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Abstract
Nearly sixteen years since 9-11, the quest to explain individual motivation for
participation in “terrorism” has produced a body of gendered work of increasing
sophistication. As illustrated by the case of female combatant participation in Nepal’s
Maoist people’s war, however, conflation of irregular terminology confuses the issue as
to the object of participation, thus the reasons for joining, staying, or leaving. For Nepali
women, agency took the form of perceived self-defense enabled by structural
deficiencies in Nepal’s democratic polity. Nonetheless, the organizational expression of
solution, people’s war, was itself flawed, leading to a mixed legacy of revolutionary
impulse.
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Introduction
As commentary on recent attacks (notably in United Kingdom) has highlighted,[1] few
subjects challenge existing security analysis as completely as individual motivation for
participation in terrorism.[2] The challenge itself is made all the more complex as a
consequence of the present proclivity to label nearly any form of political violence as
“terrorism” and any form of internal conflict as “civil war.”[3] The result is thus to seek
causation from a poisoned data set, as if primary and secondary group phenomena,
psychology and sociology, politics and crime, all are one and the same if only they can
be shown to include a subset that is violence against the innocent. Put another way,
dropping the atomic bomb becomes “terrorism” in the same category as the recent car
bomb in the secure zone of Kabul in Afghanistan. This incorrect conflation highlights the
difficulty of seeking motivation for participation in what obviously are disparate
phenomena.
With this in mind, I have spent three months in Nepal during this academic year (JulySeptember 2016, March-April 2017) examining female combatant motivation in the
Maoist insurgency which wracked the country from February 1996 to November
2006.[4] It immediately becomes clear why terminology matters so. What was the
violent political activity the female combatants were motivated to join – and how should
they thus be labelled? Were they “terrorists” or something else?
Terms of Reference
On the one hand, in Nepal, an insurgency against a democratic state used a people’s
war strategy in an effort to seize power and institute a version of Maoism that overtly
held – then and (ironically) now – that the pinnacle of political progress was the Chinese
Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution.[5] Not only was terrorism integral to the insurgent
effort – the most iconic image of the conflict is an executed teacher hanging from a pole
after he refused to pay a revolutionary tax[6] – but the objective, Maoism, ranks well
ahead of even Nazism as the bloodiest ideological crime ever inflicted upon the human
race. The Cultural Revolution, in fact, was itself not only a monstrous episode but is
considered to be such even by the Chinese. Surely,it might be argued, any participants
in such an endeavor merit any label we care to give them, from terrorists to criminals to
murderers.
On the other hand, leaders are not followers.[7] The mass mobilization movement that
is an insurgency necessarily uses terrorism, but most participants generally do not.
They are busy doing other things.We can make stillanother step further, given that this
is the sixteenth year of what has oft been termed “the long war,” and ask, “Is it correct,
as much literature would do, to say that individuals such as I will discuss below have
been radicalized?[8] Or have they simply been mobilized,[9] individuals whom a group
has used as means in the execution of ways to achieve its own (evil) ends? And what
precisely should we call them? Fellow traveler? Clueless hanger-on? Unindicted coconspirator?
Neither can it be missed that the focus here is female, thus bringing into play another
level of analysis and, certainly, our stereotypes. It is a bit like the surprise that registers
when one encounters the prominent role played in the post-World War I revival of the
Ku Klux Klan by women[10] or prominent role in the ruthless Maoist movement Shining

Path (Sendero Luminoso).[11] Men, after all, goes the cliché, are from Mars, women are
from Venus.[12]
Grappling with such concerns goes to the heart of the subject under consideration. Two
issues, therefore, demand focus: subject and object.
If, as it has been in my study, the object of examination is an insurgency, the focus is a
political mass mobilization project intent upon forming a new world to challenge with
violence the existing world in order to supplant it. Terrorism is but one method among
many, and there is limited utility in labelling the subjects involved as “terrorists.”
