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Abstract 
 

This thesis examines the impacts of Maoist insurgency in Nepal on the relationship 

between Kathmandu and its hinterland.  An analysis of this conflict will shed light onto the 

meaning of space and how spaces are historical products of social, political, and economic 

processes.  This thesis focuses on two urban attacks in August 2004 as a lens through which we can 

understand the value spatial meaning in a concrete place and time. 

  The relationship between Kathmandu and its hinterland has long-been divided. 

Kathmandu’s status as the nation’s capital makes it home to the Nepali elite and rulers and a nodal 

site for an international community. Because these parties dictate the distribution of wealth, and 

their focus lies in the capital, they consequently neglect underrepresented areas outside of 

Kathmandu.  Throughout Nepal’s long history of varying political systems, ranging from a Rana 

oligarchy to multiple attempts at democracy, this disparity has always existed. 

  Since 1996, the Communist Party of Nepal- Maoist has led a civil war against the 

government and monarchy combating this disparity.  Because the Maoists have gained most of their 

strength in and from rural, underrepresented areas, the war has become a conflict between the 

capital and its hinterland.  The August 2004 attacks on the capital illustrate the final stages of the 

Maoists’ strategy to enact full-scale attacks on the capital after gaining prominence in its hinterland.  

These events represent the Maoists’ attempts to level the inequities between Kathmandu and its 

hinterland in an urban setting.  

  The thesis concludes that because spaces and structures are tangible manifestations of 

social, economic, and political processes, it is important to pay attention to the ideas spaces grow to 

represent.  Perhaps one way to address the disparity between Kathmandu and its hinterland is to 

establishing growth poles and bottom up development throughout the country. 



Introduction 
 

For decades, Kathmandu, Nepal has been a Third World city and one of the world’s “less 

developed countries” (LDCs).  As Mark Leichty explains, “Nepal and modern end up on 

opposite end of the conceptual spectrum” (Leichty 2003 xi).  Due to its multiple identities as 

Nepal’s largest city, capital, and Third World city, Kathmandu is the locus in which the 

challenge of simultaneously being modern and Nepali is met.  In the struggle to join the global 

urban tier and highlight its assets internationally, the elite within Kathmandu, whether they are 

its rulers, international expatriates, or the emerging middle class, have neglected the areas that 

color Nepal with an image of backwardness and underdevelopment: its hinterland.  

This thesis examines the relationship between Kathmandu1 and its hinterland2.  It aims to 

unpack the meaning each space hold.  This relationship has always been founded on inequality, 

where most of the country’s elite resides in Kathmandu and the poor encompass the hinterland.  

It is a study of how spaces become representations of social and ideological processes, and how 

controlling spaces is one method of challenging existing processes.  The following pages present 

a previously unexamined case study of a capital- hinterland relationship analyzed through the 

lens of internal conflict. At face value, the relationship between the capital and its hinterland is 

quite predictable.  Nepal fits perfectly into the classic story of oppression and inequity that exists 

                                                 
1 Through most of my argument, I define Kathmandu as Kathmandu, Lalitpur, and Bhaktapur districts.  The 

merging of these districts stems from their unity during the Malla empire, there location as all cities within the 
Kathmandu Valley, and the interconnection of urban forms, particularly between Kathmandu and Lalitpur that has 
resulted from urban growth.  This being said, I do not ignore that the official capital of Nepal is Kathmandu 
Metropolitan city.   

2 The third edition of the American Heritage dictionary defines ‘hinterland’ as “a region remote from an 
urban area” (American Heritage).  My thesis adds to this definition a Nepali context.  In Nepal, Kathmandu is by far 
the largest city, having a population of over 600,000 in its metropolitan city limits and over 1.5 million when 
combined with its two adjacent districts, Bhaktapur and Lalitpur.   Nepal’s next largest cities, Biratnagar and 
Pokhara, both having populations of slightly over 150000 people, appear infantile when compared to Kathmandu.  
Because of Kathmandu’s primacy, I pay little attention to other cities in my argument when defining the hinterland 
as a predominantly rural area anywhere outside of Kathmandu and its two adjacent districts, Bhaktapur and Lalitpur. 
 



in many countries confronted by the rhetoric of globalization and the resulting shift away from 

local and tradition political, economic, and cultural systems to a capitalist-driven system.  Like 

rural inhabitants from many of Nepal’s neighbors, rural Nepalis are migrating away from their 

homes and towns to urban spaces for increased opportunities and access to wealth and education.  

