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Summary

This thesis builds on an ethnographic study of revolutionary action in rural Nepal by
conceptually grounding it in political, economic and historical analyses of capitalist
development and state formation. Nepal’s hilly periphery has become an important
region, where systemic change and the rise of political movements make it necessary to
understand the inter-relation between broader structures of power and local cultural
meanings of resistance. The recent political history of Nepal has seen the interplay
between these forces through the rise of peasant politics that culminated in Maoist
politics. This movement process, politically marked by a 10-year long People’s War, has
led to the establishment of a federal republic and reshaped the socio-political landscape

of rural Nepal.

The thesis draws on long-term fieldwork engagement in the former Maoist base area in
Mid-Western Nepal. Through participant observation, interviews, life stories and
discourse analysis, the thesis explores the transformations of political consciousness in
rural Nepal. The first part of the thesis focuses on the ‘conditional element of class’,
through which I explore unifying and pluralizing tendencies of capitalist modernity. By
engaging with the topics of modernity, development, state-formation, and the theory of
uneven and combined development, chapters 3-7 explore the background of the peasant
movement process that is grounded in Nepal's integration into the global capitalist

economy.

The second part of the thesis focuses on the ‘potential element of class’ and the post-
revolutionary context of the Maoist insurgency by ethnographically studying the Maoist
movement process in Kham Magar villages. The multi-layered analysis of the uneven
development of revolutionary action digs deeper into the political process of the People’s
War to show how the Maoists created their discourse of resistance. I follow these
developments that overgrew the Maoist framing process and small scale organizing to the
larger political-ideological institutions that established the Maoist base area. The history
of Maoist rule in the village of Maikot shows that in the former base area, the Maoists
organised the peasant’s experience into a thickly interwoven world of ‘subaltern

counterpublics’. Although the Maoist movement has seen its decline, I argue that to
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understand the process of social transformation in rural Nepal, we should investigate the
constantly changing elements of the subaltern experience. I explore this through the life
stories of former Maoist combatants that map the rough coordinates of the post-
revolutionary common sense. This topic is also addressed in the doctoral ethnographic
film Taking on the Storm (2021), a filmic exploration of post-revolutionary common
sense in the former Maoist base area. Maikot’s post-revolutionary context is further
explored by analyzing the yarsagumba economy, an ethnographic narrative that explores
the peasants’ increased dependency on this lucrative commodity chain. In the last chapter
entitled Mushroom at the Top of the World (accompanied by a film with the same title),
I show how the yarsagumba economy has created a hybrid form of subsumption,
reflecting the contingency and unevenness of capitalist development in rural Nepal. I
argue that the post-revolutionary situation in Rukum has increased the integration of
peasant lives into dependent precarious livelihoods concealed by politics of autonomy.
This has created a situation in which class struggle increases the power of rural elites over
the resource-dependent peasantry. Maikot’s ethnographic example brings us to a
conceptualisation of peasant politics and capitalist development, where the potential
elements of class strengthen the power of the rural elites, creating a form of passive

revolution.
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Introduction

"Men make their own history, but they do not make it as they please; they do not make it
under self-selected circumstances, but under circumstances existing already, given and
transmitted from the past. The tradition of all dead generations weighs like a nightmare on
the brains of the living. And just as they seem to be occupied with revolutionising
themselves and things, creating something that did not exist before, precisely in such
epochs of revolutionary crisis they anxiously conjure up the spirits of the past to their
service, borrowing from them names, battle slogans, and costumes in order to present this
new scene in world history in time-honored disguise and borrowed language" (Marx, 1852:
398).

After the second world war, the restructuring of the non-industrialized societies of the
Global South integrated peasant populations more firmly within global capitalist
relations. Looking at this process of integration and development, some have proclaimed
'the death of the peasantry' (Hobsbawm, 1994); however, instead of straightforward
proletarization, the peasantry became a part of a much more uneven process of
development. Within the unifying and pluralizing tendencies of capitalist modernity, a
process that can be elaborated by exploring the unevenness and combination of capitalist
development, the political subjects in the Global South have found themselves responding
to new contexts, structures and scales. Like in neighbouring China and India, the peasant
masses in Nepal began to build conscious struggles against broader power structures.
While the formation of oppositional projects (and communist movements) in Nepal can
be dated to the early 20th century, it was during the 1970s and later in the 1990s that

more powerful counter-hegemonic movements emerged.

Throughout the 20th century, this landlocked highland country was ruled by the royal
elite, and the monarchical and feudal regime that was put in place had only briefly been
interrupted by democratic social movements. Although Nepal had its democracy
experiment in the 1950s (Whelpton, 2005), a counter-revolution that followed installed a
system of guided democracy (the Panchayat system) that reasserted the power of the
landed elites. It was not until the democratic movement of 1990 (Jana Andolan), led by
a coalition of left parties and other pro-democratic parties that the Panchayat system was
formally abolished, and Nepal pawed its way toward multi-party democracy, a goal that
has been pursued for decades by different ‘underground’ movements. A new constitution

and elections that followed brought hope to the people who had long pursued systemic
13



change. While the sea of protesters took over Kathmandu, the peasants in remote Nepal
were less enthusiastic about recent democratic changes. The localized peasant revolts
against the landed elites continued through the country, and the heterogenous peasant
movements expanded their political praxis and joined the Maoist movement that began
forming in the middle of the 1990s. In February 1996, the Communist Party of Nepal
(Maoist), the faction of the communist movement that had adopted the strategy of
protracted armed struggle, announced the People’s War with a series of attacks in six

districts.

The Nepalese People’s War was not a single event but a long and complex revolutionary
process that can be understood through several perspectives. In one way, it can be read
as a peasant movement that asserted itself as a powerful political force by adopting the
strategies of a modern Maoist insurgency. Such a revolutionary strategy typically includes
three elements: “first, the "spirit" of traditional peasant "rebellion"; second, the ideology
and organization of modern "revolution"; and third, the operational doctrines of guerrilla
warfare (Desai & Eckstein, 1990: 442). Although this was a relatively small movement at
the beginning of the insurgency, the Nepalese Maoists created a movement process that
combined different oppositional projects under the banner of the People’s War. Peasant
village struggles, ethnic organizations, labour movements, union struggles, urban
protests, and inter-party squabbles all played their role in this counterhegemonic struggle
against the state. The decade-long process, which ended with the Comprehensive Peace
Accord in 2006, achieved its primary goal, and the king handed over the power to the
Seven Party Alliance that aimed to oversee Nepal’s transition into a democratic republic.
The Maoist movement that at its peak counted more than 10.000 armed guerillas
disintegrated, and after several splits, the Maoist parties entered parliamentary politics.
The movement process that had established the Maoists as a strong oppositional force
was replaced by less radical party politics while the former Maoist base areas were

integrated into the state.

The main subject of this doctoral thesis, based on an original ethnographic study, is to
understand the transformations of political consciousness and the uneven development
of the class struggle in the former Maoist base areas in Mid-Western Nepal. The

ethnographic lens is turned to the Kham Magar community, which has historically been
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at the margins of Nepal's state formation process. By focusing on the political
participation and different trajectories of economic development of a community that was
at the centre of the Maoist revolution and formed further oppositional projects against
the state, this research studies the relationship between revolutionary practice and world-
historical processes. By conceptually grounding the making of the Nepalese 'peasantariat’
in the broader historical and political-economic explanations of capitalist restructuring
and state formation, the thesis aims to contribute to the debate on social movements and

revolutions in the periphery.

This ethnographic study explores 'the uneven development of class struggle' (Smith,
2008: 5) within the historical process of Nepal's state-formation. The background of this
process is grounded in analyzing Nepal's integration into the global capitalist economy, a
context that is often missing from the anthropological frameworks used for analysing
social movements in Nepal. This thesis aims to build a framework that explores the
broader economic conditions by examining what Thompson called 'the conditional
element of class' (Thompson, 1964). By using this political-economic grounding and
building on ethnographic fieldwork of subaltern political projects, the thesis articulates
two dimensions of social structuring: the 'conditional' and 'potential' elements of class
(Smith, 2014: 162). Writing about an area situated in the middle of the former Maoist
controlled base, the study follows the history of the struggle of a community that was once
at the centre of the Maoist social movement project and is now adapting to the new class

realities of peripheral capitalism in post-conflict Nepal.

Historically, the South Asian periphery has been considered an important region, where
in the shadows of the state, social movements had made it necessary to pay attention to
the inter-relation between broader structures of power and local cultural meanings of
resistance. The recent political history of Nepal undoubtedly serves as a good case study.
At the turn of the century, the long-neglected political aspirations of the peasant masses
have swept away with the old state apparatus, and the rural proletariat has asserted itself
as a strong and decisive political force. In Nepal, the long-brewing political-economic
tensions of the most marginalised parts of the country formed fertile ground for peasant
rebellions that sprung in villages all across the area and culminated in a decade long

People's War. This revolutionary process is not unknown to the Asian continent, and we
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have observed in both China and India, where it has created a radically different political

environment.

This history of counter-movement formation from below led to the complete
restructuring of Nepal's ruling elites, ultimately adopting a new mode of rule: by
establishing a democratic (federal) republic. However, while seeing this as one of the main
achievements of the broad coalition of oppositional forces is essential, it conceals the
heterogeneity of different scales of class and non-class aligned resistances, calls for
recognition and redistribution of resources that occurred throughout the revolutionary
process. The Maoist path, as it is discussed in the thesis, is full of loose ends; as a mass
movement rises, it builds certain forms of the struggle more consciously than others, and
while moving through different scales, the movement's political praxis is continuously
challenged as it responds to new contexts, structures and actors. All social struggles are
full of contradictions, and the Maoist movement in Nepal was no different. However, a
very conscious struggle of the Maoist movement process trying to reconcile the
discrepancies between theory and action in the long history of revolutionary activity has
been overshadowed by other narratives of the People’s War. While these narratives,
stemming from anti-communist propaganda to the discourses about conflict resolution,
have dominated the media, they also sprouted a fruitful academic field full of discussions
on Nepal’s democratic transition that neglects the role of the rural masses in historical

change.

In order to understand the contradictions and transformations of peasant social
movements, the argument put forward in this thesis deals more closely with the concept
of political consciousness. For Marx, social consciousness is conditioned by social being?.
The method he applied to study consciousness sets out to explain the social and economic

phenomena from the objective point of view conceptualised in his critique of bourgeois

1 Marx wrote extensively about social being and consciousness, but the outline of his approach is perhaps best captures
in the following lines: "In the social production of their existence, men inevitably enter into definite relations, which
are independent of their will, namely [the] relations of production appropriate to a given stage in the development of
their material forces of production. The totality of these relations of production constitutes the economic structure of
society, the real foundation, on which arises a legal and political superstructure, and to which correspond definite
forms of social consciousness. The mode of production of material life conditions the general process of social,
political, and intellectual life. It is not the consciousness of men that determines their existence, but their social
existence that determines their consciousness” (Marx, 1859, non pag).
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political economy. This does not mean that Marx does not address consciousness outside
of his economic theory; he does so without falling into the trap of subjectivism; by
understanding consciousness as a part of the social whole and proposes that it should be
studied not only in its visible parts but also in all its hidden parts in the content of
ideological and economic formations. These elements of Marx's material approach outline

the two dimensions of his concept of ideology:

"the material transformation of the economic conditions of production, which can be
determined with the precision of natural science, and the legal, political, religious, artistic,
or philosophic — in short, ideological forms in which men become conscious of this conflict

and fight it out" (Marx, 1859: non-pag).

These two dimensions explain consciousness 'from the contradictions of material life' and
practical consciousness, which is defined as lived class experience. In order to explain
political consciousness and its transformations, both dimensions are equally important,
and as Jean Comaroff has argued: "these two dimensions of ideology-"theory" and
practical consciousness - are seldom brought into satisfactory relationship in the work of

subsequent writers in the critical tradition" (Comaroff, 1985: 4).

An excellent example, which is often referred to throughout the thesis, is the work of the
Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci. Gramsci's critique of the determinist view inscribed in
the base and superstructure model paved the way from the 'scientific' Marxism of the
Second International. Instead of writing about the economic conditioning of
consciousness, Gramsci developed a foundation for a materialist approach that benefits
from understanding consciousness as lived experience. He outlines the basis of his

materialist thinking in the following way:

"Man does not enter into relations with the natural world just by being himself part of the
natural world, but actively, by means of work and technique. Further: these relations are

not mechanical. They are active and conscious" (Gramsci in Ekers, 2012: 128).

For Gramsci then, the mind possesses the capability for transformative action, and it is
therefore much more than a reflection of the material world surrounding it. Social
revolutions, he argues, similarly do not happen because of mechanical issues, and it would
not be sufficient to explain them only on their terms. The French revolution, he argues,

happened "in the context of conflicts on a higher plane than the immediate world of the
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economy, conflicts bound up with class "prestige" (future economic interests), and an
exacerbation of sentiments of independence, autonomy, and power" (Femia, 1981: 74).
Gramsci's critique has left a significant influence on Western Marxism and social sciences
in general. His work inspired many scholars across the globe that have studied state-
formation, uneven development and subaltern resistance2. From his own experience of
socialist construction and anti-fascist resistance in Italy, Gramsci was aware that
revolutionaries should understand the cultural realities and social circumstances that

condition their activities.

To build a genuinely counter-hegemonic movement is not an easy task for any
revolutionary movement, and Gramsci was well aware of the challenge behind building
grassroots revolutionary projects. The challenge is that any powerful revolutionary
project can only be built through the oppressed people's daily realities and lived
experiences. However, the critical dimension of subaltern people's inequality lies in their
conception of the world that is derived from dominant ideology and is insufficient to
produce coherent accounts to change world they live in. That is not to say that Gramsci's
theory of political consciousness does not pay sufficient attention to subaltern agency.
Instead of drawing conclusions that would lead to romanticising subaltern agency,
Gramsci locates it within fields of oppression in which an initially fragmented and
contradictory subaltern consciousness can develop into a political consciousness (a
process Gramsci refers to as a contradictory struggle between common and good sense)
and builds a revolutionary project from below. While Gramsci's thought has been often
deployed for studying subaltern resistance, the history of Gramsci's ideas should also be
read against the backdrop of reactionary restoration, bourgeois hegemony and the rise of

Fascism3. In this respect, Gramsci develops his more most well-known theoretical tools.

2 Kate Crehan for example argues that Gramsci was the foremost scholar and activist that advanced the ideas of Marx
in the West (Crehan, 2002). Gramsci’s thought has been at the heart of many approaches to anti-colonial struggles,
and anti-imperial strategies and continues to inspire new generations of Marxists around the globe. One of the reasons
why Gramsci’s concepts have reached all corners of the world lies in the fact that Gramsci was a scholar that studied
both the specifics of the Italian situation and the international — making his concepts available and readily translatable
into a variety of different scenarios.

3 Further historicizing Gramsci’s ideas, as Morton (2007) has proposed, is important - his work should not be
considered without paying attention to Italian and international history and the processes of state-formation and the
uneven development of capitalism. To engage Gramsci’s ideas in contemporary scenarios of capitalist development,
Morton has proposed to think in a ‘Gramscian way’, rather than uncritically thinking that Gramsci’s method is
applicable to every situation.
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He writes about passive revolution and bourgeois hegemony, processes that have
transformed the Italian society without the participation of political movements from
below. The notion of passive revolution became one of Gramsci's central concepts, and
Gramsci referred to it as a 'revolution without a revolution' (Thomas, 2006: 72). Gramsci's
work is thus informative for understanding both the social movements from above and

social movements from below.

In a dialectical view of hegemony and subaltern resistance, Gramsci has argued that there
are two conflicting 'conceptions of the world' that constitute the worldview of subaltern
classes; one that is derived from the dominant ideology, and the other coming from the
practical experience of social reality. Such an understanding of the dialectical relation
between social structures and human agency that has been undoubtedly derived from
Marx4 brings us to an important methodological foundation. Social concepts, such as
classes, cannot be sufficiently explained by studying only the consciousness of individual
actors. Here Gramsci employs history, theories of state-formation and political economy.
On the other side, it is equally valid that the functioning of social structures does not
entirely determine human consciousness — here, Gramsci develops his 'philosophy of
praxis. To highlight the importance of these two dimensions found in Gramsci's work, one
of the leading Gramscian scholars has proposed to reconsider key Gramscian concepts in

order to revitalise the theory of historical materialism:

"Gramsci was thus able to give due weight to two constitutive dimensions of the Marxist
tradition that are not always easily articulated: on the one hand, the critique of political
economy, or those elements that tend towards a science of the capitalist mode of
production; and on the other hand, a political theory of the working class movement, or
what Gramsci famously described as the philosophy of praxis' status as a "conception of
the world." The former describes the conditions confronted by the latter, but ultimately,
Gramsci insists, it is only the latter that can explain and justify the former, in both
theoretical and practical forms" (Thomas, 2006: 76).

In this sense, Gramsci's reformulation of the main ideas of historical materialism remains

an inspiration. In the thesis, the first part that more broadly deals with the conditioning

4 Perry Anderson observed a similar disjuncture in Marx’s writings, between the late Marx (the Marx of Capital) and
early Marx’s writing’s (The Marx of the Communist Manifesto). He observes the following principle at work at the
centre of the theory of historical materialism: “The first refers essentially to a structural, or more properly inter-
structural, reality: the order of what contemporary sociology would call system integration (or, for Marx latent
disintegration). The second refers to the subjective forces contending and colliding for mastery over social forms and
historical processes: the realm of what contemporary sociology would call social integration (that is equally
disintegration of reintegration)” (Anderson, 1983: 34).
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element of social structuring is further explained by analysing the different conjunctures
of capitalist development and social and cultural fields of power. To address the scope of
uneven development in Nepal and the different combinations with the capitalist mode of
production that have challenged the peasant masses, I analyse capitalism's historical,
spatial and temporal dimensions with the help of the idea of uneven and combined
development. This framework is grounded in the more recent revival of the interest in the
theories of uneven and combined development (UCD) initially proposed by Leon Trotsky
(1960), but also more recently developed as a part of the Gramscian framework (Morton,
2007; Thomas, 2006; 2009) and broader (Makki, 2015; Davidson, 2017, Smith 2020;
Harootunain, 2015; Gill and Kasmir, 2016). In return to UCD with an effort to liberate it
from interpretations that see it only as an economic theory, or others that have made more
recent use of it in the study of international relations (Rosenberg, 2006), I follow the
interpretation of UCD that pays equal attention to the uneven development of both:

capitalist hegemony and class struggle (Smith, 2014).

In many places throughout the research, I pin down the relations between political
subjects in rural Nepal and broader fields of power, a relation that is seen as both 'socially
constitutive and constituting' (Roseberry, 1994). Following ideas that brought the key
elements of the historical materialist approach to study non-industrial societies, the
thesis also follows the endeavours of authors that have helped to elaborate an
anthropological approach to political economy (often referred to as the anthropological
political economy schools). In this light, I believe that human history should not be
described by schemes and mechanistic models but should acknowledge subjective
elements and modes of feeling. In essence, all such types of historical models mystify
rather than shed light on social change and historical development. Additionally, this
thesis aims to contribute to a wider struggle within social theory to shift the focus away
from European history and to decentralise theories of capitalist development that

emphasize capitalisms singularity.

5 A more detailed elaboration of the approach and its contribution to Marxian Anthropology in general has been
outlined here: Neveling, P., and Steur, L. (2018). Introduction: Marxian anthropology resurgent. Focaal, 2018(82), 1-
15.
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The thesis is constituted around a theoretical proposition put forward by a scholar who
has reflected upon the Gramscian framework and used it in his studies of the Latin
American peasantry. William Roseberry has articulated the basis of this kind of

materialism in the following way:

"More to the point, among the material conditions, under which they live, is included a set
of ideas, or sets of ideas, themselves historical products, that serve as material forces. Here,
culture itself is made material. The kind of materialism proposed here, then, is not one that
appropriates and subsumes culture and consciousness within an expanding material base,
but one that starts with a given population and material circumstances that confront it and
includes culture and consciousness among the material circumstances to be examined"
(Roseberry, 1994: 41).

Following Roseberry’s and other ideas outlined this far, I have structured the thesis into
two parts. In the first part, a broader discussion on how Nepal's spatially fragmented and
uneven socio-economic landscape has been connected to or disconnected from the
historical trajectories of capitalist development is brought forward. It focuses on the
conditions of class and other economic relationships through which the Kham Magars
and other peasant communities in Nepal have entered the global economy. By drawing
on the economic and cultural history of the Nepalese peasantry, this part outlines the
layers of unilinear development in rural Nepal and argues that the concept of combining
temporal unevenness of peasant communities is central to understanding revolutionary
politics (Smith, 2014). This argument shows that peasants' political agency is inscribed in
the process of uneven and combined development and central to any idea of state-

formation.

In the second part of the thesis, the argument turns from the conditional to the dual
character of class. This conceptual move makes it possible to ethnographically investigate
both the 'conditional' and 'potential’ elements of class through the doctoral fieldwork in
Mid-Western Nepal conducted during several visits between 2015-2019. This part of the
research focuses on the historical transformations of political consciousness through the
movement process initiated by the peasants and the Maoist rebels. The ethnographic
chapters provide a multi-layered analysis of several stages of the struggle. Starting at the
ideological foundations of the movement, I draw on Maoist documents to show how
Maoist theory and praxis ranging from struggles for recognition and redistribution and

often shifted between affirmative and transformative action (Fraser, 1995). By following
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the lives of Maoist ex-combatants and the social life in the former Maoist base area, I
describe the participation in the 'social movement from below' as a 'struggle over
meaning' (Cox and Nielsen, 2014: 92). By connecting the local history of struggle, the
experiences of social movement participants, and the process of ‘counterhegemonic
framing' of collective action, I analyse the uneven development of revolutionary action in
rural Nepal. Looking at the micro-level of social movement building helps me show how
peasants in rural Nepal became active participants in the different strands of the Maoist

movement.

Read together; these two parts reflect the thesis's conceptual grounding, also seen in
Roseberry's work on the Venezuelan peasants. Like Roseberry’s work, the structure of the
thesis poses relevant questions about the emancipation struggles of the Kham Magar

community against the backdrop of world-historic processes:

"How were we to understand these anthropological subjects in terms of the world-historical
processes through which they emerged or by means of which they maintained themselves
without simplistically reducing the dynamics of their communities to the dynamics of
world history?" (Roseberry, 1994: 147).

Methodologically the thesis is building on an approach that is at the same time historical
and materialist, but also political-economic and ethnographic. The development of
Marx's own work can serve as an example of a materialist approach that starts with real-
life situations. In the quote, at the start of this chapter, Marx argues that: "Men make their
own history, but they do not make it as they please; they do not make it under self-selected
circumstances, but under circumstances existing already, given and transmitted from the
past" (Marx, 1852: 398), I have, like many others before me, first interpreted this
statement as the central premise of Marx's materialism inscribed in his understanding of
the relationship between structure and agency. However, there is more to this passage
and Marx's materialist approach of The Eighteenth Brumaire, as Roseberry has warned:
"[i]t is seldom noted that the observation introduces a comment on the weight of ideas in
a historical process" (Roseberry, 1994: 40). This approach to culture and consciousness
starts with the symbolic analysis of individuals' lives but does not give this part of social
life the autonomy that is to be found in cultural anthropology and cultural studies (ibid).
The structure of my thesis into two parts derives from this understanding of culture,

consciousness, and class. First, culture and consciousness are explained through the

22



historical developments of material circumstances, in which I explore the materiality of
culture (part one). Second, the symbolic struggle of peasants challenging the conditioning
elements of class, that is, the social circumstances of oppression, is empirically examined

to explain the 'active and conscious' political culture of rural resistance (part two).

Authors such as Eric Wolf and Sidney Mintz have placed similar concerns at the core of
their research. They conceptualised culture as a social force that has liberated the
anthropological subjects of more rigorous theoretical confinements but maintained the
analysis of the main social antagonisms of specific modes of production at its core.
Following some of the central tenets of this school of thought, I propose that it is not only
a tool that helps us explain revolutions and other oppositional projects but allows
anthropologists to critically examine the contemporary entanglements of neoliberal
capitalism. The strength of this framework thus lies in the analysis of "how capitalist
logics seep into people's struggles at all scales to the extent that even the most intimate
terrains, which tend to feel the most ‘authentic’, or ‘our own’, are already implicated,

usurped, and enclosed by capitalist logics" (Neveling and Steur., 2018: 2).

Revolutionary action is only one social activity in which I observe the potential and
conditional elements of class. The Khams did not blindly believe in the success of the
armed struggle. They are aware that emancipatory struggles are fought on more fronts
than just with guerrilla warfare. They recognise the class character of their life journeys'
and the exhausting struggles that await them at every step. We have often discussed the
political freedoms that the guerrillas had fought for, but I have noticed how they often
referred to continuous economic dependence and marginalisation in the same breath. In
this way, the Khams talk about freedom with caution, pointing out how they have
overcome some of the discriminatory practices of the past but continue, without resorting
to abstract thinking, to address the persistent inequality that continues to be a daily reality

for most in rural Nepal.

Most Khams are retrospectively disappointed about the outcome of the revolution
because the Nepali Revolution, like many others in the Global South, was first divided
into smaller units and then kidnapped by an opportunistic revolutionary elite. Although

the Maoists managed to capture state power in the consequent years after the revolution,
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the promised reforms of the countryside are still due. Instead of constructing a new
socialist alternative, a process that could lead to agrarian reforms and collectivisation, the
Maoists followed the path of developmentalism and state-led modernisation that
eventually transformed them into a typical bourgeois party. Thus, the outcome of the
Nepali revolution is another example of what Gramsci would call a "passive revolution'.
Revolution in the sense that the ruling classes were still able to deliver "real historical
gains, producing real social transformations that could be comprehended, formally at
least, as progressive", and passive, as peasants from all corners in Nepal would confirm,
that this transformation mainly occurred "without the extensive involvement of subaltern

classes" (Thomas, 2006: 73).

Throughout the thesis, with the help of ethnographically grounded knowledge, I try to
rethink some of the presuppositions that anthropological writings have created about the
revolution in Nepal. Chapter one outlines the ethnographic approach to the topic and
details how I established rapport with the Kham Magars in Rukum. The second chapter
discusses the use of visual methods during fieldwork and the process of creating doctoral
ethnographic films. The following chapter describes the idiosyncratic literature on the
People’s War in Nepal and discusses it as the different ‘ways of seeing’ the revolution. This
chapter maps the conceptual and theoretical coordinates of the field of study. Chapter
four rethinks how the Kham Magars (and Magars more broadly) can be re-positioned in
Nepal’s state's formation history. The fifth chapter describes the different historical
trajectories of capitalist development in Nepal, redefining the role of merchant capital
and the early industrialization attempts at the start of the 20th century. It argues that the
transition debate and the articulation-of-modes-of-production approach have concealed
a more uneven character of capitalist development revealed by exploring the
heterogeneity of capitalist development rather than emphasising its singularity. Chapter
six further draws on these conclusions to understand how Nepal’s uneven economic
landscape has been combined with the global capitalist economy through the
development industry. Although capitalism had previously existed in Nepal, it argues that
the development industry has significantly impacted the creation of revolutionary
subjectivities. The discussion on ‘unevenness’ and ‘combination’ presented in chapter

seven helps me paint the complex economic landscape of Mid-Western Nepal today.
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Through the narrative of de-peasantization and de-proletarization, this chapter looks at
the current process of the uneven proletarization of the Kham Magars. Chapters eight to
eleven look at the uneven development of revolutionary action, the establishment of the
Maoist base area, and the Maoist guerilla economy in the village of Maikot. This
ethnographic material is followed by exploring how livelihoods were affected and
transformed by the revolution. Chapter twelve draws on interviews with former
combatants to show why disappointment is an important aspect of post-revolutionary
politics. This helps me discuss the coordinates of the post-revolutionary common sense,
according to which people feel caught between past expectations and current
disappointments. Chapter thirteen brings the narratives of disappointment into the
perspective of post-war village restructuring around a lucrative resource found in the
highland pastures above the village. In the aftermath of the People’s War, the so-called
caterpillar fungus became the most important source of income for Maikotis. The chapter
follows the history of the local mushroom economy in the village and analyses the
different governance systems that established new relations between state and non-state
actors. Although the local struggle for the commons has become a source for creating new
political subjectivities, I argue that the emergence of the post-war politics of autonomy
and other forms of commoning conceal the dependency and exploitation created by the
yarsagumba commodity chain. The new field of contentious politics has empowered the
rural elites who are negotiating a better position within the state. In conclusion, I argue
that reconsidering the outcomes of contentious politics within the uneven capitalist
landscape constituted by the simultaneity of different forms of subsumption creates a

form of passive revolution.
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Chapter 1: The Land of Guerillas and Extraordinary Mushrooms

Choosing the Site for Fieldwork

I first read about Rukum and Rolpa districts in Maoist sources online and in
anthropological accounts on Maoism that have picked up on the region's developments
after the conflict escalated in the period after the royal massacre of 2001°. In these
accounts, the Maoists described the villages of this region as communities organized in
tribal egalitarian societies, in which they recognized inherent revolutionary agency?. This
was one of the reasons why the Maoists chose the remote Kham villages of Mid-Western
Nepal for their base area. After reading in more detail about Maoist organizing in the
region and the scale of collective action that made this area the centre of the People’s War,
this seemed to be the right place, to begin with fieldwork on subaltern revolutionary
action. At the time of my first departure to the field, however, the importance of this
region had already begun to emerge within the anthropology of the People’s War. Several
scholarly publications challenged the mainstream media view that has portrayed Maoists

as bandits and violent insurgents with little sympathy for village life (chapter 3).

During preparations for the first field trip in 2015, I read accounts reporting on the Maoist
organizing in the village of Thabang in the Rolpa district. The Maoists portrayed Thabang
as the 'cradle of the Nepali revolution', and the media soon picked it up as a place where
the state had no presence, and the Maoist shadow state model established independent
rule. The image of Thabang had captured the imagination of the Nepali (and the

international) Left, but there had been relatively little effort from journalists and social

6 The Royal massacre is considered one of the decisive turning points in political history of Nepal. In the
midst of the conflict between the Maoists and the state, the crown prince Dipendra killed his parents and
other family members present at the dinner party at Narayanhiti Palace. After the massacre king Birendra
was succeeded by his brother Gyanendra who soon took a more decisive stance against the Maoists. This
violent period started by naming the Maoists terrorists, followed by other strict military measures: the entry
of the Royal Nepalese army into the conflict with the Maoists and declaring a state of emergency to seize
control over the conflict.

7 The Maoist leader Pushpa Kamal Dahal (Prachanda) said in an interview with reporter Li Onesto: “Yes, in
Rolpa and Rukum there are not too many temples, and in the family background in these nationalities,
there is a kind of democracy, a primitive democracy. Even male domination in these places is weaker-it is
not like in the dominating castes. And at the same time, our party has a long history of working in these
areas, like in Thabang and Rolpa” (Onesto, 2000).
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scientists to understand what was going on in other parts of this vast region. I thought
that places that were central to Maoist organizing but have not yet received scholarly
attention would deserve further research in the context of collective action and the post-
revolutionary situation. For this reason, my focus moved away from Thabang as the first
obvious choice. The other reason was my intention to build the ethnography beyond
Thabang’s narrative of revolution that dropped a shadow on more remote parts of the
region. Thabang's rich history of communist organizing has been studied in great detail
(Ogura, 2007, Gidwani and Paudel, 2012; de Sales 2010, 2011, 2013; Zharkevich, 2019;
Patel, 2019), linking the village to the narrative of the Maoist movement that established
it as the centre of their base area and as the symbol of resistance against the state. While
Thabang’s history of struggle reveals the ideological foundations of rural struggle, it also
conceals parts of the movement building that remained outside the main narratives

coined by the Maoists during the People's War.

My primary research interest was to understand the formation of political consciousness
on the village level. The motivation behind this was to challenge two contrasting ideas
about subaltern agency in Nepal: that there was a pre-existing ideological formation
(village communism) that laid the ground for a more 'authentic' revolution; and that there
was no revolutionary consciousness whatsoever, that the Kham Magars (or other
minorities involved in the war) were mere instruments in the hands of the educated
Maoists that came to the region to pursue their agenda. In my view, in both of these
versions, the complexity of real-life revolutionary organizing is lost. More importantly,
the main issues around class formations, political mobilization, and movement
organizing central to social movements research remain unaddressed. Why was this
movement formed in this remote part of the country, and why did it draw so many people
into its ranks? This seemed to be the missing puzzle in the anthropology of Maoism in

Nepal.

So what drew my attention to Rukum district? Both Rukum and Rolpa districts are
considered geographically remote (which was even more pertinent in the 1990s than
today). Both areas are populated by historically marginalized ethnic minorities, such as
Kham Magars, Gurungs and different social formations of Dalits living in villages under

Magar rule. The Kham Magar's involvement in the People's War has been well
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documented by anthropologists, as this case is very eloquent in showing how the Maoist
movement itself has propelled the formation of ethnic identities in an area where ethnic
politics have not existed before Maoist politicizing the population (de Sales, 2011). I
explore different intersections of ethnic and class identities throughout the thesis, as this
remained a fundamental question of post-revolutionary state restructuring. While it is
important to deal with the topic of Maoist politicization of ethnicity and the organization
of the tribal groups that merged their grievances against the state with Maoist campaigns
for ethnic rights and autonomy, these anthropological accounts often provide little insight
into village hegemonic relations preceding the war. Outside of the debates on ethnicity,
little research existed at the time on class differentiation, social movement building and

recent political-economic changes in the area of Mid-Western Nepal.

Outside of these well-established narratives, I came across a memoir that reported on the
early village struggle in a remote part of Rukum written by a former Maoist combatant
going by the nom the guerre Ajayashakti. It is a story of a young Kham Magar, also known
as Surul Pun, that depicts the collective action of a village struggling against an unjust
landlord. Besides the detailed description of what Surul calls 'village class struggle', his
memoir is one of the more detailed and informative accounts of a life of a guerilla fighter
published to date (Maoist journals and magazines have published many such accounts in
the years after the conflict) 8. The case of Surul's home village of Maikot presented itself
as a perfect opportunity to study social movement building that occurred prior to a more
ethnically politicized movement of the later years. Although I could have found a variety
of examples of how individuals and whole villages became involved in the Maoist
movement, the case of Maikot allowed me to study two periods of village-level social
organization: the formation of political consciousness leading up to the revolution and its
transformation throughout the different political and economic scenarios that occurred
in the post-revolutionary period. In this way, Surul's autobiography drew me into the

history of the village with several similar life stories of people's involvement in the

8 Michael Hutt has written in more details about the Maoist memoirs as a genre emerging in Nepali
literature. He proposes to look at this valuable material seriously when studying the history of the People’s
war to understand the life histories of combatants, the political imaginary that drove them in and out of
politics and the political discourse that brings us closer to understanding Maobadi culture (Hutt, 2012).

28



People's War. In the following years, these people, with whom I have maintained close

personal ties, became closely related to different parts of the doctoral research.
The Kham Magars and the Village of Maikot

The Kham Magars9 are an ethnic group living in the hills west of the Dhaulagiri range, in
the districts of Rolpa, eastern and northern Rukum. The Kham Magar country (desh) is
relatively small, and it consists of around 50.000 individuals living in villages scattered
around the hilly and forested areas of Mid-Western Nepal. The Khams speak a Tibeto-
Burman language, and their socio-cultural space is distinct from the Hindu culture of the
plains, although, throughout the centuries, Hinduism has spread to the region influenced
the Khams. Hinduization has forced the Kham Magars to abandon some of their cultural
practices. The most well-known is probably the imposed restriction of consuming beef
(alongside abandoning practices such as bull sacrifice found in Maikot) (Lecomte-
Tilouine, 2011: 87). The incorporation of the Khams into the 19th-century legal code

Muluki Ain categorized the Magars as a pure caste but not 'reducible to slavery'.

