
INTRODUCTION

The idea behind the publication of this set of interviews is to familiarise
readers with the ways in which research on Nepal is produced in the
United Kingdom (UK). In that sense this work continues the tradition of
reflections on the state of Nepal Studies in various parts of the world.1

However unlike some previous works that were only concerned with
descriptions of research themes pursued within a particular national
trajectory of Nepal Studies, the present endeavour also includes personal
backgrounds of researchers and institutional environments that make Nepal
Studies possible. Personal and institutional processes of the entry and
growth in the field of Nepal Studies of researchers trained or based in the
UK are highlighted in this collection of interviews. This book provides a
good picture of the general conditions in which this specific group of
researchers work and also of their academic engagements with Nepali
society, both in terms of their research pursuits and their relationships
with various Nepali communities.

Initially my idea was to conduct 12-20 interviews with UK-trained and
for the most part UK-based Nepal researchers. I tried to contact 22
researchers between December 2002 and March 2003. Many of them were
people whose work was familiar to me but some were recommended by
those to whom I had turned for suggestions. Among the 22, one young
scholar politely declined to respond to my queries, stating that he was not
involved in academia after finishing his PhD and hence he thought it was
not appropriate for him to take part in this exercise. Another scholar with
considerable Nepal research record never responded to my emails despite
several attempts to try to contact him. A third academic who did research
on Nepal in the early 1990s responded laconically and I decided to drop
that interview from this collection.

In the end I had interview texts with nineteen UK-related researchers
of Nepal, most of whom but not all are British nationals. This set obviously

1 For examples, see Onta (2001) for the case of India-based scholarship on Nepal,
Ishii (2001) for the case of Japanese, Sales (1995) for the case of the French, and
Shrestha (1980) for the case of Russian. I have been told that other accounts of Nepal
Studies exist in German, Russian and some other languages that are not accessible to
me. See also Upraity (1983) and Himalayan Research Bulletin (1995) for more
general accounts of foreign scholarly contributions to Nepal Studies. For an example
of journalistic coverage of the work of one foreign scholar, see Kharel (2003).
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does not include all UK-trained or -based scholars who have done research
related to Nepal in the past or who are active in the field today. Some
important participants are missing in this collection.2  Hence what is
presented here – interviews with nineteen scholars – must be viewed as a
convenience sample. Given the predominance of anthropologists among
foreign researchers of Nepal, it is not surprising that thirteen respondents
are anthropologists, two are sociologists, one a political historian and
three work in the field of literature, literary history and linguistics. This set
seems representative enough, in terms of generations, gender and
geographical distribution (both personal and institutional) to allow us a
good view of the contemporary history and current situation of Nepal
Studies in the UK. While this sampling method might not allow
generalizations supported by the theoretical tools of the discipline of
statistics, it allows qualitatively analytical generalizations.  A more thorough
survey is unlikely to yield surprises.

These interviews began with a fixed set of questions that were sent
via email to the concerned researchers. Depending on the initial responses
provided by those who agreed to take part in this conversation, additional
questions were sent to them, some of which sought clarifications and
others asked for fresh information. After two to eight rounds of email
exchanges, the following texts were generated between December 2002
and September 2003. Most of the reiterative sequences were finalized
between March and May 2003.3  Given the above-described timeline, it is
safe to assume that most of the data and views expressed in the individual

2 Death robbed me the possibility of interviewing Christoph von Fürer-Haimendorf
(1909-1995) who could be described as the founder of Nepal Studies in the UK from
the perspectives of the social sciences (see below; cf. Macfarlane 1983). I would have
also liked to interview Richard Burghart (1944-1994) who acquired his PhD from the
School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) in 1978. In the subsequent ten years,
Burghart taught at the London School of Economics and SOAS and from 1988 until
his death at the South Asia Institute of the University of Heidelberg. For more on the
life and work of Burghart, one of the most influential historical anthropologists of
South Asia, see Fuller and Spencer (1996) and Burghart (1996). Similarly Graham
Clarke’s death in 1998 cut short the life of an important UK-based ethnographer of
Nepal. See Campbell (1998) for a brief appreciation of Clark’s work. Among current
practitioners, I was not able to include many who I could not contact for a variety of
reasons.

3 Martin Chautari (MC) decided to publish this book during the summer of 2003.
The camera-ready copy was produced in April 2004.
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interviews in this book are already almost a year-old at the time of
publication.

We know that much of the research done in the humanities and social
sciences relies upon a variety of interviews as a method of research. Both
Nepali and foreign scholars of Nepal routinely engage in interviews as
part of their research exercise leading to the production of writings in
various disciplines and genres. However it must be said that only a small
portion of interviews done as part of research sees the light of the day in
written interview form/format. While there are many examples of interview
texts in journalism, politics and the literary field in Nepal, the number of
useful interviews conducted with academics who do research on Nepal
about their being and work is very small (e.g., Fisher 1997, Gaenszle1992,
Gellner 1996, Macfarlane 1983, Onta 1999).4  It was with keeping this gap in
mind, that I thought it would be a good idea to interview UK-trained or
based researchers about their involvement in the field of Nepal Studies.
Email proved to be a handy medium for this purpose, allowing my
respondents plenty of time to form their answers to my queries and revise
them after further prodding. Several rounds of text exchanges allowed my
respondents the choice to be as forthcoming in terms of details in their
responses as they thought appropriate.5  All of the individual interview
texts appear in this book with the approval of the respective respondents

4 Countless interviews with Nepali literary writers and politicians have been published
in various sources. Some collections of interviews with literary writers have also been
published. Among them, it is probably safe to say that the best known collection is by
Uttam Kunwar (2050 v.s. [2023 v.s.]), Srasta ra Sahitya, which received the prestigious
Madan Puruskar for 2023 v.s. This book was the subject of many commentaries at
that time (e.g., Sharma ‘Gyani’ 2024 v.s.). For an example of a whole book consisting
of a single interview with a literary personality see Prasain (2059 v.s.) and an example
of a collection of interviews with a single writer, see Chhetri (2060 v.s.). Probably the
best known collection of interviews with well-known Nepali personalities from various
walks of life is Kunwar (2042 v.s.). See Subedi’s (2000) recent commentary on this
book. Also see Subedi (2002) for more general reflections on the genre of journalistic
interviews as seen in the Nepali press of recent years. Examples of interesting
interviews with Nepali politicians include Chatterji (1990) and Gautam (2057 v.s.).
(Please note that in general the years given in v.s. are 57 years ahead of the Common
Era, and that the v.s. year begins around mid-April.)

5 Regarding the use of email as the interview medium, I should mention that I have
never met three of my nineteen respondents in person. Among the rest sixteen, I
have had more detailed conversations with six via email than in face-to-face situations.
One of my respondents felt that answers to some of my questions were already
available in his homepage. To save his time, he asked me to import relevant sections
from there which is what I did.
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reducing, if not eliminating, the possibility of misrepresentation. The
interview texts were lined up according to the year in which the respondent
completed the PhD with one exception made in the case of a scholar who
has not pursued this degree. I have instead used the year in which her
monograph was published.

Scholarly interests about Nepal in the UK: some historical trajectories
The present intention is not to provide a comprehensive history of Nepal
Studies in the UK through interviews with practitioners.  It is more to make
public the context within which researchers on Nepal are created in the
UK. Since I have interviewed people who have finished their graduate
degrees within the last four decades (earliest being 1966, latest being
2004), there is of course a historical dimension in the responses included
in this collection but that is but one aspect of the inquiry.  The works of
these researchers build upon a much longer historical engagement of
quasi-scholarly or scholarly links between the UK and Nepal. It is those
links that are taken up next.

