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Abstract

Within the last two decades, Nepal experienced some violent political uprisings. Madhesh (also known 
as the “Terai” region of Nepal) launched a violent political movement called Madhesh Uprising in 2007. 
The silence of the interim constitution of 2007 on federalism, representation and an inequitable electoral 
system made Madhesh unhappy. Madhesh demanded complete regional autonomy, rights of self-
determination, and a single Madhesh province. The Uprising was considered as the representative voice 
of entire Madhesh/Terai region due to the active participation of millions of Madheshis (the inhabitants 
of Madhesh). As a result, political parties registered from Madhesh during 2008 constituent assembly 
election won majority of seats. Political parties of Madhesh became the fourth and fifth largest political 
parties in Nepal’s first constituent assembly. They changed the political landscape of the country. Due 
to their majority, the mainstream political parties were forced to choose Madheshi candidates in the 
presidential election. What happened next became the history in Nepalese politics. Analyzing the 
historical, socio-economic development, and the contemporary politics of Nepal, this paper argues that 
Madhesh Uprising was an inevitable outcome of deep-rooted discrimination based on identity, ethnicity 
and decades’ long political marginalization. Moreover, the paper shows how deep-rooted discrimination 
and political marginalization generates violence and they can be used for political motive.
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Introduction: Emergence of Madhesh Uprising

What do you do when you are told repeatedly since decades that you are insignificant and inferior? How do you 
feel when your citizenship is denied, and you are prohibited from serving in security forces in a country where 
your neighbor has everything just because of his different identity? What do you do when you are treated in your 
own country as a second-class citizen and your identity has been questioned? What will you do when you spent 
your whole life in misery and extreme poverty without being recognized as if you do not exist and you realize your 
children will have the same fate?

Nepal, one of the underdeveloped countries of South Asia sandwiched between two influential 
countries - India and China -, is a multi-racial, multi-cultural, multi-religious and multi-lingual country. 
This country is home to 125 castes and ethnic groups, 123 lingual groups, 10 different religious groups, 
and 17 official languages (Central Bureau of Statistics, 2012). Geographically, Nepal is divided into 
three different regions: 1) Mountain, 2) Hill, and 3) Terai. Terai is the flat lowland expanded from the 
eastern to the western region of Nepal, which is also called Madhesh. The Madhesh touches the boarder 
of India from all the parts of Nepal except north. The Madhesh covers 20 out of 75 districts of Nepal and 
holds almost half of the country’s total population (Central Bureau of Statistics, 2012).

Madheshis, the inhabitants of Terai or Madhesh, are the Maithali and Bhojpuri speaking 
populations (Hachhethu, 2007, p. 4). Moreover, the Madhesh (with 20 Tarai districts) also includes a 
hill territory (32%) and the Pahadis (people of hill origin) constitute 36% of the total population of Tarai 
(Hachhethu, 2007, p. 4). The terms, both Madhesh and Madheshis, are relatively recent socio-political 
discourse in Nepal (Pathak & Upreti, 2009, p. 2). However, the question remains: what is Madhesh and 
who are Madheshis? The answer to this question is not as simple as it may seem. These words refer to 
much more than just a geographical composition. These words have taken a political connotation, which 
refers to the history, culture and language of a people (Hazen et al., 2011, p. 9). Cheah (2008) also points 
out that the term Madhesh includes cultural and lingual space as a basis of identity (See p. 4). 

The identity of Madhesh and Madheshis is the convergence of geographical and political factors, 
which makes it a dynamic and contested issue in Nepalese politics. This fits Brubaker and Cooper’s 
(2000) point that the formation of national identity is a dynamic and fluid cultural-political process in 
which external identification and ‘internal’ self-definitions mutually constitute each other. Hence, the 
terms Madhesh and Madheshis are not only representing certain region, caste, language and culture, 
instead, they are symbolizing a distinct race and ethnicity in contemporary Nepal, which is complex and 
political.  