"The Magars were considered a pure caste of alcohol drinkers not reducible to slavery. This
position is lower than their rank in Central Nepal, where they are considered degraded

Kshatriyas and superior to other tribal groups" (Lecomte-Tilouine, 2011: 91).

Living at the state's margins, but not in a space that could be termed stateless, the Kham
Magars' socio-cultural world remained distinct from other ethnic groups (the Kham
Magar cultural history is explored in chapter 4). The main distinctions besides the
language (Kham) can be found in the characteristics related to how the Kham Magars
organize their livelihoods. For transhumant pastoralists such as the Khams, the seasonal
migration of sheep from the high Himalayan plateaus to the Terai's plains and vice-versa

has been a central point of everyday life. Subsistence farming remains one of the

9 The Kham Magars should not be confused with the Magars, a wider term used to describe Nepal’s largest
ethnic group that speaks Magar language. Although Kham Magars (often referred to as Khams, or Western
Magars) consider themselves Magars, it is possible to make linguistic and other cultural differentiations
between the two. The Kham Magar’s cultural origins can be traced back to central Siberia, due to the
shamanistic healing practices they still practice to this day. However, the term Kham is not used in any
specific relation to the Kham region or people of Central and Western China. For a more detailed description
of the Magars see also: Hitchcock: The Magars of Banyan Hill (1966), and more recently Lecomte-Tilouine:
On Magar Identity and Autonomy (2006). On the relationship between Magar and Kham Magar ethnic
group see also: ‘Some preliminary observations on the relationship between Kham, Magar, (and Chepang)’,
by David Watters (1991).
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foundations around which households organize their living, but the Kham villages'
economic composition has drastically changed in the last decades. The Kham Magars'
livelihoods have been rapidly changing due to other types of economic dependency that
have emerged in the area, most notably the labour migration abroad and to the cities in

the Terai (chapters 6 and 7).

Kham Magar villages usually consist of one main village and smaller hamlets scattered
around, some as far as a full day of walking away. The main village of Maikot is settled on
a hilltop and from the south; it appears as an ancient fortress, defending the gates to the
high mountains behind it. The centre of Maikot is congested around the Masta shrine?©;
however, with all the surrounding hamlets, it comprises nine wards, smaller units that are
all a part of Maikot's Village Development Committee (VDC from here on; in Nepali:
Ga.Bi.Sa.). In the very centre of the village near the shrine, there is the old village, the
central ward called Kanchhabara that belongs to the Pun clan (one of the four clans found
in Kham Magar villages). There is a small bazaar in the surrounding area, with two newly
built hotels, small shops, a pharmacy, and a space for public meetings. Attached to this
area from the east are the so-called Kami toll (blacksmith ward) and a small settlement
of Damai families (the former "tailor-musician" caste). The village stretches further up
the hill toward the path leading to Dolpo, where there are smaller settlements of Kaldung,
Harpiya, and Dharagaun. Above the village, there is the Putha Himal public school (in
operation since 1969), where today, around 400 of the village children receive their early

education.

Although Kham Magar villages are not far apart, some geographical and cultural
differences within the region set them apart, and the locals are very eager to point them
out, whether it comes to dialect, weather, or food. Maikot, for example, is known as a cold
place where there is much wind and the harvest season starts much later than in the south.
Out of all Kham Magar villages, it is the northernmost settlement, almost bordering the

Dolpo region, which sets it apart from other parts of the Kham Magar country. This fact

10 Masta is a possession cult practiced in Western Nepal, in places like Jumla, Mugu and Jajarkot. The Masta
possession occurs through the medium of oracles called Dhamis. In Maikot until recently there were
Dhamis that still practiced the Masta possession cult, but only the ritual high priest remains in the village
today, the person who performs the main rites for the ‘Bhume puja’. In the Masta cult area of Western
Nepal, Maikot is the eastern most place where Masta cult is to be found.
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is experienced by every visitor travelling from the south making the long day's journey
from Takasera to Maikot village, which can last up to twelve hours (although locals finish
it in eight). Due to the remoteness of the place, its geographical position and the fact that
it lies close to Khams mythological landscapes (such as Pupal lake), Maikot is considered
a village where ‘traditional’, ‘ancient’ Kham Magar culture is still to be found. In Maikotis
eyes, too much modernisation has spread up the hills from the valleys further south. One
such thing often pointed out by locals is that Maikot’s liquor (roks?) is pure and made only
from maize (makaiko roksi), not like in other places (especially in the rival village of
Takasera) where their ‘impure’ roksi is mixed with either rice (chamal) or millet (khodo),
coming from the cities. The examples that set Maikot apart in the locals' view are plentiful:
from the absence of blue and silver tin roofs to the fact that the village is not yet connected
to aroad, and therefore more ‘remote and authentic’. Even in the case of the People's War,
some ex-combatants pointed out that this was the 'original' place from where the
revolution started long before the Maoists came to the region. From the locals'
perspective, the Maikot’s struggle against invaders from the plains and their malicious

habits of the outside world has been going on for centuries.

Figure 1: The village of Maikot, Rukum district, Source: Author

My doctoral fieldwork became intrinsically connected to Maikot village after my first visit

to the area in 2015. Back then, I was an M.A. student, and I had carefully tailored a
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research trip to the area, my first trip into more remote parts of the country, to help me
write in more detail about political formations in rural Nepal. However, I was clueless
about what to expect - reading about Maoists organizing in the area and about the Kham
Magar's social organization, I knew little to nothing about daily life in the villages. In other
words, I knew what scholars had written about the Kham Magars, but I had almost no

knowledge of everyday life in the village.

When it comes to the Kham Magars, the most common stereotypes present them as
historical subjects who are often exploited by outside actors to fight for a foreign cause.
This stereotype is so prevalent that the Khams tell it about their own history. Today many
still say that the people before the People's War were naive participants, and powerful
actors often misused their 'goodwill' to achieve their gains. There is a popular anecdote
Khams tell about political manipulations of the past. Gopalji Jung Shah was once asked:
"Where are you going?" and in response, he said he was going to 'buy some sheep from
the hills," when ironically, he was on his way to collect the votes from Hukam and Maikot
villages. I found similar interpretations of why and how the Kham Magars had joined the
Maoist movement during my stay in Kathmandu. To the Kathmandu middle classes,
joining the Maoist ranks can only be a matter of ignorance or a result of ideological
indoctrination that would mold these subjects into puppet-like figures. A popular opinion
in the cities is that targeting illiterate and 'uneducated' people was an intentional choice
by the cunning Maoist ideologues. Only illiterate peasants in remote Nepal could be
persuaded to fight for such an illegitimate cause. This view, which was often propelled by
the media, has not paid enough attention to the ground realities of the People's War and

disregarded the revolutionary agency of the political subjects such as the Kham Magars.

First as Tragedy and the Second Time as Farce: The Guerilla Trek

Before my first trip to Rukum the political situation in Nepal had already radically
changed. The former insurgent party had become a major political force in the country's,
and the constitution-making process was in full swing. The topic of the People's War and
the Maoist revolutionary politics that spread around the country two decades ago seemed
to be seeping into the past. In Kathmandu, at least, it was rarely a topic of conversation.

Despite its absence in Kathmandu's daily life, this did not mean that revolutionary history
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was forgotten in other parts of Nepal. The amount of academic works published to date is
quite an eloquent example of the topic's importance in Nepal's academic and political
environment. One only needs to visit the bookshops in Kathmandu, where studies of
Maoism, conflict resolution, and the debates on recent political changes and state

restructuring in Nepal are plentiful®L.

Visiting these bookshops and making my way through the number of recent publications,
I quickly realized that only a few studies addressed the social change in rural Nepal
throughout the revolutionary period. Alongside the question of the formation of political
consciousness in rural Nepal that brought me to this research in the first place, another
question offered itself as an important starting point for my fieldwork. When revolutions
happen, social scientists tend to write about the formation period of the social movements
and focus on large-scale, decisive events seen as critical developments around which other
smaller events occur. However, anthropological writings have challenged such views and
have not focused on revolutions only as single, linear events that progress through stages
but have rather understood social upheavals as parts of other social and political
processes. Since the 1960s, when there was still little research done on rebellions outside
of a more functionalist framework (Worsley, 1961), a field emerged that partially solved
the problem (often connected to revolutions) by starting to pay more specific attention to
peasantst2. Anthropologists began to study revolutions by exploring different ways to
understand these highly complex historical processes, I argue that we should also pay
attention to this subject after the dust of collective action settles down. Nepal's situation
presented itself as a perfect place to explore not only 'how' and 'why' people join
revolutions, but to explore what happens to the people who have been at the centre of the
political struggle after the main contradiction of the conflict was resolved. In other words,

I propose to think of revolutions as an expression of struggles between social classes and

11 The number of books available in English language increased in the recent years. There is a significant
number of Nepali scholars who have produced invaluable resources in English language. I mostly relied on
literature originally or translated in English and some sources in Nepali that I could get translated.

2 From Eric Hobsbawm’s Primitive Rebels (1959), to Barrington Moore’s Social Origins of Dictatorship
and Democracy: Lord and Peasant in the Making of the Modern World (1966), to Eric Wolf's Peasants
(1966) this field would later center around the Journal of Peasant Studies. Central to this field of study were
the issues of agrarian change, and the issues that concerned ‘peasantries and their social structures; the
nature and logic of peasant agriculture; peasantries and their “moral communities”; and peasants and

politics’ (Byres 1994, 2).
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as highly unpredictable temporal events, the outcomes of which should be a matter of

empirical investigation at different scales.

The questions anthropologists ask about revolutions can be related to the temporality of
revolutionary political action, its connection to different conceptions of being human, its
relation to modernity, enhancing or discouraging religious practice and the
representation of utopian world-making. Furthermore, ethnographic interest in this
research is to understand the different ways revolutions continue to shape people's lives.
How has the revolutionary action changed through their eyes over time, and in what ways
have these different forms of struggle through political action affected them? Regarding
the recent revolution and specifically the region of Rukum, the ethnographic insights that

would help answer these questions were missing.

After spending some months researching and building personal connections in
Kathmandu that would make the process of settling in the far-off district of Rukum more
straightforward, the time to set off for the hills was quickly approaching. With my partner
Eva, who was joining me for the trip, we were preparing for what was going to be a one-
month-long journey that would bring us to the village of Maikot and other villages around
Rukum and Rolpa region. We met with several people in Kathmandu from places like
Thabang, Maikot and Takasera, to get as much information as possible about what to
expect on the path. At several of these gatherings, one thing repeatedly kept coming up:
'the Guerilla trek'.

In March 2004, a total of around 6000 combatants and volunteers from the People's
Liberation Army's (PLA from here on) Western Division gathered in Rolpa to launch one
of the most significant attacks of the People's War (Ogura, 2004: 86). The attack on Beni
was one of the major battles of the second phase of the conflict where the main opponent
of the Maoists was not the police force but the Royal Nepalese Army (RNA). The Beni
attack targets were the army barracks and the government offices situated around the
Mangalaghat bazaar. However, the carefully planned battle, an attempt of the Maoists to
show their military strength, did not meet their expectations. After a long night of
fighting, the PLA in the forested hills above Beni succeeded in making the final push
against the police and RNA based in the town. In this final attack, the PLA captured the
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police and government offices south of Beni, seizing weapons and personnel that
surrendered immediately. The Maoists, thinking they had won the battle, "poured into
the streets, singing and dancing. Thinking the battle had almost reached a victorious end,
they prepared to march through the town in celebration" (Adhikari, 2014: non-pag). After
this sudden turnaround in the morning, the RNA retaliated with the help of a military
helicopter and the Maoists retreated, running back into the hills from where they had
come. During the long retreat back to Rukum and Rolpa, many PLA fighters lost their
lives after being pursued by the RNA and the military helicopter. Regardless of the
relatively even outcome of the battle, the battle of Beni was celebrated as the peak of
Maoist military power and one of the outstanding achievements of the People's war. From

the Maoist perspective, it continues to be seen in this light to this day.

In 2012, in a ceremony organized by the Nepal Tourism Board, Pushpa Kamal Dahal
(most commonly known by his Maoist nom de guerre Prachanda), the military leader of
the Maoist rebellion and the Prime Minister at the time, inaugurated the opening of a new
trekking route, as a move of Nepal's tourism industry to start benefiting from war tourism.

"Guerrilla trek", he said,

"has the potential of becoming a war tourism product like in Vietnam, Russia, and China.
As war tourism has been promoted worldwide for economic benefit, Nepal's Guerrilla Trek
also hold the potential to grab the world's attention. [...] As all know, Nepal has seen big
political upheavals and the people's revolution will be of no value unless the country goes
through an economic transformation. I hope the Guerrilla Trek will play an important
role."13

The irony could not have been starker; the Maoist leader who only eight years ago was
one of the initiators behind this fierce attack was now, as the state's representative, the
leading figure behind the promotion of this battle for international tourism markets. The
Guerilla trek is marketed as a trek that offers a glimpse into Nepali political history and
broad bio-cultural diversity. It was launched as a learning platform for people that would
like to learn more about the movement, about "testimonies of people who were the real
force behind the movement, survivors, observers and victims of a decade-long conflict in
the post-Maoist heartland" (Rana and Bhandari, 2018: 41). The trek itself has several

routes, starting at the point of the conflict itself, in Beni. It continues through the villages

13 Source: https://www.bbe.com/news/world-asia-19815779
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of Darbang, and Muna where the path leads over Jaljala pass to Dhorpatan and the
broader area of Rukum. This is the point where one enters the Kham Magar country. The
trek's total length is from two to three weeks, but the length varies depending on the
different trails, some leading through less demanding terrain and are 'lower', the others

go through mountain passes (like Phagune Phedi) and are 'higher'.

The trek presented an opportunity to dig deeper into the representations the Maoist
politicians have formed about their movement's recent history. As the trek was also
heavily endorsed by Khams I met in Kathmandu, to whom this represented a great model
to promote tourism in the area, I thought this would be a fruitful departure for fieldwork.
In the tourist discourse initiated by Prachanda and the real-life situations of people in
these villages, I saw an opportunity to explore two different modalities of the conflict’s
history and representation. In this preparation for the trip, Marx's opening lines of The
Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte seemed to resonate well with the post-
revolutionary situation in Mid-Western Nepal more generally, and with the Guerilla Trek

in particular:

"Hegel remarks somewhere that all great world-historic facts and personages appear, so to
speak, twice. He forgot to add: the first time as tragedy, the second time as farce." (Marx,

1852, non-pag)

Getting to Know the Kham Country and the Extraordinary Mushroom 'Yarsagumba'

Walking to Maikot, which conveniently lies on the Guerilla trek’s trail, soon proved to be
the right decision. There is no need to emphasize that speaking Nepali is probably the
most important competence that helps establish rapport with people in hill villages. To
learn the local language of Kham would make an even more significant difference, but for
almost all situations, the knowledge of the Nepali language proved to be sufficient (my
knowledge of the language back then was very basic, but it improved significantly
throughout the fieldwork). Apart from the language, other ways of establishing rapport in
Kham villages turned out to work particularly well, and I soon found out that the recently

established Guerilla trek is one of them.
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One way to establish rapport in Kham villages is humour. A great deal of Khams'
socializing is to make funny jokes in all sorts of situations. David Waters, a linguist who

was staying in Takasera with his family throughout 1960s and 1970s, put it in this way:

"One of the great strengths of most tribal people is that they know better than to take themselves
too seriously. The flip side, of course, is that they don't take anyone else seriously either. The
instinct is to see life in a comic light, and in the end, self-aggrandizement is the biggest joke of all.
Village elders, chieftains and headmen come from common village stock, and no one, regardless of
status, rises far above his humble beginnings. There are no titles or uniforms to distinguish the
great and the humble" (Waters, 2011, non-pag).

In most social situations, humorous situations helped break the ice of more formal
settings that often occur when a foreigner enters a family home. In Maikot, I was soon
known as the person who liked to make jokes (jiskeko manchhe), and my jokes were often
referred to as 'dirty jokes' (naramro jiskeko); of course, the local rule is the dirtier, the
better. Another thing that goes along with making merry in a village setting is alcohol
drinking. Sitting down around the fire in a Kham house and being served a bowl of corn
beer (makaiko jaad) or roksi is a ritual probably as old as the villages themselves.
Refusing to partake in it could substantially hinder the process of establishing rapport,
while on the other hand, taking the time to drink, make fun and listen to stories that start
to erupt after the second or the third bowl of jaad is drunk has proved to be one of the

best ways to establish closer relations with Khams?4.

The Guerrilla trek journey took us through Kham villages in Rukum and Rolpa and soon
became a learning experience about all the different ways Khams spend time together.
Even more, the Guerilla trek itself became a good starting point for conversations that led
to the topic of the People's War. I soon realized that there is another thing that Khams
value equally to humour and drinking. The fact that one has some knowledge about other
parts of the Kham area is significant to Khams and quickly establishes the person as a

knowledgeable and well-travelled individual (ghumeko/bhujeko manchhe). Commenting

14 The experience of Ina Zharkevich in the village of Thabang in Rolpa, just two days south of Maikot reports
of a different situation. Although several anti-alcohol campaigns (the first initiated by the Maoists during
the war) have changed the practices of alcohol consumption in the village, alcohol consumption and
production was still very much present in village social life. Zharkevich found out that the fact that she is
not participating in the consumption of alcohol had merely put her on the ‘modernizing’ side of the debate,
that has been fighting the more ‘traditional’, ‘superstitious’ side which still saw alcohol as an important part
of Khams’ everyday life (Zharkevich, 2019: 183).

37



on the local specificities of different parts of Kham country makes one less of an outsider.
Soon people started saying things like: "When we saw that you could make fun as we do,

we thought that you are also like us".

Another important aspect of rural life was brought into light during the trek from village
to village in the former Maoists' controlled zone. I noticed the importance of travelling,
meeting and conversing with people on the way, and at the regular rest stops by the path
(chautaris: small stoned walls made to rest, spaces where many travellers make a short
stop to lift the heavy load off their back). In this way, we met Dhanbir, a trader who was
also on his one-month-long journey around Mid-Western Nepal. We were sitting on a
chautari at the top of the Jaljala pass, the mythological and geographical point of entry
to the Kham country, when on the path behind us, walking alone in the snow, appeared a
small figure of a man. Greeting us at the rest stop, Dhanbir sat down beside us and
inquired about our journey. It is impossible to forget what he was wearing, as he was all
dressed up, in a grey business type of suit and black leather shoes, carrying only a tiny
daily backpack. He looked as if he had just come on a short trip from the city to visit his
relatives, but we soon found out that we were all headed to Dhorpatan, still a whole day's
walk ahead of us. Dhanbir kindly offered to be our guide for the day, an offer that was
meant to be neither accepted nor refused. He presented himself as a businessman from
Burtibang, a town just south of the Dhorpatan plateau. As he proudly pointed out, he was
in business in several different fields, and the conversation soon began revolving around
his primary interest: a mushroom found in the high grasslands of north Rukum. "The
name of this mushroom", Dhanbir said, "is yarsagumba, and I'm going to Rukum because

of this. I will buy a whole batch from this year's harvest and sell it in Kathmandu".

"Yarsagumba" is known as the world's most expensive medicinal fungus. By manyj, it is
referred to as a caterpillar fungus (Cordyceps sinensis or more recently Ophiocordyceps
sinensis), but its name most commonly found in Nepal is "yarsagumba" and derives from
Tibetan "yartsa gunbu", literary meaning: "summer grass, winter worm". This name
directly refers to the yarsagumba's strange life cycle. A fungus infects a larva of a
thitarodes ghost moth buried in the ground during the winter months, and in the spring,
a mushroom grows out of its mummified body (Winkler, 2010). It is found in China, India

(Sikkim), Bhutan, and Nepal in the high grasslands between 3,000 and 5,000 meters of
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altitude (10,000 — 16,000 feet). In Tibetan medicine, it is used as a powerful aphrodisiac,
and it is prescribed for lung, kidney and liver disease. However, it became popular in
China and other parts of East and Southeast Asia as a luxurious gift and a culinary symbol.
Most of these fashionable products made for mass consumption are produced in small
pills, and the price of one pill can reach up to USD 2,000. This product, not often seen in
the western markets, has seen a tremendous increase in its market value in eastern
commerce. According to some estimates, the price has increased by over 900 % in the first

years of the 2000s (Winkler, 2009: 292-295).

In the post-revolutionary period, the different parts of Nepal's countryside were affected
by the yarsagumba trading craze. Due to its great value on the international market, it
became known as the "Himalayan gold". It was known in the Dolpo region in pre-conflict
Nepal, but a 'gold rush' was triggered after the prices skyrocketed during the height of the
conflict in 2001. This immediate increase in the mushroom's value was connected to
reports that the Chinese athletes increased performance on long-distance runs attributed
to yarsagumba consumption (Devkota, 2006). However, what is more likely to be behind
the 'yarsa' economic boom, is the shift from its use in Tibetan and traditional Chinese
medicine to a more commercial purpose. Recently it has been developed as a commodity
for a particular gift economy, a gift with high social value for government officials and

other people with important socio-political roles in China (Yeh and Lama, 2013: 323).

The trip through the Dhorpatan hunting reserve with Dhanbir that followed was an
introductory lesson into the local yarsagumba trade. Before 2001, the trading of
yarsagumba was illegal in Nepal, and it was picked only in a handful of regions, such as
the remote region of Dolpo, where it was traditionally used and sold on the black market
to Tibetan merchants!s. "Some of the people you will meet in Dhorpatan village are the
ones who have started this business", Dhanbir pointed out, thinking of the Tibetan
refugees that have settled in the area. People from the south like Dhanbir joined the 'yarsa
boom' much later when its value soared, especially after the ban on its trade was lifted by

Nepal's government in 2001. In the villages we were heading to, Dhanbir argued, this

15 The Nepali government made collection and trade of yarsagumba illegal in 1993 (see ‘the Forest
Regulation (1995) and Forest Act (1993)’) in order to protect this precious mountainous resource.
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extraordinary mushroom presented the primary source of income in the period after the
war. "The ‘whole-timers’ [Maoist cadres] that have fought in the war, had to come back to
the villages after the peace agreement was signed," he said, "they received some
compensation from the government, but after that was gone, they had to start making a
living". In the post-revolutionary scenario, the yarsagumba economy was one of the most
common ways for ex-combatants and other Maoist cadres to re-integrate into village life.
To my surprise, the central hub for the yarsa trade and the village that appropriated most
of the yarsagumba fields in highland Rukum was Maikot. As Dhanbir pointed out, its
northernmost position gave it the best access to the mushrooms growing just at its
doorstep. It appeared that the former Maoist guerilla stronghold, in the period after the

war, became a trading point for the expensive and recently discovered magical fungus.

The long-day trek with Dhanbir that took us deeper into the Kham country informed me
about the unexpected and unexplored post-revolutionary narrative present in Rukum
district. Dhanbir's story about this incredibly expensive mushroom that supposedly cures
all sorts of diseases first sounded quite extraordinary, but it soon began to make sense
after our arrival to Maikot. I was surprised to see that everything in the village was already
in full swing for the 'yarsa' season. In the middle of spring, we arrived just in time when
after caring for their fields, the local population started to make more time in their day
for the most important season of the year: the picking of yarsagumba. The season of 'yarsa'
hunting in Maikot starts in the first or second week of May and lasts up until the end of
July or sometimes even to the middle of August if the weather, snow conditions and the
quantity of the harvest are still convincing enough for the pickers to endure. The Maikotis
usually set up three camps (each camp consisting of a thousand pickers or more) in the
high pastures above the village, and the village yarsa committee is formed to overlook all
aspects of the picking season. Although the purpose of my visit was somewhat different,
it was impossible to oversee the daily preparations of people that were soon to depart for
the yarsa camps. Little did I know then that in my future fieldwork in Maikot, I will
accompany the former guerilla fighters on their month-long journey into the high

Himalayan terrain.

Batoko Cinema: Film as a Way of Getting Access to the Field
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During the first field trip, I established some of the most important connections that later
helped me form the basis of my doctoral fieldwork in Maikot. I met Surul Pun, the former
Maoist commander, whose memoir brought me to Maikot in the first place, and I met
Chaya Bahadur Pun, the former Pradhan Pancha, the person who had started the
yarsagumba trade in Maikot. Both Surul and Chaya opened the door into very different
worlds, and with their help, it was easier to follow different research threads: the local
history of the People's war, the lives of former Maoist whole-timers, and the post-war
development of the yarsagumba trade. During fieldwork, many people from Maikot and
other parts of Rukum provided relevant insights for the research, but Surul and Chaya
helped me settle in Maikot and make the first weeks of fieldwork in an unfamiliar place a
smooth and enjoyable process. The experience I gained in Maikot in 2015 and the trek
around Rukum and Rolpa districts later helped me make all the necessary preparations

for the extended visit to the field in 2017.

By then, it came to my attention that conducting fieldwork in Maikot was not as accessible
in the past, and for the only other anthropologist that had attempted to do fieldwork there
before me, staying in Maikot has proved to be a rather unpleasant experience. Tom Fricke,
a doctoral student at Madison University, had departed to Nepal to conduct fieldwork in
this remote part of Kham country in 1981. After arriving at Maikot, Fricke's stay did not
last more than six weeks. In 2002, he wrote that the early departure was connected to the
fact that he was often sick and depressed. He reflected on his experience of fieldwork in

Maikot by revisiting his ethnographic notes:

"Tomorrow I begin ... The trick is to keep busy. One takes the first step in fieldwork with
an absolute lack of certainty about how it will all turn out-you take the step anyway.
Everything comes down to hope. I hope this works .... We never hear about the failures.
And failure is my biggest fear, my way of letting everybody down ... But I'm disoriented out
here. The strangeness of life. Even people's smiles are somehow unnerving. What do they
expect from me? Medicine. Cigarettes. Money. Whatever an American may have that they
lack. How can I convince them that I have no key to salvation and still be their friend?
(Maikot Journals, 3 April 1981)" (Fricke, 2002: 7)

In spring 2017, I intended to return to Maikot for a more extended period. With Fricke's
story in mind, I was afraid that my fieldwork in Maikot could also end prematurely and
that I would, like Fricke, for one reason or another, have to search for another field site.
Due to my previous positive experiences, I knew that my fear had little ground. However,

going deeper into the topic of the armed struggle and the different narratives of the
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People's War that were formed in the village did not seem like a straightforward process.
Building on the lessons from the first field trip in 2015, I realised how the first
ethnographic fieldwork, conducted on the Guerilla trek and other parts of the Kham
country, could help establish rapport in the villages. By then, I was already familiar with
the names of villages and other important places in the history of the revolution. I was
also aware of key events, 'big people' (thulo manchhe) who participated in the struggle
and other post-conflict developments. This meant a great deal in the village setting, and
soon the initial fear of conducting fieldwork in a foreign place was replaced by an

atmosphere of comradeship.

The field trip in 2015 ended with a small filming project in the village of Takasera6. There
I noticed that film and other visual representations are becoming more and more
important for the Khams. The camera that I was carrying with me was often the topic of
conversation, and several people drew attention to the fact that this work would get seen
outside Rukum. As ethnographers, we are often seen as mere bystanders, observers of
everyday life situations, and in many cases, ethnographers have faced difficulties in
persuading the local population about the importance of their work. In this sense, having
a camera with me most of the time (even if not used), enhanced the importance of my
position as an ethnographer, and at least from the start this proved to be helpful. A camera
always establishes a certain kind of relationship with the world, and it seemed that the
Khams were very aware of the power of visual language. This was perhaps more pertinent

due to their previous experience with filmmakers that have worked in the region.

During the first trip, locals have pointed out that people in Rukum had not yet had the
chance to see the films filmed there. I have realized that I was about to commit the same
mistake. Many filmmakers and other storytellers extract stories from far-off places to be
seen by western audiences but never bring them back to the place of origin. I did not want
to base my further engagement in the field on the same premise. Instead, I reframed my
fieldwork in a way that would show a more serious, long-term commitment of an
ethnographer that is not interested only in his own research. Thus, out of this initial

encounter with films in the field grew an idea to turn around anthropologists' common

16 The field trip resulted in making the film Takasera: A Portrait of a Himalayan village (2016), an
observational documentary about everyday life in this remote village.
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logic of being only 'story-takers'. This plan to bring these stories back to the Kham villages
was thus inspired by locals of Maikot and by Michael Oppitz, an anthropologist and film

director who conducted visual ethnographic fieldwork in Takasera in the 1970s and 80s.

Before departing for fieldwork in 2017, I visited Michael Oppitz at his home in Berlin. It
was curiosity about his work with the Khams and the fact that I was also planning to use
visual methods during my fieldwork that brought me to learn more about Oppitz's
experience in Takasera. His ethnographic fieldwork, conducted in 1977-79, resulted in the
ethnographic film Shamans of the Blind Country (1981), a detailed investigation into the
Kham Magars' healing practices and one of the more successful instances of visual
ethnographic fieldwork to date. Oppitz's work, methodology, and experiences with the
Kham Magars became an essential part of my fieldwork preparation. While working with
the Kham Magars, Oppitz developed two concepts that contributed to ethnographic film

methodology and inspired my won visual work in the villages.

The first idea came naturally from the way his visual fieldwork was conducted. Takasera
was a very remote place in the 1970s, and in order to film there, Oppitz needed to bring
his source of electricity. This made it possible for his team to film in the village, but
unfortunately, it was too difficult to build a darkroom in Takasera and Oppitz was left
with no other option but to invite some of the shamans to Kathmandu, where he screened
to them some of the film rushes. Through this process, Oppitz was able to finish the film,
and later, he referred to it as the "ethnography in the darkroom" (Schneider, 2008).
Although Oppitz had good knowledge about shamanic rituals, he describes how, in this
way, he could understand the deeper logics of the Magar's shamanic rituals presented in
the film. This corresponds to ideas of 'being in the field' that go beyond "self as an
instrument of knowing" (Ortner, 1995). In an age of digital media, we are never entirely
away from the field and knowledge production one related to the traditional forms of
'knowing' has instead become mediated through digital technologies and other new media

(Horst, 2016).

The other concept related to Oppitz's film project is what he termed 'the beauty of
exactitude'. Without adding or trying to find scenes that would enhance the film's

subject's dramatic or poetic elements, Oppitz argued that the beauty in the ethnographic
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film should lie in the exactitude of ethnographic representation. It is up to the viewer, he

argues, to find the beauty in it:

It produces an aesthetic of its own, a beauty that does not follow the standard rules of artistic
conventions. [...] There is a topographical authenticity just as much as an exactitude of mood which
you, as a documentarist, have to catch. If you do, beauty and power come automatically. (Oppitz
and Alasti, 1986: 74)

Both concepts later proved to be helpful in my visual ethnographic work. The approach
Oppitz used with the Kham Magars has been an important learning experience before my
fieldwork departure, even though the subjects of his and my research are quite different.
More specifically, Oppitz's experience and social connections in the area, including his
former research assistant, Rana Prasad Gharti, helped me to pave my way into an area
that I knew little about. Apart from his previous fieldwork knowledge, Oppitz entrusted
me with his archival visual material, the scenes that were not included in the film (more
than 30 hours of digitalized 16mm footage) to use in my explorations of the social and
political transformations of the Kham country. Looking at excerpts of everyday, ritual and
festive life from 40 years ago made a strong contribution to how I was framing my
fieldwork, and later I incorporated some of this archival footage into the doctoral film

"Taking on the Storm' (2021).

After finishing the film, Oppitz returned to the area to screen it for the first time for the
local audience in 1982. Screenings were held in the main village of Takasera, but the film
was not seen in other Kham places and has not been screened in the area ever since.
Following Oppitz's example, I approached a Kathmandu based organization called Sattya
Media Arts Collective and their project Batoko Cinema (literally meaning "Street
Cinema"), and together we decided to bring the film back to the place where it was filmed,
to be seen by a younger generation of the local population. Since then, several films have
been produced in the area, including my film Takasera (2016), and the program for the

mobile cinema quickly grew.
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Figure 2: The first screening of Shamans of the Blind Country in Takasera in 1982. Source: Michael Oppitz

While I saw the project of bringing the films to the remote Kham villages as a point of
departure for my visual ethnographic fieldwork, I also thought of it as an opportunity to
understand how village audiences understand films and get better knowledge about their
particular filmic experiences. This aspect of film perception was interesting with all films,
but especially with screening Shamans of the Blind Country, a representation of Khams
own history screened in the same place where it was filmed. To understand the nuances
of the spectator's experience, it would be necessary to inquire about the entire situation
of the viewer, the socio-historical context of the film, and all other acts that result from
this social encounter. A filmic experience could be helpful for anthropologists to
understand better how cinema's experience as a social and cultural practice creates ways
for individuals and communities to experience their past and present lives. During the
mobile cinema project, I looked closely at how the filmic experience could advance
anthropologists' understanding of how a shared representation of social reality is
constructed and perceived through generations. I have explored the inter-dynamics of the
filmic experience of Khams re-watching this 40-year old ethnographic film about their
past in the short film Disenchanted Cinema (2017) that was filmed during this mobile

cinema expedition.
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Figure 3: The screening of films in Takasera, 2017. Source: Author

The three-week-long journey took us through the villages of Thabang, Takasera, Maikot
and Rukumkot. In every village, we held several screenings, and in the meantime, tried to
communicate our intentions and find out some of the histories revolving around the films
and their perception. The screenings were organized with the locals' help, and by the time
we came to Maikot, the news about the mobile cinema project had spread to the remotest
hamlets high in the hills. People were coming to see the 'old film about shamans'
(puraano jhankriko film), a local healing practice that at least in Maikot was difficult to
encounter since the People's War. It was only much later that I realized how much this
film has stayed with the people of Maikot and what it meant for introducing me as
someone interested in the 'local culture' (gaunko sanskriti). From this point, the film
screenings and my film project became essential elements of fieldwork. From the locals'
perspective, the fact that I was conducting research was soon sidetracked by the fact that
one of the research outcomes is also going to be a film. From the start, this opened up

ethnographic possibilities that would have been difficult to achieve without a camera.

The fact that I was making a film soon triggered an initiative from some of the villagers
who wanted to establish a ‘film committee’ to help produce the film. I was invited to

discuss the film with the committee, and in return, the committee promised to try to help
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with some of the organizational aspects of the filmmaking process. The consultative role
of the village film committee became very helpful as our conversations grew into more
coherent ideas and filming scenarios. Soon, the different narratives that should become
part of the film became a point of discussion with other research participants. What
started as a slow and reserved debate soon grew into a stage for individuals and groups to
express how their village's portrait should be constructed. From an ethnographic point of
view, I found myself in a rather interesting position, a position that is a very eloquent
reflection of the position of ethnographic cinema today. The representation of the filmed
people is not only in the filmmaker's control, but it is a negotiation between several
involved actors, where no one holds the position of 'the knower' (Larcher and Oxley,
2015). Observing and working through this process, I was soon looking at who is putting
forward which narrative, how it is constructed, which narratives are not being considered.
This became an important exercise for the involved participants, the committee and
myself, and it became one of the main focal points around which my fieldwork was

constructed.

Putting aside more traditional ethnographic filmmaking methodologies, this was the first
step toward a participatory filming process, in which the filming process itself becomes
an arena of anthropological inquiry. Here it is worth quoting MacDougall's theoretical

intervention against observational cinema in full:

"Film must create forms of understanding which replace those of written word. [...]
Ethnographic filmmakers can begin by abandoning their preconceptions about what is
good cinema. It is enough to conjecture that a film need not be an aesthetic or scientific
performance: it can become the arena of inquiry" (MacDougall, 1995: 129).

