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The discussion about
the position of women has
intensified after the introduc-
tion of civil liberties in the
early 1990s. A lot of tall talk-
ing is done on the discrimi-
nation against women in
comparison to male
Nepalese. But this has had
little consequences towards
the legal and social system
of the country, so far. Any-
way, the decision is to be
taken mainly by men, and
they find it especial hard to
change their approach. It
would mean that they, in fur-
rier, would have to accept
women as human beings
with equal rights in all mat-
lers.

But the government laws and
the social rules and tradi-
tions are deeply rooted in the
microcosm of family and ru-
ral community. This is the
sphere where the aware-
ness if man and women of
shaped in their younger
years. And this, exactly, is
the place where women can
achieve a lot to improve their
situation. But little will happy
as long as women don't
stick together and, instead,
talk negatively about their
own gender, They see each
other as rivals, look down
upan other women and treat
them as little girls or only half
human beings.

One typical example may be
the selection of daughters-in-

en in
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law. The future mothers-in-
law are fishing for every kind
of information about their
possible daughters-in-law,
just like agents do. Of spe-
cial Importance are eco-
nomic aspects like the wealth
if the girl's parents. In case,
the reality does not comre-
spond to their ideas, they will
search another bride for their
sons. Mothers believe that
they must find brides for their
sons to make them happy
and to bear them children,
mast of all, sons.

Women may give up her per-
sonal freedom at the age of
18 or 20 and dive into the
cold water of she may jump
into the fire ke Sita did in the
classical epic. Important is
that she can prove not to
have been pelluted by any
kind of contacts to male be-
ings. Hopefully, Sita's fire wil
go out or the wood will remain
wet and, so, cannol catch
fire. It's high time that Nepal's
men, tco, prove that they are
not polluted when they are
going to marry woman,

A woman's talk will not be
taken seriously as longas a
woman's words are only
freated as halftrue, How can
the attitude of society be
changed if we women don't
take our own sisters for seri-
ous? Men will not mind if
women talk negatively about
each other.

Nepal

sEmmAENEE IE}' Lhakpa ShErﬂEﬂi. GEFFFIElny

At home, a woman is re-
garded as source of life Bt
sha should ask: whom is
she slaving away for? It has
always been s0 and, thus,
it must remain, VWomen ara
like seasonal workers. They
are sent away in case thay
are not needed any more,
and be it only because they
den't bare sons. Does not
biclogy tell us that a child’s
gender depends on the
father's sperm 7 Nothing will
change, as long as the par-
ents educate their children
for a two class society: Ev-
erything is first and all for the
sons, and later they, per-
haps, gives a little bit to their
daughters, two. The reason
for the women's long but fu-
tile fight for equality seems
to be that a man has some-
thing in his trousers, but
women doesn't

The women's lacking eman-
cipation and education is 3
serious social problem. This
problem cannol be solved
without providing them eco-
nomic rights, i.e, aqual
rights to parent's property.
Without such rights men will
continue to decide about
women and donale them to
other families, just like other
properties.

A further necessary step will
be to give women the right
to choose their own part-
ners for life. Parents claim

11
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1o be worrying their daugh-
ier could be polluted of
aven have an illegitimale
child. So, they are anxious
to marry their daughter at a
very early age to a hus-
band, selected by them
mainly along economic
and/or culture easiness. As
a consequence, many girls
are not sent to school, be-

come pregnant at a very
age and have to give birth
to ten of more children, in
case they don't die in con-
finement before.

Many men remarry within a
few months after the death
of their wives. They say this
is necessary to take care of
household, fields as chil-
dren, The situation of a wid-
owed women is totally dif-
ferent. Where 1S the man
interested in marrying such
a women, especially if she
has children ? No man-in
Mepal is really interesied in
this. As a consequence,
women offen remain un-
married after the death of
their husband, not to talk
about corresponding reli-
gious prejudices,
Handicapped women have
no chance at all to find a
husband. To make this situ-
ation even worse: if the
handicap occurs after the
wedding, the husband has
the legal right to repudiate
his wife and marry another
women, Woe betide the
woman who would claim
the same right for herself.
The children are educated

10 be very dependent on
e e

R - AR

their parents, Many Nepali
man regard their mother as
their very especial friend
and most trusted contact
person, but their own wife
simply as workforce and
breeding ground for their off
spring. Bul is this negative
attitude toward women the
result of the education which
women, i.e. molthers, pro-
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vide to their sons within tﬁ
family compound 7 Isn't it

logical conseguence thal
men educated in this way
later in the social and gov-
ernment sphere show litlig
or no understanding for the
growing demands of lha
small circle of then w

should strike at the root.
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—INDIGENOUS VOICE— [ELiGEie WiFEl ISl

