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LivING BETWEEN THE MAOISTS AND THE ARMY
IN RURAL NEPAL

Using ethnographic data collected in a village in rural Nepal in 2002, this article explores the
fear that pervades the lives of the villagers and the survival strategies and creativity that they
bring to bear on the extraordinary situations they are forced to encounter. Since the escalation
of the conflict at the end of 2001, a ‘culture of terror’ has engulled the lives of rural Nepalis.
The Maoist insurgents have coerced them into providing food and shelter, which in turn makes
the villagers vulnerable to aggression by the security forces who suspect them of collaborating
with the enemy. In the context of the ever-present but unpredictable threat from both sides of
killings, beatings and torture, and the tensions and insecurities caused by rumour and coun-
ter-rumour, this study examines the depth of fear experienced by the villagers and the extent
to which this fear has become part of their daily existence. It confirms experiences [rom other
parts of the world where the ‘routinisation of fear’ has been shown to have long-term effects on
people’s psychological health. In this study the effects are seen in changed sleeping patterns,
chronic illnesses, altered relationships with the land, and new ways of socialising both within
the family and in the wider village. But even in the violation of their most intimate spaces—their

homes—the villagers have been able to maintain some degree of control and creative resis-
tance over their unwelcome guests through their own social networks and cultural practices.

INTRODUCTION

Despite recent interest in the anthropology of war,
relatively little attention has been paid to the analysis
of how conflict is lived or represented by the people
caught in its midst (Zur 1998: 18). This article—
based on fieldwork carried out in rural Nepal in mid
and late 2002—contributes to the anthropology of
political violence by addressing three issues. First, it
examines villagers™ interpretations and representa-
tions of combatants and villager—combatant relation-
ships in Maurigaun,” a village in what was considered
to be a less active® area of the Maoist insurgency at
the time of the research. It considers how the pres-
ence of Maoists and army personnel and their activi-
ties impinge on villagers’ lives and the surrounding
landscape of trails, fields and forests. Second, the
discussion examines villagers’ fears by exploring the
‘culture of terror’ that has developed in the village.
Third, it considers villagers’ survival strategies and
asks which cultural practices become meaningful in
the face of ongoing fear and what creative strategies
come into play to resist the vicissitudes of armed
violence. This study is thus concerned with how
conflict-related violence* dismantles the social world
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and how people actively attempt to re-create their
world within a context of ongoing war.

One of the main anthropological contributions to
the study of political violence has been the develop-
ment of the concept of ‘cultures of terror’ (Suarez-
Orozco 1987; Taussig 1987, 1992; Green 1995;).
Michael Taussig—whose eatly ideas have been
further developed by writers such as Green, Sluka,
and Suarez-Orozco—states that where political tor-
ture and murder become endemic, ‘cultures of ter-
ror’ flourish. Jeffrey Sluka, editor of the first edited
volume on the anthropology of state terror, suggests
that: “‘When fear becomes a way of life . . . a culture
of terror has emerged.” (Sluka 2000: 22).

‘Cultures of terror; Sudrez-Orozco states, have
their ‘own vocabulary and grammar, cultural facts
and artefacts.” In Argentina, where he conducted his
research, this vocabulary included words such as
‘disappeared, ‘torture centres, ‘torture rooms, and
‘electric prods’ (1992: 240). A central aim of this ar-
ticle is to elucidate the cultural facts and artefacts
of the ‘culture of terror”” in Maurigaun, and to draw
attention to its vocabulary.




While the mundane experiences of everyday life, such as
working in the fields, walking to town, visiting friends, eating
or sleeping, continue to dominate most people’s daily lives in
many parts of rural Nepal, at any moment a familiar routine
can be pierced by unexpected terror and violence. Violence,
as one of Linda Green’s Guatemalan informants explained, is
‘like fire, it can flare up suddenly and burn you’ (Green 1995:
109).

