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Prashant Jha’s reporting and commentary on the political upheaval following
the Maoist conflict has been one of the most insightful in Nepali journalism.
Battles of the New Republic is, as the author himself states, “an attempt to
not merely look at wars and movements, but what happens after them” (p.
xxv). The core of the book, therefore, focuses not on the conflict, but on
its political aftermath. The poet John Godfrey Saxe once said “laws, like
sausages, cease to inspire respect in proportion as we know how they are
made.” Jha’s book does exactly that. It provides a window through which one
can understand how backroom deals and conspiracies have shaped Nepal’s
political reality since the end of the war.

Battles of the New Republic is divided into four ‘books,” or chapters,
each one covering a different angle of the political transition. This is not
an academic book, but rather a journalistic account. It also includes some
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biographical insights which reflect Jha’s personal investment in the political
transformation of the country over the years.

Book One, ‘Politics of Gradual Revolution,’ is, in essence, a brisk
summary of the actual conflict, its origins, development and conclusion. It
includes profile sketches of the two main leaders of the then Communist
Party of Nepal (Maoist), Prachanda, the charismatic leader, and Baburam
Bhattarai, the ideologue. Alongside them, two party cadres are also profiled,
Mal Bahadur Budhamagar, representing the rural poor, and Krishna K.C., a
student activist. The overall narrative is one sympathetic to the Maoist cause,
which would not be a surprise to anyone who has followed Jha’s writing
over the years. While the profile sketches provide an overview of the type
of actors involved in the Maoist party and the reasons that made them join
the insurgency, overall, the chapter does not provide much new information
to the student of Nepali politics. If the reader is interested in an in-depth
account of the conflict itself, picking up Aditya Adhikari’s The Bullet and
the Ballot Box (Adhikari 2014) would be her best option.

It is in chapter two, ‘Politics of Partial Sovereignty,” when the book really
starts to show its true worth. The author uses the events in May 2009, when
Prachanda resigned as Prime Minister after his failure to remove General
Rukmangad Katawal as head of the Nepal Army, to introduce the theme
of India as a powerful actor in Nepali domestic politics. The considerable
influence India has over Nepali political actors and its role as powerbroker
is a well known, and often resented, factor in Nepali public life. However,
Jha’s account is fascinating and extremely insightful. It unearths both the
extent of that influence, as when Delhi propped up Madhav Kumar Nepal
to become Prime Minister after Prachanda’s resignation, but also how the
Nepali political parties maneuver to ensure India’s interference would be
in their favor. The author shows off his unmatched list of Indian sources as
these are paraded through the chapter, from ambassadors, to Research and
Analysis Wing (RAW) officials, intellectuals and military personnel.

Most relevant in the chapter, however, is Jha’s personal analysis of India’s
strategy, “‘engage, coerce, divide, frustrate, exhaust, corrupt, lure, repeat
the cycle, and give nothing” (p. 144), and reasoning for involvement. He
dismisses the orthodox Left’s dependency theory-inspired thesis that it is all
a ploy to keep Nepal dependent to serve India’s economic interests. Instead
he argues for an Indian realist approach to international relations, one in
which security concerns play a greater role. The chapter also provides an
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interesting analysis of the upheavals of the relationship between the Maoists
and India. The latter’s mistrust is often positively correlated with the struggle
between the former’s two ideological camps. On the one hand, the moderate
and Delhi-friendly Bhattarai faction and on the other, the radical one led by
Mohan Vaidya ‘Kiran;” with Prachanda, as party chairman, pivoting between
both according to political interests.

Chapter three, ‘Politics of Inclusive Nationalism,’ is the most personal,
as the author immerses himself into the world of Madhesi politics as a
Madhesi journalist. The chapter begins with an account of his own personal
experience with discrimination as a Madhesi in Kathmandu. This is followed
by an account of the death of Ramesh Mahato in Lahan in 2007, which
sparked the first Madhesi andolan and the political outcome of which was
the inclusion of the federal clause in the Interim Constitution of 2007. The
value of the chapter, however, comes from Jha’s attempt to deconstruct the
political dynamics of Madhesi politics. This is a much neglected topic in
Nepali academia and journalism, despite both its significant parliamentary
and social importance in the future stability of the Nepali state.

