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FIELD BULLETIN 
The Badi Community of Nepal 

Introduction 

The Badi community is a distinct group within Nepal’s Dalit or ‘untouchable’ caste with its own 
traditions, way of speaking Nepali and forms of social organization. The term Badi is derived from the 
Sanskrit word Vadyabadak and means ‘one who plays musical instruments’, referring to the period 
when they were a caste of nomadic entertainers in neighboring Indian states as Bihar and Uttar 
Pradesh. Currently almost forty thousand Badi live in Nepal, the majority in the Tarai districts of the 
Mid and Far Western Regions.1  

The Badi are ranked at the bottom of Nepal’s caste system, even within the Dalit intra-caste 
hierarchy, which has given them the infamous label of ‘untouchables of the untouchables’. Although, 
both the 2006 Interim Constitution (IC) and Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) commit to end 
discrimination and protect the rights of women and marginalized groups, the Badi community 
continues to face extreme socio-economic marginalization. Limited access to basic services, 
employment opportunities and land ownership result in widespread poverty among the community. 
Badi women in particular are affected by discriminatory practices and social stigma due to their 
perceived association with prostitution. Their plight received national attention after the ‘Badi 
Andolan’ (Badi movement) of August 2007 made headlines in major newspapers.    

This Field Bulletin looks at the current situation of the Badi community in Nepal. Supported by 
personal accounts of Badis, it examines the community’s main challenges and highlights to what 
extent factors such as discrimination, social stigma and exclusion have contributed to their socio-
economic marginalization in Nepali society. The Field Bulletin also describes some of the steps taken 
by the Government of Nepal (GoN) in recent years to alleviate the community’s plight. It concludes 
by exploring the following questions; to what extent is the predicament of the Badi emblematic of 
broader issues of exclusion and discrimination in Nepal? And, what are its potential implications for 
the larger peace and development process in Nepal?   

Background 

The Badi came to Nepal in the fourteenth century and settled mainly in the Western part of the 
country. Like their namesakes in India, they made a living as entertainers, performing songs and 
dances and telling stories (such as the Hindu epics of Mahabarat and Ramayana) at festivals, 
weddings or private parties. However, their main source of livelihood was the patronage by rulers of 
principalities or wealthy high caste landlords. Until the mid-twentieth century, these patrons 

                                                           
1  Nepal’s Central Bureau of Statistics Census 2011. For more information please refer to:    
    http://cbs.gov.np/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/National%20Report.pdf.  

http://cbs.gov.np/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/National%20Report.pdf
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provided for Badi’s basic needs such as housing, clothes and food and in return the Badi offered 
entertainment and served as their courtesans.2 

The ending of the Rana oligarchy regime in 1951 and subsequent establishment of the Panchayat3 
system curtailed the local elites’ ability to raise revenue (from taxes or land) and they were unable to 
sustain their patronage to the Badi. In addition, the emergence of radio and television at that time 
drastically reduced the demand for their traditional forms of entertainment. To compensate for this 
sudden loss in livelihood a number of Badi women began to prostitute themselves to the wider 
public, encouraged by increasing demand from a rapidly growing population in the Tarai districts.4  

Although prostitution is considered illegal in 
Nepal, a government Task-Force5 reported that 
in 2008 around six percent of Badi women were 
involved in the sex trade. “The actual number 
may be slightly higher than that”, cited 
members of the Badi Development Board and 
NGOs working on Badi issues, “Not all Badi 
women openly admit to be involved in 
prostitution”.6 They explained that there are 
approximately four to five Badi settlements in 
the Mid and Far Western Regions which are 
known hubs for prostitution.7  

The Badi community’s status in Nepal  

In 2005, a landmark decision by the Nepal Supreme Court ordered the Government to grant birth 
registration and citizenship to Badi children, establish employment programs and provide grants to 
vulnerable Badi families. This decision had particular significance for the children of Badi women 
involved in prostitution as the biological fathers may sometimes be unknown or unwilling to admit 
paternity. The fact that previous rules did not allow matrilineal citizenship had been a serious 
impediment to the community.  

However, there was a delay in implementation of the Court’s decision which triggered a series of 
protests in Kathmandu in 2007. Dozens of mainly Badi women travelled from the Mid and Far 
Western regions to raise awareness of their community’s social and economic grievances and put 
forth their demands.8 In one significant protest, a number of Badi women partly undressed 

                                                           
2  Cox, Thomas (1990) the Badi: Prostitution as a Social Norm among an Untouchable Caste of West Nepal. 
3  The Panchayat system was formulated by King Mahendra after overthrowing the democratically elected government and dissolving the parliament in 

1960. The political system was a party-less "guided" democracy in which the people could elect their representatives, while real power remained in 
the hands of the monarch. 