Green suggests that ‘with repetitiveness and familiarity
people learn to accommodate themselves to terror and fear’
Fear becomes routinised. Many Nepalis I have spoken to over
the last few years claimed they were getting used to their un-
usual circumstances. Curfews, army check posts, the mili-
tarisation of life in Nepal, and even living with the Maoists
are all becoming habitual. As Green (1995: 108) notes, the
routinisation of terror ‘allows people to live in a chronic state
of fear with a facade of normalcy at the same time that ter-
ror permeates and shreds the social fabric.’ Such routinisation
does not stop the fear but rather allows people to get on with
what they have to do to survive in an extreme situation. Since
it is not possible to live in a constant state of alertness, feel-
ings of chaos are diffused throughout the body but surface
frequently in dreams and chronic illness. A veneer of normal-
ity masks the terror that is never far away. In this article 1
apply Green’s model to Maurigaun and investigate whether
fear is becoming routinised in people’s lives.®

Carolyn Nordstrom (1995, 1997, 1998) draws attention to
the interrelationship between creativity and political violence.
Violence, she suggests, is ‘about the destruction of culture and
identity in a bid to control (or crush) political will’ (1997: 4).
People at the epicentres of violence, however, resist it and ‘It
is in creativity, in the fashioning of self and world, that people
find their most potent weapon against war’ (ibid). Her work
on the Mozambican civil war highlights the creative resources
that people use in times of conflict to survive and ‘un-make
war’:

Sell, culture and reality are (re)generative. People ultimately
control the production of reality and their place in it. This is
an interactive process. They produce themselves, and equally,
they are produced within, and by, these cultural processes.
As much as terror warfare tries to dismantle the viable per-
son, people fight back. (1998: 110)

A distinction between the terms ‘terror’ and ‘fear’ is not
usually made in the literature on ‘cultures of terror’ and fre-
quently the words are used interchangeably. Fear and terror
are, however, different. According to Oltmanns and Emery
(1995: 198), ‘Fear is experienced in the face of real, immedi-
ate danger . . . and helps to organize the person’s behavioural
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responses to threats from the environment.’ Terror, according
to Rothschild (2000: 61), is the ‘most extreme [orm of fear . . .
the result of the (perception of) threat to life” While villagers
in Maurigaun live in [ear of their lives, their day-to-day expe-
rience is predominantly that of chronic fear interspersed with
periods of terror. The discussion below is thus concerned
with the impact of long-term fear and periodic terror.

BACKGROUND

When I arrived in Maurigaun in the summer of 2002, it
had been two years since 1 had last visited the village. At the
time of my previous visit in 2000, forest-based Maoists were
coming into the villages for ‘donations’ and guns and to give
propaganda speeches and run cultural programmes. By 2001
there was a Maoist training camp established in the vicinity
of the village, and stories abounded about the comings and
goings of the Maoists who operated openly in the area.

In November 2001 a state-wide ceasefire and the accompa-
nying talks between the government and the Maoists broke
down when the insurgents withdrew from the talks and
launched a series of attacks on military and civilian targets in
Dang, Surkhet, Syangja, and other parts of the country. For
the first time the guerrillas attacked the Royal Nepalese Army.
On 26 November 2001, the Government of Nepal imposed a
state of emergency, called out the army and put into place
an ordinance granting the State wide powers to arrest people
involved in ‘terrorist’ activities. Under the ordinance (which
became an Act in the spring of 2002) the CPN (Maoist) was
declared a ‘terrorist organisation’ and the insurgents labelled
as ‘terrorists.” With the institution of the state of emergency,
some fundamental rights guaranteed in the Nepali constitu-
tion, including freedom of expression, freedom of the press,
freedom of movement and assembly, and the right to consti-
tutional remedy, were suspended.

The introduction of a state of emergency marked the es-
calation of the conflict and turned it from a low-intensity
conflict to a high-intensity one.” Seddon (2002: 2) estimates
that 250 people (Maoists and security personnel) were killed
in the days between 23 and 26 November 2001 alone. Dur-
ing the first month and a half of the emergency the Nepali
human rights organisation INSEC reported that 687 people
were killed by the security forces, with a further 184 killed by
Maoists (Informal Sector Service Centre 2002: 65, 67). In the
following months, the conflict continued to spiral with the
Maoists launching several large-scale attacks on the security
forces.

