
WOMEN AND POLITICS IN NE PAL : 

SMALL ACTORS, BIG ISSUE 

Ste phani e Tawa Lama 

Nepal was represented at Beijing's 1995 International Conference on 
Women by two delegations, the official/government one, and the NGOs 
(Non-Government Organisations). The conference involved an entire 
year of preparation, including the elaboration of several concurring 
reports on the status of women in Nepal', and harsh negot iations as to 
who (individuals and institutions) would take part in this prestigious 
event l . 

What happened in view of the Beijing Conference actually 
summar ises the ambiguous position of women towards politics in Nepal. 
On olle hand, women are political actors: they are voters. political 
activists, electoral candidates, even, ministers. On the other hand, 
women are a political issue; their status and rights are debated in the 
elected assemblies and in the media, and a whole range of various 
programmes, both national and international, are specifically aimed al 
them. 

shall first try to assess the presence of women in the main 
political institutions of the country: where are women on the Nepalese 
political scene? Who are they? Do they have specific functions? 

The women Members of Parliament (MPs), insofar as they are 
supposed to be experts on women's issues, thus appear as privileged 
targets for the feminist lobby. They constitute the very nexus where 
women as political actors and women as a political theme overlap. How 

, Among these reports, see me c()Untry Reporl. HMG Ptanning Commission Sccretarinl, 
nnd me report prepared by the Ic flist NGO tNliURED. 
, See Gururaj Loimel, "Women·s Issucs- . The Independent, Janunry 25, ]995. Regarding 
the impact of the Beijing conference on the Nepalese delegations. sce Beyond Iile 
COIiference. a bullctin publishcd by the Royal Danish Embassy, Kammandu. January 
1996. 



women's issues are dealt with by the non-government sector will be the 

focus of the last part of this paper, 

A first question to ask about the political participation of women 

in Nepal could be: where are the women in the Nepalese pol,it,ical are~a? 
Some figures about the proponion of women in various political parties 
and elected bodies since the 1990 Jana Andolan will help define our 

object, 

In lhe popular uprising of early 1990, which put an end to three 
decades of the Panchayat system and established a parliwn~n,tary 
monarchy instead, women' s participation at various I ~vels was, vIsible, 
They took part in demonstrations and rallies along wnh men 10 many 
cities where the "Movement for the Restoration of Democracy" was 
active, and they organised their own demonstrations tOO, as did for 
instance students and teachers at the female college of Padma Kanya 

(Achar ya, 1991 : 8; Yami , 1990: 30-3 1), 

Moreover, the leader of the United Left From, a coalition ~f 
seven leftist panics (along with the Nepali Congress, the malO 
protagonist of the movement) was a woman, Sahana, Pradhan, a 
prominent Communist activist and the widow of a Commumst leader, 

The movement aimed cssent ia!!y a! eS!.!Iblishing a multiparty 
democracy, as opposed 10 the former regime. which defined itself as a 
"partyless democracy", The political panies that had so far been 

underground could then come OUI in the open. 

How important is the presence of women 10 the differ,ent parti~s? 
Since no party in 1994 could provide any reliable mformallon 
concerning its members at the gras.'i-rOOts level, I shall here focus 
exclusively on the highest level of the organisations' hierarchies, ~he 
percentage of women in the respective central commillees of the five 
largest partics represented in Parliament in 1994 was ~I % for t~e 
NepaJi Congress, 8% for the Communist Party (UOIIed ,MarXist 
Leninist). 5% for Ihe United People Front. 2% for the GoodWill Party 
and 7% for the National Democratic Party, No woman is a party leader 

in any of these organisations, 
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However, since the 19505 when the Nepali Congress and the 
Communist Party (later subdivided into numerous factions) were 
fo unded, a number of affiliated or "sister" organisations, were also 
created, Among them were women's organisations, meant to deal 
specifically with "women's issues", One could therefore consider taking 
into account these women's organisations in an anempt [0 assess the 
posilion of women in Nepalese political panies. But these organisations 
are obviously auxiliary to the party 10 which they are affiliated; their 
role is mainly a su pportive one, 