Framing fieldwork in this way, I intentionally refrained from separating fieldwork into
separate parts that would inform two parts of research: the written and the visual part.
Instead, the main research body during the fieldwork became connected to the camera
(whether it was turned off or on), and to the ongoing debate on which narratives the film
should entail, and soon the different practices: interviewing, observing, filming, and
participating, became interchangeable modes of my ethnographic inquiry that I had to

switch between, as one switches between different recording modes on the camera.
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Among all the revolutionary narratives that remained the main topic of the research, one
narrative started to stand out, and it was impossible not to pay more attention to it. It was
the narrative revolving around the yarsagumba economy. Like Dhanbir two years before,
Maikotis seemed to put even greater importance to this highland mushroom. Former
guerilla fighters, village businesspersons, the village youths, in other words, the people of
all generations, were equally interested in collecting the precious fungus. The narrative of
the yarsagumba economy is not only the narrative of post-revolutionary restructuring of
the village, the reintegration of Maoist guerrillas back into village life or of the villagers'
shift from subsistence farming to other more lucrative types of earning a living, but it is a
narrative that was intricately connected to the history of the People's War. Unlike in other
places in Nepal, where the yarsagumba economy emerged independently from the war,
in the case of Maikot, the Maoists themselves became tightly linked to collecting and
trading the caterpillar fungus (chapter 13). Related to similar methods of sustaining the
movement found in India's Maoist heartland (Shah, 2019: 138), the yarsagumba economy
in Rukum revealed a narrative that delves deeper into the complexities of Maoist
resistance against the state. With the help of the rural elites in post-war Rukum, the
Maoists and local business people emerged as brokers who became mediators between
the local and international economic worlds through a system of gathering and
commerce. Even though the Maoist's intention in this business was to sustain their
movement, I explore how the yarsagumba economy became the leading resource,
increasing class differentiation in the area in less in a decade. Getting access to the field
of the yarsagumba economy in Rukum was critical not only to investigate its history and
links to the Maoist movement but also to understand the contemporary local realities of
Maikotis that have found themselves on the bottom end of a highly profitable commodity
chain. To understand how, through a brokerage system, this remote place has become
tied to the capitalist economy in new ways, I needed to attend the yarsagumba picking

season during my fieldwork.

48



Positionality: Reflections on Constructing Fieldwork

Throughout the process of constructing fieldwork described in this chapter, I was able to
identify particular experiences, contexts, and other implications that were an integral part
of reflecting on my own positionality within the research. Positionality, as it is most
commonly understood within social science research, refers to the individual’s values and
beliefs, or to put it in wider terms, the researchers ontological and epistemological
assumptions regarding the research subject (Holmes, 2020). Furthermore, the
researcher’s reflexivity of the social and cultural values they operate in, and how this
influences their research is important to build on individual’s ethics and personal
integrity within the research setting. Similarly, in the fields of engaged and activist
anthropology, authors have pointed out, that no research is value free and outside power
relations. Instead all anthropological works are subjected to ethical, political, and cultural
considerations and frameworks that can only be revealed by incorporating reflexive
awareness into our anthropological writing (Clifford and Marcus, 1986; Gupta and

Ferguson, 1997).

During the fieldwork in Maikot I was confronted to think about my positionality from the
day of my arrival. In the first days, when I was still settling in, and have only had the
chance to meet very few people, the village school headmaster Hasti Man Pun,
approached me to inquire about my research. Although, I have been trying to establish
myself in the village also as a filmmaker, Hasti Man was interested why someone would
want to dig into the village’s Maoist past. I have given some thought to this, prior to
departing to fieldwork, but I haven’t really thought about how to communicate my
positionality toward the research subject to my research participants. What Hasti Man
was asking me to elaborate on, was my personal position on the subject of the resistance
struggle. He was especially interested why someone from the outside would be interested
in the history of the political struggle in such a far-off place. These were all important
questions that brought me back to the reasons why I decided to frame the research in this
particular way, as well as acknowledging some of my personal positions that could

potentially influence the research outcomes.
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My memories from the time I was growing up in Slovenia are full of narratives of
resistance. I was particularly drawn to the subject through the war experience of my
grandfather, who was a guerilla fighter during the anti-fascist resistance in the Second
World War. Because I never attended kindergarten, I ended up spending most of my pre-
school years with my grandparents. On several occasions they would take me with them
when they traveled out of our home town in north-east Slovenia to visit their relatives and
friends in other parts of the country. Everyone from their generation had their own
personal experience of war, and this was often the topic of the conversation. Especially
for my grandfather and his ‘comrades’, most of whom were also in some form or the other
members of the anti-fascists resistance. My grandmother was a bit younger and had not
not been able to join the resistance at her age, but she became involved as an activist in

the post-war years and worked for her whole life in the local agricultural cooperative.

In a certain way, although without a concrete methodology, spending time with my
grandparents was my first fieldwork experience. I became so interested in the narratives
of resistance that I began collecting anti-fascist and socialist materials, such as badges,
books and posters. Although, I haven’t had the slightest idea of the overall picture, the
heroic stories of collective resistance against German occupation caught my attention.
These early experiences were later contextualized through history lessons and enriched
by the experience of my older sister who had enrolled to study history at the University.
At this point, at the age of 10-12, I tried to follow her studies while she was dipping her
toes into the vast sea of history literature on the topic of WWIIL. The narratives and
experiences of resistance, and other more scholarly engagements on the topic that I was
exposed to in my family, initiated the first sparks that later directed my interests toward

history and politics, and specifically on the subject of resistance.

What seemed important to share to Maikotis, at this point, was to elaborate on my family’s
history and the fact that in Slovenia, as well as several other countries in Europe, a few
generations ago people have been experiencing similar political transformations. I was
communicating this particular aspect of my positionality toward the research subject also
because I wanted to show that my engagement in fieldwork does not only come from
anthropological curiosity, but also from a longer and deeper understanding and sympathy

toward resistance struggles. While this has by no means made me a supporter of the
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Maoist cause, I believe it has become an important aspect of my conversations with
research participants. Furthermore, my personal experiences have brought me closer to
a more engaged ethnography, a moral commitment of understanding and potentially
changing the conditions that make our subjects suffer, but also reflecting our privileged
positionality (Madison, 2005). While, in my case, I cannot say that I directly share the
vision of the Maoist political projects, I do in broader terms support struggles against
capitalism from below. While there are definitely parts of Maoist praxis that I think have
to be seriously considered in this regard, as I show throughout the thesis, I believe that
discussing my personal political experiences, and my activist commitments as an
anthropologist and filmmaker provided important contextual background for the

research participants that have been wondering about my intentions.

During these first weeks, I started hanging out with some of the people, who later became
key research participants. Retrospectively, it is easy to determine a certain gender bias
from this early stage of fieldwork. During this time, it was much easier for me to build
rapport with men, as I still had very little access to the women’s experience of the struggle.
This soon changed, as both me and my partner Eva began to be considered less of
outsiders. Apart from the few things already mentioned throughout this chapter that
helped to build rapport in Kham villages, such as drinking, humor, and screening films,
another such entry point to village life was of crucial importance at the beginning of
fieldwork. For a couple of weeks, Eva volunteered as an English teacher at the local school.
This meant that she made several friends among the village teachers, who shared their
own insights into the histories of the struggle. However, her teaching and the fact that she
was in close contact with the school children began to open other doors into the social life
of the village. The rumors about Eva’s work quickly spread all over, and the fact that
someone was putting so much work into such an important part of the village community
was seen in a very positive light by the parents. While I was busy with meeting people
who’s contacts I have already gathered in Kathmandu, Eva’s work was establishing a very
different image of us and our role within the village. In the later parts of the fieldwork, it
seemed that everyone seemed to know us, not only due to screening the films, but
foremost because of the relation to the school. The gender bias from the early days of

fieldwork was thus easier to overcome, and I believe that this is more visible in the film
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‘Mushroom at the Top of the World’, where mostly women’s experiences of the yarsa

harvest are represented.

It is important to acknowledge that understanding my own positionality toward the
research subject and clarifying it toward the research participants took time. Throughout
my fieldwork, I have tried to reflexively reconsider the different roles I have adopted as a
researcher, and a filmmaker, but also to reflect on my personal history that made it clear
to my research participants, why I have ended up studying the People’s War in Nepal.
Apart from this, I have tried to reconsider these roles within a broader positionality; the
role that I have less influence over, but which mostly determined how the people from
Maikot saw me: as a white foreigner, who identifies himself as a man. To recognize in
what ways gender, age and ethnic background might influence the research is as
important as considering the epistemological and ontological apparatuses that we bring
to the field from western-centered anthropological praxis. Although like the gender-bias,
I have put effort into overcoming these positions by forming deeper relationships with
people, it is difficult to determine in what ways my presence in the field has actually
affected the fieldwork process. I believe that by collecting personal narratives of former
Maoist combatants it has challenged local and wider power relations inscribed in the way
the history of the struggle is represented today. However, by focusing on this, my
fieldwork has also concealed other narratives that are important parts of the People’s war.
In this sense, I believe that the anthropology of the People’s war in Nepal would greatly
benefit from a more in-depth, fieldwork-based research on the relationship between
resistance and all gendered identities, and critical feminist research into the everyday life

in the village after the revolution.

To further discuss my own positionality within fieldwork, let me briefly discuss the topic
of language. The impact of linguistic fluency on the data collection process has not been
sufficiently discussed within the discipline (Tanu and Dales, 2015), an integral part of a

wider problem that Gupta and Ferguson (1997) referred to as ‘the mystique of fieldwork’7.

17 Gupta and Ferguson refer to the lack of fieldwork methods in anthropology courses that lead to very
different ideas of what constructing the field consists of. Although they argue that fieldwork has become the
key constituting experience for anthropologists, they also confront the idea of the field, as it has been
understood within the discipline: “But what of ‘the field’ itself, the place where the distinctive work of
‘fieldwork’ may be done, that taken-for-granted space in which an ‘Other’ culture or society lies waiting to
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In order to reveal the process of field construction, Gupta and Ferguson propose to make
language as well as other important parts of researcher’s positionality visible. Before the
start of my doctoral fieldwork in Rukum, language learning has become one of my central
concerns, and I have put much effort into learning Nepali. However, although most
people speak fluent Nepali in Mid-Western Nepal, it is important to stress that this is their
second language that they learn in primary school. To obtain the knowledge of Kham,
either to find learning resources or a native speaker that could teach me the language
prior conducting fieldwork in Maikot, was an option I considered, but was not able to
realize. To enroll in a language class in Nepali, and learn to communicate at least on the
conversational level prior to my fieldwork was much more easily achievable. After taking
private lessons in Kathmandu, in which we have paid specific attention to the Nepali
dialect spoken in Mid-Western Nepal, I was ready to begin brushing the language in

everyday situations.

Before my arrival to Maikot, I thought that not being able to speak Kham might be more
of an issue that it turned out to be. To switch from Kham to Nepali is a very common thing
to do for Maikotis, and they have learned to communicate in this way in almost every
situation outside the Kham country. Talking to me, was thus no different than talking to
Nepalis from other ethno-linguistic groups. Although it is true that I would have perhaps
gathered more accurate data if I would have spoken Kham language, it is also true that
most of the ex-combatants were used to speak about the revolution in Nepali, as it was
the language most commonly used within the Maoist movement. On the other hand, it
would have been a great contribution to the research to be able to operate in Kham,
without a need to detour via Nepali, a language that for Kham’s in particular embodies a
historical power relation (inscribed in the long state-formation process addressed in more

detail in chapter 4).

While constructing my fieldwork I have decided to counter some of these linguistic
obstacles in two ways. During the first phase of my fieldwork, I have worked with a local

interpreter and research assistant Uday Gharti from Thabang, who has previous working

be observed and written?” (Gupta and Ferguson, 1997: 2). Instead of perpetuating the mystique of
fieldwork, Gupta and Ferguson argue, that anthropologists should rather question and explore the
possibilities and limitation of the idea of the field (ibid).
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experience in this field (he has collaborated with two foreign anthropologists: Anne de
Sales and Ina Zharkevich). In the phase, when I was still learning how to speak Nepali, I
have decided to work with Uday, who helped me to conduct long-form interviews in Kham
language. However, during this process, I had to rely on his translation from what was
being recorded in Kham to English. In the later fieldwork phases, and for translations in
both films, I have relied on the help of a Kathmandu based research assistant Kapil Bisht,
who accompanied me to Maikot on two field trips. Working with Kapil in Nepali proved
to be very useful especially when I was using visual ethnographic methods to capture parts
of the fieldwork. During these field trips, Kapil also transcribed most of the interviews
and translated them into English, which was of great help in the later stages of writing.
Looking back at these decisions, I believe that this multi-lingual approach has helped me
to gather more accurate data. With the help of both research assistants, I could reach out
to people that might have stayed out of my ethnographic gaze. Especially working with
Uday Gharti at the early stages of fieldwork was an important learning experience about
the local history of struggle. Uday, who works as an English teacher in Thabang, is very
knowledgeable about the revolutionary process on the micro level. With this help, we
could interview Kham only speaking participants, of the older generation, and other
participants who were fluent Nepali speakers, but choose to express themselves in Kham.
Both Uday and Kapil were important partners throughout the different phases of
fieldwork, and opened up doors that would have otherwise stayed closed. In this way my
research gained more ethnographic depth, and the relationship to the fieldwork changed,
as Julia Elyachar has proposed, from dyadic to triadic!® (Elyachar, 2005).

Throughout this process my language of Nepali was constantly improving, and I was able
converse and conduct interviews independently. This was especially useful when filming,
as it enabled me to be more spontaneous with the camera in different village situations.
Although some of the scenes in the film Taking on the Storm were staged and assisted by

Kapil, the rest of the visual fieldwork was conducted independently. The extended stays

18 Julia Elyachar has proposed to reevalute the role of research assistants during fieldwork. Following
Crapanzano, she proposes to undersand the role of assistants during fieldwork as the third, that immensely
alters the fieldwork experience. This shifts the dynamic, she argues, from a dyadic to triadic, and thus
considers the relationship with research assitants and the field as central to any form of ethnographic
knowledge production (Elyachar, 2005: 31-32).
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in the villages didn’t only help me to learn the local dialect, but also helped the villagers
to learn how to understand my way of speaking Nepali. This has enabled me to
independently conduct fieldwork in most situations in the last stages of the research, but
the material was nonetheless still translated by Kapil, in order to produce more accurate

translations.

Apart from my positionality within fieldwork discussed so far, I further discuss theoretical
and methodological positions on the study of peasant revolutions in chapter 3, where I
reconsider some of the assumptions in the field of the anthropology of the People’s War.
The aim of this approach is to connect a relatively isolated field of anthropology focusing
on the Himalayas to the broader field of peasant studies and other anthropological

literature studying revolution from below.

Chapter 2: Filming Ethnographic Fieldwork or Film as Ethnography

Introduction

Even though my ethnographic fieldwork was well underway, and I managed to establish
good access to the field, writing the thesis and creating an ethnographic film was a long
process that lasted more than five years. By the time I arrived in rural Nepal, the Maoist
narrative, which was present in the region of Mid-Western Nepal, had been replaced by
different post-revolutionary narratives embodied in the discourse of development, ethnic
emancipation and labour migration. For an ethnographer, the multiplicity of narratives
encountered in the field can present a somewhat overwhelming task. While I tried to
follow the narratives as far as possible, time and space constraints compelled me to filter

out less relevant narratives I encountered in the field.

The most important lesson came from the realization that writing an ethnography and
creating an ethnographic film are, in fact, very different processes that correspond to
different modes of knowledge production. Many scholars have addressed the problematic
relationship between filmed and written ethnographic works, but only a few have
combined the best of both worlds. As Crawford and Turton (2013) see, this relationship's

problem is that images and words are hierarchically related. They refer to the visual as
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'thin description' rather than 'thick description' as ethnographic writing is usually
referred to in anthropology. Ethnographic texts are 'thicker' and not only record/observe
behaviour but also interpret, analyze and contextualize (Geertz, 1973). While I do not
dispute these differences between text and film, I would like to address their relationship
as it evolved throughout writing the thesis and making the doctoral ethnographic film. I
propose that although film's weaknesses in this regard are apparent, the strength of
ethnographic films lies in some of its narrative and non-narrative qualities by creating
ways of representation that move from a more scientific toward a literary and artistic

representation of the real®.

Collecting post-revolutionary narratives in Nepal for the written and visual part of the
thesis was a part of the same process but consisted of different tasks. To apply visual
ethnographic methods to my fieldwork, I had to learn how to produce film sequences, the
visual equivalent of ethnographic notes. However, looking at both written and filmed
sequences, combining the two methodologies into a single structural unit did not seem
easy. By that I mean, that it was difficult to see how the doctoral thesis and the
ethnographic film could function on the same epistemological plane. To integrate the film
into the research framework, I related its methodology to the structure of the thesis. In
the first phase of my fieldwork, I used visual ethnographic methods to extend and in
hierarchical relation to other research methods. Later, however, the visual ethnographic
part of my fieldwork became a more independent form of research. In the written and
audio-visual work, the challenge of capturing the complexity of the socio-political world
in rural Nepal remained a central concern throughout the research. While I was entering
all kinds of social relationships during the fieldwork in Maikot and other places in Rukum
and Rolpa, the visual ethnography corresponded to another kind of the ethnographic real,
which needed to be recorded. In both cases, it has been argued that the ethnographic real
is created, not captured (Jarvie et al., 1983). I saw the visual ethnographic approach

significantly contributing to this endeavour. Both methodologies are demanding in their

19 George Marcus (1995) has proposed to adopt an ‘image-sequence’ based anthropological thought. Marcuse’s
critique of ethnographic writing introduced a more open view toward cinema. Marcuse has pointed out that
ethnographic film has not make the best use of the qualities that make it the most effective, and has called for
ethnographic modernism that is based not on the ‘repressed’ scientific narrative, but artistic expression and
experimentation (Mermin, 1997).
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own way and are not entirely complementary and compatible. Conducting fieldwork to
produce two different kinds of ethnographic real brought me to the question of the

relationship between images and words in my research.

Already the first fieldwork engagement in conversations with former Maoist guerrillas in
2015 made me think about documenting parts of their revolutionary experience with
audio-visual methods to construct a counternarrative of the revolution. It is worth
pointing out that national narratives are driven by two tendencies: one is to represent and
reconstruct historical events, the other is to forget parts of the same history. Both serve
the political purpose of a nation to reimagine itself outside of the history that created it.

Harootunain has pointed this out well:

“It has often been remarked that national narratives invariably conceal and forget that the
origins of the nation were forged in bloody violence, often reaching genocidal proportions,
and that few nation-states have managed to escape employing this model of selective
amnesia provided by capitalism as a necessary accompaniment to constructing the
historical representation of its development from origin to the present (Harootunain, 2015:

35).

In this regard, the idea of Nepal is no different. After the People's War, the ruling class's
ideological function was to reconsolidate the broken state and narrate the national
narrative of development (bikas). While there are numerous examples that I could refer
to in showing this, I think it is better to stick to an articulation of the ruling class narrative
that I found in Rukum. In 2015, the then Prime Minister of Nepal Sushil Koirala visited
Takasera to attend the Indigenous People’s Festival, where he made a historical speech

about the region’s involvement in the history of the nation:

“In the years of the war, I have observed that the people of Rukum have struggled for the
protection of democracy and for the development of the country. Now it’s been many years,
and you know the difficulties of the struggle [...] together we have reached to this day [...]
Now it’s just us, the people’s representatives. Now we should forget about the past and
develop the country. We should mold it into a modern state. Brothers and sister, we are so
rich. The nature has made us rich with water resources. Water can set us free from poverty”.

Koirala’s narrative seems to embody the tendency to forget the local history in order to
narrate the overall national narrative of development; in its essence, the narrative of
capital. However, the lack of integration of regional narratives of the revolution into the

broader one, as the Kathmandu elite now narrates it, is omnipresent and overlooks the
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importance of the subaltern classes' historical experiences. To simplify it, it is a story
mostly told by the upper-caste men, who used the revolution as a tool for social mobility
and left their revolutionary roots behind. The Maoist revolution became a national topic,
but to my research participants, it seemed that the local contexts from which their
grievances against the state emerged had never really reached the public. Looking at this
situation from my ethnographic fieldwork in Rukum, I realised that this place had been a
part of the same process in the past. The Magars and other ethnic groups in Mid-Western
Nepal have participated in different parts of the state-formation process, and despite their
efforts to change the world around them, their history has always seemed to be a part of
a larger narrative of ruling groups. Looking from this optic, I asked myself the same
question as Ranajit Guha: "Who writes the history of the subjugated people?' (Guha, 1997:
12). Or as Goddard and Miéville posed the question in a more filmic way in Here and

Elsewhere (Ici et Ailleurs, 1976), 'who speaks, for whom, and how'?

The most relevant ethnographic task in the aftermath of the revolution, in my view, was
to record the uneven histories of peasant struggles within the longer history of
marginalization, repression and state violence that turned this region into Nepal's
internal periphery. I outlined the initial draft for the visual part of the ethnographic
fieldwork as a film project that would capture people's life stories to report on social
change and political transformations in the area. By doing this, my intention was also to
build a counternarrative to the hegemonic representation of revolutionary history that
has not paid sufficient attention to Mid-Western Nepal. I see the film as a political
project20, a story-telling technique that would give the Kham Magars a chance to tell the
revolution’s history from their perspective. The Kham Magars often expressed a strong
sense of the need for such work in Nepal's public space. While the Maoists have built a
counternarrative against the monarchy, most Khams today feel that their history of
struggle is not sufficiently represented within the overall Maoist narrative. I accepted

these observations because they led me further into the local narratives of political

20 Regarding my research framework, | see the importance of making the film in its power to communicate this topic
outside of the formal academic discourse; a discourse that has greatly de-politicized the topic. With creating an
ethnographic film, my intention is to disseminate the topic to a wider audience, while still conveying the central
concerns of the research.
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struggles, which was the first topic on my fieldwork schedule. These conversations with
ex-Maoist combatants and other social movement participants began to draw a broader
picture that reframed my visual ethnographic fieldwork to include local perspectives on
different historical periods: the pre-revolutionary period, the revolution and the post-
revolutionary scenario. The approach to ethnographic film that was coined in the field
thus began to include narratives of political participation of the Khams and, in a more
general sense, to communicate the power of ideas of the revolution that had changed
Nepal’s political landscape. In this way, the visual ethnography became integrated into
my overall framework, and a hierarchical relationship between text and film was
established. However, at this stage, staying within this framework and documenting
interviews, following up on different narratives of village struggle, and filming different
parts of village life in thematic blocks (something I have picked up from Oppitz's fieldwork
in Takasera), proved to be productive for creating both types of the ethnographic real. The
narratives that I was constructing consisted of research threads that I soon divided into

chapters, and in this way, the film began taking shape as a narrative essay film.

Thematic Blocks and the First Cut of the Film

While constructing parts from the local narrative of struggle in Maikot and elsewhere in
the area did not represent a particularly difficult task, the visual reconstruction of the
historical narrative of Kham Magars' involvement in the different phases of state-
formation presented a real challenge. My idea was to begin the film with the prehistory of
the struggle to de-essentialize the Maoist revolution's narrative and place it within the
broader history of people's struggle against ruling groups. This was made possible by
accessing the archival footage of Michael Oppitz, which he made available for my research
purposes. Oppitz’s archival footage opened up new possibilities. I categorized it according
to thematic blocks that he shot in Takasera between 1978 and 1979 and used it to show
the daily life of the Khams before the revolutionaries set foot in the region. Showing a
piece of this material was made even more attractive because this was the first visual

footage of the region.
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If Oppitz was the first to bring the camera into Mid-Western Nepal, the Maoists were
probably the second. Although digital cameras were not widely available in Nepal at the
end of the 1990s, Maoists have filmed parts of their social movement activities. It was
edited and distributed as a part of the party's propaganda machine, and the fact that this
was the most well-known representation of the Maoists makes it a crucial element of any
visual anthropological research of the social movement. I quickly became acquainted with
the number of video and audio recordings made during revolutionary times. Journalists,
activists, party cadres, and others I spoke to in Kathmandu and elsewhere, who have
collected some of the idiosyncratic visual material, have pointed out the importance of
researching and categorizing these data. I realized that poor video storage conditions in
Nepal presented a serious concern in preserving this visual history. There was little use of
this material in the country, and the fact that it was not adequately stored could lead to
the loss of a large portion of it in the coming years. However, it appears that no research
body or other state institution in Nepal has expressed an interest in preserving this
material and making it available to the public. Throughout my research, I have tried to
gather some of the visual footage I have been able to find by contacting former activists,
the Maoists themselves, and journalists who visited the area during the conflict. The
footage covers a wide range of Maoist activities from around the country, and the proper
collection and categorization would require the attention of a visual anthropologist with
a research focus different from mine. Choosing the footage that fits the purposes of this
research was a much easier task. I was interested in the footage from Mid-Western Nepal
and in the footage expressing a more general representation of the Maoist narrative. The
analysis and inclusion of Maoist representations in the film are central components that
helped me juxtapose this discursive site with the post-revolutionary narrative of Maikot

village.

The personal story that stood out and initially brought me to north Rukum, was that of
Surul Pun Magar. Surul’s narrative in the film helps me move from the macro-historical
angle and the broader Maoist narrative to the former guerillas' personal experiences and
the post-revolutionary sentiment in the former Maoist base area. I link Surul's story to

other similar accounts of the revolution to create a narrative of state repression and
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violence inflicted upon the local population during the conflict2t. This part of the film is
closely linked to fieldwork in Maikot and consists of several long-form interviews with
former activists and guerrilla fighters that reflect on the post-war politics of
disappointment (chapter 12). It is in this part of the film that the village film committee
has played a pivotal role. In filming this thematic block, the committee helped me capture
different oral histories of village struggle, personal histories and accounts of the
revolution, local revolutionary songs, and stories of Maoists' integration back into village
life. Furthermore, this collaborative fieldwork in the village setting was later extended to

the yarsa fields high above the village.

The last thematic block was to film the harvest of yarsagumba. Without a doubt, this was
physically the most demanding part of the fieldwork. In May, the yarsagumba pickers set
to the high mountains between Rukum and Dolpo, spending up to three months in the
yarsa camps. This journey presents a substantial investment for most villagers. Before
leaving Maikot, they must secure a tent, a decent amount of firewood, warm clothes for
the whole family, blankets, mattresses, and anything else they can use to make themselves
warm at night. According to the committee's advice, we had to plan and prepare all the
necessary equipment to spend three weeks at 4500m (15000ft). However, my preparation
for this high elevation fieldwork did not start in Maikot. I prepared the gear accordingly,
and I was ready to film in such conditions. The cold and moist, the high altitude, and the
fact that there was no electricity or phone signal at the camp made me rethink my filming
gear choices. The Maikotis have pointed out that staying at the camp for more than three
weeks is not a good idea due to the altitude. They have developed a practice that pickers
stay in the high camps for no longer than a month, after which they return to the village
to rest and stock up on supplies. It made sense to follow the local practice and prepare for

one visit of no more than three weeks.

The yarsagumba narrative is central to the post-revolutionary restructuring of local
economic relations. I intended to follow the pickers, many of them former guerrilla

fighters, on their journey to earn a living in a space they know from the protracted war

21 A similar project has been initiated by a non-profit organisation in Kathmandu called VOW Media. The
orgnisation documented and archived more than 100 stories of survivors and victims of the armed conflict.
More: http://www.voicesofwomenmedia.org/project/memory-truth-justice/
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times. This transformation of guerrilla fighters into mushroom pickers, a process that has
turned the former conflict zone into the picking grounds of this expensive mountainous
fungus, was a moment of post-revolutionary Nepal that I thought should be captured on
camera. Although the narrative itself was linked to the Maoist era, it has remained entirely
out of the ethnographic gaze of anthropologists that studied the People's War. Joining
this journey allowed me to explore their past and present in the landscape that has been

intrinsically connected to the Kham Magars in mythological, political and economic ways.

After filming all the described thematic blocks, it was time to revisit the footage in the
editing room and put together the film's first cut. The first version of the film comprised
six chapters filmed around the topics described thus far. It was structured in the following
order: (1) Lakhan Thapa: The First Martyr of Nepal, (2) The Kham Magars of Mid-
Western Nepal, (3) People's War, (4) The Life of a Revolutionary, (5) Maikot: A Former
Maoist Stronghold, (6) After the Revolution. Following these different narratives
throughout fieldwork and creating thematic blocks was a process that organically grew
out of the fieldwork process and the collaborative work with the village film committee.
However, when I began to assemble the different parts into the film, I noticed that it
would be rather challenging to put it together without a more straightforward narrative.
The six narratives put together were nothing more than separate units; what was missing
was a narrative arc, an author’s narrative that would connect the six chapters. I began to
write the films narrative that I could not imagine being done in any other way than as a
voice-over narration — a classic approach to essay film and began to notice the limitations
of the film’s structure. First of all, it was nearly impossible to bring this multilayered and
disconnected story any justice through the voice-over technique without resorting to
simplifications. The voice-over narration format is very far from ethnographic 'thick’'
descriptions, and it demands to thin down these observations to smaller, more easily
digestible units. The other thing I noticed once the voice-over narration was recorded is
that the narrative is causing an over-identification between narration and the images. The
voice-over narration was written to be the driving force of the film's first part and
contextualise other units where visual footage is not clear enough. This led the film into a
strange direction, where in some parts the over-identification and the simplification of

the voice-over narration led to results that were obscuring much more than they were
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revealing. Another problem that occurred during this stage became apparent when I was
choosing the voice-over narrators. Not being comfortable enough to narrate the film
myself, and by being financially limited, I wrote to several voice actors hoping to find
someone to narrate the film pro bono. With some luck, two voice actors from the US
responded to my call and recorded a voice-over narration that was put over the film for
the first time. Creating the first cut was crucial to see how all the thematic blocks function
together and what kind of meanings the overall narrative generates. Although I knew the

footage inside out, seeing the film for the first time as a completed narrative was unique.
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Reframing the Narrative and Editing the Final Cut

Looking at the visual ethnographic material, after making some distance to it in the year
that I was screening the film, I realised that there is more potential to it than I first
thought. I began to see that the meaning of the material organised in chapters could be
better conveyed through a different film structure. I felt that the narrative essay film
structure simplifies the narrative to the extent that it does not correspond well to the
heterogeneity of the video material and social change in rural Nepal. Perhaps the problem
was also connected to the narrative building resulting from my fieldwork and my
intention to bring this historical narrative into a coherent linear story. Furthermore, the
film did not reflect my positionality and was lacking reflexivity about the filmmaking
process. In short, it was a film about a revolution, but it was not a revolutionary film.
Revolutionary and film narratives are not that different. A narrative in film is framed by
the author, much like a revolutionary narrative is framed by a revolutionary movement.
However, while revolutionary movements build up their narratives, it is important to note

that they do so to break the existing ones:

"As a drastic reenvisioning of politics from the ground up, revolution is inscription on a
tabula rasa; as pure action, as natality and event, it is somehow innocent of continuity and
thus entanglement with what came before—a clean, unreflective break. Narrative, since it
is necessarily continuous, connecting a before with an after, violates this revolutionary
principle" (Chrostowska, 2017: 117)

The first cut followed an idea present in Bill Nichols' work that sees a formation of a
counternarrative as a political tool in the hand of ethnographic film that should work
against the narratives of the dominant ideology (Nichols, 1981). In Ideology and the
Image Nichols' argues that a Marxist film analysis should expose the different ideological
contestations within cinema. In his view, the dominant cultural forms represent ruling
class ideas that help form its cultural hegemony. One way to counteract against dominant
ideology in film, as Nichols proposes, is to form oppositional narratives that work against
dominant ideology (ibid). The first cut of the film followed precisely these steps. My
fieldwork and the editing process leading up to the first cut were informed by a vision to
build a strong counternarrative that would reveal the meaning of the revolution concealed
by hegemonic narratives. However, until this point, I focused more on the content and

less on the story-telling techniques. While the central idea of my approach remained the
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same, a more in-depth review of ethnographic film literature offered a different way out

of the first cut's narrative limitations.

First of all, I focused on reflection and reflexivity. Is it not true that both revolutions and
film gain their meaning retrospectively? In this sense, like former participants of the
revolution that are today reconsidering its meaning, the viewer too brings something
unique to a filmic experience — a set of social and cultural predispositions, with which she
will interpret the meaning of the film. In this way, reflexivity gains double meaning in
film: "Reflection and revolution thus convey the same move: turning around to make
something visible again. Revolution can be reflective; reflection can be revolutionary"
(Chrostowska, 2017: 97). Similarly, as the spectator, the filmmaker, too, brings intentions
into the filmmaking process. To a certain extent, a reflexive approach to ethnographic film
helps create more believable works for the audience. However, it is not just a matter of
film’s reflexivity; a process that reveals parts of the filmmaking process and sometimes
the author’s subjective function in it. The filmmaker's intentions remain ingrained in the
narrative structure, and it is impossible to predict the meanings and the different readings
the film will generate with image, sound, or text. As Barthes has pointed out: “a narrative
is never made up of anything other than functions: in differing degrees, everything in it
signifies” (Barthes, 1997: 89). A Barthian approach to film proposes that the meaning in
film is best understood as a dual process generated by reception and production. "Film
perceived in this way is never completely controlled by filmmakers, subjects or viewers",
Mermin has proposed (Mermin, 1997: 49). Instead, Mermin argues that the creation of
meaning should be understood as a process and the film as the experience which creates

it by establishing relationships between the spectators, subjects and the filmmaker (ibid).

As noted above, the relationships formed during fieldwork in Maikot have played an
important role in making the film. The research participants were involved in the
filmmaking process, and later the screenings of the film's first cut in the village made it
possible for them to participate in the last stages of the film’s creation22. Although I

adopted a reflexive and participatory approach to film, the relationships established

22 Another important element in creating the final cut was another mobile cinema projects that took the
first cut through the villages of Takasera and Maikot in the summer of 2019. The aim of these screenings
was to gather comments from research participants and insights from other local’s spectator experiences
that will be incorporated into the final version of the film.
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during fieldwork were not well incorporated into the first cut. In the final cut, instead of
building a filmic narrative that provides ‘evidence’, I follow Mermin’s proposal that
filmmakers should construct narratives that avoid judgement. Instead, filmmakers
should “begin to supervise and direct their viewer’s experiences reading and creating
meaning from their films” (Mermin, 1997: 49). In this sense, the final cut brings forward
the Kham Magars as subjects of history in which they are both creative participants and
spectators. Instead of building a narrative out of these different perspectives, I decided to
put them into a more reflexive and less determining film structure, as different narrative

units generating a variety of meanings.

Another important insight came from Alisa Lebow’s work on the Egyptian revolution.
Through researching the different narratives in the aftermath of the revolution, Lebow
was looking for filming and other artistic practices that might have emerged in connection
to the Arab spring. She conducted several interviews with activists and filmmakers with
an idea to create a ‘curated dialogue’ (Lebow, 2016: 282). Detaching the meaning of
revolution from conventional ideas that compress revolutions into singular historical
events, Lebow constructed a filmic approach that looks beyond such definitions. Through
the initial project that involved putting artists and activists in conversation with one
another, other connections and networks began to emerge that led Lebow into the
direction of creating a non-linear, non-narrative interactive platform
FilmingRevolution.org. The idea central to Lebow’s project was to create an interactive
digital archive, which resists the temptation to build a narrative and over-determine the

collected material. As Lebow points out:

“[r]ather than constructing a linear story that neatly frames that which cannot be
contained, FilmingRevolution embraces the logic of refusing to frame or box-in any simple
notions of the revolution in Egyptian documentary and independent filmmaking today,
resisting the tendency to speak in the language of power by monumentalizing and
rigidifying events that defy such easy (or reductive) interpretations” (Lebow, 2016: 291).

