








Sherpas appear distant from the original Tibetan culture. For this reason they are referred to as
‘Ramlok,’ an ornament made with gold and silver, meaning that these Sherpas are a mixture of two
cultures. Solu-Khumbu Sherpas also think of themselves as different from the Sherpas of the lower
fringe, and generally consider themselves superior to them.

There are dramatic differences between the Solu-Khumbu, upper Sankuwasabha District, the
upper Mecchi Zone, and the lower layer of acculturated Sherpas. The latter have been in situ for quite
a few generations, as sampled within Sankuwasabha district, and have been living where they currently
reside for as long as many other castes, such as the Brahmin, Tamang, Gurung, and other residents who
came from the West to settle eastern Nepal within the last two centuries. Although Bhotias from the
Mecchi Zone, by shifting their language more towards central Tibetan can communicate with residents
of the upper Kosi Zone, it is easier to use Nepali to facilitate communication. With the exception of
Ritak and Thudam dialects, which are essentially the same as those in the upper Mecchi Zone, the
dialects are essentially mutually unintelligible. In conversations with speakers of the Solu-Khumbu
dialect and with lower acculturated Sherpas, Bhotias of the Mecchi zone usually shift directly into Nepali
after limited initial exchanges in Tibetan. Of twelve lower-elevation Sherpa families in Siddha Pokhari
and Nundaki Panchayats of Sankuwasabhu District who were asked if their dialect was mutually
intelligible with that of Solu-Khumbu, 50% answered yes and 50% no, indicating that the ability of these
disparate groups of ‘Sherpas’ to communicate successfully among themselves may be limited.

Based on self-designation, the term ‘Sherpa’ most clearly belongs to the people of Solu-
Khumbu and only secondly to the Tibetan-origin people inhabiting the interface between those at
higher elevation and their ‘Rongpa’ neighbors. The use of the term is evolving: its additional
connotation which includes the Bhotia peoples of eastern Nepal, as used by 'Rongpa’ neighbors, has
almost entirely supplanted the use of the term ‘Bhotia’ by those outside the Bhotia community. In
Solu-Khumbu the success and economic prosperity of the Sherpa people has encouraged the use of
the term as one imparting status and acceptability to Tibetan-origin peoples in general. The success
of the Sherpas of Solu-Khumbu in improving their lives by tapping the tourist business inspires awe
and envy among ‘Rongpa’ who would in the past have comfortably relegated these Tibetan-origin
Nepalis to lower status. Bhotias of eastern Nepal use the term Sherpa to designate themselves in public
settings in order to be treated as cultural ‘insiders’ by other Nepali groups.

The increased status of the term Sherpa associated with the economic success of the Sherpas
of Solu-Khumbu is partly attributable to their geographic location in a desirable trekking zone, but it
also reflects their enterprise and ability to adapt quickly to changing economic opportunities: features
which generally characterize the Tibetan-origin peoples of Nepal’s northern border.  Traditional
economies in these areas were based on a combination of farming, pastoral nomadism, and trading,
Multiple strategies for resource use and experience in responding to changing markets in trading have
well prepared Nepal’s Tibetan-origin peoples to adapt quickly to many aspects of modernization and
development - more so than their more sedentary and cautious neighbors in the middle hills, The
economic success of the Thakali and Manangis, as well as recent efforts by Bhotias of the Mecchi Zone,
are playing important roles in maintaining the cultural identity of these groups and in their ability to
survive successfully as minority groups vis a vis other groups, eg. Brahmin, Chettri, and Newar, who
have long held a monopoly on political power, education, and economic investment in Nepal.

The name recognition and positive image of the Sherpa of Solu-Khumbu reflect positively on
other Tibetan-origin groups within Nepal. The expansion of the use of the term by Tamang neighbors
and trekking guides and the use of the term ‘Sherpa’ instead of ‘Bhotia’ by outsiders indicates the
positive connotation that ‘Sherpa’ now carries. The evolution of the term Sherpa reflects to a large
extent the evolution of perception of the status of Tibetan-origin peoples by other groups in Nepal.
The term ‘Sherpa’ takes on significance as a marker of the economic and cultural viability of the people
of Nepal’s northern border and reflects their contemporary concern that they be perceived as residents
of Nepal rather than as cultural outsidérs.
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