Student associations are another kind of sister -organisation, that 
structure political life on the campuses, Seven out of the eleven women 
present in Parliament in 1994 began their political careers as student 
act ivists within the sNdent organisation of the parly to which they now 
belong, and only two women did it within the framework of the 
women's organisation of their party, This suggests that among the 
parties' sister -organisations, student organisations are more able than 
women's in providing effective political training, 

When King Birendra announced in April 1990 that all Panchayat 
system institutions had been dissolved, an interim government was 
immediately for med under Prime Minister Krishna Prasnd Bhallarai, In 
it Sahana Pradhan became the Minister of Commerce and Industry. It 

was the first time in Nepal that a woman minister was given a portfolio 
other than Education and/or Social Welfare. The tendency to confine 
women 10 these fields, implying that their political roles should be 
eXlensions of thei r traditional. social roles is not, however, specific to 
Nepal. 

In May 1991, the first democratic elections in thirty years took 
place 10 elect members of the Lower I·louse of Parliament, and in 1992 
local elections were organised at the level of Village Development 
Comminees (VDCs) and the level of District Development Comm ittees 
(ODe,). 

How did women fa re in this new democrat ic exercise? Studies on 
Nepalese voters so far are extremely scarce, It is thus quite difficult to 
say anything about women voters), My personal observat ions on a 

• Sec N~paltJ~ Vmefl, ~N~pa1 Natil)N11 Elect/ulI SJU'll~y, 199r, A Surv~y R~PfJ'r, PUlilical 
Science Associalion of Nepal (POLSAN), K!lhm:andu, t99I , 
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voting day" in a remote village of Kathmandu Constituency Number 
One. however, indicate that voting is a prestigious and entertaining 
activity. Women and men were willing to walk several hours fo r that 
purpose. and women also wore their beSt clothes for the occasion. 

As far as elections to Par liament are concerned. the 1990 
constitution. drafted by a male-only constitut ional committee, makes it 
compulsory for political parties to field at least 5% womcn among thei r 
candidates to the Lower House in order to be registered by the Elect ion 
Comm ission_ The constitution also rules Ihat at least three women 
should be appointed to the Upper House of Parliament. 

Do the figures on the participation of women in elections, small as 
they are, indicate that democracy has meant a fairer redistribution of 
power for women as well? Available data suggest that women have 
gained naching with the new democracy in terms of access to political 
decision-making. In 1991 and 1994, the proportion of women among 
candidates was between 5% and 6%, and women parlimentarians 
accounted for barely 4% of members of the Lower 1·louseS. The number 
of women members in Ihe Upper House of Parliament has never 
exceeded three. The constitutional provisions presented as measures 
intended to increase the political participation of women appear to 
define maximum rather than minimum figures. Moreover. women 
benefiting from these measures are not considered as genuine, valuable 
politicians. Parties are reluctant 10 field women candidates, as Ihey are 
assumed 10 be weaker in political rivalr ies; they are usually sent to the 
most hostile constituencies' where their chances of winning are very 
small, A view commonly expressed is that well-known political activists. 
like Sahana Pradhan of the Communist Party (UML) or Shailaja 
Acharya of the Nepali Congress, should not be counted among the 5% 
of women candidates. "They try to keep even the capable women within 
the 5%," the Nepali Congress MP Mina Pandey revealed 10 me. 

• Following the dealtl of Lhc former representative of Lhc constituellCY, Madan Bhandari 
(CPN·UML), a by-election took ptnce on February 1, t994. The main opponcm~ were the 
widow of Vidtlya BtI!IIldari and Kri ~tlnJ Pr3sad Btlaltarai (NC), For further details. sce 
St~ptlanic_ Tawa-Lama (1995) "Political Panicipa.lion of Women in Nepal". in Dtlruba 
Kumar (Ed.). Stall:. Poli/ics (lnd ~(lduship i" Nepal. Ka.thmandu. CNAS. Tribhuvan 
University ; 116-111. 
• Souree : Election Commission. 
• GiLt Wagky (NcpaH Congress actlyist). pcrsoood communication. August 1994. 
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As we have seen. the interim government included one woman 
minister , as did the government formed after the Nepali Congress' 
victory in 199 1. Shai1aja Acharya, the niece of Prime Minister Gi rija 
Prasad Koirala. was then given the portfolio of Forest and Soil 
Conservation. Since she resigned in 1992 the Nepalese governmentS 
have been composed exclusively of men7 . 

