Baha Occasional Papers

2

Views from the Field

Anthropological Perspectives on the
Constituent Assembly Elections

David Holmberg
Judith Pettigrew
Mukta S. Tamang

with an introduction by

David N. Gellner

FATEFAI| |

SOCIAL SCIENCE BAHA || !




BahaOccasiona Papers
2

Views from the Field

Anthropological Perspectives on the
Constituent Assembly Elections

David Holmberg
Judith Pettigrew
Mukta S. Tamang

with an introduction by

David N. Gellner



Occasional Papers Series editor: Deepak Thapa

This publication is based on a panel discussion convened by the Social
Science Baha on 17 April, 2008, a week after the Constituent Assembly
election. The Baha invited three anthropologists with long-term
experience in various parts of Nepal, David Holmberg, Judy Pettigrew
and Mukta S. Tamang, to offer their observations on the election,
drawing upon their in-depth local knowledge to contextualise their
experiences within the broader political, social, and cultural processes
ongoing in their fieldsites. A fourth anthropologist, David N. Gellner,
joined them as commentator and also to provide his own perspective
from his role as an international observer on Election Day. The Baha
would like to thank Judy and Sara Shneiderman for their help in putting
the panel together.

© 2009, the Authors

Published for the Social Science Baha by Himal Books

Social Science Baha

Ramchandra Marg, Battisputali, Kathmandu -9, Nepal
Tel: +977-1-4472807 o Fax: +977-1-4461669

email: info@soscbaha.org

www.soscbaha.org

Himal Books

PO Box 166, Patan Dhoka, Lalitpur, Nepal
Tel: +977-1-5542544 o Fax: +977-1-5541196
email: info@himalbooks.com

www.himalbooks.com
Printed in Nepal by Jagadamba Press, Hattiban, Lalitpur.

Rs 150/~



CONTENTS

Introduction—Social Science, Anthropology, and the Constituent

Assembly Elections: Some Comments 1
David N. Gellner

I—AIll Politics Is Local 9
David Holmberg

II—Observing the Elections in Central Nepal 23
Judith Pettigrew

ITI—A Fiesta at the Polls: Participant-Observation Notes 35

Mukta S. Tamang
The Contributors 48



Infroduction
Social Science, Anthropology,
andthe ConstituentAssembly Elections:
SomeComments

David N. Gellner

Nepali political scientistshad atough timeinthedaysimmediately after
the 10 April 2008 el ection to the Constituent Assembly (CA).t They had
confidently predicted that the Nepali Congress (NC) would win the CA
election, that the Communist Party of Nepal-Unified Marxist-Leninist
(UML) would come second, and that the Maoists (Communist Party of
Nepal-Maoist, or CPN [Maoist]) would end up a distant third. As the
results began coming in, the Maoists seemed poised to romp home as
winners. For atime it looked as if they would take well over half the
first-past-the-post (FPTP) seats, although in the end they won exactly
half, or 120, of the 240 FPTP positions. In those early days, many forgot
that Nepal had adopted anew, largely proportional system and assumed
(or feared) that the Maoists might win two thirds of the seatsinthe CA,
and would therefore be ableto re-write the constitution on their own, not
needing cooperation from anyone else. (Even President Jimmy Carter,
who in all other respects was a very acute and perceptive observer of
Nepali politics, articulated this thought, though he said that he did not
think it alikely outcome.) Infact, of course, it was never possiblefor the
Maoiststowin even half the overall seats, given that roughly 60 per cent
of the 601 places available in the CA were to be allocated proportion-
ately and the Maoists' share of the vote wasless than 30 per cent.

1 1 wouldliketothank Rajendra Pradhan for helpful commentson an earlier draft.
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| do not believethat social scientists should be blamed that much for
misreading the popular mood. After all, the political partiesthemselves
had misread it radically. Both the NC and the UML were guilty of mas-
sive complacency and underestimating the appeal of the Maoists (by con-
trast, the M aoi sts captured the popul ar mood perfectly with their slogan:
Y ou’ vetried the otherstime and again, try the Maoiststhistime’). The
M aoi sts themsel ves had no idea they would do so well. Otherwise, they
would not have been so worried about the el ections called for November
2007; they would not have pushed so hard for PR; and nor would
Prachandahave made such ultimately fruitless effortsto meet UML gen-
eral secretary, Madhav Kumar Nepal, and forge an alliance. It isclear,
however, that their main ambition was to replace the UML asthe main
party on the left. They would, in fact, have accepted third place and
would have been delighted with second place behind the NC.

It wasnot only socia scientistsand politicianswho failed to spot the
wave of support that came the way of the more radical parties. Local
civil society membersin the districts, with their earsto the ground, also
failed to see what would happen. | was told authoritatively in Birgan;,
just before the election, that the newly formed Madhesi Janadhikar Fo-
rum (MJF) would be lucky to get 10 or 15 seats: had al the Tarai parties
stuck together they would have swept the Tarai, but divided, they had
little chance...

How, then, are we to explain the results? A complex combination of
factorswasevidently at play. Certainly, asthe NC and others complained,
in some cases there was intimidation by the Maoists. Reports make it
clear that other parties had no chance in Rukum and Gorkha, for exam-
ple. But that is very far from being the whole story. As Mukta Tamang
notes, people voted spontaneously, freely, and enthusiastically for the
Maoists. It wasacombination, ashe says, of ‘hopeand fear’ at the same
time. Therewas certainly, ashewrites, afeeling that the Maoists should
be given power, both to make them accountable and to prevent their
return to the jungle, a sentiment | heard expressed more than once in
Kathmandu. It was also certainly avotefor change, for anew possibility,
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something different from the old parties who had failed the country so
often. The‘zeal’ (josh) of the Maoistsimpressed people, and if they had
killed some people along the way, thiswas not held against them.

Anthropology isnot the kind of subject that often makes predictions.
An exceptional example, by someone who may count as an honorary
anthropologist, isthe 1992 article by development and Latin America
expert Andrew Nickson, ‘ Democratisation and the Growth of Commu-
nisminNepal: A Peruvian Scenariointhe Making? Nicksonarrivedin
Nepal in 1990. Observing the striking structural and geographical simi-
larities to Peru led him to make the insightful prediction that Maoism
might do well there, at a time when Nepal experts, not so alive to a
comparative perspective, discounted the political impact of the far-left
groups.

But if anthropology cannot often make such predictions, it canlead to
understanding after the event, an understanding that is much deeper and
more nuanced than the flat numbers produced by opinion pollsor actual
polls. The essays collected here demonstrate conclusively that long-term,
in-depth knowledge of particular places—knowledge of personal histo-
ries, networks, party affiliations, and significant local events—leadsto
‘thick’ description and genuineinsight.?

I myself was present for the election, but asan international observer
invited by the Carter Center. My own areas of ethnographic expertiseare
the cities of Kathmandu and Lalitpur (Patan). But | asked to be sent
outside the Kathmandu Valley because: (a) | did not want to be part of
the fly-in-fly-out jamboree of short-term international observers who
would be swarming all over the capital; (b) | suspected that there would
be little trouble or contestation in the Valley; (c) in an urban environ-
ment an anthropol ogist does not, to the same degree, have the advantages

2 ‘Thick’ description wasaterm coined by Clifford Geertz to namethekind of rich,
contextualized understanding of eventsthat takesinto account actors’ intentionsand
interpretations, as contrasted to the ‘thin’ description provided by more positivist
social science. Thelocusclassicusfor thisdistinction istheintroduction to Geertz
(1973).
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of an anthropologist who worksin avillage: one cannot know everyone
involved; even for people who have lived in a city neighbourhood all
their life there is a degree of anonymity; insights based on years of in-
volvement are harder (though not impossible) to achieve; and (d) | wanted
to see the el ection somewhere new, outside my usua stamping grounds.
| was sent to ParsaDistrict. Together with my el ection observation part-
ner, Ashraf Shuaibi (second-in-command at the Palestinian Election
Commission), our interpreter, Mukesh Kalwar, and driver, Sanu Lama, |
droveall over thedistrict, coming up closeto the Indian border on three
occasions.

The contrast isvery clear between long-term anthropol ogical obser-
vation and what can be achieved by an international observer, however
well briefed and backed up (and the Carter Center is excellent in this
regard—comparing noteswith other teams, from the EU, DFID, and the
UN, staying at the same Birganj hotel convinced me of this). On Election
Day, international observersusually stay inone placefor at most an hour
or so, often much less. (Wevisited 14 different polling centres, with 44
booths, driving on bone-shaking dirt roads through all the five constitu-
enciesin Parsa, leaving at 5.30 am and finishing at 6 pm.) Thereis no
way inwhich theinternational observer canjudgethe significance of the
presence of one or other person asacandidate' srepresentativewithinthe
station, aswasdone by Pettigrew, for example. Itisalittlemoreinsight-
ful than tourism, because local people and candidates will cometo you
and press you to visit certain notorious places where they fear booth-
capturing may be about to happen. But thelimitsto what one can observe
may beillustrated by thefact that in our whole exhausting day of obser-
vation we never saw children voting. On my return to Kathmandu, |
spent a considerable amount of time talking to old friends in Lalitpur
about the election. More than one asked meif | had seen children voting
in Parsa. When | said that | had not, they responded, ‘What kind of
international observer areyou?Wesaw childrenvoting in Parsasitting at
home, and just watching the TV. The journalist gave the name of the
polling station and the polling officer!’
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Despite this, it is possible to defend the use of election observers.
There was one particular village, notorious, we were told, for booth
capturing in every previouselection. Wevisited it twice during the day.
UN observers also spent some considerabletimethere. The presence of
international observersisvery likely to have reduced the level of mal-
practice. Overall, the mobilisation of observersisabout inspiring confi-
dencein the process and can never guarantee that no abuses ever occur.

Judith Pettigrew’ saccount isabeautiful exemplification of thevalue
of anthropological fieldwork and of the value of repeated, long-term
visitsto the same place. Thagu' s story isindeed impressive and made a
deep impression on the Nepalis who attended the talk at the Social Sci-
ence Baha. It demonstrates, as only agood narrative can, how affiliation
and commitment—uwhether to parties, ethnic groups, or any other social
unit—are part of a continually negotiated process, not afixed attribute
that can be captured by ticking a box.

