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Intergenerational linkages between internal and international 
migration of rural-to-urban migrants in Far West Nepal 
 
Ephraim Poertner, Mathias Junginger, Ulrike Mueller-Boeker 

 

Abstract 

In Nepal, international labor migration to India and overseas as well as internal migration to the rural 
Nepalese lowlands are of a high socio-economic significance. Scholarly debates about migration in 
Nepal have gradually shifted from an economic to a more holistic perspective, also incorporating so-
cial dimensions. However, little evidence has been generated about internal migration to urban desti-
nations and the potential linkages between international and internal migration. This article draws on 
Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice and sees migration as a social practice. Accordingly, migration practice 
is regarded as a strategy applied by social agents to increase or transfer capitals and ultimately secure 
or improve their social position. The evidence is based on a qualitative case study of rural-to-urban 
migrants in Far West Nepal conducted in July and August 2009. The study at hand addresses linkages 
between internal and international migration practices and provides insight about a social stratum that 
is often neglected in migration research: the middle class and more precisely, government employees. 
We show that social relations are crucial for channeling internal migration to a specific destination. We 
furthermore unveil how internal migration is connected to the international labor migration of former 
generations. Finally, we examine how migration strategies adopted over generations create multi-local 
social networks rooted in the family’s place of origin. 

 

Introduction 

It all started with the phone book. Sitting on the shady veranda in front of Dhan Bahadur’s house, we are 
gasping for cool air, trying to cope with the tremendous heat and humidity of the late Terai summer. Dhan’s 
wife, who migrated with him and their three children from Bajhang district to Dhangadhi a couple of years ago, 
tells us to wait outside. Fifteen minutes later, her husband comes into the courtyard, wearing smart trousers and 
a white long-sleeved shirt. He takes a seat, orders a cup of tea and asks about the reason for our visit. Shortly 
after we have outlined our research project, he instructs his wife to go inside and look for the phone book… Sur-
prisingly, the little paperback does not primarily contain phone numbers but rather lists the names and places of 
origin of those who own property or have settled at a place everybody calls Bahjangi Tole. It turns out to be a 
promising document for insights into the field of internal migration research. 

In Nepal, international labor migration and internal migration from the mountain and hill regions to 
the lowlands are long-standing and of high socio-economic significance. Since an open border agree-
ment was established between Nepal and India in 1950, international migration to India for work has 
become a livelihood strategy pursued by a large part of Nepal’s rural population in hill and mountain 
regions. Accordingly, remittances from labor migration have constituted a crucial source of income 
for the households in these regions, where people’s livelihoods are primarily based on subsistence 
agriculture. According to estimates, more than a million Nepalese are currently working in India.1 In-
ternal migration to the Nepalese lowland, the Terai, was stimulated by government resettlement 
schemes after successful malaria eradication programs in the 1950s. These schemes aimed to increase 
agricultural production and to provide land for landless and flood-affected hill people in the then 
sparsely populated and densely forested Terai. An unexpected and unplanned squatter colonization 
accompanied the resettlement schemes. Households migrated to the rural Terai to cope with the lack 
of opportunities to make a living in the hills or to improve their livelihoods through farming fertile 
land in the lowlands.2 In recent decades, people have started to migrate to the emerging urban areas of 
the Terai for employment and education. Within fifty years, migratory movements have shifted the 
population centre from the hills to the lowlands, where the majority of Nepal’s population now lives.3  
 

                                                        
1 Kollmair et al. 2006; Sharma 2007; Thieme 2006. 
2 Shrestha 1990. 
3 KC 2003. 
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Migration in Nepal has been an increasingly frequent topic of research in the last two decades. Schol-
ars have paid particular attention to international labor migration to India4 and the remittances gener-
ated through international labor migration5. Research into internal migration has focused mainly on 
rural-to-rural migration, namely resettlement schemes and migration from the hills and mountains to 
the rural Terai6 and internal displacement induced by the recent Maoist conflict7. Despite the strong 
urbanization trend in Nepal, rural-to-urban migration has been generally neglected in migration re-
search, except in a few noteworthy studies by Graner, Luitel, and Timalsina.8 Likewise, only a few 
scholars have considered both internal and international migration9, although the two types of migra-
tion are likely to be interlinked in many cases10. Linkages between internal and international migration 
in Nepal have been rarely researched to date. Graner has shown that migrants who moved from rural 
areas of Nepal to Kathmandu for work later migrated abroad with manpower agencies in search of 
better-paid jobs.11 Furthermore, various authors12 have suggested that quite a number of international 
migrants from Far Western Nepal also migrated internally. 

 

This article aims to elucidate and corroborate evidence of internal migration and its interlinkages with 
international labor migration. It focuses on rural-to-urban migration from the hills to the Terai. The 
emphasis is on the spatiality of migration practices and the significance of social networks. 

Map 1: Nepal: source and destination districts 

 
 (Source: Thieme et al. 2005, adapted by E. Poertner)  

 

The discussion in this article is based on the results of research on internal migration from Bajhang 
District to the municipality of Dhangadhi in Kailali District in Far West Terai (see map 1). In the re-
mote mountainous Bajhang, there have only been a few studies that have highlighted the significance 
of international labor migration as a livelihood strategy.13 A case study about migration and societal 
change in Bajhang is currently being conducted by the Development Study Group Zurich. While there 
has been some research into the international destinations of migrants from Bajhang such as Delhi 