Lebow’s methodology, in many ways, corresponded to my ethnographic fieldwork. The
different thematic blocks, perspectives, and times covered by this material pointed to
multiple narratives and non-linear structures. By developing a concept of non-linear
documentary and looking specifically at Lebow’s non-narrative filming practices, I shifted

the editing process away from the previous film structure that emphasised a singular
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narrative. In other words: the process of construction had changed into a process of
deconstruction. Narratives are always constructed, and ethnographic ones are no
different; they "satisfy our desire for the coherence that lived experience rarely offers"
(Mermin, 1997: 49). In this sense, the first cut's narrative satisfied my desire for a more
coherent revolutionary narrative. The challenge of putting together the final cut was to
navigate between two contrasting tendencies: one that over-emphasises narrative
construction and the deconstructionist tendency that could lead to complete relativisation
and political purposelessness of gathered material. Chrostowska, in the following passage

well captured the problem:

"How do you represent an indeterminate, unforeseeable collective action - indeterminate
in its manifestation, unforeseeable in its consequences, often incoherent owing to the
missing reference points for observers and actors alike on a shifting political scene? How
do you capture this without, on the one hand, surrendering your image to actuality and
contingency - which could only come through as aimlessness, disunity, dysfunction (that
is, as disorder, "unrest," or reflexive convulsion, rather than political effectivity) - or, on the
other hand, ridding the image of these same qualities, making the imprévisible invisible,
cleaning up the noise, streamlining the demonstration, narrativizing real complexity?"
(Chrostowska, 2017: 98)

The first cut created representations of post-revolutionary social reality that did not
correspond well to the complexities of Kham’s social experiences. The post-revolutionary
discursive space is drastically different. As was the case in the past, Kham's contemporary
narratives are being contested and deconstructed by more powerful ones. The narratives
of the revolutionary struggle, in which many have found sanctuary from the state's
aggression, are only an echo from the past. It is possible to construct very different, often
conflicting ethnographic narratives regarding the revolutionary and post-revolutionary
context in Nepal (a topic that I discuss in detail in the next chapter). I learned that the
problematic ethnographic task in making a film is to resist compressing it into one
narrative. The concept for the final cut derived from the discrepancy between Kham’s
present and the past, a relationship that, I thought, should be represented not as a

coherent narrative but through a form that emphasises narrative multiplicity.
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Chapter 3: Methodological Considerations, Theoretical Prolegomena and
Literature Review

Introduction: Different "Ways of Seeing" the Nepali Revolution

It has been more than two decades since the People's War shocked the urban and rural
elites and exposed the unjust nature of the then existing state regime. Since then, Nepal
has undergone several political transformations. Perhaps the most complex to
understand was the large-scale movement process that captured the country and had
since been widely documented and analysed in anthropology and related disciplines.
Nepal's geographically challenging, culturally diverse and politically intricate terrain was
difficult to grasp. The state of emergency, road blockades and regional conflict zones
made it somewhat difficult for researchers to carry out long-term fieldwork during the
conflict. Despite these difficulties, numerous accounts fill the gaps in the anthropological

knowledge of the People's War.

The "long march" of communist ideas in Nepal, from the foundation of the Communist
Party of Nepal in Calcutta in 1949 to a series of party splits and the creation of new
underground factions that spread these ideas through the countryside, is in itself worthy
of an epic and has been explored by several authors (De Sales, 2010; Adhikari, 2014;
Cailmail, 2008-2009; Sharma, 2004). These political developments understood in
conjunction with anthropological insights into the lives of Nepalese peasant classes
(Regmi, 1963; Pant & Jain, 1969; Seddon et al., 2002) provide the basis of a historical
analysis of the social processes that triggered grassroots political movements. Such
historical studies and ethnographic accounts have helped contextualise the Maoist
insurgency beyond the simplistic explanations of 'why' and 'how' the Maoists' choose the

impoverished and politically repressed region of Mid-Western Nepal as their base area.

On the other hand, the literature on communist organising in rural Nepal is full of insider
accounts on the early years of the conflict, from the time the conflict had not yet escalated
into a stand-off between the RNA and the PLA. However, there are only a few first-hand
accounts of the Maoist movement process before the People's War. With the attention of

the outsiders mainly focused on development work and politically not so engaged
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anthropological topics (for example, a constant focus on studying the Kham Magar have
been their healing practices), the majority of the Himalayan scholars of the Himalayas
failed to foresee the up-coming political transformations of the rural world they were
engaged in. This can be compared to the rise of the Shining Path (Sendero Luminoso) in
Peru, which also took anthropologists and ethnographers in the field by surprise (Starn,
1991). In Nepal, the Maoist movement's formation and its influence in the countryside
remained largely unnoticed by foreign anthropologists until the revolution was already in
full swing. Much of what was written later, when many anthropologists in the field
suddenly changed their focus to political anthropology, also seemed to look only at the
sudden changes in rural Nepal's political reality and not at the long-standing structures
that were the reasons behind the revolutionary conditions. However, what most observers
at that time perceived as uncharted underground activities is today, two decades after the
conflict, a widely explored subject. In this sense, although anthropologists were late to the
revolutionary dinner table, the number of resources was made available through
secondary sources. In the later years of the conflict, many have also ventured into the
Maoist zones to write first-hand ethnographic accounts and provide descriptions of
Maoist organising that base their knowledge on participant observation. I do not wish to
argue that the fact that anthropologists were slow in shifting their focus to political topics
affected the quality or quantity of the material they produced. A large part of
anthropological literature on the People's War reconstructs this part of history by
analysing available materials: literature and political texts and other publications (such
as memoirs) and interviews with grassroots cadres, peasants and activists. However, at
the end of the People’s War in 2006, an academic field began to emerge that produced a
number of different narratives on Nepal’s complex socio-political environment at the

time.

It has been proposed that the Maoist insurgency could be seen in two phases: (1) the first
phase began with the outbreak of the movement and is marked by the movement's
formation, mostly limited to western parts of the country, (2) the second phase, equally
marked by the movement process, but also by the widespread conflict between the PLA
and the RNA (Adhikari et al., 2013). In the first phase of the conflict, the Maoists mostly

ambushed state forces and acquired their weapons and ammunition, but most
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importantly, they trained their troops ideologically and in guerrilla warfare. The most
notable document of that time (1999) is a reportage written by Li Onesto: Dispatches from
the People's War (Onesto, 2005). It is a text based on travels throughout the Maoist
controlled zone, and it presents valuable insights into the lives of 'ordinary’' villagers and
the motivations of Maoist cadres to join the struggle. Another publication of this kind is
Kiyoko Ogura's article: Maoists, People, and the State as seen from Rolpa and Rukum
(Ogura, 2007). Ogura's often cited first-hand account was the first report from the Maoist
heartland during the war that described the Maoist affairs in these remote districts.
Ogura's observations are important because she was the first to comment on the
revolutionary consciousness in the area and Maoist political organisations such as district
and village people's governments (Ogura, 2007). Apart from these two, there are not
many studies that appeared during the first phase of the conflict, however many
publications which commented on the politics of the first phase of the war were published
before the end of the war, in particular: Anne de Sales (2000), Gellner (2003), Karki and
Seddon (2003), Hutt (2004), Judith Pettigrew (2003; 2004), Ramirez (2004), Saubhagya
Shah (2004). After the peace agreement was signed in 2006, scholars suddenly had much
more access to conduct research in previously restricted areas. With a better overview of
the situation, which was very unpredictable during the conflict, the number of
publications drawing on comparative research and not just single village studies
increased significantly. The essential part of this literature is discussed in the following
pages, and more of it follows throughout the thesis, helping me pave the way through
rural Nepal. Due to spatial limitations and the sheer volume of literature, it is impossible
to provide a comprehensive review of all relevant publications to date23. My aim here is
not to revisit this vast body of work but to sort out some of the well-established
anthropological themes and approaches that have repeatedly emerged in the

anthropology of the People's War and the political transition period in Nepal.

I believe that it is possible to roughly map, at this point, different types of localised
experiences of the Maoist movement into three broad categories: (1) the "home-grown"

Maoist movement; where the peasant struggle preceded the Maoist political project; or

23 This has been recently attempted by a group of anthropologists whose work is related to Nepal: see:
Shneiderman, S., et al. (2016).

70



where communist ideology was present and central to the idea of liberation; or where
there were autonomous political developments, which made armed struggle feel like an
organic social movement (2) the 'negotiated' Maoist movement; areas where Maoists
managed to establish base areas or at least became partially involved in the political life
of the village, but where this was felt like an intrusion of outsiders, and the Maoists
entered into a complex, often long-term negotiation process with the villagers to persuade
them to fight for a 'common' cause, (3) the absence of Maoist politics; the rural and more
often urban areas where the Maoist movement was not present in any way. Although
Maoist activities often took place in these areas24, these activities usually did not pose any
threat to public space and remained safely hidden under cover of the night. Such places
(alongside Kathmandu, very often the large towns and cities of the Terai) served as the
only possible safe zones and hideouts for the many individuals and families who have fled
the countryside from the heated conflict between the state and Maoist forces. These three
categories often appear (in one form or another) in the studies of the insurgency period
and describe different relations between the local population and the Maoist movement.
They also inform us of the scale of violence, the different methods of political domination
and, through comparative, historical, and localised research, reveal the different layers

and faces of the revolution in Nepal.

Considering the idiosyncrasy of these approaches, I suggest that there are different "ways
of seeing" revolutions, evoking the words of John Berger, whose meaning is focused more
explicitly on how our knowledge and beliefs affect the way we see and perceive art.
However, is it not that our perceptions of large-scale events, of revolutions, in particular,
are shaped in the same way by different social experiences, as well as by news and media,
gossip and history books? In their essence, these political events reflect both ideas of the
ruling class and oppositional ideas, and it is this struggle, the struggle for the conception
of the world, that was at the centre of the Maoist revolution. The revolutionary
movement's task is not only to overthrow the material relationships of the old society, but
it is also a struggle over meaning. It is with a particular "way of seeing" coming from the

ruling class that the world is formed, as Marx put it in the German Ideology:

24 Mallika Shakya has for example argued that the Maoist movement has been wrongly categoized as only a
rural phenomenon, and that their presence was equally felt in the cities (Shakya, 2018: 84).
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"The class which has the means of material production at its disposal, has control at the
same time over the means of mental production, so that thereby, generally speaking, the
ideas of those who lack the means of mental production are subject to it. The ruling ideas
are nothing more than the ideal expression of the dominant material relationships. The
dominant material relationships grasped as ideas; hence of the relationships which make
the one class the ruling one, therefore, the ideas of its dominance" (Marx, 1974: 64)

Although one class's ideological dominance over the other is not absolute, we are not
detached from these relations as social scientists but subject to the same process. To
radicalize the point, all social sciences, not just philosophy, to paraphrase Althusser, are,
in the last instance, class struggle in the field of theory (Althusser, 1976: 37). While I see
the importance of following this path in a time when class struggle is slowly disappearing
from anthropological literature, my task here is, however, much more modest. Looking
back at these different accounts, I do not evaluate them through the prism of
revolutionary politics, but in terms of their ethnographic insights in relation to the
narratives, they helped (re)produce. Most importantly, I examine the meanings that this
literature has constructed about Nepal's revolution. This chapter aims to rethink some of
the more important theoretical approaches and anthropological insights that have helped
construct the current frameworks through which the revolution in Nepal has been
represented in the academic world. Putting this anthropological knowledge in a
theoretical discussion with the present is an attempt by an anthropologist to understand

how his field of study has been conceptually grounded.

The Revolution: Between Large-scale/Universal and Local/Particular

The difficulty of accessing the Maoist base areas of Mid-Western Nepal, for most
outsiders, is why there are no written first-hand accounts of the significant political
developments in Maoist organising. Few first-hand accounts describe in more detail the
formation of political consciousness in villages of Rolpa and Rukum, the establishment of
the so-called Bishesh Jilla (the Maoist base area, literally meaning: "the special district)",
and the ideological and other schoolings done by the party during and after the Sija
campaign. Alongside journalists who were able to enter the Maoist areas and publish their

observations (like Kiyoko Ogura and Li Onesto), few foreign anthropologists were
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engaged in long-term fieldwork in areas where Maoists underground activities had

already taken place.

The most well-known is the case of Judith Pettigrew, a medical anthropologist who
conducted fieldwork in a village near Pokhara in the early 1990s and continued to return
to the field throughout the decade. In her book Maoists at the Hearth: Everyday Life in
Nepal's Civil War (2013), Pettigrew ethnographically presents the experience of a village
influenced by the Maoist movement from the outside. In this ethnographic account, which
is written as a memoir, we follow Pettigrew's observations, which present a subjectivised
historical perspective of social change through personal stories and experiences of
individuals living in a village undergoing radical political changes. The book's importance
lies in its ethnographic material, but this analysis does not go beyond the 'experience' and
the local' and fails to explain the backbone of this political transformation in economic,

historical and cultural terms. This is not an isolated case.

I argue that ethnographic studies of revolution in Nepal focus mainly on the revolution's
empirically observable side. By doing so, they symptomatically replaced the word
'revolution' with 'war' and incorporated topics such as violence, identity, and everyday
village life as their primary research focus. They sought to explain the revolution not so
much as a material social process but as a symbolically cultural one. Similarly, to
Pettigrew's 'way of seeing', numerous studies have put forward the local and cultural side
of the revolution without linking it to other socio-economic aspects. After the dust of the
revolution had settled down, some anthropologists began to point out the shortcomings
of these early writings on the Maoist movement process. Mallika Shakya, for example,
pointed out how the anthropology of the People's War helped form images of Maoist
activists as 'crude rebels piggybacking on cultural idioms' and of villagers who were most
commonly portrayed as 'innocent victims caught in the crossfire between the rebels and
the state' (Shakya 2015, non-pag). By dividing the anthropology of revolution into two
categories, Shakya brings to light at least two very different foreign anthropologists'
interests in studying the revolution. She argues that the first category focuses mainly on
the ideology and practice of the Maoist movement in Nepal, while the second focuses
more on everyday life in the Maoist villages (ibid). Both have a certain degree of value for

the anthropology of the People's War. The first contributes by understanding the complex
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inter-dynamics of the revolution: the ideological and political formations that have
tackled and eventually merged with the process of state formation, and the second, by
looking at the everyday life, which has in many ways been inseparably linked to the former
category. The latter category provides a cultural, localised understanding of material
processes that can only sufficiently be explained considering the broader forms of the
former's social organisation. Shakya points out some of the narrowly focused studies that
failed to link the two processes, including Anne de Sales (2000), Judith Pettigrew (2004),

Marie Lecomte-Tilouine (2013a) and concludes that:

"[iln sum, it may be fair to say that accounts of the People's War in Nepal have kept the
wider, national, and ultimately decisive "politics" outside of their ethnographic gaze.
Otherwise, such politics have been reduced without further questioning to "everyday
politics"—to the extent that even ethnographies claiming to analyse terror and violence,
Jan Sarkar (People's Government), and Maoist model villages have muted the realpolitik
that would change Nepal's constitution for good" (Shakya, 2015; non-pag).

Shakya is right in this regard, and this is why bringing together all the specific studies of
the revolution does not necessarily lead to a systematic anthropological understanding of
the totality of the process. Introducing only a new locale or region within this field of study
would not lead to a better understanding of the complex revolutionary process. On the
other hand, it would have been more wrong to link the multi-storeyed historical process
into a uniform whole. By revealing the limits of conceptual apparatuses of these studies,
I argue that we should develop ethnographic approaches to study historical processes that

go beyond particularistic anthropology.

The criticism of Sidney Mintz and Eric Wolf, which challenged quite similar
anthropological practices more than 60 years ago, is still relevant today. Both authors
rejected the very foundations of particularistic anthropology by developing frameworks
that grasp the "underlying processes operating in historical time" (Roseberry, 1995).
Barrington Moore has outlined his approach in a similar vein in his Social Origins of
Dictatorship and Democracy: "Before looking at the peasantry, it is necessary to look at
the whole society" (1993). To achieve this, a consideration of relevant theoretical
frameworks of related schools of thought is mandatory. However, most of the literature

on Nepal's revolution has been written without including such theoretical considerations
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and outside contemporary debates on social movements, especially those emerging from

Marxist studies, postcolonial studies, and peasant studies.

Identity, Ethnicity and Class

Even a quick overview of the literature reveals that ethnic identity is probably the most
common topic in the anthropology of the People's War. When the revolution entered its
second phase, the question of ethnicity became the centre of radical politics. However,
Marie Lecomte-Tilouine (2004) had shown in the case of the Magars that ethnicity
became an essential factor in regional politics even before the Maoists incorporated these
ideas into their agenda2s. Similar scholarly works followed, mapping the complex terrain
of the different entanglements between ideas of liberation and ethnic emancipation

throughout Nepal.

The Magar Liberation Front (created in 1991) gained popularity years before, in 1993, the
year that was declared the "Year of Indigenous Peoples" by the United Nations (Lecomte-
Tilouine, 2004: 113-116). Lecomte-Tilouine further explains the background of the early
Magar ethnic demands for forming an autonomous ethnic federal state called Magarat.
This political structure would ensure political freedom and the right to self-determination
in the internally colonised Magar regions. Lecomte-Tiluone, expressing the different
opinions of Magar ethnic activists, shows how they have become politically aligned with
the Maoist movement, as both movements were politically aimed at achieving the same
goals. The Maoists supported Janajati nationalities'2¢ emancipation and the abolition of
the caste system and included these demands in their original political program.
According to Lecomte-Tilouine, there seemed to be an overlap between ethnic and Maoist
demands, but there was a degree of mistrust on the Magars' part that Maoists would
misuse their support. In the early stages of the revolution, the Magar activists' unveiling
support for the Maoist cause could be seen as a bridge linking ethnic identity and class
politics, although concerns that ethnicity could be exploited for the class cause persisted.

What followed and significantly escalated after the peace process was the intensification

25 Lecomte-Tilouine is refereeing to the broader population of the Magars, not to Kham Magars specifically.
26 Janajati in Nepali is used in a similar way as Adivasi in the Indian context. It is referring to indigenous
groups that resided in the area of today’s Nepal prior before the arrival of the Hindus.
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of what Lecomte-Tilouine and others have described as the 'politicisation of ethnic
activism' (ibid). However, the battlefront where class politics was able to mobilise identity
claims within a broader social movement was slowly dismantled on behalf of other

powerful political actors who fostered ethnic politics.

In the same way as Lecomte-Tilouine, Anne de Sales argues that revolutionary action
came to Mid-Western Nepal from the outside. Seeing the conflict in these terms, De Sales
interprets the rise of Kham Magar ethnic identity as one of the outcomes of the state
brutality in the region. The Maoists then used this to achieve their own goals with the help
of individuals "who are caught in a bind" (de Sales, 2000: 69). However, de Sales argues
that the Kham Magars' reasons to join the conflict were more "political and economic'; she
does not point further in this direction. Her analysis understands Khams within a political
field instigated by outside forces, while she explains the rise of ethnic politics due to the
politicisation of ethnic culture by the Maoists and as one of the outcomes of the
coincidental nature of the conflict with the state (ibid). Her analysis sheds light on
ethnogenesis processes amid a revolutionary movement and makes an important step
towards understanding the role of ethnic identity in post-revolutionary Nepal. In my view,
however, this approach does not pay sufficient attention to the process of convergence of
class and non-class identities, a conceptual foundation often linked to the anthropological
understanding of peasant rebellions. For example, James Scott points to ethnicity as one
of the central potentials for mobilisation at the margins, precisely by linking it to class. I

quote Scott here in more detail:

"When cultural distinctiveness coincides with class identity, as it does for a portion of the
working class and for much of the peasantry, it serves to reinforce both class identity and
the potential for mobilisation. The raw materials of class consciousness are, after all, to be
sought in the small-scale, daily experiences of the members of that class rather than in their
objective socio-economic location taken alone. [...] When class and ethnicity coincide, for
example, the consequence is often to strengthen both identities and increase solidarity"
(Scott, 1977: 277).

Scott's insights into political struggles are informative because they show the power of
overlapping class and non-class identities as the central feature of revolutionary struggles.
In Nepal, however, the rise of ethnic politics has been mostly detached from the class
perspective that would lead to a broader analysis of the political arena of struggle. Some

recent attempts have been made to bridge the two but far away from the region of the
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Magars. In a detailed analysis of the formation of Thangmi identities against multiple
states and other actors, Sara Shneiderman, following Scott's framework, shows how the
Thangmi identity struggles, both in Nepal and India, have evolved along different paths.
In Nepal, identity formation was inevitably linked to communism, while in India, the
Thangmi identities had more room to develop within the prevailing discourse of
indigeneity. Shneiderman's ethnographically constructed example contrasts the current
of cultural politics in politically distinct environments considering the class consciousness
building project that ideologically suppressed ideas for ethnic differentiation in Nepal

(Shneiderman, 2015: 147).

Shneiderman, De Sales and Lecomte-Tilouine rightly pointed out the importance of
identity struggles that have been advanced by projects led by Maoist activists and ethnic
activists (claiming at the same time to exploit the rise of identity for their own goals and
creating conditions for its suppression outside the Maoist movement). In my opinion,
however, this understanding of rural struggles should not overestimate the importance of
ethnic identity. It is true that following the People's War, emancipation through the
affirmation of ethnic identity has become a significant factor in the political projects of
many different indigenous communities in Nepal. This should not lead us to the
conclusion that peasant political consciousness emerged only through ethnic or non-class
related identity frustrations. It should also not conceal the broader picture of political
formations in rural Nepal by arguing that peasant struggles were primarily an expression
of suppressed ethnic identity. The Nepalese peasants' role has often been understood only
in the line of possessing a mere agency to develop a kind of false consciousness of their
own position in society (ethnic identity), which has become revolutionary only in so far
as outside revolutionary forces have mobilised it. Instead, I argue, a more interesting
question could be posed if ethnic identity and class in peasant struggles should be
considered related, not excluding categories. In other words, in analysing the Nepalese
peasants' revolutionary identities, wouldn't it be more productive to assess this history of

organising in terms of both class and non-class identities? In fact, it is also a project that
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is deeply embodied in Maoists theory and practice, which has tried to balance national

liberation struggles on the one hand with a socialist revolution on the other2’.

Following debates on the national question and socialism that have troubled an older
generation of Marxists, the Nepali Maoists have articulated socially and historically
grounded understandings of the revolutionary process28. One of the central aims, present
even in the early Maoist political programs, has been to balance ethnic and class-related
demands. While this has been well established in their theory, the revolutionary process
exposed a somewhat different dynamic. Dinesh Paudel’s work has described the complex
relations between ethnic and class politics throughout the Maoist era's different phases.
In contrast to scholars who have understood ethnicity only in the context of Maoist
politics, a radically different perspective of identity politics is brought to light within this
broader framework of class politics. Paudel argues that ethnic politics should be seen as
a part of a bourgeois political project that depoliticised the revolutionary ethnic peasant
movement and replaced political projects from below with ideas of indigeneity and local
identity, thus opening the movement to the identity politics of the elites (Paudel, 2016b).
In his article, Ethnic identity politics in Nepal, Paudel shows how ethnic politics are not
merely a result of the struggle for emancipation but a way for the urban and rural elites
to reconsolidate power. A critical element that Paudel understands by evoking Gramsci's
concept of 'passive revolution' is that we need to distinguish between the two political
projects to understand how the ethnic peasant movement evolved over time. By analysing
the changes in contemporary political structures, Paudel skillfully leads us through some
of the major transformations, such as implementing the idea of indigeneity, which was
crucial to Nepal's politics in the 1990s. Promoted by international development agencies
and the state since the 1970s, the idea of ethnic inclusion has sought to limit the scope of
political action of ethnic movements. At the beginning of the insurgency, Maoist politics
appeared to be the opposite of institutionalised ethnic politics, and many NGOs and
indigenous organisations supported by foreign development agencies left the countryside

(Paudel, 2016: 557). Paudel argues that it was from the outside that the consolidated

27 T explain the two sides of the Maoist oppositional project in more detail in chapter 8.

28 The Maoists in Nepal have often referred to ideas of Stalin and Mao, and less frequently to Lenin. The
ideas of Trotsky, however, are almost completely absent in Maoist political thought and have emerged only
recently.
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urban ethnic movement "superseded revolutionary politics in rural areas, and indigeneity
was mobilised to garner peasants' support for ethnic identity politics rather than
collectively and solidarity among the ethnic peasantry and working class" (Paudel, 2016b:
558). Gradually, in the second phase of the People's War, the Maoists started to
collaborate with ethnic activists and promoted an idea of identity-based restructuring of
Nepal while, on the other hand, slowly abandoning agrarian transformations and other
revolutionary agendas. However, according to Paudel, the bourgeois identity politics
project was successful only because Maoists' politics have failed. According to Paudel,

they were unable to:

"mobilise ethnic issues for the emancipation of the peasantry with concrete explanations
and political programs [...] When the Maoists started to decline and suffered defeats and
splits, international development programs, especially the NGO-led ethnic empowerment
activities, emerged as crucial in uniting ethnic elites and peasants into consolidated forces
for ethnic identity politics in Nepal" (Paudel, 2016b: 559 - 560).

Paudel's argument succeeds in connecting the emerging political movements with
broader realities of political power. In this way, he can distinguish between the ethnic
peasant movement that emerged as a counter-hegemonic force to the monarchical rule
during the Panchayat regime and the urban ethnic movement and the 'bourgeois' ethnic
project of the elites. During a certain period of the movement process, the political power
of the ethnic peasant movement was harnessed by the Maoists, but according to Paudel,
it was the political left's failure that did not turn it into an emancipatory political force.
Instead, it has been transformed into a different kind of identity politics, the identity
politics that has allowed rural elites to emerge and return to the ideology of the

development sector (Paudel, 2016b).

Paudel's work brings broader hegemonic relations into the context of the ongoing
ideological transformation of the countryside. The area of Mid-Western Nepal then
should not be seen only as a space of confrontation between the Maoists and the state, but
a space where the development industry, revolutionary politics, and ethnic politics have
linked peasants to broader fields of force. Paudel’s, Lecomte-Tilouine’s, and de Sales’
contributions to the anthropology of the People’s War show that the different ways of
seeing the revolution can lead to drastically different results. In short, what Lecomte-

Tilouine is putting forward is the exploitation of ethnic politics by the Maoists, while
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Paudel is observing the ethnicization of class politics. While there may be a tendency here
to explain these subjects' actions in the context of one of these faceless structures that
have strongly influenced the area, I would like to offer an anthropologically more nuanced
approach to understanding political agency. In the next section, my attention is turned to
the analysis of political agency, looking at the particularly interesting case of the
revolutionary village of Thabang in Rolpa. By juxtaposing two conceptual approaches to
hegemony and subaltern agency, put forward by scholars who conducted fieldwork in the
heart of the former Maoist stronghold after the revolution, I dig deeper into the different

ways of seeing the Maoist movement process.

Political Consciousness and Subaltern Resistance: The Case of Thabang, Rolpa

An interesting debate emerged around the village of Thabang in Rolpa and opened up the
question of subaltern political agency in the so-called 'village of resistance' (Ogura, 2007).
Ina Zharkevich has posed the question in the following way: "How rebellious were the
peasants in the Maoist base area of Nepal?" (Zharkevich, 2015). Since the revolution, the
research interest in the former capital of the Maoist Bishesh Jilla has been growing;
however, anthropologists have proposed conflicting interpretations of the revolutionary
narratives found in Thabang. Disagreements revolve mainly around the agency of
subaltern groups at the micro, village level. In juxtaposing two approaches to the history
of struggle in Thabang, I explore important conceptual frictions around subaltern agency,

hegemony, and peasant resistance.

The narrative described by Dinesh Paudel and Vinay Gidwani (2012) brings forward
Barman Buddha's story, a 'poor peasant' who led the 1954 peasant uprising against
Krishna Jhakri, a local tax collector. This historical narrative of resistance in Thabang
connects pre-revolutionary life histories of intra-village struggle to show the prehistory to

the Maoist movement in Mid-Western Nepal. Paudel and Gidwani write:

"[...] [TThe shepherd boy became a rebel icon, who was to inspire many as the struggle
against state officialdom expanded and intensified. The villagers of Thabang continued to
battle local elites and state functionaries, and by the early 1970s, they were able to get rid
of them entirely. Some surrendered, many fled. The immediate area around Thabang
became a "liberated zone," and was thrust into the state's crosshairs" (Gidwani and Paudel,
2012: 259).
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Paudel and Gidwani continue to portray similar narratives of struggle that preceded the
Maoist People's War officially launched in 1996. Describing the different generations of
peasant rebels, they challenge other anthropological accounts which take the label
"Maoist" for granted. In their view, describing the prehistory of the movement is
necessary to bring to light the long process of creating the 'good sense' and the
intergenerational networks sustained by the village's organic intellectuals. These first
articulations of a more coherent 'common sense' were more than mere intra-village
squabbles, given that the history of communist ideas in Thabang is directly linked to one
of the first communist intellectuals in Nepal, Mohan Bikram Singh. Barman Budha and
other Thabangis reportedly met Mohan Bikram Singh while in prison, which inspired
them to form the Thabang Kisan Sangh (Thabang Peasants' Association) under the
leadership of Barman Budha after being released from prison (Gidwani and Paudel, 2012:
265). These events and later developments, such as the 1982 election boycott by the
Thabangis, in the eyes of Gidwani and Paudel, led to a more consolidated, new common
sense, a political consciousness that would form the basis for the upcoming political

battles of the 1990s.

Zharkevich (2015), on the other hand, challenges the historical narratives coined by the
Maoists and disagrees with the assessment of the struggle provided by Gidwani and
Paudel. She suggests that what might seem to outsiders like peasant rebellions on the
periphery are much more complex internal power struggles amongst subaltern elites. By
saying this, Zharkevich is trying to 'de-mythologise' the historical narrative of the
revolutionary village of Thabang. Her research shows how unknowledgeable outsiders
often see the power play between rural actors as the emergence of revolutionary
consciousness (Zharkevich, 2015). Zharkevich's article is an important intervention
because it turns our attention to the internal power dynamics of the subaltern classes and
calls into question the homogeneity of subaltern struggles and the different sets of power
networks that the subalterns oppose. To address these conflicting conceptions of peasant

formation in Thabang, let us first dig a bit deeper into Zharkevich's argument.

Zharkevich reminds us that subalternity is not a unified social position. The peasants are
indeed a very heterogeneous group, consisting of groups of different types of producers.

Sidney Mintz's detailed categorization of peasant societies shows us that "[...] peasantries

81



nowhere form a homogeneous mass or agglomerate, but are always and everywhere
typified themselves by internal differentiation along many lines" (Mintz, 1973: 93). Such
different groups indeed do not form an egalitarian society, as some Nepali Maoist
politicians have pointed out29 , and Zharkevich rightly argues that there is more to rural
politics than some kind of romanticised ‘primitive’ democracy. To further elaborate on
Zharkevich's narrative, let us first examine Mintz's argument to see how he explains the
complex power struggles within peasant societies. Zharkevich observes this by analysing
pre-war conflicts in the village of Thabang, trying to demystify the revolutionary essence
attributed to them by Kiyoko Ogura and Gidwani and Paudel’s narrative. Instead of seeing
Thabang's history of resistance as an early manifestation of revolutionary consciousness,
Zharkevich suggests that these were, in fact, ‘struggles of subaltern elites' (ibid). This
complex differentiation in peasant societies has been a constant focus in peasant studies

since the beginning. Mintz observed this process in the following manner:

"What is more, it cannot be assumed that the more powerful segments of the peasantry are
necessarily changing the situation by the use they make of those peasants less powerful
than they; often, the thoroughgoing 'peasant' and 'traditional' qualities of the small
community or the peasant society depend on just such practices. Part of the difficulty, then,
is that in observing how external groups may profit by controlling the peasantry, one may
overlook how members of different sectors of the peasantry profit —and, often, remain
culturally conservative—by controlling each other" (Mintz, 1973: 94).

In this sense, similar to the concerns of an older generation of scholars, Zharkevich
legitimately calls for a closer evaluation of the village struggle history which in many
places does not pay sufficient attention to the complexity of all internal power relations.
However, what is at stake here is that by pointing out the micro fragmentation and the
heterogeneity of the village struggle, Zharkevich is at risk of misrecognising the formation
of political subjectivities that have since taken place in Thabang. Another problem arising
from Zharkevich's description of the village struggle is that this dissecting of rural political
formations leads to an uncompromising view of local political history. What Zharkevich

finds in a social group that she calls: 'the ordinary villagers' (villagers, who, in

29 On this topic Prachanda answered the journalist Li Onesto that: “Yes, in Rolpa and Rukum there are not
too many temples, and in the family background in these nationalities, there is a kind of democracy, a
primitive democracy. Even male domination in these places is weaker-it is not like in the dominating castes.
And at the same time, our party has a long history of working in these areas, like in Thabang and Rolpa”
(Onesto, 2000)

82



Zharkevich's view, become political actors only in the context of elite struggles) further
underpins her theoretical assumptions that this means that "peasants respond to, rather
than actively make revolutions" (Zharkevich, 2015: 374). Further, her informative
ethnographic lens shows how politics in the village is conducted. She implies that (1)
political affiliation more often occurs through kinship ties than through ideological
affiliation, (2) the political actors are mostly local elites, well-educated individuals who
can mobilise people because they already possess cultural and social capital (Zharkevich,

2015)3°.

Let us first take a closer look at Zharkevich's points above. Her first argument is that there
are 'ordinary’' villagers and 'the elites'. She gives some clues about who, in her view, are
'the elites' (well-educated villagers and influential families) and who are 'ordinary’
villagers (non-educated, politically excluded people). What is missing from her
description is the village's actual economic and political composition, which would help
us understand how the power relations between the two groups she refers to are
constituted. What Zharkevich does provide is an explanation that power struggles are
often consolidated through kinship ties and are often nothing more than "events
organised by subaltern elites who drew ordinary villagers into their political squabbles"

(Zharkevich, 2015). In this way, she explains the pre-war pre-revolutionary formations

30 It is worth noting here that Zharkevich’s conclusions are not new. A similar view considering which
peasants become revolutionary is held by James Scott, Eric Wolf and Hamza Alavi, although their
conclusions do not follow exactly the same premises. Scott and Wolf argue that usually the landless and
poor rural populations are not the initiators of peasant revolutions. It is either their social organization
(Scott 1977) or the fact that they are bound by dependent and exploitative relationships (Wolf 1969) that
prevent them to be openly mobilized against the ruling classes. It is in fact what Wolf calls the ‘middle
peasants’ or peasants that live outside of ruling elites’ control that most effectively form rebellions against
the state. Wolf adds: “[...] ultimately, the decisive factor in making a peasant rebellion possible lies in the
relation of the peasantry to the field of power which surrounds it. A rebellion cannot start from a situation
of complete impotence; the powerless are easy victims” (Wolf, 1969, 290). Similarly, Hamza Alavi argues
that the middle peasant is most commonly the revolutionary force: “The middle peasants, on the other
hand, are initially the most militant element of the peasantry, and they can be a powerful ally of the
proletarian movement in the countryside, especially in generating the initial impetus of the peasant
revolution. But their social perspective is limited by their class position. When the movement in the
countryside advances to a revolutionary stage they may move away from the revolutionary movement
unless their fears are allayed and they are drawn into a process of co-operative endeavour” (Alavi 1965,
275). Despite similarities, there is a stark contrast between this literature and Zharkevich’s points. While
Wolf, Alavi and Scott, were writing from a perspective to explain how such struggles of the peasant masses
could potentially become a part of broader revolutionary coalitions, Zharkevich seems to be writing with an
intention of deconstructing the potential of the revolutionary movement, rather emphasizing the
constraints ingrained in the socio-cultural system of the Khams, such as patronage politics.
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and how the village community of Thabang was transformed into supporting the Maoist
cause as 'reluctant rebels' (Zharekvich, 2015). While this assertion in a way problematises
the 'autonomous political domain' of peasant politics as it is understood in Subaltern
studies3!, the limit of this approach is that it reduces the political domain in contrast to

Subaltern studies of the subaltern exclusively to the political domain of the elites.

