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Democratic revolution would be carried to its victorious end only if the proletariat leads the masses.

— Hugo Radice and Bill Dunn

WITH vote-counting almost over, there is little doubt that having seized an upset victory the Communist Part of Nepal–Maoists will form the new government — a landmark event of the 21st century — to the great dismay of the western powers. But Pushpa Kamal Dahal popularly known as Prachanda, the party chief, expected to become the new prime minister may not attempt to transform the Himalayan Hindu kingdom into a revolutionary communist state which he has been promising the poor for years. He has invited the Nepali Congress and the CPN-UML, the defeated rival parties, to join a coalition regime.

The new developments show that the peasant revolutionaries known as Maoists were unable to carry their armed struggle to a successful conclusion i.e. they did not succeed in destroying the Nepali army and establishing a democratic state of the peasants. The army, on its part, too failed to crush them. This impasse remains to be resolved. The parliamentary elections and the composition of the new legislature reflect this impasse.

On the face of it, it would seem that there will be dual-power in Nepal but it would be an essentially unstable arrangement which cannot last. Therefore, one side would have to submit to the other’s power and seek reforms within that framework. Since the insurgents have surrendered their arms, or most of them, and the army retains its own, the real power will continue to be that of the landed class, supported by the Nepali bourgeoisie and the Indian capital. The crisis in Nepal is due to the rising trend of landlessness and the need for land reforms. Can it be solved with the consent of the ruling class?

The democratisation of politics in Nepal started with the first general elections in 1959. It has, since then, gone through many phases — basic democracy, suspension of the parliament, its restoration, etc., — each step forward taken under pressure from the popular forces, until the emergence of constitutional monarchy in 1990. The political changes have usually been conceived as substitutes for economic reforms, while the economic crisis has deepened.

Nepal has two distinct societies — one of the hills and the other of the plains, called the Terai. The royal family and the Ranas, who form the bulk of the ruling class, are from the hills. But the surplus they draw from society is produced in the Terai. The hills have mainly subsistence farming.

The Terai is rich but its agriculture suffers on two counts. Its productivity is low due to the absence of land reforms. Secondly, the rate of exploitation of the peasants is high. The reason is the constantly increasing pressure upon land due to the immigration of the “sukumbasi” or the landless peasants, those whom agriculture expels both in the hills and in northern India.

Since these landless peasants are prepared to rent land at almost any rate, the tenants who cultivate them are under pressure to meet the exorbitant demand of the land-owners for higher rents. They usually pay about two-thirds of the produce of the land as rent. This deprives them of all possibility of improving the land and its productivity.

The presence of rural unemployed in large numbers is thus an obstacle both to the mechanisation of agriculture and to a transformation of the organisation of production.

The resultant falling income of the peasantry retards the progress of the country by slowing down the differentiation between the agriculture and the industry and reducing the existing level of exchanges between them. Even the village artisanat has not been able to break away fully from a non-monetary relationship with the peasant proper, while the latter moves towards a greater degree of subsistence farming, specially in the hills and in western Terai — and this in a double sense. He brings less grain to the market and buys proportionately fewer agricultural inputs offered by the industry.

The links between this economic sub-structure and the super-structure of imports of luxury items, smuggling to India, speculation, etc., are also disappearing. But, of course, ultimately, those activities yield gain because the peasant surrenders value by producing at a lower cost than even the Indian peasant. That value is transferred through the land-rent and government taxes to the upper stratum of society. Lately, large-scale production of hashish has also become a source of riches, but basically for the landlord and the rich farmer only.

Nepal is economically India’s periphery. It will not and cannot break that bond. But it is trying to link up with the world investment market directly, in addition to that. Here what is basically required of it is to produce labour-intensive goods which can enter the world market in competition with other Third World producers of similar goods.

The wages in the artisanat, which provides about 10 per cent of Nepal’s exports, cannot be pushed below the real earning level of the average peasant because the industrial worker has not broken his links with agriculture. If the industrial or artisanat wages fall too much, he will go back to the village. Therefore the subsistence farming poses an insuperable barrier to the depression of industrial wages below a certain line. Of course, this line is gradually falling as the pressure upon the land increases. But the fall is slow. Instead of the peasants being expelled by agriculture in hordes, there is often their slow pauperisation. Anyway, there is little industry to absorb those expelled.

The problem is thus structural. But the Nepali planners have hitherto sought only mechanical solutions to it. Certain mountainous areas of mid-western Nepal were linked to the main road network of the country in the seventies, in the hope that the peasants of the area would thus become linked to the market. Thirty years later, they are still engaged mainly in subsistence farming. The only change to be brought by the roads was to bring Marwari money-lenders to the hitherto inaccessible villages.

State economic planning is a neat affair, using the intellectual tools of the advanced civilisations like the United States, although they are quite unsuited to solve the problem. For example, the Harrod-Domer model, when applied to a backward economy, hides reality instead of revealing it. These theoretical models seem to live an autonomous existence where the inner logic of the mathematical formula replaces the reality.

On top of that, modern economics prescribes globalisation, opening up, giving full rein to market forces, etc. An economy in which 90 per cent of the work force is engaged in agriculture but contributes 60 per cent of the GDP, where half of the population is effectively outside the market and where a superfluous ruling class either speculates in land or invests in India (i.e. when not just squandering its wealth) is given the full neo-classical treatment. The engine of growth is to be competition, from the cultivation of the subsistence crop to whatever industry has been set up with state assistance.

Obviously, the crisis cannot be overcome by tinkering with its edges or playing with fancy economic formulae. The structure itself has to be changed. And its vital aspect is the need for drastic land reforms. A revolutionary change can be made only through revolutionary action. Hence the prolonged armed struggle.

The crisis is pervasive, in fact it is sharper on the plains than in the hills. But the fighting was confined to the hills because an attempt at armed uprising on the plains would have been more easily crushed. Moreover, the Gorkha soldier fighting fellow Gorkhalis in the hills may have been expected to be more restrained than with the plains people, although, even then, fourteen thousand rebels were killed.

In this situation, the western press is doing its best to divert attention from the main problem in Nepal by raising the issue of the monarchy, although for the sukumbasi and the unemployed, for the malnourished, the fate of a prince is the least important thing. The main question, the question for which thousands of young have given their lives, is the economic crisis, more precisely the agrarian crisis.

The question is what can a revolutionary party, which has given up armed struggle and decided to work through bourgeois political institutions, do about it. It cannot obviously ask the peasants to seize the land. Whatever its strength in the parliament, it can only legislate land reforms. And it will be supported in this eminently capitalist measure by the Nepali Congress, a bourgeois democratic party and by the social-democratic United Marxist-Leninists.

However neither of them would support any action which may be regarded as too drastic and therefore likely to evoke strong opposition, which may even be backed by the army. The Maoists would have to temper their radicalism, even at the cost of alienating some of their own supporters and settle for reforms which may not be so unacceptable to the ruling class as to bring it up in arms. One cannot overthrow a class by using state machinery which has been created to protect that class and its interests.