His deconstruction begins, first, with an analysis of King Mahendra’s
assimilationist nation-building strategy in the 1960s, in which the internal
colonization of the Tarai was a key pillar. Controlling the Tarai was important
because, as the author points out, the Nepali Congress had its stronghold
there and the ruling elite mistrusted Madhesis because their loyalties were
seen to lie with India. Jha continues by explaining the awakening of the
Madhesi political consciousness during the Panchayat period and finally,
providing glimpses of the current socio-economic situation in the region,
including the impact that migrant labor is having in challenging traditional
social structures in the Tarai.

When dealing with the Madhesi context during the transition, the chapter
provides valuable insights in two areas. First, on how institutional and social
discrimination led to the politicization of young Madhesis. This is illustrated
through the story of Tula Narayan Sah, a young journalist, whose identity
and political consciousness were awakened when confronting discrimination
in his student days in Kathmandu. His choices, in the words of the author,
“were not the result of abstract theoretical principles, but sprang from what
life had thrown at him” (p. 217). The second area is that of how Madhesi
parties dealt politically with the significant leverage they had in the first
Constituent Assembly (CA). Both their political maneuvering during the
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election of President Ram Baran Yadav and the continuous splits within the
different parties are good illustrations of this. Jha should also be praised
for providing room in the chapter for other voices critical of the Madhesi
movement within the Tarai, in particular those of Muslims and Tharus, as well
as highlighting the issue of caste discrimination within the movement itself.

In the fourth and final chapter, ‘Politics of Shanti-Sambidhan’ [Politics
of Peace-Constitution], the author focuses on two sets of events, which
perfectly illustrate the crumbling of the hopes of many Nepalis for a ‘Naya
Nepal,’ particularly those that supported the Maoists. The first event, related
to the peace process, is the revolt of former Maoist combatants living in UN
cantonments in April 2012 which led to Maoist Prime Minister Baburam
Bhattarai, at the behest of Prachanda, sending in the Nepal Army to restore
order. This move was seen by many in the Maoist camp as a betrayal of their
former Commander-in-Chief. The second event is that of the final days of
negotiations in the first CA as the final deadline for the promulgation of the
constitution in May 2012 approached. It is the chronicle of this second event
in which Jha puts on display his immense talent for story-telling. ‘Death of
a Dream,’ the title of this sub-section, is both a frustrating and fast-paced
report of the tensions, last minute negotiations and backroom dealings in
the last days of the first CA.

The book is not without fault, however. As we have noted earlier, the first
chapter is certainly the weakest, perhaps in part because the author knew
that Adhikari, a close friend and colleague, was writing his own book on the
topic. A second and, in my view, a much more important one is that one of
Jha’s strengths, his invaluable connections to leaders in India, Kathmandu
and the Tarai, is also the source of the book’s main weakness, its skewness.
There is very little in the book about the political struggle of other minorities
beyond Madhesis. Neither Janajatis nor women are given a voice. This
is a point that has already been raised by members of the feminist group
Chaukath (Pudasaini and Sharma Pokharel 2014). Equally, while there is a
passing mention to the role of China as a political actor in chapter two, this
is only in relation to the wider context of India’s strategy. Because of this, as
the political commentator C.K. Lal pointed out at the launch of the book in
Kathmandu, it can’t objectively be called ‘A Contemporary History of Nepal.’

The book could have also benefited from a clearer chronological structure,
although it is fair to point out that the timeline provided at the beginning
of the book is helpful. While I agree that theme-based chaptering works
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best, the ability of the reader to relate different events that are happening
parallel in time but analyzed in different chapters weakens her ability to put
together a general picture of the overall period. Finally, I find the lack of a
bibliography unhelpful.

Having said that, overall, this is an excellent book. It benefits from Jha’s
two strengths. First, few other journalists in Nepal would have been able to
amass such a large and diverse set of views and opinions from people on the
know on what was really going on in Nepal during those years. And second,
he is not just a reporter, but a political analyst, and the book is strengthened
by his insights which enrich and make sense of a political process that for
most is, more often than not, completely unintelligible. For a country in
which political elites have a strong distaste for transparency and public
deliberation, this book is invaluable to understand why the first CA failed
and why Nepal is where it is today.
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