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ABSTRACT

Nepal’s age-old ethnic grievances created a platform for the Maoists to launch their
political strategy into broad sections of Nepalese society. The explicit politicization of
ethnic grievances helped propel the party to victory in Nepal’s first constitutional election
in 2008. Soon thereafter, however, the Maoists lost the lead role in Nepalese politics, in

no small part because they failed to deliver on their ethnic promises.

This thesis examines the rise and fall of the Maoists in Nepal, as well as the
sources and context of the ethnic grievances that have simmered in the country
throughout its modern political history. It finds that genuine reform has collided with
(and frequently lost out to) the short-term agitations of power politics across the partisan
spectrum. In this context, the present thesis establishes a framework to understand the
role of ideas in democratizing states. The clash between ideas and ideology on the matter
of ethnic grievances sheds light on how the Maoists failed to convert the claims of their

movement into the actions of their party in government.

The lesson for the remaining parties is clear: resolving Nepal’s ethnic tensions is a

matter of ongoing urgency in the country’s democratization.
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I. INTRODUCTION

The Maoist insurgency in Nepal had many underlying reasons. However, as
Deepak Thapa explains, the tendency of Nepal’s elite classes and ruling regime to
overlook or underplay the genuine problems of the people certainly marked a key factor
in escalating the insurgency.! In contrast, the Maoist party in Nepal gathered followers
during and after the civil war (1996-2006), in part on the promise of democracy and a
Maoist solution to ethnic differences in the country. This vision resonated with wide
swathes of society. During the height of its popularity, the Maoist Party won 220 seats in
the first constituent election held in 2008.

The party’s failure to resolve ethnic grievances contributed significantly to its
defeat in the 2013 elections. Today, it is the third-largest party in the Constituent
Assembly (CA) with 80 seats—140 fewer seats than they had won in the first constituent
assembly election. The Maoists can claim to have effected or co-authored some lasting
and important changes in Nepal, but their larger role in the country’s democratic

transition remains unclear.

The Maoists’ vow to promote better representation of the poor farmers and to
champion all Nepal’s downtrodden groups earned them popular support among the
marginalized people. That is to say that the Maoists were able to use the ethnic
grievances of the people to achieve their political gains. However, when Maoists
themselves were in power, they made less effort to address issues related to ethnic
grievances, confronted with the practical exigencies of running a battered state just
emerging from civil conflict on the one hand and, on the other, reverting to policy
preferences more in accord with their core ideology, which did not share such broad
support. From the citizens’ perspective, the Maoists in power seemed not much different
from any other political party, particularly in regard to ethnic grievances. The rise in
popular disenchantment with the Maoists coincided with the decline in the party’s

political fortunes—and still the ethnic problems remain largely unaddressed.

I Deepak Thapa and Bandita Sijapati, 4 Kingdom under Siege: Nepal’s Maoist Insurgency, 1996 to
2003 (Kathmandu: The Printhouse, 2003), 97.



A. MAJOR RESEARCH QUESTION

How did the Maoists use ethnic grievances to achieve their shorter-term political
goal of attaining power but then fall into a mismatch between ideology, ideas, political
practice, and popular aspiration about ethnic grievances that has cost the Maoists their
leadership role in Nepali politics today? And what are the implications for Nepal’s

democratic transition?

B. SIGNIFICANCE OF THE RESEARCH QUESTION

The research question explores not only the Maoists’ use of ethnic grievances to
attain political goals but also the related aspects of democratic transitions that were never
completely functional in Nepal. According to Philippe C. Schmitter and Terry Lynn Karl,
in democracy, the relationship between “rulers and the ruled” must be smooth.2 So far,

Nepalese politics has not achieved this state, even after its most recent transition.

They go on to say that successful democracy involves democratic consolidation, a
situation where a “majority rule to protect minority rights,”3 is sine qua non. The role of
political parties in democracy is significant and the even distribution of power across
different branches of the system is another important feature of democracy. For these
reasons, the earlier democratic experiments have gone down in history as incomplete, at
best. Bishnu Raj Upreti notes that as party politics started to overshadow the national
politics of Nepal after 1990, “social exclusion, acute inequalities, absolute poverty, and
failure of political structures to address these issues™ pushed Nepal into further
uncertainty. The prospect of democratic consolidation, Leonardo Morlino argues, asserts

itself “the process by which the democratic regime is strengthened,”> was at its ebb even

2 Philippe C. Schmitter and Terry Lynn Karl, “What Democracy Is ... And Is Not,” in Transition to
Democracy: Comparative Perspectives from Southern Europe, Latin America and Eastern Europe, ed.
Geoffrey Pridham (Brookfield, VT: Dartmouth Publishing Company, 1995), 76.