What is in Subaltern studies, a kind of 'logical flaw' that positions the subalterns' political
consciousness into an autonomous domain, is not in line with Gramsci's concept of
subalternity (Nilsen, 2017: 60). However, on the other side hegemony should not be
simply understood as domination. In my view, both Zharkevich's and the Subaltern
studies' approaches do not pay sufficient attention to hegemony as a process. Instead of
juxtaposing the autonomous and non-autonomous aspects of subaltern politics, the
concept of hegemony should enable us to analyse the meaning of subaltern's relational,
political practices. Hegemony is in this sense, as Nilsen understands it, is: "the result of a
complex, conflictual process where groups which seek to achieve a dominant position
combine the interests of different social groups within a 'historical bloc' that forms the
basis for the exercise of power" (Nilsen, 2017: 62). Zharkevich challenges the autonomy
of intra-village affairs and the rise of 'authentic' revolutionary consciousness only to show
how the subaltern resistance expresses itself through the dominant forms of politics and
by using the existing power relations and structures as their means of taking power. What
is missing is to show how the same process paved the way for a different kind of politics
that had emerged before the People’s War and later evolved within the communist

movement.

Following Gramsci, Scott argues that one crucial function of hegemony is that it
introduces "the social myths and values that justify their [subordinate classes']
exploitation”" (Scott, 1977: 273). It is an anthropological task to reveal how strong and

present this mystification is by looking at "to what extent the ruling elites' institutions

3t Conceptualising the ‘autonomous domain’ approach to understanding subaltern politics Ranajit Guha
argues in the introduction to the Subalterns Studies project: “For parallel to the domain of elite politics
there existed throughout the colonial period another domain of Indian politics in which the principal actors
were not the dominant groups of the indigenous society or the colonial authorities but the subaltern classes
and groups consisting the mass of the labouring population and the intermediate strata in town and country
— that is, the people. This was an autonomous domain, for it neither originated from elite politics nor did
its existence depend on the latter.” (Guha, 1982: 4).
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penetrate the rural sector and organise the experience of the peasantry” (ibid). In this
regard, Zharkevich's intervention is important. Her article links the politics of the
subaltern to the politics of the village elites. It clearly states that at the start of the People's
War this "was not the war of the abstract, distant state against the people or 'oppressive'
high castes against 'egalitarian’ Kham Magars—rather it was the slaughter of fellow
villagers by other villagers at the hands of the state, be it police or district administration"
(Zharkevich, 2015: 358). What Zharkevich proposes is that in the struggles before the
People's War, revolutionary consciousness did not develop, formulating this as a "power
struggle within the local elite, over which ordinary peasants had little say" (ibid). What
she does not recognise, however, is that the very process she is describing, although not
yet politically charged in the same manner as it became later, was an important precursor

of structural political change in the area.

If we elaborate on Zharkevich's points through Gramsci's conceptual framework, we may
conclude that subalterns and elites are not understood as socially and politically unrelated
positions. Gramsci understood the heterogeneity of subaltern groups and how

determinate their subordinate relation to ruling groups is. He wrote:

"The history of subaltern social groups is necessarily fragmented and episodic. There
undoubtedly does exist a tendency to (at least provisional stages of) unification in the
historical activity of these groups, but this tendency is continually interrupted by the
activity of ruling groups [...] Subaltern groups are always subject to the activity of ruling
groups, even when they rebel and rise up: only 'permanent’ victory breaks their
subordination, and that not immediately. In reality, even when they appear triumphant,
the subaltern groups are merely anxious to defend themselves (Gramsci, 1992: 54-55).

Whether we observe this on the state or the village community level, the revolutionary
consciousness does not emerge as an autonomous oppositional culture, nor does it
emerge only from elite politics. How are we then supposed to understand it? Instead, we
must identify the political relations between different subaltern groups and dominant
groups and understand how these relational processes and power structures shape the
subaltern's common sense. This means that in Mid-Western Nepal, we would need to take
a closer look at the power and political domination as culturally, politically and socially
grounded processes. Gramsci's analysis points out that power and political domination
reach all corners of the society, but the spaces needed for counter-hegemonic projects to

emerge are never entirely eradicated. In the case of Thabang, what Zharkevich is
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observing, is a creation of such a space — and this cannot be reduced to the acts of
influential individuals. This was the time when a major transformation was taking place
in rural Nepal: the beginning of a formation of a new type of hegemony and the effort for

the renegotiation of the old.32

Out of all the villages in Mid-Western Nepal, this process was the most visible in Thabang.
Not only can people's resistance against the state be traced throughout the prehistory of
the revolution, but Thabang was also the epicentre of Maoist activities throughout the
People's War. By looking at Thabang as a prism for understanding Maoist politics in
Nepal, Paudel suggests looking at these processes not as isolated intra-village events but
in connection to broader socio-political processes and other landscapes of power.
Drawing on the history of the political struggle in Thabang, Paudel identifies four
historically articulated relationships between the village of Thabang and Maoist politics:
(1) 'the village as an administrative entity', (2) 'the village as an agent of history', (3)
'structuring in the regional networks', and (4) 'the village as a locus of national politics'
(Paudel, 2019: 6). Paudel further argues that the long prehistory of political articulations
within the village and its continued political interaction on various scales have positioned
Thanbang as the focal point of regional and later national political networks. Such
connections were further made possible by new developmental projects, modernisation
programs, and political connections that opened up when a school was established in
Thabang. "The school was especially decisive in generating women's leadership at the
village level, and it provided a means of political communication with the outside world,
as free political activism was banned in the country during the one-party Panchayat era

(1960—90)", Paudel argues (Paudel, 2019: 9).

32 Hobsbawm in his article Peasants and Politics (1973) demonstrates the political power of peasants and
its limits. He argues, similarly to Eric Wolf that peasant movements are more realistic when inspired from
the outside, or in other words, when they are able to form wider alliances. The question is therefore not so
much whether peasants are able to form some kind of ‘authentic’ revolutionary consciousness, rather than
to question the political structures peasants become part of and operate within. Within such framework, as
Hobsbawm points out: “it may not make a great deal of difference whether the peasants are fighting for an
entirely different and new society or for adjustment of the old, which normally means either the defence of
the traditional society against some threat or the restoration of the old ways which, if sufficiently far in the
past, may merely amount to a traditionalist formulation of revolutionary aspirations. Revolutions may be
made de facto by peasants who do not deny the legitimacy of the existing power structure, law, the state and
even the landlords” (Hobsbawm, 1973: 12).
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Another strong connection was established when Barman Budha became a member of
parliament in 1990. "He refused to wear the national dress when the king visited the
parliament. This was the moment of spreading the message of resistance to the general
public of Kathmandu, and Thabang became the pseudo-name for uprising in the public
domain" (Paudel, 2019: 10). These and other events in Thabang's political history had
established the village as the 'beacon of resistance' even before the Maoist revolution
began. Paudel's conceptualisation of the village as the prism through which we can
understand political action looks at three elements of political dynamics beyond the
urban-rural divide. He is interested in the 'internal structural transformation of a village',
'the changes occurring outside the village', and the 'circular connections between the two'
(Paudel, 2019: 13). Instead of focusing on the village as a stage for micro-political battles,
this relational approach creates a multi-layered picture of subaltern politics that goes
beyond the binary logic of 'autonomous vs subjugated' (Paudel, 2019: 2). By connecting
these local histories to broader social structures, Paudel avoids obscuring the local
political domain as merely fragmented and heterogeneous by showing the long and

complicated process of revolutionary consciousness formation.

Similarly, to Paudel, William Roseberry has drawn on Gramsci's concept of hegemony
and elaborated these processes in his article Hegemony and the Language of Contention
(1994a). Explaining the key elements of how hegemonic processes function, Roseberry
does not assume subaltern groups' unity. On the contrary, he urges anthropologists to
explore the different subaltern and dominant groups within their' sphere of influence'.
"What associations or organisations of kinship, ethnicity, religion, region, or nation bind
or divide them?" Looking at these relations between different groups, I believe that
anthropology should further investigate how an ‘ideological consensus' is negotiated
(Roseberry, 1994a: 360). Paudel explores this consensus's formation through the
emergence of extra-local connections, networks and local history of struggle. These
hegemonic entanglements of pre-revolutionary rural Nepal are important for
understanding the political transformations that have taken place in the later stages of

the revolution.

Looking at these political processes, I argue that we should turn away from the questions

troubling to Zharkevich. Raymond Williams proposed that hegemony is not a system or a
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structure, it is a process, and as such, it is never total. “It is a realized complex of
experiences, relationships, and activities, with specific and changing pressures and limits.
[...] Moreover, it does not just passively exist as a form of dominance” (Williams, 1977:
112). In her article, Zharkevich demonstrates the case of a village undergoing a transition
in which, to put it in Williams' terms, the 'renegotiation of hegemony' within a non-unified
subaltern group is taking place (ibid). I argue that this transitional period should be
further analysed to understand peasants' complex role in different political projects that
clashed at the turn of the century. The shift between different hegemonies and power
structures that have integrated Nepalese peasants into developmental, identity politics
and other more or less emancipatory fields of power can be one reason why peasants
become revolutionary. I argue these developments should not be analysed as autonomous
adherents of social change but rethought through the logic of uneven and combined
development of class struggle. Following these steps, I propose that such extreme
contrasts, caused by the coexistence of different historical moments and combinations
with capitalist modernity, produce an environment responding to the ‘old” aa well as to

the ‘new’, and give a more accurate context of the rural revolution in Nepal.

The Maoist project was formed precisely around peasants' capacity to form a counter-
hegemonic movement against the new strategies of power that have entered Nepal in a
more recent phase of capitalist restructuring. The Maoist movement became so
widespread in the countryside because of the discrepancies in the power structures that
could not form a new political consensus. What appeared to be unimportant conflicts
between elites in pre-revolutionary Nepal was an important process through which
Gidwani and Paudel argue that common sense was consolidated (ibid). The micro-level
struggles in Rukum and Rolpa were a component in the broader field of struggle that has

helped forge the substance of revolutionary political consciousness.33 Although in this

33 Sara Shneiderman shows how the composition of political consciousness was grounded in collective
memory of everyday situations of oppression that were a constitutive part of the state formation process. In
her example of the Piskar village, she argues that: “[...] the Maoist movement is deeply embedded in Nepal’s
violent history of state formation, and is a contemporary manifestation of the long-term interplay between
politics and consciousness created by that history”. Piskar was a festival with political content that
“criticized local landowners and advocated just treatment of the poor. [...] [L]ocal police forces ambushed
the festival and opened fire. [...] Numerous arrests were made on the day of the jatra (festival), and a wide-
ranging police dragnet in the aftermath arrested approximately 300 others on the charge of being present
at the event. [...] This event shaped the political consciousness of the entire area, and was in part responsible
for making Piskar a Maoist stronghold some years later” (Shneiderman, 2009: 289-291).
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period, the character of subaltern politics is particularly marked by the political culture of
dominant groups, as Zharkevich has rightly pointed out, I believe that we should not
disregard the importance of these events in the process of political transformation of rural
Nepal. The unarticulated revolutionary consciousness in the pre-war era and the kinship
character of later politics does not provide sufficient ground for Zharkevich's conclusion

that peasants were merely dragged into the elites' political affairs.

So far, I have provided and reflected on conflicting insights into the conceptualisation of
subaltern agency and hegemony in the case of Thabang. Subaltern political subjects in
Mid-Western Nepal could not escape the old society's power structures that dominated
the countryside. However, the Maoist movement gradually developed a powerful
ideological critique that mobilised peasants and formed a rural revolutionary movement.
The Maoists and the communist affiliated rural elites have thus unravelled a powerful
political potential, the impacts of which we are still observing in Nepal. Retrospectively,
as Gidwani and Paudel (2012) described, this political process can be observed at this
stage in its embryonic forms. Since then, it has become a broader social struggle and has

achieved resistance forms that were not present at this early stage.

Peasant Resistance: Subaltern Culture and Modernity

One of the questions central to any understanding of peasant resistance is the question of
modernity. At the height of the Cold War and in the aftermath of the fall of the colonial
regimes, postcolonial interpretations of the third world challenged European
historiography and theories of modernisation, including that of Marxist descent. Leading
postcolonialists such as Edward Said, Frantz Fanon, and the Subaltern Studies school
proposed alternative histories and theories of development that demanded recognition of
subjectivities subjugated to the history of Western capitalist development. While I argue
that scholarship on Nepal's recent history benefited from a postcolonial focus, I show how
the current understanding of the Maoist revolution within capitalist modernity adopts the
idea of a 'time-lag' and a culturalist interpretation of modernity. It ultimately leads to
idealising notions of difference in the trajectories of contemporary capitalist development
and sees the rural world as 'catching-up' with the modernity of the cities or recognises the

contemporary social entanglements as 'hybrids'. By looking at the concept of modernity
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as it has been developed by some of the proponents of the Subaltern Studies school, I
propose that we should move away from concepts of modernity as historical multiplicity
(difference). Following Harry Harootunain's (2010; 2015) theory of historical time, my
aim in this section is to rethink the contemporaneity of peasant struggles in Nepal within
a theory of modernity that recognises simultaneity of different historical times in relation

to the homogenous time of capital.

There has been quite some debate on the theorisation of subaltern subjects in the Global
South. As Dipesh Chakrabarty has argued, subalterns were seen as premodern political
subjects in European social theory and history. His critique of historicism analyses the
political modernity in the Global South and exposes the failures of stagist theories of
development by claiming that peasants were already a part of the political world long
before their political agency was recognised by the European and national elites. More to
the point, Chakrabarty states that a similar idea is inscribed in the Marxist historiography
of Eric Hobsbawm. Following Ranajit Guha's critique of Hobsbawm'’s conceptualisation
of the "prepolitical’, Chakrabarty argues that similar examples of historicism can be found
in the works of most Western Marxists (not only Hobsbawm), many of whom categorised
peasants' political consciousness as 'archaic', and non-European development as
incomplete (Chakrabarty, 2008: 12). In postcolonial theory, however, peasants are seen
as a part of the capitalist modernity, and their role is not marginal to modernity building.
Instead, it is the peasants' political agency that is both political and modern and central

to the emergence of capitalism in India (ibid).

The problem with Hobsbawm's resolution of the peasant question, which went as far as
to proclaim 'the death of the peasantry' (Hobsbawm, 1994), is that it sees peasants within
the stagist theory of development, in the light of which the underdeveloped parts of the
world are shaped in the 'image of the West'. The problem with this idea of modernity, as

Harootunian has argued:

"lay in its failure to acknowledge that modernity, past and present, was a category of
historical totalisation in the medium of specific cultural experiences, demanding the fusing
together of distinct forms and ways of temporalising history into a historical unity, but
denoting an always incomplete present. (Harootunain, 2010: 371).
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In the works of Subaltern Studies, namely Guha, Chaterjee and Chakrabarty, one can
observe the theoretical endeavour to detach subaltern culture from the narrative of
European history. The Subalternists are thus echoing the postcolonial argument that
exposes Eurocentric epistemology and the modernising narratives of capitalist
development that subordinate non-European agency to the dynamics of European
history. Chakrabarty's Provincializing Europe sums up well the argument central to the
Subalternist's approach to modernity. He argues that most Western Marxisms 'ascribe at
least an underlying structural unity' to the historical process and therefore compress
space and time only within the unifying history of capital. Instead, what Chakrabarty
proposes is to re-conceptualise the concept of modernity from historical singularity to one

of historical difference (Chakrabarty, 2008: 19).

The proletarization thesis, as the Subalternists have rightfully pointed out, is not as
straightforward as Hobsbawm had put it. It is a much more uneven process that creates
infinite economic, social, and cultural links between the city and the countryside,
enveloping a much more complicated relationship. Neil Davidson described this in the
following way:
"The move from peasant to worker involves people retaining links, moving back and forth
between rural and urban areas, with a correspondingly complex development of class
consciousness. The process is also spatially uneven: in some regions the 'new enclosures'
and other processes associated with the emergence of the neoliberal trade and food regimes
push small and middling peasants and their offspring off the land and into the cities
(though not necessarily into factory work), while in others a degree of 're-peasantisation’

in the form of partial reliance on small-holdings for subsistence/income by urban workers
still continues in the formal and informal sectors." (Davidson, 2017: 62).

While I endorse the Subaltern Studies schools' efforts to rethink non-European modernity
and question the modernisation thesis, I also see a potential danger in their
conceptualisation of non-western and western political worlds as fundamentally
different. This epistemological break, as has been rightfully pointed out by several
authors, is at the heart of Subaltern Studies (Ahmad, 1994; Chibber, 2014; Kaiwar, 2014),
and it leads them to "mystify and essentialise both 'east' and 'west'" (Lazarus, 2016: 97).

Subalternity is thus seen as opposed to Western modernity and outside capital's
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'homogenising' tendency34. This pluralising tendency in the conceptualisation of
modernity leads Subalternists into assumptions that heterogeneity caused by capitalist
expansion produces alternative modernities. Lazarus sees the problem in the Subalternist
flaw of understanding modernity as the 'universalisation of the west' (ibid). The
conception of a unified West, an assertion that can be traced back to Said's version of
postcolonialism, does not acknowledge the different forms of unevenness, a process
central to the conception of both the imperial West and the colonised East. Instead of
paying more attention to capitalist accumulation, the Subalternists approach produces

alternative modernities of cultural, not temporal difference. As Perry Anderson argued:

“Alas, there is a logical difficulty in this wistful hope, which is insuperable. Alternative modernities,
so conceived, are cultural, not structural: they differentiate not social systems, but sets of values —
typically, a distinctive combination of morality and sensibility, making up a certain national 'style'
of life. But just because this is what is most specific to any given culture, it is typically what is least
transferable to any other — that is, impossible to universalise” (Anderson, 2010: non-pag).

Instead of an essentialised juxtaposition between East and West and a conception of
modernity ultimately leading to alternative modernities of cultural difference, some
authors have proposed a more nuanced resolution of the complexities of capitalist
development. It is possible to avoid this argument by emphasising both the unifying and
pluralising tendency of capitalist modernity. Davidson argues that while modernity was
brought to life by capitalism, it is not determined by it, and more importantly, western
modernity, as seen by most Subalternists, should not be seen as the only adherent of
capitalism. The very experience of this modernity at the outset was permeated with
unevenness. In this way, Davidson argues that different experiences of modernity do not
necessarily mean cultural differentiation but are instead a consequence of uneven and
combined development. Davidson elaborates this argument by showing how the logic of
uneven and combined development is ingrained in the conception of modernity itself. He
shows how different experiences of modernity, both' contemporary' and 'archaic' are
inscribed in modernist art, which is, according to Davidson, the cultural logic of uneven

and combined development, and not of monopoly capitalism, as Ernest Mandel had

34 Chibber’s critique of Subaltern studies although it has been rightfully critiqued for its dismissive tone and
misreading of some central Subalternist concepts (Lazarus, 2016) outlines well the problematic of
postcolonial studies. Although Chibber puts too much weight on the ‘homogenizing tendency’ of capital, it
helps him to expose how this universal aspect of capitalist development seeps out of the main concerns of
Subalternists. I return to this argument below.
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argued (Davidson, 2017: 15-30). Similarly to Frederick Jameson's and Harry
Harootunain's theory of modernity, this approach emphasises modernity's 'singularity

and global simultaneity' (Lazarus, 2016: 97).

Harry Harootunain has pointed out that Chakrabarty's theory of modernity pays more
attention to space than it does to time (Harootunain, 2010: 380). Chakrabarty's theory of
historical difference posits History 1 in the time of capital, and History 2 in relation to it,
by building on the distinction between abstract and real labour. Chakrabarty's reading of
Marx leads him to develop History 1 as the history of capital, which extracts, through
abstract labour from History 2. This distinction that Chakrabarty ascribed to Marx's
differentiation in Capital I between abstract and real labour create "two kinds of histories:
histories "posited by capital" and histories that do not belong to capital's 'life process'
(Chakrabarty, 2008: 50). Harootunain raises several problems with this interpretation of
modernity. First, he argues that Chakrabary's analysis does not pay any attention to
Marx's observations in Capital and Grundrisse on the uneven development of capitalism
and the simultaneity of different modes of production. Creating the difference between
History 1 and History 2 based on the logic of abstract labour, Harootunain argues that
this leads Chakrabarty to conclude that there is a 'space of historical difference' outside
capitalism. "This space of historical difference", according to Harootunain, "has no
temporality, which is paradoxical since the logic of abstract labour is driven by an
accountancy of time that measures the magnitude of labour needed to produce surplus
value" (Harootunain, 2010: 379-380). Although Chakrabarty thinks of History 2 as a
space compatible with capital and is not necessarily precapitalist of feudal, Harootunain

sees it as another attempt to theorise non-capitalist modernity. He concludes:

Under these circumstances, it can be nothing more than an irreducible cultural habitus
fixed in a timeless geographic zone that regulates the reproductive rhythms of its
fundamentally unchanging everyday (Harootunain, 2010: 380).

This brings us to the idea of modernity most commonly used in the context of the Maoist
revolution in Nepal. A valid representation of how modernity and peasant struggle are
intertwined in the anthropology of the People's War can be traced in Judith Pettigrew's
work. She argues that the Maoist movement was ideologically important in initiating a

new type of modernity that attracted the Nepali village youth to position themselves
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against the 'old' society (Pettigrew, 2003: 15). This enabled the young actors to assert
themselves as protagonists of modernity in an environment that had been historically
excluded from such a discourse. However, the emergence of such modernity appeared to
have differed from the one that has already been present in Nepal's urban parts. In this
way, Pettigrew argues that the Maoists were successful in constructing an alternative
discourse of modernity that would replace the 'old' and challenge the existing
(consumerist) modernity of the cities (ibid). The membership in the Maoist party was a
ticket to becoming a part of this ideological battle. Similarly, to Subalternist versions of
modernity, Pettigrew's analysis draws lines within this conceptual field to divide it by
space and thus re-invents the juxtaposition of rural/urban as spaces within modernity

that possess different qualities.

Another more sophisticated reincarnation of modernity can be traced in the works of
David Gellner. In the most recent version of his work, in which he retraces the various
social changes of Nepali society (which Gellner identifies mostly as new identity
formations), Gellner evokes Latour’s notion of hybridity and relates his usage of
modernity to Latour's actor-network theory. In Gellner's view, activists of all sorts
embody the concept of hybridity, an example he sees as the most indicative of how
modernity can be best understood. The different 'actants' in making a hybrid can be
"contexts, individuals, or processes. Such hybrid actants mix, for example, politics and
religion, or sport and economics, social service and politics, and so on" (Gellner, 2019:
14). Although Gellner is careful enough not to dip his toes into the problematic waters of
different binarisms (premodern/modern, rural/urban), his approach comes with its own
difficulties. Latour's We Have Never Been Modern provides him with a framework that
avoids theorising another form of postcolonial cultural essentialism or historical

differentially within the theory of modernityss. However, as Harootunain points out,

35 Others have pointed out that behind Latour’s attractive conceptual framework lies a anti-Marxist project,
that has gained momentum within academia at a time when scholars have been searching for alternatives
to Marx. To quote Lossin’s lusid criticism of Latour:

“Within the academy, the depoliticised materialism of the actor-network approach has added appeal as an
alternative to the problematic spectre of Marx. The vulgar materialism of ANT satisfies a desire to operate
in the realm of the real — to ‘ascend from earth to heaven’ rather than ‘descend from heaven to earth’, as
Marx put it. But ANT is a rabidly anti-Marxist theory that participates in the obfuscation of class essential
to neoliberal ideology by providing an alternative, empty materialism entirely detached from any theory of
production or social relations” (Lossin, 2020: non pag).
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Latour’s framework is another form of the Weberian division, in Latour's words, between
'mediation' and 'purficiation’, that corresponds to the spatial and temporal division
between East and West, "seeing capitalism as a product of a continuous cultural
endowment, whose elements were absent in Asia and Africa" (Harootunain, 2002: non-
pag). In this way, Harootunain argues, it is equally valid to argue that "we have always

been modern" (ibid).

Gellner's theory of modernity exclusively focused on Nepal's identity machine, explores
'networks' and 'contexts' within which activists work and the cultural environments
through which they are molded. Although this approach reveals detailed insights into how
activists 'translate, mediate and create' between 'global norms and local realities' (Gellner,
2019: 14), I argue that it does not step much further than Pettigrew's vision of Maoists as
the rural agents of modernity. Using a very similar metaphor, Gellner calls activists the
‘plumbers of modernity' (ibid). Pettigrew's and Gellner's ideas of modernity develop the
spatial and temporal differences they refer to without reference to capitalist development

theories and accept Appadurai’s problematic idea of 'modernity at large' (Appadurai,

1996).

This conceptual grounding of modernity is not far from Chakrabarty's theory of historical
difference, as it promotes, albeit differently, the ideas of cultural heterogeneity as central
to the process of globalisation. Without a theory of capitalist expansion, it slips into the
problematic culturalist terrain of mapping the differences. This brings me back to the
anthropology of the People's War, in which I believe the peasants' role should be
rethought in terms of their contemporaneity with capitalism and simultaneity with
different historical times. I argue that the scholarship on recent political transformations
in Nepal would greatly benefit from an approach that would connect the theory of uneven
and combined development to the idea of modernity and peasant resistance. Instead of
explaining the subaltern's contemporaneity, the anthropology of the People's War
portrays these subjects as victims of larger structures; either ideology or kinship and
patronage politics; and ultimately as agents of 'hybrid' modernity. Rethinking capitalist
development in Nepal with a historical sensibility that claims its distance to the timeless
modernity of spatial or cultural difference is thus completely missing in the recent

anthropological literature.
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In most cases, the Maoist insurgency has been categorised as an insurrection of a
communist movement that has been able to mobilise the rural population using
persuasion techniques and violence. In my view, most of these ethnographic accounts fall
short in connecting the formation of political consciousness to actual political and
economic developments and class formations that have affected rural Nepal. Equally
important, they do not pay sufficient attention to the internal colonisation processes of
hill tribes (such as Gurungs, and Kham Magars) and other minorities such as the Madhesi
in the Terai. The motivations of Nepal's 'rural inhabitants', which are not perceived as full
political subjects, are often analysed outside the frames of capitalist expansion and
agrarian transformation. For example, Marie Lecomte-Tilouine, in a chapter of the book

Revolution in Nepal, argues that the revolution was not a peasant war at all. She writes:

"It is well known that the Chinese revolution was born from the association of intellectuals
and peasants, who jumped at the opportunity to get rid of their landlords. This is not the
case in Deurali, and, more generally, in the region where the Maoist movement developed,
since by far the greater part of agricultural land is tilled by its owners and, in any case,
agriculture had already become secondary for most 'peasants' in the 1990s. Thus, the
redistribution of land played nothing more than a symbolic role in the hills, and in Deurali,
not a single plot was seized or redistributed by the Maoists. The People's War was,
therefore, not a peasants' war, even if it developed in rural areas" (Lecomte-Tilouine,
2013b: 46).

Regardless of how central to the revolution was the redistribution of land, I argue that
this fact does not make the use of concepts like 'class' redundant for the historical-
sociological analysis. In Lecomte-Tilouine's work, similar to Gellner and Pettigrew's
analysis, there is a pronounced focus on identity formations; there are no peasants or
proletarians, no relational or broader categories; instead, we read about villagers,

ordinary people, and farmers.

One of the reasons behind this may be that non-class identities are often easier to grasp
from an ethnographic micro perspective than class ones. The other reason could be that
the Maoist People's War expressed a strong non-class character, which made this also an
important focus in contemporary scholarship. However, the lack of materialistic
grounding of the cultural and political processes studied by anthropologists in Nepal
points to a long tradition in anthropology. This point was well elaborated by William

Roseberry, who juxtaposed his materialistic formulation of culture against Clifford
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Geertz's more idealistic version, expressed in the well-known essay on Balinese
cockfights, which takes culture as an 'ensemble of texts'. Roseberry comments on the
essay with his sharp materialistic outlook, pointing out that instead of grounding such
interpretations into Balinese historical or social processes and thus 'explaining' them,

Geertz treats culture merely as a product of these processes. In Roseberry's words:

"[t]The cockfight has gone through a process of creation that cannot be separated from
Balinese history. Here we confront the major inadequacy of the text as a metaphor for
culture. A text is written; it is not writing. To see culture as an ensemble of texts or an art
form is to remove culture from the process of its creation. If culture is a text, it is not
everyone's text" (Roseberry 1994b: 27).

In this way, Roseberry warns us against social analysis that examines parts but not the
social whole: "Any analysis of class and class conflict in rural regions must not simply add
rural proletarians and/or semi-proletarians to traditional concepts of peasantries. We
must analyse the process of production and reproduction of the social formation as a
whole and the position of rural regions (and social groups within those regions) in the
total society” (Roseberry 1978: 4). In Nepal, writings on peasant resistance, Maoist

political culture, and the People's War deal with the cultural 'text' in this way.

Instead of seeing how the popular uprisings' efforts have been simultaneously
undermined by the expanding developmental sector and the reforms imposed by IMF and
World Bank (Ismail, 2017; Paudel, 2016a), such approaches tend to forget about the
political projects of the ruling groups. Seeing this neoliberal 'spirit of democracy' (Shakya,
2017: 71) as politically formative class alliances, the analysis of this period in Nepal's
history would bring us to a radically different picture of the oppositional projects. In this
chapter, I have problematised the widely accepted idea of modernity in the studies of
Nepali society, which is related to a much broader theoretical friction within postcolonial
studies and Marxist approaches. While such approaches into the Nepali scenario inform
us how the harnessed power of identity politics entered the complex political arena
through different actors, I argue that Nepal's peasant question should be reframed
through the concept of modernity that acknowledges capitalism’s temporal and spatial

unevenness.
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Peasants, Anthropology and the Idea of Uneven and Combined Development

In this section, I focus on the part of the Marxist anthropological tradition that started
applying political, economic analysis to non-industrialised societies — particularly, to
rethink the position of peasant societies within global capitalist relations with the help of
the idea of uneven and combined development (UCD). I see this tradition as especially
relevant for contemporary debates on capitalist restructuring for several reasons. First, in
the history of thinking about local social relations as part of a broader, long-term
historical process, this approach has important methodological and empirical
cornerstones for analysing local contexts within the global economy. Second, through its
focus on non-industrialised societies and the peripheries of the global capitalist system,
it contributed to Marxist analyses that start from the industrial core and to existing
scholarship on non-industrialised societies that left the integrations of peripheral
contexts into capital relations out of their analysis. Furthermore, by a close analysis of the
modes through which these societies connect to global capital flows, this tradition
provided a rich contextual wunderstanding of the dialectical relations of
integration/delinking, and different forms of accumulation and de-proletarization,
autonomy and dependence that are at work in, and maintain, these societies' position
within global capitalist relations. In short, I discuss here the relevance of the school of
anthropological political economy and the idea of uneven and combined development as
two approaches that have advanced our understanding of capitalist development in the
Global South, after being represented for centuries as particular "backward" remnants of

the general human historical progress.

Theories of capitalist development grounded in a Marxist critique of political economy,
such as dependency, world-systems and the modes of articulation approaches, are
building on Marx's understanding of the internal laws of the capitalist mode of
production. These theories have advanced Marx's efforts to understand the capitalist
mode in historical motion, which Marx began to explain in the case of 19th century
England. Here, Marx introduces one of the central ideas of capitalist transformation of
the 'periphery’, the process of primitive accumulation. While this concept has been

understood as a historical example of the emergence and dominance of capitalist relations
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over pre-capitalist social formations, several authors draw on Marx's method to explain
the reproduction of capital relations and the dynamics of capital in its expanded mode as
a continuous process3®. To contextualise this current within anthropology, I begin with a
discussion of the main ideas of the school of anthropological political economy, which I
contextualise within a broader field of peasant studies and theories of capitalist
development. By putting forward some of the limits of approaches that study the agrarian
transformations of the Global South and, more specifically looking at peasants as the
subjects of capitalist transformation, I argue that the anthropological political economy
school resolved the conflict between two contrasting approaches in peasant studies: the
approach originating from the Leninist tradition and the approach of the Chayanovian
tradition. I further draw on important insights of the theory of UCD and the school of
anthropological political economy for a more nuanced understanding of the heterogeneity

of capitalist development and the role of peasant struggles in the 215t Century.

The post-war generation of anthropologists in the US who became interested in the
expanded Marxist project is most often seen as emerging from the works of Julian
Steward and his Puerto Rico Project. Sidney Mintz, Eric Wolf, Stanley Diamond, Morton
Fried, and Eleanor Leacock, among others, were the ones who began to develop their own
political-economic frameworks that would lay the groundwork for a materialist
formulation of culture in anthropology. Eric Wolf and Sidney Mintz became influential
figures, the works of which evolved not only in dialogue with American Cultural
Anthropology but also contributed to other fields of anthropology and heavily influenced
Marxist understandings of the Global South (Neveling and Steur, 2018). In the same way,
as Marx used the anthropology of his day to understand the world and apply his
theoretical developments to current political situations, Eric Wolf's work emulated Marx's
approach by moving from Marxist theory to the concrete anthropological analysis of the
peasant political realities. Moving away from classical anthropology that saw its subjects
as powerless people responding to dominating structures, Wolf rephrased the questions

of how power works. With a sharp empirical-historical focus, his in-depth studies of

36 There has been a great interest in the process of capital accumulation in the theories of the expanded
mode of production; the debate goes back to the 1970s (Amin, 1973; Harvey, 1975). The analysis by William
Roseberry (1978) provides a more detailed discussion on the applicability of the concept of primitive
accumulation to the peasant economies of the twentieth centry.
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political-economic formations envision a sphere of interaction, the 'field of force', where
juxtaposed positions of power operate. Wolf's work on peasants has helped shift the focus
away from anthropological approaches that tend to isolate such political actors from
global networks of power. In his work, Wolf has shown how peasant histories and political
positions made them enter fields of force in particular places in relation to capitalist
development or state formation or other local consequences of domination (Wolf, 1969).
As Smith (2014) argues, Wolf's understanding of power was a valuable contribution
demonstrating how structural power can operate globally yet find its way into particular
settings through local actors. This contribution has further elaborated anthropology's
long-standing goal to map, understand and challenge the ever-changing global dynamics
of capitalism through its local manifestations (Wolf and Silverman, 2001). In other words,
such endeavors opened the door for anthropological research to develop politically
grounded understandings of the contemporary global scenarios produced by the constant

movement of capital.

Besides Wolf, other anthropologists became involved with mapping the 'nodes of
connection' between the global economy and spaces outside of capital's reach. By studying
how people and places get disarticulated from the global economy and how they might be
linked to larger fields of power, this approach has tackled the complex relations between
different political-economic trajectories and political action (Gill and Kasmir, 2016: 89).
With the unresolved agrarian transition of the 20th Century in mind, it has been argued
that today the old agrarian questions do not seem to be central to the accumulation of
capital on the world scale (Bernstein, 2016). However, Wolf's study of peasant revolutions
teaches us that when peasants rebel against injustices, their role is tragic, in the sense that
the very aspects of peasant political consciousness that help them maintain their
traditional role in society make them revolutionary (Wolf, 1969: 292). Wolf's treatment
of peasant struggles responded to and still informs debates on capitalist development and
peasant resistance3” and is a key orientation point for contemporary debates assessing the
potential of reproductive struggles and the commons in the face of the present crisis

(Bhatthacharya 2017, Susser 2017).