3o August -8 September
1995

Huariou, Beijing, Peoples
Republic of China
1. The Earth is our mother,
Fram her we getour Life, and our
ability to live. It 50 our responsi-
bility to care for our mother and
in caring for our mother, we care
for ourselves. women, all females
are manifestation of mother Earth
in human form,
2. We, the daughter of mother
Earth the indigenous women
present at the NGO forum of the
UN fourth world conferance on
women in Beijing, have come
together to collectively decide
what we can do fo bring about a
world which we would like our
children and our children's chil-
dren fo live in. we acknowledge
and build upon earlier declara-
tions which evolved from earfier
meefings and conferences, like
the 1990,Declaration of the sec-
ond. International Indigenous
women' conference, the kari -
oca Declaration of 1992, and
those of vanious regional confer-
ences of indigenous women, and
the consolations and confer-
ences done in preparation for this
Beijing conference
3. This declaration is drafted in
recognifion of the existence of the
UN Declaration of the Interna-
tional Decade of the World's in-
digenous peoples, the draft
declaration on the rights of the
Indigenous peoples , the con-
vention.on the Elimination of all
forms of Discrimination Against
Women, the Nairobi forward logk-

BEIJING DECLARATION OF IN
NGO FORUM, UNITED NATIONS FOURTH WORLD G

M-3R 04y

ina strategies for Advancement
ﬂFanmﬁ. Agenda 21 and the
Rio declaration on Environment
and development, the Cairo Dec-
laraion and the Copenhagen so-
cial summit Declaration, while we
agree with most of the provisions
of ILO convention 169, we can-
not fully endorse a convention
which remains silent how nation-
states us military force lo
remnove indigenous peoples
from their territories .

4. 'Westand in unity behind this
"1995 Beijing Declaration ofindig-
enous women “which is the fruit
of our collective efforts to under-
stand the world and our situation
as indigenous women, critique
the draft platform for Acton, and
arficulate our demands to the in-
ternational community, the gov-
ermmenis, and the NGOs.

5. We, the women of the origi-
nal peoples of the world have
struggled actively fo defend our
tights to self ~determination and
to our temitones that have been
invaded and colonized by pow-
erful nations and interests . we
have been and are continuing to
suffer from multiple oppression,
as indigenous peoples, as citi-
zens of colonized and neo-colo-
nial countrias, as women , and a
members of the poorer classes
of sociely . In spite of this, we
have been and continue fo pro-
tect, transmit, and developed our
indigenous, our science and
technologies, our arts and cul-
ture, and our indigenous souci-
polifical and economic systems.
which are in harmony with the

DIGENOUS WOMEN
ONFERENCE ON WONEN

natural laws of mother earth . e
still retain the ethical and esthet
values, the knowledge and phi.
losophy, the spirituality, which
conserves and nurfures mother
Earth . we are persisting on our
struggles. This has been shown
in our tenacity and capacity fo
withstand and survive the colo-
nization happening in our lands
in the last 500 years .

6. The "New world order *
which is engineered by those
who have abused and raped
mother Earth, colonized,
marginalized, and discriminated
against us, is being imposed on
us viciously . this s
recolonization coming under the
nameof globalization and frade
liberalization. The forcesbehind
this are the rich industrialized
nafion-states, their transnational
corporations, financialinsftutions
which they control like the world
Bank, the international monetary
fund, and the world Trade orga-
nization (WTQ). They will coop-
erate and commute among
themselves fo the last frontiers
of the world's natural resources
lecated our lands and waters .
7. The final Agreement of the
Uruguay Round of the General
Agreement on Tariffs and trade
(GATT) and the establishment of
the WTO has created new instny-
ments for the appropriation and
privatization of our community
inteliectual rights through the in-
troduction ofthe trade-related in-
tellectual property rights (TRIPS).
This facilitates and legitimizes
the piracy of our . biological, cul-

e
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Tural, and intellectiua resources
and heritage by transnational cor-
gons, Our indigenous val-
ues and practice of sharing
knowledge among ourselves,
and mutual exchange will be-
come things of the past because
we are being forced to play by
the rules of the market .
§. Bioprospecting, which is
nothing but the alienation of our
invaluable intellectual and cul-
wral heritage through scientific
colliection missions and ethno-
botanical research ,is another
feature of recolonization. After
colonizing our lands and appro-
priating our natural resources,
they are now appropriating our
human genetic resources,
through tha Human Genetic Di-
versity project . Their bid for the
patenting of fife forms’is the ulti-
mate  colonization and
commodification of everything
we hold scared. it won 't matter
anymore that we will disappear
because we will be "immortal-
ized” as “isolates of historic in-
terest” by the Human Genetic
Diversity project .
8. Itis animperative for us, as
indigenous peoples to stand in
their way because it means
more ethnocide and genocide
for us. if will lead to the disap-
pearance of the diverse biclogi-
cal and cultural resources in the
world which we have sustained.
It will cause the further erosion
and destruction of our indig-
enous knowledge, spirituality
and cufture. It will exacerbate the
conflicts occurring on our lands
and communities and our dis-
placement from our ancestral
lerritories |
CRTIQUE Of THE BELJING
ORAT PLAT FORM FOR AC-
-