Necessarily, this also determines that speaking of radicalization is not particularly
helpful, unless by the term we mean simply that anyone who moves from nonviolent to
violent action has been “radicalized.” This is a stretch, since we would not use such a
theoretical approach to describe the indoctrination into combat of those who serve the
state.[13] In this case, we are examining those who have served a counter-state.
The subject – involvement of women – also demands attention. This can be pursued
from two angles, not mutually exclusive but necessarily different.
First, in a violent political mass mobilization effort, why were women targeted and why
did they respond eagerly, as evidenced by 20-40 percent of the combatants being
female by war’s end? The broad band results from the fact that the 40 percent figure
has entered into normal discussion of the insurgency but is supported by no data of
which I am aware.[14] It is certainly possible, as will be discussed in the text that
follows, that in certain areas, 40 percent of Maoist local cadre were women, but this is
quite a different matter. Further, it cannot but arouse suspicion that the media typically
claims as “40 percent women” groups as diverse as FARC and the PKK. This leads
one to surmise that the figure has simply become a default position.[15]
Second, what did they actually do in the conflict, for better or for worse, and how did this
jibe with their individual objectives for joining, staying, and leaving (certainly in the shift
to post-war covert violence by the Maoists)? Though studies of female participation in
“terrorism” often begin by highlighting how little work has been done in the area, there is
in reality a very large body of research available when one frames correctly the project
being examined.[16]
Engendering People’s War
First, we must turn to context. Having evolved from a closed polity dominated by a
hereditary prime minister to a constitutional monarchy reigning in uneasy partnership
with a parliament, Nepal was by the 13 February 1996 outbreak of insurgency a formal
democracy. In reality, socio-economic-political issues, complicated less by democratic
process than by an exploding population and geographic reality (the country is both
landlocked and dominated by rough terrain), resulted in a stratified order defined as
much by community (a mix of Hindu caste, linguistic, and ethnic divisions), class
(economically, one of the poorest countries on earth and as close to a zero-sum game
as can be imagined), dysfunctional politics (near-fatally wounded by corruption and the
universal practice of democratic centralism by all major political parties), and patriarchy.

Into this mix was thrown the determination of a small Communist Party of Nepal
(Maoist) to make a revolution.[17]
Working hand-in-glove with the Maoist parties that were members of RIM, the
Revolutionary Internationalist Movement, the Nepali Maoists questioned only the timing
for the launching of their people’s war not the morality or practicality of the
endeavor.[18] Though male-dominated, the insurgent organization (a product of the
usual infighting and factionalism that is integral to revolutionary politics) always included
women. It was also true, though, that from first to last, the organization and its
movement remained patriarchal and that no leadership position was entrusted to, or
decision of moment eventuated from, a woman. Though a separate Women’s
Department existed throughout the struggle, headed by Hisila Yami aka Parvati, wife of
the longtime second figure in the movement, Dr. Baburam Bhattarai, it did not play a
leadership role; and no woman occupied a position in decision-making.[19]
This should not surprise. Nepali Marxist analysis was never able to look beyond “class”
as the fundamental contradiction from which all else derived and revolved. While basic
political economy analysis serves to highlight cleavages,[20] and feminist theory today
speaks to intersectionality,[21] the numerous fissures present in Nepal were not used in
and of themselves as anything but tactical avenues of approach. Rather, they were
presented as but symptoms of the economic situation (i.e., class). The poor position of
women societally, which included various forms of violence (to include widespread
rape[22]), was thus never treated as a theme for mobilization, only as an opportunity to
bring individuals into an organizational matrix where indoctrination would reveal the
ultimate class (i.e., economic) basis for their alienation and marginalization.
This was a flawed approach, but this did not become clear initially. Intersectionality,
used in conjunction with cleavage analysis, was certainly a more powerful tool than a
theory of contradictions driven only by class. This completely escaped Nepali Maoist
theorists. Still, the fundamental point was that, unlike, say, most violent radical Islamist
movements, the Maoists sought manpower wherever they could, even if it was “woman
power.”[23]Emphasis upon “exploitation” and “injustice,” therefore, proved more than
sufficient to produce a steady influx of women into the insurgency, a trend which
dramatically accelerated once the people’s war had moved (in planning as well as in
reality) from the defensive to the stalemate and offensive phases of strategic unfolding.
