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Likewise, he viewed the end goal of different models of political system 
to be development, and it is in this context that his “association and relation 
with ... the King, multiparty system and Maoists can be understood” (p. 135). 
He also stresses that the reason he stood in support of federalism during the 
movement of 2005–2006 was because of “his quest for finding a path that 
would make democracy and development interdependent and meaningful 
for the citizens” (p. 197). 

In practice, democracy and development are yet to be interdependent 
and meaningful for citizens of Nepal. While one day this will be hopefully 
realized, this book will continue to stand as a documentation of the times, 
events and processes that made that possible. This book is a must read for 
anyone interested in the fields of Nepal’s political, economic, administrative, 
developmental history and political movements. 
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The attractive title of the book prompted me to think that the book is on 
Nepali youth migration and mobility issues thereby baffling me initially— 
how could the book appear in “The Education and Society in South Asia” 
series. However, my growing intimacy with the book brought clarity. I later 
realized that the book zooms into the issue of educated youth’s aspiration 
in Nepal where the mobility question is not the central theme of the book, 
hence a befitting entry in the series. Youth studies in Nepal are on their low 
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web, and at this juncture the book certainly comes up with fresh ethnographic 
insights, and analytical perspectives to explore youth life-world in Nepal. 
Spanned a little over 150 pages, the book contains six chapters besides an 
additional “Epilogue” where the author charts out the pathways most of her 
respondents have taken between the time of her fieldwork and the publication 
of the book. This epilogue is a testimonial to her deep engagement with the 
“field” and respondents. 

The lengthy introductory chapter helps us to get into the crux of the 
problem. The second chapter situates the study in the context of 1980s Nepal, 
the period when most of her respondents were born. The third and fourth 
chapters engage with the field data while the fifth chapter is analytical. The 
Conclusion while being a condensed continuation of the earlier chapters also 
contains the author’s final observations on the study that began a decade ago 
before culminating into a book that is discussed here.

The timing of the author’s fieldwork (2011–2012) is significant since 
what happened in socio-cultural, economic and political landscape of Nepal 
during this period and after helps one understand why many of our earlier 
assumptions and presumptions of youth aspiration and culture had started 
refurbishing itself. The book attempts to capture Nepali youth’s imagination 
as a product of this changed reality. The author’s analytical ability to accord 
a desired shape to the meticulously collected ethnographical material is 
impressively noticeable. However, the irony lies in the matter that this task 
follows the route of a scholarship where materials are expected to be rooted 
in local context while the analytical schema is to be derived from elsewhere. 
However, the book does not radically erase out local histories or social 
contexts. It engages with local scholarship but only for validating facts (like 
the history of education, number of enrollment, tendencies of outmigration 
etc.). The ethnographic details contained in the third and fourth chapters of 
the book are adequately rich, but left untapped for further theorization. They 
seem like narratives used to situate the necessity of bringing in writings by 
scholars from outside Nepal, mostly from Global North, for analyzing data so 
far collected. The book, to my mind, suffers from a reductionist epistemology, 
where Nepali youth’s life-world is reduced to case studies, providing data 
to sometimes reaffirm and sometimes modify a northern conceptualization.

The author claims to refract young people’s experiences and practices 
through an analytical lens that considers youth not merely in the framework of 
the developmental cycle of life—as a phase between childhood and adulthood 
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—but in relation to complexities that evolve through their responses towards 
the dialectics between forces of social change and social reproduction (of 
values, institutions, and structures). In this perennial structure vs. agency 
debate the author pays more attention to agency of young people than to 
the structured presumptions of “what” youth should be in a country context 
like Nepal. 

It is a valid argument that the perspective for the study of youth needs to 
be developed with an orientation towards the future, and not the past. This 
is so because the population of the category of youth is in a constant state 
of flux. There is an entry as well as an outlet for exit where the youth by 
definition cannot survive as a “fixed category.” As a category, not a group, the 
idea of youth is constituted of several groups like urban youth, rural youth, 
employed youth, unemployed youth, educated youth and uneducated youth 
and so on. Neither can the worldview of all these groups be generalized as 
they keep varying both temporally and spatially nor can they collapse into 
one, say for example, student youth (focus of this book).

Moreover, in the West, where literacy levels and educational achievements 
among the youth are better, the categories of student and youth may be 
assumed as synonymous or overlapping groups. This presumption seems to 
be at work in the way the author develops her thesis based on a study (fourty 
cases and fifty interviews) of aspirant, mobile youths of Nepal, all of them 
from the 2011–2012 batch of postgraduate students from Patan Campus of 
Tribhuvan University. University students in countries like Nepal are from 
relatively better off backgrounds than their uneducated counterparts. Given 
such a commonplace reality how and, more curiously, why would this 
particular group of postgraduate students from among the category of Nepali 
youth be conceived of as “ordinary youth” (pp. 56–59)? Is this prompted 
by the classic anthropological saying “making the familiar unfamiliar”? In 
that case, I must say that given the volume of data and analysis it appeared 
to me more like “bringing the (selectively chosen) ‘particular’ youth back 
into conversation.”

