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de Katmandou (AFK). It was important for AFK to make the voices of
expatriated Nepali women visible thanks to this booklet and through

the organization of the event of December 18", 2021.

These eleven testimonies share at least one point: they all show

the difficulty faced by Nepali diaspora women to cope with their
multicultural background. How to remain “Nepali enough” in the eyes
of the expatriated Nepali community? How to integrate into the western

society? How to cultivate this cross-cultural background?

Progressively, these small stories shape a bigger story which allows

us to discover the Nepali contemporary society from a different
perspective. Each protagonist tells her story, her questioning and her
own development. This is a fragment of the reality of a Nepali diaspora

generation.

I particularly want to thank the eleven women who accepted to publish
their writings. I would also like to thank Nirvana Bhandary for the
creation and coordination of this project and Manon Jean for the French

translation which is available online.

Moreover, this project would not have been possible without the

financial support of Paris French Institute.

I hope that you will enjoy reading these unique testimonies!

Anne-Laure Petit
Director of Alliance Francaise de Katmandou
December 2021



The F Project Nepal Diaspora

Nepali women have been living and thriving across the world

for decades. Our voices, our identities and our experiences

are valid. However, negating a dual Nepali-western identity is
particularly sensitive for women. Our mothers and grandmothers
have taught us that we are the bearers of our culture, that this
flame lies in our palms, in our wombs, in the way we speak,
dream and carry ourselves.

We grow up grasped by a never-ending identity crisis; integrating
and yet apologising for our westernisation. Our roots fade further
in a natural process, but we burden ourselves with this loss.
Feeling out of place with our western friends but too different to
be accepted by the Nepali community. Fighting our families to
assert our right to the level of choice and independence we see
the women around us revelling in.

Where do we belong? How do we navigate relationships and
expectations? What choices exist for us and where do we bury
our guilt?

In this book we are honoured to share the intimate stories and
portraits of eleven multifaceted Nepali women living across nine
countries. There is shared pain and growth in these stories as well
as the unique dreams and resilience that have bloomed from each
woman’s environment and heart.

We believe there is infinite power in reclaiming our voices and
being the authors of our own narrative. We hope that we can
inspire you to share your own story with the world.

Love,
The F Project
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Today, I know one thing for certain—
nobody tells me how to live my life, but
it took me years to reach this point. At

nineteen I ran away from home to a different

country to live with definitely not the love
of my life. One could only imagine the
hungama that was caused. It was difficult is an

understatement; it was heavy.

However, since what was done was done,
my parents forgave me. For an act that an
average Nepali girl would most likely face
either complete abandonment or immediate
matrimony, my parents were quite the
liberals. But let’s not forget the aunties that
had so much fun digging dirt on me and
spreading words more efficiently than a
dandelion does its seeds. The guilt and gossip
got real when the holy union the two families

had dreamt of could never witness the agni.

There was more hurt that my parents would
have to bear not because I didn’t care about

their emotions but because I choose to live

life on my own terms. If I was that bigreki

keti while in Nepal, I could most certainly

level up my game in Europe.

I currently live in Germany and I am more

German than most Germans sometimes, but

I am also proudly Nepali. However, being

Nepali comes with a price on your freedom

no matter where you take your heart to. The

rebel of a spirit that lives within me and fuels

me knows not always the right balance of this
dual identity.

To the shock and disappointment of my
parents and the gossip hungry society,

I chose myself a German partner. The
determination of the German in me powers
against all odds that tries to steer my life.
The integration of this free culture gives me
the courage to live beyond limitations. I am
a model; I post “semi naked” images on a
public platform; again not the most sanskari
Nepali woman but I choose this because
freedom is priceless and it is the core of my

being; my ultimate longing.

There’s this one me that is so exceptionally

determined and fearless, and then there’s the

other me that cares deeply about my mother’s

heart, that lives in fear of breaking it yet

¢¢ My identity is a constant battle
between a young girl that broke

all traditional barriers to chase
her definition of freedom, and

a responsible
sanskari daughter
that puts her
parents’ happiness
on her vision board
every single day.”

again. My identity is a constant battle
between a young girl that broke all
traditional barriers to chase her definition
of freedom, to carve herself a future that
she chose; and a responsible sanskari
daughter that puts her parents” happiness

on her vision board every single day.