In order to analyze these dynamics, this thesis focuses on the Maoist insurgency, and 

specifically, two urban attacks, as a strategy to thoroughly understand the significance of 

linkages between a capital and its hinterland.  The Maoist insurgency highlights the importance 

of this relationship; it is at this point of conflict that the value of space and the power of those 

individuals defining space is salient.  An emphasis on these attacks will highlight the importance 

of tensions generated from a history of resources concentrated in one specific space.  While this 

paper studies these tensions in Nepal, it is important to note that through this analysis we can 

learn how political and social tensions are represented spatially and how attacking a form can be 

a means of attacking a history of injustice.  This lesson can be factored into the analysis of other 

conflicts in countries with similar spatial relations.  This study will perhaps encourage their 

leaders, economists, and geographers, among many other people, to pay more attention to the 

implications of their capital-hinterland relations. 

In addition to the megalopolis syndrome of many Third World countries, conflict has 

become another facet of Nepal’s urban-rural relationship.  The main catalyst for Nepal’s conflict 

is the unequal distribution of wealth between the urban elite to the rural poor.  What are the 

social and political implications of the way Kathmandu has become the center of Nepal in 

relation to its hinterland?  And how do these implications respond to the idea of space as defined 

by historical social processes?  

 



Background Discussions 
 

Since the advent of John Friedmann’s world city hypothesis (1986), studies connecting 

the interrelation of cities worldwide have emerged3.  Cities are increasingly recognized for their 

place on a matrix of primary, secondary; or core, semi peripheral, and peripheral cities4. As 

multinationals gain popularity and practicality and as technology allows for the compression of 

space and time, these world cities host global services. But, in addition to being global service 

centers, these cities are local providers. They fall into a unique position of bridging the gap 

between local and global.  

The importance of melding local and global functions is more pointed in Third World 

countries.  They tend to hold what David Smith calls ‘urban primacy’, where much of the 

population is concentrated in one, large city (1996: 6).  In having only one dominant center, 

international flows are concentrated as opposed to spread throughout cities in varying geographic 

regions.  The difference between urban and rural, in many cases, divides the country into two 

types of spaces: a place directly linked to global political economic trends and the remaining 

hinterland.   

A primary city from a Third World country with prominence in the global city network is 

what Jennifer Robinson calls a “Third World city” (Robinson 2003 259).  Third World cities, in 

the broad global spectrum, are seemingly trivial because their goal is to serve global city 

functions and they do little to dictate worldwide flows. But within their country, such a city is a 

                                                 
3 Sassens (1991, 1995), Knox and Taylor (1995), Taylor (2004), Castells (1995), King, Taylor (2004). 
4 Global cities are part of the global international division of labour.  They are sometimes capital cities, but do not 
necessarily have to be their country’s administrative center. For example, London, Paris, Tokyo, are both global 
cities and capitals, but Sydney, Johannesburg, and New York are only global cities.  This is partitions are significant 
because they demonstrate the separation between the needs of global capital and traditional religious, political, and 
cultural decisions determining capital ciites (Cohen 271) 



place of financial opportunity and an entryway into modernity. Thus, the city retains an identity 

as a gateway that no other space in the country holds.   

In this previous discussion, I connect Third World cities with specific identities and thus 

imply that cities are unchanging geographical formations and have immoveable borders and 

represent concrete ideas.  However, the idea of an unchanging city is antiquated.  Instead, when I 

speak of cities, I follow Castells’ (1983) argument that cities are historical products as well as 

social, political, and economic processes.  Castells states that “a city... is what a historical society 

decides the city will be” (302). In the same manner, I argue that the hinterland is also a spatial 

form defined by a historically determined society, and further, the relationship between a capital 

and its hinterland is a result of social processes. 