There is no doubt, Madheshis are very distinct from the rest of the population of the country in 
terms of language, rituals, lifestyle, food habits and attire. These attributes have shaped their unique 
collective identity in Nepal. As Aronoff and Kubik (2013) argue about collective identity, the identity 
of Madheshis is also constructed through symbols, myths, and rituals where people share collective 
historical memories, common culture, connection with a homeland, and a sense of harmony as well 
as unity. This unique collective geo-political identity has produced a very strong Madheshi nationalist 
feeling among Madheshis resulting in a violent political rebellion against the government. The Madhesh 
Uprising shocked national as well as international actors who had been working for Nepal’s peace 
process after the Maoist insurgency. It was different from the Maoists insurgency and happened after 
the Comprehensive Peace Agreement between the Maoist and the government of Nepal. The Maoist 
insurgency was more a class struggle and was for socio-economic change, while the Madhesh Uprising 
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was clearly an ethnic and racial rebellion (Hatlebakk, 2007).

Figure 1: Madhesh (Terai, the dark highlighted area) in Nepal and Nepal’s position in South Asia
(Source: Kabir, 2013, p.11)

 

The Madhesh Uprising of 2007 showed the dissatisfaction to the government (Deshar, 2006, p. 
3), the Maoist, mainstream political parties and the interim constitution. Madheshi Front and Nepal as 
a state were the two major opposing parties in this conflict. Madheshi People’s Rights Forum (MPRF 
or Madheshi Janaadhikar Forum) burned the interim constitution on January 16, 2007, saying that the 
constitution did not address the needs of the Madhesh. The police arrested 28 protesters from Kathmandu 
in that incident. Madheshi People’s Rights Forum (MPRF) called for an indefinite general strike (bandh) 
in Madhesh on January 18, 2007, collaborating with Tarai Jantantrik Mukti Morcha (TJMM) and the 
Nepal Sadbhavana Party (NSP). They established a joint alliance called the United Democratic Madheshi 
Front (UDMF). 

The mainstream political parties, especially the Maoist’s party led the anti-Madhesh movement 
campaign to suppress the Madhesh movement. Maoist’s cadres killed a Madheshi student in a fight with 
Madheshi People’s Rights Forum on January 19, 2007. Over time, the protest became more violent. 
Below is an extract from a report prepared by a researcher of Hachhethu’s study team, Mr. Lal Babu 
Yadav:

The number of demonstrators increased almost double in every next day. Schools along with shops 
were closed; the movement of all forms of transportation was disallowed and those attempting to 
defy the ban were destroyed or burnt. Demonstrators carried out the sticks and organized masal 
(torch) rally every evening. Tire burning took place at every corner of the city. The protesters 
defied the curfew and burnt government offices, banks and some private properties. A copy of the 
Interim Constitution was burnt every day. (Yadav, 2007, as cited in Hachhethu, 2007, p. 4)
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By the end of the first week of February, 24 people were killed. The protesters damaged and burnt 
down local government offices, blocked all the highways, and attacked many Pahade (hill dwellers) 
people. Their main slogan during the protest was ‘Ek Madhes and Ek Pradesh’ meaning, ‘One Madhesh, 
One Province’. The protestors of Madhesi People’s Rights Forum and the Maoists clashed on March 
21, 2007 in Gaur, Rautahat district where 27 Maoists were killed (Hachhethu et al., 2008, p. 56). After 
Gaur massacre, the meaning of Madhes shifted from a geographical origin to racial and ethnic identity. 
Agitating groups demanded for autonomous single Madheshi province, right to self-determination and 
other demands related to inclusiveness and identity.

Causes of and the Identity Dynamics in the Madhesh Uprising

If we study the history of Nepal then we can see that it was a feudal, autocratic, and centralized 
nation since centuries (Karki & Seddon, 2003; Kumar, 2004; Misra, 2004; Sharma et al., 2014; Upreti, 
2006; Upreti, 2007). Nepal’s governance system and mechanisms in the entire history were carried out 
with repression and the use of coercive power by the state (Hutt, 2004; Kumar, 2004). Ultimately, these 
practices and characteristics excluded the vast majority of Nepalese from the mainstream development 
(Raj, 2004; Upreti, 2005). Moreover, extreme poverty, unbalanced distribution of resources, systematic 
and deliberate exclusion, severe caste, gender, and ethnic discrimination, and larger structural injustice 
have been identified by many researchers and analysts (Karki & Seddon, 2003; Misra, 2004; Raj, 2004; 
Rana & Sharma, 2004) as the major causes of the conflicts in Nepal.