4  Cox, Thomas (1990) the Badi: Prostitution as a Social Norm among an Untouchable Caste of West Nepal. 
5 The Task-Force, mandated to carry out a study on the Badi community, was established by the GoN following the ‘Badi Andolan’ in August 2007.  
6  NGOs staff and member of the Badi Development Board interviewed in Bajhang and Kailali districts, June and November 2012, respectively. 
7  One such hub is in Kailali district. 
8  Some of their demands included rehabilitation of Badi women who have been forced to work as commercial sex workers, right to own land, 

representation of at least one female and one male candidate in the Constituent Assembly, provision of legal bodies in all levels of the government 
that addresses issues of racial discrimination and untouchability and legal identity to their children who are deprived of citizenship certificates. For 
more information please refer to: 
http://www.aspect.org.np/uploads/resdoc/document/20%29%20Agreement%20between%20the%20GoN%20and%20Rastriya%20BadiAdhikar%20Sa
ngharsha%20Samiti.pdf.  

Several Badi women interviewed in one Badi settlement (a 
known hub for prostitution) openly shared that they were 
involved in prostitution. Two of them were single mothers in 
their early thirties with small children. One of them had just 
returned after several months working in India and was 
pregnant of her third child. As is often the case for Badi women 
involved in prostitution they carry the sole responsibility for 
their family. “If we would have the opportunities or support we 
would not continue to work in prostitution” they said. Badi 
women struggle to find regular employment due to their often 
low level of education and lack of marketable skills, as well as 
discrimination and social stigma attached to their community.  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/King_Mahendra
http://www.aspect.org.np/uploads/resdoc/document/20%29%20Agreement%20between%20the%20GoN%20and%20Rastriya%20BadiAdhikar%20Sangharsha%20Samiti.pdf
http://www.aspect.org.np/uploads/resdoc/document/20%29%20Agreement%20between%20the%20GoN%20and%20Rastriya%20BadiAdhikar%20Sangharsha%20Samiti.pdf
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In discussion with a group of Badi women  

themselves at the gates of Singha Durbar.9 The ‘Badi Andolan’ resulted in a number of agreements 
with the interim-Government promising to end the use of discriminatory terms, provide citizenship to 
all Badis, scholarships for Badi children and develop community employment programs, among 
others. Furthermore, it was agreed to include two Badi (of which one female) representatives in a 
government Task-Force mandated to study Badi issues.10  

Badi rights activists and organizations claim that no significant 
progress has been made to improve the socio-economic 
status of their community in the five years following the 
agreements. “We met with each Prime Minister since the 
2008 Constituent Assembly elections, from Madhav Kumar 
Nepal to the incumbent Baburam Bhattarai, though to no 
avail”, said members of the National Badi Rights Struggle 

Committee.  

Badis’ main challenges  

The Badi community’s overarching challenge is their low status in Nepal’s society. Despite the fact 
that a number of legislations prohibit caste-based discrimination11 it is practiced throughout the 
country, and does not exempt the Badi community. While some discriminatory practices are similar 
to those generally experienced by low caste groups, others are more specific to the Badi. 

Discrimination: Although a number of Badis mentioned that they felt less discriminated against in 
recent years12, a government Task-Force reported that, in 2008, still more than half of all Badis 
experienced caste-based discrimination.13 Some Badis noted that even Dalits, who themselves 
belong to the ‘untouchable’ caste group, occasionally treat them as ‘untouchables’.14 Generally, the 
discriminatory practices appear to be more prevalent in rural areas and villages as opposed to urban 
areas and include so-called ‘high castes’ not accepting their food or buying their products, allowing 
Badis in their house or prohibiting marriage with a Badi.15 Interestingly, these practices have not 
restricted so-called ‘high caste’ males from having physical relationships with Badi prostitutes.16  

Social stigma: Although an estimated six percent of Badi women and girls are involved in 
prostitution17, the majority reportedly face harassment and social prejudice due to the stigma 
attached to their community.18 Recently, a 12 years old Badi girl from Devsthal VDC, Salyan district 
dropped out of school due to continuous harassment by her classmates and only after counselling by 
the district’s Women and Children Office could she be convinced to return to school. Furthermore, a 
Women and Children Office staff member explained that female Badis are viewed as ‘not hard 

                                                           
9  Singha Durbar is the official seat of the Government of Nepal.  
10  The agreements refer to the Memorandum of Understanding and the two-point agreement between the National Badi Rights Struggle Committee    

and Ministry of Peace and Reconstruction and interim Government, respectively, from October 2007. For more information please refer to: 
http://www.aspect.org.np/uploads/resdoc/document/20)%20Agreement%20between%20the%20GoN%20and%20Rastriya%20BadiAdhikar%20Sangh
arsha%20Samiti.pdf.  