David Holmberg stresses anthropology’ s commitment to complex-
ity—specifically to acknowledging, and not crassly reducing, the com-
plexity of social life. Only through sensitive historical and ethnographic
awareness can it be explained how Bahuns in Nuwakot end up being
M aoi st supporters and Tamangs, the historically oppressed group in the
area, end up as supporters of the NC, now the party of the establishment.
(Oneisreminded of Ramirez’ s subtle analysis of different Bahun sub-
lineage affiliation in Gulmi in De la Disparition des Chefs; unfortu-
nately, this part of his work is not available in English, but see my
extended review, Gellner 2001.) Thus, whatever national trends there
are—and these are undeni ably important—the explanation for particul ar
alliances at the local level always rests on local histories—hence Tip
O’ Neill’ saphorism with which Holmberg begins his essay.

Mukta Tamang shows, as does Pettigrew, how rural people, who may
not fully approve of the Maoists' methods, cometo support them never-
theless, asthey seemed to be only group to addresstheir concerns, espe-
cially after they had come to know them personally through close and
long-term exposure. Hisreport showsthat, just asin Kathmandu, inthe

Views from the Field 5



depth of the countryside many people share the ideas that the Maoists
need to be given responsibility so asto be held responsible, and so that
theviolence may end, and that avotefor the Maoistsisavotefor change.
M oreover, negotiation and discussion—working together for the collec-
tive local good despite different party aignments—is also aloca re-
sponse to nationally organised ritual s of competition.

Both Tamang and Holmberg point to theritual and festive aspects of
national elections. Elections are indeed a great Durkheimian periodic
rite, both symbolising the nation and emphasising division at the same
time (one only hasto remember the violence and killings which accom-
panied the election, despiteits being the most peaceful in Nepali history,
to see that divisions are also exacerbated). It is a great achievement to
have held the elections at all. Despite widespread disillusion with the
political classin Nepal, smply holding the elections demonstrated that
the statewas neither quite so failed, nor the political classquite so useless
asoftenfeared. Progresson constitutional issueswill beslow andit would
be utterly naiveto believethat demonstrations, bandhs, strikes, and bombs
aregoing to vanish from Nepal’ s political scene now that the CA election
has been held. Nonethel ess, the entire nation has spoken. Villagersinthe
Tarai have queued in the sun for over an hour to cast their vote; many
people travelled long distances; and pretty much everyone who physi-
cally could vote, did so. Identical villagers just over the border had no
interest in what happensin Nepal—they havetheir own MPsand MLASs
in assemblies in another country. Despite the openness of the border,
despite al the traffic across it, despite the impossibility of ‘sealing’ it,
despitethefact that no geographical feature marksthe boundary for most
of itslength, the existence of two different states doesin the end makea
difference.

Apart from some honourable exceptions (Caplan 1975, Borgstrom
1980), local paliticswere not much studied by anthropol ogists of Nepal
before 1990. Even political scientists preferred to concentrate on events

3 Onlndia see Mitra(1979) and Hauser and Singer (1986), both collected in Jayal
(2001). See dso Banerjee (2007) and Michelutti (2007, 2008).
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and opposition at the national level. A recent collection (Gellner and
Hachhethu 2008) attempts to bring political scientists and anthropolo-
giststogether, both on Nepal and onitswider region. Thetwo approaches
have much to offer each other. Just as anthropol ogists have learnt much
from political scientists (e.g. James Scott 1985, 1998), the short pieces
published here show unquestionably, in my opinion, the potential that
anthropology has to offer in advancing the study of both elections and
local politics more generally. Anthropologists and political scientists
working on Indiaare ahead of those who specialiseon Nepal, inthisarea
asin many others, but the potential for important new research to ema-
nate from Nepal—important both for Nepal and for wider social sci-
ence—isdemonstrated by these short articles.®
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|
All Politics Is Local

David Holmberg

Introductory
ThomasPhillip* Tip’ O’ Neill, Jr, thelong-term representativefrom Mas-
sachusettsto the US Congress and aformer Speaker of the US House of
Representatives, isfamousy known among politica scientistsinthe United
States for his pronouncement, ‘All politicsislocal.” This observation
may be more salient in Nepal than in the United States for multiple
reasons, having to do with social diversity and micro-historiesin Nepal,
apoint | will elaborate on in amoment. Perhaps one of the reasons that
most pundits and social scientists (including myself) were wrong about
the surprising results of the first-past-the-post section of the election to
the Constituent Assembly wasthat wetend to look out from onelocality
or another. Most pundits are caught up in the hothouse of intellectual
discourse in the Kathmandu Valley, where, as they talk among them-
selves, they do not hear voices from the hinterland or itsintrusionsinto
the burgeoning neighbourhoods of the city. We talk too much to our-
selves and only pick up in passing little hints of what is on people’'s
minds. Alternatively, we look out from rural locales (the position in
which | find myself) and over-generalise from one specific socio-geo-
graphic place.

As| have argued now for several years when finding myself caught
up in analyses of Nepali politics, pundits have generally been wrong to
emphasisejust threeinternal centres of power inthe eventsleading up to
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Janandolan |1 and immediately after: the king and the [Royal] Nepal ese
Army, thepolitical parties, and the Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist),
ignoring such significant developments as ethnic activism, the burgeon-
ing number of youth, therise of the middle class, and, more broadly ‘the
people’. Over the last decade, the aforesaid triad was invoked over and
over in both journalistic and academic contexts in Kathmandu and in
international capitalslike Washington DC. In my experience, just |ook-
ing at the political elites has tended to privilege a vantage on Nepali
politicsasastruggl e between these competing nodes of power. Thiscon-
ventional wisdom of three forces, of course, became more complex in
the most recent history, particularly as Madhesis began to become afac-
tor that could not beignored. It will become even more complex aswe
move out from the el ectionswe havejust witnessed. But, | think, myopic
attention to the machinations of political elites and nodes of power puts
usinacompromised position for understanding elections, particularly in
Nepal where there had not been an election for adecade.

We continue to be surprised by eventsin Nepal in part because we
neglect thefact that the socio-political situationisfar more complex than
reductive models of Nepali politics allow. We were unable to see the
result of the electionin the sameway aswewere unable years ago to see
that the M aoi sts had gained much greater active aswell astacit support
from ‘the peopl€’ in many parts of Nepal, including especialy therural
areas, than anyone realised. Up until the akalpaniya ghatana of 2001
(the *unimaginable event’ of the palace massacre) and the stunning at-
tacks by Maoist forces after that, the potential of the Maoists had been
consistently played down both within Nepal and without. Although po-
litical partiesaswell ascivil society organisationswere activein organ-
ising demonstrationsthat constituted Janandolan 11, most were surprised
by the scale of the crowds and theintensity of feeling produced by masses
of Nepalis who were fed up with the old order. Thisinability to recog-
nise or give credence to events like the rise of the Communist Party of
Nepa (Maoist), or CPN (Maoist), reminds me of acomment made by a
Peruvian historian at aconference at Cornell University; comparing the
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Maoist insurgency in Nepal with the Peruvian ‘ Shining Path’ insurgency,
he noted that the potential of the Shining Path movement in Peruwasin
itsinception ‘invisible’ except from the hinterland. | think that we often
find ourselvesin asimilar situation herein Nepa wheremuch of what is
going onin Nepal isinvisible except from outside the centres of power,
both palitical and academic. The boundaries between peripheral villages
or hinterland and the urban neighbourhoods are now, of course, highly
fluid and villages can be found flourishing and transforming within the
city. Socia geography may be changing but social separationremainsreal.
| would suggest here that the socio-geographic hinterland both ‘ out
there’ and ‘in here’ from the perspective of the educated urban popula-
tion is made up of localities with distinct webs of social and political
relationsthat reproduce long-standing divisionsin Nepali society along
linguistic, ethnic, and more and more classlinesaswell as creating new
alliances. In the parts of Nepal | know best, voting remains asocial act
where decisions on voting are made according to highly localised sets of
relations—kinship and its extensions being critical—in producing spe-
cific alliances and divisions in the context of highly localised political
histories. Thus, acorollary of the assertion that all politicsislocal isthat
each locality has a unique set of socia relations and a unique history.
Party ideology is more often than not trumped by social relations: people
vote for aphno mancheharu who are, at one level, symbolic of the
collectivitiesthey represent. It istheserelationsthat spread out fromkin
networks through ethnic, caste, party, or class associations and, when
summed up across Nepal, produce the resultswe are all interpreting.
What does anthropol ogy bring to bear on the subject of electoral poli-
ticsthat might contribute something distinctive to our understanding of
politics? We certainly do not bring clairvoyance or specia powers of
prediction. | certainly claim no expertise on politics—particularly onthe
broad, national scale—but as an anthropologist | have over the years
come to know something about a particular locale and its political life.
Anthropology worksout from localitiesand anthropol ogistshave tended—
more than our colleagues in other human sciences—to take localities
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seriously. Our principal form of knowledge-production is ethnography,
often characterised by long-term residence among peoplein aparticul ar
locale (socia or geographic)—whether it be in urban or rura climes.
Anthropologists gather datathat more often than not complicates gener-
aising top-down visions of political life by working up and out from
concretelocales.

It seems to me that there are at least two ways you can go about
making sense out of what peopledoin national, socio-palitical enactments
like elections. We can minethe statistical datathat isnow being accumu-
|ated and make hypotheses about what happened. We already hear gener-
alisations: the el ection result was asubstantial rejection of the statusquo,
including authoritarian rule of royalsand the ossified, non-inclusive, and
gerontocratic structure of the parties; or the result was amassive surge of
desireby the* peopl€e’, especially young people, Dalits, adivasi janajati
groups, the poor and disenfranchised—for something different and some-
thing better for thefuture. Thereigning explanation, besidesthat advanced
by adefeated establishment (somewhat weakly, in my view) that the result
reflectsapervasive climate of intimidation—isthat the peoplewant change
and they saw some parties and some candidates asthe agents of change.