Lawoti (2003) agrees that many of Nepal’s ethnic groups have no real access to the state and 
the numbers of Dalit, indigenous nationalities, women, and Madheshi in the influential institutions are 
negligible (p. 52). Especially, if we deeply analyze the history of development of Madhesh, as Pathak & 
Niraula (2007) point out, the problems of Madhesh are a fusion of political, socio-cultural and economic 
complications. The Madheshis were generally treated as excluded groups (Hachhethu et al., 2009) and 
their exclusion from Nepali public life and socio-economic settings was systemic (Hachhethu, 2007, p. 
9). For a long time, the Madheshis were not allowed to serve in the Military. During the Rana regime 
(1846-1951), they had to receive written permission to enter the Kathmandu valley (NTTP Research 
Paper, 2007). The Madheshis were forced to use Nepali as an official language and were not allowed to 
use their native language for official communication. Moreover, hundreds of thousands of Madheshis 
were deprived of citizenship certificate until 2007 (Cheah, 2008; Deshar, 2006; Hachhethu, 2007). This 
systemic structural violence against the Madheshis had been going on since decades. 

As Galtung (1969) points out in his theory of structural violence, the notion of structural violence 
is meant to encompass different forms of domination, exploitation, deprivation, and humiliation that 
originate from societal structures. Galtung (1969) defines the term ‘structural violence’ as injustice, 
suppression, and exploitation, which are built into the fundamental structures of society. He further says 
that in such a society, people are damaged due to uneven access to resources within a social system. 
Shakya (2008) argues that this affects people’s development, mental health, their self-esteem, when they 
are told repeatedly that they are inferior, both directly and systematically. 

In terms of the Madhesh uprising, decades long structural violence became one of the major 
causes. At the extent of their misery caused by the structural violence, Madheshis had nothing in their 
hand except to revolt against the system in order to live. It is clear that the Madheshis were treated as a 
second-class citizen within their own country. This was making Madhesh and Madheshis the marginalized 
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and vulnerable other in a plural society of Nepal. For the rest of the nation, they were Madheshis, an 
inferior race and ethnic group and for Madheshis the rest of the people were non-Madheshis. The effect 
of this othering created a clear divide between Madheshis and non-Madheshis regardless of the place 
where they were living because othering is not a cause but the result of unequal power distributio

The very effect of the othering links to the fact that power and identity are intertwined concepts. An 
aspect of one’s identity always empowers or contributes to the feeling of powerlessness or powerfulness 
within a cultural setting in a society based on accessible and approachable privileges. This shapes the 
power relation within and among the individuals as well as groups. The very effect of this is that it 
creates clear divides such as majority vs. minority and superior vs. inferior. Like in Cannibal Tours, the 
difference emerges as civilized and primitive (O’Rourke, 1998). These divides differ in both depth and 
intensity making it profoundly sensitive and difficult to examine. Consequently, this division constructs a 
disparity among groups and generates distrust and 
threats to one another. 

Moreover, these perceptions and effects 
deepen the difference with greater isolation from 
each other in a plural society like Nepal. As the 
theory of social and cultural pluralism says, plural 
societies are characterized by sharply divided race, 
ethnicity and religion, which are directly linked 
with a distinct identity of an individual and a group 
within and across a society (Furnivall, as cited in 
Aronoff & Kubík, 2013, pp. 136-137). This social 
identity describes the dynamics of power position 
and privileges available. In the case of Madhesh, 
their distinct social identity was used against them, 
which kept them isolated from the mainstream 
development for decades due to the country’s 
flawed policies.    

The situation of Madhesh and Madheshis compels me to think which automatically generates 
a series of questions in my mind. What do you do when you are told repeatedly since decades that 
you are insignificant and inferior? How do you feel when you are denied citizenship and prohibited to 
serve in security forces in a country where your neighbor has everything just because of his different 
identity? What do you do when you are treated in your own country as a second-class citizen and your 
identity has been questioned? What will you do when you spent your whole life in misery and extreme 
poverty without being recognized as if you never existed and you see your children will have the same 
fate? Suffice to say that the Madhesh Uprising was the answer to these questions. In addition, rampant 
corruption, weak state presence in bordering areas to India, heavy economic dependency on India, weak 
governance, impunity and lack of political commitment are some of the proximate causes, which became 
supplemental to structural causes of Madhesh Uprising. 