How can lhe poor presence of women in the main Nepalese 
poli tical institut ions be explained? Anthropological studies of Nepalese 
society have shown Ihal, as far as the status of women is concerned. 
most groups can be characterised as "dichotomic". i.e., with a clear 
distinction between the public and the private spheres (Acharya & 
Bennell, 1982). Women in this pattern belong to the private sphere and 
are largely excluded from the public sphere to which politics belong. 

The majority of Nepalese women are largely deprived, due to 

their status', of the pr imary poli tical resources: money. physical 
mobility. contacts, info rmat ion. education and time. "Going into the 
field is difficult," said one woman candidate of the Communist Party
United, "Women fear the violence, and above all, women involved in 
politics are poorly thought Of'9. Their reputations are at stake; 
"character assassination is the main thing," said Durga Ghimire. 
explaining why she had given up politics. The NepaJi Congress MP Otet 
Kumari Dahal was accused of neglecting her home and fami ly because 
of pOlitical ambitions, a characteristic regarded as unsuitable for 
women, 

Periods of cr isis provide all exception in this regard. Many studies 
on the political participation of women world-wide have shown that 
women do participate in great numbers in critical political events, such 
as movements for independence or democracy, as was the case in Nepal 
in 1990. On these exceptional occasions. according 10 Pearson. women's 
participation makes the movement a universal one, because women 
symbolically bring the private sphere into the public olle when they join 

, Mrs Lila Koir.lla, ho .... ever, W:l,S appointed Minister of Women and Social Welfare ill 
December t99S. 
'For insigtlt into the lives of Nepalese .... omen, sce The S/(//u,r of WO"'t~ j~ Ntpai ( 1919. 
198 t), Kattlmandu, CEDA. Tribhuyan University. for a mon:: theon::tical approach of the 
sta[~s of .... omen in Hinduism, sce Michacl Alien, & S.N. Mukhcrjcc ( 199() Womt~ i~ 
!ruf!(I ~ Ntpal. New Delhi, Sterling Publishers. 

Nma Klran Sun .... ar, pcrwnal communication, November 1994. 
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the demonstrations. showing in this way that the entire society is 
concerned with the crisis (Pearson. 1981 :175). 

As soon as the crisis is defused, however, women usually go back 
to thei r former, distant position vis-a-vis politics, This was very 
conspicuous in Nepal. where no woman was appointed to the comm ittee 

in char ge of drafting the new constitution. 

Who then are the few women able to resist this general trend? A 
closer look at the eleven women MPs interviewed in 1994 will help 
distinguish some favourable factors that suggest affinities with .a South 
Asian pattern of women's access to political posts. as described by 
Richter. Three main characteristics may "explain why these women 
were able to transcend their gender" (Richter , 1990-1991 : 530). 

First, out of eleven MPs, eight were older than 40. an age when 
most Nepalese women are mothers-in-law and acqu ire with this status 
more power in the household, more freedom of expression and of 

action. 

Secondly, as far as education is concerned. ten out of eleven 
women MPs had reached at least the level of the Intermediate of Arts 
degree, in comparison to 1.4% of Nepalese women at this level. 

Last!y, only five ef !hese women .,....~re pre.<;ently married:. two 
were single. and fou r were widows - among them, three of promlllent 
political leaders. The status of widows is generally low in Nepalese 
society. but Ihe political world provides an exception in this regar~, 
Being the widow of a renowned politician is a most valuable asset III 

following a political career for several reasons. First. one of the main 
hindrances to female political activism is female seclusion, Women 
whose families have a tradition of political activism are more likely than 
others 10 be able to commit themselves politically, because they will 
then be in contact with people already known to the family circle. More 
importantly. in the case of widows, "women a~e pcrcei~e~ as beh~v.ing 
appropriately in politics when they are perceIved as fllhng a polmcal 
void created by the death ! ... \ of a male family member" (Richter, 1990-

19910526), 

6 

Does this small minority of women politicians have a special role 
to play in Nepalese politics? Are there political tasks allotted to women 
only? 