M- NT 0N

TION
10 The Beijing Draft platform for
action unfortunately is not critical
at all of the “New werld order”, It
does present a comprehensive
list if issues confronting women
and an even longer list of actions
which governments, the UM and
it's agencies multilateral financing
institutions, and NGOs should do.
It identifies "The persistent and
increasing burden of poverty” as
the number one critical concern .
It acknowledges that “most of the
goals of the Nairobi forward look-
ing strategies have not been
achieved"® If also acknowledged
that * in the past decide the dis-
proportionately to the number of
men..."
11 However, it does not ac-
knowledge that this poverty is
caused by the same powerful
nabions and interests who have
colonized us and are continuing
to recognize, homogenize and
impose their economic growth
development model and monoc-
ultures on us. It does not present
a coherent analysis of why is it
that the goals of "Equality, devel-
opment, and peace’, becomes
more elusive to women each day
in spite of three UN conferences
on women since 1975. While it
refers to structural adustment pro-
grams (SAP). It only talks about
mitigating it's negative impacts
not questioning the basic frame-
work undergirding SAPs, It even
underscores the importance of
trade liberalization and access to
open, and dynamic markets,
which to us, pose the biggest
threat 1o our rights 1o our territo-
ries, resources, intellectual and
cultural Heritage.
12 The clear bias of the New
world order for big industries, big

agri-business corporations elc,
has meant the decimation of tra-
ditional livelihood and economic
activities of indigenous peoples
like hunting, food gathering and
harvesting reindeer herding, sub-
sistence agriculture, fishing,
small handicraft businesses €ic.
The non-econamic activities of
indigenous women have been in
ignored and rendered invisible,
although these sustain the exist-
ence of indigenous peoples.
Qur dispossession from our fer-
ritarial 1and and water base, upon
which our existence and identify
depends, must be addressed as
a key problem. The platform is
very vague on this .
13 The critical areas of concemn
it has identified are also critical
for indigenous women, while it
correctly identifies unequal ac-
cess to education and health as
areas of concern, it education
and health systems. It does not
reflect the fact that these systems
have perpetuated the discrimina-
tion against indigenous peoples.
It also does not acknowledge
the role of Western media, edu-
cation, and religion, in eroding
the cultural diversity, which ex-
ists among indigenous peaple.
These Western systems hasten
ethnocide. It does not give
proper recognition and impor-
tance to indigenous health care
systems and the role of its prac-
fitioners.
14 The viclence and sexual traf-
ficking of indigenous women
and the increasing numbers of
indigenous women becoming
labor exports, has been aggra-
vated by the perpetuation of eco-
nomic growth development
model which is export-oriented
import-dependent, and mired in
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foreign debt, military operations
conducted on indigenous
peoples land use rape, sexual-
slavery, and sexual trafficking of
indigenaus women to further sub-
jugate indigenous peoples, The
development of tourism to atract
origin capital has also led to the
commodification of indigenous
wamen and the dramatic in-
crease in the incidence of HIV/
AIDS. This reality is not ad-
dressed by the platform. Domes-
fic violence and the increasing
suicide rates among indigenous
women, especially those who
are in highly industrialized coun-
tries are caused by psychologi-
cal alienation and assimilationist
policies charactenstic of these
countries

15 While it taks about the ef-
fects of persecution and armed
conflict, it does not acknowledge
that many of these armed con-
flicts are occurring on indigenous
people's lands. These armed
conflicts are the result of the
agaressive  actions  of
transnational corporations and
govermnments to appropriate the
remaining resources on indig-
enous peoples territories de-
spite the assertion of indigenous
peoples territories despite the
assertion of indigenous peoples
to their right to control these re-
sources, it does not recognize
that the resolution of armed con-
flict especially those happening
on indigenous peoples lands,
lies in the recogniton of our rights
to seff-determination and fo our
lands and waters. The phrase"In-
lernally displaced® in the text is
bracketed, when in factor, this is
the reality for many indigenous
peoples all over the world .

