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Nepal’s Dalits should turn to Ambedkar:
Om Prakash Gahatraj

= Almost six decades ago, Ambedkar witnessed the deplorable condition of the Dalit
settlements in Kathmandu and was angered by the government’s apathy. In Nepal, even
today,while Dalits fight for theirrights,others don’tseem to care
= The only way to eliminate caste-based discrimination and

untouchability is to follow Dr Ambedkar’s philosophy:“Educate, Agitate,

I VIDYA BHUSHAN RAWAT '

Om Prakash Gahatraj is
an encyclopaedia of the
Ambedkarite movement in
Nepal. He was associated
with the veteran leader
Mohan Lal Kapali: When
Babasaheb Ambedkar
visited Kathmandu to
attend the World Buddhist
Conference in 1956, it was
Kapali who took him to the
Dalit settlements in the city.
Gahatraj has written a
biography of Kapali. He has
worked in different
capacities with the
government of Nepal on
issues related to Dalits and
their upliftment. He is now
engaged in the Dalit
movement of Nepal.
Gahatraj has been the chief
editor of Pratinidhi, the
literary Dalit quarterly
magazine published in the
1980s, and has written
many articles in leading
newspapers, journals, etc.
He spoke to Vidya Bhushan
Rawat:

You mentioned
yesterday about the visit of
Dr Ambedkar in 1956. It is
interesting to see how the
Nepali Dalit community
welcomed Babasaheb on
his visit. Could you tell us a
little more about this visit, —
the people who hosted him
and the places he visited.
Did he have any advice for
the people?

The government of
Nepal and the Buddhist
community hosted Dr
Ambedkar. He visited Dalit
areas, especially Deopatan
(around the Pashupati
temple), Sahagal (Lalitpur),
Dhalku-Chettrapati
(Kathmandu) and
Bhaktapur. After witnessing
the deplorable conditions
they lived in, he advised
them to engage in a large-
scale struggle.

Where did he stay?

Since it was the
government of Nepal and
the Buddhist community
who had invited Dr
Ambedkar, he stayed in
Sheetal Nivas, the
government guest house,
which has now been
converted to the president’s
residence.

Babasaheb redefined
Buddhism in India. He felt it
was the only way out for the
emancipation of the
untouchables. Did
Buddhism play the same
emancipatory role in Nepal
or have they culturally
remained Hindus? Is there
any movement to spread
this message of Babasaheb
in Nepal?

As far as I know no
Buddhist has campaigned
in Nepal to emancipate
Dalits from this caste-based
discrimination. Buddhists
very rarely speak up for
equality in their religious
speeches. We, social
workers, have created
movements to spread
Babasaheb’s message in
Nepal.

According to your book
on Mohan Lal Kapali,
Babasaheb also visited the
Pashupatinath temple. Are
you sure of it? Is there any
photograph available?
What was his reaction to
this visit? Did he express his
desire to visit the temple or
was it the local community
leaders who wanted him to
go there?

The major area of
Dalits is Deopatan, around
the Pashupati temple.
Formerly it was called
Deopatan and now it is
called Pashupati. Dr
Ambedkar visited that area
to see the condition of
Dalits, not to worship at the
Pasupati temple. On the
way, he saw the Pashupati
temple, that it was in the
locality of the Dalits, but he
did not worship. Even today
there are thousands of
Dalits living there. Neither
the Dalit leaders wanted
him to go there nor was this
his desire; it just happened
to be on the way to the Dalit
settlement.

Babasaheb must have
been deeply disturbed on
seeing the condition of the
Dalits in Nepal. What was
his reaction?

Dr. Ambedkar was
angered by the attitude of
the Nepal government
towards the Dalits.In Delhi,
on his return, he said he felt

betrayed by the leaders of
Nepal. After returning from
the visit to the settlements,
the leader of the team of
Dalit leaders, Saharsanath
Kapali, the eldest brother of
Mohan Lal Kapali, organised
a tea reception in honour of
Babasaheb at Sheetal
Nivas. At the reception,
Babasaheb called on the
Dalits of Nepal to launch a
struggle for their rights.

You mentioned that
Babasaheb wanted to meet
the prime minister, but
when the prime minister
came to know about
Babasaheb’s wish to meet
him, he himself came to
Sheetal Nivas. Could you
describe that meeting to
us? Did the prime minister
give any particular
assurance to Babasaheb?

I never mentioned that
Babasaheb wanted to meet
the prime minister. When
Babasaheb visited the
settlements and saw the
condition of Dalits, he was
visibly angry. A government
officer who had
accompanied him during
the visit reported this to
prime minister Tanka
Prasad Acharya. After
Babasaheb returned to the
guest house (Sheetal
Nivas), the prime minister
invited Babasaheb to his
residence to talk about this
matter. When Babasaheb
showed his reluctance to go
to his residence, the prime
minister himself came to
Sheetal Nivas and assured
Babasaheb that due
attention will be given to
improving the condition of
the Dalits.

Tell us about the
Ambedkarite movement in
Nepal. What have been its
achievements? Could you
share with us the role of
Mohan Lal Kapali in
promoting Ambedkarism
and strengthening the Dalit
movement in Nepal.

The Nepali
Ambedkarite movement is
run by the Dalit leaders, not
by non-Dalits. The late
Mohan Lal Kapali led Nepal's
Ambedkarite movement
throughout his life. He told

us about Babasaheb. Now
most of the Dalit leaders in
Nepal are convinced that
Babasaheb’s philosophy is
only the way to get rid of
caste-based discrimination.

