
Studies in Conflict & Terrorism, 32:420–438, 2009
Copyright © Taylor & Francis Group, LLC
ISSN: 1057-610X print / 1521-0731 online
DOI: 10.1080/10576100902831578

From War to Peace: The Nepalese Maoists’s
Strategic and Ideological Thinking

WINNE GOBYN

Conflict Research Group, Department of Third World Studies
Ghent University
Ghent, Belgium

In February 1996, the Communist Party of Nepal-Maoist (CPN-M) initiated a bloody
war to establish a Mao-style “people’s republic.” A decade later, however, they signed
a peace agreement with the government, joined the mainstream political parties in
parliament and in an interim government, and participated in democratic elections.
This article provides some insight into the Nepalese Maoists’s strategic and ideological
thinking. More specifically, this article shows the reason behind the party’s change of
tactics and goals and describes the process in which these changes materialized.

On 10 April 2008, Nepal held long anticipated constituent assembly elections. It was the first
time in 9 years that the people could cast their vote. Moreover, these elections were a crucial
element in the peace deal, signed in 2006, between the government and the Communist
Party of Nepal-Maoist (CPN-M), which ended a decade-long brutal civil war. Soon after the
first results started to come in, it became clear that the Maoists were heading for a landslide
victory. Two weeks later this was officially confirmed. The former insurgents had badly
beaten their main rivals, the Nepali Congress (NC) party and the mainstream communists
of the Communist Party of Nepal-Unified Marxist Lenist (CPN-UML), providing them
with a majority in the constituent assembly and the interim parliament.

Apart, however, from the results, which not only surprised many observers but also
the Maoists themselves, the actual participation of the former insurgents in democratic
multiparty elections was a remarkable event in its own right. Although they had briefly
joined parliamentary politics in the early 1990s, the Maoists started a bloody war in 1996 to
overthrow “bourgeois democracy,” defeat “imperialism,” abolish the “feudal monarchy,”
and establish a communist “people’s republic.” A decade later, however, after 13,000 people
had lost their lives, the Maoist leadership signed a peace agreement, joined parliament and
an interim government, and participated in the 2008 democratic multiparty elections.

This article sets out to provide some insights into the Nepalese Maoists’s strategic and
ideological thinking. More specifically, this article wants to investigate the reasons behind
the party’s change of tactics and goals and describe the process in which these changes
materialized. The analyses outlined in this article are based on field research conducted
between October–December 2006 and March–May 2007 in Nepal, a detailed study of
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the Maoists own writings, and information available through (academic) literature and the
general news media. First, the article briefly outlines the context and the beginning of the
Maoist “people’s war.” Next, the article describes the challenges that emerged during the
war and investigates the strategies and new ideological lines the Maoists have developed to
move forward. Finally, the article concludes that these new ideological lines reflect a change
of the Maoists’s immediate goal, opening up space for compromise with the mainstream
political parties and the international community.

Context

In April 1990, large-scale pro-democratic protests swept through the kingdom of Nepal.
Crowds numbering into the tens-of-thousands took to the streets, demanding the end of
direct royal rule. After days of violent clashes between protesters and the security forces,
King Birendra eventually bowed down and agreed with democratic reforms. The party-less
system of government rule (panchayat) was dissolved and a new constitution transformed
the country into a multiparty parliamentary democracy under a Constitutional Monarchy.
In May 1991, the first general elections were held under this new setup. The NC party
emerged as the biggest political formation, followed by the mainstream communists of
CPN-UML. It was generally felt that Nepal had turned a page in its history and for some
time there were high hopes for the new democracy. In the end, however, expectations
were largely disappointed as the country sunk into growing social and political instability.
The political parties became the scene of endless in-fights and bitter personality clashes,
while corruption, constant political maneuvering, rapid succession of governments, and
Supreme Court disputes seriously hampered governance. At the same time, market-oriented
structural adjustment programs stimulated by the World Bank, International Monetary Fund
(IMF), and other donor agencies had the initial effect of upsetting the Nepalese economy.
Waiting at the sideline to take advantage of any sign of public disenchantment with the
government were the parties of the radical left.1

Although separate from the more mainstream communist parties, the radical left played
an active and vocal role in the 1990 democratic uprising. From the start, however, they
openly demanded the abolition of the monarchy and the initiation of a constitutional
assembly to draft a “new democratic people’s constitution.” So, to them, the compromise
between the mainstream political parties and the palace on a constitutional monarchy came
as a big disappointment. Yet, in the end, many eventually accepted it as a “first step” in the
direction of a communist republic.2 The United People’s Front Nepal (UPFN), a radical
splinter group headed by Pushpa Kamal Dahal (or “Prachanda”) and his chief ideologue,
Baburam Bhattarai, participated in the 1991 general election and secured a surprisingly
good result. With 9 seats out of 205, the UPFN became the third largest party in parliament.
Although they officially opposed the new constitution, the party had decided to take part in
the elections “in order to gain a platform to ‘expose’ the inadequacy of the parliamentary
system.”3 The NC, known for its antipathy and distrust toward the left, was deeply troubled
by this. Confronted with near constant leftist agitation in parliament as well as on the
street, the NC started to use the state apparatus, including the police, to suppress leftist
political activities. Numerous UPFN workers were arrested, harassed, and even tortured.
This set off a spiral of retaliatory violence between UPFN and NC activists, especially in the
remote western hill districts.4 It is in this volatile context that internal discussions about the
suitability of an armed revolution led to the split of the UPFN. Banned from participating
in the 1994 general elections, the more radical fraction headed by Prachanda and Bhattarai
eventually decided that revolutionary violence would be the best way to change society and
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establish communism.5 Subsequently, the party was renamed as the Communist Party of
Nepal-Maoist (CPN-M) and reorganized for war.