A central point for research emerges from this fact. Maoist strategic approach called for
violence to create the space for political organizing, with the Party firmly in control of
strategy and operations. Terrorism and guerrilla action by local forces eliminated or
neutralized individual resistance as well as the structure and forces of the state.
Teachers, for example, more than 300 of whom were victims, were a particular target,
as were local government offices at the county and district levels (there were 3,913 of
the former, constituted as elected Village Development Committees, under 75 districts,
which had appointed officials). Police, the armed local presence of the state, were
forced to retreat to the district capitals and several urban centers as their smaller
stations in rural areas (where 85 percent of the population lived) proved indefensible
against a foe which could pick time and place for attack.

With the November 2001 assault upon the Royal Nepal Army (RNA) barracks in
Ghorahi, capital of Dang District, the conflict shifted its emphasis to fielding of regular
forces by the insurgents to challenge the military forces of the
government.[24] Terrorism and guerrilla action continued, as did a variety of nonviolent
forms of warfare, such as mobilization through front organizations, extensive use of
propaganda (especially through agitprop teams energized through new, revolutionary
song and dance), and efforts to neutralize external support for Kathmandu. Yet the focal
point of insurgent effort became fielding battalions (constituted as standard squads,
platoons, and companies), which themselves were under brigades and finally divisions.
It was only at this point that women began to flow in substantial numbers into the
combatant ranks. This is why one can only speak of a 20-40 percent range. Prior to
November 2001, most women in the insurgency, as with most manpower in general,
were at the local level. Though they took part in terrorism, the numbers in guerrilla units
were limited; indeed, so limited that experiments with all-female units were tried to
maximize performance and incentives for recruiting. It also appears to be the case that
local terrorism was overwhelmingly committed by men, to the near-exclusion (as per the
available data) of reports of direct female acts. Women’s participation in martial
violence, however, was transformed by the widespread flow of women into regular
combatant ranks, where they participated on an equal basis with men.
The implications of this brief description for this study should be clear. Combatant units
were comparable to Viet Cong main force units and spent nearly all their time preparing
for and executing “military” tasks. Though tasking might flow through channels directing
a squad to report to local Party authorities for the purpose of executing a convicted
“spy,” the astonishing abuses that characterized the insurgency – 17,000 dead (victims
of both sides) and an order of magnitude higher in terms of brutalized and kidnapped
(primarily by the insurgents), with attendant criminality and violence necessary to raise
funds and recruit manpower (again, overwhelmingly by the insurgents) – were in the
main done by those outside my study’s focus.
This division of labor is too often missed in recent studies as a consequence of the
present near-universal tendency to dismiss the past in endeavoring to understand the
present. Lost in the rush – to see, in particular, violent radical Islamist mobilization as
“terrorism” – has been the reality highlighted earlier in citing the work of James C. Scott:
insurgencies are complex organizations in which most participants’ motives are in some
manner divergent from the meta-narratives and even objectives of the political project.
Leaders are politicians who assess the imperfections of the world and advance
ideological solutions to the reformulation of the political opportunity
structure.[25] Followers are in essence voters who are motivated by a wide variety of
individual concerns,[26] now expressed in the “greed versus grievance” shorthand.[27]
This formulation is often less than entirely useful when it becomes an analytical excuse
for indifferent exploration of the complexity attendant to individual recruitment, but it
does serve to highlight that only through indoctrination does the former give way to the
latter. Certainly a common frame and narrative provided by culture, of which religion is
a central component, serve to lower the bar necessary for indoctrination to take place.