In order to answer these questions, this thesis is arranged in three chapters.  Reflecting off 

of Castell’s definition of a city as a historical product, Chapter One examines Kathmandu’s 

history from 1776 to the mid-nineties in order to understand its current state.  This chapter pulls 

from this history the social and political processes defining the urban and resulting rural form.  It 

explains how and why Kathmandu is the center of Nepal and sets the stage for the reactionary 

conflict that I illuminate in Chapter Two.   

In Chapter Two, I underscore the history described in Chapter One with an outline of the 

evolution of various communist movements in Nepal and how the product of those movements 

emerged as the Communist Party of Nepal- Maoist, the party classification of today’s insurgents.  

This background allows the reader to understand how the Maoist insurgency is a direct link to 

Nepal’s rural hinterland divide.   

In Chapter Three I narrate the events and consequences of the August 2004 Maoist 

attacks in 2004, the bombing of the Saoltee hotel and the road blockade around the capital.  



Building on this clear background of the attacks, Chapter Three analyzes the impacts of the 

attacks on the capital-hinterland relationship.  These attacks are a lens through which we can 

understand the social and political implications of a capital-hinterland relationship n a concrete 

place and time. 



1 

History of the Capital-Hinterland Relationship: 1769-1996 
 

 
This chapter presents a timeline of political and social processes that have shaped the 

relationship between Kathmandu and its hinterland.  It outlines the development of the chasm 

between the capital and the hinterland to which the Maoist react in their indefinite insurgency.  

An examination of the development of this divide will elucidate the political and social processes 

of which Kathmandu and its hinterland have become tangible icons.  Then, in understanding 

their symbolism, we can analyze how the Maoists’ August 2004 urban attacks were reactions to 

the state of the Kathmandu-hinterland relationship.  How and when did such a deep divide 

emerge?  And, what processes caused it?   

This background sets the stage for the remainder of this thesis, which examines the 

Maoist attacks as a lens through which we can understand the value of space.  The contents of 

this chapter will illuminate that the divide between the capital and hinterland has always existed 

and progressively deepened.  It traces the growth of this disparity chronologically, beginning 

with the unification of Nepal in 1769 and ending at the onset of the Maoist insurgency in 1996.  

   

Unification 

This historical analysis begins with Nepal’s unification in 1769.  When Prithvi Narayan 

Shah captured the Kathmandu valley from the Mallas, he moved his kingdom headquarters from 

Gorkha, a kingdom northwest of Kathmandu, to Kathmandu, and within two decades, controlled 

the central Himalayas. During his unification campaign, many principalities willingly submitted 

to the Gorkhas under the premise that unification would be the only way to compete with British 

and Chinese imperialism.  These principalities maintained autonomous rule for most internal 



matters but understood that the Gorkhas possessed ultimate authority. For the first time, the 

Gorkha kingdom was located in Kathmandu valley, and Shah made Kathmandu the capital of his 

newly unified country, allowing its rulers the ultimate political power over the entirety of the 

nation (Rose 1980: 14-17). 

 Shah’s decision to move his palace to Kathmandu indicates that it already offered some 

outstanding qualities, which made it an ideal setting for a kingdom. Shah knew that the 

Kathmandu valley was unique. Because the valley is the remnants of a long-gone lake, the soil, 

which is the sediment of that lake, make Kathmandu one of the most fertile regions in Asia. The 

valley is unique for its ovular shape, fertile floor, and size of roughly 20 km by 25 km, features 

much different from other north-south oriented narrow river valleys and the steep elevation of 

the mountains.  Its elevation at roughly 1340 meters offers it a temperate climate unique from the 

cooler alpine region to the north and warm, monsoon-stricken Tarai region to the south.  In 

addition to these geographic qualities, Kathmandu was a frequented stop along a well-worn trade 

route between India and Tibet.  Kathmandu’s fertile land and location on a trade route attracted 

wealth and distinguished it from its surroundings (Korn 1989: XVI).   