The Maoists view Nepal as a “semi-feudal and a semi-colonial country” because
“nearly ninety percent of the population is engaged in backward agriculture [. . .] and the
country is fettered by various semi-colonial unequal treaties with foreign powers (particu-
larly India).”6 Furthermore, they argue that the king and large landowners rule the country,
together with “bureaucratic capitalists” and a “comprador bourgeoisie.” According to the
Maoists, these last two groups are only in a privileged position because they operate as
agents for imperialism. So, in other words, it is stated that Nepal’s semi-feudal and semi-
colonial structures are the result of an “alliance” between feudalism and imperialism. Over
time, the “external form” of the state has undergone several changes as “bureaucratic capi-
talism has been growing steadily within the wombs of feudalism.”7 However, the Maoists
warned that all essentially have retained the “hegemony of the feudal and comprador and
bureaucratic classes,” even the parliamentary democracy under a constitutional monarchy
established in 1990. According to the Maoists, this had created “irreconcilable contradic-
tions” and a crises within Nepal’s state and society, responsible for the country’s political
instability and shockingly low levels of social and economic development.8

In their “Plan for the Historical Initiation of the People’s War,” adopted by the CPN-M
Central Committee in September 1995, the Maoists explained that it was their goal to de-
stroy feudalism and imperialism in the country by initiating a “new democratic revolution.”9

Developed by Mao during the Chinese revolution, the concept of a “new democratic revo-
lution” offers some sort of a shortcut in societal development. Classical Marxism identifies
four stages in the development of society: feudalism, bourgeois hegemony, socialism, and
communism. According to Mao, however, it was possible to combine the stages of bourgeois
hegemony and socialism in a single stage of construction by initiating a “new democratic
revolution.” Finally, communism could be reached by a process of “continuous revolution”
under the “dictatorship of the proletariat.” This was, however, only the long-term aim of the
Nepalese Maoists. Their first and immediate concern was the “new democratic revolution.”
In order to initiate this type of revolution, the Maoists would adopt the strategy of “pro-
tracted people’s war” based on “encircling the city from the countryside.”10 At the heart of
Mao Zedong’s military doctrine, the “people’s war” is divided into three strategic phases
(defense, balance, and offense) in which the struggle evolves from guerrilla warfare, over
the establishment of rural base areas into more conventional warfare to take over the towns
and seize government control. The Maoists realized that it would be a “quite uphill” battle,
but by following Mao’s tactics, they were confident that eventually, after completing their
“new democratic revolution,” they could start the long “march to communism—the golden
future of the whole humanity.”11

Start of the Maoist Insurgency

The CPN-M launched its armed struggle on 13 February 1996, with simultaneous attacks
of its People’s Liberation Army (PLA) in five districts across the country. Presenting
their revolution as a liberation struggle against exploitation by a “feudal monarchy” and
local landlords, widespread cast and ethnic discrimination, poverty, corruption, and foreign
domination, the Maoists were able to gain fast-growing support, especially among poor
low-cast communities in rural areas. Nevertheless, Nepal’s political establishment did not
take the insurgency seriously. The government’s reaction was generally slow, inconsistent,
and ineffective.12 Attention to the underlying political and socioeconomic issues was not
totally absent, but the government’s response was mainly focused at restoring “law and
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order” through violent counter-actions by the police.13 Most notorious in this regard was a
major repressive police operation called Kilo Sierra II in 1998. During a period of just over
a year, thousands of people were displaced from their homes as police raided villages and
arrested, tortured, and killed hundreds of suspected Maoists. In the end, the high-handedness
of the authorities against the peasantry only helped to expand the insurgency.14 The rebels
were gradually transformed from a rag-tag bunch wielding knives and homemade guns into
an efficient fighting machine, with thousands of full-time guerrillas under arms. Battered
by increasingly daring attacks, the police abandoned many of their village outposts, leaving
most of the countryside wide open. In mid-2001, the insurgents were in almost total control
of the mid-western hill districts and active throughout the kingdom. More and more,
observers started to talk about the de-facto existence of two parallel states, as the Maoists
were effectively controlling many parts of the country. While the district headquarters
continued to represent Kathmandu, much of the countryside was Maoist land, governed
by local “united people’s committees.”15 In this context, the newly elected government of
Prime Minister Sher Bahadur Deuba agreed to start negotiations with the Maoists. Three
rounds of talks were held between August and November 2001. Both sides, however, were
generally unprepared and lacked a sincere commitment to a negotiated settlement.

All-Out War

On 21 November 2001, CPN-M chairman Prachanda declared that there was no further
justification for the talks. Two days later, the Maoist launched attacks all over the country,
bombing various government installations. In a dramatic move, they also struck the army
for the very first time since the start of the conflict. The Maoists saw this escalation as a new
phase in their armed struggle. After completing the first defensive stage of their people’s
war, in which they felt to have seriously weakened the “old regime,” they were now ready
for the second stage, with direct confrontations with the army. The government reacted
swiftly, opting for a “definitive” military solution of the Maoist problem. In his address to
the nation, stuffed with post-9/11 antiterrorism rhetoric, Prime Minister Deuba declared that
“terrorists by the name of Maoists have terrorized Nepalese life through killings, violence
and bloodshed. [. . .] In an utter disregard to the government’s efforts and people’s goodwill,
the Maoist terrorists carried out attacks on the innocent people.” He asked the Nepalese
people to be “united” against the Maoists in order to “root out terrorism.”16 Thus, the
global “War on Terror” provided the government with a ready-made narrative to frame the
state’s counterviolence, rally domestic support, and legitimize exceptional measures. On
26 November, the government officially declared the Maoists to be “terrorists,” imposed
a countrywide state of emergency, and mobilized the Royal Nepalese Army (RNA) to
deal with the situation. In addition, a strong antiterrorism legislation was put into practice,
providing the state’s security forces with sweeping powers. Furthermore, by employing
the rhetoric of antiterrorism, the government hoped to tap into new international resources
(financial, military, and diplomatic support). As Deuba stated in Washington during his
2002 U.S. visit:

