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Nepal: An Invented, Arrested Shangri-La?
Land-locked Nepal is a tiny country covering much of the Himalayas. Geo-
physically, it separates the Indian subcontinent from the Tibetan plateau. Although
the Himalayas are the highest mountains in the world, they are not impregnable.
Since antiquity, numerous mountain passes cutting across Nepal have been used as
trading routes. Kathmandu, the Nepalese capital, straddles the principal trade route
that links Tibet with India. Nepal, bordered by India to the south and China to the
north, is a mosaic of different peoples, terrains and cultures.?

Although Nepal is the reputed birthplace of Buddha, Buddhists constitute only
20 per cent of the Nepalese population. Half of Nepal’s people are janjati, or national
minority groups conveniently classified as Hindu by the State. The Nepalese ruling
class has decreed that the janjati population is Hindu, in order to legitimise the
treatment of these people as inferior castes and to strengthen their claim that Nepal is
a Hindu nation. Nevertheless, most janjatis evade this Hinduist imposition and follow
animist religious practices.’

Nepal’s geography favours its mosaic pattern of peoples and cultures. The
mountains and three distinct river basins have, throughout Nepal’s history, kept its
populations isolated from one another. Poor peasants have eked a living from terrace
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farming in the hills, or grazing cattle or goats on the high plateaus. The fertile
Kathmandu valley is suited to rice cultivation and other forms of intensive agriculture.
This rich agricultural region is dominated by Nepal’s Hinduist feudal nobles, whose
ancestors fled from India to escape the Moghul invasions of the 11" and 13"
centuries. Their wealthy fiefdoms, built on the labour of successive generations of
peasants, ensured their position as the dominant class.’

During the period of British colonialism on the Indian subcontinent, these
feudal principalities were unified into the state of Nepal, which acted as a buffer state
between the British Raj and Imperial China. Throughout the period of British
colonialism in India, the Nepalese janjatis continued to pay tribute to their king.
While half of contemporary Nepal’s population are rural janjati, whereas other
janjati, the urban Newars, the descendents of the early Buddhist inhabitants and
traders of Kathmandu, continue to occupy posts in commerce and public life in the
capital. Although an official Nepalese language has been established for two hundred
years, only thirty per cent of the population use it as their native tongue.’

Most land in Nepal is owned either by the monarch or feudal landlords. The
overwhelming majority of the peasantry are small tenant farmers, with a minority
owning small plots of land. Through taxes and other onerous obligations, Nepal’s
peasants are subjected to different forms of exploitation and oppression by the
Royalist State, absentee landowners and money-lenders. Perennial debt bondage has

created forms of slavery in the poorest of Nepal’s districts.®
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Nepal constitutes one of the world’s poorest countries.” Most of the peasantry
are perennially undernourished. Apart from crafts designed for the tourist trade,
industrial products are rare commaodities for most of Nepal’s people. There are no
large-scale modern industries in Nepal. Most consumer commaodities as well as oil
products are imported from India. From the time of Indian independence, Nepal,
economically and politically, has become a virtual neo-colony of India. In the early
1990s, oil exploration by both British Dutch Shell and the US corporation, Texana,
has occurred in Nepal’s southern border regions.® As yet, sufficient quantities of oil
have not been located. If they are, Nepal’s oil will be foreign owned, without tangible
benefit to the people of Nepal. Nepalese housing, which often lacks rudimentary
sanitation, is reminiscent of the widespread squalor prevalent in the cities and
countryside of the Third World. Nepal has 1,290 registered doctors, most of whom
live in Kathmandu. There is a small number of rural doctors who serve the eighteen
million Nepalese in the countryside.® The average life expectancy for Nepalese is 59
years.’® These averages hide the large disparities between an affluent urban social
stratum, and impoverished rural Nepal.*

Nepalese women frequently die during childbirth, with one out of every one
hundred women dying in labour. Marriage by kidnapping (after which payment to the
bride’s family is negotiated) is prevalent in some rural regions.*? As remote Nepal is
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drawn into the market economy, larger numbers of peasant women have been forced
into prostitution in the brothels of Kathmandu and northern India.*®

Annually, huge numbers of young rural men and women leave Nepal to work
as illegal migrants in India, the Gulf States, Southeast Asia, and Japan. The money
they send back to their families through remittances is a largely unrecognised
contribution to the Nepalese economy and the peasants’ material existence. It is
estimated that between thirteen and twenty-five per cent of Nepal’s Gross Domestic
Product (GDP) is derived from sums remitted to the kingdom by overseas Nepalese,
as well as income delivered to relatives from those family members employed in other
regions of Nepal ™

During the last four decades, large-scale tourism, with Royal assent, has
developed in Nepal. Apart from Nepal’s sublime scenery and excellent climate, the
tourist trade is reliant upon the super-exploitation of the Sherpas and other janjati
engaged in menial labour. Tourist ‘development’ is aimed at turning the country into
a “vacation paradise’ for Western tourists and rich Indians who are blind to the human
misery and suffering in the hills and valleys.®

Traditionally, many Nepalese men have become mercenaries in the British
Army and, after Partition, the Indian Army. The Gorkha (Nepalese) regiments have
played an important role in the British and Indian armies. As many as 500,000
Nepalese soldiers served in the British Army during World War Il. At war’s end,
they were discharged without being paid a penny. Their return to Nepal brought a
massive democratic upsurge during the years 1945 to 1951.'° This political moment
in Nepal’s history lessened the power of Royal absolutism and foreshadowed later
Nepalese experiments in constitutional monarchy and parliamentary democracy.!’