In April 2002, Amnesty International (2002a: 2) stated
that according to official sources more than 3,300 people had
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been arrested on suspicion of being members or sympathisers
of the CPN (Maoist) in the first month after the state of emer-
gency was declared. By the end of February 2002 the number
had risen to over 5,000. By August, 9,900 ‘Maoists’ had been
arrested, of whom 1,722 remained in custody (Amnesty In-
ternational 2002b: 2). Many people were being held in army
camps without access to their relatives, lawyers, or doctors
and with virtually no prospect of their cases being brought to
court. Amnesty International has repeatedly appealed to both
the government and the Maoists to stop extra-judicial killings
and other human rights violations.

PHoTO: L1 ONESTO

LIVING WITH THE MAOISTS

I returned to Mauriguan on a hot monsoon afternoon in
July 2002. At first glimpse, things looked very much as be-
fore: children playing by the buffalo pond, women washing
at the tap, a group of people clustered in the teashop. As I
approached I was surprised to see so many unfamiliar faces:
young men and women whom I had never seen in the village
before. This is hardly surprising, 1 told myself, as I have been
away [or some time, and being the first teashop in the village
this particular place tends to attract visitors. I called out a
greeting and the three casually dressed young men standing
at the door replied. As I rounded the corner into the main
street the usual collection of teenage boys was playing bas-
ketball, watched by a group of younger children standing on
the sidelines, too little to be allowed to join in. ‘You've come,
someone shouted out. ‘I have come, I replied. I continued
my journey through the village, stopping briefly for greetings
at water taps and across the walls of courtyards. I noticed
that Krishna Maya’s teashop was boarded up but otherwise
things looked much as they did when I first visited twelve
years before.

Several hours alter arriving in the village I sat on the op-
posite side of the hearth from a friend. Over a cup of tea I
told her that T was thinking of visiting nearby villages to get
details of army killings, which I knew [rom a meeting with a
human rights organisation had not been fully documented.
Gita looked horrified; she did a quick scan of the veranda and
courtyard and told me in a hushed and hurried voice:

You cannot go there, it is terribly dangerous, and you can-
not talk about the killings. They are secret things. It is very
dangerous to talk about what the army does. Do you not
know that the Maoists are here nearly every day? They come
and force villagers to feed them, there is no choice. And then
the army comes and they blame people because they fed the
Maoists. It is a very dangerous time now . . . ®

She stopped abruptly and tensed as we heard footsteps
outside. ‘Stop talking, she said. ‘I don't know who it is’
Gita was notably relieved when she discovered that it was a
young neighbour. ‘Where are they? How many are there?’ She
asked him. ‘There are five, he replied. ‘Three men and two
women—they have forced the women’s committee to open
the committee house and that is where they are going to sleep
tonight.’ Gita turned to me and commented:

‘They don’t all sleep at once; they take turns to sleep and
turns to guard. At least one or two of them are always awake.
Sometimes a woman from our ethnic group comes, she speaks
our language. She is from a far-off village and she is pregnant.
We haven't seen her for a while and we wonder if she has been
killed in a skirmish as she couldn’t run fast enough.’

On the second morning of my stay I visited one of the
teashops to have a chat with the proprietor, a young woman
originally from a village two days’ walk away in a neighbour-
ing district. It was midday and as most people were out in the
fields we were alone except for her youngest daughter who
was playing on the ground in front of us making a ‘teashop’
out of stones, sweet wrappings, and match sticks. In hushed
tones Durga told me about the visit of the Maoists to her shop
last week.

In the early evening a group arrived. They were heavily
armed and they wore belts with bullets around their waists.
One of the girls was very young—she couldn’t have been
more than thirteen. It upset me to look at her as she was about
the same age as my eldest daughter. I am so glad that I sent
Nani to live with my friend in the town so there is no chance
that she will be forcibly recruited by the Maoists. The leader
of the group told me that they wanted food and to stay the
night. I told them that I could feed them but I pleaded with
them not to sleep in the house. I said “If you stay here and the
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army arrives then all my family will be killed.” Onie of them
laughed and replied, “Then we’ll die together.” I begged them
not to stay and they left after they had eaten.