Incoming wealth provided rulers in the Kathmandu Valley with access to resources, 

labor, and ideas, which helped them establish their kingdoms.   The Malla kings, and in 

particular three Malla brothers, who ruled over their respective city-states, Bhadgaun5, Patan, and 

Kathmandu, competed to create the most sophisticated kingdoms.  This competition resulted in 

elaborate temples, palaces, and civil structures. Conveniently, Shah’s new capital was a kingdom 

already furnished with large Hindu temples and Buddhist monasteries, a strong infrastructure of 

streets, water supply canals, and public rest houses, and ornate palaces (Leichty 2003: 42). 

                                                 
5 Now called Bhaktapur. 



The establishment of these structural amenities represents a number of social and political 

processes passing through the Kathmandu Valley at that time.  First, the construction of both 

Hindu and Buddhist temples point towards the prominence and fusion of both Hinduism and 

Buddhism within the valley.  The clearly planned and functional civil structures inform that the 

Malla rulers catered to the needs of their citizens.  And finally, the harmonizing palaces reveal 

the sibling rivalry among the rulers of the three city-states.  The formation of these structures, on 

a fundamental level, are products of the wealth entering the Kathmandu Valley, and the manner 

in which the structures are produced are indicative of the power the rulers have in organizing the 

space within the city.    

Further, the salience of the city vis-à-vis the surrounding regions is telling of the 

relationship between Kathmandu and its hinterland at that time.  Even from Nepal’s early 

moments, Kathmandu was different from the rest of the country.  Prithvi Narayan Shah’s 

decision to move his palace from Gorkha to Kathmandu illustrates the importance of the site.  

Kathmandu had long-been the economic center within its surroundings, but with Shah’s move to 

unify Nepal and make Kathmandu its capital, the city also became the political center (Leichty 

2003: 42).  In these early stages, even before Kathmandu had any political or economic 

obligation over the surrounding regions, it was still the envy of those living in the hinterland.  

 

Rana Regime 

 The parallel expansion of Nepal and the British East-India Company resulted in the 

Anglo-Nepal war in 1814-16.  At the end of the war, Nepal had lost 1/3 of its land to India and 

the ruling power of the Shah family had deteriorated.  Jang Bahadur Rana, a young officer, took 

advantage of this moment of vulnerability and violently reduced the monarchy to a figurehead.  



From 1846 until 1951, the Rana family monopolized the position of prime minister.  This 100-

year period of a dictatorship deepened the contention between Kathmandu and its hinterland.  

The emerging spaces during the Rana regime are indicative of their absolute power.  The 

relationship between Kathmandu and its hinterland became even more polarized into a disparity 

between the ruling elite residing in the capital and their suppression of both the rural and urban 

poor.  This specific excerpt out of Nepali’s socio-political history most pointedly illustrates how 

space represents the power of those who control it.  

The Ranas severely limited the freedom of both rural and urban Nepalis.  In strictly 

enforcing an isolationist policy, the Ranas prevented anyone from questioning their credence and 

thwarted any unauthorized contact with outsiders.  They made few, if any, efforts to develop 

areas outside of Kathmandu. And even within Kathmandu, the rulers catered to their own family, 

and of course, Britain.    

One important aspect of the Rana’s rule is their obsession with England.  The Rana’s 

imposed an atmosphere of isolation on its citizens, while their anglophilic nature became 

increasingly apparent in their construction of Kathmandu’s landscape.  In 1850, Jang Bahadur 

Rana became the first Nepali to travel to London.  After his return, he supported a policy of 

British obedience in harmony with claims to independence.  Politically, the Rana’s have 

consistently supported England.  As early as 1857, Jang Bahadur sent Nepali militia to aid 

Britain as they fought in the Indian “Sepoy Rebellion.  Two later prime ministers followed Jang 

Bahadur’s trend in the first and second world wars (Leichty 2003: 45).    