37 For a more recent reflection of the approach, see the Focaal blog series: Modes of Production, edited by
Patrick Neveling and Joe Trapido (2015).
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There has been some debate on what can be seen as Wolf's most significant contribution
to Marxist anthropology (Schneider and Rapp, 1995; Kalb and Neveling, 2014); however,
Wolf's different formulation of agrarian mobilisations and peasant politics has not
remained uncontested within the field of peasant studies. The central antagonism
between peasant resistance and agrarian restructuring that Wolf addresses in his Peasant
Wars of the Twentieth Century (1969) can be traced throughout the formation and
evolution of the agrarian question itself. Let us briefly take a look at the early 20th Century
classical debates about the Russian peasantry articulated by Chayanov's populism on one
side and Lenin's critique of it (most well-represented in Development of Capitalism in
Russia (1899)). We see that the conceptual conflict between both approaches presents the
same existing antagonism. The two antagonistic conceptualisations of the peasantry have
created methodological and epistemological distinctions between approaches that (1)
favour the systemic approach that analyses the peasants through their position in the
process of capital accumulation (the Leninist tradition) or (2) produce concepts that
create socio-economic and consequently politico-ideological differentiation of the
peasantry that make way from the agrarian to more cultural questions (the Chayanovian
tradition). On the one hand, deriving from Leninist theory, there is a simplistic resolution
of the contradictions surrounding the peasant question. This direction ultimately leads to
a certain kind of determinism inscribed in 'depeasantization’, a process of the inevitable
disappearance of peasants and the dismissal of their agency in capitalist or socialist
transformation (Roseberry, 1994b: 177). On the other hand, the Chayanovian celebration
of the middle-peasant and the romantic depictions of the disappearing peasant societies
has also been widely criticised for leading the debate into the historically and

economically decontextualised troubled waters of the cultural turn (Brass, 2000).

The deadlock ingrained in juxtaposing Chayanov and Lenin's approaches has generated a
lively debate in the academic world of peasant studies. According to some critiques of
postmodernism in agrarian and peasant studies (Brass, 2000), postmodern elements
(such as replacing economic categories with cultural ones) can now be traced in the
frameworks originating in the neo-populist framework. This includes the works of Eric
Wolf, James Scott and other related approaches (namely the Subaltern Studies School)

that have, according to Brass, not built conclusive theoretical resistance leading them out
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of the framework of historical materialism (ibid). Where other authors have seen relevant
departures from Marxist theory in order to revitalise it from its orthodox past and address
issues such as Eurocentrism and linearity of history, Brass sees a formation of a
postmodern epistemological framework that gives way to the individual/autonomous
subject instead of the collective/class structure 'while Lenin and Marx are similarly

pushed aside by Gramsci and Foucault' (Brass, 2000: 132).

In a similar vein, other such debates have emerged around the frictions between historical
materialist and postcolonial approaches, initiated by Vivek Chibber's critique of the
Subaltern studies school in his Postcolonial Theory and the Specter of Capital (2014).
Although this debate has, in some form, been going on since the 1990s, Chibber’s sharp
discourse has put it back into the spotlight. It focuses on the threads of Subaltern Studies
scholarship that challenged the liberal colonial histography and reconsidered the
development of capitalist relations in the region. According to Chibber's reading of
Subaltern Studies, this scholarly attempt has mostly failed to achieve its goal because it
has not paid enough attention to the all-encompassing "universalising tendency of capital'
(ibid). While Chibber's reading has generated some valid concerns, it seems to be positing
Marxism against the project of postcolonialism, a move that should have caused more
concern in this ongoing debate — but also a move that does not acknowledge a three-
decade-long legacy of materialist critiques of postcolonial studies (Lazarus, 2016: 92).
Anievas and Nigsancioglu have recognised the dangers of Chibber's reading of postcolonial
studies, and have argued for a more nuanced understanding of Guha's and Chakrabarti's
main arguments (Anievas and Nisancioglu, 2017). While giving some credit to Chibber's
rightful claims that there has been a lack of theorising the origins of capitalism in
postcolonial scholarship, their general concern, however, is to restore the credibility of
the Subaltern School's argument against the tendency to over-emphasise the universalism
(and uniformity) of capitalist development. "Taking a multiple and differentiated agency
as a starting point, and subsequently exploring encounters and interactions within this
multiplicity is the kind of approach Marxists should embrace, not reject”, they argue

(Anievas and Nisancioglu, 2017: 58).

Chibber's concerns, translated into the studies of peasant resistance, could be interpreted

as the problem of the displacement of universal categories (such as class) and the turn to
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more cultural ones (such as ethnicity), and seen, as Brass has pointed out, as the success
of postmodernist theory against Marxism (ibid). However, what is at the core of this
problem and has been put at the centre of the Subaltern School's research program is to
challenge the European historicity of the capitalist process by conceptualising local
histories within the universalisation of capital by also addressing its limits. What is
problematic here, however, is that the Subalternist conceptualisation of capitalist
development in Europe fails to overcome essentialist ideas of European history and fall
short in presenting the socio-cultural specificities of different parts of the world as the
product of unevenness of historical development (Anievas and Nisancioglu, 2017: 69).
This would have helped the Subalternists build an approach where the difference is
theorised within the universal, constant movement of capital and not as an "a priori
property of an immanently conceived homogenous entity" (ibid). Several scholars have
argued that it is surprising to consider that nowhere in either Chibber's or the Subaltern
studies' work there is any reference to the approach which has attempted to incorporate
multiplicity and 'unevenness' within a more general theory of capitalism: the theory of
uneven and combined development (Murphet, 2014; Nilsen, 2017; Lazarus, 2016;
Anievas and Nisancioglu, 2017)38. Similarly to this view, I argue that the anthropological
political economy school has offered a solution by problematising the economism
inscribed in theories that have resorted to the abstraction of the 'universalising tendency
of capital'. Wolf's work has widely demonstrated that there is no apparent reason why this
tendency should be leading anthropology out of a broader mapping of all the histories of
power in the Global South. In this way, I believe, it is not difficult to agree with scholars
that have proposed that the conflict between Lenin's and Chayanov's approaches: in its
extended version, the conflict between the universalising tendency of capital on one side
and the cultural differentiation of the peasantry, on the other, are not necessarily mutually

exclusive positions (Smith, 2020).

Instead of being the protagonist of the cultural turn, I argue that the anthropological

political economy school's main contributions should be seen in the larger field of theories

38 This is even more surprising, due to the fact that Chibber correctly identifies UCD as the theory that
evades almost all Subalternist accusations against Marxism, but fails to incorporate UCD or any other
theory of capitalist development into his book (Lazarus, 2016: 102).
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of capitalist development. By looking closely at the global and the local, the spatial and
the temporal elements of capitalism, the anthropological political economy has
challenged a more economically reductionist view of capitalist accumulation emerging
from the analysis of the older generation of dependency and world-systemic theorists
(Gunder Frank, Wallerstein, Braudel). However, it would not have been fair to say that
these scholars have not paid any attention to the heterogeneity of capitalist development.
Efforts of authors such as Giovanni Arrighi, in particular, can be seen in this light. Arrighi
has shown how 'these systemic processes do not act as a steamroller'; instead, local
histories, class perspectives, and political projects from below have an impact on the

course of development (Silver, 2019).

Due to these characteristics, the anthropological political economy school project can be
connected to the idea of uneven and combined development developed initially by Leon
Trotsky. Although UCD, as Trotsky developed it, is not necessarily at the heart of this
approach, Lesley Gill and Sharryn Kasmir (2016) remind us that tracing the historical and
spatial unevenness has been long on the agenda of anthropological research. Pointing to
authors such as Wolf, Roseberry, Mintz, and more recently Smith, Narotzky and Snider,

they outline this approach as:

"particularly useful for exploring the political conflicts that lie at the heart of capitalist
development and that unfold over time and across space in divergent, irregular ways. It
draws attention to the making and unmaking of diverse assemblages of power-laden social
relationships, the intense and often violent, space-making struggles that shape their rise
and decline, and the conflicting claims to authority that drive contending projects of rule."
(Gill and Kasmir, 2016: 90).

Although well represented in anthropology, the concept of 'unevenness' of capitalist
development, as Gill and Kasmir have argued, has been brought to new life in the works
of different authors in related disciplines39. Initially, the concept is related to Leon
Trotsky's work, who used it to explain a different path of economic development for early
20th century Russia that would not resemble that of the West. In Trotsky's view, because
capitalist development in the West was already in a phase of mass industrialisation, the

peripheral economies could not launch their own industrialisation projects by merely

39 See: Barker, C. (2006), Neil Smith (2006), Callinicos, A. (2007), Davidson, N. (2006), Morton (2007).
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following the same steps the England and France (Trotsky, 1960, pp. 4-5). Instead of
linear and homogenous development, the Russian path, as Trotsky saw it, would be
‘uneven and combined'. In Trotsky's view, the condition of capitalist relations in Russia
was radically different, precisely because the transition to capitalism had already occurred
in the West. This brought Russia to a specific historical situation, where certain stages of
capitalist development did not need to be re-invented but could be merely adopted from
the West. Specific spaces or economic spheres could now be 'combined' with more
advanced parts of the global economy, skipping certain stages of economic development.

Trotsky termed this as the "privilege of historic backwardness" (ibid).

The idea of uneven and combined development has been, although less frequently, also
connected to the works of Antonio Gramsci. Gramsci developed his own theory of
philosophy regarding specific historical (and geographical!) situations of Italy. Already
his pre-prison writings established a detailed geographical and historical sensibility of
capitalist development in Italy. In an unfinished essay entitled 'Some aspects of the
Southern question' (1926), Gramsci analysed the conditions of uneven development as a
central dynamic of modern state formation. This spatial relation, which Gramsci observed
between the Italian South and North, is not exclusively a ruling class strategy to maintain
its territorial and economic sovereignty. Instead of seeing this spatial and class division
of his country only as the restoration of class interest, or as Gramsci would have termed
it, as a passive revolution, he explains it more widely against the backdrop of the uneven
logic of capitalist accumulation. Contextualising Gramsci's concept of passive revolution
within the idea of uneven and combined development, David Adam Morton has provided
us with critical insight into Gramsci's understanding of the linkages between state

formation and capitalist development:

[...] [TThe strategy of passive revolution becomes the historical path by which the
development of capital can occur within spatially- (peripheral capitalist development) and
temporally-(organic junctures) linked conditions of uneven and combined development
but without resolving or surmounting those very contradictions of accumulation. As a
result, it not only represents the type of emergent class strategy undertaken in establishing
and maintaining the expansion of the state, but also the ways in which capitalism is forced
to revolutionise itself whenever class rule is weakened or a social formation cannot cope
with the need to expand the forces of production (Sassoon, 1987: 210). Passive revolution
is therefore a mode of class rule associated both with ruptural conditions of state develop
ment, ushering in the world of capitalist production, and class strategies linked to the
continual furtherance of capitalism as a response to its crisis conditions of accumulation
(Morton, 2010: 332-333).
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Such a reading of Gramsci that unravels different logics of historical and geographical
developments of the state, while also paying attention to the different scales of capitalist
development, lays out a conceptual tool to understand specific social formations, not only
within a single, unified historical time of capitalist modernity but as different
temporalities of capitalism. In the Prison Notebooks, Peter Thomas has argued, Gramsci
shows the "non-contemporaneity of contemporaneity itself" (Thomas, 2017: 24). For
Gramsci then, capitalism was a conglomerate of multiple rhythms that form a relational
matrix of different temporal regimes on a national and international level. Learning from
the Italian case, Gramsci understood well how national states are "fractured into
competing times" (ibid), which often express themselves through divisions such as
developed/underdeveloped, rural/urban, centre/periphery. The different historical times
also relate to Gramsci's concept of hegemony, which in this way gains a more spatial-

temporal interpretation. Thomas argues:

The Marxist notion of class struggle is thus progressively reformulated in the Prison
Notebooks in terms of a clash not simply between different interests, subjects or modes of
production, but also between different temporal regimes. Their 'contemporaneity' is not
given, but rather, only emerges temporally — and temporarily — as a function of the social
and political hegemony of one social group seeking to impose its own 'present' as an
insurpassable horizon for other social groups (Thomas, 2017: 23-24).

The process of deconstructing the hegemonic contemporaneity of Italy leads Gramsci to
an understanding of the national scale, not as a unified entity, but as a field of struggle
between different historical times. The model of plural times operates within the universal
logic behind the movement of capital that produces 'the homogenous, empty time of
capital' (Makki, 2015: 489). "The two temporalities coexist in tension with each other and
shape the dialectic of the abstract and the concrete, the universal and the particular, and
the uneven and yet combined forms of social change" (ibid). For Gramsci, these
contradictions of capitalist expansion, "the non-contemporaneity of the present”
(Thomas, 2017: 22), reveal not only the central characteristic of capitalism but its internal
contradiction that is never fully resolved. In this sense, according to Thomas, Gramsci's
work theorises modernity as passive revolution (Thomas, 2006). Although in a different

way than Trotsky, Gramsci should be read as a theorist that has extended and applied the
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idea of uneven and combined development to analyse the spatio-temporal dynamic of

capitalism. As Fouad Makki has put it:

"It is only through a more differentiated conception of historical temporality that the
relationship between capitalism's abstractions and the concrete time-spaces generated by
uneven and combined development can be properly appreciated”. (Makki, 2015: 489).

Like, Gramsci, who has taken the idea of UCD and shaped it to make sense of the historical
and political aspect of Italian state formation, others have similarly made use of UCD to
fit their own frameworks. Wolf's approach in Europe and the People Without History
expresses his most developed and well-elaborated idea of capitalist development that
Wolf associates with Ernest Mandel's work. He argues that Mandel's approach makes
important distinctions from world-systems theorists: (1) the capitalist mode of
production 'does not transform all the people of the world into industrial producers of
surplus-value, (2) the logic of the capitalist mode of production should not be taken as an
a priori default setting that determines all other modes, but instead the relations between
them should be a matter of empirical investigation, (3) it acknowledges the heterogeneity
of societies and is not 'obliterating that heterogeneity in dichotomies such as 'core-

periphery' or 'metropolis-satellite” (Wolf, 2010: 297).

These distinctions lead Wolf in a direction that does not prioritise the world-systemic
approach over the agency of social formations. In this sense, Gavin Smith has pointed out
that Wolf's idea of UCD was to address the uneven development of capitalism and the
‘uneven development of class struggle' (Smith, 2020). Smith argues that the broad and
sometimes elusive interpretation of the concept makes it possible for different authors to
approach the concept from very different angles. He identifies his own approach to UCD
with Eric Wolf's understanding of the concept and draws on three characteristics of the
idea of UCD that reframe this concept to make it particularly useful to study
contemporary peasant movements. The first characteristic refers to the "unevenness', as
a particularly useful concept for studying the spatial-temporal aspects of capitalist
development and distinguishing UCD from other theories that are often "very stripped-
down understandings of actual history or histories" (Smith, 2020: 122). Smith

contextualises the other two important characteristics of UCD through the works of two
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authors that have studied peasant revolutions in the 20t Century: Eric Wolf and Eric

Hobsbawm.

In the works of Eric Hobsbawm, he argues, there is an overall tendency to describe the
idiosyncrasy of revolutionary subjectivities. The application of unevenness in
Hobsbawm's work is thus less related to economic development and more to political
agency and social movement organising. This approach develops an understanding of
unevenness that, in Smith's words, relates to the "uneven unfolding of historical time seen
from the perspective of revolutionary politics". (Smith, 2020: 120). In Eric Wolf's work,
however, and here Smith refers foremost to the Peasant Wars of the Twentieth Century,
the concept is employed not only to reveal the unevenness of the economic landscape and
the differentiation of peasant's political consciousness but to map the different variations
of social relations emerging from the combination of the heterogenous peasant society
'within the overall social formation" (Smith, 2020: 129). Therefore, Wolf's lens is not
turned to the idea of UCD from the perspective of class struggle, but instead, he sees the
idea of class struggle through the optic of UCD, that is, through the heterogeneity of
capitalist development and the plurality of historical times. As Roseberry puts it:

"[For Wolf] the analysis of the actors and their interrelations necessarily involves a variety
of historical dimensions... Each of the relevant groups may be bearers of distinct historical
currents, they may mask different historical 'moments,' but in their interrelation within a
particular arena, a particular field of power, they constitute a unique social and cultural
configuration" (Roseberry (1995: 58), quoted in Smith, 2020)

This leads Smith to conclude that this application of the idea of UCD has made an
important move from geography to the field of social sciences and humanities. What is
important in Smith's distinction between Hobsbawm and Wolf's works is his assertion
that people's struggles against certain kind of domination and the combination of these
struggles with popular movements in other social spheres should be based on an analysis

of unevenness and combination of capitalism.

This conclusion brings an important challenge for anthropological approaches that study
peasant resistance. Throughout this chapter, I showed the wider problematic surrounding
the peasant question and the theories of capitalist development. By tracing the idea of

UCD through the works of Trotsky, Gramsci and Wolf, I discussed how the long-standing
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project of studying capitalism in its 'expanded reproduction’, was theorised through the
prism of spatial-temporal unevenness. Some recent calls for a more rigorous
understanding of historical materialism have led away from conceptualising the
differences and heterogeneity of social formations, causing an unnecessary move from
anthropologically grounded understandings of peasant struggles. In peasant studies,
Wolf and others have challenged this conceptual grounding by using the concept of
unevenness. Wolf's most significant contribution is his expanded version of the theory of
uneven and combined development that incorporates class struggle within the uneven
development of capitalism and paves the way to understand UCD as an anthropological

concept. This concept, as Gill and Kasmir have argued:

"[...] [H]elps us to envision a broader arena of struggle, involving varied state, corporate,
and social actors, beyond what one observes in fieldwork, and it allows us to grasp the social
ruptures and continuities that constantly reconfigure spatial relationships and drive the
process of capital accumulation, enabling some political projects, while marginalising
others. A focus on unevenness can therefore overcome the problematic, ahistorical
formulations of micro—macro or local-global relationships that have long plagued
anthropology, by encouraging us to conceptualise the mutual constitution of these scales
of action (Gill and Kasmir, 2016: 99).

Taken together, the contributions to the peasant question from the anthropological
political economy school and the theory of UCD revitalise the peasant issue in the light of
dynamics of global capitalism today. I argue that looking at the peasant question in this
way might help us reframe theories of development and the world system in ways that go
beyond the dualism ingrained in either systemic/local, dependent/autonomous domains.
In this section, I have traced some important efforts to conceptualise peasant struggles
within a theory of UCD that have marked essential departures from economist theories of
peasant life. However, the 20th Century is over, and the institutional and social
infrastructures that supported and defined debates in peasant studies are going through
a rapid transformation. While undergoing deep institutional and disciplinary changes in
the context of the neoliberalization of the academy and the downturn of Western
hegemony in knowledge production, anthropology has tried to keep up with the changing
role of the subaltern classes, the neoliberal globalisation of peasant societies, and the anti-
systemic movements that continue to emerge under the ongoing crisis of the system. With

or without anthropologists' help, the struggles have been rearticulated and reorganised,
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with an important question for anthropology still echoing in the background: how can
these productive methodologies that have helped conceptualise the political world in the
20th Century be translated into today's situation? I argue that it should be on the agenda
of contemporary anthropology to integrate the legacy of the anthropological political
economy school and the theory of UCD that have brought anthropologists to address the
specific questions about fine-tuning our knowledge between the interests and actions of
the subaltern classes, and systemic political-economic transformations of global
capitalism. Following Wolf's steps, we are again in a position to pose the question: who
are today's people without history, and how do they respond to the contemporary
dynamics of capitalist modes of production and domination? How do we understand and
connect to their struggles and the forms of agency, knowledge, and politics they

represent?

I have tailored my research framework to study political transformations in rural Nepal
by integrating the ideas presented in this chapter as one of the thesis's central concerns.
While I engage with the idea of UCD as the key theory to analyse capitalist development
in Nepal, the inspiration for this thesis has been largely drawn from Eric Wolf's Peasant
Wars from the 20t Century. The initial idea for the thesis was outlined as an additional
chapter to Wolf's book, which would contribute to his study by analysing in similar terms
the uneven development of revolutionary politics of the last peasant revolution of the

twentieth century.

Before I go deeper into this topic, I address the historical and political-economic aspects
of the development of capitalism in Nepal. To understand how this part of the world has
become wired with capitalist relations and in what ways it has become a part of the global
capitalist economy, it is imperative to further develop an understanding of Nepal's

political-economic landscape as both 'uneven' and '‘combined'.
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Chapter 4: The Formation of a Hindu Kingdom: The Nepal Himalayas
Beyond Zomia

The Formation of a Hindu Kingdom

To understand the heterogeneity of Nepal’s socio-political landscape and the uneven
political-economic restructuring in the region, I first look at the long process of Nepal’s
state formation. The pre-19th century area of Nepal was a collection of small kingdoms
and principalities that corresponded to the region’s diverse geographical layout. These
small agrarian systems became integrated into larger political units with the expansion of
the Gorkha Kingdom, which formed a foundation for the later politically more unified

Kingdom of Nepal4o.

In the 1760s, the Gorkha expansion reached the Kathmandu valley and proceeded east
and west to conquer smaller independent principalities, both by conquest and conversion
to feudatory status (Regmi, 2011: 4). By incorporating many of the formerly independent
political units into the Kingdom of Gorkha, this small tributary state slowly expanded to
the fringes of the East India Company territory. The extension of its limits to the south
ended with the 1814—16 war between the British and the Nepalese (Seddon, 2002: 28).
The conflict that escalated in 1814, known as the Anglo-Nepalese war, ended with the
Treaty of Sugauli in 1815-16. However, the main reasons for the war might not have been
Nepal’s territorial expansion, but a combination of boundary disputes, control over trade
routes and the East India Company’s strategy to assert itself as the dominant power in the
region (Mulmi, 2017). The Treaty of Sugauli was a significant blow for the Nepali
government. It was forced to agree to the terms put forward by the East India Company
and to comply with a new agreement between the states that formed a subordinate
relationship, marked by territorial concessions, establishing formal foreign relations

through a representative in Kathmandu and the beginning of the recruitment of Nepali

40 Also known, as a Hindu Kingdom, as referred to in the title of the chapter, the monarchical system in
Nepal officially existed until 2008. All other religions, except Hinduism were banned, and the state
legislature was shaped according to Hindu Law. The Muluki Ain, adopted during the Rana dynasty in 1854
is probably the best-known example of the Hindu state-formation process. This civil code defined the
national caste hierarchy of the young Nepali state, and classified the Hindu castes and other ethnic groups
into different categories. This created a ‘centralized agrarian bureaucracy’ (Regmi 1976a: 225), a process
described further below.
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soldiers to the British Army (better known as the British Gurkhas). The territorial losses
were immense (amounting to around 30% of the territory), including important
territories of Kumaon and Sikkim, which opened up the strategic land trade routes to
Tibet that the British authorities had been keen on capturing so long (Mulmi, 2017). After
these territorial concessions, the need to colonise Nepal, if it ever existed, diminished
completely. Albeit Nepal was not under direct British rule, the state apparatus slowly fell

under Raj's influence.

The British soon became a powerful political force in 19th century Nepal. Nepal’s political
position within the new world-hegemonic order could be described as a specific form of
rule, which Mahmood Mamdani calls ‘indirect rule’ or ‘decentralised despotism’
(Mamdani, 1996). This system is known in Asia and Africa as a ruling technique in which
the hegemon does not directly colonise the country but creates a protectorate, a relatively
enclosed political unit that is submerged to the hegemonic state's political power. The
reshaped power balance in South Asia during the British Opium Wars with China left
Nepal with no potential allies that could help turn the anti-British sentiment into a
political force. As a result, the British became even more involved in Nepal’s internal
political scene. However, the British aimed not to rule Nepal but to shift the balance of
power in the country and align the political elite of Nepal to their interests. The reasons
for this are well-known: before the Sugauli treaty, the British regional political goal was
to gain control over the north-south trade route with Tibet. While the interests to directly
colonise Nepal might have disappeared, there were still economic and political reasons
for the British to control Nepal, one of them being the Terai region in southern Nepal, a

region rich in resources.

John Whelpton writes about Bhimsen Thapa as an example of a ruler who tried to
consolidate political ties with the British. He thoroughly respected the agreement from
1816, which dictated the Nepalese to accept a British representative in Kathmandu and
gave up a substantial amount of previously conquered land (Whelpton, 2005: 42, 43).
Nepal came closer to the British in the following decades, after Jung Bahadur’s 1851 visit
to the United Kingdom and significantly after he had helped East India Company to crush
the 1857 rebellion in India (Regmi, 2011: 20). According to Whelpton, we can determine

the important transformation in 19th century Nepal. It is the closed patrimonial system,
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which was based on revenue collection and agricultural production, that dominated the
first part of the 19th century, and the regime based on British co-operation, which started
in the middle of the century and came into force most prevalently in 1885, when as
Whelpton puts it: “[...] full-hearted identification of the ruling family’s interests with
those of the British Raj came [...]” (Whelpton, 2005: 50). Therefore, in economic and
political terms, Nepal became a dependency of the British Empire. This relationship
formally lasted until 1923, when the British government officially recognised Nepal’s
political independence. However, forms of economic subordination have continued to

characterise Nepal’s relation to world-systemic processes.

In the nineteenth century, the Kingdom of Nepal was an agrarian society. Territorialist in
the form of rule, the early Nepalese state’s exclusive land ownership was strengthened
through a tenurial scheme. This scheme was attributed to land, not to the ruling subject,
and Richard Burghart has argued that the implicit differentiation between the kingship
and the state had to be made in order for the concept of the modern nation-state to
develop. The break began to emerge within the national administration after the shift to
a system of guided democracy (known as the Panchayat system) in the 1960s (Burghart,
1984: 103-113). Apart from the latter, Richard Burghart has argued that there are six
episodes in total that have been key to the formation of the concept of nation-state in
Nepal. He states them as historical events:

“(1) the demarcation of a defined border (1816); (2) overlapping of the boundary of the

realm with the boundary of the possessions (c. 1860); (3) the interpretation of country in

terms of species (c. 1860); (4) the designation of Nepali as the official language of Nepal (c.

1930); (5) the implicit differentiation of the kingship from the state (c. 1960); and (6) the
formation of a culturally unique polity (c. 1960)” (Burghart, 1984: 113).

In other words, Burghart depicts the key historical developments of the Nepalese state
that are important for our understanding of the state formation process. He moves from
describing the ‘intercultural’, to explaining the ‘intracultural’ elements that comprise
some elementary restructurings throughout Nepal’s history. I observe it as two inter-
related processes: (1) Nepal’s slow integration into the capitalist system, which is marked
by its relation to the British Raj and India and characterized by its confined political life

at the South Asian periphery, and (2) Nepal’s internal state formation and restructuring
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of relations of production that is characterized by the socio-cultural transformations and
shifts in governance regimes. As Burghart points out, what can be observed within this
latter category is the overlapping of two systems of governance over territory: an ‘ancient’
Hindu realm and the concept of king’s possessions. Further, he emphasises the shift from
the territorial concept of the rule to the making of the social (caste) based rule (Muluki
Ain), the making of a national language, the separation of kingship and the state through
making a system of guided democracy in the 1960s, more known as the Panchayat system.
Finally, he points out the creation of a basis for nationalism, mainly to distinguish itself
from the Indian state, by constructing something known as ‘Nepaliness’ (a concept

reportedly coined by king Mahendra himself) (Burghart, 1984: 113-121).

To draw a broader picture of the state-formation process, I argue that this era is marked
by Nepal’s transition between two ‘modes of rule’ or ‘logics of power’: territorialism and
capitalism (Arrighi, 2010: 34). As Arrighi observes, the territorial and capitalist logics of
power revolve around territorial expansion and accumulation of capital in different
terms:
“In the territorialist strategy controls over territory and population is the objective, and
control over mobile capital the means, of state- and war-making. In the capitalist strategy,
the relationship between ends and means is turned upside down: control over mobile

capital is the objective, and control over territory and population the means” (Arrighi,
2010: 35).

According to Arrighi, these two logics do not function in separate domains but have been
inter-connected in the formation of the world hegemonic order (Arrighi, 34-35). In the
next chapter, I thoroughly explore how this interconnectedness, not of a unilinear
succession of logics of power, but the synchronicity of historical temporal forms has
characterised Nepal’s uneven political-economic landscape. Before I turn to the analysis
of Nepal’s uneven development, I would like to address the process of early state-
formation and the vast area of non-state space comprised of social groups without a sense
of belonging to a state or ruler. Throughout this history, I reconsider the role of Magars

in the state-formation process.

The Stateless and the State: The Magars as Zomia-Thinking
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The Kingdom of Nepal during the Rana regime was an extraction machine with a limited
capacity. Its administrative network stretched throughout the central and eastern hills
and the Terai but was unable to cover the whole territory of today’s Nepal. It is worth
considering how the Hindu kingdom's power operated and how the expansion of its
political authority created antagonistic relations with the people subjected to its power.
This discussion helps us outline the mode of power that preceded the modern Nepalese
state and played an important role in creating state and non-state spaces. In this section,
I argue that the concept of Zomia is useful for the investigation of the Himalayan past as
a space of cultural, religious, ethnic fluidity and to understand cultural articulations that
go beyond specific nation-states. In my view, it is vital to understand the different
hegemonies historically produced by the Nepali state and other agents of power and their
influence on places that were previously outside its direct control. In Nepal Himalayas,
‘Zomian’ groups living in the hills formed a heterogeneous socio-cultural field, formed
and maintained relations with the state, and subsequently became influenced or

incorporated in state-led development.

Scott’s analysis of peasant societies in Southeast Asia is a step toward building a
comprehensive framework of pre-capitalist and stateless histories of highland Asia. By
describing their interaction with the state, which ranges from strategies of resistance to
escape techniques, Scott brings into the discussion a narrative of peasant politics and
economy, particularly important for the Himalayan region (Scott, 2009). Scott uses the
concept of Zomia, a geographical category initially coined by Willem van Schendel
(2002). Scott’s Zomia differs from Van Schendel’s geographical concept by defining the
area through the ‘upland’ Southeast Asia's social and political history. However, it is
interesting that while Scott is describing a proportionally large section of Highland Asia,
he pays no attention to the Himalayan region of today’s Nepal. According to his
geographical layout, Zomia reaches as far west as Sikkim and offers no attention to more
western places like Nepal or Northwest India. Scott geographically maps it in this way:
“From north to south, it includes southern and western Sichuan, all of Guizhou and
Yunnan, western and northern Guangxi, western Guangdong, most of northern Burma
with an adjacent segment of extreme [north]eastern India, the north and west of Thailand,
practically all of Laos above the Mekong Valley, northern and central Vietnam along the

Annam Cordillera, and the north and eastern fringes of Cambodia” (Michaud in Scott,
2009: 14).
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I have no intention to argue or try to provide evidence that the Tibetan-Burmese tribes of
Mid-Western Nepal should be a part of Scott’s conceptualisation of Zomia or should be,
to any extent, understood within the area of Southeast Asia. Although the political history
of these tribes and their relation to various forms of domination is very complex, Scott’s
argumentation that only the modern state is capable of complete domination over the
peoples at the margins seems to hold some ground. To free themselves from the
domination of agrarian states that had established themselves in the plains where rice
cultivation was possible, the people of Zomia adapted more radical social and economic
organisations to survive in a stateless space. Different forms of social organisation, most
often kinship structures or ethnic identities, became more ‘fluid’ alongside farming
techniques and crops that would also be adapted to live on a constant move away from
the state's reach (Scott, 2009). Scott’s descriptions read as if he was describing Nepal’s

hilly areas:

“As a general rule, social structure in the hills is both more flexible and more egalitarian
than in the hierarchical, codified valley societies. Hybrid identities, movement, and the
social fluidity that characterizes many frontier societies are common. [...] Zomia is thus
knitted together as a region not by a political unity, which it utterly lacks, but by
comparable patterns of diverse hill agriculture, dispersal and mobility, and rough
egalitarianism, which, not incidentally, includes a relatively higher status for women than
in the valleys” (Scott, 2009: 18-19).

At times Scott’s narrative tends to come close to the dangers of romanticising the pre-
capitalist, ‘stateless’ past by describing it as an autonomous, bounded and well-organised
space. The moral economy school, as William Roseberry has pointed out, has been
predominantly focused on the analysis of “a relatively unambiguous transition from an
ordered past to a disordered present. We instead need to view a movement from a
disordered past to a disordered present” (Roseberry, 1994: 58). Scott’s Zomia has been
critiqued for endorsing the economic autonomy of the ‘rural other’ (Brass, 2017), and by
reflecting Scott’s previous work on the ‘moral economy of the peasant,’ it has essentialized
the juxtaposition between Western and Non-Western societies (Neveling, 2015: 209).
Beyond Scott’s view, I argue, a more contradictory concept of consciousness should be
coined to help us understand the political agency and subjectivity of people living between

non-state and state spaces.

116



Sara Shneiderman calls this “Zomia-thinking’ (Shneiderman, 2010: 293). Shneiderman
brings forward a critical claim to explain the difference between how the state has been
understood and represented in the academic world, in both the Himalayan studies and
Southeast Asian Studies. She critiques the ‘old ecological models’ and orientalist
ethnographies of the past centuries that tried to view the Himalayan region as a culturally
complex whole on the ‘Indo-Tibetan interface’ and beyond state power. She rethinks the
concept in Nepal’s historical context and puts it in a new outfit, which appears to be more
useful when thinking about Nepal’s state-formation process. Shneiderman thus proposes
an attempt to “simultaneously acknowledge the role of states in shaping highland
communities and to investigate indigenous forms of consciousness and agency within

such processes” (Shneiderman, 2010: 299).

In this way, Shneiderman inspects her own ethnographic material to provide a valid
account of a representative Zomian-thinking consciousness, which, she argues, has not
disappeared even in the time of the modern state Nepal. The case of the Thangmi, a cross-
border community that divides their time between India (Darjeeling), Nepal and the
Tibetan Autonomous Region (TAR), shows how people try to make the best of their
struggle against three different states. This ‘circular migration’ and interaction with
different states are among the main characteristics of Thangmi identity. Adding a new
formulation to Scott’s concept of ‘ungoverned’ or ‘non-state consciousness’, Shneiderman
addresses an important political tool of modern states: the recognition of minorities. To
have control over a powerful political tool of seeking recognition within multiple states,
the Thangmi have maintained “aspects of an ‘ungoverned’ subjective sensibility on the
one hand, while gaining pragmatic benefits from the state on the other” (Shneiderman,
2010: 311). The described case of the Thangmi, a people that still think of themselves as
‘non-state people’, is just one ethnographic example of a Zomian-thinking group within
an area of today’s Nepal. Others have proposed similar frameworks of state-formation.
Campbell, for example, emphasises the heterogeneity of the state rather than a dualistic
state-local impasse and urges us to reconsider the territorial claims or the ‘politics of
belonging’ of Himalayan communities (Campbell, 2011: 237). These claims have formed
different state and anti-state political ideologies and people-territory relations. These

specific modifications of the concept of Zomia urge us to take into account regional and
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local relations between people and multiple others, such as states, developmental
organisations and other powerful actors and their ‘selective hegemonies’ (Smith, 2011).
The state integrational and territorial politics are providing new schemes and frameworks
of belonging. The actions of communities that defy complying with such frameworks of

recognition or belonging can be described with the concept of Zomia-thinking.

Magars as Zomia-thinking

Another example of a Zomian-thinking community could be derived from ethnographic
literature on the Magars. The Magars do not represent a typical Zomian group. They have
been in contradictory relations with the ruling groups for the last two centuries, oscillating
between the core of state-building endeavours and the polity's fringes. The Magars move
from building alliances with the state and resistances against it, maintaining strong anti-
state sentiments as a part of their political consciousness. In the next paragraphs, I
explore how the Magars, despite strong connections to the state, remained a Zomia-

thinking community.

