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Flying the Red Flag: 

Can a party that lists Stalin and Mao as inspirations really lead Nepal into a prosperous future?

By Richard Boyd (an Engineering undergraduate at Cambridge and Mountain Trust volunteer) written in the Autumn of 2008 for The Globalist.

Nepal nestles between Asia's economic giants, India and China. Ten years of insurgency by Maoist guerilla fighters have come to a close, culminating in the recent abolition of Nepal’s 240-year-old monarchy and the loss of the world’s only Hindu Kingdom. Molded by a centuries old cultural mix of Buddhism and Hinduism, it is culturally and politically fascinating; the new Constituent Assembly (CA) contains 8 communist parties, one of which was, until three years ago, the world's only pro-monarchy communist party.

For decades the Kings of Nepal were revered as incarnations of the Hindu god Vishnu, but during the course of the insurgency, family problems and political ineptitude have seen them fall from grace. The most damaging event was the June 2001 Palace massacre, where the official story depicts a drunken Crown-Prince Dipendra, maddened by his parents' disapproval of his chosen bride, committing fratricide, matricide, patricide, regicide and suicide all in one gun-toting evening. The King and Queen, plus seven other Royals, were killed before Dipendra turned the assault rifle on himself. King Gyanendra replaced his murdered brother on the throne with an idea of becoming more involved in politics. In February 2005, he suspended democracy and imposed monarchical rule, with a promise to 'root out corruption and end the Maoist insurgency'. The three way stand-off between King, politicians and Maoist insurgents was broken when the mainstream parties and the Maoists joined forces against the Palace in April 2006. The resulting national uprising, known as Jan Aandolan II or ‘People’s Movement II’, stripped Gyanendra of Indian and American support. Ultimately he was dethroned by order of Parliament in June this year – ushering in the new Federal Republic of Nepal.

This April witnessed Nepal's first elections in the new age of peace, and proved a surprising success for the Maoists, with the ex-rebels becoming by far the largest party in the CA, which doubles up as the interim Parliament prior to elections in April 2010. Their condition of joining a government: the monarchy must go.

Their triumph has brought huge responsibility. Their insurgency has denied Nepal a stable government for 12 years, and the onus is now on them to compensate the country for a decade of stalled development. But this will not be easy. The state-run monopolies in oil and telecommunications are controlled by Gyanendra's old sinecures. Their incompetent management has bankrupted the monopoly oil supplier, causing major fuel shortages, and the telecommunications network is chronically unreliable. Public disturbances and strikes erupt daily, as people feel they have no other way of voicing their concerns. Ethnic tensions are growing between those indigenous to the Terai plains and migrants from the hills, with sporadic violence continuing in the south-eastern regions bordering India.

Political divisions remain profound: the country's oldest party, the Nepali Congress, insist the Maoists still aspire to create a totalitarian state. The pessimism among the majority of Nepalis is overpowering. The prevailing opinion is the democratic parties exist only to argue over ministerial portfolios and exchange empty political posturing. Some educated Nepalis express support for a ‘development focused dictatorship’, perhaps inspired by China’s success. Previous short bouts of democracy have shown the traditional parties to have an unforgivable lack of concern for the state of the country. As a consequence, since the civil war began around 15% of the population, mostly young educated people, have fled the country for the Middle East, South East Asia and the United States.

The Maoists took up arms to defeat the established political elite, so as to implement radical reform quickly and to fundamentally change Nepali society. Their manifesto is nothing if not ambitious: strip away the caste system, promote gender equality and enable unprecedented social mobility. Land reform is key to their rural support base, and they aim to decentralize power, creating a federal system with states based along regional and ethnic self-determination. Many argue this will lead to national disintegration, but the Maoists are convinced that it is key to ending decades of domination by the hill valleys of Kathmandu and Pokhara.

Internationally, the Maoists are similarly radical. The new government in Kathmandu hopes to step out from India’s long shadow, to maximise aid by fostering competition between Delhi and Beijing. The Maoists have a deep mistrust of the Indians, seeing them as the biggest obstacle to Nepal’s accelerated development.

In a clear message to the Indian politicians, the new Prime Minister, Maoist leader Pushpa Kamal Dahal (or Prachanda, as he was known while a rebel), made his first international visit to the closing ceremony of the Olympics in Beijing, rather than following the tradition for incoming PMs by making Delhi the first port of call. Recently, a deal has been signed to allow the Chinese to build new roads through Nepal, and China is extending the controversial Tibetan railway up to the Nepali border. The consequences of increased Sino-Indian rivalry in Kathmandu may yet be felt throughout the Hindu Kush-Himalaya region.

Nepal is ideally placed to show the world a middle ground, a third way, between the autocratic capitalism in China and the democratic circus in India. The international community must look past the name, the symbolism, and the Red Flag of the Maoists, and help this largely misunderstood nation work itself out of poverty and into the 21st century.