Colonial knowledge production: trade as mirage
Broadly one can discern the following trajectories of British knowledge-
production interests in Nepal over the last two hundred plus years. From
the last decades of the eighteenth century, there was semi-scholarly
interest in Nepal to promote, in the main, British colonial interests in the
Subcontinent. Writings by William Kirkpatrick (1969[1811]), Francis
Buchanan Hamilton (1971[1819]), and Brian H. Hodgson (1991[1874],
1992[1880]) are the better-known examples in this category, although
samples of writings from many other employee-scholars of British India
exist. With respect to the three named above, Kirkpatrick’s mission to
Nepal in 1793 was proposed by the then Governor-General of the English
East India Company, Lord Cornwallis, who wanted his emissary to mediate
in the 1792 war between China and Nepal. But since the war ended before
Kirkpatrick had set out for Nepal, he was given a new remit for the mission
which was to gather all kinds of possible information that would further
the commercial interests of the Company in Nepal and Tibet. As noted by
Prayag Raj Sharma, the writing in the book is motivated by this “supreme
consideration” (1973: 99).

Sent on such a fact-finding mission, Kirkpatrick arrived in Nepal in
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March 1793 for what turned out to be a short trip lasting less than two
months. However, he was somewhat successful in gathering first-hand
information about various aspects of Nepal as he had been instructed. As
he acknowledges in the preface of his book, his “cursory observations”
were written “more in obedience to the orders of his Government, than
from any hope entertained by the Writer of being able to do justice to the
subject prescribed to him” (Kirkpatrick 1969[1811]: xi-xii). The information
Kirkpatrick was able to provide to the Company and later include in his
book, An Account of the Kingdom of Nepaul (first published in 1811)
turned out to be quite useful to the Company, its subsequent emissaries to
Nepal and to modern historians of Nepal. In this book we find Kirkpatrick
devoting several chapters to descriptions of the routes and distances to
Kathmandu from North India (with maps) and the resources (timber, mineral
and vegetable productions, fishing, etc.) he was able to identify en route.
In other chapters, he describes agricultural practices, military service,
history, people and their customs, religious practices, languages spoken
(with a short vocabulary list), government, commerce, and manufacturing
in Nepal.

Francis Buchanan Hamilton arrived in Nepal as a member of the British
team led by W.D. Knox in early 1802 following the 1801 treaty of friendship
between Nepal and the East India Company. As per this treaty a British
Residency was established in Kathmandu and Knox was sent to Nepal’s
capital as the first British Resident. He too was instructed by his superiors
to obtain all kinds of information regarding the government in Kathmandu,
its military and Nepal’s relationship with China. He was also asked to
gather accurate information regarding the mineral, botanical and agricultural
products of Nepal and to recommend the most practical way to
commercialize them (Chaudhuri 1960: 120-21). Likewise Knox was to look
into the possibility of “opening a profitable trade with Bhutan and Tibet
either directly with the Company’s provinces or through the medium of
the natives of Nepal” (Chaudhuri 1960: 122). The Company’s trade
obsession with Nepal until the turn of the nineteenth century was hence
clear in the instructions given to Kirkpatrick and Knox.6  Since information

6 This was also referred to by Brian H Hodgson in 1831 when he wrote, “It is
scarcely necessary for me to remark, that a connection with [Nepal] was originally
sought by us purely for commercial purposes, which purposes the government, up to
the beginning of the century, directly or strenuously exerted itself, by arms and by
diplomacy, to promote” (Hodgson 1991[1874] part II: 91).
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related to securing commercial interests was sought at a time when the
English East India Company was undertaking its last wars for full control
in the Subcontinent, it was but natural that such information was looked
for amidst more general information on the Gorkhali polity and society as
a whole.

With respect to the Company’s efforts in gathering further information
about Nepal, there was one important outcome of the Knox mission of
1802-03. The observations made by one of its members Dr Francis
Buchanan, who later in his life took his mother’s name – Hamilton – were
of great value to the British in their later engagements with Nepal. Hamilton’s
observations about Nepal were first recorded in his unpublished report,
‘Some Observations on Nepal’ (whose writing was most likely completed
in 1803) and eventually published – after much revisions based on his
later surveys near the India-Nepal border – as a book in 1819. As the
recent research of Marie Lecomte-Tilouine (1998) has shown, in his An
Account of the Kingdom of Nepal (1971[1819]), Hamilton has edited out
many of his more immoderate comments and observations about Nepal
and Nepalis found in his ‘Some Observations’. Like his predecessor
Kirkpatrick, Hamilton provided detailed information about the people,
geography, resources, government, military and laws of Nepal in the first
part of his book. In the second part, he wrote about the many tiny kingdoms
that had been conquered by the Kingdom of Gorkha between the early
1740s and 1814. Hamilton’s observations more or less proved that the
earlier perceived potential of trade with Nepal was greatly exaggerated
and the publication of his book coincided with the new-found British
obsession with Nepali labour mainly in the form of Gurkha soldiers.7  He
was also consulted by the Company before the Anglo-Gorkha war of 1814-
16 and he dutifully provided maps, information about routes, and other
strategic tips useful for the execution of the war effort (Lecomte-Tilouine
1998).

7 In his introduction to the 1971 reprint edition, the French anthropologist Marc
Gaborieau has commented,  “…the book of Hamilton, generally reliable and so easy
and pleasant to read, remains one of our most important sources” (Gaborieau 1971).
But see Regmi (1979) for comments on some errors in this book. For details on the
life and work of Francis Buchanan Hamilton, especially the work he did as a surveyor
and botanist in India, see Vicziany (1986).
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The Gurkha connection
From at least the time of Brian H. Hodgson in Nepal (i.e., 1820s), knowledge
production in connection with the recruitment of Nepalis as Gurkha soldiers
in the Indian Army in British India has also been recorded.8  Nepalis had
been recruited in the British Indian army even before the end of the 1814-
16 Anglo-Gorkha war and hence the idea that more of them should be
recruited was already doing the rounds by the time Hodgson arrived in
Nepal in 1820. Hodgson also advocated this view. In that connection one
can refer to a well-known essay by him on the ‘origin and classification of
martial tribes of Nepal’ – this first came into existence as an administrative
memo in 1825 and was later edited and published in 1833 (eventually
reprinted in Hodgson 1991[1874] part II: 37-44) – as an early evidence of
this interest. Hodgson argued that not all inhabitants of Kingdom of Gorkha
could become a British Gurkha. He identified the Khas, Magar and Gurung
as the ‘martial classes’ of Nepal and compared them favorably with soldiers
recruited in India. He argued that the services of Nepali men could be
obtained by the East India Company without too much difficulty. If such
services could be obtained, he argued, they would soon come to be highly
appreciated since “such are their energy of character, love of enterprise,
freedom from the shackles of caste, unadulterated military habits and
perfect subjectibility to a discipline such as ours” (Hodgson 1991[1874]
part II: 41). Although Hodgson’s opinion was not acted upon by his
superiors immediately, he thought the Gurkhas were the “best soldiers in
Asia.”

Later evidence of knowledge production with respect to the Gurkha
connection can be found in a series of handbooks on the Gurkhas prepared
from around the last decade of the nineteenth century (e.g., Vansittart
1890, 1896, 1991[1906], 1915).9  First prepared by Eden Vansittart, who was
responsible for systematically institutionalising Gurkha recruitment in the
late 1880s and the early 1890s, these handbooks were versions of military
ethnographies whose use in the long run clearly superceded their initial

8 Except for a short period between 1822 and early 1824 Brian H. Hodgson served
in various capacities at the British Residency in Kathmandu between 1820 and 1843.
For more details on the life and work of Hodgson, see Hunter (1896), Whelpton
(1999) and Waterhouse (forthcoming).