I am grateful that despite the drastic
differences in our values, my parents put

my education first and let me venture into a
territory on my own without a clue of what
the future held. It is their endless sacrifices,
and perseverance in making home a
sometimes complicated but always safe haven
that gives me this sense of belongingness to

our vibrant, beautiful land.

Even while being so far, I still call Nepal my
home; for I am what this soil made me —
brave, persistent, fertile and always down to

earth and in tune with my roots.

I am the Mistress of Spices, a legendary cook,
and I proudly sell Nepali food for business.
I smile at strangers upon eye contact, I am
humbly Nepali but I am also German enough
to show you where I stand should you dare

take this Nepali heart for granted!
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rowing up, I always thought I would
have an arranged marriage; it would be a three
to five day extravagant affair with a horse
carriage and a celebration that would rival
the royals. Love marriages were only a good
storyline for movies or for immoral people
who brought shame upon their families, and I

was not going to be one of them.

I have always been a people pleaser. I excelled
in studies, was amenable, looked decent —

I was my family’s pride and my family were
mine. So imagine the conflict when I realized

I found my person on my own, who not only

didn’t belong to my caste but to my race either.

He accepted me fully and loved me for who
I was — how could I not have him in life? I
had kissed enough frogs in the past to know
a prince when I met one. A part of me felt
like this was a cruel joke — how could I feel
so happy but ashamed and fearful at the
same time? I knew it wasn’t going to be an
easy conversation but I was unaware of the

upheaval it would bring in my life.

Very quickly I went from the favourite
daughter to she-who-shall-not-be-talked-about
daughter. Having studied and lived overseas,
the way I saw the world had changed from that
little girl dreaming of an extravagant wedding,
but I also understood where my family came
from. These feelings were contradictory and
weighed on me heavily. I struggled with my
own identity and my values. Was I really a
good-for-nothing daughter for finding love

on my own terms? My family couldn’t save
face in society because of me. Is this how I was
going to repay them for providing me a good

education and a good life? Was I selfish?

I went back and forth between blaming myself
and being confused on how conditional their
love was. There were days when I thought that
if I no longer existed, my family would be able
to save face. I believed that they would find it
easier to tell society that I was dead rather
than the truth which was that I was with a

white man.

With help from some family and
close friends, I picked myself up and
began a journey of introspection
which led me to forge a better
relationship with my family. Time
has allowed me to heal and look
back into how things unravelled.

I sometimes ask myself— did I
really try my best to help my family

understand?

This was the first instance in my

family where someone chose a partner
outside of our caste system, let alone a non-
Nepali. For generations, there has been a
strong sentiment to preserve the Gurung
ethnic identity in my family. My family
didn’t know any different and it is difficult

to undo generations of conditioning.

It certainly is still not all roses; there is the
awkwardness at family gatherings, and some
family members are still not talking to me, but
I have made my peace with it. Everyone is on

their own journey and my door will always be

open for them, but I will also not be holding
my breath so that we can all appear to be a big
happy family.

I have learned to let go of the guilt and shame,
replacing it with love and compassion. I will
always love my family but I know not to
blindly follow their values. Questioning or
disagreeing is not a sign of disrespect, it is

a sign of growth and evolution. We need an
openness to learn and unlearn regardless of
our position in the family. We need love —

the unconditional kind.
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THI CULTURE CHILD

NEPAL & BELGIUM

JYOTI BHATTA



¢¢ My heart is Nepali
but my mind is Belgian.
Growing up there
helped me to become
this outspoken, fierce
woman. A woman who
goes against the norms
and expectations of
society.”

My parents decided to immigrate to
Belgium in 2002 when I was nine years old.
The scenario in Nepal was complicated with
the massacre of the royal family and the
Maoist insurgency. All I remember from those
days was that the country was on lockdown, a

different one from the one we recently had.

The first few years in Belgium were peaceful
yet chaotic at the same time. Trying to
remember my childhood gives me
goosebumps as well as joy because those
days of struggle shaped who I am now. We
didn’t have a uniform in Belgium, but despite
that, my mother dressed my siblings and I in
the same way — oil braided hair and a small
tika on our foreheads. At times, because of
the rich spices we cooked with at home,

T used to carry that smell along with me

into our classroom.