The Ranas supplemented their military subservience to the British with economic 

investments and imitations of British architectural styles. The Ranas successfully created a 

kingdom in the style of their choice, one of self-glorification in congruence with British idolatry.  



Their palaces, vehicles, and fashion flaunted their exposure to England.  They imported 

Victorain bric-a-brac and luxury vehicles6, commissioned portraiture in British dress, and 

constructed several buildings modeled after British and French architecture.  Their most noted 

structural allusion to European architecture was the neoclassical-style palace, Singha Durbar, 

completed in 1903, built to resemble both the Palace of Versailles and Buckingham Palace (Hutt 

1994: 28).  Later in the 1920s as a means of connecting Kathmandu to Indian and British imports 

without opening up new roads into the capital, the Ranas created an aerial ropeway into the 

Kathmandu valley used to deliver up to eight tons of goods from Europe7. In order to increase 

their access to European mass production, the Ranas constructed a “foreign goods” department in 

Kathmandu and a “buying agency” in Calcutta.  For those large good like vehicles and equestrian 

statues that were still transported by foot, the Ranas intentionally kept the trail in a state of 

disrepair to prevent outsiders from intruding (Leichty 2003: 44-45).   

These elaborate symbols of their allegiance to England came at a cost. They limited the 

public from accessing the resources, manpower, or freedom to improve their quality of life.  The 

prime ministers forbid commoners to ride on horses or elephants, wear European dress or ride in 

motorized vehicles, and required that anyone wanting to erect a stucco house or a tile roof attain 

special permission (Leichty 2003: 45).  In addition to these restrictions, the Rana’s set nighttime 

curfews for which the beginning and ends were designated by cannon shots (46). 

To place Kathmandu in the greater context of Nepal during Rana rule, it is important to 

note that Nepal had long been synonymous with Kathmandu, and a Nepali referred to an 

inhabitant of the Kathmandu valley (Rose 1980: 1).  Because Nepal or Nepali automatically 

                                                 
6 Leichty sites a photo (Proksch 1995:123) showing Fords, Packards, and Rolls Royces, which were all carried into 
the city from Calcutta on “bamboo cross-poles by teams of 64 porters” (Leichty 44). 
7 Such goods consisted of “pressed-tin ceiling panels, bath tubs, and decorative stuary to European fashions, fine 
silver, and liquor” (Leichty 42). 



pointed to Kathmandu or one living in Kathmandu, respectively, the terms indicate that the 

power, that is Rana power, concentrated within the capital eclipsed any kind of national identity 

for those living outside of the capital.  In fact, before 1951, the Tarai was viewed as a colony and 

the people living there were considered second-class citizens.  In order to enter into Kathmandu, 

those coming from the Tarai had to obtain a passport (Gaige 1975: 88).  So, on one hand, the 

Rana’s limited the rights of those living within the capital, but in a broader lens, they completely 

ignored those living in the hinterland.  

 The landscape emerging during the Rana regime clearly illustrates the social and political 

divisions within Nepal.  The Ranas, who had ultimate power over the rest of Nepalis, also had 

complete control over the landscape.  This landscape, designed by the prime ministers, is 

indicative of the social hierarchy of that time.  Although within Nepal, the Ranas headed the 

social and political totem pole, the indulgent use of European architectural styles in their palaces 

and their innovative ropeways used to import European goods reveals that they were puppets of 

Europe, and especially England.  In the opposite direction, the lack of power over the landscape 

among the commoners of the Kathmandu valley demonstrates their restricted freedom.  And 

finally, the deficiency to provide basic infrastructure within the hinterland illustrates the Rana’s 

disregard of the hinterland. 

 The divide that exists between Kathmandu and its hinterland today is deeply rooted in 

this 100-year period.  The Rana’s set the stage for this chasm by polarizing the rulers and the 

ruled and obstructing any blurring of boundaries between the hinterland and the capital.  They 

clearly marked the capital as their kingdom, and their European sycophancy became the first step 

towards Kathmandu’s present link to global city functions. 