9 See Des Chene (1991) and Caplan (1995) for details on various aspects of the
Gurkha connection and Des Chene (1999) and Onta (1996) for commentaries on
these handbooks.
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objectives of serving as handy manuals for recruiting officers. British
writings with respect to the Gurkhas continued throughout the twentieth
century (Caplan 1995) and are still being produced as the arrangement of
the recruitment of Gurkha soldiers in the British army still exists.

In the meantime British mountaineering interests in the Nepal
Himalayas began to grow during the last decades of the nineteenth century.
Serious expeditions to climb Mt Everest, although initially from the Tibetan
side, were organized from the early 1920s and British literature related to
climbing in the Himalayas grew exponentially from that decade.10

From the second half of the eighteenth century, the East India
Company’s focus on Nepal was prompted by its desire to establish what
were thought to be important trade links with Nepal and via Nepal with
Tibet. As has been suggested above, the Company’s emphasis on this
theme prompted its employee-writers to focus on producing information
that could potentially advance its interests. But by 1820 or so, it was
realized that the Company’s emphasis on the importance of trade with
Nepal was exaggerated and that its policies were focused on capturing
what eventually proved to be a mirage. Soon after the end of the 1814-16
Anglo-Gorkha war, the British found a new obsession with respect to
Nepal. This was the organization of the recruitment of Nepalis into the
British Indian army as ‘Gurkhas’. The newfound British concern for Nepal
gave birth to a new kind of literature, a type of military ethnography. The
object of the new knowledge production revolved around mapping Nepal
as the home of the ideal martial tribes/races in the entire Subcontinent.
From being viewed as a potential buyer of manufactured commodities,
Nepal became the supplier of ‘martial bodies’ to be recruited, disciplined
and employed in the service of the Empire. It must be recalled here that
although Nepal was never territorially included in the British Empire, it did
become subject to the powerful gaze of colonial knowledge production
from around the turn of the nineteenth century.11

Succeeding formal colonial interests in South Asia, British political
interests in Nepal from around the middle of the twentieth century were
gradually articulated around the agenda of development aid. Some have

10 See Younghusband (1926, especially ch. 1). Also see Ortner (1999: ch. 2 and
bibliography) for further details and references regarding British mountaineering
interests in the Himalayas as well as the involvement of some ‘Gurkhas’ in climbing.

11 See Cohn (1987, 1997) and Inden (1990), among others, for an introduction to
the many politics of knowledge production during British colonial rule in South Asia.
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argued that British development aid to Nepal up to the beginning of the
1990s was closely tied to UK’s foreign policy interests in Nepal (Nickson
1992; cf. Bhatt 1983: 23-32). According to this view, these interests have
largely been formed around the fact of the Gurkha connection between
Nepal and the UK and hence projects in eastern and central west Nepal,
the main catchment areas for Gurkha recruitment, have been the ones
supported through UK aid money. While more studies that critically analyse
British development aid to Nepal would certainly be welcome we must
acknowledge that British development aid and projects have generated a
vast amount of project literature that is largely unpublished. Some of this
‘grey’ literature contains valuable insights into the history of Nepali society
of the last forty years as it has struggled with the process of development
(see references in Nickson 1992). More importantly for our purpose,
products of development consultancies have later been re-presented in
academic formats. The work of the Overseas Development Group of the
University of East Anglia since the early 1970s is notable in this connection.
The much cited and used book, Nepal in Crisis (Blaikie et al. 1980) is
perhaps the best-known specimen of this lot.

Academic trajectory
While the above mentioned trajectories of British knowledge production
activities related to Nepal largely emanated from the political, diplomatic
and development fields, there was also a relatively pure academic trajectory
in place by the time Hodgson retired from Nepal in 1843. Hodgson’s
scholarly interests were remarkable. In addition to publishing extensively
on subjects such as the geomorphology and ethnography of Nepal and
Tibet, he also wrote about Buddhism, languages, Hindu law and legal
practices extant in Nepal and about Trans-Himalayan trade and commerce.
Some of these writings were later brought together in several volumes
(Hodgson 1991[1874], 1992[1880]). Furthermore Hodgson published more
than 120 papers on the mammals and birds of Nepal and Tibet. In addition
he collected and distributed to various libraries in Europe and India
hundreds of Sanskrit, Tibetan, Persian, Newari and English manuscripts
on Buddhism and other subjects (Hunter 1896: 337-61, Whelpton 1999).
Hodgson’s work as a naturalist was followed up by other British specialists
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during the later decades of the nineteenth century and in the twentieth
century. This was also true for some of his other academic pursuits.12

In the early twentieth century, the work in the Nepal related academic
trajectory in the humanities in the UK was most evident in the publications
of the philologist and scholar of Sanskrit, Ralph L. Turner, who in 1931
published his monumental dictionary, A Comparative and Etymological
Dictionary of the Nepali Language. This work was the product of sixteen
years of labour, some of which Turner had spent in the company of Gurkha
soldiers while serving with the 3rd Gurkha Rifles during the First World
War. During the compilation of this dictionary in the 1920s, Turner received
significant help from the Darjeeling-based poet Dharanidhar Sharma Koirala
and Kathmandu-based writer and teacher, Bodh Bikram Adhikari. Also
during that decade, he published several articles on the Nepali language
which were later included in his Collected Papers (Turner 1973). Turner
was made a professor of Sanskrit in 1922 at what was then the School of
Oriental Studies in the University of London. He later became the Director
of the School in 1937, a year before the term “African” was added to its
name (Phillips n.d.: 28, Foreign Office 1947: 10). Around the end of the
Second World War, Turner and others encouraged the UK government to
set up a commission to enquire about the status and future of Oriental
Studies among other ‘area studies’ (Brough 1973). This commission, headed
by the Lord Scarbrough, recommended significant expansion of Oriental
Studies in British Universities (see below). Institutions like the School of
Oriental and African Studies (SOAS), recruited many young scholars in
the five years after 1947 (Foreign Office 1947, Phillips n.d.). As the Director
until 1957, Turner oversaw this growth at SOAS.

The expansion of Oriental Studies in the UK in the late 1940s proved
to be favourable for the future of Nepal Studies in the UK. As part of this
expansion, in 1950 or shortly before that, John Burton-Page, a former
Gurkha officer, was hired by SOAS as a lecturer in Nepali (Burton-Page
1977). Similarly Vienna-born anthropologist Christoph von Fürer-
Haimendorf was appointed as a lecturer at SOAS in 1949. Anthropologists
at SOAS who were affiliated with other departments were brought together
and Fürer-Haimendorf was asked to lead them as the founding head of the
Department of Anthropology (later Anthropology and Sociology). When

12 For further details see the various contributions in the volume edited by Waterhouse
(forthcoming).
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he took up his SOAS position, Fürer-Haimendorf had already spent a
decade in north-eastern and south India, conducting research amongst
various ‘tribal’ groups. In 1951, he was promoted to the Chair (Professor)
of Asian Anthropology. That year the Rana regime fell in Nepal, making it
easier for foreigners to undertake research in the country. Shortly thereafter
several SOAS affiliated scholars, including T. W. Clark, David Snellgrove,
Fürer-Haimendorf and John Brough, made research visits to Nepal.