Another paradox of Nepalese mercenary tradition is that in this remote country,
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oppressed peoples have gained knowledge of military strategies and the handling of

modern weapons.

Heaven on Earth? Sagarmatha above the Janjati
The Sagarmatha, or Mount Everest, which was named after a British colonial official,
dominates the land of Nepal in the Himalayas. A historical and contemporary parallel
can be drawn between this geographic reality and the dominance of the god-king over
Nepal. In Nepalese mandala, god-kings are the intermediary between heaven and
earth. Their spatial and temporal power is reflected in the location and architecture of
their palaces. Nepalese god-kings traditionally have possessed absolute authority
over matters of State. The dogma of god-kingship and its divine rights, paradoxically,
has been at the centre of Nepal’s transition to modernity.*®

Modern Nepal remains an ancient kingdom, even after unification in the
eighteenth century, and the establishment of a constitutional monarchy and
parliamentary democracy in the last decades of the twentieth century. While the mass
of displaced and returning Nepalese soldiers after the Second World War, and the
internal divisions within the Nepalese ruling class, brought certain democratic
changes to the Nepalese political system, the power of the monarch remained
inviolate.’® The divine rule of the king was still to be obeyed. To question the
authority of the god-king was heresy.?°

The invented tradition of god-kingship has been riven with the problems of
succession, despotism and contested power. Apart from its presumption that the
Nepalese people would always remain loyal, devoted, and subservient, the kingship’s
inherent weakness was its incapacity to cede any power beyond itself. Nepal’s past is
littered with blood feuds, regicide, coups, and succession struggles. The royal
massacre that occurred in June 2001 was not an aberration, but a continuation of
Nepal’s monarchical malaise. Since World War 1l and the granting of Indian

independence, the Nepalese Royal House has, to a degree, acceded to certain
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democratic changes. From the 1951 Delhi Compromise, national elections, political
parties, a constitution, and a semblance of parliamentary democracy was established
in Nepal.**

Since 1951 until the present, Nepal has been governed under numerous
constitutions. None of these constitutions have challenged or usurped the authority of
the monarch. During this period, various parliaments have been dissolved and
constitutions suspended as the monarch assumed direct rule. This carousel of
apparent parliamentary political change was to end in 1990 when King Birendra
proclaimed yet another constitution for Nepal. This constitution established a
constitutional monarchy and a democratically elected multi-party government.

Monarchic authority has been paramount in each Nepalese constitution, and
the 1990 constitution was no exception. The position of the throne is always
guaranteed, and the constitution cannot affect the tradition of successive kingship. In
the 1990 constitution, the monarch retained emergency powers to suspend articles of
the constitution and assume authority in the event of a national crisis. These
constitutional changes have no consideration for Nepalese democracy, but only the
exalted position of the monarch.

In article 27 of the 1990 constitution, the monarch is to preserve and protect
the constitution ‘by keeping in view the best interests and welfare of the people of
Nepal’. Article 29 excludes all expenditures and privileges of the king and the royal
family from Nepalese law, and article 30 makes exempt ‘the property and income of
the king from any kind of tax, fee or comparable charge’. Under article 31, the
actions of the king cannot be brought before any court, nor can the king be prosecuted
under any law. Article 122 empowers the king to grant pardons and suspend any
sentence passed by any court or administrative institution.?

In sum, every one of Nepal’s many constitutions has never threatened the
absolute power of the monarch as the country has lurched from one political crisis to
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another. In spite of the leavening of Nepalese politics from the 1950s until the palace

massacre of 2001, King Sagarmatha ruled over his Nepalese subjects with impunity.

The Beginning of the End or the Sense of an Ending?

The circumstances that led to the palace murders, which occurred on 1% June 2001,
still remain unclear. The palace mayhem created its own bizarre aftermath when
Prince Dipendra, who had supposedly murdered his father, mother, and other
members of the royal family, was declared the new king of Nepal while lying in a
coma, clinically brain-dead. Soon after the prince’s death, Dipendra’s uncle,
Gyanendra, returned from his Indian vacation and assumed the throne. King
Gyanendra proclaimed that the palace bloodshed was caused by accidental fire from
an automatic weapon. The royal corpses were swiftly cremated according to Hindu
tradition and any forensic evidence had turned to ashes. The royal murder mystery of
usurpation and succession might be seen as the contemporary continuation of a royal
Nepalese tradition.** Whatever happened behind the palace walls will never be
known because it impinged on regal authority.