3 Schmitter and Karl, “What Democracy Is,” 79.

4 Bishnu Raj Upreti, Political Change and Challenges of Nepal vol. 2: Reflection on Armed Conflict,
Peace Process and State Building (Saarbrucken, Germany: LAP Lambert Academic Publishing, 2010), 13.

5 Leonardo Morlino, “Democratic Consolidation: Definition and Models,” in Transition to
Democracy: Comparative Perspectives from Southern Europe, Latin America and Eastern Europe, ed.
Geoffrey Pridham (Brookfield, VT: Dartmouth Publishing Company, 1995), 573.
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after 1990s, as party politics with their specific agendas dominated the national agenda to
the exclusion of new and difficult popular priorities. The Maoist insurgency was a

product of this situation.

The present research seeks to establish a framework to understand the role of
ideas in democratizing states as they reflect different parties’ manifestos and
representatives. Ideas and ideologies buoyed the Maoists in their early days in Nepal, and
at least to some extent, the clash between ideas and ideology on the matter of ethnic
grievances sheds light on how the Maoists failed to convert the claims of their movement

into the actions of their party in government.

These issues are of interest in the broader context of democratic consolidation,
particularly in South Asia because the issue of “social organizations such as caste and
ethnic and religious communities,”® according to Maya Chadda has always been
dominant in the political system of many South Asian nations. Nepal is not an exception

to this trend.

C. LITERATURE REVIEW

The history of modern Nepal begins in 1768—1769. Marie Lecomte-Tilouine
describes King Prithvi Narayan Shah’s vision: “a real Hindu Kingdom for the four
classes ... and for the 36 castes.”” All social, ethnic, religious, linguistic, and cultural
divisions were to give way to this new unifying order. Tilouine goes on to say that the
notion of these social striations, somehow united under one flag, prevailed in Nepal
through the first democracy in 1950-1960 and on until 1990, when social upheaval,
under the banner of the People’s Movement, successfully pressed for a multiparty

government and, more specifically, a new Nepalese constitution.8 However, according to

6 Maya Chadda, Building Democracy in South Asia: India, Nepal, Pakistan (Boulder, CO: Lynne
Rienner Publishers, 2000), 2.

7 Marie Lecomte-Tilouine, Hindu Kingship, Ethnic Revival, and Maoist Rebellion in Nepal (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 82.

8 Ibid.



Tilouine, this document also defined Nepal as “a multiethnic, multilinguistic, democratic,

free, indivisible, sovereign, Hindu Kingdom ruled by constitutional monarchy.”®

The people of Nepal expected that with the restoration of democracy in the 1990s,
the conventions of state discrimination based on religion, ethnicity, and language would
end. Susan Hangen points out that politicians paid lip servicel? to this ideal with words
like “multiethnic” and “multilingual,” which, according to Deepak Thapa, did not put an
end to state discrimination.!! Thapa continues that, having aroused but failing to fulfill
the desire of people to have “radical social transformation ... after 30 years of
authoritarianism,”!2 Nepal’s new rulers faced increasingly unstable politics. He asserts
that the Communist Party of Nepal (Maoists) exploited this turmoil in 1996, and launched

their violent armed struggle in the name of revolution and People’s War. 13

Much research regarding the Maoists in Nepal speaks to the genesis of the
movement and details the atrocities, violence, and economic destruction brought by the
insurgency. In general, the literature holds that Nepal’s Maoist period marked a “rare
exception to the contemporary global trend under which”14 democratic transitions were
the result of a “decline of communism and ascendancy of neo-liberalism,”!5 according to
R. Andrew Nickson. He maintains that in Nepal, in contrast, the political “alliance
between centrist Nepali Congress party and a grouping of seven communist party”16

came together to end the monarch’s direct rule in the 1990s and in 2005.

9 Lecomte-Tilouine, Hindu Kingship, Ethnic Revival, 82.

10 Susan 1. Hangen, The Rise of Ethnic Politics in Nepal: Democracy in the Margins (New Y ork:
Routledge, 2010), 22.

11 Deepak Thapa, “The Making of The Maoist Insurgency” in Nepal in Transition: From People’s
War to Fragile Peace, eds. Sebastian von Einsiedel, David M. Malone, and Suman Pradhan (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2012), 48.

12 bid.
13 [bid.

14 R. Andrew Nickson, “Democratisation and the Growth of Communism in Nepal: A Peruvian
Scenario in the Making” in Understanding the Maoist Movement of Nepal, ed. Deepak Thapa (Kathmandu:
Martin Chautari, 2003), 3.

15 Ibid.
16 [bid.



For the most part, the story is told entirely from the political vantage. Rather less
of the scholarship focuses on the underlying cultural and social fissures in Nepalese
society; as such, ethnic grievances and other such divisions remain under-explored in the
relevant literature. This thesis hopes to close this gap. In order to achieve the objective of
the paper, this section briefly touches on the salient aspects of the topics, that is,
democracy, democratic transitions and democratic consolidation, the democratic

transition in Nepal, the Maoist insurgency, and ethnic grievances.