Burton-Page and T. W. Clark, who taught Bengali at SOAS, had begun
to collaborate in 1950 to design a Nepali course. Before significant results
came out of this collaboration, Burton-Page’s research interests drifted to
other themes and he eventually became a reader in the Art and Archaeology
of South Asia at SOAS by the mid-1970s (Burton-Page 1977). Clark, on the
other hand, came to Nepal in the fall of 1951 where he began to study the
Nepali language under the guidance of Puskar Shamsher Jang Bahadur
Rana, a noted writer, translator and scholar. After several months of study
in Nepal, Clark returned to London with Puskar Shamsher in 1952 where
for about a year, collaborative work that eventually constituted Clark’s
1963 book, Introduction to Nepali, was continued (Clark 1977[1963]). Before
the book was completed, Clark revisted Nepal during 1956-57 where he
again worked with Puskar Shamsher, who was by that time quite sick.13

Apart from help rendered by others, Clark also secured the assistance of
Dor Bahadur Bista in Nepal and later (in the early 1960s) in London to
complete the book (Clark 1977[1963]: xvii, Fisher 1977). When published,
Introduction to Nepali was described by Ralph Turner as a book that
“has greatly increased knowledge of Nepali grammar and idiom” (quoted
in Burton-Page 1977: xviii). In the genre of language-learning books for
foreigners, Turner thought that Clark’s book was better than what was
then available for other South Asian languages. Clark also published some
articles based on his study of the Nepali language (Clark 1957, 1969).

David Snellgrove, who was then a lecturer in Tibetan at SOAS, travelled
through India and Nepal during 1953-54. This research visit resulted in the
publication of Buddhist Himalaya whose subject was ‘travels and studies
in quest of the origins and nature of Tibetan Religion’ (Snellgrove 1957).
Subsequently Snellgrove journeyed through north-western Nepal in 1956

13 For more on the life and work of Puskar Shamsher, see Koirala (2058 v.s.). A
letter written by Puskar Shamsher to his brother Balakrishna Sama in December 1952,
describing his work and life in London, is published in Koirala (2058 v.s.: 416-18).
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and produced Himalayan Pilgrimage which was, as it subtitle suggested,
‘A Study of Tibetan Religion by a Traveller through Western Nepal’
(Snellgrove 1961).  Similarly John Brough who was professor of Sanskrit at
SOAS made a research trip to Nepal during 1955-56. While I have been
unable to determine what Brough was able to publish in his discipline as a
result of this visit, he seems to have worked on a critical edition of the
Papaparimocana several years before coming to Nepal
and was able to locate further manuscripts of it during his visit. He intended
to collate the various manuscripts and revise the text he had earlier prepared
for publication but this does not seem to have happened. He also wrote an
account of his travel to Nepal and intended to publish it. 14

Fürer-Haimendorf decided to travel to Nepal during his return visit to
India in 1953. He spent several months in the Solu-Khumbu area, amongst
the Sherpas. As he wrote in the preface of his first book on the Sherpas,
The Sherpas of Nepal: Buddhist Highlanders, “In 1953 Nepal was a country
virtually unknown to anthropologists” (1964: xiii). Following his initial
journey of reconnaissance, he decided to commit his scholarly attention
to Nepal. Fürer-Haimendorf was able to not only devote a large part of his
own subsequent research to Nepal, producing in the process a whole
series of articles, books and edited volumes (e.g., Fürer-Haimendorf 1956,
1964, 1966, 1975, 1984), he was also instrumental in sending several of his
students and colleagues to Nepal to do field research. As the leading UK-
based anthropologist of Nepal of his time, Fürer-Haimendorf was able to
coordinate collective research on ‘social change in rural Nepal’ in the late
1960s and early 1970s and also organize conferences for Nepal researchers
based in the UK, elsewhere in Europe and the US to share their
ethnographic knowledge (Fürer-Haimendorf 1972, 1974). Although he
retired from SOAS in 1976, Fürer-Haimendorf continued to be scholarly
active for the next decade and half. It could easily be said that Fürer-
Haimendorf laid the foundations of Nepal Studies in the UK from the

14 The manuscript of his travel account along with correspondence related to his
Nepal visit are now housed in the Archive Collections of the Faculty Library at the
University of Cambridge where Brough moved from SOAS in 1967 and taught until
his death in 1984. I have not seen this manuscript. Information on the John Brough
Collections was obtained from the website, http://www.oriental.cam.ac.uk/archive/
brough.html. Letters between Brough and T.W. Clark regarding the former’s trip to
Nepal are also held at this Library.
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perspective of the social sciences.15  What transpired in Nepal Studies in
the UK after the 1960s can be discerned, although in a fragmentary way,
from the interviews in this book.

Area studies in the UK
Philological studies of Indo-Aryan languages and the study of Indian
history had already gained ground in British India by the early decades of
the nineteenth century. Professorial positions in Sanskrit were already
available at the University of Oxford in the 1830s (Inden 1990: 45) and
efforts to establish an Indian Institute there had begun in 1875 (University
of Oxford 1897). However it was not until 1917 that the School of Oriental
Studies was opened in London after many years of delay following the
issue of the Reay Committee Report in 1909 justifying its need (Great
Britain Treasury 1909). The School’s emphasis on the teaching of
languages over social science subjects meant that philological work done
by scholars such as Ralph Turner, mentioned above, was especially
prominent at the School in the inter-war years. Expansion of Oriental Studies
in terms of social science disciplines had to wait until the report of the
Scarbrough Commission was put into effect in 1947.

Expansion after Scarbrough and Hayter reports
In December 1944 the UK government instituted an interdepartmental
inquiry to examine the status of Oriental, Slavonic, East European and
African Studies in Great Britain. Headed by Lord Scarbrough, the
Commission published its report in 1947 in which it concluded that “the
existing provision for these studies is unworthy of our country and people”
(Foreign Office 1947: 7-8). To rectify this situation, the Commission
recommended the building up of strong university departments related to
these studies in which the teaching of languages and other relevant
subjects would be executed. This expansion was recommended with the

15 For an overview of Fürer-Haimendorf’s life and work, see the interview by
Macfarlane (1983) and the obituary by Turin and Macfarlane (1997). For impressions
on how he influenced the life of one of his last doctoral students at SOAS, see
Macfarlane (2002). Fürer-Haimendorf has described his research travels in Nepal in
one of his last books (1989). For a full study of the career of Fürer-Haimendorf and
the history of UK-based Nepal Studies, one will have to consult the Christoph von
Fürer-Haimendorf Archive now housed in the archives of SOAS. A preliminary
descriptive list of this archive can be found in SOAS (2000).
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full knowledge that the undergraduate student demand for these subjects
might not grow commensurately. Already existing strong programmes were
to be encouraged to grow and new departments were to be established
strongly (Foreign Office 1947: 69-70).16  During the next ten years specially
earmarked funds were to be made available to universities to recruit new
faculty and to offer fellowships to graduate students to complete their
training. Research and publications were to be promoted. At SOAS alone,
it was envisioned that the faculty strength would grow from 63 to 218 by
1952 and 256 by 1957 (Phillips n.d.: 43). The expansion recommended by
the Scarbrough Commission was partially executed until 1952. For instance,
SOAS recruited more than 120 new faculty members during this five-year
period and as mentioned above, Christoph von Fürer-Haimendorf was
hired by SOAS in 1949 to lead the newly created Department of
Anthropology. However when the UK government stopped the flow of
the earmarked funds for area studies in 1952 citing post-war economic
difficulties, many of the expansion programmes recommended by the
Scarbrough Commission remained incomplete.

In 1959 the University Grants Committee decided that it was time to
review the progress made in Oriental and other area studies since the
recommendations made by the Scarbrough Commission in 1947. Headed
by Sir William Hayter, this committee presented its report in mid-1961.
While acknowledging the expansion experienced by such programmes in
the period between 1947 and 1952, it noted that the subsequent five years
were difficult ones for these studies. It described the overall pattern of the
development of Oriental studies as “disappointing” and recommended
that “the main expansion of these studies should be…in the history,
geography, law, economics and other social science departments and
faculties (University Grants Committee 1961: 3). It set three objectives for
further expansion of these programs in the UK: expansion of research
being conducted on these regions at the universities, increase in the number
of students studying these regions in social science departments and
achievement of “a better balance between linguistics and non-linguistics
studies, and between classical and modern studies” (University Grants
Committee 1961: 4).