This has been a central feature of the violent radical Islamist cases (e.g., al-Qaeda and
Islamic State) but was also important in Nepal, where the manpower was often, even

when from minority communities, largely a product of Hindu acculturation and caste
socialization. Regardless, the point is that leadership, as in any political effort, must find
a way to rally the side to the project at hand.[28]
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Motivation for Mobilization
Still, given the realities of the insurgent organizational and strategic model adopted, all
Nepali female combatants began as local Maoist party members. This necessarily
resulted in a certain level of personal avoidance in post-war grappling with what had
been seen and done, but this was no more than to be expected in a brutal conflict. It
was, in fact, brutality which was the overwhelming driver creating the link between
societal imperfection and the resort to violence to set matters right. The actual
mechanism of establishing links with the insurgency was normally achieved through
networks of family or friends who already had the desired connections.
In order to examine the counter-state, in-depth interviews were conducted with 45
female People’s Liberation Army (PLA) veterans, overwhelmingly officers, with shorter
interviews conducted with a dozen more. These were accessed through the PLA
female veterans association, which claims some 5,000 members. There are reportedly
an equal number of Party members who have not joined any formal organization.
Selection of those interviewed was “top-down,” in the sense that key female command

personalities were known in advance by name and were located, then interviewed, with
subsequent interviews deriving from working down the chain of command.
Particular focus was upon women who had commanded at the battalion or brigade
levels, though, in a major finding, it was determined that while the former position was
earned through combat attainment, the latter was overwhelmingly awarded for PLA
organizational reasons once the insurgents had entered regroupment camps, and then
only to the second-in-command (2IC) level. A single female earned brigade command
rank (of 33 slots under 7 divisions, the latter notionally of 5 brigades each), and she was
promoted from a commissar position after the end of overt hostilities. Indeed, the
promotion process for women, as will be discussed below, reflected patriarchal norms
bending to expediency as much as realization of professional metrics.
Regardless of rank, each individual was engaged in an interview protocol which allowed
stories of recruitment and career progression to unfold. All interaction was conducted in
Nepali, and no individual could be interviewed in English (or even engaged in light
conversation), a reality which extended to male combatants who were necessarily
encountered in the course of the fieldwork (overwhelmingly, female ex-combatants were
married to male ex-combatants). Two experienced female researchers with whom I
have had longtime professional association were used simultaneously during each
interview to ensure fidelity.[29] All contact was arranged through Maoist intermediaries,
which allowed access to individuals who now are in rival Maoist factions but
nonetheless had fought together in the common cause.
That cause, for the normal combatant, regardless of rank, was a quest for social justice.
The perceived injustice attendant to a traditional society that remains in the bottom
twenty economically was compounded by a sense of powerlessness stemming from the
reality that the promise of democracy and formal ending of social inequities such as
untouchability and patriarchy, in reality, had resulted in too little visible change for the
overwhelming majority of the population. This was especially true for women, whom
data demonstrate not only do the bulk of the work in Nepal but suffer from a high level
of structural and personal violence. Being locked in a shed during monthly
menstruation (Chhaupadi), for example, regardless of time of year, persists in certain
areas of the country.[30] So, regrettably, does rape.[31]
The concept of “intersectionality” speaks to the mutually determinant and reinforcing
nature of such “contradictions.” None exists in isolation, with the disadvantaged
position of women a natural consequence. This is what positions them to allow
particular insight into the insurgent recruiting dynamic. For it was the Maoists who
stepped into the void.
Though it could be argued that societal progress was slowly being made, this was in a
sense swallowed by several factors. First, there was the unmet expectation that
democracy, which had been instituted in 1990, would make a difference more quickly
than was the case. Second, there was the continuing patriarchal nature of the dominant
political parties, which meant women’s voices were invariably used as tokens of
enlightenment but held no power. Finally, there was a mushrooming population that by
the 2001 census saw more than half the population 19 and under. For this group, there

was little if any memory of societal improvement, whatever its pace, only of an existing,
imperfect world.