Being a brown girl in a white environment
never really discouraged me. I remember the

Nepali community always reminding

me of how kali I was and they still do, but I
don’t remember being differentiated by white
people. I never failed to believe I was pretty
because in my mother’s eyes, I was beautiful

and I carried that feeling wherever I went.

Years passed and I began to question my
origin. “Who am I? Where do I belong?”

At home, we always spoke Nepali and my
mother taught us to read and write in Nepali.
My class was multicultural and I am so
grateful for that. Being surrounded by African,
Eurasian, and Asian friends I felt at home; we

could sense we were not alone in this journey.

My parents started running a sushi restaurant
so when I wasn't in school, I was mostly there
helping them. I could hardly meet up with my
friends and it made me furious that I wasn’t
able to live life as freely as them. I held this
grudge against my parents for a long time
which made me rebel. I blamed them for not
letting me feel at home in Belgium as we were
still prioritising the way of living in Nepal
although we hadn’t seen home for the past

seven years.

My first year at university, I managed to live
on my own in a different city. At the age of
nineteen for the first time, I was exposed

to Belgian culture. I got to experience the
culture of drinking beer at student bars,
going out to clubs and for brunch, all of
which I 'loved.

All these stories, memories and struggles
make me who I am now. It took me years
to embrace the ‘Nepalipan’and today I
value both — the Nepali and the Belgian
Jyoti. I am in harmony, blended well with

both cultures.

My heart is Nepali but my mind is

Belgian. Growing up there helped me to
become this outspoken, fierce woman. A
woman who goes against the norms and

expectations of society.

After living for more than a decade in Belgium,
I moved back to Nepal. Do I feel more at home
now? I am not sure. At times I feel so alienated
from everything like using public transport to
buying groceries, but what keeps me in Nepal
is the greenery, the randomness, the mess, the
pollution. I have managed to find my peace

within this chaos. After all, Nepal is home.
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This Queer ‘Body

NEPAL & US

‘Mili Adhikari



How can I be queer and Nepali

a queer Nepali?

sunda kheri pani kasto kasto (how strange it sounds to the ears)

tara ma ta ho yestai yesto (but this is who I truly am)

how can I have a heart that loves and lusts beyond these man-made gender
identities

and these restricted ideas of sexuality

how

can I love everybody?

timi nai ho hamro jethi chori (it is you who is our eldest daughter)

a wrong identity for really I am

half of a whole

a judwa (twin)

timi nai ho hamro jethi chori (it is you who is our eldest daughter)

hamro Nepali chino sath samundhur pari (our Nepali identity across the oceans)
kasari? (how)

with this queer body?

so I folded my queerness into the pleats of my mother’s sari
straight and even

and I lived in the shadows of my immigrant dream
committed to keeping my cultural identity

even if it killed me

and then it actually killed you

Ytou, my first queer love

You, who loved your family

You, who got me

You, who lived in the shadows of your cultural identity
so what am I afraid of

afraid of losing this Nepali identity?

silly me
I forgot that all cultures are fluent in homophobic tongues

and oppression of the soul

malai maaf gardinus (please forgive me)

tara ma mero aatma dina sakdina (but I cannot give up my soul)
queerness has been

is

and always will be

a part of this human identity

regardless of the culture that drapes my body

and how can I even lose

this Nepali identity

when it flows in my bones and it rests in this body

this queer body

sunda kheri pani kasto kasto (how strange it sounds to the ears)
tara ma ta ho yestai yesto (but this is who I truly am)

a queer Nepali.
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NEPAL, BRUNEI & CANADA

Aishwarya Shahi




¢
Ash? Is that short for Ashley?”

“Aishwarya is a difficult name, no

wonder you shortened it!”
“It is a beautiful name, why did

you change it?”

The questions are endless. The narrative
constantly changes from stereotyping, to
being accepting, to even overly compensating.

We get it, you can’t say our names.