1. Democracy, Democratic Transition, and Democratic Consolidation

According to Ramjee P. Parajulee, the democratization process varies from
country to country and also from region to region, depending on “social, economic,
political, cultural, and international factors.”17 In this connection, Chadda posits that the
wider domain of democracy in South Asia suggests that it is some sort of “trade-off
between territorial consolidation, regime stability and economic growth.”18 Narayan
Khada asserts that Nepal, established as a nation state in 1769, had to struggle to keep its
independence and maintain internal cohesion, as well, amid the infighting between

different interest groups within the palace.!®

Similarly, the book Building Democracy in South Asia by Maya Chadda notes
that Nepal’s democracy, from its initial stage in 1950s, started struggling to consolidate
and balance fights among three groups: the palace, the political parties, and the traditional
elite class.20 Chadda writes that each group was more interested in ganging up against
one another to become powerful, which he compares to Machiavelli’s principle of
“divide and conquer.”2! Ultimately, these early reformers mostly conquered themselves

and Nepal’s democracy was set back again.

17 Ramjee P. Parajulee, The Democratic Transition in Nepal (Boston: Rowman & Littlefield, 2000), 7.
18 Chadda, Building Democracy in South Asia, 111.

19 Narayan Khadka, “Crisis in Nepal’s Partyless Panchayat System: The Case for More Democracy”
in Pacific Affairs 59, no. 3 (Autumn, 1986): 429, http://www.jstor.org/stable/2758328.

20 Chadda, Building Democracy in South Asia, 54.
21 1bid.


http://www.jstor.org/stable/2758328

Schmitter and Karl note that democracy encompasses many institutions that are
shaped by particular countries’ “socioeconomic conditions as well as its entrenched state
structures and policy practices.”?2 Samuel P. Huntington, in his book The Third Wave,
asserts that “as a form of government, democracy has been defined in terms of sources of
authority for government, purposes served by government, and procedures for
constitution[al] government.”23 Likewise, Philippe C. Schmitter and Terry Lynn Karl in
What Democracy Is explain democracy as a “system of governance in which rulers are
held accountable for their actions in the public realm by citizens, acting indirectly
through the competition and cooperation of their elected representatives.”?4 These two
definitions have one thing in common—the legitimacy of the government and its

accountability to its people.

Even though the basic norms of democracy remain the same in all democratic
countries, Joseph T. Siegle, Michael M. Weinstein, and Morton H. Halperin reveal that
some states, which have come more recently to democratization, particularly poor
countries, prefer the notion of “development first, democracy later.”?> To further
elucidate this point, they asserts that “economic growth creates the necessary
preconditions for democracy,”2¢ meaning that such growth allows “expanding literacy,
creating a secure middle class and nurturing cosmopolitan attitudes,”?? which play a
significant part in democracy. David Beetham maintains that the end of democratic
transition is expected to lead to democratic consolidation once the formation of a newly

elected government, after a free and fair election, takes place.?®

22 Schmitter and Karl, “What Democracy Is,” 76.

23 Samuel P. Huntington, The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late Twentieth Century (Norman,
OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 1991), 6.

24 Schmitter and Karl, “What Democracy Is,” 76.

25 Joseph T. Siegle, Michael M. Weinstein, and Morton H. Halperin, “Why Democracies Excel,” in
Foreign Affairs 83, no. 5 (September—October 2004): 57, http://www jstor.org/stable/20034067.

26 [bid.
27 Ibid.

28 David Beetham, “Conditions for Democratic Consolidation,” in Review of Afiican Political
Economy 21, no. 60 (June 1994): 159, http://www.jstor.org/stable/4006202.
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However, because a transition prompts a country to experience a new set of ideas
and habits, transition may take a long time. Dankwart A. Rustov, like other scholars,
argues, “one generation is probably the minimum period of transition.”2® Democratic
transition is a time-consuming process. It cannot be achieved just for one specific sector
or group of people; rather, it requires the confluence of efforts and “attitudes on the part
of politician and of the common citizen.”30 Because of this reality, if such conditions do
not occur, then the country may face severe consequences—as is the case in Nepal.
According to Shiva Bahadur Singh, the failure of “successive governments since 1990, to
bring genuine democracy and extensive development”3! eventually created a fertile
environment for the Communist Party of Nepal (CPN) Maoists to launch their
insurgency.

