

Kuka2 is a remote village located in a north-eastern middle-hill district, Ramechhap,
of Nepal (see Figure 1). It used to take a two-day walk from this village to reach the
district headquarters five years ago. The village is now connected to roads but it still
takes one-and-a-half-day bus travel for the same journey. The village economy is no
longer predominantly agrarian due to the dominance of non-farm household
incomes with rapid outmigration. Yet, most households are attached to land and
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are involved in farming. Major crops grown in the Kuka village are paddy, maize,
wheat, potato and millet. Many villagers tend livestock mainly cattle, buffalo, goats,
pigs and chickens. The market economy is also expanding with the development of
small local towns. This expansion has generated non-farm employment in construc-
tion, shop-keeping and local restaurants.

The Kuka village is home to some 1900 people living in 377 households. Five
different caste groups namely Bahun, Chhetri, Sunuwar, Sherpa and Dalits live in this
village. The first two castes comprise the largest population of 54.3% while Dalits
comprise 11%. Except Sherpa as Buddhists, other castes follow Hindu religion with
few exceptions. There are 42 households of Dalits in Kuka. For this research, the

Figure 1. Map showing fieldwork location in Nepal.
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Kuka village serves both structural and practical needs, since not only are Dalit
households in this village poor but also over two-thirds of them have at least one
international migrant. During the fieldwork in Kuka at different times between 2008
and 2012, data was collected through 42 household surveys, 15 in-depth interviews, 4
focus groups, and observations of special events and daily activities in the public and
private spheres.

A de facto hierarchy of castes largely defines routine social relations in Kuka.
Bahun occupies the topmost position in the caste hierarchy whose traditional
occupation is priests; most of them continue this occupation today. Chhetri comes
next who are considered the warrior caste. These two caste groups are far
overrepresented in the sarkari jagir (government jobs) at public schools, health
clinics, police and army. They also hold more land than other castes. Sunuwar are
ritually clean and receive priest services from Bahun, but unlike the former two castes
they drink alcohol by caste rules. Although Sherpa are Buddhist, and thus, do not
entertain priest services from Bahun, they occupy almost the same privilege in the
caste hierarchy as Sunuwar. Sunuwar and Sherpa are engaged in agriculture and small
local businesses. At the bottom of the caste hierarchy appears the Pariyars, who are
Dalits3, and are considered impure and untouchable in ritual terms.

As in other villages across the country, the caste hierarchy and the associated
discrimination pervade this village. The caste system is believed to have entered into
Nepali society during the sixteenth century (Bista 1991). This system was legalised by
the state in the 1854 Legal Code. Caste-based discrimination was outlawed in 1963.
Yet, there are some forms of discrimination in everyday practice. Dalits have a
relatively low level of control over and access to natural resources and state
opportunities (Folmar 2010). There is no evidence that any Pariyar from the Kuka
village has so far been employed as a teacher or government official. A Pariyar boy
completed School Leaving Certificate (SLC), a secondary education level, for the first
time in 1996 from this village. The first SLC holder is currently working for a multi-
lateral project in Kathmandu after completing his undergraduate (Bachelor level). For
his education, a Swiss-funded bilateral project had supported financially. As a result
of centuries-old caste discrimination and the associated economic disadvantages, the
Pariyars in Kuka live in chronic poverty and occupy a subordinated position. The
following section further illustrates their marginalised position in the society.

Old Grammar: Pariyars in the Traditional Occupations

Five years ago, when I met Jaman Pariyar in his thirties he was living in a one-storied
thatched house with his five-member family in the Kuka village. He had two
daughters and one son. Two daughters were attending the public school but his son
was under school age. He owned land but his land was just large enough for his small
hut and kitchen garden. He was tending two pigs and four chickens. As a Dalit,
Jaman belongs to a so-called untouchable caste. Due to his low caste status, he was
not allowed to enter the houses of upper castes. He was engaged in tailoring which
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was his traditional caste occupation, enabling his family make a substantial part of
livelihoods. He rendered his tailoring services to some 25 client households who were
higher castes, which he calls ‘bistas’. Apart from tailoring, Jaman was a traditional
musician by his caste, performing panche baja or naumati baja (traditional music) at
weddings and other functions for which he was paid mostly in cash (Tingey 1994).
His wife, Sabita, was busy doing household chores, caring for children and delivering
clothes to their bistas’s houses. In addition, she also worked on the land of upper
castes as a labourer during farming seasons.

