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Negotiating Nepal’s Two Polities:
A View from Dolakha

Sara Shneiderman and Mark Turin

 Coming Down the Mao-ntz

In the summer of 2003, we returned to Nepal overland from the Tibetan
Autonomous Region (TAR) of the People’s Republic of China. While in
the TAR, we were impressed by the long reach and resources of the Chinese
state. Having benefited from affordable broadband internet and other modern
amenities in the Chinese border town of Zhangmu, thousands of kilometres
away from Beijing, we crossed the Friendship Bridge into the Nepali border
town of Kodari—not more than 200 kilometres’ drive from Kathmandu—
to find a desolate outpost. Corrupt immigration officials, a transport strike
and potholed roads, not to mention the absence of a phone line (thanks to a
Maoist attack on the transmitter pylon), reminded us that Nepal was in a
state of crisis. From interviews we conducted with businesspeople at the
border, it was clear how much the relative affluence and security of the two
countries had shifted over time. Less than twenty years before, entrepreneurs
and well-heeled tourists from China would cross into Nepal to avail
themselves of imported goods and interact with global modernity. Now,
middle-class Nepali residents of Kodari had Chinese-made mobile phones
with Chinese SIM-cards in their pockets.

That evening, we walked towards our village home in Dolakha district,
only a few kilometres from the Chinese border as the crow flies. To celebrate
our homecoming, we stopped at a local watering hole and ordered a round
of homebrewed spirits for ourselves and our Nepali walking companions.
In a hushed voice, the innkeeper flatly stated that she could not serve us
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alcohol, and shot her eyes towards a darkened corner of the lodge. A group
of young men were conspicuously drinking black tea, clustered around a
tall, bespectacled character in his early ‘30s. We had chanced upon Navin,
the area commander of the political wing of the Communist Party of Nepal
(Maoist). After our initial trepidation at this unplanned encounter, and
Navin’s equally obvious discomfort at having been discovered by two
foreigners in a tea shop, we thought to make the best of our first meeting
with a high-ranking local Maoist leader.

We had been living and working in Dolakha and Sindhupalchek districts
for the last seven years, conducting anthropologica: and linguistic research
with the Thangmi, an impoverished ethnic group dominant in the area.! In
a previous article (Shneiderman and Turin 2004) we documented in detail
how the Maoist movement took root in this atea in the late 1990s and the
local responses to the campaign. We argued that Maoist ideology could be
attractive to rural Nepalis /ho nad suffered exploitation and deprivation at
the hands of the state. Peihaps most importantly, we aimed to show that
villagers were not unwitting victims of an external ideology that was beyond
them, but active participants in a transformative political movement which
had meaningful local resonance. In that article, we suggested that at least
in Dolakha, many villagers were willing to give the Maoists a chance as a
legitimate political alternative after overcoming their initial fears. In this
chapter, we document the next phase of the insurgents’ confrontation with
the state, during which villagers learned to live in between the two competing
armed forces. Local farmers had to keep up relations with a slow-moving,
over-centralised failing democracy full of promise but short on delivery,
while simultaneously having to put ever more effort into staying on the
right side of a radical leftist regime, marketed as a grassroots answer to
people’s economic and social woes, but unproven and frequently violent.

We too found ourselves occupying an uneasy middle ground, where we
faced the challenge of maintaining workable relationships with both sides.?
Over time, it appeared that our presence in the area was not threatening to
the Maoist agenda. While foreign-funded development organisations and
outside business interests had been forced to leave Dolakha, after exchanging
a series of hand-carried messages with the Maoist leadership we had been
assured (at least temporarily) that we could continue our research work.
Despite this written agreement, and being acquainted with a handful of low-
ranking Maoist cadres from the surrounding villages, we had not met any
Maoist leaders until we happened upon Navin that evening.

Navin invited us to join him for a cup of tea and a chat. It turned out to
be a largely one-sided conversation, with him extolling the virtues of
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Prachandaparh and its applicability to the poor citizens of Dolakha. Our
meeting took place in the dying days of the August 2003 second ceasefire
between the Maoists and the state, and Navin made it clear that his military
counterparts were already preparing to resume full-scale operations. Having
questioned us about our commitment to democracy as a form of governance,
which he derided, Navin asked us to confirm our nationalities. There was
no point pretending, as it was apparent that he knew full well that we were
American and British respectively. He then launched into a tirade against
the imperialism of our countries, and warned us that while he could be
personally counted upon to distinguish between citizens of a country and
their governments, he could not vouch for others in his movement. We
would always be under suspicion as spies due to the accident of our
nationalities, Navin continued, but if we stayed out of politics and remained
well-liked by the local community, we could continue to reside in the village
we had come to think of as home.