We all have to be together in this fight, as the promotion of international peace
and security is our common responsibility. The freedoms have to be defended
everywhere. [. . .] I would like to assure you that we are determined to root
out terrorism from Nepal ourselves and we have taken many initiatives, both
security-related and developmental. However, these initiatives are costly. [. . .] I
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strongly believe international support, solidarity and cooperation will be crucial
in this fight.17

International Intervention

Foreign governments were quick to respond. Soon after the November 2001 escalation of
the conflict, support started to pour in from various sources. Countries such as India, the
United Kingdom, and the United States emphasized their strong backing for the Nepalese
government in its fight against the Maoists, often framing their efforts as part of the
“Global War on Terror.” Already embroiled in a long-standing internal conflict with its
own communist groups, India feared that a successful insurgency in Nepal could have
dangerous spill-over effects. Furthermore, the insurgency threatened India’s traditional
strong economic interests in Nepal and political influence on the politics in Kathmandu.
Consequently, New Delhi has supplied the RNA with considerable quantities of military
aid and started to move strongly to suppress Maoist presence within its own borders. Also,
the United Kingdom took a strong stance against the insurgency, providing the Nepalese
security forces with substantial military training and equipment, including two helicopters
and two small aircraft.18 London and Kathmandu share long-standing historical ties and
have close military cooperation, especially on the recruitment of Gurkha soldiers, which
still make up an important part of the British army. Most eye-catching, however, was the
sudden active involvement of the United States in Nepal’s conflict. Since 2002, several
high-level U.S. military and foreign ministry officials have visited the country to express
the Bush administration’s support in the Nepalese government’s fight against the Maoists
and the Pentagon has provided the Nepalese army with weapons, equipment, and training
worth over $29 million between 2001 and 2004 alone.19 The United States has strongly
criticized the Maoist insurgents, openly equating them with the network Al Qaeda or groups
such as the Abu Sayyaf, the Shining Path, and the Khmer Rouge. Furthermore, officials
have expressed concern that Nepal might become a failed state that could provide a safe
haven for international terrorist groups. As a U.S. embassy official in Kathmandu stated in
early 2004: “The last thing we want to see is another hot spot in the world, another unstable
country. The nest of al-Qaeda is broken. All the birds are up in the air looking for a new
home. And a country in turmoil, where there is violence going on, could easily provide
haven for some of the international terrorist elements to slip in.”20 In 2003, Washington
further harnessed its counterterrorism policy in Nepal by signing a four-year antiterrorism
agreement with Kathmandu. At the same time, the CPN-M was incorporated in the State
Department’s list of “Other Terrorist Groups,” blocking any financial assets of the Maoists
held in the United States.21

However, since late 2002 and early 2003, the views of the international community on
the conflict in Nepal started to grow increasingly apart, triggered by mounting human rights
violations by the security forces and growing authoritarian tendencies at the political center.
Following the government’s decision in November 2001 to mobilize the army, the Nepalese
state came increasingly under the sway of the so-called military–royal complex. Presenting
themselves at home and abroad as the last line of defense against a Maoist takeover, the
military and the palace were able to position themselves in the center of politics. On 4
October 2002, citing “incompetence,” King Gyanendra dismissed Deuba’s government.
The planned general elections were postponed indefinitely and the king temporary took
over all executive powers. Later on, a new government was put together, handpicked by the
palace and headed by a former Panachayat hard-liner, Lokendra Chand.
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The European Union and some of its member states became increasingly critical
toward the Nepalese government, especially for the massive human rights abuses by the
army and the police. The United States, in contrast, continued to be highly supportive for
the government. “Private diplomacy” was preferred over open and public condemnation.22

U.S. officials also regularly visited Nepalese frontline troops for personal briefings and
indirectly downplayed abuses by the government’s security forces by focusing in their public
statements on the much greater “evil” of the “barbaric” Maoist terrorists.23 Consequently,
the Bush administration developed the reputation of being the closest ally of the palace
and the RNA. The United Kingdom appeared to have taken a middle ground between these
two positions. While it continued to supply the security forces with so-called non-lethal
military assistance, Ambassador Keith Bloomfield maintained a critical posture toward the
government and London tried to facilitate the 2003 peace talks by appointing a special
representative, Sir Jeffrey James.

Obstacles

To the Maoists, the November 2001 escalation of the conflict and the return of more
direct royal rule in October 2002 were positive developments. In their eyes, they had
forced the monarchy and the army to drop their “democratic mask” and reveal their “true
fascist face” in front of the Nepalese people and the international community. At the
same time, however, the Maoists were confronted with three major obstacles, which would
fundamentally influence their further course of action. Concretely, the Maoists came to
understand that: (i) the international political climate was very hostile; (ii) a military victory
was not possible; and (iii) they lacked the necessary support from the urban middle class.24

First, the Maoists slowly started to realize that their analysis of the international
environment had to change. International Crisis Group (ICG) stated, “the Maoists thought
that their growing strength would force international players to live with them even if they
did not like them.”25 This turned out to be a dangerous miscalculation. As ICG continued:
“probably over-optimistic from the start, the prospect of international acceptance was
definitively ended by the changed post-9/11 attitudes towards political violence.”26 In their
public discourse, however, the Maoists remained confident and they even argued that “the
unfavourable world situation after September 11” was actually “turning into a favourable
one.” Not only had the continuing “naked aggression” of the United States in the name of
counterterrorism made “revolutionary conditions ripe all over the world,” they stated that
the failures of the West in Iraq and Afghanistan had made a direct “imperialist” intervention
in Nepal less likely.27 Analyzing the reaction of the international community, the Maoists
have, however, always taken into account one important exception: “Indian expansionism.”
The Maoists had long identified India as their biggest external threat, and throughout the war
they seemed convinced that a military intervention from the big neighbor was imminent.
Various statements from top Maoist leaders even suggest that the rebels somehow desired
an Indian intervention. Such a move would offer the Maoists the change to unite and lead
the Nepalese people in a nationalistic struggle that would eventually transform the whole
society and possibly even the wider region.28 In the end, however, the Maoists came to
understand that a direct military intervention was not going to happen and that even quite
modest international military and financial support for the Nepalese security forces was
dangerously challenging for the insurgency (see next paragraph). Despite their bold public
statements, the rebels acknowledged that the international situation presented them with
a big problem. It forced the Maoists to constantly “twist and turn, twist and turn to go
ahead,” as a prominent CPN-M central committee member described it.29 Even if they
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would eventually succeed in capturing state power by force, they knew that, given their
lack of international allies, a communist republic would be unsustainable in the long run.30