11 For instance, the 2006 Interim Constitution and Comprehensive Peace Agreement. 
12 Various Badis interviewed in Bajhang, Kailali, Salyan and Dang, July and December, 2012. 
13 Study report by a government Task-Force mandated to carry out a study on the Badi community, June 2008. 
14 Various Badis interviewed in Bisnu Kantipur village (Satti VDC, Kailali), August 2012. 
15 Various Badis interviewed in Bisnu Kantipur village (Satti VDC, Kailali), August 2012. 
16 Cox, Thomas (1990) the Badi: Prostitution as a Social Norm among an Untouchable Caste of West Nepal. 
17 Study report by a government Task-Force mandated to carry out a study on the Badi community, June 2008. 
18 Various Badis interviewed in Bajhang, Kailali, Salyan and Dang, August 2012. 

http://www.aspect.org.np/uploads/resdoc/document/20)%20Agreement%20between%20the%20GoN%20and%20Rastriya%20BadiAdhikar%20Sangharsha%20Samiti.pdf
http://www.aspect.org.np/uploads/resdoc/document/20)%20Agreement%20between%20the%20GoN%20and%20Rastriya%20BadiAdhikar%20Sangharsha%20Samiti.pdf
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workers’, presumably resulting from their perceived association with prostitution.19 This affects the 
Badi community greatly as in a number of families women are the sole breadwinner. In order to 
provide for their family some women revert to prostitution, which in turn reinforces the existing 
social stigma. To evade this burden a number of Badi have taken to changing their last name on their 
citizenship certificate20, for example, a female Badi initially introduced herself as ‘Nepali’, a surname 
typical to the Dalit caste, though after learning about the purpose of the interview, referred to her 
original ‘Badi’ surname. 

Lack of landownership: The Badi’s ranking at the bottom of Nepal’s caste system as well as their 
previous nomadic lifestyle contributed to their general lack of landownership. A 2008 government 
Task-Force found that more than one third of Badi are homeless and two thirds are living on public or 
government land. A member of the National Badi Rights Struggle Committee mentioned that, “Land 
is a very important source of income in an agrarian society as Nepal, but most Badi are landless”. A 
Badi woman from Bisnukantipur VDC shared that her main concern was ’not having land’. The lack of 
land forces nearly seventy-five percent of Badi men to migrate in search for employment, of which 
half to India and the rest within Nepal. The women that stay behind to care for their families face 
many challenges in part caused by social stigma and discriminatory practices.  

Low level representation and participation: The Badi community’s marginalized socio-economic 
position excludes them from most of the local level decision making process. Badis interviewed in 
Salyan and Dang argued they have a limited role in the district’s development planning or 
implementation process. “Except for membership in forest user groups, school management 
committees, paralegal committees and women groups our influence is negligible”, they added, 
“While these forums may serve as a platform to raise local level concerns, some Badis still seem 
hesitant to raise their issues due to fear of discrimination or harassment”.  

Widespread poverty: The Badi’s challenges to access education as well as their vulnerability to 
health related issues are both cause and consequence of their widespread poverty and marginalized 
status in Nepal. Though the community’s literacy rates are just below national average, they struggle 
to maintain their children in school due to reasons of poverty, discrimination and harassment (see 
above paragraph on social stigma).21 The comparatively large contingent of Badi males working in 
India and the women’s involvement in prostitution has left the Badi community more vulnerable to 
health related issues as compared to other low caste groups, in particular to Sexual Transmitted 
Diseases and HIV/AIDS, the latter being twice the national average for the Badi community.22  

Government steps  

In order to better address the issues of the Badi community the GoN established a number of study 
groups in recent years. The first was formed in 2008 to study the Badi’s situation in accordance with 
the two-point agreement reached following the Badi demonstrations in Kathmandu the previous 
year. Second, a five-member sub-committee was constituted through the parliamentary Committee 
on Women, Children and Social Welfare in early 2011 to assess the level of implementation of 

                                                           
19 Interviewed in Kailali district, December 2012. 
20 Ten percent according to government Task-Force mandated to carry out a study on the Badi community, June 2008. 
21  According to the 2008 government Task-Force 54 percent of Badi are illiterate compared to the national average of 48.6 percent for 15 years  and 

above as per the Central Bureau of Statistics national census 2001. 
22  One percent compared to the national average of 0.4 percent. Source: National estimates of HIV/AIDS infections, 2009. National centre for AIDS and 