16 Wsrecommended ‘strateqic

FUR-IAR_ 204y]

objectives' and actions focus on
ensuring women's equal access
and full participation in decision
making, equal status equal pay
and integrating and
mainsireaming gender perspec-
tives and analysis. These objec-
tives are hollow and meaningless
if the inequality between nations,
races, classes and genders are
nol challenged at the sane them,
Equal pay and equal status in the
so-called first world is made pos-

sible because of the perpetuation
of a development model which

is not only unsustainable but
causes lhe increasing viclation of
the human rights of women, indig-
enous peoples, and nations else-
whare. The platforms overempha-
sis on gender discrimination and
gender equality depoliticizes the
issues confronting indigenous

women
INDIGENOUS WOMEN'S

PROPOSALS AND DEMANDS
17 Within the context of our un-
derstanding of our situalion and
our critique of the "New World
order® and of the Beijing Draft
Platform for Action, We Present
the foliowing demand,

RECONGNIZE AND RESPECT

OUR RIGHT TO SEL"-DETER-

MINATION

18, That all governments and in-
ternational non-governments and
governmental organizations rec-
agniza the right of the indigenous
paople in their constitutions and
legal systems.

19. That the governments ratify
and implement ILO convention
168 only after thorough consulta-
tions with indigenous peoples
and that eventually it should be
improved to condemn the use
of military force to displace in-
digenous peoples.

20. That the 1994 final Draft Dec-
laration on the Rights of Indig-
enous peoples be adopted and
ratified by governments without
any revisions and resenvations,
That the fully participation of in-
digenous peoples in the open-
ended working group of the
commission on Human Rights o
future elaborate on the drat il
be ensured.

21. That the "s" in term indig-
enous peoples beput in all
United Nations documents, deg-
larations, and conventions. That
hereafter, we will not referesd o
as ethnic minorifies or cultural
communiies but as indigenous
peoples.

RECOGNIZE AND RESPECT
QURRIGHT TO OUR TERRITO-
RIES, AND RIGHT TO DEVEL-
OPMENT, EDUCATION, and
HEALTH.

22. We demand that the intarna-
tional community and govern-
ments recognize and respect
our rights to our temitorise. This
includes our right to decide what
to our do with our lands and ter-
ritories and to develop in an in-
tegrated, sustainable way, ac-
carding to our own cosmovision.
23. We urge the governments
who are opening up our
territiores to foreign investors
especially to mining corpora-
tions, to respect these rights. “ull
disclosure of development
projects and invesiments fo be
put into our territories should be
done. We should be fully in-
volved in making decisions on
these matters. Corporations, or
which have become dumping
sites of toxic, radioactive and
hazardous wastes, should be
rehabilitated by the corporations
or the governments which al-
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lowed this devasiation,

24, That the governments, inter-
national organizations and NGOs
assume their responsibility to al-
ter their policies and allocate re-
sources for the intercultural and
hilingual educational system and
the development of indigenous
health care systems according
to our cultural principles and
cosmovision. That books, audio
and video materials etc, be
screened and purged of dis-
criminatory, racist, and sexist,
content

25. That the governments imple-
ment realistic policies which will
solve the problem of iliiteracy
among indigenous and peasant
women, providing them access
to intercultural and bilingual edu-
cation which respects indig-
enous cosmologies, promotes
non sexist formative education
which puts women and men in
touch with the land.

26. That the government and in-
ternational community implement
health policies which guarantee
accessible, appropriate, and af-
fordable and qualkity services for
indigenous peoples and which
respect and promote the repro-
ductive health of indigenous
women. That budget allocations
1o health and other social ser-
vices be increased to at least
20% of the naional budget and
that a significant amount of this
goes 1o indigenous people's
communities.

21, That the indigenous health
care systems and practices of
indigenous peoples be ac-
corded the proper recognition
and respect and the roles of in-
digenous health practiioners and
healers be further enhanced.
28. That the dumping of hazard-
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ous drugs. Chemicals and con-
traceplives on indigenous
people's communities be
stopped. We demand that coer-
cive family planning services, like
mass slerilizations of indigenous
women, coercive abortion pro-
grams, be stopped. That popu-
lation policies like transmigration
be condemned and halted.

29, We demand that uranium min-
ing taking place in our lands and
nuclear testing in our territories
and waters be stopped. If no ura-
nium mining is done then there
will be no unclear weapons,
nuclear reactors, and nuclear ac-
cidents.

STOP HUMAN  RIGHTS
VIOATIONS AND VIOLENCE
AGAINST INDIGENOUS WOMEN
30. That the United nations cre-
ate the necessary mechanisms o
monitor the indigenous peoples
situation especially those facing
the threat of extinction and human
rights violations and to stop these
ethnical and genocidal practices.
31, Callon &l the Media and Com-
munication Systems to realize that
indigenous Women refuse to con-
finue to be treated and objects,
but instead to be recognized ad
human beings with their own
thinking and faefing capabiliies
and abllites for personal devel
opment, spiritually, intellectually
and materially.