Anthropologists can and do, of course, participateinthese generalis-
ing analyses, bringing their own experiencesin particular localesto bear
oninterpreting or explaining elections but the genius of anthropology is
that through the serious engagement with localities, anthropol ogy keeps
complexity at theforefront of amoredistinctively anthropological project.
Wethusapproach‘ elections’ as something morethan the crystallisation
of thousands of individual actsof applying aswastikarubber stamp next
to a party symbol on aballot paper. One of the things that anthropolo-
gists can bring to bear on understanding elections at a more theoretical
level relatesto how we framethe socia act of voting. | was struck in my
observation of electionsin just one place that voting patterns are lessa
distillation of finite variables (party, age, ethnicity, class, etc) that lend
themselves to broad generalisations but rather the outcome of acts of
socia production inwhich people collectively enact and thereby produce
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socio-political relations. Inthisapproach, an electionisirreducibletothe
kindsof variablesweinvokewhen wewant to generalise about the statis-
tical reality through which we perforcereduce an election to aset of key
variables. Thetask of anthropol ogical approachesisto keep complexity
at the forefront of an explanatory or interpretive project not, as Levi-
Strauss famously suggested, by reducing complexity but by making it
more comprehensible. In my view both of these approaches, and | am
surethereare several others, are not mutually exclusiveand, in fact, they
complement each other. What | see asdistinctive about an anthropol ogi-
cal approach to the recent el ectionsrests on three separate principles: 1)
locality isimportant; 2) el ectionsare best approached asaform of social
production; and 3) they are complex.

A view from one place
Theorganisersof thisroundtabl e discussion asked usto provide vantages
onwhat happened in different local esin which wework. | havelived and
conducted research on and off in aset of villagesto the northwest of the
Kathmandu Valley. Most of my work has been in the northwest sector of
Nuwakot District with occasional research foraysinto RasuwaDistrict. |
have lived and worked primarily with the Tamang, who are the largest
ethnic population in the region, constituting at least 38 per cent of the
population according to the 2001 census (if it is indeed accurate) fol-
lowed by Bahuns and Chhetris at about 34 per cent. Nuwakot then has
one of the highest densities of Tamang voters of any district in Nepal,
surpassed only by Rasuwa and Makwanpur. | conducted my initial re-
search in this areain 1975-77 and have kept in close contact with the
communitiesin the region over the years with mgjor projectsin the re-
gionin 1987, 1993-94, and 1996-97, and long-term residence in Nepal
in 2004-05 with regular visits to the village even at the height of the
insurgency. | have visited the community at least once and often two or
threetimesayear over thelast decade.

| should contextualise my involvement in the recent election. For a
set of circumstantial reasons | am closely associated with individuals
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who have been members of the Nepali Congress party sincethelate 1940s
when theNepali Congress (NC) led the strugglein thisregion and through-
out Nepal against the Ranaregime, aregimewhose presence was particu-
larly oppressivein theimmediate areawhere | worked dueto theforced
labour regime known as rakam. During 1975-77, the height of the re-
pressive Panchayat era, | lived in the compound of a populist Tamang
leader who was my patron in the area, aman who had been imprisoned
some seven times beginning inthe early 1950swith hislast major stay in
Central Jail in Kathmandu where he was, asan NC activist, imprisoned
with B.P. Koiralaand Ganesh Man Singh. | will call thisman Phai Lama,
hisvillage name.

Phal Lamawas chosen asvillagehead inthefirst electionin 1951 for
an administrative unit that coverswhat isnow three village devel opment
committees (VDCs). Hewas elected almost continuously in prominent
positions right up until 1977 except for the period, of course, when he
wasinjail in 1960-61. He was brought into the NC in the late 1940s by
friendsin Trisuli Bazaar and had been instrumental in organising resist-
ance that led to the demise of the rakam forced labour system in the
1960s. He reached his pinnacle of political prominence after the first
demoacratic ‘experiment’ of 1959. Two main parties competed in that
election in what was then West No. 1 (comprising today’s Nuwakot,
Rasuwa, and Dhading): the NC and Gorkha Parishad. The NC won na-
tionally but Gorkha Parishad prevailed in the district, producing instabil-
ity. Phai Lamawas appointed by the central administration to the position
of Block Development Officer for the whole northern region of thedis-
trict. Riots throughout the region (some of which | have written about
elsawhere[Holmberg 2006]) produced atense Situation and after Mahendra
re-established direct royal rule on the pretext of re-establishing order,
Phal Lama—likeall activists—wastortured, imprisoned, and nearly sum-
marily executed.

Upon his return from prison, he continued to win elections at the
local level during the partyless Panchayat eraright up to the Back-to-the-
Village Programme of 1977. Although he continued to be politically
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prominent in the region, the Back-to-the-Village Programme required
that all candidates in elections obtain an endorsement or sanction
(anumodan) from a Zonal Back-to-the-Village Committee. Phai Lama
was denied an endorsement and hisvillagerival and kinsman (formerly
allied with theroyalist Gorkha Parishad) received the endorsement. Phai
Lamaand hisfollowers boycotted the el ection and he slowly retired from
activepoliticd life. Inthenationa electionsthat succeeded the Janandolan
of 1990, local sentiment wasthat Phai Lamashould receiveaticket from
the NC to run for a seat in the new parliament, aticket he was denied.
The NC, in the view of many Tamangs, neglected long-time Tamang
activists—including those who served as guerillasol dierswhen the Con-
gressfought against the purveyors of theroyal coupin 1960—in favour
of high-caste party operatives. In more recent politics Phai Lama’s
nephew, a successful construction contractor based in Kathmandu, has
emerged as his successor at the local level and became the chair of the
VDC at thetime of thelast el ection 10 yearsago. In the history of recent
elections, Tamangsin Nuwakot, despitetheir demographic presence, have
never been chosen by any major party to run for national office.

This election is historic if for no other reason than Bahadur Singh
Tamang (Lama) received the NC ticket for Constituency No. 3 in
Nuwakot, and Hit Bahadur Tamang received the CPN (M aoi st) ticket for
Constituency No. 2, and a few other Tamang ran for minor parties.
Bahadur Singh Tamang received 34 per cent of the total vote but lost to
the CPN (Maoist) candidate, Post Bahadur Bogati, who won 38 per cent
of the vote. Hit Bahadur Tamang lost to the national |eader of the NC,
Ram Sharan Mahat, by 104 votes out of 42,874, both receiving slightly
morethan 40 per cent of thetota votes. Maoiststhus nearly swept Nuwakot
with only Ram Sharan Mahat of the NC sgqueaking through with avic-
tory in Constituency No. 2whilethe CPN (Maoist) wonin constituencies
1 and 3. The Communist Party of Nepal (Unified Marxist-Leninist), or
UML, which had won in two of thethree constituenciesin thelast el ec-
tion ten years ago came in a distant third to the CPN (Maoist) and the
NC. The more conservative, royalist parties, Rastriya Prajatantra Party,
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RastriyaPrajatantraParty-Nepal, Rastriya Janashakti Party, even though
they included Tamang candidates, were roundly defeated throughout the
district, garnering only 3 or 4 per cent of the vote.

In reference to ethnicity in this election there are two main points |
would like to make. First the fact that Tamangs were on the ballot this
time reflects a sea change towards inclusiveness at |east within the NC,
CPN (Maoist), RastriyaJanashakti Party and Rastriya Prajatantra Party,
who al fielded Tamang candidates in one constituency or another. The
UML fielded no Tamang candidates. Althoughthisinclusivenessisprogress
from the past and demonstrates anew necessity for political parties, out
of the 12 candidates fielded by the top three parties (CPN-M, NC, and
UML) only two were Tamangswith 10 from the Chhetri-Bahun commu-
nity, who thus remain over-represented in the parties aswell asthe can-
didate lists. For the one seat in the neighbouring district of Rasuwa,
wheretwo thirds of the populationis Tamang, the NC and UML fielded
Bahun candidates against the CPN (Maoist) candidate Prem Bahadur
Tamang, who won the electionin alandslide.

Second, itismy impression that ethnic consciousnessis much higher
inthedistrict thanin the past, reflecting the el evation of ethnic discourse
by political activistsin the centre. Where you could say that ethnic or-
ganisations began in most instances as an urban phenomenon the effects
of identity discourse asarticulated by adivasi janajati organisationsare
clearly evident. One conversation | overheard focused on whether aking
was necessary in Nepal. One of the establishment figuresin the village
remarked that a village needs a headman and the country needs a king.
Another man chimedin, ‘...but the king of Nepal isaHindu king and we
are Buddhist. The Dalai Lamaisat ahigher level than the Hindu king!’
In another conversation, | asked aman about the relevance of theidea of
establishing Tamsaling, or an autonomous federal unit based on the
Tamang language and ethnicity; he replied that thiswas just a political
ploy by the Maoists and that what possible substance could therebeto a
Tamsaling that was headed as always by Bahuns.

Although consciousness of ethnic differences is not new, the way
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villagerstalk about issuesreflectsnational discourse. Neverthelessdueto
the localised nature of alliances at the local level where people follow
aphno manche intheir voting behaviour, the Tamang’ vote—if wecan
even say thereissuch athing—probably split along party lines because
people followed local leadersin deciding their votes and these |eaders
represent different partiesin different locales. Theimmediate set of vil-
lages | know best are part of 4 VDCs in Constituency 3 and voting by
Tamangs—as reported by local informants (and difficult for meto con-
firm)—was heavily in favour of the NC candidate, Bahadur Singh
Tamang, arelatively young man of 38. Post Bahadur Bogati, a Chhetri
from anearby largely Bahun village, wasthe Maoist candidate, acandi-
date whose own son had been killed during theinsurgency. Although the
patternsin theimmediate areal know best may not prevail elsewherein
thedistrict or in greater Nepal, the main clusters of support for the M ao-
istsduring theinsurgency reflect thisethnic divide. Only asmattering of
Tamangs from the immediate area joined the M aoi sts during the period
of theinsurgency but alarge number of young men and young women
from the homevillage of Bogati and from another Jaisi Bahunvillagein
the areawere recruited and were active in the Maoist militiaand army.
Village informants reported to me that these Bahun communities voted
substantially for the Maoist candidate.

Theonly incident of potential intimidation reported to mein theim-
mediate areawhere | wasreflectsthese ethnic divisions. On thefirst day
| arrived in the Tamang village where | stayed, news began to circulate
that 57 (people were quite precise about the number) young men from
the CPN (Maoist) candidate’ s village had started to walk up toward a
more remote Tamang village carrying laththis, with theintent to intimi-
datevotersthere. My informants reported that agroup of 70to 80 Tamang
young men from the NC candidate’ simmediate area al so headed up the
three-hour trail towards the said village and blocked the access route.
Therewaslittle question but local backers of the Tamang NC candidate
felt that the more remote village was part of their block. According to
the Tamang eyewitnesses who were there, the young Bahun men of the

Views from the Field 17



CPN (Maoist) were threatening to cut the hands and feet off of anyone
who did not vote for their candidate. The young Tamang man who re-
ported the incident to me and was present at the encounter scoffed at the
threat and claimed their group responded, ‘How will you know who
votes for whom? Are you going to cut off everyone’s hands and feet?
The situation was defused through negotiation and the two groups re-
turned to their respective home villages. In the immediate areawhere |
was staying, villagers reported that no one would try to intimidate them
and that the M aoi sts had gone to the more remote villagefor that reason.

