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Tourist Industry of the Caste Society and the Socially Vulnerable in Nepal:

Development of Pokhara as Tourism Town and Strenuous Effort
by Thakalis of an Ethnic Minority Group
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Abstract

The legacy of Nepalese caste system initiated by Muluks Ain in 1854 has been
still remaining in Pokhara. The Dalit (Nachhune) are well-knownly the
“socially vulnerable” in India and Nepal. A group of Mongolian ethnic groups
called “Matwari” (alcohol-taking castes) can be also regarded to be the socially
vulnerable in Nepal because the kingdom of Nepal has been molded on an
ancient Hindu-religious polity (Shastra). Under this polity Matwari groups
such as Gurungs, Magars and Thakalis have been excluded from the central
political machines.

Pokhara was inhabited firstly by Bahuns and Chhetris. Matwali groups
started living in Pokhara valley after WHO’s eradication of Malaria in early 1960s,
but they could not find any good agricultural lands that had already been
distributed by Bahuns and Chhetris. The Thakalis came down to Pokhara after
the salt-trade path between India and Tibet was closed in 1959 by China.
Arriving at Pokhara, they have established tourist business such as hotels,
restaurants and teashops in north-side of Lake Fewa where Western visitors
started gathering as a preliminary pilot of a rising mass tourism among

industrialized nations in 1960s. Two highways, one to Bhairawa built in 1969 and
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another to Kathmandu in 1973, have guided a mass of Euro-American and
Japanese back-packers to Pokhara. This is the beginning of flourishing tourist
industry in Pokhara.

The present author conducted a door-to-door survey of the entire Pokhara
households in 1983. The data collections were made by 24 Nepali students and
all the results of the survey were kept in the form of “Pokhara Census Database”.
This database includes a list of occupations by all the above-6-years-old dwellers
in Pokhara. Their occupations were categorized into 9 different kinds; one of
them is “tourist industry” in which all the owners and workers of hotels, guest-
houses, restaurants, teashops, souvenir-shops, tourist and trekking offices.
Based on our calculations from this database we came to conclude that the
Matwalis are the most dominant participants in tourist industry comparing with
Bahuns, Chhetris and Dalits, and that the Thakali participation-ratio of tourist
industry is the second highest of all the Matwali castes. Although the Sherpas
are the first, the actual number of the Sherpa is too small to argue adequately.

We would argue that the Thakalis are endowed with three good reasons for
their success of developing tourist industry in Pokhara. First, they have already
accumulated good “cultural capitals” for establishing tourist business thanks to
their previous experiences as Himalayan traders. Second, their population is not
so large that all the members have intentionally tried not to breach the intra-
caste unification. This is why they reversively succedded in organizing a tourist-
industry “guild” in Pokhara. Third, they are blessed with good domestic leaders
following their Tibetan Buddhist traditions.

XF—T =K A8= ), RA T, FHVIE BOGENE, tamEs
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