                                                        
4 Adhikari and Gurung 2009; Bhattrai 2007; Bruslé 2008; Kansakar 2003; Kaspar 2004; Müller-Böker 2003; Müller-Böker and 
Thieme 2007; Pfaff-Czarnecka 1996; Shahi 2005; Sharma 2007; Subedi 1991; Thieme 2006; Thieme et al. 2005; Thieme, Müller-
Böker, and Backhaus Forthcoming; Upreti 2002. 
5 Kollmair et al. 2006; Seddon, Adhikari, and Gurung 2002; Shrestha 2008; Wyss 2003. 
6 Agergaard 1999b, 1999a; Müller-Böker 1997, 1999, 2000, 2001; Shrestha 1989, 1990; Thapa 1989. 
7 Bhattarai-Ghimire and Upreti 2008; Tamang 2009; Ghimire, Upreti, and Pokharel 2010. 
8 Graner 2001; Luitel 2006; Timalsina 2007. 
9 Bohra and Massey 2009; Dahal, Rai, and Manzardo 1977; Subedi 1993. 
10 See Skeldon 2006. 
11 Graner 2001. 
12 Bruslé 2008; Pfaff-Czarnecka 2001; Shahi 2005; Thieme 2006; Thieme, Müller-Böker, and Backhaus Forthcoming. 
13 Cameron 1998; Müller-Böker 2003; Müller-Böker and Thieme 2007; Pfaff-Czarnecka 1989, 2001; Shahi 2005. 
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and Bangalore,14 empirical studies of internal destinations are lacking yet. This qualitative case study 
was therefore carried out at an internal destination, a ward of Dhangadhi, from July to August 2009. 
 

 
The busy Bazaar Road in the city centre of Dhangadhi. Compared to the places of origin, the far western hills, the municipality 
in Kailali district provides a diverse range of goods and public services. (Image: E. Poertner) 

 
This article draws on an analysis of semi-structured interviews with members of 35 migrant house-
holds. In these interviews, the focus was on their migration trajectories and history, as well as their 
social networks. The households were selected with the help of the aforementioned telephone direc-
tory containing the names of migrants from Bajhang and a wealth ranking of the total 88 households 
in the study location.15 The household sample comprised the differences in relative wealth and 
caste/ethnic group affiliation. Narrative interviews concerning the migration history of nine selected 
households, a focus group discussion and participatory methods complemented the empirical data 
collection. Interviews with key figures – such as the chairman of the association of immigrants from 
Bajhang in Dhangadhi – as well as migration and minority experts broadened the picture and helped 
to contextualize the data collected. 
 

We first introduce the conceptual framework of the article using Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice. Sec-
ondly, we present a picture of the migrant households and the community at the urban destination in 
terms of caste, class, gender, labor and education. Thirdly, we examine the migration trajectories and 
motives of the households and commuting practices related to work. Fourthly, we disclose linkages of 
the internal migration to international labor migration to India; and finally, we discuss social relations 
to different places, their maintenance and significance.  
 

Conceptual framework: migration as social practice 

Until now, migration has not been approached using a shared paradigm “but from a variety of com-
peting theoretical viewpoints fragmented across disciplines, regions, and ideologies”.16 A fundamental 
disciplinary cleft has been identified between macro-level perspectives and a focus on market forces 
or immigrant policies, and micro-level perspectives emphasizing individual experiences or household 
strategies.17 On this account, different authors18 have suggested to understand migration as social 
practice and thus to apply Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice19. 

                                                        
14 Pfaff-Czarnecka 1996; Thieme 2006. 
15 See Grandin 1988. 
16 Massey et al. 1994, 700. 
17 Brettell and Hollifield 2007, 2. 
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The Theory of Practice attempts to resolve the sociological dualism between society and subject, be-
tween structure and agency, by adopting a relational perspective.20 Its aim is to grasp social practice 
and the inherent logic of such practice in the dialectic relation of habitus and social field.21  

“A field consists of a set of objective, historical relations between positions anchored in certain forms of power (or 
capital), while habitus consists of a set of historical relations ‘deposited’ within individual bodies in the form of 
mental and corporeal schemata of perception, appreciation, and action.” 22  

Social agents are endowed with systematically structured dispositions, a habitus, which is constitutive 
of their practice and their reflection about practice. The habitus is socially and historically shaped 
through the incorporation of individual and collective experiences.23 Social fields are external, objec-
tive structures that are complementary to the internal structures of the habitus and constituted 
through social practices.24 Social agents draw upon a form of repertoire of time-tested practices and 
strategies, which make their actions relatively independent of the short-term influences of the pre-
sent.25 Social agents are endowed with, and struggle for, different types of capitals, resources that are 
more or less valuable in a specific social field. Bourdieu distinguished between four fundamental types 
of capital, economic, cultural, social, and symbolic capital, which are all transformable into one an-
other.26 Economic capital refers to different forms of tangible property that are usually transferable 
into currency. Cultural capital exists in three forms: as materialized cultural objects, as cultural abilities, 
skills and forms of knowledge incorporated in the habitus, and as institutionalized education qualifica-
tions, the most valuable form. Social capital refers to the resources resulting from membership of a 
social group (family, club, political party etc). Symbolic capital is the perceived form of other capitals, 
which is recognized as legitimate and commonly called ‘prestige’ or ‘renown’.27 Capitals determine the 
opportunities of social agents, their action and success within a social field28.  
 
How can the Theory of Practice be adapted to the field of geography and to migration research? It is 
particularly suitable for analyzing internal power hierarchies in different social fields, such as commu-
nities or households. But with its emphasis on social practices and their historical depth, the spatial 
aspects of such practices tend to be neglected.29 However, Bourdieu highlighted that spatial practices - 
the arrangement of agents and features in physical space - tend to be a manifestation of social space.30 
He argues that the locations occupied by agents and their places in geographical space are excellent 
indicators of their positions in social space. Many spaces have a ‘barrier to entry’, for instance a mu-
seum, or – for someone from a low caste – a high caste house. But similar barriers also exist in medi-
cal and legal facilities, and in most educational institutions. Beyond spaces that require economic and 
cultural capital, certain spaces – particularly ‘exclusive ones’ – call for social capital. In turn, for those 
who have access to them, such spaces provide social and symbolic capital – a circumstance that Bour-
dieu calls the ‘club effect’.31  

“Migration is … bound up with contests and negotiations over one’s place in society. (…). Moreover, migrants 
make use of social resources and networks – who they know – to access or avoid particular types of work 
and/or migration destinations.” 32 

We argue that both the migration decisions and the destinations of social agents are conditioned by 
their social, human and economic capital, and furthermore that migration changes how these capitals 
are valued and can be transferred. The cultural capital of migrants is re-evaluated at the migration des-
tination. Actually, for international migrants, this often means a devaluation of their institutionalized 
cultural capital if their educational qualifications are not recognized in the new national context, i.e. 