16 For various summaries of and commentaries on the Scarbrough Report see King
(1990), Phillips (1967, n.d.) and University Grants Committee (1961).
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To meet these objectives, the Haytor Report, in the main, made six
recommendations: funds to help universities recruit 125 new faculties in
Oriental and other area studies in social science disciplines over the
subsequent ten years; creation of 100 post-graduate fellowships with an
average of ten a year to encourage student researchers to join these studies;
creation of six to eight area studies centres following the American model
where academics from different disciplines would come together to study
a single area;17  programmes that offered intensive language courses to
high school or first year college students; allocation of travel grants to
faculty members enabling them to do field research in the area of their
specialty at least once every five to seven years; and provision of special
grants to augment library holdings (and cataloguing) commensurate with
the expansion of non-linguistic studies. The Committee estimated that the
annual cost of financing these recommendations would amount to about
£ 300,000 by 1967. The University Grants Committee set up a standing
committee to apply the recommendations of the Hayter Report. Oriental
Studies again experienced an expansion at SOAS and other universities.
Area study centres focusing on different regions of Asia were opened in
several universities (for details see Phillips 1967 and King 1990). By 1967
the then Director of SOAS was commenting that “because of the impulse
given by the Hayter Report, the field of modern Asian studies in the
universities of the United Kingdom has been transformed” (Phillips 1967:
13). This expansion coincided with significant general growth of higher
education in the UK following the 1963 Robbins Committee Report.

It was during this expansion that anthropologists such as Lionel
Caplan got hired at SOAS (while he was still engaged in doctoral field
research in east Nepal in 1964-65). This example and that of the hiring of
Fürer-Haimendorf in 1949 prove that although during the expansions
recommended by the Scarbrough and Hayter Reports, Nepal Studies did
not receive any institutional commitment in the UK, they were nevertheless
important for the creation of academic jobs for anthropologists who
happened to have research interests in Nepal. These anthropologists in
turn trained other researchers who chose to work in Nepal.

17 For recent discussions of the American experience of area studies, see Palat
(1996), Cumings (1998), and Ludden (2000), among others. Gibb (1963) provides a
critical reading of some aspects of the Hayter Report.
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Thatcherite retrenchment
British universities continued to grow in the 1970s. However, beginning in
1981, they experienced severe cuts under the government of Margaret
Thatcher who reduced university funding in the name of privatisation.
Area studies were hit as a consequence. Due to funding cuts, faculty
members who retired were not replaced and others were urged to retire
early. The damage was such that one commentator retrospectively remarked
that “by the early 1980s many of the gains of Hayter had been lost” (King
1990: 13). The review of “Asian and African Languages and Area Studies”
as required by the geopolitical and commercial needs of the UK in the
1980s, undertaken by Peter Parker, concluded that there “has been an
extensive, and in recent years a quickening, erosion of our national capability
in African and Asian language and area studies” (1986: 4). It noted, for
instance, that SOAS had experienced a 37% cut in its income from the
state and had lost 25% of its academic staff in the five years since 1981.
Parker argued that for the UK to be globally competitive, both in terms of
its business and foreign policy interests, it needed to have a “clear policy”
on language and area studies. He emphasised that continuing and
monitored action needed to be “taken in the national interest” (1986: 18).
Parker made several recommendations regarding provisions for
undergraduate and graduate training, faculty research, university services
to commerce and government, and funding necessary to upgrade UK’s
national capability in Oriental and African languages and area studies
(1986: 19-22). The government funds dedicated to meeting the
recommendations of the Parker report were “modest” (King 1990: 16) but
institutions like SOAS benefited by the appointment of some new faculty
and through investment to augment their library holdings.

Since the Parker report, there has been no official or governmental
inquiry regarding the status of Oriental Studies and other area studies in
the UK. However, given the challenges of meeting the higher education
demands of larger numbers of undergraduates, the changing class and
race demography of the student population (Suroor 2003a), and reduction
in state funding, institutions like SOAS have had to think about ways to
make themselves financially solvent. As a result SOAS has undertaken a
process of expansion whereby its student population has more than tripled
within a fifteen year period beginning from 1988. In 2002 SOAS had about
4,000 students. This expansion has been achieved partially through the
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introduction of new programmes and degrees in the social sciences and
the humanities while there has been almost no expansion in the size of the
overall academic faculty (SOAS 1997). The UK-centric justification of its
existence is also being revised as SOAS declares, “For our survival and
development as a world class academic leader and centre of excellence,
SOAS…must increasingly look world-wide for our sources of institutional
support, and of sponsorship and funding for education and research”
(SOAS 1999: 5).

Recent challenges
In the most recent years then, there has been much turmoil in higher
education in the UK. With cuts in government funding, universities have
resorted to increasing their overall student enrolment. This increase suits
the declared objectives of the present Labour government which wants to
see at least 50% of British high school graduates enrol in colleges by 2010.
Universities are now trying to cope with a larger number of students,
which stretches existing infrastructure for teaching and research.
Universities have been permitted to charge modest amounts as tuition
fees to UK/European Union (EU) students and exorbitant fees to others,
even as the government still controls the fees regime (Woodward 2002).
However, the additional fees have not been able to offset the financial
pressure. A three-year college education typically costs about £22,000 per
student (Larner 2003). Students in turn are incurring debts in the magnitude
of ten to twelve thousand pounds to acquire a college degree.18  This in
turn means that they are choosing subjects and opting for careers that
have a better market return. Academic pay has risen by only 6% in the last
20 years compared to 44% in the labour market in general (The Guardian
2002). Hence academia is not competitive enough to attract the best of the
upcoming generation.

On top of this there are other problems being faced by specific
disciplines even at the undergraduate level.  Despite the increase in the
number of undergraduate students in UK universities, there was an 8.5 %
drop in the number of undergraduates who chose to major in anthropology
between 1996 and 2001 (Sillitoe 2003). According to Sillitoe, if one considers

18 This will only increase when the universities are allowed to charge higher tuition
fees from 2006. Some graduates are using the declaration of bankruptcy as a means to
clearing their debts (Larner 2003, Sheddon 2003).
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the increasing number of undergraduates applying to UK universities,
“anthropology’s decline is a disconcerting 25%” (2003: 1). This he blames
on the discipline’s inability to make itself more visible amongst high school
students and in the media in general. Increasing number of university
students but declining number of anthropology students might mean that,
on the average, the number of students who choose to do research in
Nepal might not be severely affected but we will have to wait and see how
this calculus will work itself out. However, it is certain that, other things
remaining equal, the relatively more expensive nature of higher education
in the UK will negatively affect the future course of Nepal Studies in that
country. As can be seen below, higher costs and accumulated student
debts are prolonging the duration of PhDs and influencing job options
thereafter.

Responses: an overview
Now I turn to the responses provided by the nineteen scholars who agreed
to be interviewed for this book. Since it would not be necessary to cover
each aspect of what the respondents have said in their individual texts,
only some themes have been highlighted in this overview.

Reasons for taking up research on Nepal
Some respondents became Nepal researchers quite by chance. ‘Chance’
included circumstances in which research supervisors suggested choosing
South Asia (and Nepal in particular) for funding and other reasons. In this
connection, Fürer-Haimendorf’s influence was important for people who
did their PhD in the 1960s and 1970s. For others the site of research was
incidental to the theme of research they were pursuing. These themes
included those that could have been explored in other parts of South Asia
or the Indian Himalayas. However it was not always that those locations
were accessible to researchers. This prompted some researchers to opt for
the convenience of research in Nepal. For instance those who wanted to
do research in the Indian Himalayas or in north-eastern India could not go
there in the 1960s because the Government of India was withholding permits
to foreigners on grounds of national security.