Leonardo Morlino explains that democratic consolidation is “understood as the

»32 Furthermore,

process of establishing and adapting democratic structures and norms.
Larry Diamond points out that especially, for the democratic consolidation of a “fragile
or new democracy,”33 three components are crucial: “democratic deepening, political
institutionalization, and regime performance.”34 Each of these components has its
significance in the democratic consolidation process. The democratic deepening makes
democracy “accountable, representative and accessible.”35 Likewise, political

institutionalization will employ “common rules and procedures”3¢ for every kind of

29 Dankwart A.Rustov, “Transition to Democracy toward Dynamic model” in Transition to
Democracy Comparative Perspectives from Southern Europe, Latin America and Eastern Europe, ed.
Geoffrey Pridham (Brookfield, VT: Dartmouth Publishing Company, 1995), 347.

30 1bid., 360.
31 Shiv Bahadur Singh, Nepal: Struggle for Democracy (New Delhi: Adhyan Publishers, 2007), 267.
32 Morlino, “Democratic Consolidation,” 574.

33 Larry Diamond, Developing Democracy towards Consolidation (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 2011), 74.

34 Ibid.
35 Ibid.
36 1bid., 75.



political activity.37 With that said, political institutionalization and democratic deepening

complement any regime’s “effective performance.”38

In the broader understanding, Diamond defines consolidation as the ‘“deep,
unquestioned, routinized commitment to democracy and its procedures at the elite and
mass levels,”39 meaning that all the people will “routinely, instinctively conform to the
written (and unwritten) rules of the game, even when they conflict and compete
intensely.”40 Furthermore, a general belief among the “elites, organizations, and the mass
public”4! in democratic practices is a must for consolidation. Perhaps most helpfully,
Juan J. Linz and Alfred Stepan’s five arenas explain the importance of democratic
consolidation: a free and lively civil society, a political society, a rule of law, a usable

bureaucracy, and an economic society.

a. A Free and Lively Civil Society

The essence of civil society relies on the choice of freedom that an individual or
specific group will likely endure for their betterment. This liberty of freedom does not fit
with the policy of a nondemocratic regime as was the case in South America, and
European communist countries.4? The range of civil society starts from individual or
ordinary citizens to the associations and groupings affiliated with various aspects of
political as well as “social strata (such as trade unions, entrepreneurial groups, journalists,
or lawyers).”43 Furthermore, the voice of an individual becomes stronger only when it
makes some space within any specific group, hence the role of free and lively civil

society is important for the consolidation of democracy.

37 Diamond, Developing Democracy, 75.
38 Ibid., 76.

% Ibid., 65.

40 Ibid.

41 1bid.

42 Juan J. Linz and Alfred Stepan, Problem of the Democratic Transition and Consolidation: Southern
Europe, South America and Post-Communist Europe (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996), 7.

43 Ibid.



b. Political Society

In democracy, it is essential for political stakeholders to have the “legitimate right
to exercise control over public power and the state apparatus,”#4 meaning that they are
the ultimate decision-makers as they are elected by the people and represent their voices
or concerns. The involvement of political society complemented by civic or social society
is a must for the consolidation of democracy as civil society alone can overthrow the
“nondemocratic regime,”45 but cannot consolidate it in isolation.46 On the same note, the
civic society that selects and monitors a democratic government must appreciate
“democratic political society, political parties, elections, electoral rules, political
leadership, interparty alliances and legislatures”47 as they remain the crucial aspect of
democracy and are the bases for democratic consolidation. Failure to achieve this

condition could lead the nation to conflict.

c. Rule of Law

Rule of law, as one of the paramount components of democracy, is also an
integral part of the development of an ideal civil and political society.4® Democratic
consolidation progresses only when all the stakeholders’ persons or institutions in a
democratic country will respect and abide by the laws.4® Furthermore, democracy always
aspires to function best on constitutional norms, which take precedence over majority-
based policies, because constitutional practices encompass the spirit of democracy that

would be compatible to many.50

44 Linz and Stepan, Problem of the Democratic Transition, 8.
43 Ibid.

46 Ibid.

47 Tbid.

48 Tbid., 10.

49 Tbid.

30 Ibid.



d. Usable Bureaucracy

A democratic government always seeks to have a strong and legitimate
bureaucracy that implements, monitors, and delivers service inherent in the government
policies so as to meet the demands of people.5! Such prerequisites for the consolidation
of democracy as an “independent civil society, an autonomous political society with
consensus of governance and constitution, and rule of law”52 can only operate if there is
a functioning bureaucracy for democratic leaders and a stable economy.53 If such
conditions do not exist, then democracy will be overshadowed by the rising expectations
of the people. Therefore, modern democracy requires a “capacity to command, regulate,
and extract”>4 resources so as to govern the political system of a particular nation.
However, in a newly democratic country, members of the old regime holding key
positions in the state bureaucracy tend to be reluctant to deliver services to the people as

expected.>>

e. Economic Society

According to Linz and Stepan, democracy cannot be consolidated in either of two
extreme conditions: a “command economy and a pure market economy.”3¢ They further
assert that the strong presence of an economic society, which “mediates between the state
and the market,”>7 is required for the consolidation of democracy. Economic society
according to them is a set of ‘“socio-politically accepted norms, institutions, and
regulation.”>® Furthermore, they insist that a “socially and politically institutionalized

regulated market”>? is vital for the consolidation of democracy.