As Baburam Bhattarai, the number two in the Maoist rank and file, noted in August 2005:

We are sandwiched between the two big states of India and China and there
are no revolutionary movements going on internationally as in the 1950s or
1960s. Without the goodwill of our immediate neighbours and the international
community, it would be difficult to sustain the revolution in Nepal.31

This leads to a second point; the Maoists leadership started to realize that an all-out military
victory was out of reach. The internationally backed security forces of the state, once
fully mobilized, proved to be tougher opponents than the Maoists initially had anticipated.
After several years of successes in the isolated rural areas against the poorly armed and
trained police force, the Maoists had developed an inflated belief in their own military
capabilities. Consequently, when the PLA launched surprise attacks against the army in
November 2001, the Maoists were convinced that they would be able to crush this “royal
barrack force” with relative ease.32 As it turned out, this assessment proved too optimistic.
Soon after the army became involved, the conflict between the Nepalese government and
the Maoists became bogged down in a grinding military stalemate. The army adopted a
largely defensive posture, focusing on protecting the district headquarters and relying on
sporadic patrols in the rural areas and aerial attacks to counter the insurgency.33 Despite
some major encounters with the army, the Maoists mainly relied on “hit-and-run” tactics.
Although they controlled much of the Nepalese countryside and they could overrun army
barracks and police posts during nightly surprise attacks, the PLA was not able to capture
district headquarters and effectively hold strategic positions. In short, both forces could
seriously hurt each other, but were not strong enough to eliminate the opponent. As the
CPN-M district in charge of Ilam admitted: “we could not win against the RNA. We were in
a military balance.”34 Asked why the PLA could not defeat its opponent, he answered: “the
US supported the RNA with very sophisticated weapons. This made the war very dangerous
and impossible for us to win. The clash between the powers became very bloody.” The
reference to foreign involvement and support for RNA as an explanation for the lack of
military progress was a recurrent theme during the conflict in the party’s discourse about
the war. The Maoists have systematically claimed that “imperialist” and “reactionary”
forces have seriously obstructed the revolution. In May 2003, for example, party chairman
Prachanda stated that:

The Nepalese revolution has been affected by the activities of American impe-
rialism [. . .]. We can clearly and with experience say that had the old feudal
state and its royal army not had direct involvement of American military advi-
sors in planning, construction, training and direction in the post “emergency”
period and that had it not received financial and military assistance from foreign
reactionary forces including America, the old rotten feudal state in Nepal had
no chance of surviving in the face of People’s War till today.35

That these kinds of statements were more than simple efforts of the Maoist leadership to
fend off criticism for the lack of military progress is demonstrated by the account of a
former PLA platoon commander. Talking about his experiences as an armed insurgent who
took part in several operations across the country, the ex-commander noted that: “first,
when we were fighting the army, it was quite easy. Later, however, when foreign countries



From War to Peace 427

started to support the RNA with weapons and training, it became very difficult.” He even
claimed that during encounters with the army, they could easily differentiate between
regular troops and soldiers that were trained by foreign advisors.36 There is indeed little
doubt that foreign assistance had an impact on the battleground reality and that it made
things more difficult for the Maoists. Because of its lack of capacity, the RNA was highly
dependent on foreign weapon purchases, as well as military assistance and training to
sustain its operations. Whether the Maoists would have been able to gain decisive military
victory against the Nepalese state in a situation without foreign military support is, however,
highly questionable. Because the military stalemate between both forces predated the major
influx of aid, it is more likely that the Maoists miscalculated their own strength and the
strength of the enemy from the beginning. Either way, it is clear that the foreign military
support helped the Maoists to realize that there would be no military victory for them in
this conflict. In February 2006, Prachanda explained that:

When we started the people’s revolution and when we first attacked the feudal
elements’ Royal Army, we believed that we could conquer Kathmandu militar-
ily. But later, when countries like the US, the UK and India started supporting
the Royal Army militarily—against our people’s war and the revolt of Nepali
people—that has posed some difficulties. That is why we believe that in today’s
world it’s not possible only to move forward militarily.37

Third, it became clear for the Maoists that they lacked the broad support of the urban middle
class they had identified as vital for the success of the revolution. Although labelled as a
“problematic” and “opportunistic” class, the Maoist leadership also stated that the side that
would be able to “win the middle-class would win the war.”38 Not only did they function as
a source of income for the insurgency, they held the key to the cities. During the Maoists’s
second national convention in February of 2001, it was acknowledged that, in order to
bring the highly centralized state to its knees, rural actions needed to be combined with
an urban insurrection. This shift of focus meant that new groups needed to be won over
for the revolution, including the middle class. However, this Nepalese fusion of Maoist-
and Leninist-inspired tactics, popularly known as the “Prachanda Path,” did not work
convincingly. The Maoists never gained a serious foothold in the cities. Not only were the
state security forces able to dismantle Maoists networks in urban areas with relative ease, the
insurgency simply lacked broad-based support in Kathmandu and the smaller cities across
the country.39 Although there was often widespread sympathy and understanding among
the middle-strata for the underlying grievances driving the insurgency on the countryside,
the violent tactics and forced donations were heavily condemned and the ultimate goal of
a “people’s republic” deeply distrusted. The Maoists acknowledged that a large portion
of the urban middle class saw them as terrorists.40 According to the Maoists, they were
“influenced” and “scared” by the terrorism tag applied by the government and some foreign
powers.41 “It made it more difficult to win the middle-class over to our side,” the district in
charge of Lamjung noted.42 Furthermore, the Maoists argued that this group was averse to
“illegal” or “revolutionary struggle” mainly because of their relatively prosperous economic
position.43 As a Maoist district-level leader in Dolakha explained: “the revolution is needed
for the lower classes that are haunted by problems and are struggling for their day-to-day
survival. The economic strong groups do not need the conflict.”44 Finally, “mistakes” such
as the bombing of a civilian bus in Madi, killing more than forty passengers, only worsened
the relation with the middle class.45
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Pragmatic Revolutionaries