                                                                                                                                                        
18 De Haan and Zoomers 2005; Dörfler, Graefe, and Müller-Mahn 2003; Herzig and Thieme 2007; Thieme 2006, 2008. 
19 Bourdieu 1977. 
20 Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992, 15-16. 
21 Dörfler, Graefe, and Müller-Mahn 2003, 15. 
22 Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992, 16. 
23 Schwingel 1995, 61-62. 
24 Schwingel 1995, 76. 
25 Dörfler, Graefe, and Müller-Mahn 2003, 18. 
26 Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992. 
27 Schwingel 1995, 88-93. 
28 Schwingel 1995, 83-85. 
29 Thrift 1996, 15. 
30 Bourdieu 1991. 
31 Bourdieu 1991, 34. 
32 De Haan and Rogaly 2002, 9. 
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not considered legitimate. In the case of rural-to-urban migrants, agricultural knowledge is hardly val-
ued at the urban destination, despite it being essential in their rural place of origin. Instead, knowledge 
about the urban labor markets and legal obligations and rights becomes crucial.33 Social capital is cre-
ated through the maintenance of social networks with specific destinations, in the event of labor mi-
gration from Nepal to Indian cities such as Delhi or Bangalore. At these destinations, access to the 
fields of labor (for Nepalis, particularly to the field of watchmen) is highly dependent on social capital, 
as the jobs are usually passed on or sold to relatives or fellow villagers.34 The successful migrant’s 
symbolic capital increases back home. Sending remittances, investing in land, housing or their chil-
dren’s education, or bringing gifts increases the migrants’ prestige locally and enhances the social posi-
tion of his household.35  
 
Establishing the community field: Bajhangi Tole 

After successful malaria eradication in the 1950s, Kailali District and later the city of Dhangadhi be-
came popular destinations for migrants from the adjoining hill districts. Dhangadhi municipality 
experienced remarkable population growth from the 1980s onwards and is still one of the fastest 
growing municipalities of Nepal.36 Approximately 75,000 people are currently living in more than 
12,000 households in the municipality.37 Shivanagar is a municipality ward close to the centre of 
Dhangadhi (see map 2).  

Map 2: Central Dhangadhi, Bajhangi Tole 

 
(Source: HMG 1998, adapted by E. Poertner) 

 
However, the term ‘municipality ward’ might create a misleading urban impression of the settlement; 
it is comprised of one- and two-storey houses that are loosely scattered and grouped around a large 
plain area, with paddies and garden yards between them. Simple, thatched, clay-coated houses are dis-
persed around the neighborhood; these are the traditional dwellings of the indigenous Tharu. Within 
Shivanagar, one quarter is called ‘Bajhangi Tole’, which literally means ‘place of the people from Ba-
jhang’, since migrants from this district concentrate here. This tole hosts almost a hundred households 

                                                        
33 Herzig and Thieme 2007, 1097. 
34 Thieme 2008, 60. 
35 Herzig and Thieme 2007, 1096. 
36 Sharma 2003, 381. 
37 Dhangadhi Municipality 2008. 
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from Bajhang, as well as migrants from other hill districts such as Achham, Doti or Dadeldhura and 
indigenous Tharus. The community of Bajhangi Tole is quite homogeneous concerning caste affilia-
tion. It is almost exclusively hill high-castes (Bahun, Thakuri and Chhetri) that settle in Bajhangi Tole, 
and only two out of 88 households are low-caste (so-called Dalits). The rationale behind this is, on the 
one hand, that social and economical discrimination against Dalits means they do not usually have 
enough economic and social capital to purchase land and build houses in a central urban area like 
Shivanagar; they settle on the edge of the city instead. On the other hand, as social networks play a 
crucial role in choosing a destination, a segregation effect of households belonging to the same caste 
can be observed. 
 

 
A typical one-storey building in the loosely scattered settlement of Shivanagar surrounded by paddy fields and kitchen gardens. 
(Image: E. Poertner) 

 

The local conception of wealth points to three common indicators (valued forms of economic capital) 
in the social field of the internal migrants: housing, landholdings, and income. Land holdings in 
Shivanagar are generally rather small (between 1 and 2 kattha38), and they are mainly used for housing. 
But quite a few people own larger plots (5 to 40 kattha) of agricultural land outside central Dhangadhi 
in the rural Terai. These plots are mostly cultivated by tenants under adhiya39 (sharecropping) arrange-
ments. Land ownership by urban settlers in rural areas represents an investment that increases their 
social position as well as reduces their expenditure on food. More than four-fifths of the households 
in Bajhangi Tole still own land in their village of origin (up to 80 kattha), and this is usually cultivated 
by relatives. Along with this land, the ghar (ancestral home of the husband) of most households is still 
located in their village of origin. The great importance attributed to land, even when they have mi-
grated to an urban area, indicates that land ownership is key to welfare and status in Nepal, over and 
above the role it plays in subsistence in rural areas.40 The particular emphasis on labor as a ‘source’ of 
(new) wealth and financial capital for investment stems from the high proportion of people with jobs 
in Shivanagar and the significance of work for urban livelihoods. Although those who have settled in 
Bajhangi Tole emphasized the generally middle-class status of the community, there are nevertheless 
considerable disparities in residents’ wealth. 
 
Most households derive a regular income from their husbands being in salaried employment as teach-
ers or government officials. Many of these teachers or government officials still work in the hills, de-

                                                        
38 1 kattha = 339 m2. 
39 Adhiya refers to the practice of giving land under tenancy, whereupon the rent is not paid in money but as half of the crop 
yield. 
40 Cf. Agergaard 1999a. 
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spite having relocated their household. They therefore travel back and forth between Bajhangi Tole 
and the hills on a quarter- to half-yearly basis (see fig. 1).  