51 Linz and Stepan, Problem of the Democratic Transition, 11.
52 Ibid., 10

33 Ibid.

>4 Ibid., 11.

33 Tbid.

26 Tbid.

57 Ibid.

28 Ibid.

39 Ibid.
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This crucial consolidation of democracy is not so easy to achieve. In this regard,
Samuel P. Huntington’s explanation of the various difficulties that countries might have
to face especially during the regime changes outlines problems associated with
democratic consolidation. These problems include

establishing new constitutional and electoral system, weeding out

proauthoritarian officials and replacing them with democratic ones,

repealing or modifying laws that were unsuitable for democracy,
abolishing or drastically changing, authoritarian agencies such as the

secret police, and, in former one-party system, separating party and
government property, functions, and personnel.®0

Morlino notes that achieving democratic consolidation through a strong regime
whether in an authoritarian or a democratic system is tough in the environment where
“political instability, corruption, clientelism, inefficient taxation and confusion on [the]
hierarchy principle,” prevails.®! Upreti mentions that this situation remained crucial in
Nepal’s case especially from 1990 to 1996, when “corruption, politicization of the
bureaucracy, police force and intelligence”? hampered democratic consolidation, and

eventually led the nation to face Maoist armed conflict.

2. Maoist Insurgency

The Maoist insurgency of Nepal, which was fought in the name of the people’s
war, and which, according to Tioluine, “attracted worldwide attention both for its bloody
aftermath and its anachronism,”® contradicts many doctrinal aspects of Maoism itself.
James Chieh Hsiung mentions that Mao Tse Tung is considered as a good “engineer of
communism, successfully applying its theory into Chinese reality”64—a war-ravaged and
impoverished largely agricultural state. According to Hugh Seton-Watson, the Chinese

revolutionary struggle was “fought not at the urban center (as in Petrograd in 1917), but

60 Huntington, The Third Wave, 209.

61 Morlino, “Democratic Consolidation,” 579.

62 Upreti, Political Change and Challenges, 13.

63 Lecomte-Tilouine, Hindu Kingship, Ethnic Revival, 3.

64 James Chich Hsiung, The Logic of Maoism (New York: Praeger, 1974), 1.
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at the rural periphery.”%5 He further says that the Chinese revolution was overwhelmingly
joined and mounted by peasants as opposed to the Russian case, where the “working
class of Petrograd played a decisive role.”®¢ In sum, as Hsiung posits, China’s “own
successful national liberation struggle”®7 and its support for the people’s war was unique.
Furthermore, Chalmers A. Johnson suggests, in China, Maoists aligned even with the
“noncommunist nationalist group”%® and made a united front with Chiang Kai Shek in
1927 against Japanese colonialism. This development further proves that Maoism
included many activities that, says Hsiung, were not “within normal Marxist patterns of

actions and institutions.” 6%

Hsuing mentions that out of many theoretical connotations of the People’s War in
China, securing support of the masses was the major focus of the communist Party and its
army.’0 Thapa asserts that in Nepal’s case, people were not motivated but terrorized by
Maoist atrocities. The Maoists blamed other political parties, including the communist
parties, for being revisionist and reactionary.’! Therefore, Nepal’s Maoist insurgency
contradicts the nature of the People’s war of China. The Maoist insurgency, as Shantosh
B. Poudyal posits, gained momentum not through ideological motives but from social

problems that “led to further alienation of the marginalized people.”72

3. Ethnic Grievances

Donald L. Horowitz, in his Ethnic Groups in Conflict, notes that in a society

where there are many ethnicities, issues related to ethnicity appear in various forms, for

65 Seton-Watson Hugh, “The Russian and Chinese Revolutions” The China Quarterly, no. 2 (April—
June 1960): 45, http://www jstor.org/stable/651439 .

66 Ibid., 44-45.
67 Hsiung, The Logic of Maoism, 89.

68 Chalmers A. Johnson, Autopsy on People’s War (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973),
14.

69 Hsiung, The Logic of Maoism, 1.
70 Ibid., 89.
71Thapa and Sijapati, 4 Kingdom under Siege, 45.

72 Shantosh B. Poudyal, “Explaining the Success of Nepal Communist Party—(NCP-M): A
Comparison of the Maoist Insurgencies in the 21st Century” (master’s thesis, Naval Postgraduate School,
2010), 67.
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example, “development plans, educational controversies, trade union affairs, land policy,
business policy, tax policy.”’3 Furthermore, Lipset argues that because “effectiveness and
legitimacy”74 remain vital in democracy, if a new political system fails to fulfill the
“expectations of major groups (on the grounds of effectiveness) for [a] long enough
period to develop legitimacy upon the new basis, a new crisis may develop.”’> Along this
line, if people are pushed to an extreme condition where they feel isolated from the state,
at one point in time they tend to lose the “tolerance of opinions,””¢ Lipset maintains.
Such a situation makes people vulnerable to exploitation by any specific group or
community. This description coincides with Nepal’s case, where the marginalized
minorities were not happy with the state even after the restoration of democracy in 1990

and fueled the Maoist insurgency from 1996 to 2006.