It is such a frightening time, things that we could never
have imagined are now happening on a regular basis. Did
- you know that my one of best [riend’s relatives was killed
by the Maoists? He was a teacher and one day last winter
Maoists came to the school where he was the deputy head-
master and dragged him out of the classroom. They called
all the villagers together and in front of them they accused
my [riend’s relative of giving the police information about a
Maoist who was captured three years ago, they also accused
him of refusing to give money and of teaching Sanskrit which
they had banned. Then they took him to a tree and attached
him to it with his own scarf. They stabbed him in the shoul-
der and the stomach, and shot him in the head. The villagers
were too [rightened to help him or tell his family and it was
only the next day that his body was removed by the police.
Just before he was killed his friend visited him and pleaded
with him to leave the village. He wouldn’t go because he said
that the school would close if he left as the headmaster had
already gone. The teachers here are also very worried because
this morning the Maoists told them that they have to give
two months’ salary. They don’t know what to do. It is such a
lot of money but they know that the Maoists have killed and
injured many teachers and so they will probably have to give
them it or leave the village.

The following evening, villagers congregated in Gita’s
courtyard for a dance to raise funds for the repair of village
paths. The event was conducted with the usual joking, flirt-
ing, and teasing but the numbers in attendance were small. In
the past, people from all over the village would have turned
up in large noisy groups, guided through the dark streets by
flaming pieces of wood held aloft. I was disappointed not to
see an old friend but a neighbour explained:

Most nights Maoists come to her house as it is positioned at
the top of the village, close to the forest, and has good views
of the surrounding area. She would have liked to have come
to see you but she had to stay at home and cook as a group
arrived just before dark. Her life is difficult nowadays.

“‘What does she do?’ T asked. ‘She is frightened but she just
gets on with her housework and farm work, what else can she
do?’ replied her neighbour.

When [ asked my informants how they felt about the Mao-
ists they stated that they were ‘frightened of them. On several
occasions people followed this statement with a non-verbal
illustration of how Maoists forced them to do things at gun-
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point. Villager—Maoist relationships, however, were complex.
Sitting around the fire one evening, a group ol middle-aged
and elderly women told me some of the things they knew
about the groups of Maoists who regularly visited. In a
hushed voice an older woman explained, ‘Two of the young
Maoist women who come to the village are pregnant. Another
woman recently gave birth in the forest but the baby died as
it didn’t have enough food.” When I asked how they knew
these things, they replied, ‘They tell us. They lorce us to feed
them but they also talk to us and sometimes we ask questions
and sometimes they answer us.” When I asked what type of
people Maoists are, I was told, ‘Some are very violent and like
to kill and they do lots of killing but others are not like that.
They have different ideas to the government but they don’t
like killing’

THE ROYAL NEPALESE ARMY

Maurigaun has never had a police presence’ and prior to
the emergency villagers could enumerate recent visits by the
police or the army. Like many other rural Nepalis the inhabit-
ants of Maurigaun policed themselves. Indeed, it required a
serious crime to be committed for the police to enter the vil-
lage at all. The army, who were seen as remote, rarely visited.
The only time I saw an army patrol in Maurigaun prior to No-
vember 2001 was on polling day in 1991, and their presence
merely elicited a surprised comment from my companions:
‘What are they doing here? There is no need for them.