To overcome these obstacles, the Maoists realized that they needed to shake off the terrorism
tag, develop a more pragmatic and pluralistic approach, and engage with domestic and
international forces. The 2003 peace-talks with the government, the cease-fire at the end
of 2005, and the agreement with the mainstream political parties—although prompting
heated debates and clashes within the CPN-M—were all concrete steps in that direction.
While the Maoists were not hesitant to resume violence when they were confronted with
little progress on these political fronts, they always made sure that back channels to certain
domestic and foreign players were kept open.

However, it is crucial to underline that the Maoists established the ideological founda-
tions for a revised and pragmatic stance long before. In fact, since the end of the 1990s the
Maoist leadership had gradually become more flexible and willing to explore new ways to
go forward. Although they started their campaign as uncompromising followers of Marx,
Engels, Lenin, Stalin, and Mao, they soon recognized that a successful revolution in Nepal
would have to change the established models.46 According to Prachanda, communist ide-
ology is the “unified science of social revolution of the proletariat, developed through the
earth-shaking struggle of the masses. Being a science it deserves continuous and consistent
development.”47 Stressing the need to find a correct line between “rightist revisionism”
and “dogmato-revisionism,” the Maoists have been engaged in extensive and continuous
ideological debates throughout the conflict. They identified several critical shortcomings
of the international communist movement and did not hesitate to criticize communist icons
such as Stalin and Mao.48 In response, the Maoists adopted their own line in February 2001,
calling it the “Prachanda Path.” Combining the Maoist model of protracted people’s war on
the countryside with a Leninist model of general armed insurrection in Kathmandu and the
major cities, the “Prachanda Path” was described as an application of communist thinking
to the concrete Nepalese context. This willingness to question certain established ideas and
practices of the communist movement and the ability to develop new lines of thinking made
it possible for the Maoists to move gradually toward a more moderate and compromising
stance.

In many respects, the “Prachanda Path” provided the ideological and tactical foundation
for a more moderate policy toward mainstream political actors, because the Maoists knew
that in order to launch a successful urban mass movement, they had to promote links with
the middle class, mainstream political forces, and even elements in the bureaucracy and the
army. It is in this particular context that one must understand the Maoists’s call for dialogue
with “all concerned sections of society” in early 2001 and their willingness to engage in the
first peace talks with the government later that year.49 If, however, the peace talks in 2001
were largely tactical in nature, the dialogue between the government and the Maoists in 2003
proved much more genuine.50 By then the war was moving toward a bloody stalemate, there
were no signs of an uprising in Kathmandu or any other urban center, and the international
community, under the banner of the “War on Terror,” had adopted an increasingly hard-line
approach toward the insurgency. In short, the Maoists started to realize for the first time
that there was no direct military solution of the conflict, that they lacked internal support,
especially from urban populations, and that the international community was not going to
accept an armed communist takeover in Nepal. To overcome these obstacles, the Maoists
were prepared to try and settle their grievances through new talks with the government.

In the run-up to the talks, the Maoists started to employ an increasingly moderate
language, intended to be acceptable for a broad audience, including the international com-
munity. In November 2002, amid increasing speculations about a possible cease-fire and
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peace talks, Krishna Bahadur Mahara, the number three of the Maoists’s rank-and-file,
appeared on CNN to “tell the media” that they were “against terrorism.” Notably, this was
the first time a senior Maoists leader appeared in front of a television camera since the
start of the insurgency in 1996. Mahara continued to explain that the Maoists “are not a
terrorist force. We have a proper political thought to serve the people, to liberate the people,
to establish a society based on equality in the country and we are fighting for this based
on a proper political idea and thought.”51 One month later, on 14 December 2002, The
Washington Times published an interview with Baburam Bhattarai who explained that his
party was “not pressing for a ‘communist republic’ but a bourgeois democratic republic.”
He further underlined the Maoists’s “commitment to a multiparty system” and that they
wanted “diplomatic and friendly relations with all the countries of the world,” including
the United States and India.52

Also during the negotiations, starting on 27 April 2003, with a first round of talks, the
Maoists’s demands and public remarks were noteworthy for their lack of radical ideological
content. The Maoists reintroduced their core demands from the 2001 peace talks, namely,
an interim government and a roundtable conference of all the political forces in order to
form a constituent assembly to draw up a new constitution.53 Furthermore, they repeated
that it was their goal to complete “bourgeois democratic revolution in the country” and
indicated that they were willing to accept a capitalist economic system.54 They explained
this position by pointing out that it was a necessary transitional stage toward a more pure
communist setup in the future.

The CPN-M Central Committee meeting in May 2003 was vital in harnessing the
Maoists’s more moderate stance. Completing a long process in which the party reviewed
the legacy of the communist movement in the twentieth century, the Maoists agreed again
that the “teachings of Marxism-Leninism-Maoism” should be applied “not in the form of
a dogma but in the form of creative application and development, as a ‘guide to action.’”
Drawing lessons from the past failures of communist regimes, they concluded that democ-
racy is a necessary tool to prevent the party from becoming “counter-revolutionary” and
the state “mechanic and bureaucratic.” As Prachanda stated: “only by institutionalizing
the rights of the masses to install an alternative revolutionary Party or leadership on the
state if the Party fails to continuously revolutionize itself that counter-revolution can be
effectively checked.”55 In other words, the Maoists came to revalue multiparty competition
and adopted it as a vital element within a future communist setup.