 



Many Types of “Democracy”: 1951-1996 

As soon as India gained independence from Britain in 1947, Nepali activists living in 

India, riding on the momentum of anti- British sentiment, threatened the Rana authority, which 

had close links to British colonial rule. The Nepali National Congress and Nepali Democratic 

Congress, which were started by Nepali exiles residing in Banaras and Calcutta, India, 

respectively, merged.  With the support of the newly independent Indian government, they 

attempted to de-power the Ranas.  They successfully overthrew the Prime Minister Mohan 

Shamsher Jang Bahadur Rana in a violent attack. On February 7, 1951, in an agreement called 

the Delhi Compromise, King Tribhuvan, the Ranas, and the Nepali Congress settled on returning 

power to the king, and equally dividing powers to the Ranas and Nepali Congress in an interim 

government and hold elections for a constituent assembly to create a new constitution8 (Thapa 

2003: 15).   

In 1955, after Tribhuvan’s death, his son, King Mahendra took power.  King Mahendra 

found the democratic bureaucracy he inherited from his father frustrating and time consuming.  

In 1960, he dissolved parliament and established a partyless “Panchayat Democracy” in place of 

the elected government.   For the next 30 years, the king had absolute power over the people.   

In 1990, Nepalis’ dissatisfaction with the Panchayat system came to fruition in the jana 

andolan, or People’s Movement.  This movement successfully resulted in democratic, multi-

party elections and a new constitutional monarchy in 1991.  The Nepali Congress and the 

Communist Party of Nepal- United Marxist Leninists (CPN-UML) won the most seats.  The 

fundamental dissatisfaction among the people was the disproportionate high caste, urban 

representation among the Nepal’s rulers.  However, much to the disappointment of those 

optimistic about this new government, it proved to be no better than the Panchayat system.  The 
                                                 
8 This goal has yet to come into fruition.  A constituent assembly is one of the CPN-Maoist’s central demands. 



Nepali Congress, the party of the newly elected prime minister, Girija Prasad Koirala, and 

communist oppositional parties consistently accused him of practicing cronyism and bahunbad 

(favoring people within the Bahun, or Brahmin, community) in his appointments.  The absence 

of the unifying goal to break down the Panchayat system, which fueled the People’s Movement, 

shed light on the overlooked fact that the party leaders were still predominantly Kathmandu-

raised Brahmin-Chhetri-Newar males with a narrow lens from which to enforce policy making.   

The period between 1990 and 1996, the beginning of the Maoist insurgency, was a time 

of democratic unrest that stemmed from a general dissatisfaction among Nepalis. The Maoists 

gained their power from this dissatisfaction of the consistent negligence of the hinterland by the 

ruling powers within the capital. 

In order to understand the capital-hinterland divide at the offset of the insurgency it is 

important to note other social and political flows entering Kathmandu.  Despite the fluctuating 

political status of the government and the repeated broken promises for democracy throughout 

the second half of the 20th century, the state’s decision to institute an “open door” import policy 

and allow for the residence of foreign diplomatic missions dramatically changed capital-

periphery relationship. The Ranas already established a self-contained European obsession that 

placed Kathmandu onto the system of global cities as a feeder into England and India’s economy 

and military.  By opening this obsession up to the public and impressing a need to develop and 

modernize, the capital suddenly became a more accessible node for international and internal 

access into and out of Nepal. This rise on the global hierarchy distanced Kathmandu even further 

from its hinterland.  

The end of the Rana’s isolationist system resulted in an influx of foreigners and foreign 

investments. The resulting urban landscape filled with international non-governmental 



organizations (INGOs), non-governmental organizations (NGO), airports, United Nations 

offices, foreign embassies, tourist attractions, and hotels is testimony to the new desire to make 

the city have global city functions.  In the push to reach this status, the king and government 

parties in the capital sacrificed any intent to attend to the needs of the hinterland.   