Many of the women interviewed regreued the tokenism prevalent 
in the decision to include a woman in such or such a body. A basic 
function of women in Nepalese political life could actually be 
"decorative"IO, 

But some sexual division of political work emerges in the 
electoral campaigns. Women. whether members of the party or of its 
women's organiSltion, are in charge of most of the door~to-door 

campaigning. This could add fuel to the idea that women add a privale 
dimension to politics, thus "universalising" the event. Going from one 
house to another in order to bring political propaganda into the very 
heart of the domestic world does indeed rupture Ihe clear distinction 
between the private and public spheres. 

At another level, women Members of Par liament are allowed one 
speciality, if any, women's issues. Being female. they are supposed to be 
experts and major advocates of this cause11

• which. by the way, further 
diminishes the prestige auached to the issue, f-i=re, women Members of 
Parliament have to deal with the non-governmental sector. As women 
politicians they are indeed privileged targets for the femini st lobby, 
primarily composed of "women for women" NGOs (WNGOs). 

Moreover, some of these women MPs are themselves members of 
the Women Security Pressure Group (WSPG) created in June 1992 10 
deal with increasing occurrences of sexual violence IIgainst female 
children. The WSPG is basically an association of associations, and the 
women's organisations affiliated with the main political parties, as well 
as most WNGDs, arc its members. It actually seems that besides the 
political bodies. WNGOs compete as possible sites for representation, 
mobilisation and the collective action of women. 

The popularity of NGDs after 1990 was onc of the most dramatic 
consequences of the liberalisation of the regime. Nepalese NGDs are 

:; :h~ Sratus of Women in Ntpal (1979·/980) , Kathrnandu, CEDA. Trlbhuvan University • 
. Women w~ aln::ady hold polilical posilions need empowerment in order to effectively 

~7~g ""omen's Issues 10 the fOldronl and to facilitate the dcsin::d chanses" (HMO, 1994: 
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usually supported by foreign agencies, whether .gover.nm~ntal or 
private. Nepal has been heavily dependent on fo reIgn aId Slll~ the 
overthrow of the Rana rule and today this is very much apparent III the 

women's development sector. 

Women were conceptualised from the 1970s on as an important 
resource of development worldwide, and development rhetoric has 
evolved from the "integration of women in development" theory to the 

present "gender and development" stand. 

The impact of the Women's Decade (1976-1985) heralded b~ the 
United Nations was very conspicuous in Nepal. In 1975. internatIOnal 
Women's Year. the Sixth Amendment to the Civi l Code, improving 
women's rights in the fie lds of property and family law, was adopted. 
The Women' s Decade also resulted in the publication of the most 

. . f N pl 
extensive research work on women in various commumlles 0 epa . 

From then on, women's issues were dealt with at the 
governmental level. "In tune with the World Plan o~ Action adopted ~t 
Mexico World Conference in 1975 , a Plan of Acnon for Women III 
Development in Nepal was compiled and edited by the ~hen W~men 
Services Co-ordination Committee under the Social ServIces National 
Co-ordination Council (headed by the Queen) and was significant for 
being the first comprehensive action plan of its kind in ~epal. for 
women" (HMG, 1994: 3). Women' s cells were also created 10 vaflOUS 

ministriesll . 

As far as the non-governmental sector is concerned, among so~e 
2000 NODs registered today with the central Welfare ~,d SoCIal 
Council, numerous organisations devote themselves speCIfically to 