The events of 1% June 2001 might be mistakenly seen as the beginning of the
end of the Nepalese Royal House. Yet, the new king, Gyanendra, sits firmly on the
throne, despite sporadic popular demonstrations demanding the restoration of
parliamentary democracy. Perhaps the fundamental change to Nepal can be found not
in a bloodied palace, but in the mountainous countryside.

Since the early 1960s, popular and growing challenges to Nepal’s feudal order
have emanated from its poorest peoples. In 1966, disaffected members broke away
from the existing Nepalese Communist Party and renounced the futility of
parliamentary democracy and constitutional change within Royalist Nepal. With new
methods of mass work and a revolutionary organisation that was to serve the vast
majority of the poor of Nepal, the Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist) was
established in May 1966.%
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From tentative beginnings, a movement of people’s war was launched which
has spread throughout the Nepalese countryside. The palace and most other
commentators have denounced the people’s war as a Maoist insurgency based on
rape, torture, murder, drug running, and the cowering of the Nepalese peasantry.?
Nevertheless, since February 1996 9,000 Nepalese have been killed, most of whom
are peasants, the people’s war has spread to almost all of Nepal’s 75 districts.
Seventy-five per cent of these deaths occurred between 2002 and 2004.%

Nepal’s ruling class emphasises that the insurgency is based on the Maoists’
terrorising of villagers. Although Amnesty International and other human rights
organisations have recorded violations by both the guerrilla insurgents and the
Nepalese police, what is never explained is the continuing popular support throughout
Nepal for the people’s war, despite its apparent outrages.

It is argued that although the rural insurgency may be endemic, it cannot
overthrow the existing social order. From 1996, the Nepalese government has been in
a constant state of crisis over how to eliminate, if not contain, the popular insurgency
that has gained control in the ‘red-base areas’ of the western districts of Rolpa,
Rukum and beyond. Hundreds of rural youth, both female and male, have joined the
popular armed resistance, which has been condemned for establishing children’s
armies.?®

As far as is known, compulsion through the barrel of a gun has not been
exercised in this recruitment of poor, young, illiterate people who constitute an
overwhelming majority among the rural population. The revolutionary combatants
throughout many of Nepal’s rural districts have ransacked government offices, robbed
banks, destroyed police headquarters, burnt documents from land revenue and tax
offices, and freed prisoners from police cells. They have raided police arsenals and

stolen weapons and ammunition.?
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Whatever their faults, this ragtag people’s army are seeking their liberation
from kingly rule and feudal oppression. Despite the threat from below, the Nepalese
State remains largely unshaken. A situation of contending dual power between the
Nepalese State and the forces of rural insurgency has not come into existence. If it
does, constitutional monarchic feudalism may be in its death throes. Nevertheless, in
some districts, the popular forces have redistributed land and established rudimentary
schools and hospitals in which women play a dominant role.*® The mere rustle of

leaves may indicate to the ruling order in Kathmandu the last of their days.

The Palace Offensive

Immediately after the assumption of power by King Gyanendra, parliament was
suspended, political parties were banned and areas beyond Kathmandu were under
martial law. Nepal’s police forces throughout the countryside were being routed by
the insurgent masses. They could not impose the royal order of the palace. From the
beginning of the popular insurgency until the palace massacre, the Royal Nepalese
Army was stationed strategically around the national capital. Gyanendra ordered
divisions of the army into the most rebellious districts to liquidate the popular
opposition. To date, the operations of the army have dispersed but not destroyed the
emergent insurrection.

After September 11, 2001, the Bush administration predicted that the growing
civil war in Nepal would render that nation a failed state and a possible haven for
international terrorists.>* The popular insurgency in Nepal has become an example of
‘Himalayan terrorism’. The Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist) was listed, along
with Al-Quaeda, Abu-Sayaf and Hezbollah, on the U.S. State Department’s Terrorist
Watch List. In February 2002, Michael E. Malinowski, the U.S. ambassador to
Nepal, has advocated “an all-out military offensive aimed at the insurgency’,
believing that the CPNM “literally have to be bent back to the table”.
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In the past two years, the Royal Nepal Army has increased its numbers from
53,000 to 70,000. In contrast, it is estimated that the Maoists have ‘4,000 core
members and 15,000 or so militia supporters’.>* Nearly 80 per cent of the Nepalese
armed forces are deployed in defending the capital, Kathmandu. As few young male
Nepalese have enlisted voluntarily, the government has imposed universal military
conscription.** In 2003, the United States gave Nepal $US17 million in military aid
and the U.S. Agency for International Development (AID) provided $US14 million in
‘insurgency relevant aid’.*®* With the influx of highly lethal modern assault rifles,
submachine guns and helicopter gunships, the casualties amongst the insurgents have
spiralled.*® Conveniently, the Royal House of Nepal, with the assistance of the Bush
administration, has attempted to convert a growing popular insurgency into a palace

offensive on rural terrorism.
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