Since the 19th century, Nepal’s state-formation has been centred on building a Hindu
kingdom where all land belonged to the king. The ritual and proprietary concepts used in
the nineteenth century, such as possessions (muluk), realm (desa), and country (des)
were the pillars of the mode of rule. There were moral aspects of one’s belonging to a
particular country, such as language (bhasa) and religion (dharma), but the autonomy of
the country was undermined by the power of the realm and the possessions of a king
(Burghart, 1984: 108). These described concepts made a distinction between the ruler,
land and the people, as Burghart elaborates, this made: “the difference between the
contractual affiliation of a tenant to his king and the natural or ancestral affiliation of a
native to his country” to prevent that the people’s ancestral authority king's proprietary
and ritual authority would not come into conflict (ibid). The king saw himself as the
absolute authority in the Hindu Kingdom realm, and Hinduism became a dominant
religion and a powerful cultural hegemonic force that affected the lives of hill tribal

groups.
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Magars have played an important role in this early process of state formation. When the
Hindu state elite sought to assimilate all of Nepal’s ethnic groups into a formalised caste
hierarchy in 1854 Muluki Ain, the Magars were classified as “non-enslavable alcohol
drinkers”; a category which inferior to the upper castes but still superior to the “enslavable
alcohol drinkers”, the impure but touchable castes and the untouchables (Hofer, 2004:
34). So coercive was the Hindu moral order that even much predating the Hindu law that
ordered tribal groups to strictly observe Hindu principles (mainly kinship rules and the
sacredness of the cow), tribal groups had already aligned their religious customs to fit the
dominating order. In the case of the Magars, their symbolic world, due to the early
Hinduisation, was shaped by Hinduism to the extent that it is difficult to distinguish what
is particularly Magar and what Hindu.

Lecomte-Tilouine writes about this process in her description of the evolution of the
Bhume festival, which, she argues, is an example of incorporating the Hindu earth
goddess into a Magar ritual practice. By arguing that the earth goddess Bhume derived
from a Hindu deity, Lecomte-Tilouine unequivocally shows how the Magars have
incorporated Hindu symbols into their ritual practice to maintain territorial power. She
writes: “The Magar Mukhiya had been doubly legitimized: by a direct relationship with
his ancestral land through the worship of Bhume, and as a representative of the Hindu
king during the Dasain festival” (Lecomte-Tilouine, 2011: 79)41. To further elaborate on
this close political relation, Lecomte-Tilouine examines how conversely, the Magar rituals

became a part of the state religion.

The Magars’ relatively privileged position in 19th century Nepal’s legal code is an example
of a tribal group that has successfully maintained good relationships with ruling groups.
According to Lecomte-Tilouine, the Gorkha chronicles report of Magar’s important
ranking among hill ethnicities positioned only after Brahmins and Khas. There are early
indications that the Magars participated in establishing the government of the Thakuri
kings, and although this meant the annihilation of their own country, some established
themselves in important administrative positions. The Magars also played an important

role in Prithvi Narayan’s conquests, constituting a substantial part of the army (Lecomte-

41 The Magar Mukhiya is the local tax collector and community leader.
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Tilouine, 2011: 93-94). Looking at the nature of historical relationships within state
religion, Lecomte-Tilouine proposes to read the Magar’s participation in state rituals as a
tactically important integration of a statistically significant group. By examining Magar
elements, namely the functions of Magar priests and the sacrifice of a pig, Lecomte-
Tilouine argues that these rituals inform us about an integrated, complex, yet
contradictory position of the Magars within the state. This ruling technique fortified a
subordinated relationship between two historically closely related groups. Lecomte-
Tilouine’s main argument is, therefore, to explain the role of the Magars in the new state
by considering “[t]he ability of the Thakuris to incorporate religious elements of the
conquered population within their own religion [...]” as one of their main ‘sources of

power’. (Lecomte-Tilouine, 2011: 119).

The Magar’s close relation to the ruling groups has not made them oblivious to the
exploitation and lack of autonomy within the governance system. Another case that shows
how ambiguous the Magars position had been throughout the formation of the early state
is the case of the Magar rebel of the 19t century. A legend and partly a historically
verifiable story, Lakhan Thapa has become a myth of great political importance for the
Magars. It is not easy to reconstruct the actual story due to various existing
interpretations. However, Lecomte-Tilouine has provided us with a helpful interpretation
that cuts across many relevant and irrelevant sources. Lakhan Thapa and his story leading
up to his immortal fame as the first martyr of Nepal have to be put in historical context.
As mentioned above, in the aftermath of Prithvi Narayan’s conquests, the Magars
constituted an important part of his army, and it remained so in the first part of the 1gth
century and at the time of the Ranas. Lakhan Thapa was one of the soldiers in the Magar
battalion, where he had attained the rank of captain and left the army by 1869. After
subversive activities in the army, Lakhan Thapa and his friend, Jaya Simha Cumi Rana,
received three months leave and went back to their hometown in Gorkha. In a village
called Bungkot, they started to establish a rebel kingdom, a utopian society that was
meant to undermine the rule of Jang Bahadur. The plot against the king failed with
Lakhan Thapa and his accomplices being arrested at his fort and hanged near the

Manakamana temple (Lecomte-Tilouine, 2001: 88-89). Presenting the story, Lecomte-
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Tilouine observers how the image of Lakhan Thapa has been constructed and reproduced
through time:
In this posthumous psychological portrait and biography, Lakhan Thapa is presented as
the very archetype of the Magar: a modest villager who emigrated to India, a valiant soldier
and faithful friend, moved by the suffering of his people, and, finally, a martyr. All of these
aspects link him with the self-portrait the Magars make for themselves: with their supposed
‘rightness’, and to their shedding of their blood for the motherland which they have

established as a symbol of their identity, as their insoluble print on the country (Lecomte-
Tilouine, 2001: 91).

Comparing different texts and portrayals of Lakhan Thapa, Lecomte-Tilouine brings to
light the ideological elements of Lakhan Thapa’s struggle and its importance for the
Magar ethnic movements. This historical account can be read as a struggle of a messianic
movement, the likes of which had occurred in India. Lecomte-Tilouine writes:
Numerous parallels can be drawn between this rebellion and revolts organized during the
same period among the tribal groups of India. The leaders of these revolts were ascetics,
holy men, reincarnations. They were endowed with magical powers, notably the ability to

transform bullets into water. They promised their followers the return of a Golden Age
when the tribes were not dispossessed of their lands (Lecomte-Tilouine, 2001: 95).

This analysis of utopian uprisings, the last hopeless attempt of subordinated tribal groups
to gain autonomy and independence, should not be seen as the definitive powerless
position; its sacrificial nature instead forms a basis of the political myth that became
central to the Magar’s political consciousness (Lecomte-Tilouine, 2001: 95). It represents
the Magars’ role within the state-formation process, which oscillated between the ruling

class's subordinated servants and the rebellious kings of the hills.

These two examples show how Magars have been closely linked to the ruling groups’ state
formation efforts but maintained utopian and subversive consciousness. This premise of
the Magars’ political consciousness, based on political domination by other ethnic groups,
later became an important element of anti-state struggles used by Maoist and ethnic
social movements. The Magars' role in the state formation process, a group that has
remained Zomian-thinking, and maintained close relations to the ruling groups, brings
us to an important point in discussing non-state spaces and Zomian groups in the

Himalayas. Rather than seeing Nepal’s hill communities as bounded or isolated
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inhabitants of non-state spaces, the Magars’ example shows that the local, regional and
national relations should be considered to show how these complex political relations had
been formed throughout history of state formation. The spatial dichotomy between state
and non-state spaces conceals more than it reveals, and although Scott’s framework helps
to unwrap the authority of national culture into a complex network of regional narratives,
it also perpetuates this dichotomy. This confines Scott’s narrative of Zomian groups to a

spatial, historical difference that is inapplicable to today’s situation.

While Scott explains the historical unevenness of the heterogeneous social space, the
concept of Zomia lacks understanding of the different combinations of these social
formations with world-historical processes. In the case of Magars, or more specifically
Kham Magars the task would be to explain both the uneven and combined forms of social
change. The concept of Zomia-thinking can help us understand how subversive
consciousness is connected to both parts of the process. I argue that in this way, peasant
consciousness can be understood beyond the modern/traditional dichotomy. When
thinking with Scott’s framework, what is useful is his understanding of state expansion
into societies where the state is less present. Scott’s understanding of state expansion as
a ‘civilizing process’, as the state ‘getting a handle over society’, shows how stateless spaces
are turned into administrable zones (Scott, 1998: 185-190). The Magars were submerged
to the early processes of state expansion, and even throughout the process of capitalist
development remained Zomia-thinking, mainly anti-state oriented people. What
categorically changed the creation of state spaces was the state’s outreach to reconfigure
the countryside and incorporate it into the capitalist present. This is perhaps best
exemplified by the narrative of developmental programs and other narratives of capital

that I explore in the next chapters.
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Chapter 5: The Mode of Production and the Uneven Development of

Capitalism

Introduction

The unified militarised tributary state that was established after Prithvi Narayan Shah's
conquests had direct consequences that resulted in the strengthening of the state
apparatus. Ludwig F. Stiller has called this expansion of the army and the state apparatus:
'the land-military complex' (Stiller, 2017: 274). After the Rana dynasty took over in 1846,
a political system that stayed almost unchanged until 1951 came into place. Before the
Ranas, the central government did not directly collect tax from the peasants; these rights
were delegated to local administrators. As a strong unifying force in Nepal under the Rana
rule, a civil administration emerged, which replaced the decentralised revenue system
(Regmi, 2011: 25). This meant that the revenue system collected more revenue than
before, and consequently, a higher appropriation of surpluses became possible. The land
in Nepal during that time was mostly state-owned, albeit alienation of land increased, and
a landowning elite (rajas, birta-owners and jagirdars) emerged within a state
landownership (raikar) (Regmi, 2011: 39-41). By alienating the land, the Nepalese
peasant was deprived of the rights that generations before played an important part in
their reproduction of life. These rights, such as the communal right to the forest, steadily
declined throughout the 19th century. Further alienation of the commons accessible to
their ancestors, such as hunting, fishing and transhumant pastoralism, caused further

differentiation between the peasants (Seddon, 2002a: 60, 61).

The most common land tenure systems in use were: raikar, birta, jagir, rakam, sera and
kipat. Kipat was a form of communal tenure, under which the land belonged to the local
ethnic community, the government not being able to collect taxes directly, except from
kipat owners. As Regmi (2011: 3) observes, this system was most commonly found in
eastern Nepal's hill areas. The most common system of the time was jagir, under which
the land was allocated to government officials, and it was used for the enrichment of the

political elite, "whose power was based on control of the administration rather than on
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the ownership and inheritance of property" (Regmi, 2011: 42). The new landowning elite,
Regmi argues, was not involved in agricultural production. Instead, they were 'absentee
landlords' and played no direct political or economic role in village life (Regmi, 2011: 43).
The land appropriation processes that fuelled the expansion of the state apparatus
resulted in the fact that there was less available land for peasants. Less possible future
expansion meant more burdens on the peasants within the existing land tenure systems,
and smaller holdings for the individual peasant households in the long-term. The
peasants had to pay approximately half of their crop to the landlord; if they failed, their
dependency was transformed into a new form: debt, slave, or bonded labour were the
most common. This was often the case, as the peasant could hardly meet the landowner's
demands and gradually became more dependent. The amount of revenue varied from one
part of the country to the other, and there were different types of labour to be found: slave
labour and bonded labour, in particular, were common in the western hills from where
people were also frequently sold to India (Whelpton, 2005: 52, 53). When in debt, bandha
(bonded labour) was the peasant's only solution to 'free' the peasant farm from debt, a

dependency that usually lasted for their entire lives.

As Seddon (2002a: 26) has pointed out, we cannot say that capitalist agriculture existed
in 19th century Nepal. However, due to emerging market opportunities, small commodity
production expanded. Looking at the historical literature of Nepal's trading relations, it
is clear that markets have existed for a long time. It was not only the Newars, the well-
known traders of Kathmandu valley, that have established trading relations on the vital
trading routes between India and Tibet. Other hill tribes, like the Sherpas, had for long
maintained trading routes with Tibet (von Fiirer-Haimendorf, 1988). On trade routes in
different parts of the country, pockets of merchant capital thus emerged, but very little of
this form of capital was invested in agriculture of commodity production. The merchants
were non-capitalist middlemen who played the role of mediators in the circulation of
commodities between different, relatively independent communities within the country
and abroad. Alongside this process in the Terai and Kathmandu towns, petty commodity
production on a larger scale started taking place. While in some instances merchant
capital tried to transform the petty commodity production, especially in the case of the

cotton weaving, into domestic industrial production, and turn domestic labour into wage
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labour, such attempts often failed to subordinate the labour process to the logic of capital
(Blakie et al. 1980: 126). Before the 1950s, to draw the broad picture, Nepal's uneven
economic landscape comprised of different systems of land tenure that each in its own
way created new forms of economic dependency for the peasantry and small commodity
production that in some cases tried to transform itself into industrial production but
mostly failed because of the dependent form of merchant capital that already existed in
Nepal. Regarding these early stages of capitalist development in Nepal, I pose the
following question: How did capitalism develop in a country where almost no industrial
production emerged until the second half of the 20t century? In other words, why did
industrial capitalist relations not emerge, and how did Nepal's non-capitalist formations

become a part of the emerging global capitalist economy?

Beyond Articulation of Modes of Production in Nepal

Before I continue discussing the history of capitalist development in Nepal, a
reexamination of the concept central to Marxian analysis of socio-economic relations is
imperative: the mode of production. Marx refers to the concept of the mode of production
in different ways. He sometimes refers to it in a more narrow sense, as the labour process,
or in the broader sense, as the 'economic formation of society' (Banaji, 2010: 350).
Although the concept of the mode of production is Marx's central tool in his theory of
history, it has been often understood in a strict sense and only in the economic dimension.
Several scholars pointed out (Worsley, 1984; Banaji, 2010; Wolf, 2010) that Marx's own
understanding of the mode of production was not that straightforward and should be
revived from economistic interpretations. Banaji, for example, argues that the mode of
production, in Marx's view, is a very complex entity that should not be reduced to the
labour relations that are central to their existence. Equally so: "[r]elations of production
are not reducible to given forms of exploitation of labour (Banaji, 2010: 353). In this
section, I challenge a widely accepted approach of articulation-of-modes-of-production,
in Nepal's case and more widely, that has been, and remains, a widely used approach to
analyse capitalist development. By pointing out some of the shortcomings of this

approach, I reconsider some critical readings of capitalist development in South Asia that
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help me theorise the relations between capitalist and non-capitalist forms of production

in Nepal.

Following Marx's own attempts to describe 'pre-capitalist' modes of production, one of
the contemporary usages of the mode of production approach has been connected to the
analysis of capitalism in its expanded reproduction. In other words, within Marxist
scholarship, a question persisted that was not adequately addressed by Marx's
conceptualisation of 'Asiatic modes of production': in what way were 'pre-capitalist’
economic forms subsumed in the rise of the capitalist mode? To answer this question,
scholarship within the Marxist tradition has produced a substantial contribution to the
theories of capitalist development by employing the conceptual groundwork of the French
philosopher Lous Althusser. The analysis of the latter was made possible with Althusser's
principle of "articulation" that "determines the interrelationships between the various
instances within a social formation" (Resch, 1992: 83). The understanding of how
"articulated" structures work within a single mode of production, while not possessing
the same power, became central to the differentiated understanding of capitalism, an
important addition to the then well-established world-systems and dependency theories
(Worsley, 1984: 34; Roseberry, 1988: 167-168). While the articulation-of-modes-of-
production approach was an important step towards connecting the different,
simultaneously existing parts of capitalism and understanding the relations between
them, I argue that it did not sufficiently explain the ongoing dynamics of the uneven

process of the reproduction of capitalism.

In Nepal's case, several scholars have used this approach to explain the emergence of
capitalism and, more importantly, the persistence of feudalism (Blakie et al., 1980;
Sudgen, 2013). To understand the argument of the 'articulation of the modes of
production’, I look closer at a contemporary study that applies this approach to study 'pre-
capitalist reproduction’ in rural Terai. Fraser Sudgen (2013) argues that semi-feudalism
persists in Nepal's economic landscape even in the era of neoliberal globalisation. Sudgen
argues that the 'system grounded in state appropriation of surplus', or in other words, the
birta land tenure system in eastern Nepal, was slowly transformed into a decentralised

system of absentee and other types of landlordism. Semi-feudal modes of exploitation
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persist, and according to Sudgen there are few other surplus accumulation types, but the

surplus appropriation through ground rent remains predominant (Sugden, 2013: 17).

What this argument implies is that semi-feudalism is a stage in the prolonged transition
to full-fledged capitalism. In the last instance, the argument resembles de Janvry's (1981)
model of the process of semi-proletariazation. De Janvry's model positions peasants in
the process of capitalist accumulation, and he shows that a certain discrepancy occurs in
the class-formation of articulated, as opposed to disarticulated accumulation (De Janvry,
1981: 23-31). De Janvry conceptualises this discrepancy as 'functional dualism' between
articulated and disarticulated economies. In articulated accumulation, the full process of
proletarianization occurs, in contrast to disarticulated accumulation where "from the
standpoint of the labour force, labour is only semi-proletarainized [...]. Functional
dualism thus provides a structural possibility of meeting the necessity for cheap labour
that derives from the laws of accumulation under social disarticulation." (De Janvry, 1981:
37). In this sense, De Janvry sees the process of 'de-peasantisation' as an incomplete
process of proletarization, as a result of 'functional dualism' and thus finds middle-ground
between Leninist and Chayanov's approaches to the peasant question (Roseberry, 1994:

182), a conflict I have tackled in the previous chapter.

Along the same lines, Sugden argues that it is a broader function of imperialism and
feudalism that persist in Nepal's Terai region to provide cheap semi-proletarian labour

for the emerging industrial sector. Here is how he explains this articulation:

"First, control over land by an absentee landlord elite constrains farmers from meeting
their subsistence needs through agriculture due to rent obligations. This drives tenant
farmers to simultaneously compete for work in the industrial and urban sector, where they
are willing to receive wages below subsistence levels. This benefits capitalism in both the
manufacturing industry and the urban tertiary sector on which the former depends."
(Sugden, 2013: 21).

According to Sugden, this explains how the semi-feudal type of exploitation occurs and
defines peasants' role in the system of peripheral capitalism and how it is reproduced
today. The process described by Sudgen has caused a wave of internal migration of the
'semi-proletariat’. In Nepal, this process is at its peak in the Terai, the fertile and
industrially more developed region, in the south of the country. The region has attracted

vast numbers of the rural working force from the hills but has not fully transformed them
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into an industrial workforce. This class of rural proletarians is often ‘stuck’ between self-
subsistence farming in the village and precarious labour jobs in the Terai. The other
telling example of how the consequences of de-peasantisation are absorbed by
international capitalism must be understood in a regional or even global context. Nepal
has become an exporter of the working force for the international labour market (Seddon

et. al., 2002b).

However, while Sudgen is describing a central contradiction of the reproduction of
peasant life, this view of Nepal's economy holds that 'pre-capitalist' structures persist
because pre-capitalist formations are crucial for reproducing capital at the periphery. As
Worsley has pointed out, the problem with this understanding of capitalist development
is that it ultimately leads to a certain determinism by the economic base. In Worsley's
view, this analysis's problem extends further when the economy is considered the most
significant 'instance'; other social institutions are considered merely as 'state apparatuses'
(Worsley, 1984: 34, 35). Similarly to Worlsey's critique, William Roseberry has argued
that the inadequacy of the mode of production theory can be seen in its incapacity to
understand the economic complexity of non-capitalist societies. He writes:

"Unfortunately, both dependency theorists'’ and mode-of-production theorists'

understanding of anthropological subjects in terms of capitalist processes too often slipped

into a kind of functionalist reasoning, explaining the existence of traditional or non-

capitalist features in terms of the functions they served for capital accumulation (source of
cheap labor, market for dumping excess goods, and so on" (Roseberry, 1988: 170).

The same problem present in the articulation-of-modes-of-production approach is also
very apparent in Sudgen's analysis. Sudgen understands non-capitalist formations only
as parts of the broader process of capital accumulation. While it is undeniable that non-
capitalist production and the sphere of social reproduction have not stayed unaffected by
capitalist expansion, the economic determinism present in the articulation-of-mode-of-
production approach leads Sudgen’s to the conclusion that this dynamic is the central

feature of capitalist development in Nepal.

Another contemporary critic of this approach, Kalyan Sanyal, is convinced that the
articulation-of-modes-of-production approach has misinterpreted Marx when theorising

the economic structure of the Third world. According to Sanyal, the articulation of 'pre-
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capitalist' modes in the capitalist system should not be seen only as fulfilling 'capital's
economic need' (Sanyal, 2007: 49). Sanyal argues that it is not self-subsistent capital that
they are observing, but capital in its becoming, a process different than what Marx
describes in Capital volume 1. "What they fail to see", he argues, "is that capitalist
production, to ensure its self-reproduction, has to depend on its outside, then, as Marx
emphatically puts it in Grundrisse, it is not self-subsistent capital but only capital in
arising" (ibid). Sanyal’s intervention provides a powerful critique of the articulation-of-
modes-of-production approach and the proletarization thesis but offers another
postcolonial interpretation of historical and cultural difference. Sanyal is describing an
important contradiction of 'peripheral’ capitalism: on one side, the capital accumulation
process that 'invades what lies beyond' and makes capital become self-subsistent and on
the other side the production of what Sanyal calls 'post-colonial wasteland', the non-
capital, the reversal of primitive accumulation. "Like the proverbial Sisyphus, capital is
engaged in a task that is never accomplished: its being is forever postponed” (Sanyal,
2007: 52) Sanyal's interpretation of capital accumulation leads toward a postcolonial
interpretation of the economic domain and positions the peasants, not in a distinct
structural position within relations of production, but characterises the postcolonial
'wasteland’ by the lack of such relations. Sanyal describes it in this way:
"Bereft of any direct access to means of labour, the dispossessed are left only with labour
power, but their exclusion from the space of capitalist production does not allow them to
turn their labour power into a commodity. They are condemned to the world of the
excluded, the redundant, the dispensable, having nothing to lose, not even the chains of
wage-slavery. Primitive accumulation of capital thus produces a vast wasteland inhabited
by people whose lives as produces have been subverted and destroyed by the thrust of the

process of expansion of capital, but for whom the doors of the world of capital remain
forever closed" (Sanyal, 2007: 53).

According to Sanyal, it is this postcolonial wasteland populated by surplus populations
that constitutes non-capital. This economic area resides outside of self-subsistent capital
and is different to Marx's concept of the 'reserve army of labour' that has been
conceptualised within the area of self-subsistent capital (ibid). In this way, Sanyal's
framework understands this economic wasteland, not as a space that is yet to see further

capitalist development but a space that has been completely disarticulated from it.

Other scholars working on peasants studies have described this contradiction without the

need to resort to a postcolonial interpretation of capital accumulation. Susana Narotzky
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has called this 'dependent autonomy', a categorisation of peasant lives as dependent
precarious livelihoods that are obscured by the 'ideology of autonomy', an enclosed cycle
of the reproduction of their life that is defined by the lack of access to the means of
production (Narotzky, 2016: 309). This constant negotiation process is a constant
struggle for the simple reproduction in the uneven development of capitalism that,
according to Narotzky defines the contemporary peasant logic. This process in the recent
wave of de-peasantisation has to be further understood in two different ways. First, it
produces the 'reserve army' of the global working force, which means that is unevenly
consumed by the international labour market. In this sense, the peasantry is a relative
surplus population. Second, a part of the population that moves from its peasant past does
not become a part of global capitalism as a reserve to the labour market; this forms

absolute surplus populations.

I argue that this crucial difference between absolute and relative surplus populations
cannot be fully explained with the articulation-of-modes-of-production approach. This
theoretical framework considers de-peasantisation and semi-feudalism only as stages in
capitalist development, as evident from Sugden's case. In other words, it does not address
the issue of absolute surplus populations as one of the effects of global capitalism. As
Smith (2011) argues, populations can be made relative or absolute surplus populations
due to enhancing productivity. When capitalism permanently disarticulates parts of an
economy and does not absorb it in a different form, the populations dependent on the
redundant economy become absolute surplus populations. Smith argues that this is one
of the effects of global capitalist production that 'prioritises enclosure over productivity'.
It is a by-product of primitive accumulation, and it does not have only political-ideological
consequences, as it is conceptualised in the "political society' concept by Partha Chatterjee
(2011). According to Smith, it has less to do with governance; the effect of capital to
produce 'selective hegemonies' therefore not only functions in political, but also in the
economic dimension. Surplus populations are an economic, not only political moment of

capitalism (Smith, 2011: 14 — 15).

Another scholar that has put forward a convincing critique of the articulation-of-modes-
of-production approach was Jairus Banaji. For Banaji, the main problem with this

approach already occurs in the definition of capitalism. Despite the absence of a capitalist
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mode of production in 19th century India, Banaji maps the emergence of capitalist
relations in the countryside through the expansion of the monied capitalist class and the
function of the merchant capital. The distinction between different forms of capital,
described by Marx, help Banaji to provide a history of 'the subsumption of labour into
capital', without the tendency to categorise rent, interests, or other forms of surplus-
value, as remnants of the old system (Banaji, 2010: 279). Banaji's intervention is based
on an informed reading of Marx and builds on the differentiation between two different
kinds of subsumption of labour that Marx described in an appendix in Capital Volume 1:
formal and real subsumption. While real subsumption corresponds to the emergence of
'the bourgeois mode of production’, in short, the production of capital that creates a
capitalist labour process according to its need for accumulation, formal subsumption
does not imply such a radical transformation of productive forces. Formal subsumption
"presupposes a process of labour that is 'technologically' continuous with earlier modes
of labour" (Banaji, 2010: 280). The main distinction between the two is that in the latter,
the labour process is not fully transformed by the capitalist process, and it remains, in
terms of scale, technology, and organisation of labour of a character that might resemble
pre-capitalist modes of production. However, Banaji warns that this appearance is
misleading and that small peasant producers instead enter the capitalist process through
different forms of formal subsumption. He shows how the system of advance payments
in 19th century Indian commodity capitalism served as a system of capital being advanced
in the form of money, which already implies the appropriation of surplus-value by the
monied capitalist (Banaji, 2010: 303). In Banaji's extended argument, this also means
that rent can be seen as such an advance that ensures the capitalist extraction of surplus-
value. Seen together, this process creates a crisis of the peasants' reproduction and creates
a 'capitalist production without its advantages', or as Banaji puts it:
"When the process of production of a small-peasant household depends from one cycle to
the next on the advances of the usurer — when, without such' advances', the process of
production would come to a halt — then in this case the "usurer’, i.e., the monied capitalist,
exerts a definite command over the process of production. This control or command is
established and operates even when, as in this case, the labour-process remains

technologically primitive, manually operated, and continuous with earlier, archaic, modes
of labour" (Banaji, 2010: 308).

What Sudgen is observing in Nepal, when writing about pre-capitalist formations that

resist capitalist expansion, is from Banaji's point of view, already a capitalist process.
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Sudgen concludes that the persistence of rent, or taken broadly, the landlord class as a
whole, is preventing the country from full-fledged capitalist transition — that Sudgen only
understands in the form of the transition to industrial capitalism. This argument evokes
a stagist conceptualisation of capitalist development, inherited from classical Marxism
that Sudgen criticises but later adopts throughout his research. What is more, unlike
Banaji's, this framework cannot sufficiently explain the emergence of capitalism in Nepal.
An older generation of dependency and articulation-of-modes-of-production scholars,
from whom Sudgen derives this framework, had sought to explain this, not through the
analysis of Nepal's economy but by looking at its integration into the world economy as a
dependent peripheral economy. Seddon puts it in this way:
"It is certainly to India's advantage to have, on its doorstep, an economy, which provides a
market however small and peripheral for its manufactured goods, but which at the same
time, by virtue of its own failure to develop any large-scale commodity production, is able
to provide labour and primary products for the Indian economy and recruits for its army.

The failure of Nepal to develop large-scale commodity production is thus in large part a
result of the domination of the Nepalese economy by India [...]" (Seddon, 2002a: 41).

According to this argument, it was mainly because of economic dependency and the
prevalence of merchant capital that a more industrialised state could not have developed.
As exemplified by Seddon, this approach analyses capitalist relations in Nepal only by
proposing a general theory of capitalist expansion from the outside and the subordination
of pre-existing 'pre-capitalist’ modes to the dynamics of the world market. As Banaji
rightfully observes, this tendency, present in the Gunder-Frankian approach, focuses only
on the 'general determination' of the reproduction of capital on the world scale. Banaji

concludes that:

[t]his general determination becomes its idee fixe, its peculiar obsession, so that it then
supposes that it is sufficient to point to the dominance of the specifically capitalist mode of
production on the world-scale to establish the prevalence of capitalist relations in India
(Banaji, 2010: 332).

In the view of dependency scholars, capitalism in Nepal only really occurs through the
integration into the world economy, a process that is hindered by pre-capitalist
formations and other forms of underdevelopment, a characteristic ascribed to the whole

country — an unavoidable effect of Nepal’s peripheral situation. According to this logic,
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while capitalism is an economic reality coming from the outside, what remains to be
determined is the 'articulation' of other modes of production — which are, in its essence,
economic realities that exist only within the national boundaries. To construct a more
complex way of how capitalism works in Nepal, I propose that we should not describe the
articulations of different modes of production. Instead, let us follow Banaji's attempt to

theorise the articulations of different forms of capitalism (Banaji, 2010: 360).

The mode of production then, as Peter Worsley proposed, should not be understood only
as "system of technology, nor a stage or type of society, but a heuristic tool which he uses
to focus upon the strategic relationships of power and wealth" (Worsley, 1984: 35).
Nepal’s economic landscape is thus not simply a composition of two different modes of
production but a much more uneven economic formation consisting of various surplus
appropriation types. This discussion has shown that appropriation types do not form
sufficient ground to determine the relations of production. In this way, the emergence of
capitalist relations in Nepal can be dated much further back and is not limited to the
liberalisation period of the 1950s. Industrial production developed throughout the 20th
century in some areas of the Terai and Kathmandu, but outside of these regions, there
existed a much more ambiguous relation between non-capitalist and capitalist forms of

accumulation.

The scholars I engage within this chapter all in their way theorised the capitalist process
in its relations to the outside, non-capitalist economic forms. In the next section, I
continue with analyzing the complex structure of capitalism in Nepal and show how these

historical temporal forms work in the context of capitalist extraction of surplus-value.

Merchant Capital: ‘Becoming’ and ‘Being’ Capitalism

To move beyond the articulation-of-modes-of-production approach, we should ask the
following question: if merchant/rent capital in Nepal is not a remnant of the past, and is
not merely blocking the development of industrial capitalism, how to understand it? A
critical insight comes from Banaji, who distinguishes between two different types of
merchant capital. First, merchant capital can be defined as surplus from trading, the

process I describe at the start of this chapter. Merchant capital in this form existed in
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Nepal for centuries, especially on the important trade routes, and it does not imply the
existence of capitalist relations. In this form, merchant capital is a mediator between
different, relatively independent small producers and its surplus mainly derives from
differences in prices (Banaji, 2010: 279). In the second form, merchant capital is a part of
the life process of industrial capital. By making this distinction, Banaji is able to
demonstrate that merchant capital plays a function in the total circulation-process of
capital and differs from the merchant capital in its pre-capitalist form. According to
Banaji, the existence of this form of merchant capital alone can be sufficient ground to

determine the emergence of capitalist relations42.

While Banaji’'s reading of Marx and his theoretical contribution to the analysis of
capitalism in India is crucial for understanding the deep embeddedness of capitalist
relations in processes that had been misrecognized as pre-capitalist, this approach also
succumbs to categorising merchant capital as a stage in a broader accumulation scheme.
The conceptual grounding, Banaji has laid out by analysing the capitalist process on the
ground through the logic of formal subsumption loses its power when Banaji puts it in
place in the total process of capital circulation. Here again, the process of the reproduction
of merchant capital is capitalist only because it is an extension of a broader logic of capital,
in its essence, a form of industrial capital. Banaji thus also implies a hierarchical
relationship between the two, assuming that formal subsumption will eventually be

transformed into real subsumption, which leads to the realization of industrial capitalism.

Harootunain points out this apparent tautology in Banaji’s theory of capitalism. Banaji’s
capitalism, he argues, is confined within the limits of small capitalists on the one side and
determined by the expansion of the industrial capital on the other. Banaji connected the
two systems into another linear and stagist theory of capitalist development, and as

Harootunain argues, this would not have been so if he would accept the possibility that

42 Banaji analyses the expansion of merchant and commercial capital into the small-production economy
in Deccan. This process was led by a new class of monied capitalists: brokers, moneylenders, bankers; their
roles, as Banaji points out, were often embodied in one person. The monied capitalists used a system of
advances to accumulate the future surplus-value of the small producers. Banaji argues, that advance
payments already constitute a capital relationship, because what is advanced is actually capital in the form
of money. The surplus-value in this case is extracted in the form of interest and the fact that small producers
become dependent on loans, gives the moneylender control over a part of the production process (Banaji,
2010: 303-306).
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the two systems co-exist. The two systems: formal subsumption based on absolute
surplus-value, and real subsumption based on relative surplus-value, do not necessarily
determine each other. “After all, why else was Marx prompted to declare that formal
subsumption can coexist with or alongside the most developed forms of capitalist

production?” (Harootunain, 2015: 218).

Harootunain’s interpretation of Marx, similarly to Banaji, brings the concept of formal
subsumption into the core of the analysis of capitalist development. Harootunain argues
that starting with the commodity, as Marx did in Capital I, leads to totalizing notions of
the process of capital; in the final stage, this is the completion of the process of real
subsumption. Such a theory of capitalism, according to Harootunain, while it was
necessary for understanding the whole life cycle of capital, congeals the history of capital’s
becoming; the process of pilling up different temporal moments into a single history of
capital. This can be observed in Marx’s work through the difference between capital’s
becoming (the ‘agglomeration’ of different ‘historical presupposition’) from being
(realized real subsumption) (Harootunain, 2015:33). While the commodity form and
Marx’s analysis in Capital I corresponds to an abstracted, fully developed system, within
homogenous capitalist time and without history, Marx developed formal subsumption as
the concept that provides a history to capital’s life process. However, Harootunain points
out that Marx’s focus was turned to capital, and not to the history of precapitalist
formations with good reason: “formal subsumption could be understood without
referring to real subsumption, but real subsumption could not be grasped without formal

subsumption” (Harootunain, 2015: 47).

Harootunain follows Marx’s attempts in Grundrisse to resist the temptation that led so
many Marxists to form their theory of capitalism only from Capital I's abstract
perspective, that is, as a completed totality. Instead, Harootunain puts formal
subsumption at the core of his analysis, which leads him to map the ‘heterogeneous
noncapitalist temporalities and spaces’ (Harootunain, 2015: 41). This theoretical
contribution, which Harootunain argues is already present in Marx’s later work, captures
both the uneven, temporal and the universal, homogenizing tendency as two moments of

capitalism in dialectical motion. “History, in this register”, he argues:
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“could no longer move along a “one-way street,” endowing it with singular meaning. Appearing
from the ruins of universal history, a temporalizing rhythmology of capital comes into sight,
empowering time accountancy and periodic crises that transform the historical environment of the
present into a scene where “politics attains primacy”. For Marx, once having liberated history from
philosophy, time or temporality is left to temporalize itself in the present, from the process of
production and reproduction where uneven political and economic intensities surface and generate
unscheduled struggle” (Harootunain, 2015: 45).

By liberating history from the history of capital, Harootunain, provides a theoretical
framework that posits two forms alongside each other. The formal subsumption, a form
that subsumes practices from earlier modes, exists alongside real subsumption that
creates new ones, completely transforming the labour process according to capital’s need.
However, despite these differences, capital is reproduced through both forms and
entrenches their mutual co-existence. For Banaji, formal subsumption is the basic
framework that helped more complex capitalist relations to emerge (Banaji, 2010: 326).
While this leads him to explain how capitalist relations emerged internally, and not only
through the expansion of the world-system, it does presuppose that formal subsumption
is superseded by real subsumption. Harootunian’s reading of Marx proposes that we
should see the two systems of consumption as separate and corresponding to two
different forms of surplus value: absolute and relative. This differentiation implies that
formal and real subsumption constitute parts of every capitalist process, also in its more
developed form. While formal subsumption signals capitalism’s uneven and contingent
development, subsuming what is at hand, the effect of real subsumption is “to remove
even the hint of contingency—history—that had accompanied capitalism’s own accidental

appearance in the scene of history”. (Harootunain, 2015: 59).