D. POTENTIAL EXPLANATIONS AND HYPOTHESES

I acknowledge that modern Nepal’s path to democratic consolidation has been
characterized by many upheavals, whether it was during the 104-year Rana oligarchy, or
the 30 years of the party-less panchayat system, or the 10 years of the Maoist insurgency.
However, I hypothesize that the deeply “entrenched social discrimination”’’ and under-
representation of marginalized ethnicities, particularly amid the language and practice of
state discrimination, made a favorable environment for the rise of the Maoist
insurgency.’8 In light of the Maoists’ declining political popularity, I further hypothesize
that Nepal’s democratic progress and stability depends on real and enduring solutions to
ethnic grievances, which can only come about with a thorough understanding of how

these issues operate in Nepalese history, culture, and politics.

73 Donald L. Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985), 8.

74 Seymour Martin Lipset, Political Man: The Social Bases of Politics (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1988), 65.

75 Lipset, Political Man: The Social Bases of Politics, 65.
76 Ibid., 77.

77 Upreti, Political Change and Challenges, 13.

78 Ibid.
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E. RESEARCH DESIGN

The research incorporates relative dimensions of democracy, Maoist insurgency,
and the role of ethnic grievances to augment conflict while establishing the arguments on
how Maoists used ethnic grievances to achieve political goals. The thesis begins with the
background of democracy and the struggle for consolidation under different regimes (the
Rana oligarchy, the panchayat system, and the multiparty democracy between 1990 and

2002). This chapter also covers the state of democracy during the Maoist insurgency.

Then the thesis turns to the ethnic grievances that simmered beneath the surface
of Nepal’s political scene, including how the marginalized ethnic communities were
discriminated against on the basis of religion, caste, and language, leaving huge
opportunity for social resentment towards the central authority. The same section sheds
light on how such resentment serves to elevate conflicts in countries. Then, the thesis
examines the use of these ethnic grievances as a tool by the Maoists to achieve their
political goals. Also at issue are the ways in which ethnic divisions do and do not accord
with Maoist ideology at its core, which may further explain the later disconnect between
the leadership and the Maoists’ supporters, particularly once the party took the lead of the

post-conflict government.

The thesis concludes with some observations, based on the findings of these
chapters, on the relevance of these “grass-roots” issues in democratic transition and

consolidation and the way forward for Nepal.
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II. DEMOCRATIC STRUGGLE IN NEPAL

The democratic struggle in Nepal began when the 200 years of British rule in
India in ended in 1947. Nepal, the only nation in South Asia not colonized by any
country, missed out on the democratizing trends in the region, however. Dilli Raman
Regmi states that during this time, when many countries were developing their social,
political, and economic life, Nepalese society was overwhelmingly controlled by the
“consolidated and integrated feudal force.””® Such a ruling system severely affected the
country both politically and economically. The prospect of democracy and development
in the country was further diminished, and Nepal’s political and developmental spheres

were isolated from world affairs for long periods of time.

A. NEPALESE POLITICS BEFORE 1951

As Nepalese history shows, from the time of its unification in 1769 until 1816, the
country was involved in consolidating its territory internally and externally.80 Internally,
many small principalities within Nepal were conquered. Externally, Nepal fought many
battles on different fronts with the British East India Company from 1814 to 1816,
collectively known as the Anglo-Nepal War.81 At the same time, Nepal could not
establish a firm ruling system within the country because of in-fighting among influential

circles within the palace.82

Throughout the years (especially before 1951), various rulers failed to promote
democracy partly because the country was not exposed to the world and its influences,

but also because the rulers were more focused on strengthening their rule than in

79 D. R. Regmi, The Nepali Democratic Struggle: Its Aim and Character (statement to the Nepali
Natinoal [sic] Congress, 1948), 1.

80 Leo E. Rose and John T. Scholz, Nepal: Profile of a Himalayan Kingdom (Boulder, CO: Westview
Press, 1980), 16-17.

81 [pid.
82 1bid., 22-23.
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empowering the people.83 Nepal’s modern history, particularly under Shah and Rana

rule, has many political implications in Nepal.