Therewasthen an ethnic divide at play inthe particular configuration
| witnessed, adividethat ironically makesthe historically dominant popu-
lation of Bahuns alied with the party that now champions the dispos-
sessed, and the historically dominated Tamang standing with the Nepali
Congress. |deology does not seem to rulein this configuration but rather
acomplex local history which produced very particular setsof alliances.
Asin local politics everywhere, the question for local voters and con-
stituencies seems to break down to what their representative has prom-
ised to producein economic and political terms. What sorts of resources
and projectswill the candidate bring into communities, creating ‘ source-
force', projects, employment, and income? For instance, people seemed
to havethe potential for patronagein their mindswhen, in one teahouse
conversation, agroup of men were speculating about the effectiveness of
the local NC candidate because of his comparative youth. They were
wondering aloud whether Bahadur Singh Tamang would be ableto pro-
duce patronagefor thelocal community because hewasonly in hismid-
thirties and, in their experience, you had to be at least 60 years old to
become a minister of state and have the clout to really deliver. Most
villagersdid not seem all that concerned (or conscious?) of the fact that
the election wasfor abody of peoplewho would oversee the process of
writing anew constitution and eventually ratifying that constitution. They
werevoting for their person and for his party and morewith theideathat
they were electing agovernment and the purpose of agovernment wasto
dothingsfor them. Peoplelocated in the community thought that Bahadur
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Singh, ahighly successful contractor, could do something for them and
the vast majority that | spoke to indicated that they would vote for him.

Thereisanother American electoral expression whichisalso highly
relevant to the Nepali election scene. We speak of ‘retal’ politics and
‘wholesale’ politics, where ‘retail’ refers to the door-to-door, face-to-
face campaigning that occursin some states during our primary elections
and ‘wholesale’ refers to the mass media campaigns that now end up
dominating most US elections. In Nepal, thereisvery little ‘wholesale
campaigning even though mediareporting on major speechesof political
stars may end up having a wholesale effect. But media reporting and
advertising, at least in the areas | am familiar with, played a negligible
role, if any, invoting behaviour. Althoughtiesof kinship may betransform-
ing and being supplemented by other forms of relationships, kinship and
itsextensions continueto be critical to understanding local voting behav-
iour. Nepali palitics has always been highly structured by kinship and its
extensions(caste) and, in many ways, politics continuesto be coextensive
with kinship, especidly at thelocal level whereit isimpossible to under-
stand what isgoing on unlessyou have amap through local relationships.

Asl remarked at the outset, the candidate for NC in Constituency No.
3in Nuwakot isthe nephew of one of theearly NC activistsin theregion.
Hiscampaign, which | wasmore or lessinthe middle of for several days,
worked out from hiskin through networks of consanguineal and affinal
kin throughout aset of villagesthat fundamentally comprisestheareain
which marriages were historically contracted. The immediate brothers
and cousin-brothers of the candidate aswell astheir children—maleand
female—had specific responsibilities leading up to the election day as
they went from villageto villageto ask for votes. In the days and weeks
immediately beforethe election, canvassing for votes became afull-time
activity. Everyone worked hard to make sure that the candidate' slocal
base cameout in force. Individualsworking outsidethe village—some at
agreat distance—returned to the village in order to vote for their own
fellow-village candidate and there was a strong sense of local solidarity
articulated through the activity of the election. The only time | have
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witnessed such collective activity in the past wasin the performance of
large-scale ritual's where everyone worked to produce themselves as a
socio-political collectivity, athemel will take upin my conclusion. Such
collective action isnot necessarily the norm and the village could have as
easily been rent by division as by unity through collective action. The
village had in fact been riven by such factions in the past, factions that
were headed by two individuals from the same local lineage who had
alied themselves with district and national factions of royalists and the
NC. Thecompletedissipation of roydistsasapolitical forceinthedistrict,
however, had allowed the village to come together, according to inform-
ants, around their own kinsman who, for thefirst time, wasrunning at the
nationa level, acandidate who in his status as a successful contractor in
Kathmandu could, at least in thiselection, transcend local rivalries.

My comparison of the act of voting with collective acts like rituals
may not be asfar fetched asit seems. Thereisaway that politicsisritual
andritual ispolitics. When | told aNepali friend of minein Americathat
| was going to try to go and spend the election in the village, hetold me
that electionsin Nepal wereajarra. Hewasright. Villagersvoted witha
level of enthusiasm that would stun most Americans. When | arrived at
the voting booths at 7 am, there was already a substantial crowd of peo-
plegathered. Election officials had set up ropesdemarcating voting areas
and lines for men and women. They had affixed ‘no smoking’ and ‘no
weapons’ signs on the pipal tree at the chautara as well as plastered
voting instructions on the walls of the school buildings. Women, young
and old, wore their finest dress with the older women, aswell asafew
younger women, wearing their finest hand-woven skirts (shyama), de-
claring ethnic pride, whiletheyounger womenin brightly coloured kurta-
surwal or the occasional jeans, camouflage, and T-shirt declared their
modernity in association with other youth. People squeezed into thelines
and stood for hours waiting to vote. Almost everyone remained at |east
for awhile after voting to chat in clusters and to watch the proceedings.
Policemen strutted around with their laththisgood-naturedly forcing people
back from the roped areas now and then only to have them return. The
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local teahouses did abrisk business and clusters of men sat around dis-
cussing politics. Most impressive to someone who is used to elections
with low turnouts, everyonein the community voted. In fact, the voting
began with the elderly and infirm who were carried down to the voting
area and helped to vote by agrandchild. Voting then was asocial act as
much asanindividual act and these acts, like other collective actionslike
rituals, produce socio-polity at thelocal level and empower communities
evenwhen their candidate |oses.

In conclusion, | would say that the voting | witnessed in onevillage,
which is but a part of one constituency in one of the country’s 75 dis-
tricts, confirmed that Nepalis voted for change. Their way of voting for
change, however, wasnot to votefor the CPN (Maoist) against the UML,
NC, or RPP, but to vote for the first time in a nationa election for a
Tamang candidate, acomparatively young and successful businessman
who had finally broken the glass ceiling of the Nepali Congress hierar-
chy and got a ticket to run—unlike his uncle who suffered under the
repression of the royal regimes of the Rana and Panchayat eras—in a
district inwhich Tamangs are the demographically dominant population.
Herepresented aparty that had begun in the district almost 60 years ago
asthe champions of the dispossessed. Although thisparty isnow seen as
part of aconservative ‘ establishment’ from the national perspective, lo-
cally, Bahadur Singh Tamang's affiliation through his uncle to the NC
representsalocal legacy and party identity that would beinvisibleto the
outside. If voting in Nepal more generally reflectsthe kinds of processes
and histories| witnessed, the resultswe see are complex and our conjec-
tures must befleeting.

Postscript

During the question period following our oral presentationsfor thispane,
the suggestion was made that anthropology could be interpreted in its
apolitical writings as having worked to uphold the Panchayat regime. |
did not fully or adequately respond to that comment during our discus-
sion. There aretwo points| will make herein addition to the response|
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made then. First, the act of writing about excluded populations during
the Panchayat erainitself had political consequences. Writing was rec-
ognition of peopleswho in stateideology were not supposed to exist. In
fact, anthropol ogists havein current debates been accused of stimulating
Janajati activism solely on the basisthat they took excluded populations
seriously. The anthropologists | personally knew during the Panchayat
era—and | knew most of them—were highly conscious of the repressive
nature of the regime and of Nepali politics. No one | knew would have
seen themselves in support of repression. Rather, | think most anthro-
pologists placed themselves very much in opposition to that repression.
Second, inamorepersonal vein, | cameto know alot about local palitics
but have not written about what | know until recently. | made avow not
to write about what | learnt in the 1970s for along time not because |

wanted to ignore politics but because | felt an obligation to protect the
peoplewith whom | worked from potential persecution. Whereit waseasy
for the Home Ministry to order me out of Nuwakot District ‘for my own
safety’ for alleged crimesagainst cows by my patron, asthey didin 1977,
the consequences of exposing any aspect of local politicsinwriting would
have put my informantsand friendsat seriousrisk of reprisal. The Panchayat
erawas an extremely repressive period and | do not think my fears about
potential reprisals against individuals | knew were exaggerated; we only
have to backtrack two years to the consequences, including torture and
death, associated with a repressive regime. | admit that much anthropo-
logical writing about Nepal historically focused on questions that are not
obvioudy ‘palitical’ but | also think that if you read between thelinesyou
will find that somewritingsare more political than appearances suggest. |

think the kind of freedom that now exists to write and speak ssimply was
not possiblefor avariety of reasons during the Panchayat regime.
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I
Observing the Elections
inCentralNepal’

Judith Pettigrew

Early one morning in September 2004, | overheard awhispered conver-
sation between my neighbour, who | will call Thagu? (‘eldest son’ in
Tamu Kwi, the Gurung language), and my village sister. Thagu
whispered,

They arrived when it was raining and sheltered in our house
for about an hour. They have gone now but they say that they
will be back in the evening with their friends. They have left
their packs on the veranda. What should | do? | want to move
them in case the army arrives, because if they find them we will
be killed, but | am terrified that they contain bombs which
might explode if they are moved.

S0 began what Thagu described to me as ‘ the longest and worst day of
my life’. The army did not arrive, the bags did not explode, and the
young Maoist women who deposited them, returned in the evening to
collect them. Later, Thagu commented, ‘ | have never been pleased to see
theMaoists, | do not support their ideas, and do not like them frightening

1 TheSocia Science Bahadiscussion that thispaper wasoriginally presented at grew
out of aconversation between Sara Shneiderman and me. | would liketo thank Sara
for helping to organi se the event and the Social Science Bahafor hosting it.

2 All personal namesin this piece are pseudonyms except for names already in the
public domain.
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and threatening us, but that day | was happy when they re-appeared and
removed their bags.’