Money from bi-national and multi-nationals fed the growth of INGOs and NGOs in the 

capital.  Although many of these projects and organizations were geared towards developing the 

rural areas, the bi and multi-nationals did not regulate the management of the donated funds after 

it entered the capital.  Consequently, the aid first passed through the hands of the king and 

government officials residing in Kathmandu and never reached its intended destination in the 

hinterland (Leichty 2003: 48-49). 

Kathmandu’s nodal value increased with the establishment of Tribhuvan International 

Airport in 1952.  This airport added to Nepal’s accessibility and presence in global economic 

flows. By offering domestic and international flights to South, East, and Southeast Asia, Europe, 

and the Middle East, this airport required that anyone leaving and entering Nepal by air must 

pass through Kathmandu (Leichty 2003: 49).   

 The inclusion of the Nepali middle class added another element separating Kathmandu 

from its hinterland.  Families with members working abroad, the sudden influx of international 

donors, and the growing demand for tertiary laborers created a social status in between 

commoner and elite.  This socio-economic flow manifested itself in the urban landscape.  The 

settlement patterns of this growing middle class do not follow the traditional patterns of 

concentric circles of decreasing caste and ethnicity surrounding the palace.  Although caste and 

class are still related, for the Nepali middle class caste does not determine class.  Consequently, 



these suburban settlements are increasingly heterogeneous in caste and ethnicity but have 

relatively similar class (Leichty 2003: 56).  

 Such class-determined settlement patterns are best expressed in the suburban sprawl that 

is now materializing on the edges of Kathmandu.  A recent article notes that in the past year over 

a dozen companies have started advertising new housing options for the middle class. Condos 

and duplexes, with names such as Comfort Housing, Sunrise Homes, and Shangrila Villa, are 

becoming more common because “people now don’t have the time and patience to build a 

house… especially if [they] are working” (Parajuli 2004: 22).  The development of such 

suburban compounds reflects changes in lifestyle occurring within Kathmandu because increased 

interaction with global political economic trends.  Kathmandu is starting to look more and more 

like other Third World cities, because of its exposure to social, political, and economic processes 

circulating worldwide.  The combination of Kathmandu’s increased globalization and the urban-

centric mentality of the King and government has created a clear disparity between Kathmandu 

and its hinterland. 

 

The Relationship as a Product of History 

  This chapter has sketched various social and political processes that have crafted the 

chasm between Kathmandu and its hinterland.  Even before Shah’s unification, Kathmandu was 

a well-known and envied kingdom by those living its surrounding regions. The Ranas’ 

coinciding oppressive rule and obsession with England further distanced Kathmandu from its 

hinterland.  The restrictions impressed upon commoners created a division between the ruler and 

the ruled, and as a facet of the rulers’ residence in Kathmandu, the capital became a symbol of 

this subjugation.  Their subservience to England, in the same light, increased the residents of 



Kathmandu’s exposure to global political and economic trends9.  As the political system shifted 

to an attempt at democracy and a series of successive failures, the end of the Ranas’ isolationist 

policy brought an influx of facets of globalization, like an international airport, donor aid, and 

within the socio-economic sphere, a middle class culture and settlement patterns.   

During this series of political, social, and economic processes, the rulers within 

Kathmandu continuously neglected its hinterland.  Kathmandu is the political and economic 

center of Nepal because of its developed identity as a gateway to global political, economic, and 

social flows.  The landscape of Kathmandu and its hinterland accurately represents the above- 

mentioned processes that passed through.  The next chapter traces the rise of the CPN-Maoists as 

a reaction to the increasing neglect of the hinterland by the Kathmandu elite. 

                                                 
9 Even though the Ranas forbid commoners from owning European possessions, the monuments and architecture 
erected by the Ranas exposed the residents of Kathmandu to foreign ideas. 



2 
The Maoist Insurgency: 1996- August 2004 

This chapter examines the Maoist insurgency as a product of Kathmandu’s relationship 

with its hinterland.  A description of how the communist parties in Nepal produced the CPN-M 

and their ideology and political strategy will shed light onto the ways in which the Maoists are 

product of Nepal’s capital- hinterland divide.    