“[Usually] I work for about two and a half months in Achham and then return to Shivanagar for two to four 
days. I used to work in the land reform office in Dhangadhi for nine years. The stations41 before that were the 
veterinary office in Bajhang and civil service in Baitadi and in Kalikot. I have worked in the civil service for al-
most 20 years.” (Man, 40 years old, Dhangadhi, 23 August 2009) 

Besides such government employees, there are a few contractors and private employees as well as 
labor migrants to India or overseas living in the settlement. Women are in general very rarely engaged 
in employment outside the household. Correspondingly, the education background of the parental 
generation is highly gendered: men have quite a high level of formal education (more than four-fifths 
have at least a School Leaving Certificate, every fourth man even has a Bachelor’s or Master’s degree). 
In contrast, about half of the women are illiterate. However, the educational situation of the children’s 
generation looks promising: girls and boys alike are enrolled in private schools and attend school until 
at least higher secondary level. There is still a gender difference for higher education (Bachelor’s and 
Master’s level): the daughters study in Dhangadhi, while the sons often have the chance to study in 
Kathmandu.  

Fig. 1: Common migration practices 

 
(Source: Interviews, Dhangadhi, August 2009) 

 
Household composition in Bajhangi Tole often deviates from the ‘ideal Hindu joint family’,42 which is 
characterized as “an extended household, comprising two or more generations of a patri-local family, 
with the oldest active male as the household head”. According to Agergaard, households are divided 
into various nuclear or sub-households due to staggered phases of transition, but also due to the mi-
gration of parts of the family.43 In Bajhangi Tole, the relocation of households and (long-term) com-
muting for work by men have created such nuclear and sub-household forms consisting of both sed-
entary and mobile household members. Therefore, female-headed households exist alongside tradi-
tional extended households. (Female-headed refers to wives being de facto household heads due to 
male absence.) However, even this does not fundamentally challenge the male’s role as formal (sym-
bolic) household head. This is also reflected in the household internal division of labor and decision-
making power. Women are not only responsible for the household chores, childcare, and agricultural 
tasks, but often also for the administration of the household money, whereas men are mainly respon-
sible for income generation. The decision-making power depends upon the type of decision. While 
women usually take everyday decisions, decisions of greater consequence are reserved for men. “Fam-
ily is a place where spatial and temporal boundaries are negotiated and migration often challenges ex-
isting power relations.”44 In Bajhangi Tole, gender relations have not been fundamentally re-
negotiated, although women gain decision-power within the household and the community under 
certain circumstances. Notwithstanding, since women are less exposed to their parents-in-law than in 

                                                        
41 Government employment usually involves relocation to different workplaces within Nepal. 
42 Agergaard 1999b, 103. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Herzig and Thieme 2007, 1093-94; see also Kaspar 2004. 
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their village of origin, they generally have greater leeway in their everyday lives. Differences regarding 
gender within the households can be largely explained by Nepalese values and norms. In Nepal, high-
caste women remain under the strict male control of their father until marriage, of their husband after 
marriage, and of a son after the death of the husband.45 Nonetheless, these values and norms seem to 
be subtly challenged by the change of context through migration, as a decrease in the number of ar-
ranged marriages and slightly higher ages of marriage for both men and women in Bajhangi Tole indi-
cate.  
 

 
While conducting an interview in Bajhangi Tole a woman is sitting in front of her residence supervising her sons in doing 
homework. (Image: E. Poertner) 

 
Internal migration also increases the access of women from the next generation to education, i.e. cul-
tural capital. However, the access to the ‘most valuable’ form of cultural capital remains exclusive to 
men. From a community perspective, education qualifications, as a form of cultural capital, represent 
a means of accessing certain fields and are therefore held in high esteem in the local field of Bajhangi 
Tole. Institutionalized cultural capital is a ‘barrier to entry’ in the field of work, particularly govern-
ment employment. The inhabitants of Bajhangi Tole consider education a pathway to upward social 
mobility. According to Bourdieu, education represents a seemingly reasonable mechanism to repro-
duce social classes46 by bestowing social agents with legitimate education qualifications: “The act of 
classification through education is always … an act of ordination, an act of attribution like sanctifica-
tion. It sets out social levels of distinction, definite class relations.”47 Migration in particular - and, 
related to that, access to social fields at different places - seems to endow social agents with economic 
capital that can be transformed into educational qualifications.  

 

Internal migration strategies 

Bajhangi Tole is quite a young settlement. In-migration started about 18 years ago and has intensified 
in the last twelve years. In Dhangadhi municipality, communities like Bajhangi Tole also exist for peo-
ple from other districts (Doti, Dadeldhura, Achham etc.). At the same time, further settlements of 
people from Bajhang can be found in other parts of Dhangadhi and in the rural area of Kailali. 
 

                                                        
45 Bista 1994, 63. 
46 According to Bourdieu (1985, 725), social classes are “sets of agents who occupy similar positions and who, being placed in 
similar conditions and subjected to similar conditionings, have every likelihood of having similar dispositions and interests and 
therefore of producing similar practices and adopting similar stances.” 
47 Bourdieu 1998, 37. 
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Generally, four types of migration trajectories from Bajhang to Dhangadhi were identified: (A) land-
less and flood-affected people who came through governmental resettlement programs (in the 1960-
80s); (B) service sector jobholders (government officials and government school teachers) who could 
afford to buy land; (C) labor migrants in India who could afford to buy land with their savings; and 
(D) squatters occupying public land, which was later registered in their names. In the particular case of 
Bajhangi Tole, the service sector type (B) is the most common one. But there are also the resettlement 
and squatter types (A/D), households that have moved to Bajhangi Tole via the rural Terai. Moreo-
ver, a few households belonging to the category of successful labor migrants (C) can be found in the 
settlement. 