Into this void the Maoists interjected their narrative of exploitation, which framed
democratic reality as feudal, capitalist exploitation by an internal colonial dynamic
controlled by the Nepali-speaking top two Hindu castes, Brahmins and Chhetris, allied
with the external imperial forces of America and India. Such a line would likely have
remained on the sidelines were it not for the clumsy and brutal state response that
interjected itself into areas of what was initially Maoist political as opposed to violent
mobilization. The behavior of the unprepared police was a textbook case of creating the
very conflict it sought to address. The army (there were no other services) would
reinforce this dynamic but was committed only after it was attacked in late 2001.
Similarly, a police field force, or Armed Police Force, APF, was only formed the same
year. It would also suffer from instances of indiscipline, but it was too small to be a
major player until late in the process of counterinsurgency.
As men bore the brunt of repression, it was they who dominated the insurgent profile.
Yet as women saw their families and persons violated, they, too, flowed into the
rebellion in increasing numbers. At this point in time, it is difficult to discern definitively
the boundary between actual and perceived atrocity, but this was in a sense irrelevant
as concerned mobilization. The dominant impetus to take up arms was the perceived
need for self-defense, and it was this motivation which galvanized linking assessment of
societal imperfection to political commitment. From the latter followed quickly the desire
to “make a difference” through bearing arms.
Not surprisingly, this surfaced initially amongst minority populations in districts with
exceptionally poor development metrics even by Nepali standards. From Rukum and
Rolpa in the Mid-Western Development Region, the insurgency rapidly spread. Not
only did these districts suffer at the hands of security forces’ indiscipline, but they had
an ample number of veterans of military service (overwhelmingly in the Indian Gurkhas)
who proved willing to pass on martial skills. Eagerly seeking to learn were recruits who
reflected the astonishing youth of the Nepali population in general. Predictably, the
Maoists focused upon recruiting the young. Of the 45 (full) interviewees, 17 were
recruited when 15 and under, another 24 when between 16 and 18. Thus 91 percent of
the total were very young, though most had at least some of what we would term a
middle school education (again, I was interviewing overwhelmingly officers).
Whatever may be said as to their “child soldiers” status legally,[32] a more salient
demographic point was that 33 of the sample, nearly three-quarters, came from families
with 5 or more children (with 6 or more being a plurality). As an additional 6 subjects
provided unclear data, only 5 of the women came from families with 3 or less children
(oddly, there was no family with 4 children in the sample).
Though the conflict was a nationwide phenomenon, its concentration mirrored its violent
birth and was concentrated in the western part of the country, with the heartland being
in the Mid-Western region (wherein lie Rukum and Rolpa). The sample reflected this
reality, though there was no particular dominance of groups that provided the initial
impetus for revolt. Magars, for instance, though central to the takeoff of the insurgency,
were prominently represented at battalion command level (3 of 5 in the sample) but

provided but one of the 6 brigade level (sample) command positions. As it is known that
key commanders were in fact both Magar and male, it is possible that a different result
would come from a reversed gender focus.
Regardless, Nepali was indicated in interviews as the movement language of command
and interaction, though other ranks spoke whatever worked best in particular
circumstances. Eye-witness accounts of Maoist assaults attest to the mix of languages
spoken by combatants.[33] There appear to be no extant accounts of dissension in the
ranks, and desertion was unusual, among women, very uncommon.
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You’re in the Army (PLA) Now
Actual entry into the Maoist movement was always through the Party. It was there that
socialization and indoctrination occurred. The youth of recruits, the well-developed
framing process inherent to people’s war in general and the Nepali version specifically,
and the commitment of veterans to the professed goal of societal transformation, all
served to facilitate the rapid absorption of a Marxist-Leninist vocabulary and analytical
approach to assessment and action. A system of commissars and consultative
mechanisms reinforced the communist nature of the endeavor.
The transition to combatant, when it came, was a natural evolution. The desire to
“make a difference” combined with the opportunity for direct action to propel most
subjects willingly into the ranks of the PLA. The rapid expansion of the organization
provided ample opportunity for advancement, and the Maoists demonstrated much
greater awareness and flexibility in their utilization of individual skills than the state.