32, Demand for and investigation
of the reported cases of sexual
slavery and the rape of indig-
enous women by the military men
happening in areas of armed con-
flict, such as those within karen
territiores in Burma, Chittagong
Hill Tracts in Bangladesh, etc. The
perpetrators should be perse-
cuted and the survivors he pro-
vided justice and rehabilitation

services. ‘

33. Demand for an invesbgaton
of the forcible mass sterlizaton
and anti-fertility pogroms done
amongindigenous women, Iden-
tify which international and na-
tional agencies are responsible
for these and make them ac-
countable.

34, Thal all acts of discrimination
against indigenous women be
considered and punished as a
crime.

35. That the governments create
juridical and social instruments
adequate to protect women from
domestic and stale violence.
36. That indigenous customary
laws and justice systems which
are supportive of women wvictms
of violence be recognized and
reinforced. That indigenous laws,
customs, and tradition which are
discriminatory to women be
eradicated.

37. That all internally displaced
indigenous peoples be alowed
to refurn to their own communi-
ties and the necessary rehabili-
tation and support services be
provided to them.
RECOGNIZE AND RESPECT
OUR RIGHTS TO OUR INTEL-
LECTUAL AND CULTURAL
HERITAGE AND OUR RIGHTS
TO CONTROL THE BIOLOGIAL
DIVERSTY IN OUR TERRITO-
RIES

JB8. We demand that our inalien-
able rights to our intellectual and
culfural heritage be recognized
and resected. We will resist all
processes seeking to destroy
this heritage and alienate our re-
sources and knowledge from us.
39. We demand that the western
concept and practice of inteliec-
tual property rights as sefined by
the TRIPS in GATT, not be ap-
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plied to indigenous peoples
communities and territories.
We demand that the world
Trade Organization recognize
our intellectual and cultural
rights and not allow \ the do-
main of private intellectual
righis and corporate monopo-
lies to violate these.

40. We call for a stop to the
patenting of all life forms. This
to ws, is the ultimate
commodification of life, which
we hold sacred.

41. We demand that the Human
Genelic diversity project
should be asked to make an
accounting of all the genetic
collections they have taken
from indigenous peoples and
have these returned to the
owners of these genes. The
applications for patents to
these genetic materials should
be stopped and no applica-
tions, thereafter, should be
accepted and processed, In-
digenous peoples should in-
vited to participate in the on-
going discussions in UNESCO
on the bioethics of the Human
Genome.

42 We demand that govern-
ments at the local, regional,
and national levels, recognize
our intellectual comity rights
and support us in our defense
of these rights, and obligation
which they have underiaken as
parties to the Biodiversity con-
venfion,

43, We will continue to freely
use our biodivesity for meet-
ing our local needs, while en-
suring that the biodversity
base of our local economies
will not be eroded. We will re-
vitalize and rejuvenate our bio-
logical and cultural heritage
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and continue to be the guard-
ians and custodians of our
knowledge and biodiversty.
ENSURE POLITICAL, PARTICI-
PATION Of INDIGENOUS
WOMEN AND ENKANCE THEIR
CAPABILITIES AND ACCESS
TORESOURCES

44, We demand equal polilical
participation in the indigenous
and modern structures of souci-
political structures and systems
at all levels.

45, We will dialogue with non-
indigenous women's
organizatonsand formations to
inplenment a realistic plan of
solidarity with the us.

46. We ask that NGOs that work
with Indigenous women be
guided by principles of mutual
raspect and promote the full par-
ticipation of indigenous Women
in action and in articulation is-
sues regarding indigenous
women and Indigenous
peoplas.

47. Call on the funding agencies
and donor agencies that sup-
port and promote women's or-
ganizations and programs, to
share space and financial re-

sources in order to promote
the development of Indig-
enous women,

48. We will work towards rein-
forcing our own organizations,
enhancing communications
between us, and gain the
space that is rightfully ours, as
members of specific identiies
{nations and cultures) within
the decade of indigenous
peoples and other insfitutions
that represent governmenial
and non-governmental organi-
zafions.

50. We will work towards the
holding of an International Con-
ference of the International De-
cade of the world's Indigenous
peoples.

51. We express our sincere
thanks to Chinese Organizing
committee and the Chinese
people for their efforts in host-
ing and providing hospitaity to
us,