What Jaman’s family was doing epitomises how the lives and social status of all
Pariyar households were in Kuka in the recent past. What Jaman along with other 37
Pariyar households was binding to upper castes is called balighare. In western Nepal,
this caste-labour relation is called the riti-bhagya system (Cameron 1998), which is
similar to the jajmani system in India (Dumont 1981). In the balighare, Pariyars
make new clothes and do repairing or alterations for the whole family members of
their bistas. In return, their bistas provide them with a fixed amount of harvests
usually paddy, maize, wheat or millet on an annual basis. I estimated that some 75%
of the total food consumption of the Pariyar households was made up of the harvest
share they received from their bistas. Some Pariyar households sew clothes for cash at
haat bazzar (the weekly market day) held every Friday in the village. A few Pariyars
also worked as roadside tailors for some part of the year in Jiri, the closest town from
the Kuka village.

The Pariyars in the Kuka village faced numerous practices of untouchability and
exploitation when they undertook their occupations. First, in the case of balighare
system Pariyars made as many clothes as their bistas required but the amount of
grain they received annually was fixed low. Second, Pariyars delivered the clothes at
the houses of upper castes but the latter party never brought grain (in-kind payment)
to the houses of the former. This reveals Pariyars’ subordinated position in the village
society. Further, Pariyars often travelled to the houses of their clients with their
sewing machine, iron and other tailoring notions to make clothes during the Hindu
festive season. While providing this home service, they were placed outside the
houses of their bistas, usually near cattle sheds. They were offered food on low-quality
plates which received ritual sprinkling before the upper castes took the plates inside
their houses. These were all practices of untouchability. Third, upper castes often
supplied low-quality grain to the lower castes in the form of in-kind payment.
Similarly, Pariyars faced a wide range of discrimination because of their caste status
while performing music at weddings. Upper castes compelled Pariyars to play music
at any time they wish, which I noticed while attending weddings in the Kuka village.
During the wedding ceremonies, the Pariyar musicians also had to live with a barrage
of derogatory words thrown upon them by the upper castes.

Apart from their traditional occupations, Pariyars constituted a cheap agricultural
labour force in Kuka, mainly women and the men who could not be involved in
balighare because of lack of tailoring skills. In Kuka, there were four households
lacking such skills. They worked for large village landholders and jimmawal
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(a headman or revenue collector in the past who held a massive amount of land). The
Pariyar labourers were not just underpaid but also discriminated and disparaged
while working on the farms. During the break for snacks, the upper caste workers did
not sit beside them due to untouchability reasons. The upper castes often forced the
Pariyar labourers to work despite the latter’s prior commitments. Yet, the Pariyar
workers did not have any choice but to work for the upper castes, since most Pariyars
were functionally landless in Kuka as in other parts of the country.

While exploitative caste-based labour relations continued to sadden Pariyars,
modern culture and globalisation aggravated their misery. Pariyars were facing a hard
time, since their traditional tailoring skills could hardly satisfy the new generation of
their bistas, who had a penchant for stylish and fashionable garments. The demand
for their services plummeted with a huge flow of cheap ready-made garments in the
village. As a result, the Pariyars were mainly sought for repairing and altering clothes
rather than for making new ones.

Pariyar’s impoverishment was manifested in their physical and cultural space a
decade ago. Their neighbourhoods could be described as small thatched houses with
filthy surroundings, poor sanitation and the threads and the pieces of fabrics littering
the trails to their houses. The Pariyars wore taleko luga (ragged clothes) and jadauli
(used clothes) donated by their bistas. They used to have poor meals usually just rice
and curry. Tek, an elderly Pariyar explained: ‘We used to have mitho khana (delicious
food) only at festivals, and when our well-off bistas offered while they marked a social
and religious function’. For them ‘delicious food’ means a menu that includes some
kind of meat curry in addition to rice. Similarly, they owned little land of poor
quality, called pakho bari, an average holding being one ropani (0.05 hectare). The
amount of grain produced from their land could only feed them for not exceeding
three months a year. Only five Dalits had khet (irrigated land), which is considered
more valuable land in the village than pakho bari.