There is no doubt that the Madhesh uprising established Madheshi nationalism as a significant 
part of the emerging ethnic and political landscape of Nepal (Hachhethu, 2007, p. 4). However, Madhesh 
did not revolt until the Maoist insurgency. The violence in Madhesh started right after the Comprehensive 
Peace Agreement between the government and the Maoist. The interesting and surprising fact for local 
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and international observers in Nepal was that the violence was not initiated by either party to the decade 
long insurgency, but by the group raising the issues of Madhesh and Madheshis (Miklian, 2008, p. 3). 
Madhesh supported the Maoist during the decade long Maoists insurgency hoping that they will also put 
their issues on the forefront. 

The Maoist’s front organization Madhesh National Liberation Front (MNLF) was formed in 
2000, which was active during the insurgency advocating for the inclusion, federalism with right to self-
determination, culture rights, and reservation (Hachheth et al., 2009, p. 93). After the Comprehensive 
Peace Agreement, Madheshi People’s Rights Forum was separated from the Maoist party due to their 
inability to obtain their promised stipulations, especially full proportional representation for the elections 
and one Madhesh province (Pathak & Uprety, 2009, p. 4). Then, all the small and big fractions of 
Madhesh came together with a violent uprising against all for a common Madhesh cause. 

After witnessing what Maoist did, Madheshi activists and leaders learned how people could be 
mobilized for political reason because Madheshi were fighting with the Maoists during the insurgency 
against the government. Miklian (2008) points out that the political leaders of Madhesh had recognized 
and learned from the Maoists to use ethnic divisions to mobilize supporters and began to build a Madheshi 
identity movement along similar lines. The concept strategic essentialism can describe the phenomenon 
best here. The issue of identity can be strategically lifted up in power politics. This has been seen in many 
ethnic movements. Like in the case of Tibetans, Anand’s (2007) illustration of Exotica Tibet is another 
excellent example of it. Tibetans in exile have shaped their identity in such a way that still today, the 
international community expresses solidarity for their cause. Their way of representing themselves has 
nurtured the Tibetan question as an international dispute in world politics like the ‘Palestinian question’ 
or the ‘Irish question’. For instance, Tibetans used the connection between prisoners of Shangri-la and 
the victimization of Tibetans embraced by westerners in order to mobilize many non-Tibetans for the 
Save Tibet cause. 

The Madhesh uprising totally changed the political settings of the country. Historically, Madhesh 
was the vote bank for mainstream political parties. This movement shook the nation since it was the 
first ethnic violent movement that was surfaced in contemporary Nepal. Since decades, major political 
parties were using Madheshis for their purposes in national politics. The immediate achievements from 
the Madhesh movement were: 1) the amendment in the interim constitution by defining the future 
model of the government as federal; 2) creating a commission to redraw electoral constituencies; and 3) 
proportional share for minorities and marginalized groups in all state mechanisms (Hattlebakk, 2007, p. 
13). Madheshis became more aware and united. As a result, the Madhesh alliance secured majority votes 
from Madhesh and became the fourth and fifth largest political parties in the first constituent assembly. 
Mainstream political parties were forced to choose Madheshi candidates in the presidential election 
of Nepal. Consequently, Nepal got its first president and vice-president from Madhesh. Moreover, 
Madheshi parties have been exhibiting the strong stand on the future federal structure of Nepal. Hence, 
Madhesh Uprising has become the invaluable lessons for other players in Nepalese politics and showed 
as Lawoti (2010a) points out that the rise in the identity politics in Nepal has to do with the country’s own 
contexts, such as the struggle for social justice, recognition and self-esteem among various communities. 
Eventually, people will realize that they are being used. In this case, the collective identity of all the 
Madheshis and their shared struggle of years brought them together for a common cause. 