On election day in April 2008, | arrived at the polling booth at 6.50
am just before it opened. | decided to introduce myself to the polling
officers, who were strangers to the village and did not know me. As |
walked across to meet them, | greeted the representatives from the dif-
ferent parties: three from the Maoists, three from the UML, three from
the Nepali Congress, and a single representative each from the smaller
parties. The mgjority were Tamu (Gurung), asmall number were Bahun,
and one was a Dalit representing the Maoists. Many were people | had
known since | began my researchinthevillage almost el ghteen yearsago
in 1990. These peoplearefirst and foremost fellow villagerswith multi-
ple ties and interrel ationships that pre-date the elections and will con-
tinue after them. They are people who arerelated to each other, who are
friends, acquai ntances, adversariesand colleagues. Some sit together on
variousvillage committees, somework together, but on that day they were
positioned in very different camps. The previous evening they had met and
agreed to cooperate so that polling would run smoothly. | spoke to the
Congress workers first, and then to the Maoists—the lama's son and a
tailor stood alongsidetheir third representative. .. my neighbour, Thagu.

By 7.30 am, it was obviousthat Thagu was not the only villager who
wasimpressed by the CPN (Maoist). Although some peopl e spoke of the
former insurgentsin whispers, the Maoist group outside the polling booth
wasimpressively large, and included Tamu ex-British soldiers, rel atively
well-off farmers, older Dalit men, middle-aged Bahun women, and Tamu
and Chhetri youth. The Nepali Congress and UML groups were also
large but less diverse. The Congress group, in particular, included large
numbers of middle-income, middle-aged and elderly Tamus and was
more homogenous than those of the other parties.

Kwei Nasa
The village, which I will refer to as Kwei Nasa (a Tamu Kwi pseudo-
nym) isin Constituency No. 1 of Kaski District and was previously a
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Congress stronghold (the immediate past incumbent was Taranath
Ranabhat, speaker of the last House of Representatives). In 2008, Dev
Gurung,® who had spent a night in the village some weeks prior to the
election, won the seat for the CPN (Maoist).

Kwei Nasaconsistsof severa hundred householdslocated along the
upper slopesand top of aridgein the mid-hills of central Nepadl. It hasa
health post, ricemill, teashopsthat serve asgenera -purpose stores, and a
kerosenedistribution centre, but it hasno el ectricity. Tamu peoplefounded
Kwei Nasa, and they continueto beinthe majority, but about 20 per cent
of the populationisDalit. The outlying hamletsare hometo other ethnic
groups (Tamang and Magar) aswell as Bahuns and Chhetris. Many vil-
lagers have relatives in foreign armies (British and Indian) or working
overseas, and remittances make a significant contribution to the local
economy.

I livedin Kwei Nasafrom late 1990 to early 1993 and havere-visited
ever since on an annual basis. Starting in 2000 and particularly from
2002 onwards | returned to the village three to four times each year to
chart the course of theinsurgency in the area. | undertook research dur-
ing all phases of theinsurgency, including the two states of emergency,
active phases of fighting, ceasefiresand in the post-conflict period.

Chronology of the insurgency in Kwei Nasa
To contextualise the events of the 2008 election, the following section
providesabrief chronology of eventsduring theinsurgency in Kwel Nasa.
Maoists became activein thevillagein thelate 1990s. Initially, they
made speeches, gave cultural performancesand asked for financial dona-
tionsand guns. Their presenceincreased when atraining camp openedin
the forest above a neighbouring village. While most Maoists were not
local, there were Maoist activistsin nearby predominantly Bahun ham-
lets which had families with long histories of left-wing activism. There

3 Gurung also successfully contested a seat in his home district of Manang. He has
chosen to represent hishome constituency and not Kaski 1. Re-pollingin Kaski 1is
scheduled for early 2009.
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were also Maoist sympathisers in Kwel Nasa, although the degree of
sympathy was difficult to gauge, especially once the conflict escalated.
The majority of villagers, however, were non-aligned.

Withthearrival of the Maoists, thesevillagersfeared theimplications
of the changed political situation. Some peopleworried that pre-existing
conflictswould become superimposed onto M aoi st agendas, and this pe-
riod marked the beginning of conflict-related suspicion of intimates.
People's imaginations were fed by stories of what had happened else-
where, and what they feared might happen in Kwei Nasa.

The security situation changed markedly with the escalation of the
insurgency in 2001 and the imposition of a state of emergency. The
M aoists went underground and the Royal Nepalese Army was actively
engaged in acounter-insurgency campaign. Non-aligned villagerswere
deeply fearful of being accused by the Maoists of acting asarmy spies,
and of being viewed as Maoists by the army. People feared the Maoists
but they were much morefrightened of the army which remained al oof.

In the violent aftermath of a soldier’ skilling in anearby village, the
army visited Kwei Nasa by helicopter, set up camp and conducted an
indiscriminate and at times brutal search-and-cordon operation in the
area. Non-aligned civilians from neighbouring villageswerekilled and
some Kwei Nasa villagers were briefly interrogated. In addition to the
relatively frequent visits of the army, there was a continuous Maoist
presenceinthevillage, partly becausealocally popular senior leader was
from an adjoining hamlet.

During this period, there were many Maoist actions. A teacher was
publicly humiliated for criticising theinsurgentsand out-of -villageworkers
were beaten because the M aoi sts thought they were criminals. The staff
of the Annapurna Conservation AreaProject (ACAP) wereintimidated,
then forced to stop their activities, and finally chased out of the village
by the Maoists.*

Although there were threats and intimidations, people appreciated

4 Thiswas because ACAP was under the umbrella of an organisation that had royal
patronage.
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aspectsof theMaoists' approach. Unlikethe soldiers, villagerscould talk
and reason with the Maoists and thereby exert some influence. Mass
meetings were informative as policy was explained and while their ac-
tionsmight not be supported, people could understand the basison which
their decisionswere made. It wasacomplex co-existence.

Between 2003 and 2006, the village was under de facto Maoist con-
trol. Thearmy visited rarely but the Maoist culture of surveillance pen-
etrated deeply. Villagers supported and betrayed each other and people’'s
fear focused on who was an insider and who an outsider.

In 2004, the area was under the control of a detached and punitive
Tamu commander (political commissar) named Jitendra after the popu-
lar local commander, Moti Lal, aBahun, had been killed. Moti Lal was
seen asfair, non-punitive and people believed that he protected them and
they worried about hisdeath which eventually came. Inlate 2004, Jitendra
banned meetings held by the ACAP-formed committees. The commit-
teeswere disbanded and the members had to resign. This made the man-
agement of the day-care centre and other devel opment activitiessuch as
conservation of the forest more complicated. Jitendra stated that things
could be run ‘in the traditional manner’, leaving it up to localsto inter-
pret this. No one was sure what exactly this meant but it seemed that
whilead hoc ‘ committee’ meetings could be held, the bureaucracy relat-
ing to the formal committees such as minute-taking, official scheduling
of meetingsin designated buildings, etc, wasto cease.

Inlate 2005, Maoists arrived at the home of Chandra Bahadur, a 33-
year-old socia activist, Nepali Congress member and local leader. The
Maoists told him that he had to attend a meeting of the Tamu Mukti
Morcha(Tamu Liberation Front) in Khoda, avillageaday’ swalk away.
When he arrived at Khoda, he discovered that local leaders from all
across the area had been assembled. In front of thousands of people,
ChandraBahadur was garlanded asamember of the Tamu Mukti Morcha
central committee along with 11 other unsuspecting local leaders. Deeply
taken aback, ChandraBahadur asked if he could resign. He stated that he
would help informally, but did not want to be an official member of the
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front. The event at Khoda was broadcast on radio, his name was men-
tioned, and he had to report to the army to explain what had happened.
ChandraBahadur rel ocated to the city and did not return until the cease-
fire of mid-2006.

Post-conflict
The conflict ended in 2006 and by the end of the year, most people had
recovered from the effects of chronic fear and recreated their lives. Some
people‘ cameout’ as Maoistswhile othersjoined the party. The evalua-
tion of the Maoists during theinsurgency was overwhelmingly negative
and somefoundit difficult to acknowledge their affiliation. Membership
of the party remains a sensitive topic and even those who have openly
joined discusstheir participation somewhat circumspectly.®

Across the country and especialy in the rural areas which bore the
brunt of the insurgency, there are specific local processes, events, rea-
sons and cal culations which led people to vote the way they did. In the
following section, | examine the role played by changesin Maoist-vil-
lager interrel ationships and the process of ‘forgetting fear’ .

Maoist-villager interrelationships

Thevisit of the PLA

In mid-2006, between 200 and 300 members of the PLA (the Maoists
Peopl€’ sLiberation Army) spent amonthin Kwei Nasaundergoing train-
ing. As they were no longer underground, many villagers had lengthy
conversationswith them without fear of repercussions. L ater that year, a
31-year-old woman explained how her ideas about the Maoists had
changed following thisvisit. She said,

5 Those who havejoined the Maoist movement are viewed by many people with a
mixture of bemusement, suspicion and exasperation. Some family members have
vocally criticised decisionsby their kintojoin the party. When | interviewed anew
CPN (Maoist) party member in July 2008, he assumed that | was going to tell him
off!
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In the past if | heard their name, | was frightened. | thought,
‘What type of people are they?...who carried guns, killed peo-
ple, and terrorised the village.” They brought a particular type
of fear. Now thereis no fear. We can move around...| can talk
openly with the Maoists. | have discovered that the Maoists
are people just like us.

My neighbour, Thagu, and his family hosted a group of cadres and he
spent many hoursin their company. Thagu isathoughtful man who has
worked as alabourer in Dubai, India and Malaysia, and previously he
had been rather annoyed with the Maoists. When they arrived, demand-
ing food and shelter, he sometimes said to them, ‘Why should | ook
after you? Am | your wifethat | should feed you and cook for you? We
hardly have enough for our own family.’®

During their month-long stay, however, he saw another side and be-
came especially closeto ayoung man who had been shot eight timesin
the head. Thefemale cadresimpressed him asthey talked about the free-
dom they had gained among the Maoistsin contrast to the constraints of
their previouslives.

Most importantly, Thagu was impressed by the Maoists' commit-
ment to rural Nepal. He is exasperated with the lack of development in
the village. Although the village is—since the opening of aroad in the
last few yearsto the base of theridge onwhich liesKwel Nasa—Ilessthan
half a day away from Pokhara, it has no electricity and can only be
reached on foot after along steep climb. Thagu isalso frustrated with the
undevel opment of agriculture, the poor educational and health facilities
and the general marginalisation of rural areas. Heisnot wealthy enough
to relocate to the city, and even if he were, he does not want to join the
never-ending Tamu urban exodus. He wantsto live in hisvillage, farm
and raise his four children. The Maoists are the only people who have
seriously engaged Thagu and, without their guns, he hopes that they

6 | am grateful to my colleague Alpa Shah for this quote which formed part of a
conversation she had with Thagu in March 2008.
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offer the possibility of abetter life for him and hisfamily.”