Apart from their chronic impoverishment, the social status of the Pariyars was
further worsened by domination and disparagement enacted by the upper caste in
their everyday lives. The upper castes used various pejorative terms such as ‘damai’,
‘dum’ and ‘tallo jat’ (forms of address used to belittle Pariyars). Still, the Pariyars had
to display a high level of deference to the upper castes using highly respectful terms
such as ‘malik’, ‘hajur’ and ‘kaji’. They could never call the upper caste by their
names. Even they had to greet the upper caste children with respectful terms but the
children greeted them with the word ‘ta’, the term reserved for people of inferior
status. Santosh explained how they showed their respect to the upper caste in the
past: ‘If high castes were walking with food in the village trail, we had to walk off the
trail to avoid touching their food’.

Not many Pariyars used to send their children to schools. Nor were their children
well attended by the teachers who all belonged to upper castes. The schoolchildren
faced discrimination by teachers and their fellow students. Dipe, who left school at
grade seven, recalled his school days: ‘I had to wait for my turn in front of the
drinking water tap until all the upper caste students turned up drank water’. Further,
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Pariyars used to convince their children to quit school for both social and economic
reasons. Kamal, a 25-year-old Pariyar who left school at grade five, said: ‘Sir
[teachers] used to call us damai keta [a derogatory term with caste prefix] and they
did not pay attention to us. We [Pariyar students] used to be beaten [as a form of
punishment] more than the upper caste students for failing to submit homework, and
for not doing the tasks correctly. My parents also advised: “You are able to read and
write letters. We won’t get a job. Now you learn tailoring skills and for this you better
quit the school”.

The preceding discussion suggests that enacting body politics to challenge caste
discrimination was a difficult task for Pariyars given their impoverished and
subordinated status. They could not detach themselves from balighare for long time
as their pathways to securing livelihoods were largely determined by their relations
with upper castes. Let alone the question of improving consumptive behaviour. The
government, NGOs, and donors have worked across many parts of the country to
transform the situation of Dalits. But Pariyar Dalits in Kuka seemed to be benefiting
far less than envisaged. Not a single Pariyar from Kuka has been able to make use of
the reservation policy of the government to access the government jobs. Recently, one
NGO has provided them with goats in order to help improve their livelihoods, but
hardly did any Pariyars show hope that rearing goats would meet their aspiration for
change.

Noticeably, the Maoists’ ‘people’s war’ war has had some visible effects on caste
relations. Most Pariyars were supporters of Maoists although only two young Pariyars
joined Maoists’ armed force, the ‘People’s Liberation Army’. In the election held for
the first constituent assembly in 2008 in Nepal, the Pariyars from Kuka voted for
Maoists with few exceptions. Many Pariyars to whom I spoke with recounted the
Maoist cadres visiting their houses for sharing their ideologies and promises for
Dalits’ liberation during insurgency. The Pariyars offered Maoists’ cadres shelters on
many occasions. The Maoists including their Dalit cadres used to stay at the houses of
upper castes as well. Non-Dalits used to subtly grumble about the Dalit Maoists’ entry
into their houses but the Maoist leaders tried to convince them to stop their
discriminatory practices against Dalits. At one occasion, an upper caste family did not
entertain Dalit cadre’s entry into their house and they rather fiercely complained
about it. Two members of that family were seriously beaten by the Maoist cadres with
bhata (a wooden stick) which created intense fear among non-Dalits in the village
and outside. In the focus groups, many Pariyars echoed that they were organised with
the help of Maoist leaders to boycott balighare relations with the upper castes.
Hearing such stories of the Pariyars in Kuka, one would argue that the Maoist
revolution did help in terms of sensitising Pariyars and upper castes about caste
issues. However, extant balighare relations continued because Pariyars had to rely on
higher caste families for work, because there were no other feasible economic
opportunities available for the Pariyars in the village and vicinity.