1. Shah Rule

The King of Gorkha, Prithvi Narayan Shah, who continued Nepal’s expansion
after conquering the Kathmandu Valley, unified Nepal. According to Shiva Bahadur
Singh, Nepalese society after the unification of Nepal consisted of “several small,
isolated, non-literate and homogeneous groups, whose members tended towards strict
conformance to the norms of the folk.”84 The rationale of such a ruling system during
this time exemplifies that rather than a democratic governing system, Nepal relied on a

traditional ruling system

In Nepal, the Shah and Rana rulers are considered to have enjoyed their rule
either backed by religious or by traditional norms rather than by popular consent of the
people.85 Satish Kumar asserts that in order to consolidate their power, the Shah rulers

relied on courtiers and four Kajis (Kaji was the title given by monarchs to special

86 ) . .

castes). They were the king’s trusted confidants and acted as a “cabinet collectively
responsible to the monarch for the civil and military administration of the country.”87 To
keep their hold on the king, the Shah rulers concentrated their efforts on either managing

or marginalizing different courtiers within the palace.

The king’s trusted courtiers were not elected nor did they represent the people’s
aspirations; there was no direct communication between the rulers (the kings) and the
people. As the courtiers were not accountable to the people, their advice to the king

would not incorporate the expectations of the people.88

83 Singh, Nepal: Struggle for Democracy, 19-20.
84 Ibid., 27.
85 Ibid., 29-30.

86 Satish Kumar, “The Nepalese Monarchy from 1769 to 1951, International Studies 4, no. 1 (1962):
49, doi:10.1177/002088176200400103.

87 Ibid.
88 1bid., 52.
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However, the Shah rulers alone cannot be blamed for ignoring the democratic
claim of the people while ruling the country. Especially after the dawn of Rana oligarchy
rule, the political system of Nepal transformed into a hereditary ruling system.39 This

development diminished any prospects for democracy in Nepal.

2. Rana Rule

The Rana dictatorship, which lasted for nearly 104 years (1846 to 1951), is seen
in Nepal’s history as a major setback for the country’s democratic quest. Ramji P.
Parajulee posits that the originator and first prime minister of the Rana regime, Jung
Bahadur Rana, sought to “consolidate his power by purging hundreds of his opponents

and rivals and appointing his brothers and relatives to various key political and military

posts.”90 Likewise, Louise Brown mentions that Jung Bahadur and his successors are
believed to have controlled the free activities of monarchs and they also directed future
monarchs by getting them involved in what she calls “debauchery at an early and
impressionable age.”®! The Rana carried out all these activities to keep the monarchs out
of politics. In 1847, the Ranas took over executive power in the country, and the Shah

kings were treated as mere figureheads.%2

As Leo E. Rose and John T. Scholz explain, the Rana regime was centered on
family politics; they garnered support from the British East India Company in India so
that their autocracy could not be opposed by the people inside Nepal.?3 Even if the people
would have dared to resist Rana rule, they would have been easily crushed by the rulers,
backed by the British East India Company’s assistance to the Ranas.%* The British may

have opted to support the Ranas because they were worried that any internal struggles or

89 Rose and Scholz, Nepal: Profile of a Himalayan Kingdom, 29-31.

90 Parajulee, The Democratic Transition in Nepal, 32.

91 Louise Brown, The Challenge to Democracy in Nepal (New York, US: Routledge, 1995), 5.
92 Parajulee, The Democratic Transition in Nepal, 32.

93 Rose and Scholz, Nepal: Profile of a Himalayan Kingdom, 28-29.

94 Ibid.
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movement for democracy in Nepal might spill over into India, where people might

oppose British rule in India.%>

Rose and Scholz notes that internally, Ranas were focused on the issue of the
succession of the prime minister and severe divisions among themselves as they
classified themselves in A, B, and C categories.?¢ This division was initiated by the
ruling Rana family, which not surprisingly grouped itself into class A (elite); other Ranas
fell into class B (medium) and class C (low). This hierarchy was intended to keep the
succession for prime ministers only to class A Ranas or the ruling Rana family.%’
Moreover, S. C. Lohani asserts that the reign of the Rana regime and its political
ambitions in Nepal are believed to have pioneered feudalism.?8 As a result, the impact of
power-centered politics was the hampering of Nepal’s economic, social, and political
spheres. Hence, all those power-consolidating measures adopted by the Shahs and Rana

rulers in Nepal diminished the democratic set of ruling in Nepal.