Emboldened by his openness and willingness to talk, we explained
that we had just returned from the Tibetan region of China, where Chairman
Mao had been conspicuously absent from public displays and discourse.
Aside from an old, cracked flower vase bearing Mao’s face being hawked

outside of the Potala Palace in central Lhasa, we saw no evidence that we

were travelling in what had been an important testing ground for the
philosophy that Navin and his comrades espoused. What did he think of
China today, we asked. “Well,” said Navin, dismissively shrugging his
shoulders, “China has obviously gone the wrong way. They missed a great
opportunity. We certainly won’t make the same mistakes.” Our question
had obvicusly pleased him, and led to a protracted monologue in which he
used his now empty tea glass as a metaphor to illustrate a wide range of
ideological points. Suddenly, with a flash of the two revolvers hidden under
a leather jacket too heavy for the weather, he and his colleagues jumped up
and set off into the dusk without engaging in any of the typical Nepali
farewell formalities which we all knew so well.

Almost two years later, we learned that Navin had surrendered to the
army along with many of his colleagues after the April 2005 Maoist attack
on the district headquarters at Charikot. Since we have not had the
opportunity to remeet him, we do not know what motivated such an

apparently committed cadre to give up, but exhaustion and internal squabbles

within the area leadership may have been contributing factors. In exchange

for working as a cook in the army barracks and an extensive debriefing, he

had been offered amnesty by the security forces. His fall from grace mirrored
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the increasing distaste felt by villagers for what had become a long-drawn
out war with apparently little immediate hope of resolution. Despite their
continued enthusiasm for certain aspects of Maoist ideology, many villagers
were by 2005 rapidly losing confidence that the Maoists would deliver on
their promises.

In this account, we offer a series of structured vignettes taken from our
own experiences and those of many close village friends, of interactions
with the Maoists and state security forces over the last five years. The
individuals we profile are those we happened to encounter through our
own existing relationships in a particular corner of Nepal, and show a range
of possible perspectives, but are not necessarily representative of the
situation throughout the country. What becomes clear from these anecdotes
is that Dolakha’s villagers were constantly negotiating between two
competing forces—the aspirational ideologies of angry radicals and a
repressive and untamed state—and in many cases made the decision to
join one of the two for periods of time.> While most rural citizens remained
unaligned with either side, they had nonetheless become ever more
discerning in their day-to-day engagement with politics, and conscious of
the ramifications of their words and actions in the larger strategic battles
for control of the countryside which had become part of their daily lives.

In our previous work on the rise of the Maoists in Dolakha, we outlined the
uncertainty and anxiety with which villagers first looked upon these
unknown revolutionaries. From 2001 onwards, the presence of Maoists
throughout the region became far more commonplace and the aura of
mystique which had first ‘wowed’ some locals gave way to a more cynical
view of the Maoists as opportunistic political actors capitalising on existing
local tensions. Over this period, as the party’s recruitment drive started in
earnest, the Maoists completed their transition from unknown outsiders to
insiders embedded in the complicit webs of village rivairies. Although Anne
de Sales (2000 and see also Chapter 5 in this volume) had already
documented similar intrigue among the Kham Magar community of Rukum
and Rolpa where the Maoists had a much longer history, such dynamics
had not yet emerged in Dolakha at the time of our previous article.* We
suggested at that time that the variations between our observations and
those made by de Sales were likely due to the different time-scale of Maoist
involvement in each area, and we predicted that the Maoists of Dolakha
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might well take the path of their comrades in western Nepal as they became
more established in the region. In many ways, this hypothesis has been
borne out, as the following episode illustrates.