On the day of my arrival in the village I discovered that
the friend I was to stay with was out in the fields. ‘Come and
have tea at my house!” shouted a neighbour. When the social
pleasantries were over I asked Sunita and her husband Kan-
cha about life in the village. ‘How are things? Are there Mao-
ists around?’ I asked. ‘Yes, almost all the time, replied Sunita.
‘There is a group here today. They are sitting at the teashop
with their guns beside them. You must have seen them but
maybe you didn't notice their guns.’ ‘Does the army come?’ I
asked. ‘Yes, they come, replied Sunita and continued,

A couple of months ago Kancha and I were working in the
fields below the village. We were alone, just the two of us. Sud-
denly I saw the helicopters coming, there were two of them. I
watched them from the time they were like tiny moving ants
in the distance until they landed. As they came closer and
closer I nearly fainted with fear and 1 said to mysell, “Maybe
this will be the day I die.” 1 was terrified that the soldiers
would behave as they have behaved in other villages where
they hit and killed people. The soldiers stayed one night and
patrolled around the village and the surrounding area. They
asked us if the Maoists come and if we [eed them and we said
that we hadn’t seen the Maoists and that we don’t [eed them.
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We had no choice but to lie. We didn’t want to be beaten and
we didn’t want to die. They left, we were lucky.

Terrible things have happened in my [riend’s village. Some
months ago Maoists killed an army officer. Shortly afterwards
the army came to search the village and hit everyone with
their rifles. They hit old and young alike and they even hit
people in the stomach. During the search a helicopter circled
overhead and fired into the village and the nearby forest. The
firing was aimed at houses where the soldiers thought they
saw smoke as this could suggest that people were preparing
food for the Maoists. A few days later somebody told the army
that Maoists were eating a meal in the next village. By the
time the soldiers arrived the Maoists had left and only the
family remained. The soldiers came in with their guns fir-
ing and killed the newly-married daughter and her husband.
She died with her hand full of rice. The Maoists escaped but
they were arrested the next day. 1

are wearing a kurta, you have no tika [vermillion powder] on
your forehead, and you are not wearing glass bangles: you are
dressed like a Maoist woman. It is very dangerous to dress
like this nowadays. The army checks for three things. First
of all they look to see if the woman is wearing a kurta, if she
is, then they check for two further things—they look at her
forehead to see if she is wearing tika and at her forearms to
see if she is wearing glass bangles. They go like this: one for
kurta, two for no tika, three for no bangles and four shoot.
Many women have died in this way. Go and change into a
lungi now, put your kurta in the bottom of your bag and do
not bring it out again while you are here’

The villagers I spoke with are very [rightened of the army.
Although they personally have not been physically mistreated,
neighbours and kin in nearby villages have been. Those I en-
countered saw the army as distant, terrifying, and unpredict-
able. The soldiers are marked

heard that when they were caught
they were hiding among the chil-
dren in the school. They were ap-
prehended in the school grounds
but they were not killed in front
of the children, they were taken a
little way into the forest and killed
there. The radio said that they
were killed during a fight but this
wasn’t true—they were killed af-
ter they were caught. Around the
same time, a lato [deaf-mute man
with a learning difficulty] was
shot dead by the army as he ran
away when he saw them. He didn’t understand and as he was
frightened he ran and they killed him because they thought
that he was a Maoist. The army killed a friend of my moth-
er's when she was cutting grass for her buffalo in the forest.
They heard something moving and they just shot, they didn’t
bother to check who it was and so my mother’s friend died.
Nowadays we are very frightened of going into the forest, we
can be killed, looted or raped by either side at any moment
and there is nothing that we can do. The Maoists haven't done
these things so far, so we mostly fear the army.

Shortly afterwards I left for the house I was to stay in. There
the first fifteen minutes were taken up with greeting friends
and neighbours. Once the welcomes were over, Gita turned
to me and said:

Take that kurta off [Punjabi style dress; kurta is an ab-
breviation of kurta surwaal] and put on one of your lungis
[sarongs]. Don’t wear a kurta around the village or when you
are walking on the trail. You must always wear a lungi. You