It could hardly have been otherwise given the realities of insurgency. The old-order was
defending established prerogatives and procedures and deploying armed manpower as
such. There was minimal understanding of the need for a holistic approach through
whole-of-government mobilization that addressed the roots of conflict even as it
addressed insurgent message and strategy. To be fair, the state had such limited
means that it would have been in a difficult position regardless of approach. Still, its
rigidity and lack of imagination were to some extent overcome only when a parallel
military was in effect created through the formation of a U.S.-sponsored Ranger
capability and the simultaneous fielding of officers who were products of Western
military education and training, hence counterinsurgency thinking (which remains
dominated by nonkinetic aspects in theory if not always in practice).
In contrast, the new-order that was “the revolution” reflected the time-tested principles of
people’s war. This meant advancing on lines of effort that brought into play a correct
mix of kinetic and nonkinetic campaigns for the purpose of neutralizing state power at
the local level. Once the struggle to dominate the rural areas in order to encircle the
urban areas had progressed to the effort to impose strategic stalemate through
attacking the military head-on, a pronounced process of militarization put recruiting for
the PLA into overdrive. It was in this period that female commanders came into their
own. A combination of expansion and casualties (in what had been predominantly
male-held positions) resulted in numerous women advancing to command even as a
larger proportion of the line became female.
Estimates, as noted earlier, tend to throw out a figure of 40 percent, but this seems
unlikely when examining the bulk of the conflict. It was only a pronounced surge in
manpower recruitment that occurred after the collapse of the conflict’s second ceasefire,
which took up the first half of 2003 (and was tactical upon the part of the Maoists), that
saw a substantial increase in female numbers, perhaps to a third. Yet most of these
saw limited combat.
Neither, though, should this estimate be applied to the movement as a whole, where it is
entirely possible that figures for women could have reached 40 percent. It was in the
Party organizations, both political and military (i.e., local forces), that manpower was
concentrated. And at the local level, female participation, while not as widespread as
for males, did not lag substantially behind. Only in the actual implementation of
terrorism, as mentioned earlier, do women seem dramatically under-represented; and
no woman interviewed admitted to participation or even to witnessing such acts – which
were so numerous that they could not be missed – even as they would discuss, as
relevant, participation in the structured execution of “spies” (i.e., executions carried out
by PLA units responding to orders passed within the chain of command).
Regardless of the precise form of violence, for Nepali women to make the transition to
combatant status required a level of commitment and determination that was
commensurate with the societal barriers, both physical and mental, that stood in the
way to participation as equals in combat operations. At the operational level, few
allowances were made for male:female differences, particularly menses and pregnancy,
with a proportion of the interviewees having engaged in combat while in advanced
stages of pregnancy. The latter stemmed from consensual, officially-sanctioned

relationships only, because the movement maintained absolute control over
participants’ sexuality.
It was this equality of terms of service and participation in combat which has served to
spark a debate concerning the female empowerment involved. One position,
particularly those speaking from a radical perspective, lauded the trend and claimed it to
be transformative. An opposing position emphasized the tactical and contingent nature
of the equality, since the organization and its strategy remained, from first to last, a
male-dominated project. Hisila Yami, head of the All Nepal Women’s Association
(Revolutionary) and a Central Committee member, mentioned earlier, has been
regularly lauded by foreign commentators for her central position in opening up avenues
for women within the Maoist movement; but she in reality appears to have had little or
no influence upon decision-making. Her role stemmed principally from her marriage to
the longtime second ranking Maoist figure, Dr. Baburam Bhattarai.
Of greater moment were those female combatants who rose to PLA command
positions, but they, to a woman, in interviews, were those whose observations most
keenly reflected awareness of the limits imposed upon them by patriarchy – a term they
used readily (and correctly), though it is hardly one derived from Maoist idiom. As noted
earlier, no woman, regardless of combat attainment, was promoted to brigade
command during the conflict; and the sole woman to become a brigade commander,
Kamala Naharki aka Sapana (35 years [34]), was elevated only after the peace process
was initiated and the PLA had moved into regroupment camps. This was also the case
of important female battalion commanders such as Leela Sharmaaka Asmita (35),
Sushila Kumari Gautam aka Sushma (35), Sabrita Dura aka Astha (39), and Kushal
Rakshya (32), though the latter may have received her promotion just before
regroupment.