11 The ~talUJ 01 Women i" Nepal (1979·1980). Kalhmandu CEDA, Tribh~v~n University. 
" .~ Minislry of Pancha~at and Local [);:velopmcm (now Ihe MIOI~try of, L:o~al 
Devclopmem) established Women's Training Cemre~ and a ,",:,omen Development DiVISIon 
which is responsible for implementing the produCllon Credit for Rural Women ~W} 
and a number of other eommunit~ dcvelo1?mcm p~~rammes for women .. In

l 
W If' a 

Womcn's Development Division was crealCd In the Mlntstry of Labour and. SOCl3 e are, 
as a focal point for SAARC.reI3Icd women's activitieS in Ncpal , In 1988 It, was ~pgraded 
to a Women's Development Division pt. se. In \992, a Women F.a,!"crs De\elop""!enl 
Division was established in Ihe Ministry of Agriculture, TIle MUllstry of Ed~cal10r 
Culture and Social Welfare and the Mini ~l~ of Water Rcsou~es both .have :-,"omen s cel s. 
In t993 the National Planning CommISSion created a na110n3.1 foca,I.P:OIOI Call~d the 
Childrc~ and Women's Development Se~lioll under the ~opulal10n ~lvlslon. 1,1 WIll al~ 
function as a secretarial for the receml~ cstabltshcd Nallonal CouncIl for Children an 
Women's Development" (IIMG, 1994; 41-42). 
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women's issues, or, more commonly, "women's development", The 
many reports elaborated in view of the Beijing Conference show that 
women's issues revolve around five main themes: the economic role of 
women, their access to education, health, legal status, political stalus and 
their role in government administration. 

The WNGOs are highly visible, Most of them are Kathmandu
based, their leaders are highly educated, English-speaking, articu late 
people, used 10 dealing with the foreign donor agencies that provide 
them with funds, expertise and support. The most prominent of these 
WNGOs belong to international networks and benefit from the support 
of international feminism , whether through the networks of the largest 
international organisations, such as the World Bank , or from smaller 
national organisalions. This great visibility of the Kathmandu-based, 
foreign-funded WNOOs is most conspicuous in the numerous papers 
they publish in the press, relaling to women's issues such as inheritance 
rights, citizenship rights or sexual violence. 

The most common criticism directed against these NODs is that 
they devote more time to organising "national seminars" in luxury 
hotels than working in the remote, poorer areas of the country where 
their action is most needed. This symposia activity, however, might nOl 
prove that futile. since the very "national dimension" claimed by these 
meetings attracts the attention of the media who then discuss women's 
issues. In this way. WNOOs actually fu lfil a function of identification 
and expression of the problems (Fatzenstein), Furthermore, they 
compete with women MPs as representalives of women and as experts 
on women's issues. 

WNGOs. like other NOOs, usually define themselves as non
polilical organisations, Yet some of their activities suggest that they 
might constitute alternative sites of the political mobilisation of women. 
Activities such as "consciousness raising", "women's leadership 
training" or "gender sensitisation". whereby NOOs set up meelings with 
a whole village to discuss the traditional sexual division of labour, do 
encourage women to mobilise collectively in order to bring about 
change. 

Some NODs also seek 10 organise women in a more explicitly 
political way. One such instance was provided with the "Women in 
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Politics Pr ogramme" organised by Didi Bahini and supported by the 
American Asia FoundationlNepal. The programme, convened by the 
American "international feminist" Ms. Robin Morgan, brought to~elher 
women from various political and professional backgrounds to dlSCU~ 
the main problems women face in Nepal. One of the goals of thiS 

"Coal ition Building and Advocacy Workshop" (June 2~,-~3, 1994) 
programme was to establish a "Women's, ~nited From ,,10 Nepal. 
Another obJectlve was to fo rm a "Dalit Femlll1st Orgamsatlon 

Other WNGOs are openly linked to the polilical arena, as is 
SCOPE (Society for Constitutional and Parliamentary Exerci,se), 1WhO~ 
main objective is to "strengthen the democratic p~ocess In Nep~l . 
SCOPE has a women's cell that aims, among other thlOgs, at SU~portlOg 
women MPs through training sessions and through the creatlon of a 

women's caucuS based on the American example. 