The Maoists also launched a prominent information and public relations campaign
explicitly designed to counter the terrorism tag and establish themselves as legitimate
political actors. This was not only vital to make the peace talks work, it was also crucial
for the Maoist’s political position if the peace talks would fail. After all, success of the
talks were far from guaranteed so the Maoists tried to make sure that they got a maximum
return from their period above ground. In order to improve their public profile the Maoists
organized press conferences with their high-ranking negotiators, several mass meetings
in different districts across the country, including Kathmandu valley, and village-level
political gatherings. Furthermore, they held talks with different civil society organizations,
the political parties, the business community, and officials of the EU and several foreign
embassies.56

Confronting U.S. Imperialism and Indian Expansionism

In the end, the cease-fire and the peace process did not hold. On 27 August 2003, Prachanda
declared that, “for the time being,” his party left the negotiation table and would return
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to war. Officially, the Maoists pulled out of the talks because of the unwillingness of the
government to hold constituent assembly elections, but ultimately, increasing violations
of the code of conduct and a steady erosion of trust between the two sides had since
long blocked any possibility of a peaceful solution of the conflict. The attitude of the
United States has been far from helpful in this regard. Outwardly, Washington has been
supportive for the cease-fire and peace talks, claming that it actually proved the success
of its tough policy toward the CPN-M.57 In reality, however, the Bush administration was
deeply sceptical of negotiations with the insurgents.58 Statements by U.S. officials during
this period about the Maoists continued to be often highly distrusting, and some actions
can be seen as at least not very sensitive toward the context of a difficult peace process. For
instance, on 25 April 2003, two days before the start of the first round of peace talks, the
U.S. and Nepalese governments signed a five-year antiterrorism pact. Even more disturbing,
however, was the decision of the U.S. State Department at the end of that same month to
put the Maoists on its list of “Other Terrorist Groups.”59 It is not clear why the Bush
administration implemented these measures in the midst of a fragile peace process, but
the Maoists have clearly interpreted this as a sign that the United States did not want the
negotiations to succeed.

After the Maoists walked out of the peace talks, they strongly criticized the interference
of “foreign imperialist forces” during the negotiation process and even accused the U.S.
government of being “the chief wrecker of the peace talks.”60 An agitated Prachanda argued
in an interview that:

After the event of September 11, the American imperialism declared all out
war against so-called terrorism. It made a strategic plan of consolidating its
influence in the name of fighting terrorism by firstly attacking Afghanistan,
then Iraq, and now it is attacking national liberation, democratic and socialist
movements all over the world.61

Although anti-U.S. rhetoric by the Maoists was an established feature, their language
employed after the end of the cease-fire was particularly strong and added a new twist
to the conflict. Prachanda declared that the behavior of Washington “made it clear that
the present political and military conflict in Nepal in the form of a civil war is ultimately
a national war waged against the imperialist forces.”62 Following this logic, the Maoists
termed the Nepalese government a “puppet” of “certain international forces, particularly
US imperialism,” and renamed Nepal’s military, the Royal Nepalese Army, as the “Royal
American Army.” In order to counter this threat to the nation, Prachanda stated that: “All
the patriotic people of Nepal must become united for the sake of national independence and
democracy.”63 In short, after the break-up of the peace talks, the Maoists tried to reframe
their “people’s war.” It was no longer presented as only an internal struggle to change the
country’s economic, social, and political structures, but also as a national conflict against
looming foreign domination. By directly playing on nationalistic sentiments of the Nepalese
people, the Maoists hoped to revitalize once more their political and military campaign in
order to break the status quo with the army.

During 2004, the CPN-M blended its anti-U.S. rhetoric with an increasingly aggressive
discourse toward India. Although the Maoists often warned of a military intervention by the
United States, they knew that a direct attack involving U.S. troops was highly unlikely. It
was argued that by invading Afghanistan and Iraq, U.S. imperialism had “picked up a stone
only to drop it on its feet.”64 They were, however, all the more convinced of an upcoming
Indian military intervention, supported by the Bush administration. Again, this was not a
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particularly new theme because the Maoists have been warning of “Indian expansionism”
throughout the war. In early 2000, for example, Prachanda even stated in an interview that,
ultimately, they would have to fight the Indian army, because New Delhi would eventually
be “compelled” to intervene.65 However, the growing cooperation between the U.S. and
Indian governments, New Delhi’s continued antiterrorism rhetoric, and the wave of arrests
of leading Nepalese Maoists sheltering in India apparently convinced the insurgents that
an armed intervention by their big neighbor was imminent. In late 2004, this calculation
even led the Maoist central committee to call for basic military training to be given to all
villagers and the decision to construct trenches and bunkers in preparation of a “tunnel
war” to counter the expected military invasion.66

While confronting the palace, the United States, and India, however, the Maoists always
kept a back door open for talks with other national and international players. Stressing the
need for alliance against the monarchy, Prachanda called for coordinated actions with the
main political parties.67 Furthermore, in stark contrast with the anti-U.S. and anti-Indian
rhetoric, the EU was termed a “responsible” international organization and Prachanda
indicated that his party was ready to sit for negotiations under the condition that the talks
were mediated by the United Nations.68

The Royal Coup

All these calculations changed drastically after the royal coup on 1 February 2005. With
the help of the army, King Gyanendra seized total state power, bringing the process of
growing authoritarianism and the militarization of the Nepalese society since November
2001 to its logical conclusion. The mainstream political parties, who until then had hoped
to regain some governance role, were definitively sidelined. The monarch appointed a
small cabinet filled with royalist politicians and handed out senior government positions
to military officers and retired generals. In order to garner foreign support for his actions,
King Gyanendra framed the coup as a move to protect “democracy” from the threat of “ter-
rorism.” He reminded the international community that terrorism could not be “confined
within geographical boundaries” and that “Nepal was committed to eliminating terrorism
in her own interest as well as in the interest of democracies around the world.”69 However,
to the surprise of the palace, most foreign powers, including India and the United States,
condemned the king’s move and halted the delivery of military aid.70 According to Wash-
ington, the king’s action would “undermine the Nepali struggle with the Maoist insurgency,
a very serious challenge to a peaceful and prosperous future for Nepal.”71