APPROVED AND SIGNED ON
7 SEPTEMNBER 1995, BY 133
INDIGENOUS WOMEN "ROM
26 COUNTRISE AT THE INDIG-
ENOUS WOMEN'S TENT,
HUAIROU BEIJING, CHINA.
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For the last two years, | have
been working with the Thami, a
itle-known ethnic group living
rimarily in the districts of
Dolakha and Sindhupalcok in
niral-eastern Nepal.? Although
e focus of my research has
been Thami social structure,
itual, and ethnohistory—areas of
ife that involve both men and
lwomen—| have become particu-
larly interested in the siories of
lwomen's lives and experiences
that have emerged. Over many
levenings sitting by the kitchen
fire, | have had a chance o speak
with Thami women about their
thoughts regarding persond con-
eerns like health and nutrition, as
well as more public, political is-
sues such as education and eth-
nic rights. Often the line between
the personal and the public is
blurred, for instance when the
lack of adequate primary heaith
care plays a major role in a
woman's personal history.
In some ways, Thami women's
concerns reflect those of women
throughout Nepal, regardless of
their ethnicity. Yet in other ways,
their experiences are unique. By
sharing some of their stories, |
hope to add Thami women's per-
spective to the growing literature
the Thami. | also hope to pro-
ide a more general sketch of
indigenous women's fives
be like in the villages of ru-
Nepal. Both “indigenous” and
" are Inaded terms that
gest histories of oppression,
nd taken together define a
roup that is  doubly
ginalized. But these terms
also suggest positive stories
personal strength and accom-
pishment when we listen to indi-
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Sisterly Clans: A Cnllectwnof Th{mghts on Thami Women'

vidual women on their own terms,
and understand them as active
creators of their own Ife stories,
Overall, | hope to give voice to
the many Thami women who, al-
though not able to read and write
themselves, would like to partici-
pate in the growing indigenous
women's movement in Nepal.

Female Clans:
One of the most intriguing features
of Thami socia structure is their
bifnear clan system, which means
that in additicn to male clans,
there are aiso female clans, which
are passed down from mother to
daughter. Unlike other ethnic
groups in Nepal, who follow a
system within which a women is
born into her father's clan and
leaves it to join her husband's
clan upon marriage, Thami
worhen inherit their clan identifi-
cation from their maother, and re-
tain it even through mamiage in
order (o pass it on to their own
daughters. This system is un-
usual within Nepal, and is, in fact,
rare anywhere in the werld. In con-
temporary life, however, many
Thami women are unaware of their
clan affiliation, and the specific
funcions of the clans have been
forgotten. However, the concept
of a separate female clan system
remains important.
The genesis of both the female
and male clans is an important
part of the Thami origin story. As
the story i5 told, the original Thami
couple married off their seven
sons to their seven daughters and
assigned each child a separate
clan in the process.’ Most of the
female clans derive their names
from work implements and do-
mestic features of Thami houses,

- by Sara Shneiderman

and Lhe
rest are
geriva-
tives of
plant
names.
| n
Dolakha
district, the list of the seven crigi-
nal female clans and their mean-
ings is as follows. Budali (woman
who weaves leaf plates);
Yantesini (woman of the yanie, a
store handmill used to grind
grain); Khatusiri (woman who
weaves cloth of nettles); Caltasin
(woman of the ferns); Aftasin
{(woman of the rhododendrons);
Bampasiri (woman of the bamypa,
a big, Mlat standing stone planted
in frent of every Thami hearth);
and Khasasiri (woman of the
khasa, wooden steps found in
most Thami homes). There is
also an eighth female clan, which
is thought to descend from an
abandoned female baby found
inthe jungle by the original Thami
couple and adopted as an eighth
daughter. This clan is called
Apansini (woman of the forest).
Although one finds some differ-
entclan names amaong the Thami
communites in Sindhupalcok, |
have not yet compiled a com-
plete list from that area.
Marriage:

It might seem that women would
have a broader range of mariage
choices in a system where they
have their own clans. Rather than
being exchanged from one male
clan to another and dependent
on men for their social identity,
they maintain there own identity
through marriage and therefore

s [
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might have greater agency to
choose their partners. Although
it is difficult to prove this hypoth-
esis, it does seem thal Thami
women experience a relatively
lax marriage system in which
they have a great deal of choice.

Many older Thami women tell
me that they have been “mar-
ned” at least twice, and often
three or four imes. It is hard to
define the term *marriage” in the
Thami context, since often a
young couple just choose to live
together, only holding a formal
marriage ceremony many years
later when their own children are
grown and of marriageable age
themselves. If a formal marmage
ceremony has not been held and
the couple has no children, it is
not at all disgraceful for either the
man or the woman to dissolve
the relationship. In this way, many
Tharmi women have mulliple part-
ners over time, only setting
down once they have children.
Although more and more mar-
riages are now arranged due to
the influence of mainstream
Hindu values, it seems that very
few people of the older genera-
tion had amanged marmiages, but
rather chose their partners freely
and moved from one relationship
to the next until they began a fam-
ily. For example, one evening
over 3 few glasses of raksi, an
established Thami couple in their
fifties fold me with sheepish grins
thai the man had had five “wives’,
and the woman three “husbands’
before they seftled down with
each other! When asked how
they met, they replied that they
often saw each other when gath-
ering fodder in the forest, and
slowly took a liking to each other,

Even among the younger gen-
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eration, for whom arranged mar-
riages are more common, i
seems that women have a large
degree of choice in ther marriage
arrangements. One gird of nine-
teen was recently approached by
a suitor, but she Nlatly denied his
request for her hand. When
asked why, she replied, *His vil-
lage is too far away and | don't
like him", Instead of frying to force
the marriage upon her, the girl's
parenls supporled her decision
and made it clear that any mar-
riage, even if arranged, must be
of the daughter's own choosing.
Although not all families fesl so
strongly this way, many Thami
women seem o have had more
choice in their marriages than their
counterparis inmore strictly Hindu
groups.