One of the most fervent recent converts to the Maoist cause was Gopal
Bahadur, the 35-year old brother of a close friend of ours.” We choose the
word ‘convert’ carefully, since Gopal Bahadur had previously embraced
Christianity and approached Maoist philosophy in much the same way that
he had earlier evangelised the gospel. There was, he explained, a clear
convergence between Maoist and Christian ideologies: both recognized that
all people were equal and that the poor had the power to transform the
world’s injustices. In Nepali, he repeatedly emphasized the phrase: “the
meek shall inherit the earth”, although he was unsure whether this was of
Christian or Maoist provenance. Even before his short-lived affair with
Christianity, Gopal Bahadur had shown a predilection for experimenting
with various belief systems and their associated forms of power: he had been
one of the village’s most impressive self-taught shamans. Due to his
flirtations with various world-views, and as many women, he had become
the object of some ridicule in the community. He openly told us that he had
joined the Maoists in the belief that doing so would help him regain some
of the status he had lost, and in particular to settle an outstanding land dispute.

Gopal Bahadur was in danger of losing a corner of his farmland to a
popular local shopkeeper who claimed it as his own. The shopkeeper had
mobilised considerable village support, and apparently thought that he had
no chance of losing when he filed a suit against Gopal Bahadur in the
district court. But the shopkeeper had not taken into account that the case
might be referred to the Maoists. After the court suit was filed, Gopal
Bahadur finally went through with the move that he had long considered,
and made a public show of leaving home to seek out the rebels in their
jungle camp some hours’ walk away. The next day, the Maoists affixed a
poster at the village tea shop, proclaiming that they were bringing a case
against the shopkeeper, thus taking the side of their new recruit. Many
villagers were shocked by the speed with which the Maoists had taken up
Gopal Bahadur’s cause, transforming a non-political land dispute between
two neighbours into a political cause célébre overnight. Soon after the
Maoist poster appeared, the shopkeeper withdrew his official suit—
apparently out of fear of being targeted as ‘a class enemy’—but he then
ratcheted up his informal harassment of Gopal Bahadur’s extended family.

Gopal Bahadur was pleased with the results of his efforts, and became
more convinced than ever that the Maoists were truly devoted to the cause
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of the oppressed poor like himself. He told us that he had joined the CPN
(M)’s political wing as a travelling ‘evangelist’ for the Maoist cause, and
received a monthly stipend for his work ‘convincing’ (he used the English
word) Thangmi villagers throughout the region to support the revolution.
More importantly, his wife and two children were now provided for entirely
by the Maoist ‘welfare state’. Gopal Bahadur showed us his family’s new
clothes and sacks of rice in storage, which amounted to far more than most
village farmers could ever hope to stockpile at one time. When we asked
whether all Maoist cadres received the same treatment, he responded with
pride that all resources were allocated according to need. Each cadre was
required to make a public disclosure of his or her own personal assets upon
joining the movement, and those who had some means not only received
no hand-outs, but even had to make a contribution in cash or kind to support
the indigent members of their unit. In this manner, the poorest of the lot,
like Gopal Bahadur, received cash as needed. In the Maoist camp itself,
however, everyone was treated as an equal, and as Gopal Bahadur announced
with pride, “If there are 50 people and only 50 lentils in the daal, each
person will receive only one lentil.” At the time of writing, Gopal Bahadur
was still an active Maoist in the field.

Not all recruits from the village were so impressed with life ‘under the
red flag’. Sudip had joined the cause in early 2001, and had participated in
the watershed Maoist attack on Salleri in the neighbouring district of Solu-
Khumbu later that year. Unlike Gopal Bahadur, Sudip had little ideological
reason for joining the Maoists. Rather, at 19, he was an unemployed, over-
educated youth with few prospects for success in the village, and all too
aware of the ‘glass ceiling’ for rural Nepalis from minority ethnic groups
like himself. Sudip joined the Maoists along with a group of friends from
school, seeking adventure and the vague promise of future opportunities in
a more equal Nepal. He was at first taken in by the promised power of the
gun, but after a few years under the thumb of leaders who were mostly
from high-caste groups, he began to realize that his own status within the
organization was unlikely to advance any time soon. With that, he started
to question whether the political structure of the CPN (M) was any different
from that of mainstream society in caste-constrained Nepal.

After seeing many of his friends killed or injured during the two years
he spent as a fighter, Sudip was despondent about the prospects for real
change under Maoist leadership when we interviewed him in Kathmandu
in the summer of 2003. At that time, he had just left the Maoists and was in
hiding in the city, fearing repercussions from their ranks. While he had many