Amidst continued discrimination and crisis in the livelihoods of Pariyars,
migrating overseas appeared to be an attractive pathway for them to improve their
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lives and social status in the Kuka village. Of the 42 Pariyar households, 28
households were involved in international labour migration; 18 Pariyars were still
abroad out of the total of 42 Pariyar migrants at the time of the household surveys.
Their usual destinations were Malaysia and the Gulf countries such as Qatar, United
Arab Emirates and Kuwait. Despite high level of poverty and low level of social status,
two-thirds of the total households managed to get access to overseas migration. This
figure may look too high for some since international labour migration is costly and
highly differentiated along class lines. It was revealed during the focus group
discussions that early Pariyar migrants could go overseas by taking loan from rich
people from outside the village because they were not credit-worthy for the village
lenders. Once the early migrants cleared their debts, they started supporting their
relatives financially to go overseas. After seeing Pariyars succeeding in international
migration, local lenders also started offering loan to aspirant migrants. The Kuka
village is not exceptional in terms of the high number of Dalits going overseas for
employment. Adhikari and Hobley (2013) have also reported over 70% of the
surveyed Dalit households being engaged in international migration from a nearby
hill district, Khotang.

Following labour migration, the accounts of Pariyars presented in this section do
not fully reflect their current beings. So much has changed in the caste and other
social relations in the last decade that has contributed to the improvement in the
livelihoods of Pariyars at least in their own terms. I do not attend to the minutiae of
labour migration and remittances (for instance, how they went, how much money
they sent back and so forth). I have seen in the Kuka village that Pariyars who have
gone abroad have brought economic and social remittances back home. So my focus
is on how international labour migration influenced economic and social relations,
shaping body politics differently. I now explain what has happened to the livelihoods
of Jaman and his fellow Pariyars when they pursued a migration pathway.

New Grammar: Changes before Our Eyes

Jaman went to Dubai where he worked in a large garment factory for four years. His
work resembled what he was doing in his village but in a different setting and on
better terms. He was trained for three months before he took up his job. Over the
course of four years, his tailoring skill was sharply improved, building up his human
capital. He saved some money after covering family expenses and clearing debts. On
his return, Jaman replaced his old small hut with a two-storeyed house with slate
roofing. After abandoning balighare, he has started a tailoring business in a local
town, about one-and-a-half-hour walk from his village. He runs bespoke tailoring and
also sells fabric. He takes orders for school dress, suits and other Nepali traditional
clothes. His second daughter and his son attend the private school where the quality
of education is perceived to be better than the public school. His wife, Sabita, lives in
the village, looking after milking buffalo and working on own land bought with
remittances. She is no longer working as a labourer in the farms of upper castes.
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Jaman’s story is not exceptional; rather, it applies to the 28 households which are
involved in international labour migration. Among the rest, who are not into
migration, seven households are still involved in balighare. Another three households
run bespoke tailoring and the rest live on labouring. Notably, the non-migrant
households also aspire to go abroad as labour migration has become a ‘rite of passage’
for many Dalits. But a variety of social reasons such as age, illness and family
responsibilities have deterred them from leaving their homes.

On their return, 11 Pariyar migrants have started bespoke tailoring as Jaman. Of
the total 38 households, only one-fourth of them are now engaged in balighare. Few
Pariyars perform traditional music; particularly the new generation feels shy to do
this. Two households have run fancy stores of ready-made garments, and another
household photography. This means Pariyars enacted body politics of using their
labour by leaving the spaces—such as fields and hereditary employment—where
upper castes used to discriminate and humiliate them. Similarly, eleven households
have bought land after clearing their debts. Almost all households have either
refurbished or built a new house. All migrants have become lakhapati, someone
having 100 thousand Nepali rupees (equivalent to US$1200). It was a mammoth task
for them to save this amount of money through their traditional occupation in the
village. An elderly Pariyar, Sanak, makes it clear: ‘There was no one lakhapati among
the Pariyars in our village. When our sons went to bidesh [overseas], many of us have
become lakhapati’. Such a change entails powerful symbolic meaning, helping
reconstruct one’s social identity.