In Canada where I currently live, whenever
someone asks me for my full name —

Aishwarya Rajeshwari Shahi, I find myself

] - ] o
¢ »
i PR
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P
s

rolling my eyes. It gets worse when they
ask for a back story. It is an unneeded
conversation bordering on invasive. If you
have a non-Anglo name, we never seem to

escape this.

My family and I left Nepal when I was ten
years old to live in Brunei. It was a culture
shock though it was a comfortably cushioned
shock. I was surrounded by other Nepalis due
to the military base there. We spoke the same
language, celebrated the same festivals, but
their culture was very different from mine.
My Kathmandu-raised self felt out of place
with the military kids but I was thankful for
their existence in my new very British

school.

In this new British school my teachers

~a——

were also very British. My teacher,
Mr. C could never really pronounce
my name so one day, he just casually
decided to call me Ash. He jested
about how difficult my name was,

saying Ash was short and sweet.

Later on I changed schools and every
time a teacher, oftentimes white, read
out attendance, I corrected them with
my new name- Ash. Soon, everyone

that knew me at school or at home

€€ The questions are endless. The narrative

constantly changes from stereotyping, to

being accepting, to even overly compensating.

We get it, you can’t say our names.”

started calling me Ash. Every now and then I
would hear my mum complain, “Testo ramro
naam lai ‘kharaani’ re!” (Such a beautiful

name and you call is ash!)

I often laughed it off during my adolescent
years, but I always thought to myself why

my name had to be so difficult and long. I
wanted it to be ‘cool’ Regardless of my fleeting
‘coolness’ T hoped that I would pay my name
enough respect to be able to accept its beauty
and intricacy. My mother had named me with
so much love and thought, my father always
pronounced it with such vigour, I owed them

at least that much.

This was a difficult feat. Had I been in Nepal,
I would have never gone through this, but
I was stuck in a place where introducing

myself to others was uncomfortable; a

combination of flustered faces, me correcting

them, and everyone laughing awkwardly.

After many of these exhausting interactions,
I decided to stand my ground. Although

my decision to refer to myself as Ash may
seem like a choice, I consciously did it out
of reverence to the name my parents chose
for me. So when you ask me my name, I will

simply tell you to call me Ash.



HATS U W FASTg
Qo =Tl

“YRT 2 & T UReAH! A1l BT B 2"

'Yt T P TR AH & TR A Blel S
den g?"

"t g A T | fobe et 2"

T fewoft &R g | R AT T T Wt T
Piel LiAlerd W FHeel ©FR 9@ d Hed
FE A TGP TIHT URaci 9g 3 o | i B,
T g, feieeeTs gl A1 o1d STSe |

H g1 afi¥edh! FAFSH dael A1 I 8- YAt
TSI - HreeT 7 g A (979 faeiged 70
THH BT & B WAL G HATE i R 389 |
I FUHI STAIRA T Figel el d A it
St s & Fegd g | afg fae A

ST AT & A TGB! G TEETD |

H X1 AU €1 H T AR URAR AT DI FARAT
S T | TS SATSTRI SFTE A elii Gger
TiEgia Srarde! {2 | R S g T st
T S g TR Y g1 A 1 fdl fop v
FAEHT S TG 37% AUTel g T8 g |
IglEh! GEpi FRY HegT SR e o |

H HSHIUSHT gl gTel el e e
IRERHAT geheh! SeaTg&enT Jalfie g 3ifel gl
forY | e A it foifewr el ST e gew where
Iieen! Sufeifde! onfit 7 3mard fag |

i 7t feifesr e 71 fRiere ot fafewr o
foree gt w7 fRiegeret ARY A wiged wig I=mRor
T T gF | 31 O o Seiet e Herd
T R SIS Ao T | 3 B A i
TR © ¥ U il B! T HIS B AR 3T T |

UfS Fiot Thet T T & AIel 7 W A A

52 wetrs fererTera < o foid waet Q=1 e ot |

30 | DIASPORA // THE F PROJECT NEPAL

T T AHATE @AY X WA g gl 7
B ST T TR G |

et gaf it FRIeTTE gAY Sered o maE o
e A A o Afdr T T A gu R g |
HEATE A AW ‘et”, B T Freded 7 e
@A AIIGY gl ST&il e |