STD Control, 2010. 
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Example of a Badi house constructed as part of the 

Government program 

previous agreements.23 Lastly, as was recommended by the above sub-committee, a Badi 
Development Committee headed by the Minister for Federal Affairs and Local Development and with 
representation from the Badi community was established in April this year. The committee has the 
mandate to formulate and implement policy and programmes for the development and protection of 
the Badi community and undertake initiatives for improving the community’s living standards.24  

Various GoN programs followed from recommendations of these study groups, though with mixed 
success. For instance, an identity card was introduced in 2007 which entitles the Badi to government 
schemes and served to measure the actual number of their community in Nepal. While most Badis in 
Kailali district acquired the identity card fewer had reportedly done so in Bajhang and Salyan 
districts.25 In the fiscal year of 2009-2010 the GoN provided 1,400 Badi families a one-time grant of 
15,000 Nepali rupees. The money was intended to start a sustainable form of livelihood, such as a 
small business or the rearing of a goat or pig.26 However, Badis in Kailali district mentioned that due 
to poverty most families spent the money on daily needs or health treatment. 

Under another program the GoN, via the Department of 
Urban Development and Building Construction, is supporting 
a number of Badis in the construction of houses. The 
Chairperson of the National Badi Rights Struggle Committee27 
argued though that the program has one major drawback, “In 
order to be eligible for the program, a small plot of land to 
build the house on is required and therefore excludes those 
most in need of support”. “Most families in the village have 
had a small two-room brick house built with this support, but 

because my house and land were swept away by a flood I am 
not eligible for this program”, complained one Badi woman.28

 

Conclusions 

Six years after the signing of the CPA the issues of inequality, caste-based discrimination and 
untouchability remain and are potential spoilers in the country’s ongoing peace process. The Badi are 
one of the country’s most deprived and marginalized groups and although numerically small their 
community’s situation is emblematic and illustrative of many other excluded groups, including the 
broader Dalit community which constitutes about 15 percent of the total population. The Badi 
community’s challenges and the State’s responses are similar to those of other excluded groups; the 
promising of legislation and numerous initiatives, coupled with unimplemented agreements reached 
only after protests by the groups concerned and little real progress on the underlying causes of 
exclusion. Whilst the Badi community itself may not pose a direct challenge to peace and stability in 
Nepal, a combined force of excluded groups, of which they are a powerful illustration, certainly can.  

                                                           
23  For more information please refer to:                                                                                                                                                            

http://www.ekantipur.com/the-kathmandu-post/2011/01/19/nation/panel-to-push-work-on-badi-women/217434.html.  
24  Interview with two members of the Badi Development Committee in Kailali, December 2012. For more information please refer to: 

http://www.thehimalayantimes.com/fullNews.php?headline=Govt+forms+Badi+development+committee&NewsID=329915. 
25  Interview with the National Badi Rights Struggle Committee Chairperson in Tikapur (Kailali), Badis interviewed in Bisnu Kantipur village, Kailali and 

Badis in Bajhang and Salyan, August and July 2012, respectively. 
26  Source: Women and Children Office (WCO) Kailali. For more information please refer to:                                                                

http://www.ekantipur.com/the-kathmandu-post/2011/03/31/nation/badis-plight-unaddressed-govt-fails-to-walk-the-talk/220074.     
27 Interview with the National Badi Rights Struggle Committee Chairperson in Tikapur, Kailali district, August 2012. 
28 A Badi women interviewed in BishnuKantipur village, Kailali district, December 2012. 

http://www.ekantipur.com/the-kathmandu-post/2011/01/19/nation/panel-to-push-work-on-badi-women/217434.html
http://www.thehimalayantimes.com/fullNews.php?headline=Govt+forms+Badi+development+committee&NewsID=329915
http://www.ekantipur.com/the-kathmandu-post/2011/03/31/nation/badis-plight-unaddressed-govt-fails-to-walk-the-talk/220074
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Notwithstanding various efforts by the GoN and Badi organizations themselves to uplift their 
community, a major ongoing challenge is that broader society continues to associate the Badis with 
prostitution. The discrimination and harassment as a result of this social stigma particularly affects 
Badi women and girls and poses further obstacles for a community attempting to emancipate itself. 
Though many women have been able to find alternative livelihoods they still fear their daughters 
may one day end in prostitution as a result of their community’s sustained socio-economic 
marginalization. A qualitative change in the response of the State to issues of this kind and a genuine 
commitment to implement agreements and programmes is needed in order to end structural 
discrimination to avoid potential future clashes, as it is likely that the Badis will continue to agitate 
for their rights and development of their community.   
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