 

There are two recognizable strategies by 
direct migrants: firstly, an economic strategy 
of improving the household’s livelihood and 
securing its future through rural allowances 
and investment in education; secondly, a 
political strategy of coping with the threat in 
the hills during the Maoist conflict. Ulti-
mately, the interplay of these different 
strategies was the crucial factor behind the 
internal migration of many households. The 
common reason for moving to the urban 
Terai for direct migrants (mostly teachers 
and government officials) is education, 
which is often mentioned together with 
facilities (such as hospitals). Today, educa-
tion is virtually a symbol for the “bright 
future of the household” in Bajhang as well 
as in Bajhangi Tole. Since higher education 
institutions are not available in the hills, 
people migrate to places like Dhangadhi. 
The system of rural allowances is an eco-
nomic incentive for government teachers to 
register in the Terai. In addition to a basic 
salary, government teachers (and other em-
ployees) receive allowances according to 
how ‘remote’ their workplace is from of the 
place where they live; the more ‘remote’ the 
district, the higher the rural allowances. The 
rural allowances for working in Bajhang 
while living in urban Terai amount to 75 
percent of the basic salary. Thus, govern-

ment employees can improve their salary when they relocate their household and register in Dhan-
gadhi if they continue to work in ‘remote’ hill districts. 

“A lot of Bajhangi teachers were attracted to Dhangadhi, because if they got land here, they could get rural al-
lowances from schools here; they just had to show their land registration certificate of Dhangadhi to the related 
schools.” (Man, 48 years old, Dhangadhi, 8 August 2009) 

The precarious security situation in the hills during the Maoist conflict was a more political reason for 
direct internal migration. As representatives of the state, government employees were threatened by 
the Maoist forces in the hills and vulnerable to violence. 

“Children were abducted in the hills [during the conflict]. Thus, to educate them, those parents who could afford 
to fled, bought land and settled here.” (Man, 39 years old, Dhangadhi, 27 August 2009) 

In contrast to direct migrants, indirect migrants moved to a rural destination in the Terai first. They 
migrated there for reasons related to agriculture and land access, namely due to landlessness, food 
scarcity or natural disasters, but more often to extend their economic activities from the hills to the 
Terai. This latter category resembles a type of migrants Shresta and Conway described in Chitwan as 
“… ‘dispatched migrants’, who were instigated by their families to move to the new area, seeking op-

A migrant´s household is gathering in front of their house for a 
photo shoot. The male household head was teaching in a primary 
school in Bajhang for 35 years before retirement. The wife de-
cided to move to Shivanagar, because her son did not study well 
and did not pass the S.L.C. She wanted her grandchildren to have 
better education and better opportunities. (Image: E. Poertner) 
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portunities to expand their economic activities and hold”.48 Such indirect migrants who had already 
made one previous migration step to the rural Terai eventually moved to an urban settlement in 
Dhangadhi for education, facilities and centrality.  

“Jugeda [a rural and remote part of Dhangadhi] was not easily accessible, as there is a river in between the cen-
tral part of Dhangadhi and Jugeda. So, good schools … were not accessible for the children in Jugeda and the 
schools in Jugeda were not good. As I wanted to give a good education to my children, I bought 1 kattha of land 
here in Shivanagar …” (Man, 53 years old, Dhangadhi, 21 August 2009) 

However, we should mention one exceptional reason for indirect internal migration: one of the two 
Dalit households in the sample did not migrate to the rural Terai primarily for agricultural prospects; 
he left Bajhang because of the prevailing social discrimination in his village of origin.49 
 
Social ties are the main reason for locating the household in a particular place. The vast majority of 
migrant household in Bajhangi Tole originates from a small region in Bajhang called Chhanna. Kin-
ship and village networks established by a few pioneer settlers have channeled migration to Bajhangi 
Tole. These networks even advertise internal migration destinations and act as brokers for land. 

“I came here through social ties. Some relatives and friends were already here. They showed me the land and the 
community here and I bought the land, built a house and settled here.” (Man, 45 years old, Dhangadhi, 21 
August 2009) 

Hence, when one asks Bajhang people about social ties, they refer first and foremost to people from 
the respective village and region of origin within the district. Since the household location (in Dhan-
gadhi) is not the same as their workplace in the hills, it is quite common for men in Bajhangi Tole to 
commute. But commuting is not a daily practice; men physically oscillate only a few times per year 
between the workplace and Dhangadhi. Hence, the members of government employee’s households 
are involved in a set of migration practices (see fig. 1). 
 
Conceptually, migration can be interpreted as a strategy by social agents to improve their social posi-
tion in their place of origin. This strategy is enabled or constrained by how much capital of these so-
cial agents have, and at the same time represents an effort to transfer and/or increase a specific type 
of capital. Since economic capital generated through a well-paid job abroad can hardly be turned into 
a profitable capital investment in Bajhang itself, creating a household outpost in the (urban) Terai is a 
very effective and lucrative means of transferring capital: the household outpost itself is rewarded with 
symbolic capital, and at the same time, the children’s education in Dhangadhi transfers economic capi-
tal into both cultural and symbolic capital. Hence, the reasons for the migration to an urban area are 
also related to how capital in the social field is valued in the home village. At the same time, economic 
capital is augmented by rural allowances. The motives for migration are often ‘place attributes’ – the 
presence or lack of facilities, security, fertile land, etc. Economic and social capital is critical for the 
access to new places such as Bajhangi Tole. Economic capital is a prerequisite for purchasing land, 
building a house and financing a private school education for one’s children. A government job in the 
hills seems to increase the likelihood that this economic ‘requirement’ for participation can be met.  

“It’s for those who have money. The government employees and teachers have money, Rs. 500,000 to 700,000. 
They don’t have to spend much money there in hills. So, I think that they also have to make a place in Dhan-
gadhi.” (Participant in the focus group discussion, Dhangadhi, 28 August 2009) 

Social capital provides the social agent with access to information that allows him to enter the field at 
the destination. It thus tends to channel migration from a relatively small region of origin to certain 
locations, as has already been underlined in the case of international labor migration.50 In the case of 
government jobs, social networks also provide information about government projects and conditions 
for access - and this can open up new opportunities. In the case of resettlement, government officials 
knew about the projects (social fields) and about the terms and conditions for applications (the spe-
cific ‘rules of the game’), which they were then able to capitalize on.  