What has been the role
of Nepal’s civil society in
trying to eliminate
discrimination against
Dalits? Is there solidarity
among various movements
in Nepal for the cause of
Dalit rights?

There is little role of the
civil society in Nepal in
efforts to eliminate
discrimination against
Dalits. There is solidarity
among various movements
fighting for Dalit rights.
Most of the civil society
organizations are led by
Brahmins.

What is the status of
Dalits in Nepal? Is there
affirmative action
(reservations) for the Dalits
by the government?

There is no Dalit is in
the council of ministers
even today when the Dalit
population according to
government statistics is
more than 13.2 per cent.
There is only one chief
district officer out of the 75.
Out of 601 Constituent
Assembly members, only 41
are members from the Dalit
community. There is less
than one percent Dalit
recruitment in the civil
service. There is very little
affirmative action in the law
and this again is poorly
implemented because all
the top leaders of major
political parties are
Brahmins. They do not like
to lose the opportunities
that their families enjoy
today.

Nepal has outlawed
untouchability but
discrimination against Dalits
and the practice of
untouchability are
prevalent. How does the
government handle them?
What is the role of the
National Human Rights
Commission and the
National Dalit Commission
in all this? Do they have
power to summon and
dismiss the officials who are

found violating the law of
theland?

The NHRC can only
recommend the
government to implement
the laws. The National Dalit
Commission is not a
constitutional body, so it
has no power. It can only
request the agency
concerned to provide
justice. But the
stakeholders so far have
been turning a deaf ear.
The government has
assigned Dalits themselves,
through the National Dalit
Commission and Dalit
Development Committee,
to deal with this problem.
Non-Dalits are not
interested in this job.

How strong is the role
of the leftist organisations
or parties in strengthening
the Dalit movement in
Nepal? How do
Ambedkarite organizations,
if there are any, see them?
What do you think has been
the role of the Maoists in
fighting for the rights of the
Dalits in your country?

All of them are using
Dalits for their own ends,
and they throw the issue of
Dalits into the garbage bin
after use. This is the reality.
Most of the leaders of the
leftist parties are also
Brahmins, so it is easy to
understand why this is so.

Are political parties
ready to give fair
representation to Dalits in
their structure or do they
still want to continue with
their patronizing attitude?

They give very little
representation to Dalits and
none at the decision-
making level. They just
want to show the donors
that they are inclusive.

How do you then
eliminate caste
discrimination and
untouchability?

The only way to
eliminate caste-based
discrimination and
untouchability is to follow
Dr Ambedkar’s philosophy:

“Educate, Agitate,
Organize”.

- Courtesy : Forward
Press
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Narendra Modi bows
on Parliament
steps before entering

It was BIP Prime
Minister Narendra Modi's
first visit to Parliament's
Central Hall in Parliament
and he marked
the occasion by
bowing on the
steps of the
entrance to the
building before
entering. After
alighting from
the car, Modi
bent his
forehead and
touched the
steps before
entering the
building for the
meeting of his
party's
parliamentary
party, where he
was elected its
leader.

each of us and thus
anybody can rise provided
he has commitment and

the citizen of the country
that the real welfare flows
through Parliament. The

mission. Our leaders and
workers should put up such
efforts and at least try in
that direction, they will
reach somewhere and if not
atthat height.

world knows that Narender
Modi comes from very
humble background and it
was the strength of
democracy which facilitated
him to grab the top post in
the country. This inspires

He is the first Prime
Minister who said loudly
that the Parliament is the
temple of the democracy.
This sent the message to

Don’t
sit
ITdeal

The UPA government is decimated with
huge margin and one of the reasons was to
ignore the demands of All India
Confederation of SC/ST Organizations. We
have high hope from this government and
why not? This time SC/ST have voted BJP in
large number and the party has come into
power. Ours is the only movement which has
direction and addresses the specific needs as
per time and space. Many other organizations
are preaching the ideology without
accountability. After sometime each
organization’s work should be evaluated and
audited. The confederation is fully
accountable and we ask openly that if it fails
to deliver the result, the society should not
cooperate.

It was collective decision of
Confederation to ask me to join Bhartiya
Janata Party just to reach to the Parliament
and which had happened also. It does not
mean that the Confederation leaders and
workers sit ideal rather they should gear up
fast. Unless until there is strong social
movement, there are thinner chances to get
our rights. Agitation will keep check on both
sides ruling and opposition. I need weight
behind and that will be appreciated in BIP. I
can say them that behind me there are huge
number of Dalits to support the government
ifactionsin favour are done. - Dr. Udit Raj
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Appeal to the Readers |

You will be happy to know that the Voice
of Buddha will now be published both in Hindi and
English so that readers who cannot read in Hindi
can make use of the English edition. I appeal to the
readers to send their contribution through Bank
draft in favour of 'Justice Publications' at T-22,
Atul Grove Road, Connaught Place, New Delhi-
110001. The contribution amount can also be
transferred in 'Justice Publications' Punjab National
Bank account no. 0636000102165381 branch
Janpath, New Delhi, under intimation to us by
email or telephone or by letter.  Sometimes, it
might happen that you don't receive the Voice of
Buddha. In that case kindly write to us and also
check up with the post office. As we are facing
financial crisis to run it, you all are requested to
send the contribution regularly.

Contribution:
Five years : Rs. 600/~
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