out by the manner in which
they arrive, move around the
village and surrounding area,
and behave and interact with
locals. As they usually visit
the village by helicopter they
arrive unannounced. Unlike
those who walk, there is little
opportunity for people to be
forewarned of their imminent
visit. They bring an intimi-
dating array of military hard-
ware that has never before
been seen in the village—he-
licopters, automatic and semi-automatic weapons, military
radios, and other equipment. They maintain a physical and
spatial distance as ‘they keep to themselves, ‘eat alone, and
do not engage in conversation. Informants commented, ‘It is
impossible to converse with them; they only ask questions
and give orders.” The movement of army patrols through the
forest is seen as particularly frightening because people feel
that they shoot randomly. Consequently, individuals working
in the forest at that time are at risk of being targeted as Mao-
ists regardless of what they are doing or who they are. As an
informant stated, ‘They could easily have checked the identity
of the lato in my friend’s village but they didn’t, they just shot
him.” While the security forces are in the village people fear
that they will learn about their interactions with the Mao-
ists. When the army leaves, villagers worry that the Maoists
will interpret their interactions with the army as traitorous.
Although no one in Maurigaun has been denounced as a spy,
several people in the locality have been punished by the Mao-
ists for alleged spying. Villagers are particularly fearful of the
deaths of Maoist leaders because they feel that they will be ac-
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cused of betraying the Maoists to the security forces and will

be severely punished. What is important is not actual guilt

but the perception of culpability. An informant explained,

It doesn’t matter if you are guilty or innocent, what is im-

portant is that people believe you are guilty. If a commander

was killed around here then terrible things would happen to
" people in the village and nobody could save us'’

LIVING BETWEEN THE MAOISTS AND THE ARMY

At first glance Maurigaun looks much as it did before and
in many ways it is much as before. Each day villagers get up,
work in the fields, eat, visit each other’s homes, plan wed-
dings and funerals, visit the health post, and walk to town. In
the public spaces of the village the talk is of everyday matters:
people meet and discuss who has got married, who has got a
job overseas, who has died, arrangements are made to work
together, the cost of the building of the new nursery school
is discussed. The women chatting and washing the mud off
their legs at the village tap after a day working in the fields
pay no outward attention to the armed Maoists sitting listen-
ing to the radio just yards away. The small crowd of villag-
ers sitting at the shop do not stop their conversation when a
young Maoist comes to request supplies [rom the shopkeeper.
It would appear that the people of Maurigaun have become
used to living with the insurgents.

Yet this show of normality is a facade. There is another
side of Maurigaun where fear and terror find expression and
where people struggle to use whatever strategies they can to
cope with their changed environment. In the private space of
the home people talk together in hushed tones. They discuss
which part of the village the Maoists are staying in and won-
der about the possibility of [uture visits to their hamlet. They
question why certain parts ol the village are frequently tar-
geted and others not—which is likely to do with geographical
proximity to potential escape routes. Throughout my visits
this ‘tracking’ of the Maoists continued, with villagers quietly
passing information on to family, friends, and neighbours
about the presence and movements or expected movements
of the insurgents.

Several times as I walked around the village, villagers
checked which path 1 intended to take and indicated their
approval or disapproval of a particular route without explain-
ing further. To the outsider this would have appeared to be
a casual interaction—similar to many others that villagers in
this area engage in concerning people’s movements—but it
was not. While villagers frequently talk about movements in
space they do not talk in quite this way. In-an attempt to regain
a degree of control over their environment, villagers engage
in a series of sophisticated communications that mimic their
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usual patterns but in reality are different. Such interactions
allow information about the presence and movements of their
uninvited guests to be salely conveyed in public places. In
the privacy ol homes and when people feel relatively sale the
discussions are more expansive and more direct as they talk
about the best way to communicate or negotiate with the Mao-
ists. Stories and experiences [rom other villages are recalled
and comparisons made. The next visit of the army is won-
dered about, and its movements in the area commented upon.
While negotiation is considered an option with the Maoists it
is perceived to be less useful with the security forces. At the
sound of footsteps in the courtyard, a deadly and tense silence
falls over those gathered around the hearth. It is only when it
is clear who has arrived that people relax, and there are often
a few moments of silence before conversation is resumed.

I could detect the changes best in those to whom [ am clos-
est. My friend Gita sat in her place by the side of the hearth
and stirred the lentils with her usual deft hand movements,
but her quiet and self-assured presence had a dillerent edge
to it. She was at times visibly jumpy and some ol her move-
ments were jerky. She laughed and joked but so