It needs to be recalled that youth in South Asia is not a homogeneous 
category. In a South Asian country context, where filial piety, joint family 
norms for example, are the guiding principles of family and kinship 
networks, the socialization and role expectations of the youth are bound to 
differ from the countries of Global North. The “functional” importance of 
family is something that the ethnographic details provided by the author 
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also attest to. Likewise, the ethnographic details of Kölbel cover adequate 
understanding of how the questions of class, community, caste, residence, 
and most importantly gender serve as important registers to scrutinize the 
differential patterns of aspiration and achievement from among her fourty 
cases. However, it was surprising that the author did not pay much attention 
to either of these registers and eventually homogenized the category of Nepali 
youth while paying singular attention to the concerns of their agentiality. In 
fact, the author’s own findings and analysis provided in the last two chapters 
point at what she was actually trying to address—agentiality among the 
Nepali youth does not hold meaning, if their socio-economic background is 
bypassed. If the Nepali youth, as the author claims, “did not develop a sense 
of agency primarily by asserting their own individuality and by opposing 
social norms” (p. 34) and if “they were careful to consider how others might 
be affected by their decisions as they strove to fulfill social obligations and 
foster relationships” (p. 34), then does the mere documentation of competing 
responsibilities—of education, work, family (and if I may add gender, caste/ 
community and class)—offer any “alternative” imagination of the future? 

Is it not that the huge analytical exercise that was pursued in Chapter Five 
and elsewhere, more in a fashion of practicing “Provincializing Europe” as 
a necessity in understanding Nepali social reality, appears as extravagant 
scholarship? When will this “asymmetric ignorance” be overcome? When 
will we be able to read works (even by a Western scholar) produced out 
of Nepali social reality that has been analyzed using Nepali analytical 
perspectives? The mere use of the prefix “Nepali” in case of Nepali 
anthropology, for example, does not necessarily imply a Nepali school of 
thought—one that is conceivable outside the hegemony of metropolitan social 
theories and beyond the limits of Western social sciences’ claims to analytic 
universality. The claim is, however, not for nativizing anthropological/social 
scientific scholarship but for parallelism between perspectives. Where is 
the possible location of such a perspective that may be labeled as Nepali 
perspective to understand Nepali youth culture? Can ethnography provide 
the leeway? Will emphasizing on agentiality serve the purpose? Shall 
“bringing the tradition back” into the fold of social scientific/anthropological 
imagination meet the analytical requirements of a disciplinarian? These are 
the questions, certainly not dealt with in the book, but needed to be posed 
before processing research outputs like this. 



476  |  STUDIES IN NEPALI HISTORY AND SOCIETY 27(2), 2022

The author’s empirical findings suggest that “dominant future strategies 
for social advancements [of the Nepali youth] were largely ‘anti-local,’ 
in the sense that places located beyond the confines of young people’s 
familiar environment were generally perceived to be more advanced and 
sophisticated” (p. 126). It is unclear why perceiving places far from one’s own 
local as advanced and sophisticated needs to be viewed as “anti-local” or as 
a counter space to one’s own local space? Kölbel’s ethnographic data reveals 
that most of her respondents who came to Kathmandu from different corners 
of Nepal assumed Kathmandu as a space of hope while nursing aspirations 
of going abroad by using opportunities available in the capital city. However, 
none of them had severed relationships with their families located afar from 
Kathmandu. Had their presence in Kathmandu been the outcome of imagining 
Kathmandu as the altar of their localities, would not it affect their ties with 
their family or the locality of their ancestral belonging? Can it rather be said 
that the dominant future strategies for social advancements of the Nepali 
youth are largely “multi-local,” in the sense that places located beyond and 
within the confines of young people’s familiar or unfamiliar environment 
can be perceived as having differential shares in developing aspiration and 
mobility concerns, if not agentiality among the youths? 
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David N. Gellner, ed. 2019. Vernacular Religion: Cultural Politics, 
Community Belonging, and Personal Practice in the UK’s Nepali 
Diaspora. Kathmandu: Vajra Books and the Centre for Nepal 
Studies, UK.

In the preface to Vernacular Religion (hereafter VR), its editor David Gellner 
states that this book should be read along with its companion volume, Global 
Nepalis: Religion, Culture, and Community in a New and Old Diaspora 
(Gellner and Hausner 2018). However, I am only reviewing the former 
here. To begin with, all of its ten chapters were developed as outcomes of 
the three-year “Vernacular Religion: Varieties of Religiosity in the Nepali 
Diaspora” research project (2009–2012). They were previously published 
in various books and journals. For instance, Gellner’s introductory chapter 