                                                        
48 Shrestha and Conway 1985, 69-70. 
49 Already Dahal et al. stated that “the caste system of the hill people seems to have considerably relaxed in the Terai, although it 
continues to remain rigid in the hills” (Dahal, Rai, and Manzardo 1977, 128). 
50 See Bruslé 2008; Müller-Böker 2003; Thieme 2006. 
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“When I was working in Bajhang, I got the information about the resettlement program in the Terai. It was 
also for those, whose land was flooded. So, I applied for it and got 1.5 bigha51 of land here in Jugeda.” (Man, 
53 years old, Dhangadhi, 21 August 2009) 

In contrast, Dalits often lack the necessary social and economic capital and therefore remain largely 
excluded from the field of Bajhangi Tole, which is predominantly “cultivated” by members of high 
castes and their social network.  
 

Linkages to international labor migration to India 

International labor migration to India is practiced by most of the households in the source district of 
Bajhang.52 A connection between this international labor migration and internal movements to the 
Terai can therefore be assumed. However, households that pursue a livelihood strategy of labor mi-
gration are quite rare in Bajhangi Tole due to the high proportion of teachers and government offi-
cials. There are nonetheless a few cases, and they indicate that successful international labor migrants 
effectively relocate their households in the Terai. This supports the linkage between international la-
bor migration and internal migration suggested in the literature. A closer examination also unveiled 
that most of the households actually have linkages to international labor migration to India. However, 
these linkages only become visible if we do not just look at the households that settle in Bajhangi 
Tole, but also consider their broader family relationships. 
 
The majority of households in Shivanagar have both close and distant relatives who currently work in 
India. The high number of relatives practicing labor migration to India (more than one per household 
in average) indicates how important this practice is for high-caste Hindus in Bajhang even today. In 
Bajhang, the lack of employment opportunities is the most common reason for international labor 
migration along with low agricultural production and the resulting food shortages. The fact that the 
households in Bajhangi Tole have adopted a different livelihood strategy than their close relatives sug-
gests that often only one part of the extended family can avoid labor migration to India through edu-
cation and salaried employment. 

“My younger brother went to India four years ago. And my older brother went there 24 years ago. Now, they 
are together working as watchmen in Bangalore. They went there to get food. Both of them have taken their 
families with them. Their children are studying there. My older brother took his family after four years working 
in Bangalore. That’s already 20 years ago.” (Man, 40 years old, Dhangadhi, 23 August 2009) 

A historical perspective moreover revealed that labor migration to India was widespread in the father’s 
and grandfather’s generations of households in Bajhangi Tole. Interestingly, this ‘background’ of labor 
migration provided many households with a basis to improve their livelihoods and ultimately enabled 
them to migrate internally. In these cases, ancestors used to migrate to India for labor and sent remit-
tances that were used for living expenses, but in addition they invested in land, status symbols and 
their sons’ education.  

“My father went to India for 40 to 45 years. He worked as a timber contractor in Nainital District. He got 
the job there because other people from Bajhang were already working there. My education [a Bachelor’s degree 
in Kathmandu] was financed through money earned in India.” (Man, 57 years old, Dhangadhi, 27 August 
2009) 

The resulting cultural capital enabled the son to find a government job, which, in turn, led to the dis-
continuation of labor migration to India. Concordantly, Agergaard found that employment as a civil 
servant can be seen as an alternative strategy to labor migration, but is only open to educated people 
with the necessary social relations.53 Labor migration to foreign places also contributes to the devel-
opment of a ‘sense of education’ as Bista pointed out: “Nepalis who had been to India, or even fur-
ther, were impressed by the contribution of education to modernization and were ready to support 
changes in the education system. It was mainly the upper caste people who pushed for education ex-
pansion.”54 

                                                        
51 1 bigha = 20 kattha = 0.678 ha. 
52 Cameron 1998; Müller-Böker 2003; Müller-Böker and Thieme 2007; Pfaff-Czarnecka 1989, 2001; Shahi 2005. 
53 Agergaard 1999b, 104. 
54 Bista 1994, 130. 
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Table 1: Intergenerational migration strategies 

 Generation 1 (ancestors) Generation 2 (active generation) Generation 3 (children) 

Destination India Terai Kathmandu 

Reason Low-skilled labor Education, security, agriculture Education, high-skilled labor 

Duration Seasonally, temporary Semi-permanent Semi-permanent 

(Source: Interviews, Dhangadhi, August 2009) 

 
Participants of the focus group discussion estimated that about 50-80 percent of all households of 
government employees in Bajhangi Tole have an ancestral background of labor migration to India. 
This furthermore means that, in many cases, the economic and/or cultural capital of settlers originates 
from an ancestor’s labor migration to India. These results indicate that households adopt different 
migration strategies in different generations for specific reasons (see table 1). 

 

Social networks, rootedness and multi-locality 

An analysis of the kinship relations of the households in Bajhangi Tole to different locations con-
firmed, on the one hand, the social importance of the place of origin in Bajhang and, on the other 
hand, it revealed a distinct multi-local pattern of spatial linkages of the households. 
 
In Bajhangi Tole, the strong aphno manchhe55 (kin and villager) ties – manifested in practices of mutual 
support and communal activities – are to a certain degree institutionalized in Surma Devi Samas, a local 
organization of immigrants from Bajhang in Dhangadhi. Surma Devi Samas provides services and secu-
rity to the Bajhangi community in Dhangadhi and organizes rituals and celebrations to perpetuate and 
consolidate Bajhangi networks. Furthermore, it institutionalizes and encircles the community through 
the publishing of the phone directory listing all Bajhangi households in Dhangadhi according to their 
‘places of housing’ (i.e. the municipality ward) and their ‘places of origin’ (i.e. their villages of origin in 
Bajhang). Households thereby receive a spatial reference that already includes two or more places. As 
Dahal et al. acknowledged, migration to the Terai changes the environment for hill migrants drasti-
cally.56 To preserve the structures of their social world, hill migrants often try to live among migrants 
from the same village of origin. Dense social networks of the community in Bajhangi Tole and the 
Surma Devi Samas reflect this aspiration to preserve. For the Bajhangi people in Dhangadhi, Surma Devi 
Samas represents an important means of reproducing social and symbolic capital linked to their place 
of origin. 
 