In the case of some, choosing Nepal for research was based on some
biographical influence or experience of the region. Some were born in the
region or married to someone from here and hence wanted to do research
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only in Nepal. Others first visited the country as a spouse of someone
who had some business here or as part of some volunteer service
experience (including Voluntary Services Overseas, VSO), development
work, or medical practice and then thought of doing academic research
related to Nepal. For some, the experience of travel and teaching in Nepal
during the ‘gap’ year between high school and college was instrumental in
their decision to become Nepal researchers. Still others first came to Nepal
to do development related consultancy but later chose to do periodic
research on Nepal.

Some were interested in mountaineering and hence attracted to the
Himalayan region. Others were attracted to Buddhism, Tibet, Mt Everest,
and the ‘land of the Gurkhas’ and hence came to Nepal. Some read
travelogues and examined maps of Nepal years before visiting the country.
After they managed to reach Nepal and gained some experience as a
traveller or worker, their research interests consolidated. Some wanted to
study ‘tribal’/non-literate people in the proximity of ancient literate
civilizations and hence chose Nepal. Still others wanted to focus their
research on groups of people or areas that were understudied (e.g., Tharus).
Others came to Nepal to fulfil their comparative research interests in urban
cultures, indigenous media, natural resources and religion. Some found
Nepali social groups hospitable for research and hence chose the country
for doctoral research. While in the past, some researchers chose to come
to Nepal for doctoral research without ever having visited the country
prior to making that decision, in recent years, scholars have chosen to
work in Nepal after becoming familiar with the land and its people first-
hand.

Broad research themes
The scholars interviewed here have been interested in a wide variety of
topics and themes such as land tenure, town-hinterland linkages, resources,
population growth, migration and domestic economics. Some are interested
in class and caste structures and the dynamics of social change as well as
livelihood concerns of Nepali working classes. Some have studied
community forestry, human-environment relationships and agrarian
relations, including labour. Still others are interested in culture and politics,
in descriptive linguistics and language politics, Nepali literature and the
politics of textual representation. Various among them have studied religion,
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ritual, social organization, and urban civilization (of the Newars). Others
have demonstrated scholarly interests in medical anthropology and public
health issues. There is increasing interest in cultural regeneration and the
politics of ethnicity and nationalism as seen in post-1990 Nepal. Some
have studied political history and there is a growing interest in Nepali
politics, especially the Maoist insurgency. Recent PhDs have studied
aspects of the NGO culture, indigenous media and the history of publishing
and public sphere.

Within the career of a single scholar, research themes have shifted
over the years. These shifts have occurred because of the changing research
interests of the academic and/or changing concerns of the discipline (e.g.,
anthropology) of the individual scholar. Movements for social
transformation in Nepal have prompted scholars towards more ‘topical’
research themes such as the janajati issue and the Maoist insurgency.
The research themes pursued by my respondents and the changes that
have occurred in the research pursuits of an individual scholar can be
gleaned from the list of publications given at the end of each individual
interview text.

PhD granting institutions
Out of the nineteen respondents, seventeen have PhDs in hand and one is
expecting his doctorate in 2004 from a university outside of the UK. Of the
remaining, seven got their PhDs from SOAS, two from the London School
of Economics (LSE) and one from University College London (UCL), all
three institutions being located in London (i.e., a total of ten from London).
Five got their PhDs from Oxford, one each from Cambridge and the
University of East Anglia. To this data related to my respondents, one
could easily add information about other Nepal-related PhDs not included
in this sample of interviews but mentioned in the texts by various individuals
as ones they have supervised or examined. For instance, names of six
other individuals who have done their PhDs from SOAS are mentioned.
Similar numbers for other institutions are also given: five from Cambridge;
six from Oxford; two from Brunel (located in West London) and one from
Durham. From the consolidated statistics, it is quite clear that most Nepal-
related PhDs have been done in London, Oxford and Cambridge. This is
not surprising given that these three cities form a triangle within which
most of the valuable institutional and human resources for research on
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Nepal and South Asia in general are located.

Human resources
Fürer-Haimendorf and later some of his students including Lionel Caplan
(SOAS) and Alan Macfarlane (Cambridge), as well as others such as
Nicholas Allen (Oxford) became important supervisory figures for Nepal-
related research during the last four decades of the twentieth century.
Since 1990, Michael Hutt (SOAS) has played an important role to keep
Nepal Studies alive at SOAS by not only teaching courses in Nepali and
about Nepal but also by organizing regular seminars and conferences.19

Given these efforts, many of his colleagues think that Hutt is a central
figure in the UK for Nepal Studies. David Gellner has done some research
supervision at Brunel and since he has now taken up a position at Oxford
it is likely that he will emerge as a key figure regarding further supervision
of work on Nepal at that institution.

While these Nepal researchers are spread over several institutions all
over the UK, given its small size, networking and face-to-face meetings are
comparatively easier than say in the US. In fact many of my respondents
who finished their graduate training in the last ten years highlight the fact
that as new researchers they received plenty of help and suggestions
from their senior colleagues. All means of communication – face-to-face
meetings, seminars, phone, regular mail and email – have been used to
keep the channels of intellectual exchange open between Nepal researchers
in the UK.

Institutional resources
The situation regarding institutional library resources for Nepal Studies in
the UK is not that encouraging. For historical research the British Library
is a great archive but contemporary holdings of items related to Nepal in
non-English languages are a problem just about everywhere. Even the
library at SOAS, while better than the ones in Oxford or Cambridge, is
deficient in this matter. Its holdings of most recent Nepali language
publications are meagre and clearly inadequate for serious researchers.
Hence most Nepal researchers build their own collection of books relevant

19 Hutt (1994) is one outcome of such seminars. This book showcases Nepal
Studies in the UK as of the early 1990s and is critically reviewed by Onta and Des
Chene (1995). For a volume resulting from a 2001 conference see Hutt (forthcoming).
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to their research interests. For books in English, SOAS has an adequate
collection and the collections at Cambridge (including the one at its Centre
of South Asian Studies) and Oxford are satisfactory. However, library
purchases have suffered due in part to budget restructuring. For instance,
in 2002-03, due to a budget crunch, a moratorium was placed on book
buying at the SOAS library for several months.20

Availability of funding support for research
While there is no consensus on whether or not total funding for research
related to Nepal has decreased in the UK in the last four decades, there are
some trends to be noted regarding access to funds by students and
scholars. While members of the earlier generation were lucky to finance
most if not all of their doctoral studies with support from their universities
or funding agencies, researchers that are more recent have had to finance
some or all of their PhD studies through their own sources. Some have
even taken out loans to finance their doctoral studies and the accumulated
debts have had an influence on the selection of post-doctoral jobs.21  With
respect to support for doctoral research, funding agencies have become
more bureaucratic over the years and they now routinely add managerial
conditions to grants (e.g., the student can get support for only three years
maximum) that impinge upon the length of time the student can take to
finish research and dissertation write-up.

University sources have covered some student research in the past.
For instance, in the 1960s, some Nepal researchers benefited from a
programme operated jointly by the University of London and Cornell
University that funded fieldwork “in the peripheral countries of China”
(Phillips 1967: 12). However such programmes seem to have declined over
the years. Also in the past university sources have generously supported
faculty research and where such support is still available, the amount

20 See Hutt (1991) for a note on library holdings for Nepal Studies in London. For
discussions of South Asia related holdings in the UK libraries, see Dogra (1986), Gaur
(1986), Griffiths (1985), Lodge (1968), Phillips (1967), Rowe (2000) and Sutton
(1969). Sutton (1969) also makes comparisons between holdings in British libraries
and those in North American libraries (see Patterson 1966) for post-1947 South Asia
related materials. For a general discussion of library resources needed for area studies,
see Harris (1966).