Kinship ties are an important consideration in an analysis of voting
patterns in Nepal and the Congress party workers | spoke to in March
2008 assumed that these would continueto work to their advantage. Thagu,
however, isan example of the breaking up of thesetiesashe comesfrom
a‘' Congressfamily’. Kinship may be crucial to understanding local vot-
ing patterns but equally important in the election of April 2008 wasthe
dissolution of thoselong-standing ties.

It took Thagu sometimeto ‘come out’ as aMaoist. He confided in
mein early March that he was a party member but at that time not many
peopleknew of hisaffiliation. Heisvery awarethat peopleinthevillage
suffered during theinsurgency and while much of thisrelated to the fear
of being caught between the ‘fires’ of the opposing armies, it also con-
cerned the specific hardship caused by the constant presence and behav-
iour of the Maoists.

Following the signing of the peace agreement the mystique that sur-
rounded the insurgents was shattered. For thefirst timein years, it was
possible to talk openly with them without the danger of repercussions.
Peoplewho were used to thinking of the Maoists asthe ‘ other’ beganto
find that they were surprisingly like themselves. In late 2006, awoman
in her early thirties commented, ‘Before, | was frightened of both the
Maoists and thearmy...If we did not provide food and accommodation
they could becomeangry...Now, thereisno fear because now we know
that theMaoistsare also peoplelikeus.” What isdifferent isthat they can
interact with Maoists largely without fear of violence. The social rela-
tions are balanced in away that they were not during the insurgency.

During 2006 and 2007, Magist actions continued and, at the request
of thefamily, therewasare-investigation (by the Maoists) into the death

7 There are multiple motivations for joining the Maoists. Thagu states that he is
ideologically motivated. Others al so emphasised hisideol ogical commitment and
hishopesfor thefuture. While not diminishing these motivating factors, hismem-
bership of the CPN (Maoist) may also bean attempt to further hispolitical ambition.
Thisrequiresadditional investigation.
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of avillage man someyearspreviously. Thisled to some arrestsand the
brief abduction of asuspect by the Maoists. It was during thisperiod that
| started seeing Maoist mobilisersworking openly in thevillage. In De-
cember 2006, | interviewed a grey-suited young woman, amember of a
prominent local Maoist family, who was enthusiastically attempting to
engage village women in Maoist programmes. Aswe spoke, agroup of
villagers gathered, some eyed her suspiciously and protectively wrapped
themselvesintheir shawlswhileotherslooked withinterest at her publica-
tions and listened intently to her stories of grenades that did not explode
and the hardships of sentry duty. The demystification of the Magistswas
firmly underway and anew type of interrel ationship was devel oping.

‘Forgetting fear’

A degreeof intimidation remained but people no longer feared the M ao-
ists (or the security forces) and although they remembered the hardship
of the conflict, they had made choices. ‘ Forgetting fear’ was a coping
strategy that allowed villagersto put the past behind them. After years of
conflict, people desperatel y wanted peace and thismeant actively engag-
ing with those who had previously frightened them. Peoplewerewilling
to forget,® and violence was just one component of the Maoist picture. It
was not the single defining feature.

Conclusion
Why did previously non-aligned and often fearful villagersvotefor (and
in some casesjoin) the Maoistsin Kwei Nasa?

First of all, many people did not vote for them. On Election Day, |
sat inthe middle of acrowd of villagers. Some of my companionswhis-
pered tensely when a'Y oung Communist League (Y CL)° group appeared,

8 Thisisnot the casefor peoplewho were deeply traumatised. Peopleinterviewed in
other villages, and who wereinjured in crossfires and traumati sed, re-experienced
fear each day.

9 The YCL isthe youth wing of the CPN (Maoist). The organisation was formed/
revived in January 2007 just before the Maoi stsjoined theinterim parliament. They
have areputation for intimidation and many people arefearful of them.
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and when they had left, they told methat because of past violenceand the
threat of violence they were not voting for the former insurgents.*

Nevertheless, many people in Kwel Nasa did vote for the Maoists.
What factors prompted them to do so?

Clearly, the month-long 2006 visit by the PLA was important. It
alowed villagersto develop anew type of relationship with the Magists.
Many peopleliked what they saw. Thagu, for example, wasinspired by
the Maoist’scommitment to rural areasand their promise of anew inclu-
sive Nepal. Without their guns (and in conjunction with the ‘ forgetting
of fear’) the Maoistswere an appealing option.

Thisisapredominantly Tamu areaand the constituency waswon by
Dev Gurung, a Tamu and aprominent Maoist, a‘local boy made good’
(not entirely ‘local’ as he is from nearby Manang district but ‘local’
enough). Many people told me that Dev Gurung has benefitted from
mentoring, training and opportunitiesinthe CPN (Maoist). The advance-
ment of a Tamu to the highest echelons of the Maoist party, and his
fielding asacandidateillustrated the party’ scommitment to the janajati,
(the broad grouping of Nepal’s ethnic groups that includes the Tamu).
This was an important motivating factor and especially for youth who
acutely experiencethelack of opportunities.

The Maoist agenda also appealed to Dalits from Kwel Nasa. Dau
Bahadur, the Maoist polling booth representative, like Thagu, had worked
overseas asamigrant labourer. In July 2008, he told me that this experi-
ence had provided him with alternative model sof social interrelationships.
When the conflict ended, he readily joined the Maoists, using the move-
ment as a platform to advance Ddlit rights. Asalocally prominent party
member, he hasmoved the agenda of Kwei Nasa sDalitsinto the political
centre stage for thefirst time. In July 2008, he was raising funds to build

10 Although some people felt intimidated when the Y CL briefly appeared, voting in
Kwei Nasatook placein an atmospherethat was, asfar as| could ascertain, free of
intimidation. Therewasabrief but heated argument between representatives of the
Nepali Congressand the CPN (M aoist) mid-afternoon when the former accused the
latter of encouraging proxy voting, but otherwise the poll was conducted peacefully.
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thefirgt publictoilet for useby Dditsinthevillageand planning an upcoming
visit to the party headquartersin Kathmandu. In November 2008, he was
elected to the committee of anewly formed village-wide socia develop-
ment project.

TheMaoistsweretheonly party to seriously mobilisevillagers. From
the ceasefire onwards, they attempted to actively engage villagers. They
had the advantage in that they were aready ‘in the field’ but no other
party made a serious attempt to rival them. Kwei Nasa had previously
been a Congress stronghold and party activists assumed that it would be
again. In aserious miscal culation, they anticipated that history, pre-ex-
isting loyalties and kinship tieswould reconfigure as usual. Candidates
made belated and half-hearted visits but it was too late and too little.
Local party members also misjudged the changed atmosphere. Nepali
Congressactivist ChandraBahadur stated confidently in March 2008 that
‘Congresswill wininthisvillage, thisisaCongressvillage'. Many peo-
pledid vote Congress, but not enough.

Much of the post-€l ection analysis suggeststhat peoplewerewilling
to givethe Maoistsachance. They were exasperated with theineptitude
of the other political parties and felt abandoned by them. They were
willing to try the untested. The Maoists might be untested in the formal
national political arena but they were not entirely untested. The insur-
gency was rural-based and peopl e have co-existed with them for years.
They observed the Maoists fight awar, run a parallel government, de-
velop an effective surveillance network, move huge numbers of people
acrossthe country, attempt reformsand so on. They have watched them
do many of these things very successfully. When compared with the
repeated failures of the other political partiesit ishardly surprising that
they are prepared to give the Maoists a chance.

The contribution of anthropology
What isso specific or special about an anthropol ogical perspective? How
might it contribute to a particular understanding of an election?

Our greatest contribution, | suggest, lies in our detailed, long-term
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fieldwork; the teasing out and understanding of aspecific context and of
how things play out over time in one location (while at the same time
situating these local processes in wider regional, national and interna-
tional contexts). Such work providesindepth knowledge of personal his-
tories, the ongoing complexity of interrelationships, the forming and
re-forming of networks and affiliations, and the subtle shiftsin kinship-
based patterns of behaviour.

Our enduring engagement with localities co-existswith a perspective
that challenges the taken-for-granted, and struggles to understand the
contested, nuanced and contradictory complexity of everyday life. This
standpoint providesthe possihility for insightsthat are entirely different
to those of a short-term election observer, a human rights worker who
visitsto document an atrocity, or aresearcher who arrivesto administer
asurvey. In-depth local knowledge and |ong-term observation are essen-
tial to explaining why what has happened has happened. Short-term meth-
odologies and fleeting visits will not access these processes. In these
conceptualisations, there is the danger that Thagu becomes merely ‘a
Maoist’. The detailed process, sequence of events, interrel ationships, shift-
ing affiliations and specific personal journey which led athoughtful 35-
year-old Tamu farmer to become amember of the CPN (Maoist) will be
bypassed, and with it much of the complexity of how the Maoist move-
ment hasworked in rural Nepal.

34 Views from the Field



I
AFiestaatthePolls:
Participant-Observation Notes

Mukta S. Tamang

Introduction
Election Day on April 10, 2008, was one of the most historic daysin
contemporary Nepal.* Thelong-awaited Constituent Assembly (CA) elec-
tions took place, bringing together al contending political actors and
peopleto participate peacefully in anationwide vote. The results of the
CA election, however, surprised many, and everyone is busy analysing
why the CPN (Maoist) was able to make an impressive showing, and
trying to understand what the future scenario might hold. This paper
aimsto present some personal observations on the CA election from an
anthropol ogical perspective. While | am convinced that such aview can
add value to the debate, | am aso aware that it becomes difficult to
demarcate‘ anthropological’ from other perspectives, especialy for some-
onelike myself who has not systematically studied €l ections before.
Anthropology produces knowledge through a distinct kind of prac-
tice called ethnography in which participant-observation is akey mode
of engagement. If one wereto consider that one way to become anthro-
pological means doing participant-observation, it isfairly fitting to call
this presentation * partici pant-observation notes' of the CA election asl
was a voter in my own capacity as a citizen of Nepal, and also an ob-
server as a student of anthropology. Anthropologists often bring back

1 | wouldliketothank RajendraPradhan and Deepak Thapafor their valuable com-
ments and suggestions for improving the paper.
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stories from the village that cover different dimensions of an event or
process. So, | will follow this tradition and weave a story as a voter-
observer and include some of my own interpretations. Whilel will try to
employ standard disciplinary methods to generate and interpret my ob-
servations, | understand that thiswill be fraught with certain limitations,
emerging partly from my subjective position asalocal voter.