Many scholars agree that the ethnicity-based identity is the foundation for most of the ethnic 
tensions (Hangen, 2010; Lawoti, 2010b; Sapkota, 2014) in Nepal. This makes it clear that Madheshi 
identity politics is also based on ethnicity. This ethnic tie has bound all the Madheshis together. The shared 
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exclusion, misery, and extreme poverty, along with their search of common rights, and self-determination 
brought all Madheshis together and formed a common Madheshi identity. Hence, the issues of Madhesh 
are complex yet protracted because they are related with a history of structural violence, their unique 
culture, ethnic identity, their struggle and rampant poverty. Furthermore, the Madhesh (Terai) region 
itself is of vital importance because this is the food reserve of Nepal, which also links to India from the 
eastern, western and southern part of the country. Due to the cultural similarities having open border with 
India, Madhesh is a strategically most important region for both countries. Conflict on this side of the 
region, for obvious reasons, will be a major concern on the other side. This makes the issues of Madhesh 
even more sensitive for both countries. Hence, Madhesh plays a vital role not only in national politics, 
but also in the bilateral relationship between Nepal and India.

The Way Forward: Challenges and the Future Prospect of Madhesh Identity Politics

Most of the ethnic conflicts are caused due to the deep-rooted socio-economic discrimination 
and mal-practices. Conflict like the Madhesh Uprising requires dynamic multi-stakeholder approach 
to resolve. Hence, policy reforms, development and meaningful participation and representation of 
marginalized sections of population is necessary to address the root causes of the conflict.

Reducing overt conflict requires reduction in levels of underdevelopment. Groups that seek 
to satisfy their identity and security needs through conflict are in effect seeking change in the 
structure of their society. Conflict resolution can truly occur and last if satisfactory amelioration 
of underdevelopment occurs as well. (Azar as cited in Ramsbotham et al., 2011) 

Structural violence and injustice exclude certain groups systematically from mainstream development. 
Hence, a conflict management approach should focus on the issues of needs and identity of the conflicting 
parties, especially in the case like Madhesh Uprising.

The socio-political and economic policies of that particular country powerfully shape inter-
group dynamics and relations. The policy reforms might bring long-term sustainable peace because it is 
imperative that those unequal policies should be reformed first. Then after, we can talk about building 
trust and relationship for a better society. Developing a meaningful relationship between different 
groups for conflict resolution is inconceivable in the presence of unequal and asymmetrical power 
distribution between groups. This is inconceivable and injustice to expect and ask for similar actions and 
behaviors from that particular group which is under injustice, structural violence and pervasive legalized 
mistreatment from another group or state. Hence, for Madhesh and Madheshis, inclusive government 
and policy reforms are the topmost priority to avoid violence.

The Madhesh Uprising was a kind of a revelation for Nepal. After the Madhesh Uprising, the 
issues of ethnicity and regionalism are no longer the subjects of academic discourse only, instead, political 
parties and the government have taken these issues for a broader mission of restructuring the Nepali 
state (Hachhethu et al., 2009, p. 104). Since Nepal is in the phase of implementing the Constitution, 
transitioning from a unitary state to federal state, complex issues will be the distribution of resources 
and tax-income between the states among other numerous issues (Hattlebakk, 2007). It is going to be 
a complex process for the state and Madheshi parties to address and ensure the problems and needs 
of the Madhesh and Madheshis in the days to come. As Hachhethu (2007, p. 12) points out, it will be 
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critical for them to translate demands and promises into the political structure. Moreover, managing 
small underground-armed groups and their demands will be another challenge for Madheshi parties and 
government.

Conclusion

By its nature and with the actors involved, the Madhesh conflict is one unique example of 
contemporary identity conflict. Decades long structural violence, inequality, injustice, exploitation and 
isolation from mainstream development are the major causes of Madhesh movement. It was a landmark 
incident in contemporary Nepal, which surfaced the very first time in a violent way the issue of ethnicity, 
race and identity. It came as a total surprise for everyone and changed the political landscape of the 
country with few milestone changes. The biggest change in contemporary Nepal since 2006 is the 
emergence of the Madhesh as a major political force. However, there are big challenges ahead for all 
since the implementation of the constitution is yet to finish which is a daunting task.

All the political parties and leadership should come together to address the major issues which 
are obstructing the inclusive development of Nepal. Socio-economic policy reforms are necessary at 
this moment to avoid relapse into conflict. Any delay and hesitation in these reforms will invite another 
political violence. Since Nepal is a landlocked country with difficult geographical terrains, the debated 
issue should be dealt with wisely. The new constitution of Nepal and the Nepali state should address 
the issues raised by the Madheshis and by all the minorities. All the agreements signed with Madheshi 
parties should be implemented. There should be no other options than to end social injustice in order to 
create a society for all.
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