Through migration, the Pariyars have progressed in terms of shifting not only their
economic status but also their social identity. The Pariyar hamlets are being gentrified
with new buildings. It is unlikely to notice the pieces of fabrics and threads in the
trails leading to their hamlets; their surroundings look tidy. On their return, most
Pariyars brought TVs, body spray, costly shoes, and leather jackets. A look in jeans,
leather jacket and sport shoes make them the returnee migrant. The presence of a
suitcase in a house is an indicator of a household engaged in overseas migration.
Unlike in the past, the Pariyar women now dress in high-quality saris and wear gold
jewelleries. It is very rare now to see Pariyars in tattered clothes. The Pariyars I spoke
with said that, they can afford meat if they choose to eat meat. This is how
consumptive activities of Pariyars in Kuka have changed with remittances, an
important aspect of body politics, challenging the stereotype of upper castes towards
them, albeit often unwittingly.

The Pariyars have not only used a migration pathway for body politics of labour
and consumption, but also utilised their transnational experience to directly challenge
unjust acts and the hegemony of higher castes. These days the Pariyars in the Kuka
village do not follow caste rules to the extent they can oppose. Many respondents told
me that they stopped using terms that indicate high deference such as ‘malik’ and
‘kaji’ while addressing upper castes. Pariyars also refute derogatory terms ‘dum’ and
‘damai’ that upper castes apply to them. Incidents of the Pariyars refuting
discriminatory acts by upper castes are common in the village. Among many such
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incidents I encountered, one is explained: a Pariyar entered a local teashop but he was
asked by the teashop owner to get out. The Pariyar challenged him and denied his
order by saying that the teashop was a public space and he had rights to have tea after
paying the price. Finally, the teashop owner apologised and offered him tea. After a
week, I asked the Pariyar why he was not scared to challenge the teashop owner. He
explained: ‘I have been to Qatar and Dubai. During my stay there, no one
discriminated me. But here ‘Sunuwars [hinting the teashop owner] do not allow us
to enter their shops and drink tea. They hepchhan [dominate, undermine us] for no
reason’.

Some non-migrants and older generations also enter local teashops. Yet, few still
seem to be loyal to the caste rules because they do not want to annoy their fellow
upper castes with whom they have been living in the same village for a long time.
They believe that they will not live longer; rather, they wish a discrimination-free
future for their children. Few elderly Pariyars I spoke with echo this sentiment. Many
Pariyars during the focus group discussions said that they do not walk off the trail
unlike in the past. Rather, the upper castes walk off the trail if they want to avoid
touching us. Some said upper castes have begun using the term ‘timi’ (a more
respectful term than ‘ta’). One Pariyar explains his thought: ‘They [upper caste] know
that we do retaliate if they use such an insulting word. And they are well aware that
we are not dependent on them’. When the upper castes use a form of address
reserved for someone of low status, Pariyars outright show their resentment. They
usually contest saying ‘“ta” vanne ma ko hau, tapaiko?’ [Why you use ‘ta’, in a
belligerent gesture and posture].

For the Pariyar migrants, caste experience in their own village starts receding when
they board an international flight where they are greeted with namaste with other
fellow travellers. This may be unique experience for them since they receive no
namaste from upper castes in their own village. On the flight, they enjoy food sitting
with other passengers. In this line, Arjun explains his feeling of respect and equality
that he experienced in the aircraft: ‘It was my first experience that upper caste [he
believes the airhostesses belong to higher caste] greeted me with namaste. On the
flight, I took meals with other passengers; no one did care about my caste. I was
equally treated there’.

However, many upper castes consider the changes among Pariyars as social
transgressions. An upper caste expressed his discontent indirectly on change in caste
relations as reflected in the following statement: ‘Well, this caste system is not good
but nowadays “darjee” (a less derogatory word than “damai”) talk big; they have
forgotten their past. Darjeeharu ali thula vaka chhan achel [they have transgressed
the social norms]. They even don’t want to work for us’. As reflected in this interview,
the upper caste people in the Kuka village seemed unhappy with the Pariyars. A part
of the reason is that the Pariyars have largely denied their labour to the upper caste
along with giving up an offer of high deference. Increased fallow land has become
common in the village due to shortage of labour as ‘everyone is leaving’ (Adhikari
and Hobley 2013). In some parts of India, new forms of conflict between Dalits and
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non-Dalits emerged following the increased economic interdependence of Dalits and
their resistance (Carswell and De Neve 2014; Still 2009). In the Kuka village, no such
significant conflicts have surfaced in visible terms. A key reason is perhaps the legacy
of Maoist revolution as the Maoist cadres, including Dalits, entered the houses of
upper castes during insurgency and threatened them to disregard caste discrimina-
tion. Talking to the Pariyars in Kuka, one can understand that Dalits have become
more empowered than before and they may retaliate or oppose if upper castes
discriminate against them as reflected in the incidence at the teashop.