The region of south-eastern Kavre

On Election Day, | wasin Constituency No. 1 of Kavrepalanchowk Dis-
trict. Thisconstituency isin the southern part of the district and borders
the districts of Sindhupalchwok, Ramechhap and Sindhuli. In order to
contextualise my observations, | would like to begin by offering some
background on thelocale. Part of thisinformation isbased on fieldwork
conducted in 2002-2005 as part of my PhD research in the region of
Temal in Kavredistrict, to the northeast of my village. Geographically,
Constituency 1 of Kavre startsfrom the edge of Sailung L ekh mountains
and traversesthrough Temal hill, crossing both the Sunkoshi and Roshi
riverstofinally cover the southern flanks of the Mahabharat range where
forces of the English East India Company led by Captain Kinloch and
Gorkhali troops met in battlein 1767.

According to the Election Commission of Nepal, this constituency
has 82,390 voters spread across 29 village development committees
(VDCs). In terms of size of the voting population, these VDCs range
from Saramthali with only 1,070 votersto Mechchhewith 6,009 voters.?
Ananalysisof the population based on the 2001 censusreveal sthat 53.6
per cent of the people in this constituency are Tamangs, followed by
Bahuns with 17 per cent, Magars 7.7 per cent, Chhetris 6.3 per cent,
Dalits 5.1 per cent and Newars 4.7 per cent.® There were a total of 15
parties contesting in the first-past-the-post section of the CA election,
with the social composition of the candidates being 10 Tamangs, three
Bahuns, one Thakuri and one Newar.

2 Election Commission (2008).
3 CBS(2007).
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The VDC where | cast my voteis arelatively small one, with only
1,284 voters. The population consists of only four ethnic/caste groups
with Tamangs comprising 74 per cent of thetotal. Next are Thakuris (15
per cent), Magars (6 per cent) and Kamis (4 per cent). Four political
parties are most visible in the VDC: Janmorcha, CPN (UML), Nepali
Congressand CPN (Maoist).

Poaliticsin the modern sense entered thisareaback in the 1950s. This
was because the Roshi river formed the corridor leading to the eastern
hillsaswell asthe plains, and hence this region occupied strategic sig-
nificance as the gateway to the Kathmandu Valley during the Rana pe-
riod. The township of Mangaltar was one of the Rana outposts that the
Nepali Congress forces attacked during the 1950-51 insurgency. L ater,
when Nepal was divided into 109 constituencies for the first general
electionin 1958, thisregion was called Dakchhin Chautara, or Southern
Chautara. Of the 11 candidates contesting that election from this con-
stituency, TirthaMan Lama of the Gorkha Parishad emerged victorious
with 3,568 votes; his closest contender was Sapta Lal Tamrakar of the
Nepali Congresswith 1,324 votes.

In 1960, the morning after King Mahendradissolved parliamentina
coup d' état, TirthaMan Lamafound himself in jail where he spent the
next threeyearsasapolitical prisoner. The* partyless’ Panchayat system
introduced by Mahendrain 1962 initially followed what has been called
an ‘indirect electoral system’ inwhich |eaderswere selected by the cen-
tre rather than elected by popular vote. It is noteworthy that throughout
this period no one popularly recognised was chosen to represent this
region in the Rastriya Panchayat, the national assembly.

Asaresponsetoimmense public pressuresand internal contradictions
within the system, somereformswereintroduced in 1980. The‘reformed’
Panchayat system held two el ectionsto the Rastriya Panchayat, in 1981
and 1986. Both el ections were won by SatyaMan Lama (currently with
the Rastriya Janashakti Party). Barring the short interlude of 1959-60,
this period was perhaps the first time the national legislative body was
formally linked with the people through el ections. It was a so during this

Views from the Field 37



period that Nepal began introducing itself asa‘developmentdist state’ as
opposed to an extractive oneto thevillagersinthisregion, for instance, by
establishing thefirst high school in the Tamang village of Thulo Parsdl.

Electionsinthevillagesare, by and large, connected with theidea of
bringing resources for physical infrastructure such as schools, drinking
water, roadsand el ectricity, which are also understood as‘ development’.
The devel opment agenda continued to get highlighted in the post-1990
elections. Nevertheless, with all the representatives elected in the three
electionsafter 1990 bel onging to opposition parties, one can surmisethat
the idea of resistance and opposition also received considerable play in
local political discussions. In the 1991 election to the House of Repre-
sentatives, Kaman Singh Lamawas el ected. Lamabelongsto Samyukta
JanamorchaNepal, aparty which has perpetually remained asmall oppo-
sition group in post-1990 politics. Both 1994 and 1999 went to Siva
Bahadur Deujaof the CPN (UML), aparty that was never ableto enjoy
untrammelled power even though it was in government a number of
times. There was also a strong presence of the Nepali Congress, which
had always comein secondin all the parliamentary electionsin thiscon-
stituency, even though it formed the government at the centre a number
of times. Theideaof acommunist opposition wasthus not insignificant
inthisregion.

The emergence of the CPN (Magist) inthe areaand the beginning of
itsunderground activities can perhaps belinked to such oppositional con-
sciousness. The first incident related to the Maoist ‘ People’ s War’ that
began in February 1996 was araid on the house of a so-called money-
lender-landlord by the Maoistsin Mechchhe village towards the end of
the sameyear. Thisevent marked the beginning of Maoist interventions
in this region and grew in intensity till 2006, and included offensives
against the security forcesaswell such asthe attack and virtual destruc-
tion of the police camp in Bhakundebesi in February 2002, thefirst at-
tack on government troops during the six-month-long state of emergency
imposed in November 2001.

Thebulk of theMaoist cadresand leadersinthisareaarefrom Mechchhe
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and Pokhari Chauri VDCs, theformer with a Tamang concentration and
the other, home to a strong Bahun community, and they were deployed
in what the Maoists called the ‘eastern sector’, covering parts of
Ramechhap, Dolakha and Sindhuli districts. Early Maoist activities—
mostly cultural—began in the VDC where | voted as early in 1998. In
the course of the decade-long fighting, two men from this VDC died:
one 38-year-man waskilled by the Maoistsfor allegedly working asan
informer* while the other had joined the Maoists and was reportedly
killed in an encounter with security forces. The Maoists had established
themselvesasapolitical party inthe VDC by 2004 with the formation of
ajana sarkar, or ‘ peopl€ sgovernment’, at thevillagelevel.

Traditionally, the politics of this VDC has been dominated by indi-
vidualsbel onging to the Tamang Thokar clan with nominal participation
from other sub-groupsand castes. Thokarsarelinked to other groupsand
villagesthrough kinship networks, real or ritualistic. Even Thakurisand
Magars are part of this network through relationships of mit, or ritual
friendship. Political party affiliation and election support is generally
sought through kinship networks but the introduction of party politics
after 1990 provided people with a choice to associate themselves with
different groups and not remain limited to kinship affiliations. The all-
party coalition in the VDC, for example, currently has four political
parties with afairly equal degree of influencein local affairs. Party af-
filiation is often forged by individua aspirations and their connections
with people outside the village rather than clan or hamlet rivalry. Even
S0, thereisagenera perception of which hamlet or clan belong to which
party even though theseidentities are often blurred, fluid or fluctuating,
asindividuals continually shift their political alegiance.

Preparingtovote
| went to the village two days before Election Day. | travelled leisurely,
stopping at teashops on theway to get asense of the el ection atmosphere.

4 INSEC (2000).
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On the way, | had the opportunity to meet people from at least three
neighbouring VDCs. Local |eadersfrom different partiesexpressed their
confidencethat their own partieswould win asubstantial number of seats
in the CA. | wondered if there had been a shift in party loyalty and got
the impression that there was very little of that. Talking to the mostly
middle-aged male leaders, my preliminary conclusion was that the old
pattern of voting would repeat itself with only minor shifts. Previoudly,
the VDC chairpersonsin al the three adjoining VDCswere from among
the CPN (UML), with a considerable presence of the Nepali Congress
and JanamorchaNepal inthe VDC councils.

A day beforethe election, youths and othersfrom the villageworking
in Kathmandu and elsewhere began arriving in thevillage. Informal es-
timates suggest that around 20 per cent of the youth population works
outside the village. The majority of them earn a living as painters of
thangka, or traditional Buddhist art, and carpet-weaverswhile somework
as unskilled labourers in Nepal and abroad. Many of those who came
back to thevillage for the election werefirst-timevoters, and their return
was made possible by the declaration of afive-day-long national holiday
for the election.

Intheevening, ameeting wascalled by the eldersto orient thereturnees
on how to vote. Around 30 men and women turned up, and | adopted the
role of aself-appointed facilitator and suggested that all the participants
be given achanceto expresstheir views. The eldersagreed, and in order
to hear what people thought | tried to create an environment for every-
oneto speak out freely.

The discussion started with an overview of the situation with every-
body reflecting on the changing political context. The eldersreiterated
the need for village unity and the necessity to uniformly vote for a par-
ticular party and wanted to continue with the old party affiliation. Their
sons and daughters-in-law, however, inquired whether they should not
rethink thisarrangement. They argued that for i ssues such as republican-
ism, federalism and rights of historically marginalised groups of adivasi
Jjanajati, Dalits and women, voting for the Maoists would be the best
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option. Asthediscussion proceeded, | asked proponents of both perspec-
tivesto clarify how their specific positions would be helpful to the vil-
lage. | also added that those youth who areinterested in apolitical career
might want to take into account their future political aspirations while
deciding which party to vote for. Finally, the meeting reaffirmed the
need for village unity but also agreed on the secrecy of the ballot. Asa
participant myself, | supported thisconclusion.

Understandably, the elders, given their established identity and rela-
tions with the party cadre and leaders, were reluctant to change their
position. They had anumber of reasonswhy one should not votefor the
Maoists, the main one being that with their links to the old parties, it
would be easier to ask for government assistance for village devel op-
ment. The Maoists had neither the credentias for village devel opment
activitiesnor had any crediblelinks been established with the CPN (M aoist)
even after the Maoistshad set up a‘ people sgovernment’ inthevillage.
Further, those who had affiliated themselveswith the Maoistswererela
tive newcomersinto politics and generally belonged to the less affluent
families. There were concerns about which individual, clan and hamlet
would gain political prominence in the local political space. In other
words, theloca palitical struggleand power relationswere certainly one
of the primary concerns.