H SIS gAY o1 ‘Fel’ d WY R Sigel uf fe
A A Gl X SIS ST e
i Heh 3T 7Y |

FE AT H AT S TR T R TR TR
B A gETe B AT G A SR €Y ST
T ¥ Bl e Aeé Sefeeds et q Ui
R 7 g2 |

TR AN Aieh! ST FfSTer! fIG | H oTeH T Yue! \Y
TE ST Pigel SMSSH Ol aR 7 3110 IReg
e uft areeil Fregw 7T o ar$A I |

et SIS ! HIFeTE WIS e S eed
IYEAYU TR STTER T T ST TSR g eh!
AT A3 ufe Sifge STl = gt |

T R 3177 UfS Fet SMpes U= 3 e
FSIE TR | STPeATS Y HA Frale 7T USel
e ST&h FTa g e Ay ot @ aa
STHTFAT feH et ATe! foRemR T 9k
fergent frofa &1

T afg TS AT AR AT & & AR Sy
¥ H TR TUAT JUIRATS TR - QR |
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EMPOWERED WOMAN

NEPAL & AUSTRALIA

NIRVANA BHANDARY




My family and I first moved abroad
when I was seven years old. Baba had bragged
to Mamu and I that there wasn't a single piece
of trash in America. When our plane landed at
Boston airport, the first thing Mamu and
I did was point out all the dust and giggle.

I am nostalgic when I think about the seven
years we spent in Boston. As struggling
immigrants, we lived in a small one-bedroom
apartment and I went to the local public
school. Tloved learning and reading, and I was
recognised every school term for receiving
excellent grades. But that did not matter as
much to me as to become popular, just like the
American girls with highlights in their hair

and designer ieans.

When we returned to Nepal when I was
fourteen, I began to receive unwanted
attention for being the girl with the perfect
American accent and Snow White fair

skin. The emphasis placed on my physical
appearance, my “beauty” made me itch with

discomfort.

Was that all that I was — a pretty face? Was

that my only value as a woman?

Migrating to Australia at sixteen was the
most challenging move for me. I felt utterly
out of place and so as any diaspora child
attempting to stay afloat in a foreign land to
call home, I adopted the behaviours of the
people surrounding me. I attempted to bury
my Nepalipan, my Otherness for many
years. I could see absolutely no benefit
in embracing and celebrating my culture

and heritage.

As I grew older, I noticed a cultural shift
where it became “cool” to be ethnically
diverse. Men started fetishizing me as
“exotic” and I would lay under the harsh
Australian sun every summer to bronze
my skin, which was the aesthetic sought

after by all the white women.

Slowly as I grew into my own woman
— awoman with empathy and
inquisitiveness, and then a woman with

hunger and anger, I began to nourish

and embrace all the facets of my identity.

I began to write and speak with pride —

“I am a feminist. I am a woman of colour””

I found solidarity with queer women,
immigrant women, and I realised that my
experiences of confusion, invisibility, and
oppression under western patriarchy were not
unique only to me; it was our shared reality.
This knowledge empowered me, for I realised

that I was not alone.

Five years ago, I decided to leave the life I
had built in Australia and wander the world
as a nomad. Travelling alone allowed me

to experience the greatest level of freedom

available to women. It taught me a great deal

¢¢ Slowly as I grew
into my own
woman - a woman
with empathy and
inquisitiveness, and
then a woman with
hunger and anger,
I began to nourish
and embrace all
the facets of my
identity.”

about myself and the world, and after a few
years, it made me realise that what was equally
as important as my freedom was to find

purpose and build community.

So two years ago, I decided to settle into Nepal
for the first time since I became an adult.

In this time, I have tried hard to escape my
diaspora past, to discard my western-rooted
identity, and I have felt guilt whenever I have
been confronted with my privilege. However,

I am now aware that denying our western
upbringing does not erase that which has
embedded itself within us. I will always be a
woman of the Nepali diaspora, and perhaps

that is a special thing in itself.
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mmense trauma surfaces when I talk
about my mental health. I was sixteen when
I thought that life was not worth living and
that my parents would be better off without
a daughter who is a disappointment. My
parents have always had big dreams for me,
their first child. They named me Bidhya which
translates to “knowledge” in Nepali. My father
always wanted to be an engineer and his
unfulfilled dream became the dream that he

envisioned for me.