The one noticeable exception, Lila Mahara Paudel aka Kalpana (34), perhaps
emphasizes the point. Though she had an exceptional combat record, with command at
the intervening levels through brigade, she was but a brigade 2IC when peace came.
A number of explanations for this and other cases can be advanced. Kalpana herself
noted in a discussion, “It was because women started participating in the war later than
men. This is why there were fewer women in commanders’ positions. Women joined
later because of their lack of awareness. They needed to be oriented from scratch.”
To be sure, actual combat experiences varied, but the Nepali conflict had by November
2002 at Jumla already seen a significant massing of insurgent main force battalions that
sought to overrun government reinforced companies in defensive positions. Hence
combatants were exposed to both small tactical actions and major engagements
consequent to operational art, with converging columns, simultaneous attacks
nationwide to confuse and diminish response, and integrated nonkinetic elements such
as propaganda and front activity deployed to force-multiply. Women successfully
commanded such actions and often had time-in-grade similar to men, so Kalpana’s
explanation requires further examination.
All major tactical actions embodied in operational art unfolded according to regularly
promulgated strategic plans that explicitly sought political effects from the marriage of
kinetic and nonkinetic actions. These were carefully explained before operations, then

critiqued in after-action sessions. In interviews, women time and again emphasized the
liberating and empowering impact of such consultation.
Legacy of War
The overt phase of conflict was 1996-2006. Thereafter, 2006-2016, a covert effort was
waged to seize power using paramilitary forces, notably the Young Communist League
(YCL) and student organizations.[35] Most female combatants appear not to have
participated in this second decade of strife, though certainly some did, as well as many
female Party activists. Leadership of the effort was, as during the overt phase,
essentially male. Nonparticipation in the main, however, stemmed from the most prosaic
of causes: domesticity.
Even as women advanced in the combatant ranks, profound political changes saw the
reigning monarch declare royal rule in early 2005.[36] This had the effect of sidelining
the legal political parties, which, under Indian auspices (New Delhi marching to its own
regional hegemonic requirements), formed a united front with the Maoists to overthrow
the monarchy. Once achieved, though, this action gave way to the violent transitional
period noted above. As decided at a key September 2005 strategy meeting, the
Maoists had opted for peace as a tactical gambit.
Already in control of 80 percent of the population, they intended the “post-war” period to
provide access to the “white areas” (i.e., those under state control) and the opportunity
for mass, decisive action (i.e., an urban uprising) in these same areas.[37]Central to this
strategy was the peace provision that placed both the military and the PLA in
supervised areas, the former in its normal barracks, the latter in newly constructed
regroupment camps.
Even as the PLA moved into these camps, though, key PLA personnel moved out into
the YCL, with their places taken by local forces and new recruits. It was this reality that
opened up the brigade level command slots (albeit 2IC) for women. In fact, though
some women moved laterally into the paramilitary YCL, most did not.
Instead, as the years wore on – five, altogether – marriage and starting a family became
the chosen course of action. Potential partners were overwhelmingly selected through
traditional pairing procedures, though in the revolutionary movement, choice was
always necessary. In pairing, as well, traditional norms asserted themselves, with the
male often of senior rank to the female.
Not traditional at all, however, was the overwhelming domination of out-marriage (i.e.,
intercommunal pairings). This breaking of the mold obviously extended, examination
indicated, to the actual nature of the spousal relationships.
Ironic, given the explicit targeting of “bourgeois education” by the Maoists, was the total
commitment to education of their children expressed by every interviewee. Though
several did not yet have children (and couple of them have remained single), most had
two or more and (as determined through the interview process) were going to
exceptional lengths to see to their education.