Fear also played arole. The fear, however, was not the immediate
fear of aMaoist assault as aresult of not voting for them but of future
violence. Peoplethought that if the CPN (M aoist) wereto lose, they may
chooseto go back to thejungle, and, even worse, might try to marginalise
the village which did not vote for them.

The youths tried to convince the elders that fear should not be of
Maoist violence a one and that they should be concerned with violencein
general. Inloca memory, the Maoists were violent and unreasonable,
but they were al so accessi bl e to negotiation and susceptibleto criticism.
During the whole period of theinsurgency, the presence of other politi-
cal party leadersinthevillagewasvirtualy nil. The possibility of secur-
ing help from government security forces did not exist since the latter
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were beyond the approach of ordinary villagers. Y ouths, hence, thought
that the violence from state security forces was worse in terms of inac-
cessibility and lack of accountability. V oting for the established parties,
in their view, was not the way to prevent state-sponsored violence. For
them, the old parties symbolised theingtitutional embodiment of theelite's
refusal to change—even at the cost of violence—while change was ex-
actly what the young needed. They a so argued that the M aoists needed
to be held accountable for their actions, and one way to do that was to
vote for them.

To me, this expressed the complexities of how the decision to vote
and inwhich way ismade at thelocal community level, especially inthe
context of changing dynamicsin theinter-generational relationship. The
exposure of the new generation to new ideas and their contacts outside
the village have enabled them to articulate their differences with the
older generation. Their reading of the contemporary context aswell as
the ability to engagein dialoguewith their elderswasuseful in providing
depth to the discussion. The fear factor was certainly operational inthe
voting decisions. Thefear, however, was not uni-dimensional; it was not
only fear of violence, both by the M aoistsand by the state but also fear of
the status quo. That, and the desire for peace, intermingled to help the
youth decide who to vote for.

Theevent of theelection

In the morning of Election Day, the polling officer called an all-party
meeting to start the polling. Unfortunately, the meeting did not go asthe
officer wanted. Asthe Maoist supporters of the VDC appeared in their
fresh but intimidating white T-shirtswith logos and slogans, other party
representatives objected that this was against the election code of con-
duct. Things were a bit tense for a while but al was settled with the
Maoists agreeing to wear jackets to cover the slogans. Apart from the
political parties, the negotiation was participated in by thethree election
observers and the polling team. The polling officer who had been de-
puted from the Banepa branch of Nepal Bank Limited did agood job as
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a mediator even if he continued to seem a bit nervous throughout
theday.

Things became even more congenia in the afternoon. By around 4
pm, when all the active voters had cast their votes, the party representa
tives together explored the possihility of wives vating in lieu of their
husbands who were outside the country. Although thiswas not allowed
in the end, | thought of it as an attempt at sarbadaliya dhadali, or al-
party collective fraud. Viewed from another angle, thisindicated to me
how negotiationisgradually replacing previous modes of problem-solv-
ing that consisted of simplefeudal imposition or elitetrickery. | am not
suggesting that negotiations did not exist in the village earlier but an
open approach to settleissues collectively was something worth noting.
The key message seems to be that force is becoming less and less of a
viableoptionfor all. Non-transparent and other nefarious behaviour was
viewed suspiciously. For example, people were not fooled by the Mao-
ists' threat that they will see who votes for whom through satellite. Nor
could anybody offer free food, drinks and cash to lure poor voters, as
was common in previouselections.

Villages of Ward No. 9 were located at a distance of about an hour
and ahalf from the polling station. The peak period for voting wasaround
noon when the highest number of people gathered in the school grounds
that had been converted into apolling station. People were mesting and
greeting each other, and their informal exchanges made the environment
very lively. If you could have added dohori songs, the CA electionwould
haveresembled areal jarra, or fair, where peoplearrived dressed in their
best. All elections are like festivals but the CA election was relatively
more relaxed than others.

My experience is that past parliamentary elections strained village
harmony. Electoral politics generate partisan conflictsthat threaten kin-
ship exchangeresponsihilities, clan solidarity and inter-village networks.
Despite the fact that a great deal of concern existed about local power
relations, there was less tension this time. It is possible that such are-
laxed mood was due to the fact that constitution-making is something
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more abstract than electing an uncle as the VDC chairperson. The CA
€l ection and the question of the kind of constitution desirablewere quite
removed from everyday lifeand | suggest that this distance allowed the
villagers a fairly detached analysis in deciding who to vote for. This
practice, | guess, can only deepen demaocracy.

The ethnic/caste dimension of the parties and their candidates, and
the vating behaviour of the peoplearenot irrelevant to discussionsin the
village any more. Parties advocating the idea that the role of ethnicity/
castein politicsisdis-integrationist and parochial are looked upon with
suspicion, and even regarded as carrying thefeudal and communal agenda
of ‘old Nepal’. Thelocal representative of the Nepali Congress, for ex-
ample, had great difficulty explaining why his party chose aBahun can-
didatein aTamang-dominant areawhileall the other major partiesfielded
Tamangs. The agendaof inclusion had become much moreexplicit after
the Maoist’ sadoption of theissue aswell asby years of advocacy by the
indigenous people’ smovementsin thevillages.

Individual contact with Maoist cadres also had interesting implica-
tionsininfluencing voting decisions. Thefollowing narrativeinvolving
two women from the same house may have some resonance here. The
women belong to arelatively poor Tamang family. The elderly onetold
me that she would never vote for the Maoists. She had had bad experi-
enceswith them during the conflict. Shecomplained that they went straight
tothetop floor of her house without permission; demanded that they be
given food; forced her son to help them carry loads; etc. But her daugh-
ter-in-law had adifferent perspective. The younger woman, who wasin
her 30s, told me that the M aoists had definitely given them ahard time,
and they were terrified of being caught in a crossfire whenever they
arrived in the village. But she had also come to know many of the Mao-
ists since they had spent nights in her house, talked to her, sang and
danced; she had al so heard some among them had died. She was sympa-
thetic towardsthe Maoists.

5 Theactua voting patternin particular VDCs cannot be ascertained since the ballots
fromall theVDCsin aconstituency are counted together.
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For both men and women, the Maoists evoked sentiments of anger
and sympathy simultaneously. They also embodied hope and fear. Most
importantly, perhaps, in how it affected the electoral outcome, was the
fact that it waslargely the M aoists alonewho had beeninthevillagesfor
thelast twelveyears, interacting with the peopleand making it possiblefor
them to dream of adifferent future. Other parties gradually became more
like absentee parties—like thelandlordswho come only to collect rent.

Inthe VDC where | voted, only about 25 of the approximately 600
households had declared themselves to be Maoist supporters. The esti-
mate after the poll wasthat the Maoists received about 50 per cent of the
total votesinthe VDC.® According to the Election Commission, 63 per
cent of thevoteswere cast in this constituency, and the M aoist candidate,
Surya Man Dong, secured 27,471 votes, or 55.24 per cent of the total
cast, in Consgtituency 1. Dong hailsfrom Mechchhe VDC and isamong
thefirst generation of Maoist cadresfrom the area. Hisnearest competi-
tor, Sangram Singh Lama of the CPN (UML) got only 8,407 votes. It
appears that people, by and large, chose to vote for the Maoists despite
all the complexitiesinvolved in making their decision. It isthese com-
plexities, and why and how they decided to vote, that is beyond the
imagination and expectation of the Kathmandu elite.

Conclusion

Political scientistsagreethat democracy should be morethan just about
elections but neither can it beless. An election is one of the major ways
inwhich democracy is produced.® The CA election was part of thereper-
toireof Nepali democracy sinceitsvery infancy. It wasfirst proposedin
the early 1950s with the Nepali Congress asits strongest advocate, and
the idea was later backed by the communist parties. Such an election
was, however, postponed for many years by the autocratic Panchayat
system established by King Mahendraand then by the multiparty demo-

6 Pastor (1998); Schmitter and Karl (1991).
7 Kertzer (1988); Paley (2002).
8 Coles(2004).
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cratic system re-introduced in 1990. In the agenda of many of the politi-
cal parties, however, democracy wasthought to beincomplete without a
constituent assembly to writethe constitution. The CA election thuswas
the culmination of this political agendathat reproduced and reinvigorated
Nepali democracy and expanded it down to the villages.

Anthropology analyses elections asastate ritual that shows how de-
mocracy isto be understood, or how the relationship between authority
and subordination islegitimised.” Such an approach focuses on the func-
tion and meaning of elections. This can enable usto understand the proc-
ess by way of which elections symbolically authorise el ected candidates
to govern citizens and | egitimi se state governance. Elections can also be
analysed as ways of producing democracy through its technicalities of
party campaigns, ballot papers, indelibleink on the index finger, inter-
national observers, polling officialsand vote counting.®

Nepal hasnow had at |east five general elections, from Am Nirbachan
2015 (General Election 1958) to Sambidhan Sabha Nirbachan 2063
(Constituent Assembly 2008), and isthusripefor further explorationsin
political anthropology. Anthropology can help in the understanding of
the process by detailed analysis of the local complexities and processes
set against thewider political economy and the historical context, besides
providing aperspective on how democracy isperceived and practisedin
specificlocalities. My owninclination isto analyse el ections as practices
directly related to power relations since elections set the stage for these
practicesto take place. The result of the CA election has brought major
changesin the composition of the national body that will write the new
constitution for anew Nepal. Theelectioninthevillage| participated in
mandated a change in power relations at the local, district and national
levels, and all this without the bulk of the voting popul ation declaring
alegianceto any party.

The CPN (Maoist) won 38 per cent of the seatsinthe CA, far ahead
of the established partiessuch asthe Nepali Congressand the CPN (UML),
and opened the door for the removal of the 250-year-old monarchy. Ina
sense, Nepal’ s CA el ection echoed thegeneral electionin Mexicoin 2000,

46 Views from the Field



which resulted in the surprise ouster of the Partido Revolucionario
Institucional (PRI) after more than 70 years in power. Anthropologist
Renato Rosaldo wrote apoem on that el ection, which begins:

Funereal joy, saysatelevisionvoice,

the death of the ruling party.

Voterswith children and elders

gathered that morning, afiestaat the polls.
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