Amish Raj Mulmi. 2021. All Roads Lead North: Nepal’s Turn to China.
Chennai: Context.

In his debut non-fictional account of Nepal’s engagement with China,
Amish Raj Mulmi brings to the attention of his readers, the economic
geographies of Nepal’s trans-Himalayan region, and the recent socio-political
factors influencing Nepal’s relation with her neighbors. Mulmi records
historical and contemporary voices, opinions and narratives of individuals,
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representatives and experts, illustrating well-plaited documentation of the
shaping and reshaping of regional geopolitical dynamics. Beginning with
the mid-twentieth century, Mulmi’s historical lens directs the readers from
Nepal up towards her northern borderland, exploring how this relationship
has evolved, developed and strengthened since. This book has three parts
that mark three separate periods of continual and overlapping discussion.
Mulmi explains these debates through well-researched descriptions along
with their complexity within distinct timeframes.

It all begins in Kathmandu, in the living room of Pragya Ratna Tuladhar,
a Newar trader who reminisces about his early trade expedition to Lhasa.
Through Tuladhar’s gaze, readers are introduced to Nepal-Tibet relations up
to the 1950s. The first part of the book recounts the lives and lived experiences
of the people living in the less formal economies of trans-Himalayan Nepal
and Tibet. Mulmi, through his travels and the collection of oral histories
and personal accounts of the people he meets, familiarizes the readers with
the current political geography of the region. These narratives are situated
within the larger theme of Nepal’s struggle to delineate her northern border
regions, while also acknowledging her deep reliance on China. It is this
complex situation that Mulmi aptly puts forth: “From Nepal comes the flag.
The rest, from China” (p. 26).

Part I of the book helps to frame a historical understanding of Nepal’s
northern “borderlands” by discussing the entwined dependence of Nepal’s
trans-Himalayan people historically on Nepal and Tibet and now on China
as the region’s political power centers shift. Part two deals with the “modern
history of Nepal-China relations, and how India and China are always in
Kathmandu’s calculus” (p. 141). It touches on key developments that have
played fundamental roles in shaping Nepal’s relations with her neighbors
focusing on events in Nepal’s modern political history and their impact on
the geopolitics of the South Asian region. Mulmi writes about the broader
implications of the Dalai Lama’s exile in India as well as the influx of Tibetan
refugees to Nepal. He grounds his account through the stories of stateless
Tibetans living in Nepal. Their efforts to “rearrange their life to suit a new
geography and culture” (p. 109) ranged from adjusting to a new diet to try
to keep their history alive in the absence of books or other written records
of the past.

Part II begins by documenting the political history between Nepal and
China and the role of the Naxalite revolution of India in the growth of
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communism in Nepal. “In Nepal, the Chinese brand of communism would
travel by road—perhaps, not in a taxi cab, as King Mahendra had quipped,
but travel it would” (p. 88).

The ideological war between the first and the second worlds from the
1960s through the 1990s had implications for Nepal. Nepal became a
battleground between superpowers through “politics around foreign aid, or
the Tibetan guerrillas funded by the CIA operating out of its soil” (p. 78).
More recently, “Kathmandu’s gigantic pursuit of a train from Lhasa” (p.
75), has fueled India’s discomfort. Part Two of the book contributes to the
understanding of communism in Nepal, which helps the readers understand
contemporary Nepal-China relations while making the distinction from the
Chinese communism discussed in the next part of the book.

Part III builds on themes introduced earlier in the book by tracing their
developments toward the present. Mulmi begins by continuing the discussion
of the complexities between Nepal and China over the “soft spot of Tibet”
(p- 152), and the recent, more aggressive involvement of Western actors in
this situation. He explains, at length, China’s serious concerns and insecurity
related to the separatism advocated by Tibetan exiles. This part focuses on
the simmering geopolitical tussle—in the form of foreign direct investments
and foreign aid—coexisting alongside a tense “friendship” between China
and the United States. Against the backdrop of India’s 2015 blockade of
Nepal (what Mulmi calls “India’s peak policy failure in Nepal” [p. 158]),
he suggests that China-Nepal bilateral discourse now manifests in unique
ways. The blockade’s fallout includes increased Nepal/China economic
engagement through the private sector, and “government-to-government
high-value investment in infrastructure and hydropower projects, with
Chinese state-backed companies” (p. 188).