21 See Werbner (1999), The Guardian (2002), Woodward (2002), Suroor (2003b),
Bekhradnia (n.d.), Larner (2003) and Sheddon (2003) for various discussions related
to the funding of higher education in the UK.
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available to individual researchers seems to have declined. Apart from the
financing of some PhD research as part of the “Social Change in Rural
Nepal” project supported by the UK Social Science Research Council in
the late 1960s and early 1970s, I do not know of any large academic projects
through which student research have been supported in Nepal. Hence
researchers have had to resort to individual efforts to try to secure any
funds to support their own work. From what my respondents have
mentioned, organizations such as the Social Science Research Council
(SSRC, UK) and its successor Economic and Social Research Council
(ESRC), the Leverhulme Trust, the Nuffield Foundation, the British
Academy, Medical Research Council, Royal Anthropological Institute,
Bagri Foundation, and Arts and Humanities Research Board, have been
important in funding PhD and postdoctoral research related to Nepal in
the last decade or two. British government fellowships channelled through
its various departments allowed some academics to pursue research in
Nepal. Government money has also enabled some scholars to add a research
element to their commissioned consultancies done as part of British or
multilateral (i.e., European Commission) aid to Nepal.

There have also been some efforts toward securing funds to support
institutional infrastructure or research facilitating items related to Nepal
Studies. One such effort by Michael Hutt in the early 1990s to raise money
to support Nepal Studies at SOAS was not successful (SOAS n.d.). But an
attempt by Hutt and David Gellner to secure funds to catalogue the Brian
H. Hodgson collection at the British Library resulted in success when the
Leverhulme Trust granted a hundred thousand plus pound sterling grant
to SOAS to execute this project.22

Jobs
Among the nineteen respondents, two have retired from active teaching,
one from SOAS and the other from Oxford. Among the rest who have

22 As mentioned earlier, Hodgson collected an enormous amount of material on
various aspects of Nepali society and deposited them in several libraries including the
British Library where more than hundred volumes of such materials exist. Nepali
historian Ramesh Dhungel was hired by SOAS in 2002 to catalogue the Hodgson
Collection at the British Library. While he will do most of the cataloging, other
consultants have also been hired to catalogue materials in languages that are not
accessible to Dhungel. It is expected that by 2006 a catalogue of the entire Hodgson
collection at the British Library will be available to researchers.
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academic jobs in the UK (not necessarily related to their Nepal research),
eleven are located at Cambridge, University of East Anglia, SOAS, Oxford,
Oxford Brookes University, University of Durham (two persons), Lancashire
School of Health and Postgraduate Medicine, University of Birmingham,
Kingston University, and University of Edinburgh. One had just quit a
university position and a second scholar was a research fellow at
Manchester. One other scholar was teaching a course for the Open
University. Three were located outside of the UK – in Hong Kong,
Kathmandu and Ithaca (at Cornell University).

Academic jobs were easier to find in the 1960s and the 1970s when the
university system in the UK was expanding. Some of the Nepal researchers
who finished their doctorates then were offered positions even when they
had not completed their PhDs. By the mid-1980s the job market for
academics had tightened quite a bit. Several scholars who finished their
PhDs during that and the subsequent decade first held post-doctoral
fellowships or part-time teaching positions before obtaining more
permanent academic positions. Some of those who have finished their
PhDs in the last five years are working in positions (both inside and
outside of academia) that have very little to do with their doctoral or
subsequent research interests related to Nepal. They have partly been
forced to take up such positions to pay off loans they had accumulated
while doing their PhDs.

Teaching
Those who have teaching responsibilities have responded by saying that
whenever possible, they try to include Nepal related case studies and
materials in their reading lists for students. The anthropologists among
my respondents have mentioned that they routinely evoke their fieldwork
experiences in Nepal in their lectures. However they also add that while
teaching general courses, even those related to South Asia, Nepal related
materials account for only a small percent of their assigned readings.
Specific readings are assigned, in the main, to typify certain themes in
South Asian anthropology or more general themes such as religion,
environment, and development. Some have assigned Nepal related
materials as instructive examples of good ethnography. Nepal related
readings that have been assigned in the courses taught by some of the
scholars are mentioned in the ‘references’ section at the end of some
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interview texts.23

Only at SOAS is Nepali taught at various levels of competence (see
also Hutt 2004).24  Also only at SOAS is a course on Nepal offered, earlier
under the title “Foundations of Nepali Culture” and since 2000-01, as
“Culture and Identity in Nepal and Bhutan.” This second-year
undergraduate course is taught under the convenorship of Michael Hutt
and according to its reading list, “This course is intended to acquaint
students with current socio-cultural and political issues in the Himalayan
kingdoms of Nepal and Bhutan, in their proper historical perspective. It
provides a basic framework for the cultural and political history of the two
countries, and then focuses more closely on specific questions of national
and cultural identity, and introduces a number of theoretical readings on
these themes.” Nepal related masters’ level courses at SOAS are designed
mostly on an individual basis between students and their supervisors.
This provides for some advantages (including tailored reading lists and
close supervision of written assignments) but also comes with the students
not having the advantage of a group in which to share learning about
Nepal.

Engagements in the UK
Public engagement with academic audiences in the UK (and elsewhere in
Europe) has happened in the form of lectures, seminars, workshops,
conferences, and publications. Some of my respondents have also been
involved in the running of the journal European Bulletin of Himalayan
Research. This periodical was founded by the late Richard Burghart in
1991 in the South Asia Institute at Heidelberg. It is collaboratively edited
twice a year by scholars based at the Institute, the Centre National de la
Recherche Scientifique (CNRS) in Paris and various UK institutions.

With respect to engagement with non-academic audiences, some of
my respondents have stated that they have been contacted by British

23 Issues related to teaching Nepal in the UK are discussed at greater length in
Harper and Onta (forthcoming).

24 Michael Hutt was appointed as a full-time lecturer in Nepali at SOAS in October
1990. Prior to that David Matthews held a half-post lectureship for the subject (the
other half was for Urdu). As discussed above, T.W. Clark, who was a teacher of
Bengali, also taught Nepali at SOAS in the 1950s and 1960s.  All three have also
produced books used for teaching Nepali (Clark 1977[1963], Matthews 1984 and
Hutt 1997).
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media (BBC radio or TV) in connection with specific events (e.g., the royal
massacre of 2001) or themes (e.g., street children) related to Nepal but
these contacts have been brief and sporadic. Some have given lectures to
various audiences in the UK or helped to  produce documentaries on
themes related to Nepal. One or two have written for mass circulation
media. However most of my respondents reported having very little
experience of contacts with non-academic communities in the UK regarding
their work related to Nepal.

It seems that while these academics do get an occasional invitation to
engage with British government officials, communication between these
two parties is minimal and irregular. There is not much evidence that British
government policies regarding Nepal are influenced or vigorously
monitored by the academic community represented here. The British
funding agencies however commission their own research on Nepal, and
the consultancy is not necessary given to established Britain-based Nepal
researchers.   Britain-based academics have responded to this ‘challenge’
by focusing more on conflict and topical issues. This shift is indicated
both in the list of recent publications of Britain based anthropologists,
and in some statements made at an interaction in Martin Chautari,
Kathmandu, in January2003. A sense of public-mindedness has also urged
the Britain-based academics to pay attention to specific contemporary
issues including the supply of military hardware to the government of
Nepal by the government of UK, and the violation of human rights by the
Nepali state. These developments have urged some academics to form a
working group on Nepal along with members of human rights and
development groups in the UK.  Apart from the ‘working group’, there are
ongoing informal discussion groups  related to Nepal. However it remains
to be seen how this kind of engagement will influence the future trajectories
of Nepal Studies in the UK.

