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A triangle of peace, politics,  

and people’s voice: Nepal

Bala Raju Nikku

The term ‘civil society’ was used by early modern philosophers to refer to 
an association of individuals, linked together in subjection to a rule of law 
which they had some part in creating and modifying. It was the German 
philosopher Hegel who in The Philosophy of Right (1821), building on 
the social theory of the eighteenth century, distinguished a modern state 
as comprising three realms: individual and family, civil society (which 
included the economy) and the state itself (Minogue 2002).

This paper discusses civil society’s role in the process of Nepal’s peace 
building and reconstruction process through its ability to enhance peoples’ 
participation in the policy process. Civil society is defined here to repre-
sent the sphere of society outside government and business. It includes 
a multitude of groups, organisations and associations that participate in 
public life. In other words, civil society should be distinguished as the 
free associations and institutions made possible by the state’s framework 
of law and order. Civil society is what provides the infrastructure for 
direct democracy. This argument provides the conceptual framework to 
answer the question: Is the Nepalese civil society able to provide a counter 
hegemony to state and market influences and hence ensure people’s participa-
tion in policy processes? 

The ongoing discourse in Nepal between popular sovereignty, embed-
ded in individual liberty, and representative democracy, legitimised 
by majority rule, has caught the imagination of various civil society 
groups. This discourse has divided the Nepali public into those who 
defend absolute popular sovereignty – rooted in human rights and the 
accountability of power to those affected by its exercise – and those who 
accord primacy to the essence of representative democracy, which tends 
to pluralise sovereignty into various institutions of governance. 
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A genuine civil society is self-chosen by the citizens themselves and 
emerges from a process of rational contestation of ideas about the good 
life. For countries like Nepal, transitioning from authoritarianism to 
republic, the establishment of structures for more substantive democracy 
involves the creation of a strong state, a stable market and a vibrant civil 
society that can jointly working together and facilitate the development 
process. The cooperation and collective efforts of civil society, state and 
market are essential to easing an otherwise difficult democratisation process 
(Dahal 2001). It is difficult to distinguish between civil society (CS) and 
political organisations, because the same or related organisations are active 
in both sectors. Nepal is an example where civil society and political parties 
worked together and contributed significantly to making the 2006 Demo-
cracy Movement Jana Andolan II a success, transforming the country from 
a monarchy to a federal republic. Nepali civil society supported the demo-
cracy movement early and actively through writing, creating a discourse, 
and organising street protest action under different banners. 

The Nepali state and civil society   

The Nepali state, as the only locus of democracy and the central organi-
sing element of foreign affairs, is very weak when it comes to mediating 
between citizens and the state. Decade-long insurgency and counter-
insurgency operations have eroded the state’s authority and capacity 
to perform basic state functions and release the potential for system 
integration.

The Nepalese civil society spectrum is very diverse, ranging from 
religious and indigenous Ghutis (welfare trusts), through dhukuti (trad-
itional microfinance institution) to recent human rights and advocacy 
based organisations. 

Civil society functions and impacts   

Many civil society groups are registered with the Social Welfare Coun-
cil (SWC), a government body, and are given the mandate to work on 
relief, charity, environment protection, economic project and social 
development rather than on political education and conflict resolu-
tion. This suggests that the government takes control over civil society 



175

Session:  Contradictory interests wi th in c iv i l  society

activities. In a survey made in connection with a workshop organised 
by the International Council of Social Welfare, July 12-13, 2009, only 
about one third of the responding NGO representatives claimed that 
they could make an impact and influence public policy. The majority 
of these are human rights organisations (like CWSIH on domestic child 
labour) and women’s rights organisations, working to give women legal 
access to parental property, the right to equal property , the right to 
self-determination, and reproductive health rights, including family plan-
ning and safe motherhood and divorce laws. Only very few – about 15 
percent – of  the NGO representatives stated that they are able to hold 
state and private market actors answerable and accountable for actions 
that affected their members (Nikku 2009). Many of these civil societies 
are functioning outside the Kathmandu valley and felt that they do not 
have enough access to information to be able to lobby and influence. 

Importantly, however, more than half of the civil society organisations 
stated that they are able to respond to social interests in their working 
area. About two thirds of the civil society leaders stated that their work 
empowered the citizens and increased their voice in the local decision 
making processes. 

Donor dependency    

Almost all civil society organisations in Nepal, except religious ones, 
are dependent on the state and/or external funding for their work. In 
the above mentioned investigation, the NGO leaders stated that citizen 
support has become very low because the state has taken over welfare 
functions that used to be the domain of community groups. In recent 
years, however, the state has not been in a position where it has been 
able to support and fulfills these functions any more. At the same time, 
community groups have lost their interest in collective activities, maybe 
due to the growing impact of globalisation and capitalistic attitudes. The 
Nepalese society is rapidly changing. We now have high out migration 
in search of jobs, more nuclear families, increasing abuse of elder citizens 
and weakening ties with community, suggesting that families are much 
more grabbed in to globalisation and its negative influences. Civil society 
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has come to depend on external donor support, sometimes even risking 
their independent nature (see Nikku 2009).

Political affiliations   

In Nepal, political parties have decided to work on the basis of politic-al 
consensus (sahamati ra sahakarya) rather than mobilising popular support 
for their respective party programs. Civil society, in its turn, is divided on 
issues of governance due to affiliations to a particular ideology and funding 
sources.  Civil society organisations that are affiliated to political parties 
(trade unions, party affiliated service organisations, student unions) are 
at times not able to protect the interests of their members due to their 
excessive involvement with party politics and party agendas. This issue 
needs further research. 

However, the hope is that recent changes in the country’s political 
environment may have positive repercussions on many aspects of the 
development and functioning of civil society – if only civil society is able 
to make use of the time and the opportunities. 

Conclusion   

Civil society’s impact on the peace process in Nepal is crucial, but donor 
dependency is restricting its role as the creator of autonomous public space 
and the enhancer of citizen participation in the politics of policy process. 

It has been argued that civil society groups in Nepal and their role were 
minimised in the democratic process when the term ‘political consensus’ 
was inserted into the interim constitution as a means to reach the estab-
lishment of a constitution for the young republic. Constitution-making 
and the peace process were taken from the hands of citizens and elected 
members and given to top political leaders, restricting the influence of 
people’s voices. 

Civil society has used various tools to mobilise people’s support during 
the democracy movement Jana Andolan II. It has organised discus-
sions, rallies, and protest programs, such as band (closing down), gherao 
(encircling), and dharnas (sit ups), to pressure the then royal government 
to stop its militarised actions against political forces, including human 
rights groups, and to adhere to a peace process respecting human rights. 
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The research findings suggest that Nepalese civil society is active in urban 
centres and to some extent successful in fulfilling essential functions, 
such as facilitating people’s participation in policy-making process in 
the Nepalese society and politics. 

A number of external and internal factors limit the role of civil society 
in Nepal. As a result, the Nepalese civil society is not able to provide a 
counter hegemony to state and market influences and hence not able 
to ensure people’s participation in the policy process. Thus, a strength-
ening of civil society is crucial for the current democratisation process 
in Nepal and to make most out of the transition that Nepal is currently 
going through.
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