So far, I have presented the changes that have taken place in the lives of the
Pariyars in Kuka following labour migration. The next section attends to the question
of how these changes broadly speak to the ideas of body politics as elements of
counter-hegemonic praxis, linking with wider literature on migration and caste.

Migration and Caste Relations

Dalit’s adverse incorporation into caste-based occupations and embedded glaring
discrimination went largely unnoticed to many scholars albeit Cameron (1998) and
Caplan (1972) are few exceptions. As evident in the preceding section, Pariyar Dalits
pursued overseas migration to escape from their traditional dependency on the upper
castes and to contest forms of domination and humiliation (Guru 2009) inflicted
upon them along caste terms. They resisted adverse caste relations and domination
through body politics expressed in three ways: mobilising their labour away from
traditional occupations, improving consumption practices, and the challenging of
power relations and the resisting of earlier practices of untouchability.

In terms of labour mobilisation, Pariyars pursued migration which distanced them
from the traditional labour relations with upper castes and associated discrimination.
Almost all Pariyars on their return from migration abandoned balighare and gave up
performing traditional music which was khana pugne (a means for subsistence only)
and hepai khanuparne (a source of discrimination and domination). They have now
ventured into own professional tailoring businesses with the savings (financial
capital) and enhanced sewing skills (human capital) they gained overseas. Pariyars,
mostly female, stopped working on the land of upper castes as labourers to escape
exploitation by local landlords, improving their social status (symbolic capital) in
the village. It can be argued that Pariyars in the Kuka village could be enduring
balighare even on more disadvantageous terms if there was no migration opportunity
accessible to them. In fact, Caplan (1972), in her ethnographic work from western
Nepal about three decades ago, had highlighted the importance of migration for Dalits
to reverse their pauperisation when the ethnoscape of globalisation was not so telling.

The patterns of labour mobilisation facilitated by international migration are not
particularities of the Kuka village in Nepal. In rural India—Gujarat, Tamil Nadu,
Kerala and West Bengal—and in Sri Lanka, Dalits and minority people mobilise their
labour away from traditional roles to contest hegemony of upper castes or the
dominant through circular and other forms of migration (Gidwani and
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Sivaramakrishnan 2003; Osella and Osella 2000; Thangarajah 2003). Ilahiane (2001)
also reveals how the Haratine, a subaltern group in Morocco, succeeds in protecting
their labour from exploitation by engaging themselves in the international migration.
Likewise, drawing on their ethnographic fieldwork in south India, Carswell and De
Neve (2014, 108) highlight that, ‘… access to job opportunities outside the village has
provided them [Dalits] with economic independence, loosened their ties with
Gounder landlords [high castes] and enhanced their self-esteem’.

Likewise, in addition to the body politics of labour, Pariyars in Kuka have also
expressed body politics of consumption as reflected in their changing attire including
jewelleries, food habits, housing and land accumulation. Many studies have noted
such consumptive activities of migrant households in Nepal and other countries, for
instance, villages being gentrified in Kerala state of India (Kurien 2002); and Haraite
amassing land in Morocco (Ilahiane 2001), migrants from Western hills of Nepal
(Poertner, Junginger, and Müller-Böker 2011) and Dalits in the Khotang district of
Nepal (Adhikari and Hobley 2013). Nevertheless, in the case of Pariyar in Kuka, these
consumptive actions go beyond providing comfortable material livings, signalling
their improved social status and identity. Thieme and Wyss (2005) also report high
symbolic status of migrants returning home with TVs, suitcases and garments,
enhancing their reputation and honour. Deliège (1999) in Tamil Nadu India pointed
to how furious upper castes were when they saw Dalits dressed in stylish fashions,
indicating that attire can act as a tool for counter-hegemonic praxis. Through
improved consumptive practices, Pariyars not only challenged the ‘symbolic violence’
created by upper castes, but also recreated their new identity replacing the old one
which was constructed by ‘others’ referring to their poverty and caste status.