Also upon the prodding of a former Nepali ambassador in London, an
organization called the Britain Nepal Academic Council (BNAC) has been
formed and efforts to register it as a charity under British law were ongoing
in early 2004. BNAC started organizing an annual lecture from 2002 and
has also put together some forums and lectures where various aspects of
contemporary Nepal have been discussed.25  Once it is formally registered

25 The inaugural BNAC annual lecture was delivered by this writer in May 2002.
Alan Macfarlane delivered the 2003 lecture.
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it will become easier for BNAC to raise funds. It has the potential to make
Nepal Studies in the UK more visible but its organizational growth depends
on the investments made by otherwise much occupied academics. Hence
realistically speaking, even after its registration as a charity is accomplished,
one cannot expect it to do a whole lot more than what it is already doing.

Engagements in Nepal
When asked about their contacts with different Nepali public spheres, my
interviewees responded variously. Some members of the older generation
said that there were not too many Nepali academic colleagues with whom
they could discuss their research interests when they began their work in
Nepal. Slowly however, this situation changed as more and more Nepal-
based researchers and academics were able to engage at an international
level. With this, UK-based academics benefited from their engagements
with Nepali colleagues in a number of ways. These engagements have
also become more equitable. One can recall here the statement by Dor
Bahadur Bista that after accompanying Christoph von Fürer-Haimendorf
during his field research in Nepal in 1957 and acquiring a clear sense of
wanting to pursue advance studies in anthropology, he was discouraged
by Fürer-Haimendorf from doing so in the early 1960s (Fisher 1997: 26).
Such dissuasion is less likely today.26

Many members of the middle and younger generation (i.e., those who
have just finished their graduate studies) stressed that a continuous
engagement with different sections of the Nepali public – academics,
activists, NGO professionals, journalists – was very important to them.
Some reported having extensive contacts with the academic, intellectual
and activist circles in Nepal and mentioned that they had delivered talks in
various academic fora in Nepal. Others had contacts that were directly
related to their work (in the groups or areas of their research) but they had
very little or no experience of exchange with academics or other intellectual
groups of Nepalis, especially those located in Kathmandu. Some have
actively pursued collaborative research projects with Nepali academics
and have facilitated the research work of some Nepali scholars by playing
host in the UK. Others said that they were not particularly interested in

26 See Kolver (1992) for a discussion about difficulties in collaborative research
between foreign and Nepali scholars. Onta (2003) discusses Nepali and foreign
institutional models of research on the history of Nepal. For an interesting take on
international collaboration in research, see Appadurai (2000).
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such engagements given their less-than-useful experiences of the past or
the relatively obscure or specific nature of their research interests. Some
have published articles in Nepali newspapers and magazines.

Some of my interviewees argued that there was no tension between
representing Nepal to their colleagues in the UK (who would most likely
be interested in the portable theoretical conclusions of their research done
in Nepal) and engaging with Nepali academic and intellectual colleagues
(who would most likely also be interested in the historical and ethnographic
details). Many of my respondents reported that they wanted their research
work and publications to be available in Nepal (to their academic and other
colleagues) but the politics and processes of academic publishing in the
UK (or more generally in the West) were not compatible with their wishes.
According to them, the politics of publishing with prestigious publishers
forces them to publish their books and articles in the UK or elsewhere in
the West. These publications are not easily available in Nepal or if they
are, they are usually prohibitively expensive. In both cases, they are not
easily accessible to Nepali academic colleagues. To get around this problem,
some mentioned that they do their best to make their publications available
in various libraries and academic institutions in Kathmandu. Some of the
younger respondents reported wanting to publish, both academically and
journalistically, in Nepal and argued why this was essential.

State of Nepal Studies in the UK
My respondents provided a variety of views on the current state of Nepal
Studies in the UK. Some said that to talk about ‘Nepal Studies’ was incorrect
because no such thing exists in terms of institutional commitments and
arrangements. Instead, according to them, what exists is a set of individuals
scattered across the UK (in academic institutions or elsewhere) who have
research interests in Nepal. They argue that since no single academic
institution is committed to Nepal Studies in terms of secure academic
positions or funding, to talk about Nepal Studies does not make much
sense. In contrast to this strong view there are others who, while
recognizing the absence of institutional commitments toward Nepal
Studies, said that Nepal researchers are doing good work and are keeping
their profile visible within the field of South Asian Studies in the UK. They
reported that although this community of researchers is small compared to
the set of researchers who work on India, Nepal Studies does not
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necessarily languish in the margins of South Asian Studies. Some of my
other respondents disagreed with this view and reported that because
Nepal researchers in the UK (and elsewhere) have not been able to produce
many theoretically and comparatively significant works, they in fact do
languish in the margins of South Asian Studies in the UK.

This then is the overview of how my respondents view the
contemporary state of Nepal Studies in the UK. According to them, the
community of Nepal researchers is small but active. There is no institutional
commitment to Nepal Studies but resilient Nepal researchers are present
across the universities in the UK. As a community, its members are seeking
ways to make itself more visible in the academic landscape in the UK while
at the same time exploring possibilities to engage more fruitfully with
various academic and other communities in Nepal.

Some concluding thoughts
It is hoped that this book will come of use to various academic and
intellectual communities. It may contain some surprises for members of
the Nepal research community in the UK. When I set out to do this project,
it did occur to me that perhaps in the era of the Internet, a book containing
such a collection of interviews was somewhat conceptually outdated,
especially since information of the kind I was seeking was already available
in the personal homepages of some of the scholars. As someone who
grew up, intellectually speaking, digesting and processing information
contained in printed pages of books and other print media and who can
not claim too much familiarity with the dynamics of information processing
in the Internet, I eventually justified the creation of this book based on
some of the surprises it contains. I suspect that although members of the
Nepal research community in the UK interviewed in this book know a
great deal about each other’s research pursuits, accomplishments and
institutional locations, there are some aspects that will be new to everyone.
This I would imagine would not only be true of the personal trajectories
that led to the making of these individual Nepal researchers but also of the
institutional infrastructure that needs to be challenged to make Nepal
Studies more robust in the academic landscape of the UK. As such, I can
only hope that the work of organisations such as the Britain Nepal
Academic Council has been made easier by the information and
perspectives contained in this book.
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Second, the level of public engagement with foreign scholars in Nepal
leaves a lot to be desired. For instance, Nepali media’s engagement with
foreign scholars of Nepal has been forever stuck at what can only be
described as an infantile level (e.g., Kharel 2003). Apart from listing what a
particular scholar has produced or appropriating his pronouncements for
specific purposes that serve, for instance, the purposes of ethnic activism,
there is hardly any analysis of the written corpus of foreign scholars. A
kind of superficial profile genre reigns in print media and Nepali media
practitioners show embarrassing levels of ignorance regarding the
institutional and disciplinary dynamics that generate and constrain
scholarship about Nepal. This kind of ignorance, I am afraid, is also shared
by some non-media commentators and academics in Nepal. It is hoped
that this book goes some distance in helping to reduce that ignorance and
Nepali media practitioners, academics and other commentators will find
this volume useful.

Finally, in the post-1951 era, international academic understandings
of Nepal have become increasingly sophisticated in terms of scale, details,
and disciplinary perspectives. It is also the case that academic and educated
Nepali perspectives on Nepal have been influenced by the writings of
native and foreign social scientists. Since writings available in English are
internationally more accessible than the research on Nepal produced in
French, German, Japanese, Russian and Nepali, the written corpus produced
by the set of researchers interviewed in this collection is relatively more
influential in creating and sustaining representations of Nepal. Analysis
of such a corpus then becomes important from the point of view of the
politics of knowledge generation about Nepal and also from the point of
view of the larger historical processes that have influenced the making of
Nepali subjectivities in the last several decades. While it has not been the
purpose of this volume to produce such an analysis, I hope it will be
useful to those interested in such an analysis, as it should be to researchers
interested in the international history of Nepal Studies.
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