In this sense, uneven development is not only the uneven transition to real subsumption
but should rather be seen as the co-existence of separate forms of subsumption that create
a temporally uneven, historically contingent, contradictory and incomplete capitalist
process. To further explain the matter, Marx introduces the ‘transitional’ or ‘hybrid’ form
of subsumption, the subsumption of which is never (in formal or real form) complete. It
was these forms, as Harootunain points out, that explain the role of early merchant
capital. The hybrid form of subsumption is not under complete control of the producers,
which means that formal subsumption is not taking place, and the labour process thus

remains outside of capital (not yet productive labour) (Harootunain, 2015: 65). This
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means that merchant capital, in its essence a form of surplus-value without an established
capital relation, is partially reproduced by the capitalist process and exists alongside it. It
is a sign of capitalism's existence, but it is not itself fully capitalist (ibid). In other words,
it is a form of capital that signifies both ‘becoming’ and ‘being’ capitalist. The difference
here to Banaji’s conception of merchant capital then is that this is not a stage or form of
industrial capital, but it is a ‘hybrid’ form, both capitalist and non-capitalist, that exists
within and alongside capitalist relations (more about the hybrid form of subsumption in

the yarsa economy follows chapter 13).

The 'Unevenness' and 'Combination’ of Nepal's Capitalist Development

The discussion on the temporal unevenness of capitalism emerging from the productive
juncture between Banaji’s and Harootunain’s understanding of formal subsumption of
labour into capital provides crucial insights for the analysis of capitalism in Nepal. In this
section, I follow their attempt to move beyond stagist theories of capitalism by applying
the conceptual differentiation between different forms of subsumption to Nepal's history
of capitalist development. By rethinking Nepal’s ‘pre-capitalist’ pasts, not as remnants of
feudalism, but as historical temporal forms that share contemporaneity with the capitalist
present, I comment on parts of the history of capitalist development that has been hidden
under cover of capitalist modernity that assumes completion. I aim to explain further the

relationship of the capitalist process with its non-capitalist ‘outside’.

The Role of Merchant Capital in Nepal

An important intervention in the historiography of capital in Nepal comes from Stephen
Mikesell’s study of the Bandipur merchants. The merchant class that expanded its
influence in 19t century Nepal, through bazaar towns such as Lalitpur, Bhatgaun, and
Bandipur, have fortified their grip on the extraction of surplus value from the countryside.
Subsuming agricultural labour and small commodity production from the hills and
creating a consumer market for industrial goods from India, this process established
capitalist relations in Nepal long before the so-called democratic revolution of the 1950s
(Mikesell, 1999: 186-187).
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Much like Banaji in the case of Deccan, Mikesell follows the complex process of capital
accumulation that established the well-known Newar mercantile families of the central-
west and south Nepal. The merchants’ influence extended their grip on peasant land
through a system of rents and loans, thus opening agriculture and domestic production
to the circulation of capital43. Mikesell observes:
“Taking advantage of the peasant hunger for credit—arising from the centuries-old
inequalities in landholding and distribution of agricultural products which had culminated
in and underwrote the Nepali state—the merchants loaned a portion of their profits to
peasants in the surrounding countryside. The peasants mortgaged their accumulated
wealth in jewellery, farm implements, animals, land, and even rights over their children.
Formidably high rates of interest enabled the merchants to slowly alienate this peasant
wealth and labour and increasingly assert more direct control over agricultural production,

displacing older claims on the peasant labour. The surpluses alienated in this fashion were
entered in trade” (Mikesell, 1999: 235).

While merchant capital penetrated deeply into Nepal’s countryside by the middle of the
19th century, it is equally important to observe the other side of this process. Mikesell
notes how the Bandipur merchants have already established themselves into the strategic
position on the trade route between the North Indian plains and the Himalayan hills. In
turn, this tied the Nepali countryside to the world-historical processes of the time: most
notably the expansion of industrial capitalism and its commodity chains. Mikesell
exemplifies how the goods from the new global connection already found their way to
Nepal by pointing out that the machine-made clothes from Britain were already found in
the bazaar towns in the south. The expansion of foreign industrial markets, through the
role of merchants, according to Mikesell, became a step in the life cycle of industrial
capital:
“As the bazaar merchants traded increasing quantities of industrial commodities, however,
their relationship to the countryside slowly changed. With the new trade, the bazaar
merchants of Bandipur became incorporated in the circulation of industrial commodities,
in which the sales of cloth to villagers became the last step in realizing the price of the
product necessary for sustaining and expanding factory production in India, Britain, the
United States and, eventually, Japan. The merchants’ orientation and commitment
gradually shifted away from the community of the villages around Bandipur, with its moral

imperatives and obligations, to the goal of expansion of markets for foreign commodities”
(Mikesell, 1999: 236).

43 This process can be related to the expansion of the monied capitalist class described by Banaji (2010).
Blakie et al. for example show how in the Terai in the 1970s there was a well-established system of advance
payments and loans controlled by the merchant class. The money lenders advanced the loans to the farmers
against the value of the crop, accumulating 40% of the crop’s market value (Blakie et al., 1980: 133).
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Mikesell further claims that traders' economic activities and their embeddedness in the
domestic and foreign markets have prevented them from becoming industrial capitalists.
This transformation has been attempted several times, as the government promoted
domestic industrialisation at the start of the 20t century. Mikesell refers to the Saraswati
Cloth Factory (1932-44) as one of the last such attempts to initiate large-scale industrial
production. This project was responsible for the destruction of the local household textile
production, subsuming women’s labour into the capitalist process of the factory. The
project eventually failed due to difficulties in the supply of material and the merchant’s
role in international trade. According to Mikesell, because of their role as the mediators
of value in the cycle of (foreign) industrial capital, merchant capital remained in
circulation, and it was not invested in production. Instead of launching domestic

production, merchant capital remained tied to the trade with India44 (Mikesell, 1999:

253).

In this excellent example, Mikesell, like Banaji, recognizes merchants' role as mediators
between the capitalist and non-capitalist worlds. Throughout the 19th-century, merchant
capital in Nepal existed as a form of hybrid and formal subsumption; it appropriated
surplus-value through rent and interest rates, but it did not completely subordinate the
labour process to the process of capital. In the case of the Saraswati factory, what Mikesell
observes is already an attempt to transform formal subsumption into real subsumption
of labour. Similarly to Banaji, Mikesell relates the two forms into stages, arguing that it is
the subordinated nature of Nepal’s merchant capital that prevents the development of the
domestic textile industry. However, unlike in India, where in Deccan and elsewhere, a
more exhaustive industrialisation process was already taking place, the real subsumption
thus masking the previous forms of surplus extraction — Nepal’s failed industrialisation
project points precisely at the unevenness of this process. The Sarawati Factory and other

early industrialisation attempts should not be seen as a failure of capitalism but as a much

44 Shakya points to another such example within the textile industry. She argues that the Marwari-Rana
alliance, dating back to the 19th century when the Ranas began supporting the East India Company, began
an industrialization project for textiles and consumer goods in the 1930s. Shakya argues that it was the
Ranas who invited the Marwari traders to open up their businesses in the border towns in south Nepal, and
points out that the Marwari-Rana-led capitalist development in Nepal, was successful also bacuase it
obtained the support of the British (Shakya, 2018: 18-19).
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more uneven process within which formal subsumption can exist as an independent form
and does not need to be superseded by more developed capital. The early industrialisation
attempts are thus proof of the uneven totality of capitalist development, not of the
underdeveloped form of production relations. Instead of providing proof of Nepal’s semi-
feudal nature, the failed late industrialisation attempts point out capitalism's true
heterogeneity. Formal subsumption exists, as Harootunian points out: “alongside the
capitalist mode of production in its developed form and, at the same time, in its absence”
(Harootunain, 2015: 223). While Mikesell does not apply the concept of formal
subsumption in his study of mercantilism, it is evident that he understood the expansion
of merchant capital and its control over the countryside in the form of advances, interests
rates and rents. He attributes the expansion of capitalism to developed capital elsewhere,
diminishing the expanding role of merchant capital, which was already commodifying
household labour and creating new forms of subsumption of agricultural produce (cash

crops) and subsumption of nature.

The Subsumption of Nature and Accumulation without Dispossession

Even closer to this definition of capitalist relations is Paudel’s description of the
commercialization of the commons. Paudel clearly understands the problem with the
articulation-of-modes-of-production approach. His ethnographic fieldwork leads him to
understand the expansion of capitalism in Nepal through non-capitalist forms but fails to
conclude more generally what kind of implications this brings to the overall theory of

capitalism.

In a groundbreaking paper entitled ‘Re-inventing the Commons’ (2016), Paudel looks at
the appropriation of surplus-value through community-based development programs,
and along the way ‘reinvents’ the concept of formal subsumption which he calls
‘accumulation without dispossession’. Paudel’s skilful and detailed ethnographic analysis
leads him to conclude that the process he is observing is different from the on-going
process of primitive accumulation because it appropriates value through non-capitalist
relations of production without changing them. What is striking here is that Paudel

ethnographically develops a form of accumulation that points to uneven and non-linear
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development of capitalism but fails to draw broader conclusions to capitalist development
in Nepal due to the limits of the articulation-of-modes-of-production approach that he

embraces.

First, let us look at his main argument. Paudel argues that community forestry was first
established in Nepal to secure the livelihoods of rural communities. However, throughout
the last decades of the 20th century, development programs introduced ways to
commercialise and commodify the commons. The timber and non-timber forest products
have been commercialised through intermediaries, entrepreneurs and contractors that
have found ways to exploit community labour. This process consisted of the community
forestry training the local capitalist class (entrepreneurs) with the necessary skills to make
schemes that used community labour to produce marketable timber products. This
created a specific situation where (and Paudel states several examples) the production of
commercial products was able to employ non-productive labour, thus integrating
previous modes of production into the capitalist accumulation schemes. The employment
of indigenous systems of labour and other community practices that were mobilised by
capital indicates a system of accumulation where peasants are not separated from their

means of production (Paudel, 2016: 5, 14-15).

In this way, Paudel provides an alternative explanation to Harvey’s ‘accumulation by
dispossession’, which explains the appropriation of commons within the context of
separation of peasants from the land, reflecting Marx’s ideas on primitive accumulation.
Paudel turns this around by showing how peasants remain in control of their commons
but, at the same time, become a part of the accumulation scheme, which Paudel calls
‘accumulation without disspossession’. In Paudel’s words, this creates the following
situation: “[l]Jegal ownership of the means of production in this instance, community
forests remains with the community, but the surplus-value produced by application of
labour is privately appropriated in the form of forest-based market commodities” (Paudel,
2016: 5). What is surprising nonetheless is that Paudel comes to this conclusion while at
the same time maintaining an articulation-of-modes-of-production approach that he
describes in the introduction of the paper. This leads him to conclude that ‘accumulation
without disspossession’ can mobilize pre-capitalist forms of production to produce

surplus-value, and maintain their original form. However, he continues: “This emerging
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situation does not replace ideas of primitive accumulation and accumulation by
dispossession; rather, it provides insights from a particular [emphasis mine] instance of
accumulation in the commons where commercialization and commoning co-exist”

(Paudel, 2016: 19).

Strikingly, Paudel describes the tree but fails to see the forest. ‘Accumulation without
dispossession’ is, according to Paudel, an extension of the primitive accumulation thesis
that explains more recent features of the relationship between commercialisation and
commoning. However, what is for Paudel a ‘curious phenomenon’ (ibid), could be indeed
understood outside the particular character he ascribes to it as the central dynamic of the
uneven capitalist process. While Paudel explores how the non-capitalist practices are
subsumed into the domain of capital, he limits himself to the articulation-of-modes-of-
production approach discussed in the previous section. While he questions the functional
dualism of De Janvry, the implication of the co-existence of different forms of
accumulation, he implies a hierarchical relationship. The existence of pre-capitalist forms
is preserved and exists simultaneously with more developed forms of capital. In Paudel’s
reading of Marx’s capitalist expansion thesis, the connections between them are made
explicit as “society embarked on the trajectory from formal subsumption of labour to

capital to real subsumption” (Paudel, 2016: 4).

What would happen then if Paudel would position ‘accumulation without dispossession’
as the central dynamic of capitalism and not merely as a mere contemporary feature of
capitalist development? This step could reveal more about the history of uneven
development of capitalism in Nepal and explain how social labour has been subordinated
to capital. Formal subsumption is an important element of capitalist relations that
operates equally well in the absence of more advanced forms of capital. Only a historical
analysis of complex combinations of different formal and real subsumption dynamics
would reveal the actual unevenness of the history of Nepal’s capitalist relations. Although
Paudel is right, in many parts of the country, this is a more recent process. However, a
historical analysis of capitalism in Nepal would reveal a more complex picture of the
different agglomerations of ‘historical presuppositions’ and their embeddedness in socio-
economic and cultural systems around them. My analysis in the next section goes into this

direction, but its scope is much more modest, and it does not dig deep into Nepal’s history.
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In this section, I have proposed crucial conceptual improvements that go beyond the
articulation-of-modes-of-production approach and reveal the uneven economic
landscape of incomplete capitalist modernity. I argue that through this optic, we can
observe how capitalist relations have slowly been seeping into the everyday life of
peasants. To individuals in rural Nepal, this lived reality does not necessarily indicate that
they are a part of larger accumulation schemes, which makes the concepts such as
‘accumulation without dissposssesion’ and other forms of formal subsumption of rural
labour even more relevant. By understanding how the peasants past is integrated into the
capitalist present, an anthropological task is to unwrap the layers of peasants' ambiguous

role in capitalism today.
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The Role of Development and Peasant Social Movements in Rural Nepal

In Nepal, the Western ideas of democracy and socialism were imported, especially from
China and India. The first signs of the anti-Rana movement go as far back as the 1930s
when the first pleas for social change were published in Nepali language magazines in
India, and the Praja Parishad underground organisation was established in Kathmandu
(Baral, 2006: 17). However, the anti-Rana movement is more commonly connected with
the establishment of another political organisation: The Nepali National Congress that
was formed in India in 1947. Three years later, the Nepali Congress party was formed
(built from two previous factions of the same political line: Nepali democratic Congress
and Nepali National Congress), and by 1951 the pro-democratic movement had achieved
its first goal. By putting pressure on the Rana rule, all parties involved, namely India, the
Nepali Congress and King Tribhuvan, successfully ended the 100-year long Rana dynasty
rule. This short period before the formation of the Panchayat system has often been

referred to as Nepal's own democratic experiment.

In the 1950s, the government's progressive ideas that had a great desire to modernise the
country worked against the traditional isolationism of the Ranas. The government
launched 'planned development', a strategy that would drastically change Nepal's
economy and significantly affect its society. As Nepal was opening up to its own anti-
politics machine®, it is interesting to observe retrospectively how little planning was
actually done from the start. Panday pointed out that: "[t]here was no discussion or
analysis of how these projects would affect the national economy and society, and in most
cases, the achievements fell drastically short of the targets" (Panday, 2012: 84). Even
though king Mahendra again took full control of the state in 1961, with the promulgation
of a constitution that marked the start of the Panchayat regime, an early idea of a
democratic state was born and remained present in the underground political world until

the 1990s. The first free elections of 1959, even though consistently blocked by monarchy

45 The anti-politics machine is a conceptual apparatus which, according to James Ferguson, endorses
particular economic and political doctrines that structurally alter the development of the state and its
integration into larger systems (Ferguson, 1994).
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political structures, were an important exercise of democracy (Whelpton, 2005). This set

the stage for further political developments for an idea of a democratic Nepal.

The impulse for modernisation coincided with the strengthening of the international
foreign aid apparatus that has forged the "Third World' as we know it today. The planned
development schemes, a booming industry in Nepal, profoundly affected the state in the
second half of the 20th century. It is perhaps best observed through economic initiatives,
such as USAID's development schemes, that had initiated literacy and entrepreneurial
programs, microcredit systems, and larger infrastructural projects, such as roads and
bridges. Today the development industry’s reach has extended to the remotest parts of
the country, where NGO's, state-led and private developmental agencies are engaged in a
variety of different programs. Many authors have addressed the effects of the
development sector in Nepal's economic history, and recently, anthropologists started to
explore the more long-term socio-political role of development in Nepal's state-formation

process (Pigg, 1992; Fujikura, 2001; Paudel, 2016, Panday, 1999; 2012).

International development is not a new phenomenon in Nepal. The country's aid economy
that has been developing since the 1950s has been increasing in scope since Nepal's first
democracy experiment. As the development agencies and western countries stepped
firmly into Nepal's economy, development formed "an overt link between it [Nepal] and
the West" (Pigg, 1992: 497). However, in the nation-state's constantly changing character,
the emerging development sector presented a much more significant influence than just
linking it to other parts of the world. By outlining the discursive elements of the country
that seemed above all suitable for foreign aid, Pigg finds in Nepal a perfect example of an
'underdeveloped country' that can serve as a 'guilt-free platform for western aid':
"Nepal's sovereignty during the era of colonial expansion in South Asia lends itself perfectly
to this narrative. Development narratives about Nepal (as recorded in genres as diverse as
agency country reports and television documentaries) stress that it was only "opened" to
the world in the 1950s. This insistent phrasing creates the impression that history began
for Nepal only when contact with the West activated it. The country's mountainous terrain,
for its part, evokes Western images of a Shangri-la removed from time. Mountains also
serve as a trope for the looming constraints nature imposes on human actions. The images

of Nepal as a place out of time, a place victimized by its rugged terrain, lend credibility to
the programs of development intervention, while usefully romanticizing Nepal" (Pigg,

1993: 47).
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Stacy Pigg observes the development industry as another hegemonic process that has
proved highly formative for the young Nepali state, entering and ultimately transforming
the national development logic. The Panchayat system was opening up to its own 'anti-
politics' machine, which Pigg calls the 'bikas apparatus' (the development bureaucracy
and the emerging NGO sector), and also helped to form the 'ideology of modernisation'
that "accompanies the nation's pursuit for bikas" (Pigg, 1992: 511)4¢. It became a powerful
model which drew the remotest parts of the country into its network. This process
changed the social places and social meanings for the rural people and how other, more
powerful segments of the national society look at the 'periphery'. In Pigg's own words, this

created an:

"[...] [T]deology of modernization [that] becomes hegemonic to the extent that the social
map it draws serves as a guide in orienting people in all sectors of Nepalese society. The
ideology of modernization guides Nepalese people in a changing Nepal in the same way
that a map and compass serve a person traversing an unknown landscape" (Pigg, 1992:
510-511).

This new landscape that Pigg is describing has become a category used by the state, the
development sector and internalised by most Nepalis as the discourse of awareness
(Fujikura, 2001). Among others, the Maoist party had, to no small extent, followed the
then-existing model by installing village people's governments and dissected the social
territory along lines mapped by the bikas apparatus. In the shadow of the Panchayat
system, until the early 2000s, when no real change in the countryside had yet occurred,
the official VDC (Village Development Committee or gaun bikash sammiti) local
structuring almost completely overlapped with the old Panchayat one. As the successor of
the long on-going political structuring at the local and national level, the village became
an entry point for most Nepalese into the national society, and as Pigg observes, this

mostly occurred through the discourse of bikas and the ideology of modernisation; the

46 Pigg argues that in terms of discourse development, most commonly expressed in Nepali by the term
bikas, became not only a term used for international development, but a word that ascribes social meaning
to places, and more importantly describes a relation between these places in terms of development and
underdevelopment. This dichotomy constructed a social map of how Nepalis understand their own society.
In the local understanding of bikash, therefore, a notion of development as an external force that has yet to
reach Nepali villages prevails. In this common understanding of bikash that emerges from Nepalis’ social
experience with the development apparatus, the development/underdevelopment dichotomy has direct
social consequences (Pigg, 1993:54).
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development discourse thus became an authoritative way of representing the social world

(Pigg, 1993: 46).

The discussion above brings us to the conclusion that development, on the one hand,
functions as an ideology that de-politicises social change, and on the other hand, as a
political tool that enforces it. Although Pigg predicts that development could have
sprouted disillusionment and dissatisfaction, a possible source that might give way to
radical social movements, she does not investigate further into the political consequences
underlying this claim. In Nepal, the connection between development and peasant
movements has remained underrepresented in recent scholarship and has been seriously
considered only by a handful of authors. What did this mean for the parts of the country
where development had already established itself as a powerful socio-political force?
What role did the development projects play in forming revolutionary subjectivities, and

how did the local population receive them?

Lauren Leve (2009) addresses both the failed development thesis and empowerment
through development as two contrasting approaches that have produced similar results
in rural Nepal. Both models, she argues, share several predispositions about subaltern
subjectivity: development as a unilinear progression based on subjective transformation,
the conception of the development subjects as 'incomplete', and presupposing the
subject's emancipation through neoliberal ideas of freedom (such as the autonomy of the
market) (Leve, 2009: 352). Leave is proposing that theories of development,
empowerment and resistance that she observes in rural Gorkha represent ideas of the self
that do not correlate to the actual experiences of women she has studied. By imposing all
sorts of assumptions about rural women in Nepal, these models miss the fact that local
moral economies also shape women's values (ibid). Local issues that women are
concerned with, she argues, are much more about morality than consciousness, a point
that the development discourses misrecognises by understanding rural women through
"the modernist ideal of the autonomous self who seeks absolute freedom from the
sacrifices and suffering associated with social constraints as the essence of human
subjectivity" (Leve, 2009: 306). The self, instead of on the idea of autonomy, is based on

social relationships and commitments (ibid). Leve's argument evokes Scott's
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interpretation of rural struggles as an expression of peasant's moral economy and

connects the logic of capitalist development to its outside element.

The links between revolutionary consciousness and development were further explored
by Paudel, who analysed the role of development in the formation of revolutionary
subjectivities in the Rapti Zone. According to Paudel, the Rapti Integrated Development
Project (RIDP) implemented by USAID empowered many peasant leaders that later
became actively involved in the Maoist movement. Paudel goes straight to the point,
arguing that peasants' political consciousness was transformed through a process where
they "enrolled themselves as development subjects in the 1980s and emerged as a
revolutionary force in the 1990s" (Paudel, 2016: 1030). The development industry's role
that is often seen only in its capacity to undermine social movements and de-politicise the
state is described in Paudel's contribution as an ideology that has a 'double life'.
Development is not only "generating the conditions of subordination for development's
own reproduction” but it "can generate the possibility of rebellion by creating negative
consciousness of the process of othering" (Paudel, 2016: 1025). Paudel shows that
Maoism was able to consolidate subaltern rebellions within 'the ruptures inherent to
development hegemony' instigated ideological frameworks through which peasant
activists were able to transform a "rebellious consciousness into a collective anti-state

force" (Paudel, 2016: 1029-1030).

What does this mean for the political subjects in this reconfigured political landscape? In
other words, if primitive accumulation as the driving force of capitalist expansion has
often been one of the structural causes to which peasants responded by defending a
peasant moral economy, in what way does peasant consciousness correspond to
development? Paudel has argued that developmental projects are 'hyper-political
instruments' and not only an anti-politics machine (Paudel, 2016). It is important to
understand how Nepal's anti-politics machine has consolidated the struggle from below
into the ideology of modernisation and empowerment. However, at the same time, this
process does not eliminate possibilities for the formation of revolutionary subjectivities.
In Nepal, capital exploited labour through different accumulation forms, and instead of
transforming peasants into a fully industrial labour force, it enlisted them on the path of

uneven proletarization. The development schemes intervene in this process, and as
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Paudel shows, this creates 'de-politicising and 'rebellious' consequences as unintended
by-products. The historical opportunities that arose from these trajectories of economic
development, political empowerment and social transformation gave birth to the Maoist
movement. Although I argue that the Maoist revolution's history is much more
heterogeneous, Paudel describes an important element of Nepal's uneven development of
capitalism. This conceptual move elaborates a much more complex relationship between
the hegemony of development and rebellious consciousness. Paudel’s development
theory produces subjects that correspond to Sanyal's conceptualisation of post-colonial

capitalism47; like capital, the subjects are also 'always becoming' (Paudel, 2016: 22).

Instead of being the leading reason for peasant organisation, I suggest reading Paudel's
argument as one of the several possible combinations of social formations in rural Nepal
with capitalist modernity. Although Paudel is right that the developmental programs have
initiated both negative and positive responses from peasants, I argue that his conceptual
intervention should be reconsidered within a broader picture of ‘unevenly combined
social forms’ (Makki, 2015: 489). Outside and in the Rapti zone, the logic behind political
consciousness formation comprises many elements. Paudel's argument shows how
political consciousness formation can be related to developmental empowerment,
contributing a missing aspect to understanding peasant societies and social movements
in the restructuring of global capitalism. This conceptual move is necessary to reposition
the peasantry into an uneven space and time of capital that has been created by the
historically incomplete process of capital accumulation. Although capitalism in Nepal

developed before the rise of the development industry, the development programs

47 Sanyal argues that development can be understood as the reversal or the other side of primitive
accumulation. As the political management of the ' postcolonial wasteland', the development industry is
produced to compensate for the destroying forces of primitive accumulation (Sanyal, 2007: 124). In this
view, development’s mission is to complete the uneven integration of non-capitalist economic forms into a
uniform version of capitalism. This creates an apparatus that extends over the uneven temporal-spatial
capitalist landscape and imposes an undifferentiated conception of historical temporality. The development
discourse, what Pigg calls the bikas ideology, then serves as a hegemonic language employed from the space
of the homogenous time of capital that creates specific conditions within which a certain ruling class can
maintain itself (Sanyal, 2007: 143). Instead of acknowledging co-existing temporalities, the main goal of
the development apparatus is to bridge the time-lag.
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accelerated the combinations of the uneven temporal forms with the homogenous time of

capital, producing 'the uneven development of class struggle' (Smith, 2008: 5).
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Chapter 6: The Socio-Economic Landscape of Mid-Western Nepal

Introduction

In the previous two chapters, I argued that the differentiation between different forms of
subsumption and the development industry's role in Nepal’s state-formation process
paints a much more uneven political-economic landscape. The development of capitalism
was not subordinated only to the logic of real subsumption of labour; it has emerged in
the countryside in the forms of formal subsumption and the spread of intermediaries,
such as borderland brokers; in its essence, the expansion of commercial and merchant
capital. While the links to forms of international and industrial capital in India remain
important factors of capitalist development in Nepal, I argue that it is equally important
to pay attention to the capitalist and other economic relations within the country. As
Trotsky put it: "The force of this law [uneven development] operates not only in the
relations of countries to each other but also in the mutual relationships of the various
processes within one and the same country" (Trotsky, 1969: 255). Capitalist development
in Nepal was thus not only combined, as the Gunder-Frankian thesis proposes, or as
development theory would see it, but also unevenly developed; and it is through the
processes of uneven integration of non-capitalist socio-economic forms into the capitalist

process that the totality of this world-historical process is best understood.

Before I discuss capitalist relations in Mid-western Nepal, I believe we should ask the
following question: What exactly is capitalism, and how do we recognise capitalist
development on the local level? Following Anievas and Nisancioglu, I propose to refrain
from simple, over-generalised definitions of capitalism because such definitions tend to
conceal more than they reveal. This is especially true for late industrialisers like Nepal,
where capitalist relations did not take any of the well-known forms. Anievas and
Nisancioglu, argue that we should not understand capitalism merely as 'generalised
commodity production', 'accumulation of capital through the exploitation of wage-labour'
or 'market dependence' (Anievas and Nisancioglu, 2015: 8). The theory of uneven and
combined development enables us to grasp different scenarios of human development

and the multiplicity of connections between them, which leads to a social analysis that
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entails several social factors that go beyond a more rigid analysis of only economic forms
of development. This is an essential step away from the abstract, homogenising
explanations toward a "relational-processual approach [...] uncovering the concrete living
aggregate of definite social relationships" (ibid). Anievas and Nisancioglu continue with

their broad definition of capitalism:

From this perspective, we argue that capitalism is best understood as a set of
configurations, assemblages, or bundles of social relations and processes oriented around
the systematic reproduction of the capital relation, but not reducible — either historically
or logically — to that relation alone (Anievas and Nisancioglu, 2015: 9).

By keeping in mind that these 'configurations' and 'assemblages' take numerous forms, I
continue mapping the socio-economic landscape of Mid-Western Nepal. My intention
here is to show the complexity of the productive and reproductive sphere outside of the
narrow definition of the capital-labour relation. I argue that uneven and combined
development in its broader definition can help us grasp these processes and relations as

they emerge within states and internationally.

On Geographical Orientation and Remoteness

When referring to Mid-Western Nepal, I have in mind one of Nepal's five development
regions officially in place until 2015. I keep this categorisation, initially introduced by
Nepal's developmental state apparatus, as the main geographical orientation point
because I refer mainly to the period before the new constitution was formed in 2015. It is
also a mapping of the country that is still much more present in daily conversation than
the new division into provinces (Nepalka Pradesharu). The old development regions were
as follows (from west to east): Far-Western, Mid-Western, Western, Central, and Eastern.
The Mid-Western region was divided into three zones: Rapti, Bheri and Karnali. While
some of the claims I make in the thesis can be applied to the whole development region,
I mostly use the term Mid-Western Nepal in a narrow sense, as a synonym of the
development region's central zone and the area where I have conducted fieldwork: Rapti
Zone. Rapti zone consists of 5 districts: Rukum in the north, Rolpa in the centre, Salyan
in the west, Pyuhtan in the East and Dang in the south. While I have spent most of my
time in Rukum district, I have visited all of the districts on several occasions during my

fieldwork; for example, on the Guerilla trek journey and during the mobile cinema
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(Batoko Cinema) project. To refer to the broader region, I have thus adopted the term
Mid-western Nepal, and when I refer to the specific part of it, I use the name of the district
or, more specifically, the name of the village (also referred to as the Village Development
Committee (V.D.C.).

Figure 4: The Districts of the Rapti Zone

This vast, hilly and mountainous region borders the Dolpo region to the north, where it
turns into high mountainous plateaus, the land of yarsagumba. The mountains above
these plateaus are a part of the Dhaulagiri range and are in most parts not passable by
foot; some reach over 7000 meters (with the highest peak just a bit above: Putha Himal
(Dhaulagiri VII, 7246m, 23772 feet). In the east, the area borders and partially includes
the Dhorpatan Hunting Reserve, the only hunting reserve in Nepal. Initially planned by
UNESCO and WWEF, the hunting reserve consists of a large part of north Rukum, where
Maikot V.D.C. is located. It remains an important area for the locals, as many of the
village’s communal pastures lay within the reserve, and it also employs a small number of
Maikotis as tour guides for private enterprises that bring foreign hunters to the reserve.
In the south, the hilly areas continue deep into Rolpa and end at the height point of the

Jaljala pass, another sacred place for the Magars of Rolpa that traditionally use it for
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bhume puja (the celebration of the goddess of the earth). From here, the road connections
are plentiful as the hills slowly dissolve into the Terai plains, where just south of Rolpa,

the more urban and commercially developed district of Dang, is located.

Until the 1970s, the capital of Rukum was a small village in the east of the district, called
Rukumkot. For the period until 2015, Musikot became the capital of Rukum, and the new
constitution again shifted the administrative centre of the gaunpallika back to Rukumkot.
Historically East Rukum, the geographical area of today's Takasera V.D.C. had belonged
to different power centres. In the 1970s, it was a part of Baglung district, a more
commercially developed area south of Dhorpatan Hunting Reserve. Later, in the newly
formed Rukum district, it fell under the influence of Musikot (a place in west Rukum with
a majority Chhetri population). It is not surprising then that it is here again that the new
constitution draws the line on the map dividing the former rebellious district down the

middle into separate electoral units.

Compared to most of Nepal, this area was considered remote until the end of the People's
War by both locals and outsiders. Today it is being dissected by road projects that are
penetrating this region from all sides. There is an extension of the road from the Salyan
district that goes through Musikot to Takasera. Takasera V.D.C. is almost connected to
the Baglung side to the east (first buses and smaller vehicles already connect Taka and
Burtibang, although the road is not yet driveable all year round). While most people would
still consider the area remote because of the time one needs to spend on the road to reach
it, a more accurate picture on the ground tells a very different story. Mid-Western Nepal
and Rukum and Rolpa specifically have become linked to regional and global narratives
in several ways. The most eloquent is the example of work migration abroad, an economic
reality for many Nepalis throughout the country. The process of subsuming the rural
labour force has been more pervasive in Nepal’s hilly areas, where non-agricultural
income has been a defining feature of the rural economy (Seddon, 2002: 22). It is not
surprising to meet people in the villages who have worked in more than five countries

worldwide.

Despite the inadequate and insufficient road connection, the seeming isolation from the

world is a matter of perspective. Even in Maikot, one of the more remote villages, today
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one can find a mobile signal, wireless internet connection, while in villages in the south,
one can find Western Union and other money transfer systems that link this area to the
international remittance economy. Dil Bahadur, from Takasera, who visited and worked
in seven countries, has pointed out that today this area 'finally became a part of the world'.
Dil Bahadur returned home to be closer to his family and today runs a small homestay in
the village. “Today”, he points out, “some of the technological development I saw abroad
is already reaching the village”. For Dil Bahadur, this is perhaps best represented in the
fact that he can use video calls to contact his 23-year-old son Amrit who took a job as a
security guard in Saudi Arabia. Others have pointed out how the region is connected to
Nepal's urban centres, especially to Kathmandu. Migration to Kathmandu to complete
high school and university degrees has become very common for young men, less so for
women, who more often stay in the village and marry at a much younger age. I spoke to
several people who have started businesses in Kathmandu and Dang, and others who,
mainly from Takasera, have invested in buying real-estate in Dang, a popular destination
for Khams seeking a more urban upbringing for their children. However, Rukum and
Rolpa remain ‘remote’ in the image of most locals whose lives have remained bound to
the regional narratives. There is a common expression in Rukum referring to the village's
remoteness and lack of development: "nabhaeko thau" (non-existing place). However,
after putting these perspectives into the broader picture of the global combinations of the

local, it would be misleading to portray it as a remote or isolated place.

The Socio-Economic Environment of Kham Magar Villages

Kham villages are often described as economic units determined by the subsistence and
solidarity economy and their close dependence on the commons. While it is true that some
of these elements play a significant role in village life, this perspective tends to confine
Kham’s economic activity to the natural economy. Anthropologists should be careful not
to perpetuate the myth that Kham’s lives resemble a kind of ‘primitive communism’
(Zharkevich, 2019). To understand the villages' economic composition that has radically
changed over the last decades, we should instead investigate the accumulation schemes
that have enrolled peasants into multiple world-historic processes. One way this has

occurred in the Rapti zone is through development; as Paudel has argued, developmental
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projects have played a role in producing developmental empowerment and revolutionary
subjectivities (Paudel, 2016). However, this process has been a long-time in the making
and has emerged from the long agrarian crisis and the underdevelopment as an ‘absence
of options’ for the rural population, others have argued (Blakie et al., 1980). In Mid-
Western Nepal we are observing a process of de-peasantization, as Khams and other
peasants are becoming more dependent on non-agricultural labour and markets. While
this suggests that the subsistence and non-agricultural economy co-exist in symbiosis; the
reproduction of wage-labour through subsistence farming to support growing demand for
wage labour, thus enlisting peasants into the process of semi-proletarization (de Janvry,
1981; Sudgen, 2013), I argue that the lives of today’s peasants are much more ambiguous.
In this section, I first navigate the complex economic landscape of Kham’s villages to show
how households engage in peasant and non-peasant ways of living — and in the next
section, I continue to explore the complexity of ‘uneven proletarization’ through the lives

of individuals in Rukum.

The Kham Magars’ livelihoods were mainly organised around transhumant pastoralism,
a socio-economic practice that has rapidly declined in recent years. Kham shepherds use
the communal highland pastures in the summer and migrate south towards the
Mahabharat range in the winter to find grazeable land. Khams are well known for woollen
weavings; their blankets hav