My parents came to Hong Kong and worked
tremendously hard in the hopes of a better
future to call this country their home. As a
child, I have seen people yell at my parents

to go back to their country and watched them

come back to work the next day like nothing

happened. Having seen their pain, how could

I not give my all to compensate for their
sacrifices even if it meant giving up on my

own aspirations and happiness?

My parents love me — they truly do, but they
were toxic too. Their expectations consumed
me. For their happiness, I pursued the

route to become a doctor or an engineer. I
struggled in school and failed miserably at
science subjects. Teachers constantly told me
to drop their subjects because a student like

me would tarnish their reputation.

Both my parents and school prioritised
academic excellence at the expense of mental
health. I kept giving and giving to the point
that I had nothing left to give. It took a lot
of strength to tell my parents that I wanted a
different path for myself. That conversation
caused a rift between my father and I for

two years. When I got into university, our
relationship finally improved, but my trauma
and emotional baggage continued to hurt.
Finding the courage to go to counselling was

the beginning of my healing journey.

As a daughter of Nepali immigrants in Hong
Kong, I recognise and empathize with the
trauma my parents have experienced from
poverty and lack of parental support. Trauma
is not an event that is locked in time; it is a
human experience that lives through our souls

and reproduces across generations.

I have come to terms that my parents are
only human and they themselves are
unhealed adult children. I recognise

their pain while still accepting that their
upbringing was not my reality and was
toxic to my growth. I am allowed to make
choices that make me happy and put my
mental health first.

One at a time, I am letting go of each
baggage and it has been liberating. I
am working to heal the scars that have

manifested in my constant feeling

of anxiety. Unpacking the baggage has
empowered me to rewrite my identity and to
unload the weight of trying to compensate for

the suffering my parents experienced.

The purpose of my story is not to shame
my parents or my community; my aim is to
illuminate the realities of South Asian third
culture children who feel that they have

to carry this weight. We have the power to

choose ourselves and choose healing.

Our parents sacrificed a lot so that we could
have the freedom to make choices that they
didn’t have. I do not seek pity from my story,
but instead I want to be seen as a survivor.
This is a story of a Nepali-Hong Konger

woman who survived and decided to break

the cycle of generational trauma.
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FUCK THE DUALITY

NEPAL, CHINA & CANADA

AASTHA PANDEY




Fuck the duality. It's exhausting. Leading
this dual life has been a task. Switching
personalities, accents, languages, my

palate, the way I dress, the music I listen to,
absolutely everything you can think of, is
draining. I try to be the most Nepali I can
when I am with the Nepali community, yet it

is still never enough for them.

It is exhausting having to lie about every

little thing, having safe words when walking
around with my non-Nepali boyfriend just

in case someone Nepali walks by. I had to
spend four years in college studying what I
wasn't truly passionate about, and work in
industries that suit my parents stature. I have
not been able to do things that I truly want to
do because there are too many people affected

by the decisions that I make.

I have moulded myself into something I

truly am not, but I have gotten so good at
pretending. I didn’t do too bad in school,

I am doing well at work, I have exactly the life
that my parents pictured, and I'm financially
comfortable and independent. But there will
always be a part of me that will question why
it had to be so hard. Why I had to carry the
baggage of my culture with every decision I

made in life.

Maybe I would be somewhere else if I didn’t
let the society and my parents get to me with
their opinions. Maybe I would be running

a diner in the middle of Vancouver city, like
I truly wanted, or bartending in my own
nightclub. Maybe I would be backpacking
Europe with my girlfriends and smoking up
in the mountains. But instead I am living a
“stable” and “secure” life working a 9-5 job

earning six figures. It’s exhausting.

My life, including who I want to spend it
with, and when I decide to do so, has been

controlled by my family’s radical Hindu

¢¢ There will always be a part of
me that will question why it had
to be so hard. Why I had to carry

the baggage of my
culture with every
decision I made in
my life.”

beliefs. What colors I should wear, which day
of the week I should and shouldn’t eat meat,
what prayers I should recite, what jewels

and stones I should and shouldn’t wear is all
controlled by a jotisi sitting in Kathmandu
reading my china that I don’t even believe in.

