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Sumer or Assam, Malak or Mlek or Lohit, Kinnaur Kirat[a] or Garhwal -
and Nepal” (1966:9).

There are others who restrict Kirata settlement to well-defined present-
day political boundaries. For instance, Milton Sangma, a aoted historian,
writes that the word ‘Kirata’ referred to the “peoples now represented by
the Mongoloid group inhabiting different parts of North-East India”
(1985:59). Contrast this with the following claim of K. C. Mishra: “Geo-
graphically, racially and linguistically they (Kiratas) are identified with
the Kirantis or the people of Kiratadesa situated between Dudh-Kosi and
Kanki river in east Nepal” (1987:99). These two views, however, appear
to be based (rather inadequately) on contemporary racial, cultural and
linguistic aspects.

One of the few scholars who has made a meticulous effort to locate the
geography of the Kiratas is perhaps G. P. Singh, but even he has found it
difficult to assign any particular location to them. For instance, at one point
he writes about the Kirata settlements in “the Gangetic plain[s], the valley
of Nepal, the hills and mountains of northern, central and eastern Hima-
layas, Vindhya region, etc.” (1990:95) but later he mentions their
expansion into “north-western, northern, central (Madhya-desa), eastern,
western, northern and greater India” (1990:121). And the ‘proof” of such
a claim is the fact that the word ‘Kirata’, or its variants, are found in the
various classical texts dealing with those regions. Even when allowance
is made for alittle sporadic archaeological and other evidence it is difficult
to ascertain if the reference is made to the same Kiratas or to an altogether
different category of people.

A major reason for this ambiguity is certainly the absence of a clear
conception of who the Kiratas were or are. As long as this is so, the
question of their geographical spread will remain unresolved. But decid-
ing the space/time framework for conceptualising Kirata identity is not
easy. Certain groups of people who are identified as Kiratas or who used
to be referred to as such no longer desire this classification whereas others
have appropriated and actively propagated it in order to establish their
historical antiquity in a given geographical area. For instance, the
Meities of Imphal Valley and the Garos of Meghalaya still claim to be of
Kirata stock. Those who have disowned this identity are basically people
who underwent a process of ‘Sanskritisation’ during the last couple of
centuries and discovered the Kirata identity to be inadequate to represent
their changed status. The fact that the Sanskritisation process had estab-
lished the hegemony of what may be described as the Aryan discourse and
relegated the Kirata status to the periphery, both geographically and
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culturally, must be underlined. Incidentally, such people are recently
showing renewed interest in Kirata society and culture. An identity
which appeared to be a ‘liability’ is gradually being appreciated as a
‘resource’ today.

Consequently, the exercise of identifying the geographical location of
the Kiratas at any point of time in history can perhaps never be fully
satisfactorily carried out. Even when it is confined to the ancient period
there can be no unanimity, because while there may be agreement on when
this period ended there may be no agreement on when it began.

Relationship with the Aryans

Any discussion on the Kiratas will remain incomplete without reference
to the Aryans because it is essentially the latter who have constructed the
former. The Aryan discourse on the Himalayas, which has hitherto
remained unchallenged, shows the status of the Kiratas as being subordi-
nated to the Aryans. But it seems that this subjugation was more cultural
and discursive rather than political, administrative, or even economic.

The claim of cultural superiority can be traced in numerous Aryan
stereotypes existing in their literature. Though these are not a completely
valid index for understanding the structural locations of the two categories
of people, there is hardly any alternative to this problem. Most Aryan
stereotypes about the Kiratas can be translated as ‘uncouth’, ‘unpleasant’,
‘barbarous’ and ‘sinful’ (Chatterjee 1951:18; Mishra 1987:99). Counter
views about the Aryans like ‘treacherous’ and ‘untrustworthy’ existin the
oral traditions of the Kiratas. As such, these merely indicate that the
Kiratas did not consider the Aryans to be a superior race, but only
unfriendly and uncooperative. On the other hand, most Aryan stereotypes
seem to indicate that they treated the Kiratas as an inferior race.

In dealing with the Aryan—Kirata relationship a clear paradox is appar-
ent in the orientalism of the texts. Orientalism, according to Said (1978),
necessarily presupposes the existence and opposition of two worlds, two
geographical areas (or mindscapes, if you like): the privileged term
Occident exploring/studying/reconstructing the object of its study—the
Orient. What we notice in the oriental texts of the Aryans is, however, “a
further division of the Orient (in this case, India and Nepal) in which the
received dominant discourse of the West is assimilated without really
challenging it and continues to carry forward its hegemony in imposing
the same values and weaknesses on their subjects of inquiry which are
thereby rendered marginal” (Po’dar and Subba 1991:78).
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This thesis is substantiated by innumerable instances of the ‘othering’
of the Kiratas by the Aryans, so well brought out by Parasher (1991). This
was possible because the Kiratas, while refusing to fully assimilate with
the dominant Indo-Aryan social organisation, were not completely iso-
lated from it either. Thus, if not geographically and historically, at least at
the level of discourse, the Aryans represented the Occident and con-
sciously ‘othered’ the Kiratas, their Orient.