Health:

Health is always an important is-
sue for women in that they must
look after their own health as well
as that of their children. Most
Thami women lack access o ba-
sic health care, and for this rea-
son, small-scale problems like
wounds or diarhea often cause
permanent physical damage or
even lead to death. Although
women living in the VDCs sur-
rounding Dolakha Bazaar and
Carikot bive less than a day's walk
away from a good hospital, they
rarely seek medical attention
there. This is due to both the ex-
pense of a hospital visit, which
very few women have enough
cash fo cover, and women'’s fear
of medical institutions and unwill-
ingness to approach them unless
absolutely necessary.

Why are they so afraid? “first of
all, hospitals represents an alien
“high class® environment from
which Thami women are usually

excluded from or explorted by,
In addition, many Thami women
have been victims of malprac-
lice, particularty in the area of co-
erced sterilization. Approxi-
mately ffteen years ago, fourteen
Thami women from one VDC
near Dolakha Bazaar were par-
ficipants in a government spon-
sored sterilization campaign.
Since then, two of the women
have died as a result of botched
operations, and seven of the re-
maining women have had ongo-
ing medica problems cince they
underwant the operation One
woman described the erpern.
ence to me as follows:

They came lo our houses and
asked vs if we wanied fo have
more children or not. If we said
{hat we didnt want amymore chil-
dren, they asked if we would ke
to have an operation. They iold
us that the operation would be
free, and thal we would even re-
ceive Rs. 200 and two eggs for
participafing, in addition to a car
ride to the hospital in Carikot and
an overnight stay there. Many
women were very excited about
the idea, since we didn't know
any other way of preventing mors
children, and also because we
had never beenin a car or stayed
in Carikot before. So we agreed.
On the appointed day, we
walked to Dolakha Bazaar,
where we were picked up by a
car. We were taken {o the hospi-
tal, There were two doctors and
some other helpers. Bul they all
wore white masks and identical
white clothes, so we couldn't tell
who they were. | realized later
that they wore these uniforms so
that we couldn't complain about
them afterwards if there were any
problems because we wouldn't
know who they were. They fook
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us into the room and they gave
me an injection and | fell asleep,

| woke up the next morning and
had a big scar across my stom-
ach. | was In great pain, but they
mada me get up and walk. There
rwas no ride back to Dolakha—
we had to walk—and we had lo
walk all the way home to the vil-
lage. | was like an old woman
and had to be camied part of the
way. | was still bleeding, and
when | got home | had to lie in
bed for almost two months. | bled
that whole time. When | finally
stopped bleeding, | had lost so
muchweight and was very weak.
They used to call me Dali (round
one) because | was so round
and healthy. But now | am thin
and weak. Tifteen years later, |
sill am not healthy. Every few
months, | bleed for about a
week. Huge amounts. If is not

right

After an experience like this, it
lis understandable that women
would be reluctant to visit the hos-
pital. Unfortunately, mismanaged
efforts like the sterilization
project described have had an
ongoing negative effect on
women and children's health in
Thami communities.

Another major women's health
1552 that | have encountered in
Thami communities is iregular
menstruation, and sometimes
even the complete cessation of
menstruation, | have spoken with
many women between the ages
0f 18 fo 35 who do not menstru-
& on a regular basis. Although
have not done any scientific
studies of this phenomenan, the
most obvipus explanation
Seems to be widespread malnu-
iion. Most Thami women sub-
515t on a diet of dhido (grain
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paste) made from millet, coen, or
wheat flour, and @ meager sup-
ply of vegetables such as spin-
ach and polatoes. These staples
come largely from their own
fields, as very few Thami families
have a substantial cash income
with which they can buy additional
food. Thami women rarely have
the chance to eat meat or other
protein, and this disruplts their
menstrual and reproductive
cycles.

Education and Language:
Education is a major congern for
Thami women. Very few woman
over the age of 25 have studied
In any formal situation, aithough
some older women have laken
advantage of informal night
classes organized by the districl
and VOC in recent years. Some-
what fittingly, it is often the few
younger women who have had
the good fortune to complete their
studies up to Class 10 who act
as instructors of these night
COoUrses.