The Maoists were quick to realize that this was a golden opportunity to break the
stalemate. Knowing that they could not capture state power on their own, Prachanda once
again offered the battered political parties an alliance against the palace. This would not
only create a formidable force against the king, it would also provide the Maoists with
an entry to the cities, boost their political legitimacy toward hostile outside powers, and
provide the basis for a political solution of an armed conflict that was not winnable. The
Maoists changed course and Bhattarai was appointed to lead the first dialogues in New
Delhi with representatives of the parties, Indian political leaders, and foreign journalists.
After several rounds of negotiations, the CPN-M held an important Central Committee
meeting in October 2005. Apart from approving the party’s strategy of “co-work with
parliamentarian political parties to bring an end to the feudal autocracy,” the meeting also
placed the Maoists resolutely on a more moderate course. Reconnecting with the positions
developed during the 2003 cease-fire, the Maoist Central Committee adopted for the first
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time formally a program of working toward a “democratic republic” through “multiparty
competition.”72

At the same time, the Maoists worked hard to establish a more conductive environment
for the talks, domestic as well as international. After a deadly attack on a bus full of civilians
in June 2005, Prachanda tried to halt violence that could be easily labelled as terrorism by
issuing an order to the PLA and the armed militias to stop all “physical actions” against
unarmed persons.73 This move was followed by a unilateral cease-fire of three months,
declared on 3 September 2005, with the “aim of doing away with doubts remaining in some
circles” and to “encourage all forces within and outside Nepal who want peace through
a forward moving political solution.”74 Furthermore, the Maoists sought to build good
contacts with foreign news media. Because the local Nepalese media were under strict
military censorship, foreign media were the only way for the Maoists to spread their view
and counter the government’s discourse. Most notable were a number of interviews of
Prachanda, Bhattarai, and Mahara for foreign newspapers and magazines such as Time,
The Washington Times, and The Financial Times, spreading a more moderate image of
the party. But also on the local level, Maoist leaders tried to engage with foreign media.
For example, a local journalist in Butwal, who worked as a correspondent for the BBC in
2005 and 2006, was frequently approached by local Maoists. He declared that: “They [the
Maoists] thought it was important to share their ideas with the public, the government and
the world. Because of the censorship, there was only the BBC. [. . .] They wanted to make
clear that they were a political force, and not terrorists.”75

This all opened up the way for an alliance against the monarchy. On 17 November
2005, the CPN-M and the seven main constitutional parties signed a 12-point agreement in
New Delhi. The Maoists formally committed themselves to join a multiparty system and
the mainstream parties agreed with a process of constitutional change.76

The “Peaceful Revolution”

In a desperate attempt to foster some legitimacy, the royal government organized local
elections in early February 2006. They were, however, a complete failure. With the main
political parties boycotting the elections and the Maoists imposing a strike, voter turnout
across the country was only about 20 percent.77 Weeks of violent nationwide protests, in
which thousands of protesters defied a shoot-on-sight curfew in the capital, Kathmandu,
eventually forced the king to back out and reinstate parliament. Shortly after the formation
of a new government, Prime Minister Girija Prasad Koirala (from the NC party) lifted the
terrorism tag, declared a cease-fire, and started talks with the Maoist insurgents. Building
on the November 2005 document, the talks progressed positively, resulting in a number of
agreements. On 21 November 2006, the government and the Maoists signed a landmark
peace deal, ending the more than decade-long war. Both sides also agreed to an arms
management process and elections for a Constituent Assembly. On 15 January 2007, a 330-
member interim parliament was sworn in, including 83 Maoist representatives, followed
by the formation of an interim government on 1 April 2007, with five Maoist ministers.78

By ending the war and re-entering parliament, the Maoists had come full-circle. In
their view, the armed struggle had provided them with some important gains. First of all,
the war transformed them from a small party with few cadres into a powerful political
force in Nepalese politics, commanding a disciplined army and capable of providing some
basic government functions in certain rural areas. Furthermore, the Maoists were able
to spread knowledge about their agenda throughout all layers of the Nepalese society,
increasing awareness about ethnic, caste, and gender discrimination and polarizing public
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opinion against the monarchy in the process.79 The Maoists also argued that the war had
“cut off” the “roots of feudalism” because it ended the exploitation of local moneylenders
and landlords in many rural areas.80 However, as already discussed at length, the Maoists
acknowledged that their use of violence had also created a number of serious problems.
They realized that, in order to move forward, they needed to be flexible and divert from the
established pathways of revolution. The alternative ideological lines that were developed
allowed the Maoists to hold talks with the government to reach a political solution of the
conflict.

It is important to note that these new ideological lines not only reflect changes in tactics
in order to end the military stalemate and infiltrate the cities, but also a change in their direct
goal. The Maoist leadership is not talking anymore about a “new democratic revolution.”
Instead, the Central Committee of the CPN-M adopted formally in October 2005 the
goal of establishing a “democratic republic” in cooperation with the other mainstream
political parties. Key in realizing this plan is the restructuring of the state through the
Constitutional Assembly.81 Through the Constitutional Assembly, they hope to transform
Nepal into a republic and address many of the country’s economic, social, and cultural
problems. Long-standing demands in this regard are, for example, the adoption of a federal
state structure, fundamental land reforms, and the restructuring of the army. At the same
time, they emphasize the need for strong economic development. Bhattarai has underlined
many times the need for the Nepalese economy to be more productive and generating
greater employment. Instead of emphasizing the service sector and financial institutions,
the Maoists would rather see a robust agriculture and manufacturing sector as well as the
development of infrastructure, power, and the tourism sector.82 Although the CPN-M argues
that the state should facilitate this process, they support an open capitalist economy and
welcome foreign investments. As a Maoist leader in Kathmandu explained, “We cannot be
isolated from the world.”83