G. P. Singh draws an interesting instance from the Brahma Purana
(110, 8, 9) which indicates that the Aryan ‘othering’ was not confined to
their texts but was practised by them though the Kiratas resisted such
forms of domination. For instance, Singh writes that the “Kiratas, Yamnas,
Sakas, Hunas, Khasas, Andhrakas, etc. as mlecchas, were well known for
their hostile attitudes towards the class of Brahmanas” (1990:73). This
hostility was probably cultural rather than political and economic, though
political hostility cannot be ruled out completely. :

In the economic field, it appears that the Aryans and Kiratas had trading
relationships rather than a clash of interests. It has already been mentioned
that the bitter medicinal plant called Cireta or Cirata was bought by the
Aryans in exchange for hides, mats and the like. The soma plant was also
acquired by the Vedic saints from the Kiratas as they were not allowed to
deal with this trade themselves according to Smrti, Manu and Yajnavalkya
(Singh 1990:197). But Singh notes that the trade accounts in classical
sources are often confusing and sometimes even contradictory
(1990:203).

Sources show that the important articles of trade between the Aryans
and the Kiratas were cotton, silk, gold, iron, malbathrum and so on. But
it is not yet clearly established whether silk was bought or sold by the
Kiratas. While it is evident that the Assamese Kiratas were expert silk
cultivators and weavers in the early centuries of the Christian era, it is
likely that as a trade article silk flowed from north to south rather than the
other way around (Singh 1990:209-10).

From this brief sketch of the ancient trade between the Kiratas and the
Aryans it appears that they had some kind of interdependence. The
cultural, ideological and other forms of inequalities between them do not
seem to have posed any obstacle to economic transactions.

Kirata Dynasty

The tradition of keeping chronicles of rulers is as old as the writing of
history. Such chronicles are an important source of history even today
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though they do not always meet the standards set by modern historians,
particularly after the rise of Subaltern Studies. The native historian today
is often not aware of what Perceval Landon realised at the beginning of
the present century. Citing a Kirata chronicle, he shows the “unwisdom
of applying western scientific tests to the statements of such a chronicle
as the Vamshavali...” (Landon 1928/1976:228).

It should first of all be remembered that all the available information
on the Kirata dynasty refers to a place called ‘Nepal’ whose boundaries
in earlier times were different from what they are now. Most literature
shows that ‘Nepal’ in ancient times referred to the present-day Kathmandu
Valley only, though, according to Chemjong, it was bounded by the Trisuli
river to the west and the Tambakoshi river to the east, Chitlang to the south
and the glaciers to the north (1966:7). Even if the boundaries suggested
by Chemjong are accepted, it is clear that the eastern and western parts of
modern Nepal were not part of ‘Nepal’ earlier.

But even with regard to ancient Nepal, there is no unanimity among
scholars about its dynastic history. Opinions also differ over the total
number of Kirata rulers between 3102 BC and AD 600. According to some
it was 22 and to others 32, whereas Singh considers 29 to be the most
plausible figure. Similarly, the total number of years under their rule is
found to range from between 1100 to 1500 years. In this regard, Singh
makes a safe and rational statement: “they ruled over the valley of Nepal
tentatively for one thousand years in both pre- and post- Asokan period”
(1990:404).

It may be further noted that almost every scholar has drawn the

genealogy of the Kirata rulers from Yalambar [also spelt ‘llamb’ by
Padmagiri, ‘Yellong’ by Kirkpatrick, ‘Yalambara’ by Wright, “Yalamba’
by Levi and ‘Yalambhang’ by others] (see Hasrat 1970:xxv). But
‘Chemjong does not seem to agree with this view. According to him, the
first Kirata king of central Nepal was Banashur who was conquered and
. slain by King Bhuktaman. But, after eight generations, when King Bhu-
~ vansingh was ruling, a Kirata king of east Nepal called Yalambar slew
him in battle and re-established the Kirata dynasty there (Chemjong
1966:6-7).

In short, the available literature provides limited knowledge about the
Kirata dynasty in present-day central Nepal. What is certain is that the
Kiratas ruled over this part of Nepal for a considerable period of time until

‘they were overthrown by the Licchavis, whose dynasty is fairly well

documented.
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