It’s exhausting.

If I had the opportunity to go back in time I
would tell my younger self to say “fuck you” to
the duality of being an NRN. I will fuck and
marry whoever I want, whenever I want. I will
drink and smoke whatever I want. I will work
in whatever industry I want. I will wear black
and grey even if the jotisi says it is unlucky for
me, [ will eat meat if I want to, and won’t eat it

if I don’t want to.

oo |

I will not allow the Nepali society to dictate
the way I eat, pray and love anymore. Even if it
means I have to let go of this fake Sarva Guna
Sampanna image that I have been trying to
curate all my life. If being myself is not perfect
enough for my society, then fuck the duality
and fuck the society.
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A Slip of Tongue

NEPAL & UK

TINA TAMANG



¢¢ When English is not our native
tongue but our relationship with
our mother tongue is also no

longer as intact as
we hope it would
be, it is rather hard
for first generation
diaspora.”

As a young Nepali professional

working in the diaspora, I can’t help

but feel a pattern of burnout when I
code-switch attentively to not show my
multilingual plight if I am found in a room

with no other people of color than me.

One slip of a tongue to another yet again,

after I rehearse multiple times in my head at
times; can still bring a distasteful frown on a
white man’s face, and I lose grasp of where I

even belong.

My conscious attempt to thrive as a
codeswitching diaspora who migrated to
London, only to drown in this sea full of
English language since I was nine, honestly

has robbed me of my fluid intellectual ability

to pick up the same fluent and confident
Nepali voice that I have chosen to abandon in
today’s endless rat race in hopes to trailblaze

industries that I am fascinated with and

essentially keep my head above the racist
water thorny and dire of sound inclusion and

representation.

When English is not our native tongue but
our relationship with our mother tongue is

also no longer as intact as we hope it would

be, it is rather hard for first generation
diaspora. It strikes me with aching concern

if T am not paying my heritage adequate
homage and if we dismiss cultural cues

when we are so busy codeswitching and
assimilating. But we nonetheless code-switch,

to thrive and survive.

There is a gravity of guilt felt and confronted
when I am brought to awareness that I am

perpetuating an elitist approach by speaking
in English. And I often wonder if my Nepali

will ever improve substantially like a miracle.

The history of colonisation that wiped
Indigenous practices and languages and
birthed English as the universal language of
power bled across borders. We internalised it
with an appetite for mobility, pressed by the
Nepali government neglecting lower castes
and catapulting mesmerised Nepali hill men

Gurkhas like my daddy for migration.

It was also equally versed by my teachers in
Nepal commanding us to “speak in English”
in hopes to scale us to be more marketable

and profitable for the roles we would play in

expanding the global economy.

Where do we go from here? How do we
make time to pick up books or even guided
meditations in our native language when we
think and dream about the future in English?
Are we failing when we overwork our vessels
to meet systemic conditions of foreign

lands because of the fear that if not, we are
mere disposables? Is the idea of home and
belonging becoming more and more fazed

for you too?
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NEPALI ROOTS,
FRENCH FLOURISHMENT
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B eing born in Kathmandu and adopted

by a French family right after, I had no
Nepali culture while growing up. I have
always known that I was adopted and I
never had any problems with it. As long as
you have a loving circle, you get the source

of love that you need.

“Blood doesn’t only define family” was the
motto of the adopted friends I grew up
with. Our parents created an organisation
to support us although we didn’t live in the
same regions of France. Growing up with
other children facing the same
self-questioning regarding our origins was
a strength. It built a community I could
connect to. I could share, I could talk, I

could ask.

Returning for the first time to Nepal I was

apprehensive. What if I didn’t feel any

connection with this country I came from
but where I never grew up and didn’t know
much about culturally? Coming to Nepal
inevitably puts you in a reality most people
don’t know about in France - including
electricity cuts, water shortages, women’s
status in society, poverty, and realising all
this at 12 years old made me grow up
differently from most people my age.

I was feeling a bit Nepali in France and so
French when I was in Nepal. My attitude, my
way of dressing, of talking and of thinking.