Most households in Bajhangi Tole still have strong ties to Bajhang - or more precisely to the village of 
origin and the ancestral home. As the vast majority of households have close relatives living in Ba-
jhang, usually their parents and/or brothers with their families, the social and emotional connection to 
Bajhang stays close. It is maintained through visiting practices and means of communication. In gen-
eral, the husband visits Bajhang much more often than his wife and children, the explanation being 
that the husband has stronger ties to his ghar, transport costs are relatively high,57 women have duties 
in the household, and the 17-to-18-hour journey to Bajhang is strenuous and rather risky. Men usually 
visit Bajhang a few times a year, mostly for festive occasions (e.g. Dashain, Tihar), worship (puja), mar-
riages, in emergencies, or (more rarely) to help out in agriculture. In households where the husband 
still works as a teacher in the village of origin (or close by) visiting practices are evidently different. 
However, even in these cases, women and children do not visit Bajhang more often than those in 
other households. Husbands working in the hills visit Bajhang mainly during vacations. The sons who 
are studying in Kathmandu also visit Bajhangi Tole during their vacations. Kin from Bajhang visit 
Shivanagar quite often – maybe even slightly more than the other way round.  

“The parents and the younger brothers come to Shivanagar often during the winter months – for visits, treat-
ment, and services.” (Man, 40 years old, Dhangadhi, 23 August 2009)  

                                                        
55 An important social institution in Nepal is aphno manchhe (literally ‘one’s own people’), which is a manifestation of collectivism 
and a natural form of social organization (Bista 1994, 4). Aphno manchhe stands for the own secure inner circle of social associ-
ates, which very few Nepalis are willing to leave. “Nepalis will never be willing to knock down existing circles of identity unless 
they have the option of crossing the line from one to another, and this will not be possible for the vast majority of the people 
except for those in the middle classes in urban areas with a modern education.” (Bista 1994, 99). 
56 Dahal, Rai, and Manzardo 1977, 43. 
57 The bus fares between Dhangadhi and the district headquarters of Bajhang, Chainpur, cost about Rs. 700 in 2009 (one-way). 
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The pleasant lowland climate in winter and the spare time people have during agricultural off-season 
are arguably further reasons for this practice. New means of communication, namely mobile phones 
and CDMA58 Sky phones, are increasingly used to stay in touch with relatives and friends elsewhere 
without meeting physically. Internal remittances between Bajhang and Bajhangi Tole are quite rare. 
However, households hosting children from the extended family during their studies in Dhangadhi 
sometimes receive a form of alimony from their relatives in Bajhang. 
 

 
The place of origin: a spectacular scenery of the Chhanna region in Bajhang district, located on the northern slopes of Khaptad 
National Park in the hill zone of far western Nepal. (Image: M. Junginger) 

 
A gender perspective reveals that women’s social networks are considerably less dense than men’s. 
Generally, internal migration seems to be a bit of a double-edged sword for women as far as their 
social networks and decision-making power are concerned. Women become increasingly uprooted 
from their traditional women networks through this internal movement. First of all, women lose their 
social network through internal migration after marriage from the maiti (paternal home of a married 
woman) to the ghar. In their husbands’ village, everyday life and labor once again becomes embedded 
in women networks. However, their relocation in the lowland severs these ties, which are strongly 
linked to traditional agricultural labor-pooling agreements in Bajhang. Furthermore, Nepal’s patriar-
chal societal organization (still) leaves little room for women to define their own needs.59 
 
The generation of household members that took the migration step to the lowland undoubtedly per-
ceives Bajhang and the village of origin as their home. Over a person’s lifecycle, the place require-
ments change. During a person’s working life, employment opportunities are crucial; after retirement, 
low living costs, a social network, and amenities for the old aged become increasingly important. 

“It’s not fixed that we will stay here. Since [in Bajhang] we have a house, land, and brothers, and the weather 
is good too. The only thing missing is transport – we would have to carry things. I have thought about it. It 
could happen some day.” (Man, 45 years old, Dhangadhi, 21 August 2009) 

Rootedness can thus also signify that some of the residents will one day return to their home place. 
Some respondents argued that if the infrastructure and facilities in Bajhang became more developed, 
they could imagine returning and out-migration from Bajhang would largely cease. However, when 
asked whether they actually intended to return to Bajhang, most of the informants answered that they 

                                                        
58 CDMA stands for ‘Code Division Multiple Access’, which is a method used by various radio communication and mobile 
phone technologies to enable many users to communicate on one channel (Viterbi 1995). 
59 Cf. Kaspar 2004, 136. 



 

 14 

do not expect to go back there. Nonetheless, some of them are considering returning to Bajhang after 
they retire for financial reasons. 
 
According to Conway, migration leads to an exchange of homes, with one being left behind.60 A new 
‘home away from home’61 is imbued with meaning and identity through the time spent there and new 
social and spatial interaction. However, ties to the previous home – often referred to as the ‘real 
home’ – are usually sustained and fuel - together with ‘feelings of alienation’ towards the new envi-
ronment - the retention of a ‘return mythology’.62 The subsequent generation, which has grown up in 
Dhangadhi, has a different sense of place, a different rootedness to the ancestral home and the village 
of origin than their parents’ generation. A certain de-rooting of the second or even the third genera-
tion supposedly reduces the attachment to the land and house in the hills, if they do not spend a sub-
stantial part of their life there. “For those with limited residency, superficial, partial and personal senses of 
place …[are] contrasted by the depth of an ancestral sense of place through being raised there and of a 
cultural sense of place through generations on the land and spiritual connections to it”.63  

Fig. 2: Spatial network of the households in Bajhangi Tole 

 
(Source: Interviews, Dhangadhi, August 2009) 

 
Apart from the strong ties to Bajhang, which are manifested in social relations, landholdings, visiting 
and communication practices, the households in Bajhangi Tole also have noteworthy social connec-
tions to India, Kathmandu, and to other parts of the far western Terai (see fig. 2). The high incidence 
of labor migration to India among kinship as well as the proximity to India explains the ties to the 
neighboring country. The significance of Kathmandu arises primarily from the practice of families 
sending their sons there to study. Indirect migrants previously lived in Kanchanpur and (rural) Kailali, 
and often still have relatives living in these places. Thus, migratory practices over generations extend 
the social, and with it the spatial, network of kinship from Bajhang to India, Dhangadhi, Kathmandu 
and a series of other places. As long as the social ties to these places remain strong, an intergenera-
tional network including different localities inside and outside the country will develop; this could be 
called a ‘multi-local’ network.  
 