B. BRIEF DEMOCRATIC PRACTICES OF NEPAL

As Brown highlights, there was no formal education or free political activities
during the active rule of the Shahs and, most importantly, during the Rana rule, Nepal
was locked in a “time warp from which the country emerged in 1951 totally unprepared
to face the modern world.” Hence, as Brown observes, it is often argued that Nepal’s
democratic foundation was never free from the old ruling system; even if there were
democratic movements, they only changed the actors, not the system itself.100 As a
result, the country experienced various forms of unstable political situations even after

democracy arrived—briefly—in 1951.
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1. Political Change and Party Politics

The end of the Rana oligarchy in 1951 opened the door for democratic practices
in Nepalese politics. Parajulee maintains that tripartite talks among the King, the Nepali
Congress, and the Ranas!0! allowed political change in the country. Similarly, Singh
argues that during same time, “King Tribhuvan, accompanied by the important leaders of
the Nepali Congress (NC) and its Mukti Sena, reached Kathmandu as the first democratic
King of Nepal.”102 Parajulee assert that even though the tripartite talks were seen as a
“Delhi compromise,” as they were brokered by India, the session undoubtedly initiated
democratic changes in Nepal.103 After 1951, three prominent, politically influenced
entities emerged in Nepalese politics: the monarchy, the Nepali Congress, and the Ranas.
These three entities represented three different interest of the society. Brown notes that
the monarchy, sidelined by the Ranas, and with special religious status in Hindu

mythology, was able to reclaim its political power in the palace.104

Still, the Ranas, who represented a feudal class, could not be totally unseated by
the anti-Rana movement; hence, “rather than a revolution,” Brown points out, “Nepal ...
experienced a ‘restoration” accompanied by a reshuffling of the elite.” 105 Thus, the Ranas
remained an influential political circle even after their formal rule waned. Likewise, the
NC, which led the armed anti-Rana regime, represented the revolutionary motive of the
people.106 With these three political entities representing three specific interests of
society, conflicts of interest were bound to arise in the future. To avoid the looming
conflict among the main political stakeholders, Parajulee explains that India and King
Tribhuvan asked the Ranas and the Nepali Congress to work together.107 However, such

a partnership could not last long.

101 parajulee, The Democratic Transition in Nepal, 40.
102 Singh, Nepal: Struggle for Democracy, 54.
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The tussle between the Rana rulers and the NC party increased because both
parties had different political and social interests. In other words, Nepal’s political system

was fragmented right from the beginning in regards to its democratic practices.

However, with the dawn of democracy, Nepalese political parties for the first time
were freely practicing party politics after 104 years of autocratic rule. With the change of
political system in the country, Singh maintains that the NC promoted several political
reforms, for example, the “maintenance of law and order, the establishment of Gram
Panchayat and spread of education and other welfare programme.”!98 Furthermore,
Parajulee notes that to lead the country into the path of democracy with a firm set of
rules, Nepal passed its first Interim Government Act.!99 This moment marked the

initiation of democratic practice in Nepal.

The political parties, especially the NC, were in the limelight as they led the anti-
Rana movement. People believed the NC would effect political, social, and economic
changes. Bhuwan Chandra Upreti notes that the Communist Party of Nepal (CPN), which
opposed the Delhi agreement, wanted more reforms implemented in Nepal.!10 In fact, the
polarization of the centrist and leftist political ideologue hit Nepalese politics
immediately after the country got democracy in 1951.111 As the political stakeholders
during that period, focused on consolidating power, the political situation of the country
got worse. Under such circumstances, democratic norms in the country could not be

established.

2. Palace-Parliament Row

Although democracy replaced an autocratic Rana regime, and democracy was
meant to be the common theme of the king and the Political parties, the reality was not
the same. The power-centered politics destabilized the political situation of the country.

Political power centers were more determined to solidify their position than to deliver

108 Singh, Nepal: Struggle for Democracy, 54.
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democratic services to the people. In such situation as Rose and Scholz notes, there was a
row between the palace and the parliament in Nepalese politics.!!2 Einsiedel, Malone,
and Pradhan illustrate this power play: “The monarchy firmly clawed power back not
only from the still entrenched Rana clan but also from the nascent and idealistic political
parties.”!13 In addition, as quoted by Parajulee, King Tribhuvan’s declaration of the
absolute power of monarchy on February 13, 1954, further asserted the rising political

quest of the palace in Nepalese politics:

The inherent sovereignty of the Monarch and his special prerogatives over
the executive, legislative and judicial wings as the supreme head have
been handed over to us by the tradition and custom of the country. For
some time these prerogatives of the Monarch were exercised by the prime
ministers by virtue of the rights vested in them by our illustrious
forefathers. Since those rights were ended by the proclamation of 18
February 1951, the supreme authority in all affairs now rests in us. 114

The rift among and within the political parties (most importantly the NC) emboldened the
king to strengthen his position.!!5 Because of this, according to Einsiedel, Malone, and
Pradhan there was a delay in holding an election.116 This power-centered politics did not
allow the people’s genuine problems related to health, education, and development to be

solved.

3. Nepal’s First Parliamentary Elections

As democracy was new to the country, the people’s hope in political parties
remained strong. Although it took eight years, the Nepalese people’s o