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COMMENT: Nepal’s eye-opening political ordeal — Tanvir Ahmad Khan
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Throughout South Asia a high percentage of the population has not benefited from the post-colonial economic development. In the age of information, the disadvantaged people are no longer amenable to authoritarian governance. This is a dilemma that the elitist leadership in South Asian societies is increasingly unable to resolve

Nepal is edging back from the precipice. A sacked parliament gets restored on April 28 and the stage is set for the veteran 84-year old three-time prime minister, GP Koirala, to take up the same post with power emanating more from a mass movement than from the current text of the constitution. As it has happened elsewhere in South Asia, de-escalation between contending forces — monarchy and the political parties in this case — has come from a shared fear of an uncontrollable revolution. The political class indulges in brinkmanship to a point where its own existence gets threatened and then seeks to pre-empt the impending denouement by working out a new deal.

Beyond the political class of Kathmandu, however, looms the shadowy figure of the “Maoist” rebel who has all along dreamt of turning Nepal into a people’s republic under a new revolutionary paradigm in which landlocked Nepal becomes the harbinger of a world revolution in an age that has largely abandoned it. As the country picks up the rhythm of normal parliamentary governance under a chastened King Gyanendra who seems to have realised the perils of concentrating total power in one person, there will still be urgent questions about the insurgency that has claimed more than 13,000 lives since February 1996.

Is the country recovering its own legacy of constitutional monarchy and an elected parliament with assurance of continuity or is it only a temporary phase before Nepal’s nascent republicanism again challenges the new order? The razor’s edge on which the Nepalese political order was poised for weeks made even the “international community” apprehensive of this sensitive swathe of territory — home to 27 million tenacious people — becoming a sanctuary for potential revolutionaries of various hues that would respect neither the communist giant to the north nor the most populous democracy in the world to the south.

The Nepalese rebels — the militant cadres of the breakaway Marxist-Leninist faction of the old communist party — reached an agreement with the mainstream opposition parties in November 2005 to create a joint front to fight the dissolution of parliament and the assumption of all executive power by the king in February 2005. Their leaders defended the deal between diehard guerrillas and peaceful constitutionalists of the political parties as a tactical move with no change in their ultimate objective of creating a Marxist people’s republic. 

Will the new dispensation be inclusive enough for the “Maoists” to give up armed insurrection? Alternatively, will they maintain their bases in rural Nepal and watch the politicians struggle in the capital for a new constitution and fresh elections? Will they suspend the insurgency if the politicians persuade the monarch to order elections to a constituent assembly? Will such an assembly be able to save the monarchy as a symbol of Nepal’s defiant sovereignty? Finally, will the elitist politicians yield to the demand for drastic economic reforms, particularly, the redistribution of land?

The present problems in Nepal highlight some of the underlying causes of violence and instability throughout South Asia. In each case, a high percentage of the population has not benefited from the post-colonial economic development. In the age of information, the disadvantaged people are no longer amenable to authoritarian governance. This is a dilemma that the elitist leadership in South Asian societies is increasingly unable to resolve. There is potential for internal asymmetrical warfare — a new age terrorist version of the historical class conflict.

Endemic poverty has provided the Maoists of Nepal with a large catchment area for recruitment. A full 50 per cent of the population is below the poverty line of subsisting on one dollar a day. Calculated on two dollars a day, the poverty figure climbs to 87 per cent. At least 44 per cent of male adults and 79 per cent of women are illiterate. Malnutrition afflicts 47 per cent of children below the age of five. GNP per capita is a mere $210.

Indian leaders talk of failed states on India’s frontiers but the fact of the matter is that similar class-based or ethnicity-driven insurgencies have endangered peace and security in a number of Indian states. It is a commonplace of the propaganda of Nepal’s Maoists that their violent struggle is inseparable from similar armed movements in India.

Washington and New Delhi have worked hard to find a democratic solution that aborts the Maoist revolution. The US policy is based on the precept that the “Maoists must not be allowed to win” and in Richards Boucher’s words, to encourage reforms to enable the new government to expunge the Maoists from the Nepali society. Reflecting a concern similar to that of US, India and the UK, the International Crisis Group (ICG) has recommended creating a contact group comprising these three countries with almost extra-territorial powers. 

Comrade Prachanda, the Maoist supreme, has in the past said, “ultimately, we will have to fight the Indian army?” Mindful of Nepali sensitivities about the Indian army, ICG recommends a mission of about 200 from other countries backed by helicopters to be made available to it. In the best-case scenario, Prachanda will then hold his fire in return for a constituent assembly that would certainly face his pressure for restructuring Nepal’s polity.

South Asia should ponder over the Nepali crisis as a member of the SAARC fraternity and no less importantly, as a cautionary tale. The socio-economic factors undermining the established order are present in the entire region and can lead to similar confrontations. Old fashioned as it may sound, democracy still buys useful time in which to redress them. Once again the myth of a strong autocratic rule providing a panacea for Third World social dilemmas lies in tatters.
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