A similar pattern of such ‘intergenerational multi-locality’ has already been described by Subedi in 
eastern Nepal.64 In this case, the economic capital arising from labor migration to India was invested 
by successive generations in land in the hills, in household residences in the Terai outlets, and even in 
the larger Terai cities or in Kathmandu. However, the internal household relocations were not related 
to government employment and not (primarily) aimed at education. Notwithstanding this, the similar 

                                                        
60 Conway 2005. 
61 Vertovec 1999, 450. 
62 Conway 2005, 274. 
63 Hay 1998, 25. 
64 Subedi 1993. 
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pattern indicates that ‘intergenerational multi-local’ networks can arise from successive and reversible 
migration practices. The addition of new residences in different locations does not seem, in the case 
of Bajhangi Tole, to be like the case of eastern Nepal described above; it is not an ‘adventurous’ move, 
but instead a strategic one that improves a family’s livelihood perspectives and its symbolic capital too. 
However, the ‘historical depth’ of such spatial kinship networks seems in both cases to be consider-
able. Even after generations, the ancestral home and inherited land is perceived as a form of insurance 
for times of emergency and a symbol of the potential reversibility of the migration chain. In fact, the 
reversible character of migration actually carries two connotations: a de-rooting from the place of 
origin, but also a re-rooting, for instance in the case of male household heads who plan to return to 
Bajhang after retiring. 

 

Conclusion  

The article contributes to the understanding of internal migration practices in Nepal. It has explored 
the case of high-caste government employees migrating to an emerging Terai city for their children’s 
education and for security during the conflict. It provides additional insights to studies conducted at 
international migration destinations in India65 and at the place of origin, Bajhang66. It sheds light on 
the practices and strategies of a thus far neglected category of internal migrants: government employ-
ees, a privileged and respected, but also politically controversial stratum of Nepalese society. As Bour-
dieu emphasized, social space tends to manifest itself in geographical space.67 The social status of the 
community is reflected in the central location of the settlement in Dhangadhi, the solid houses, and 
the relatively high living standard - but also in the intra-communal differences in housing and the size 
and location of landholdings. The majority of households rely on men’s income from government 
employment. Since many of them are employed in the hills, their job involves periods of absence from 
their residence in Dhangadhi. Ostensibly, the government employees have relocated their households 
to a central urban settlement to further their children’s education. On closer examination, additional 
or even pivotal reasons for many of them migrating internally have been the benefits they derive from 
allowance regulations and, in the past decade, escaping from the armed conflict. Others did not mi-
grate directly to the urban destination but to rural parts of the Terai for agricultural prospects first. 
Despite the household’s relocation to Dhangadhi, the ancestral home and land in the hills are rarely 
abandoned, and strong social ties to the place of origin are maintained. Social and emotional attach-
ment to the ancestral home and the village of origin are sustained through mutual visiting practices 
and telecommunications. This strong identification with the place of origin is likely to remain, since 
the migrant community consists to a large degree of households from a relatively small region of ori-
gin; Bajhangi networks and culture are institutionalized and perpetuated through a local organization.  
 
The case study shows that gender roles are not fundamentally challenged by internal rural-to-urban 
migration. In most case, women’s decision-making power is still restricted to everyday household-
related decisions. According to the evidence, social relations such as aphno manchhe (kin and villager 
ties) and caste affiliation play a crucial role in channeling migration to a specific location and promot-
ing a specific social group. We have furthermore highlighted that internal migration can be linked to 
international labor migration of former generations. The findings thus support Skeldon’s claim that 
internal and international migration are often interlinked.68 The assumption by different authors69 that 
international labor migration can lead to a relocation of the household to the Terai is not fundamen-
tally challenged. However, the historical depth of the study has disclosed that the same household will 
adopt different livelihood strategies related to migration over the generations: from seasonal or tem-
porary labor migration to India, to civil service in the hills, and ultimately to high school education 
and employment in the private or public sector in the Terai cities or Kathmandu. Therefore, we sug-
gest considering the possibility of a linkage between international and internal migration beyond the 
close household level and over more than one generation. Such an approach can reveal the emergence 
of multi-local networks of households where migration is practiced over generations and is coupled 
with a strong rootedness to the place of origin. 
 

                                                        
65 Thieme 2006. 
66 Müller-Böker 2003; Pfaff-Czarnecka 2001; Shahi 2005. 
67 Bourdieu 1991. 
68 Skeldon 2006. 
69 Bruslé 2008; Pfaff-Czarnecka 2001; Shahi 2005; Thieme 2006; Thieme, Müller-Böker, and Backhaus Forthcoming. 
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Further research on rural-to-urban (and vice versa) migration seems necessary in order to understand 
the complex motives and strategies of different groups of internal migrants and how they relate to 
labor, education, and economic development at household level. Moreover, in-depth studies about the 
impact of household relocations on women and particularly their social networks appear crucial if we 
wish to understand intra-household power dynamics related to migration. Finally, an analysis of desti-
nations and social networks of different population strata, different caste and ethnic groups could 
unveil their specific migration strategies and migration patterns over generations, similarly to this 
study or that of Subedi.70 This will enable more concerted development efforts in a country of high 
population mobility such as Nepal, since it will help to understand this mobility as an integral part of 
people’s lives. 
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