In many ways, international labour migration has assisted Dalits to enact body
politics to resist caste domination. Nevertheless, one cannot overlook the role of
Maoist revolution in cultivating positive changes in caste relations. Even in the
remote corners of Nepal, the Maoist cadres mobilised the rural poor including Dalits
for their rights during the war. In such places, Dalit NGO movements and
government presence were nearly non-existent. A sociopolitical space created by
the Maoist movement, coupled with enhanced stock of economic, human and
symbolic capitals through labour migration have synergistically enabled Dalits to
experience profound economic and cultural changes in their lives. It is not to suggest
here that overseas migration alone liberates Dalits from caste and associated
discrimination. But it does facilitate their liberation and more so when revolution
enacts to provide the Dalits with symbolic power.

Overall, the Pariyars are ‘going up by going down’ (Haines 2007). They feel less
discriminated overseas than at home. With financial, human and symbolic capitals
accumulated through overseas migration, they have reconstructed their cultural and
economic contours to their advantage at the place of their origin. But, to go up, they
are ‘going down’ since foreign migrants work under substandard terms and
conditions (Martin, Abella, and Kuptsch 2006). Many studies show that migrant
workers experience harsh life overseas due to poor working conditions, exploitation,
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and feelings of criminalisation and stigmatisation (Bruslé 2012; Gardner 2011; Nagy
2006). ‘Each day, more than a hundred Nepalese workers go to their embassy to
complain about unpaid wages, exploitation, runaway sponsors, poor housing
conditions or inhumane treatment’, as Bruslé (2012, 2) puts it, describing the
situation of Nepali labour migrants in Qatar.

Counter-hegemonic Practices

Having reduced dependency on upper castes, the display of body politics empowered
Pariyars to engage in contesting caste institutions openly. Folmar (2010) argues that
the younger generation of Dalits often directly confronts the caste system, advocating
freedom and respect in the public sphere. In Kuka too, it seems that migrant Pariyars
and younger generations are rancorous and are hardly docile in their engagement
with upper castes unlike the older generation. This is similar to what Still (2009, 21)
finds in Andhra Pradesh, India, where young Dalits opposed adverse caste relations
‘using the resources at hand’. Drawing on the case of the Kuka village and similar
studies from India, the assertion that Dalits act to denigrate themselves (Moffatt
1979) seems untenable, consistent with what Gupta (2005) argues, because Dalits are
challenging the caste system overtly and covertly exercising their hitherto constrained
agency.

Shifting strategies of resistance to high caste domination are worthy of discussion
here. The politics of anonymity, the altering and masking of identity (Folmar 2010),
and more subtle forms of resistance such as delaying delivery, working late, and
shaming high castes (Cameron 2010) were the weapons of the Pariyars as everyday
forms of resistance (Scott 1990). But now, the Pariyars mobilise rather more direct
and aggressive forms of resistance, when the upper castes discriminate or humiliate
them. They could do so, because of symbolic power and human capital gained mainly
through remittances and transnational experiences, which have enabled them to
exercise their agency. In the past, since their agency was constrained, they were
unwillingly or otherwise accepting caste hegemony informed by their beliefs on
‘dharma’, ‘karma’, and ‘bhagya’, what Bista (1991) broadly labels ‘fatalism’. Dharma
literally means religion but it is understood as ‘duty according to one’s social place’
(Cameron 2010, 20). Dharma is the result of their karma (fate of being) shaped by
one’s own bhagya (fate). The Maoist revolution challenged such instruments of
symbolic violence created by high castes and institutionalised by the state and Hindu
ideology. To further challenge the institutions of caste in a complementary fashion,
international migration helped Dalits with bundles of capitals (mainly financial,
human and symbolic capitals) at their hand to cultivate new strategies of resistance.

