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Li Onesto Dispatches from the People’s War in Nepal (London: Pluto Press, and Insight Press (USA), 2005, 256pp.) The seeds of the current Maoist-led insurgency were planted in the late 1950s as Nepal struggled for a political structure which would embrace the whole country and not just the Kathmandu Valley. Nepal is a one-city country, and national politics has really been the politics of control of Kathmandu. The rest of the country is settled by different ethnic groups with their particular culture – Tibetans of Buddhist faith, the lowlands on the frontier with India are settled by Indians. The style of life is adapted to the ecological setting, and most areas outside Kathmandu were self-governing. Basically, only merchants travelled; otherwise the rural farming population stayed where they lived. However, Nepal is influenced by events and institutions in India. After Indian independence, the idea of political parties and a parliament made its way to Nepal in the 1950s. Nepal was a monarchy with a small ruling class. In December 1960, King Mahendra dismissed Nepal’s first elected government and restored the absolute monarchy which governed the country until 1990. In 1990 Nepalese, increasingly educated and some having lived abroad in India, demanded the creation of a constitutional monarchy and the creation of political parties. The King gave way to public demonstrations, and in 1990 a constitution was drafted and a parliament created. There was a host of parties created. Few had a following outside of Kathmandu. Nepal faces a number of economic problems: lack of roads and normal communication facilities, indiscriminate deforestation and dwindling agricultural resources have adversely affected Nepal’s fragile economy. About forty percent of Nepal’s 26 million population live below the poverty line with some seven million working in India. The poorer Nepalis, although they constitute the bulk of the population, have remained on the margins of public life. Nepal’s economic policies have been shaped by the development ideologies and strategic interests of the donor countries. This has led to shortsighted, dependent forms of development based on playing aid donors one against the other. Development has been in the interest of the elite and of a growing urban middle class which has benefited without making sacrifices or building up domestic savings. There has been little land reform or modification in land-holding patterns. With an increase in population but without adequate growth in education and jobs, the young are discontented and open to political violence as well as crime. Nepal is strategically situated between Tibet and the northern border of India. Both powers view Nepal as a buffer zone over which each has jockeyed for influence. India considers Nepal as part of its ‘zone of influence’. China is concerned that Nepal not be used as a base for Tibetan independence activities as it was in the 1960-1972 period, when the Tibetan insurgency had its headquarters in the Mustang area of Nepal. China wishes to prevent India from being the sole influence in Nepal and is concerned that India might invade Nepal to prevent a change of regime. India, for its part, is concerned that China could take advantage of any upheaval in Nepal to strengthen its hand against India in the whole region. Thus, one has to see the conflict in Nepal as part of major regional politics and not simply as a local insurgency.



Against this background of economic stagnation and political instability, the Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist) initiated an armed struggle against the Nepalese government in February 1996 with simultaneous attacks in different areas of the country. The leadership of the armed movement is Maoist – having read books of Mao on the importance of rural guerrillas holding the countryside while letting the cities rot and fall. It is not influenced by the current Chinese government. As Li Onesto notes “The Maoists in Nepal have denounced the current Chinese government as ‘revisionist’ — socialist in name but capitalist in fact. And the post-Mao regime in China has ‘disowned’ the guerrillas in Nepal and shares India’s hostility to this Maoist revolution.” The real nature of the revolt is more ‘Naxalite’ — named after the village of Naxalbari in north Bengal where tea plantation workers revolted in 1967. Such rural revolts against persistent injustices are often linked to utopian ideologies of equality but do not have a coherent alternative program for government. The Nepalese Maoists are not a single movement with a well-defined chain of command but many separate revolts with local leaders. This makes negotiations or mediation difficult. The Maoist insurgency has spread to most parts of the country, feeding on poverty, class and caste discrimination, ethnic divisions, and lack of government development activities. The Maoists, however, do not administer the areas — they only prevent the government from administering them. Thus, the bulk of the rural population must cope for itself. Onesto, a US journalist associated with the Maoist-influenced newspaper Revolutionary Worker went to report on the Maoist-held areas of Nepal in the spring of 1999. As she writes “I stayed in villages where poor farmers provided food and shelter. I travelled and lived with members of the People’s Army and interviewed political and military leaders, guerrilla fighters, relatives of those killed in war, and villages in areas under Maoist control. I embarked on this three-month journey with the aim of capturing the passion, voices, and faces of the peasants who are waging what they call a ‘People’s War’…I have been deeply inspired by the energy, consciousness, and dedication of the masses of people in Nepal fighting to bring a new world into being.” In many ways, she found what she was already looking for. Nearly all the people she meets are revolutionaries who speak as if reading a Party text book. “In the three years of the People’s War there has been continuous revolutionary action in this village and things have moved on. There have been actions against bad elements, many processions, and a lot of postering and wall paintings. The Party has held condolence meetings for the martyrs and many mass meetings to explain the goals of the People’s War and to build support for the revolution. People have joined the Party and the People’s Army and, in response, the police have carried out many raids and arrested many people.” Li Onesto’s style follows the same pattern. “Eliminating feudal culture and developing revolutionary culture is a big part of the People’s War… The spread of revolutionary culture is an important way the Party popularizes the aims of the revolution, and educators, mobilizes, and recruits peasants into the struggle.” Li Onesto is particularly interested in the fate of women in the war and interviews a good number. One woman Maoist organizer tells her “The reactionaries put a lot of effort into trying to stop women from participating in the People’s War. I’ll give you one example. During a local election the police came to ask women to participate in the elections. But the women refused. So the police rounded up more than 14 women and raped them all in one



place. There was one twelve-year-old girl that they raped who was so badly injured she could not even walk for a week. In some cases women have been ‘disappeared’ and sometimes, the police will try to force women they have arrested to marry them. There is a Nepalese tradition that when a woman gets married, red powder is put on her forehead; and the police will do this to the women they arrest in order to humiliate them. They also put arrested women in police uniforms and order them to act like police. But the women have refused to do this and they don’t tell the police any information or secrets.” There have been few accounts of the impact of the insurgency on the lives of people in Nepal. Although Li Onesto’s account fits into the ‘I lived behind the lines’ of revolutionary writings, one gets some feeling for the socio-economic clash of the war. Her book is well worth reading and is accompanied by a series of photos. As the conflict in Nepal is likely to drag on, Li Onesto’s book provides useful background. Rene Wadlow
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