Although only a minimal number
of Thami women are fully iterate
in Nepal, it is interesfing to note
that they are often more fluent than
men of their own age in the Thami
language. Since boys are more
frequently sent to school than
girls, they are exposed more fully
at a younger age to the national
Mepali language and often prefer
conversing in Nepali than in
Thami. Boys and men also leave
the village more frequently to
saek work, and in these outside
contexts must develop Nepali
language skis. Girls, on the ather
hand, are more likely to spend
time at home lalking with their
parents and other elders in the
Thami language. Therefore, even
younger women from the ages of

20-30 are fully fluentin Thami and
use it as their preferred language
when conversing with female
peers or elders of either sex. In
general, men of the sameé age
ata not completely comfortabl
conversing in Thami and use
Nepali as their primary language
with (heir peers as well as with
their parents. In this manner,
Tharni women can be seen as lan-
guage "perseveres’, and so are
also responsible for presenang
alements of their culture which
are encoded in the Thami lan-
guage, such as origin Stofes and
folk tales which are notreplicated
in Nepali.

Old Age: .
Another unusual feature of Thami
social structure that affects
women in the later part of thein
lives is that, urlike other Elhl'fﬂ:
groups who maintain joint family
living arrangements, the Thami
pften five in nuclear family groups.
Since many women oufiive their]
husbands (as is the case the
world over) and do not five with
an extended family, women in
their seventies and eighties are
often to be found living alone.
Although these women may oc-
casionally eat with their extended
families, they remain largely in-
dependent and are freated as
such by the rest of the commu-
nity.
For example, one woman in her
early eighties whom | have come
to know lives in a small, ung'
room house about ten minute

walk from the home of her grand-
nephew, her closest productive
relative. Although he and his fam-
ily ofien invite the old woman on
holiday days and for family
evenis, she otherwise lives on
her own. She cooks her own
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food, collects fodder for her own
animals, and oversees others
who wark on her land. Such a
situation has bath negative and
positive sides: many such
women experience difficulties in
caring for themselves, buton the
other hand, they are granted a
large degree of freedom and
treated with respect, unlike wid-
ows in Hindu environments who
are looked down upon and sub-
ject to the whims of their ex-
tended families.

Conclusion:

Each Thami women's life is
shaped by a combination of so0-
cial, economic, and cultural fac-
tors such as those discussed
above. In this brief collection of
stories and thoughts on Thami
women's lives, my aim has
been to draw attention to the
Thami ethnic group in general,
who have received unjustifiably
little notice in bath scholarly and
popular literature, but in particu-
lar o the essentialrole that Tham
women play in maintaining Thami
culture. Ifindigenous cultures in
general are to prosper in the fu-
ture and maintain their individu-
afity, the key cultural roles that
women play must be recog-
nized, and steps must be taken
lo alleviate the problems they
face in the areas of health and
educalion. If such issues are
addressed, Thami women and
their indigenous sisters through-
out Nepal can build upon the
foundations of strength and
egalitarianism found within their
own cultural heritage to work to-
wards the future well-being of
their own ethnic groups and the
country as a whole

"1 would like fo thank the

RarE wileI M

Fulbright Commigsion in
Kathmandu for their financial sup-

port. Thanks to Bir Bahadur "Lile’
Thami for help in tha field, and o
the many Thami women wha con-
tributed to this article. In the inter-
est of confidentiality, | will not list
thelr names here. As always,
thanks 1o Mark Turin for his sug-
gesiions, editorial help and con-
stant support.

? Although the Nepalified name
for the group is Thami, their
ethnonym, or the name they use
for themselves, is Thami. For this
reason, Mark Turin and | have
chosen fo use the indigenous
term Thami in all of our writings
on the ethnic group. For further
discussion of this and related
backgroundinformation about the
Thami, please see “Thami, Thami,
Thani? Remembering a Forgotien
People” in Himalayan Culture Vol.
V, No. 1, January-April 2000,
Kathmandu, pp. 5-21.

! Plgase sea the article in Hima-
layan Culture as cited above for
a complete version of this story.
Author's Note

Sara Shneiderman is cumrently a
Fulbright Fellow in Anthropology.
She holds degrees in both An-
thropology and Religious Studies
from Brown University in Provi-
dence, Rhode Island, USA. She
first came to Nepal in 1994, and
has been based here for over
three years. She has warked as
coordinator for educatonal fravel
programs throughout the Hima-
layan region, and has also con-
ducted research with Buddhist
and Bon women in Himalayan ar-
eas such as Mustang and
Dolakha. Through the Fulbright
commission, she is al present
engaged in ethnographic re-
search with the Thami, focusing
on their ritual and social structure.
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International destinations:
Bangkok <= Bombay < Caleuta
<* Dellu <= Dubni <+ Frankfurt
“ Hongkong < London <
Paris % Osaka% Shanghui

<+ Singapore

lying you to the destinations
of your cfreams...
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