After some time, I realised at least one thing
was true - [ was French by culture, and Nepali

by blood. I was not struggling with it, but I

€€ ] realised at least one thing was true -
I was French by culture, and Nepali by

blood. I was not struggling with it, but I
was trying to clarify my own situation. I

needed something
I could refer to
and which could
evolve with me.”

was trying to clarify my own situation.
I needed something I could refer to

and which could evolve with me.

After 9 years without coming back to
Nepal, I moved to Kathmandu in 2019.
This is the first time I am living and
working in Nepal long term. It is the
first time I can feel I am Nepali because
when people see me, they approach me

like I belong here.

My parents are feminists and I have always
been taught to work hard at school, at work,
to be independent and to not rely on any
man. My brothers left home for studies at 18
and so did I. My family believed it is a way to
learn how to manage your life by yourself and
to be free to do what you want. In Nepal, I
have kept this type of independence, however

I can see the difficulties women face here.

After more than a year in Nepal, I have tried
to find a balance between both sides of my
identity and my way of living. There are some
aspects of living here which suits me well and
some others which are more difficult to deal
with because they are not part of my French
culture. Regardless, I weave the two facets of

myself together each day.
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I am a Nepal. My entire life I have uttered

these words My entire life I have uttered these
words effortlessly but to this day, I still don't

know what they truly mean.

I was five years old when my family and

I moved to Belgium. At my international
school, I acquired an English accent and made
friends from all over the world. I read western
fictional books, attended princess themed
birthday parties and went trick-or-treating on
Halloween. My family still celebrated all the
Nepali festivals and my friends laughed at me
every time my mother sent me to school with
a big tika on my forehead, but for the most
part, I didn't really feel Nepali.

We moved back to Nepal four years later when
I was nine, and although I was surrounded
by people who looked like me, my name was

pronounced with an exaggerated accent by

my classmates and teachers, who saw me as
an outsider. When I spoke in English, I was

mistaken for trying to seek attention.

At thirteen, my family and I once again moved
to another country - the United States, and
there I became more aware of my identity. In
attending a high school that was quite diverse,

I realized that being one of three students from

Nepal made me unique and for the first time in

my life, I felt the pride of being a Nepali. But
the duality persisted.

While I flaunted Nepali cultural attire and
waved around the Nepali flag at high school

events, every single month I bled and stayed

¢¢ While I flaunted Nepali cultural attire and
waved around the Nepali flag at high school
events, every single month I bled and stayed
away from the kitchen and the very Gods
that my culture worshipped.”

away from the kitchen and the very Gods that
my culture worshipped. While I focused all of
my school assignments on Nepal as a reason
to learn more about “where I came from,” I
realised that I could never learn enough about

a place without actually being there.

I was aware of the privilege that my life had
afforded me, and over time I felt compelled to
do something more meaningful than working
12 hour shifts serving pizza to racist people
in a place where my experiences were largely

shaped by the status of my visa.

So after eight and half years in the US, I
moved back to Nepal. I was not expecting it
to be an easy transition and it wasn’t. Every
fault I found and every inconvenience I felt
while trying to adjust, I simply brushed aside
by saying “estai ta ho yaha” - this is just the

way it is here. I reminded myself that I loved

Nepal too much to care about trivial things.
Over the next year or so, my desire to feel
like T belonged somewhere and to “make a
difference” sent both my physical and mental

health spiraling downwards.

Fast forward to a global pandemic that
completely halted all of my plans and sent me
to Tokyo, Japan, where I am living currently.
Inevitably, people continue to ask me where I
am from and I tell them I'm a Nepali because
our world will continue to be divided by
invisible boundaries that put us into boxes
and determine who we are for the rest of

our lives. But I will never know what being a

Nepali actually means.

All my life, T have tried to make sense of my
identity and purpose in this world, constantly
tried to prove to others and myself that I
belong somewhere. I have begun to realise

only recently that perhaps I don’t need to.

Because yes I am a Nepali who loves Nepal,
and I equally love immersing myself in other
places and cultures. Yes I am more fluent in
English than in Nepali, and I also know some
French and am learning Japanese. Yes I am a

Nepali but first and foremost, I am me.
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