Meanwhile, Nepal has also realized the potential of Chinese tourists and
has “reoriented itself for the Chinese visitors” (p. 194). With the current
loss of India’s “political credibility” (p. 159) working as a catalyst, Nepal’s
attention is now fixed on Chinese markets and catering to China’s demands
for high-altitude Nepali resources such as medicinal herbs and fungus. Also,
there is an increase in the number of Nepali students and academics studying
in mainland China. “From government officials to journalists, China offers
several scholarships for Nepali professionals, besides training programmes
in Nepal itself” (p. 207), which is a noteworthy trend in Mulmi’s view.
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Mulmi’s book is a Nepali perspective and narrative on Nepal’s recent
geopolitical shift towards China. It is a perspective on which enough has
been written by academics, journalists and other writers. Regular newspaper
articles, opinion pieces and literature briefs come out every year on the topic
within and outside of Nepal and this is what makes it more challenging for
any writer to make their mark. What separates Mulmi’s writing from them all
is the style of the narrative he weaves. The personal accounts help Mulmi to
justify the intricacies of the political and economic transformations that shape
Nepal’s reality today. With his storytelling style, he carries his readers along
with him—while he is on the truck in Nyalu Pass, sitting behind Pasang’s
bike in Kora La, or with Palden in his empty tent at a trade fair. Through his
narrative, readers recognize the splendor of the under-construction Chinese
projects and the overconstructed aspirational values the marginal people
attach to them. He uses these personal yarns to take the readers back and
forth in time, and for them to make sense of the present and the past. Mulmi
has his reader’s attention, and when not, he brings a personal anecdote that
draws them right back to his book.

Mulmi’s writing is layered and he refrains from the romanticism of any
kind. He writes of the ones left behind and of the disquiet of the ones that
went to new places. For instance, while including life stories of people such
as Penpa Tsering’s wrongful deportation from Nepal or Loden Chokse’s life
in the Tashiling settlements in Pokhara, Mulmi not only focuses on their new
relationships with places or people but also on the reshaping of the existing
ones while addressing the trauma they led to in the process. He writes of the
people on the geographical peripheries and documents their experiences in a
way that separates and acknowledges the nuanced differences between them
thereby avoiding the kind of reductionist characterizations found in much
dominant policy works produced in New Delhi and Kathmandu.

Mulmi is not an academic by training but he is a proficient and established
writer, hence the focus of this review is on the ideas he shares. One of the
major issues that troubled me during the entirety of the book was the missing
perspectives and narratives from women. Although in the initial chapter of
his book he mentions the challenges of Newar and Tibetan women at large,
as a reader one can be curious to know what is happening with the sisters,
daughters, wives and mothers of the men we are introduced to. The topic
deserves attention rather than assuming that it is too obvious to mention.
Critiquing the existing literature on the Newar traders, he remarks, “Rare
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still is the presence of women—either the wives the men left behind in
Kathmandu, or the women they married in Tibet” (p. 18). Ironically, the
same absence can be felt in Mulmi’s book.

The secondary sources Mulmi cites in his book, apart from the media
articles, are works of seasoned academicians such as Galen Murton, Tina
Harris and others. This is admirable because one of the biggest challenges
that current academic literature struggles with is the extent of its reach and
Mulmi’s book has surely contributed to bridging this gap. But these scholars’
opinions are already well-established in academic circles. There still is a huge
potential to introduce diverse, new and less familiar opinions and discourses
of lesser-known Nepali academicians, contributions that are important but
have yet to achieve broader circulation.

On the topic of missing and lesser-known opinions, it would have been
interesting to know how scholarly or popular works in Tibetan and Chinese
have approached matters that Mulmi discusses in the book. This would have
undoubtedly required language competencies or collaborations that were
outside the scope of the book. Perhaps this can be a topic for future research
on Nepal-China relations.

As a researcher studying Chinese infrastructural investments in Nepal,
I feel that this book is one of the pertinent readings from the contemporary
literature available on the geopolitics of the trans-Himalayan region and
South Asia at large. It is a good entry point not only for those interested in
international relations but for anyone eager to understand the shaping and
reshaping of the recent geopolitical structure in Nepal. Mulmi has spent
enough time researching and reviewing the available literature on the topic,
which is reflected in the clarity and understanding with which he writes.
Much of Mulmi’s book compiles existing scholarly and historical materials,
but he also contributes his and others’ personal stories and experiences. These
stories are what makes this work interesting and distinct.
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