Through the multiform action of WNGOs, women~~ issues are, 
therefore, highlighted on the social as well as the pohllcal agenda. 
Following the "Coalition Strategy and Advocacy Building" workshop 
organised by Didi Bahini, several meetings of the ~e group focused 
on the need to increase reservations fo r women candidates to the ~ower 
House of Parliament 10 25%, and on the need to establish reservatiOns .at 
the local level1., The Nepali Congress then announced, through Its 
young woman leader Shailaja Acharya, that it would field 20%. of 
women candidates fo r the next elections. The mid-term poll ~ orgamsed 
shortly after this announcement, however, did nOI see IhlS measure 

implemented, 

WNGOs do not only provide alternative forms of representation 
and mobilisation of women, They themselves constitute pl~ces of 
alternative female activism, "alternative" insofar as they have ~ d'ff~r,ent 
statuS and use strategies that differ from those used by women s pohllc~1 
organisations. 11te most important exanlple of this is the WSPO s 
lobbying; women thus constitute a special interest group. Another 
example of WNGO activism is the crisis centres that have been cre:lted 
to shelter different categories of needy women - ,baltered WIVes, 
prostitutes returning from Indian brothels, or women with AIDS. 

" pr:llibha Subcdi. personal communication, November 1994, 
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The position of women vis-a· vis politics in Nepal thus appears 
paradoxical. On the one hand, women seem to vanish progressively 
from the mainstream political scene. They are less and less numerous 
within political bodies and in the government. The last twO 
governments, headed respectively by Man Mohan Adhikari and by Sher 
Bahadur l)euba, until recently did not include any women. On the other 
hand, women's issues, as a political theme, have gained more 
importance. On the Nepalese political scene, women disappear as 
indiv iduals only to gain strength as an issue, as a theme to be dealt with 
by government1' and non-government agencies. '6 . There are close links 
between the two sectors - of institutional, ideological and personal17 , 
NOOs are conceived as full partners in the implementation of the 
country's development policies, and the same individuals belong to both 
political organisations (poli tical parties or their sister-organisations) and 
WNGOs. 

WNGOs doubtless provide women with an alternative arena 
where they can establish a public career and fight for their cause in an 
environment less hostile to them than the political scene. One may 
wonder, however, if the WNGOs' highlighting of women's issues does 
not actually result in further marginalisation of individuals. By joining 
WNOOs to do social work, women reinforce the traditional division 
between pr ivate and public, social and political, women's field and 
men's work realm, 
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FLOODS IN BANGLA DESIIIN T HE FRAMEWORK O F 
HIGHLAND- L OWLAND IN T ER ACT IONS: 

SIX YEA RS AFT ER 'TilE NlMA LAYAN DIL E MMA 

Tho mas Hofe r , Ro lf We in gartne r 

I . BackgrQulld: T ilt th eo ry of Hill/arayall deg radatio n 

Every year during the monsoon season catastrophic nooding in the 
plains of the Ganges and Brahmaputra rivers is reported as being the 
result of human act ivities in the Hima1ayan region. The chain of 
mechanisms seems to be very dear: population growth in the mountains; 
increasing demand for fuel wood. fodder and timber ; uncontrolled and 
increasing forest removal in more and more mar ginal areas; intensified 
erosion and higher peak nows in the rivers. severe nooding in the 
densely populated and cultivated plains of the Ganges and the 
Brahmaputra. These conclusions sound convincing and have been 
subscribed to carelessly by some scient ists and adopted by many 
politicians in order to point a finger at the culprit. They are laden with 
sensation and potential for connict. but they are not based on scientific 
fundamentals. 

In 1979 the UNU Highland- Lowland Interactive Syslems 
Programme. later renamed Mountain Ecology and Sustainable 
Development. was initiated with the aim of promoting a more ser ious 
scientific analysis of these crucial problems. The project was co
ordinated by Bruno Messerli and Jack Ives. Thi s project marked the 
beginning of a long tradition of research on the Indian subcontinent at 
the Department of Geography of the University of Berne. From 1979 to 
1991 numerous studies were carried out in the framework of this 
programme. focusing mainly on processes in the Himalayas. These 
investigations concentrated on erosion processes in relation to land use, 
on discharge characteristics of Himalayan rivers. on forest history. etc. 
An auempt was always made to relate the findings to flood processes in 
Ihe plains. The conclusions of all these activities are documented in The 
NimaJayOll Dilemma (Ives and Messerli. 1989). A sim ilar compilation of 
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