Conclusion

This article has focused on the social dimension of international labour migration to
understand how marginalised groups contest social relations when they participate in
such migration. This question has been addressed through ethnographic work with
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Pariyar Dalits living in a rural village, Kuka, Ramechhap district of Nepal. In this
article, I illustrated that migration facilitates changes in caste and other forms of
social relations; it is not merely a livelihood strategy.

The changes triggered by the labour migration of Pariyars occur in the kinds of
work, and the way they perform; and that in the houses they live, the dress they wear,
the food they eat, and the way they interact with upper castes. These patterns of
changes are described here as body politics entailing labour mobilisation and
consumptive styles which interact each other to advance resistance to hegemony.
As visualised in the story of Jaman, balighare represented the everyday world of
Pariyars in Kuka, which ties them with upper castes in exchanging products and
services, in performing music, and in labouring in the farms of upper castes. Over the
last decade, a migration pathway has enabled Pariyars to delink themselves from
traditional labour relations with upper castes. Economic remittances and social
remittances in the form of human and symbolic capital have facilitated Pariyars to
run their own tailoring business or to pursue other respectful work, while abandoning
their caste occupations. Their strategies of moving labour away from the traditional
caste-ridden relations matter as part of counter-hegemonic praxis. Their actions
wittingly or unwittingly have challenged caste hegemony by distancing their ties from
non-Dalits.

Similarly, Pariyars weave numerous social and economic changes through
international migration, although these changes may look ‘transgressions’ in the
eyes of upper castes. The ‘transgressions’ manifest in the stylish dresses that Dalits
wear, improved housing, the accumulation of land, possession of TVs and smart
phones which were very uncommon in Kuka just a decade ago. These changes, as
Pariyars claim, are ample to erode the stigma attached to them as fohori (filthy), tallo
jat (low caste), taleko laune (someone who wear tattered clothes) and so forth which
had served as symbolic violence. In the past, Pariyars resisted caste discrimination
subtly, mostly through covert actions and ‘politics of anonymity’ (Folmar 2010, 45) or
in ‘culturally acceptable ways’ (Cameron 2010, 15). In contrast, Pariyars in Kuka are
openly defying the hegemonic and caste behaviour of upper castes exposing their
subversive power shaped by symbolic, human and economic capitals accumulated
through overseas migration. These acts of resistance carry far reaching implications in
caste institutions in rural areas of Nepal. Since the upper castes continue to cultivate
new strategies to enact their hegemonic behaviour, it is yet to be seen how
marginalised groups such as Pariyars would use their agency to reproduce and
advance body politics to shift the goal post of power relations in the future.

Despite experiencing hardships overseas (Bruslé 2012; Gardner 2011; Martin,
Abella, and Kuptsch 2006), Pariyars endured such hardships to transform social
relations and to create a dignified identity back home. This change, could have hardly
been seen before our eyes, for many Dalits in Kuka had there not been enthnoscapes
created by globalisation, and if it was denied because of their low caste status. This is
not to suggest that all changes in caste relations have been possible because of
international labour migration. Indeed, Maoist movement contributed to challenging
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caste system and to empowering Dalits to put pressure on the government for
inclusive and responsive state. This contribution was significant in the context that
Dalit movements, mainly led by Dalit NGOs, had largely failed to heat up resistance
against caste hegemony in many rural parts of Nepal.

Future studies should take into account other broader changes in the political and
social milieu occurred in the last few decades—the Maoists’ movement and the end of
feudal monarchy to name a few. In a similar tone, it should take into account that
international migration also propels pressing social issues in the sending communities
such as sexual infidelity, marital separation, and fatherly abandonment (Coe 2011)
which can be more serious in largely Hinduised and patriarchal Nepali society.
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Notes

[1] Dalit’ is a collective noun for people who were called ‘untouchables’ and have long been
marginalised and excluded on the basis of caste hierarchy nurtured in Hindu religion. The
population of Dalit in Nepal is about 3.7 million (approx. 14% of the total).

[2] I have disguised the real names of places and peoples throughout the article to ensure their
anonymity.

[3] There are different lower castes that represent Dalit in Nepal but only Pariyars are living in
Kuka. Since Damai sounds derogatory, they wanted to be identified as Pariyars.
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