It was the loss of their own educational opportunities which was most regretted by many
of the ex-combatants when asked to reflect upon their choice “to join the revolution,” the

terminology used by all. None, though, felt that they were taken advantage of with
respect to their youth. Rather, they compared themselves to those populations which
found themselves savagely occupied in wartime and hence produced resistance
movements in which all, regardless of age or gender, participated.
Most now see value in the armed political project to which they committed themselves,
and most see profound change in Nepali society as a result of their efforts.
Simultaneously, though, there is a mix of wistfulness at unrealized potential
accompanied by bitterness, often very direct even extreme, directed at senior Party
figures who it is felt have parlayed their position atop rapidly changing circumstances
into power and wealth. In contrast, a large proportion of the combatants, certainly
many below officer rank, have struggled.
This reality has been extensively covered in Nepali and some foreign outlets.[38]Many
of the women interviewed, both those questioned in-depth and those of the more brief
encounters, had been wounded; they spoke of symptoms that clearly were associated
with PTSS; and they noted the profound disconnect they now experienced with a still
very traditional society. As a private self-help organization, Ex-PLA Women’s
Academywas formed in 2013 but proceeds with limited funding.
None of the support network that came into being in the U.S. with the return of the First
World War veterans exists in Nepal. Demobilization, when it finally came, brought a
lump sum payment, which the astute parlayed into employment or lodging; but for most,
it was too little to make up for youth devoted to a great cause which had given way to a
new-order that looked remarkably like the old.
This bears comment. Speaking as a longtime observer, I find Nepal has advanced
considerably in the past two decades. The key question is whether violence was
necessary to achieve that end. The question was put to every interviewee. The
answers should give pause.
Most women were obviously empowered personally by their experiences and their
Marxist-Leninist education, especially officers. Experiences allowed the breaking of
societal strictures and the growth that went with command and achievement under the
most severe circumstances. The particular education of Marxist-Leninism, driven
overwhelmingly by the need to identify contradictions and to rank order enemies,
provided a methodology to structurally analyze society and its shortfalls. Unfortunately,
as Max Weber is purported to have observed, Marx was 100 percent correct, he simply
[in claiming all stemmed from economics] missed two-thirds of reality, the other legs of
the stool being status and politics.
Though I found none who had heard of Weber, the interviewees know they are missing
something, and they label it “education.” They are determined to see that their children
are schooled, and a majority spoke bitterly of their youthful acceptance of the Maoist
line that they were receiving “bourgeois education” that was “useless.” They are not
completely sure what a good education looks like, but they know what they have
learned in the Party is not sufficient. In fact, it is the remaining legs of the Weberian
analytical triad that are missing. Not one of the interviewees today supports the notion
that class trumps all.

Worse, with Leninism thrown in atop Marxism, they have an approach for destruction
but none for construction. Nepali Maoism, to return to the point made at the beginning of
this article, exults as the zenith of human progress what in reality was one of its great
depths, the Cultural Revolution. Not even acknowledged by the Maoist leadership – I
know this from interviews with them – is the reality that the abomination of Pol Pot’s
“Year Zero” resulted from an attempt to out-Maoist the Maoists. To take this a step
further, every interviewee was asked, beyond jus ad bellum (i.e., was it right to go to
war, to use violence?),to reflect upon jus in bello (i.e., the conduct of the war). The
inability to grapple with this issue has already been noted.
Senior figures, however, to include all those at the brigade level, were keenly aware of
the strategic approach integral to people’s war: the need to destroy the old-order to
create the new. This meant, as articulated directly by all, that the power of the state –
exerted through its personnel and institutions in local areas – had to be neutralized. To
the extent this could only be achieved with violence, then such was reality.
The obvious contradiction in this analysis, particularly when the object is a democratic
state, however imperfect, was long ago addressed by Lenin. It is the vanguard party, he
stated, that is the bearer of correct interpretation of societal realities and the necessary
way forward. That position, as irony would predict, was offered by no interviewee,
regardless of current level of political awareness or involvement.
***
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