At the same time, however, the Maoists still present themselves as a vanguard revo-
lutionary party. Bhattarai warned that they would never “hoodwink the working class” by
committing “the crime of converting Marxism-Leninism-Maoism into a bourgeois trade-
mark.”84 Accordingly, the Maoists argue that a “democratic republic” is not the same as
a “bourgeois parliamentary democracy.”85 On the contrary, it should be understood as a
progressive political formation that functions only as a transitional sub-stage on the path
toward a Mao-style “people’s republic.”86 The CPN-M further made clear that, should
“reactionary forces” derail the peace process or block the establishment of a “democratic
republic,” they would not hesitate to use more traditional revolutionary tactics and initiate
a mass insurrection. In order to be ready for such a revolt, the Maoists reorganized their
militant youth wing, the Young Communist League (YCL), into a nationwide organiza-
tion with more than 300,000 members. Under the command of former PLA commanders,
the YCL will be the party’s primary force in case of confrontations.87 However, although
the Maoists keep the possibility of insurrection near at hand, the option of a renewed full-
scale insurgency seems off the table. The party has again and again reiterated that their
jungle days are over. As observed by ICG, “few leaders want to return to the unproductive
military stalemate they have already experienced.”88 Indeed, breaking out of this military
impasse was precisely one of the main rationales behind the Maoist decision to change
course and start talks with the government.

In all this, the Maoist leadership has to walk a very thin line. They have worked hard
for the current compromise and secured some significant gains. The most important one
is without a doubt the real prospect of state restructuring, bringing the abolition of the
monarchy and the implementation of federalism within very close reach. To continue on
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this path, however, they have to deal with challenges from inside and outside. Inside, there
is still a lot of scepticism among more orthodox and militant cadres about the possibilities
of a “peaceful revolution.” This has been indicated by criticism of the leadership line at
various policy meetings. During the fifth plenum in August 2007, the party-top was even
accused by some of having forgotten “communist culture” since residing in Kathmandu.89

Although these critics are still under control, the Maoists’s leadership has to take them into
account. The hardening of the party’s stands in late 2007, for example, has been widely
interpreted as a response to the belligerent voices. At the same time, however, the Maoist
leaders have to balance their discourse and actions against continuing suspicion and resis-
tance from outside actors such as the mainstream political parties and the foreign powers.
The Maoists and the political parties work together because they have immediate common
interest to do so, not because they share a long-term vision about the future of Nepal.90

Many of Nepal’s mainstream politicians continue to be highly distrustful toward the former
rebels and there are still major disagreements on the shape of the future federal repub-
lic. However, the Maoists and the other political parties understand that they have only a
limited amount of options and that continued talks and negotiations are probably the only
good one. Indeed, the many difficult agreements that have been worked out in the past and
the ongoing political discussions suggest that there is still room for further compromise.
Most foreign governments and foreign institutions considered the rapprochement between
the mainstream political parties and the Maoists in 2005 as an opening for peace. Also,
the subsequent peace accord and the Maoists’s participation in parliament and the interim
government were lauded as positives steps. Consequently, most foreign powers have since
engaged realistically with the Maoists, offering them some room to maneuver but con-
tinuing to pressure them on issues such as human rights and the implementation of the
peace agreement. Even the United States, who still considers the Maoists to be a terrorist
organization, is slowly adjusting its policy toward a stance of cautious engagement.91

Conclusion

On 13 February 1996, the CPN-M launched its “people’s war” to establish the “rule of
the proletariat” in a “people’s republic.” More than a decade later, Nepal’s brutal civil
war finally ended. On 21 November 2006, the Nepalese government and the former rebels
signed a landmark comprehensive peace accord, followed in 2007 by Maoist participation
in a new parliament and an interim government. This article analyzed the reasons behind
this remarkable change of course by the CPN-M and provided some insights into the party’s
strategic and ideological thinking. It was argued that the Maoists were confronted with three
major obstacles, which forced them to rethink their future course of action. Concretely,
from 2002 onward, they started to realize that there was no direct military solution of the
conflict, that they lacked the internal support from the urban middle class, and that the
international community was not going to accept an armed communist takeover in Nepal.
To overcome these obstacles, the Maoist leadership started to develop a more pragmatic
and pluralistic approach and engaged with domestic and international forces. The 2003
peace-talks with the government, the cease-fire at the end of 2005, and the agreement with
the mainstream political parties were all concrete steps on that path. Important in all this is,
however, that even before 2002, the CPN-M had acknowledged that a successful revolution
in Nepal would have to change the established models. Indeed, the Maoists leadership has
stated clearly that the “teachings of Marxism-Leninism-Maoism” should never be seen as
dogmas, but instead be developed and applied creatively. Consequently, the Maoists have
been engaged in extensive and continuous ideological debates throughout the conflict. In
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this process they revised the ideas and actions of communist icons such as Mao, Lenin,
and Stalin, developed their own ideological line called the “Prachanda Path,” and came
to revalue multiparty competition, which they adopted as a vital element within a future
communist setup. In the end, these alternative ideological routes not only reflected a change
in tactics in order to end the military stalemate and infiltrate the cities, but also a change in
the Maoists’s immediate goal. Instead of Mao’s “new democratic revolution,” the Central
Committee adopted formally in October 2005 the program to work toward a multiparty
parliamentary “democratic republic” with a capitalist economy. Through this “democratic
republic,” they hope to address Nepal’s many economic, social, and cultural problems.
Ideologically, the Maoists represent this particular political setup as a vital transitional
sub-stage on the path toward a more pure communist system in the future. In the short run,
however, it provided a space for the Maoists and the main political parties to come to a
political solution of the armed conflict.
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