This chapter explores how the Communist Party of Nepal- Maoist (CPN-M), like 

previoius rulers, has used the act of controlling spaces as a method of challenging existing 

processes.  It makes parallels between the level of government neglect in a region and the level 

of Maoist coercion. Maoists have attempted to combat the disparity between Kathmandu and its 

hinterland through a civil war against the king and government.  The chapter begins with a 

historical sketch of the communism in Nepal and explores how the relationship of communist 

parties converses with the divide between Kathmandu and its hinterland.  An analysis of the 

Maoist strategy looks at the Maoists’ strategy to control rural space as a method of challenging 

the state. This chapter sets the foundation for the Chapter Three, which examines the August 

2004 attacks as a lens through which we can understand the power of space as tangible 

representation and easy target to confront social and political processes.  

  
Maoist History in Nepal 

Despite all of the splits and merges of the Communist factions though Nepal’s history, 

the overall goals among most of the communist parties have been to balance the disparity 

between Kathmandu and its hinterland. Although the Communist Party of Nepal- Maoist was 

only founded in 1995, communism in Nepal dates back much farther to 1947.   The origins of 

communism in Nepal are rooted in India’s communist groups.  In 1947, Man Mohan Adhikari, a 



member of the Communist Party of India (CPI), led workers on a strike at the Biratnagar jute and 

cloth mill.  This protest paved the way for the founding of the Communist Party of Nepal (CPN) 

on September 15, 1949 when with Pushpa Lala Shrestha, a former office secretary of the Nepali 

National Congress, the first anti-Rana party, translated and published a Nepali translation of the 

Communist Manifesto.  During the Rana regime, he had grown frustrated with the inefficiency of 

non-violent rebellions and the bureaucracy among the Nepali National Congress leaders (Thapa 

2003: 20).  Since its dawning, the CPN has split and reunited countless times, manifesting into 

today’s mainstream leftist group, the CPN-UML and the extreme left insurgents, the CPN-M. 

 The continuity of a strong communist presence and following in both mainstream and 

revolutionary Nepali politics in the past five decades stems from the oppressive nature of the 

governments and their negligence of marginalized groups. In 1960, when King Mahendra 

dissolved Congress and declared a “no-party democratic” Panchayat system, a severe strain was 

placed on the efforts of the communist parties.  Many leaders were either imprisoned or hiding in 

India.  The dispersal of the leaders provided little grounds from which they could coordinate 

efforts. 

 Unlike the Rana regime, where there was restricted access to outside political systems 

and ideologies, the Nepalis living under the Panchayat system had to negotiate between their 

exposure to foreigners and foreign ideas and lifestyles and their constricted voices.  From this 

void many of the imprisoned CPN leaders negotiated an agreement10 that released them from jail 

in a desperate attempt to reunite the CPN.  By 1968, the newly released leaders created what they 

called the “central nucleus” to unite the communist party.  This central nucleus was a way of 

responding to Nepal’s regression back into a deeper disparity between the voice of the elite in 

Kathmandu and that of the poor.  Although this party eventually splintered into different 
                                                 
10 The agreement stated that they would assist and support the king without reservation (Thapa 2003: 25) 



factions, the overall mentality of all these communist factions followed the same cause of all 

political parties in Nepal; they all wanted to overthrow the Panchayat system, which constricted 

everyone but the king’s voice11 (Thapa 2003: 26-27). 

 The public’s dissatisfaction with the Panchayat system pinnacled into a massive protest 

on April 6, 1990, led by the United National People’s Movement (UNPM), a radical communist 

group.  As unhappy citizens poured into the streets around Tundikhel in central Kathmandu.  

Ultimately, the protesters vandalized the statue of King Mahendra in Durbar Marg and started 

heading toward the palace.  This encroachment of the palace sparked violent reaction from police 

forces. But on April 9, the King rewarded these efforts by lifting the ban on political parties and 

ended the Panchayat regime. 

 The process of rewriting the constitution and the series of elections following the 

breakdown of the Panchayat system proved problematic.  The UNPM aggressively campaigned 

to have the constitution recognize marginalized people in Nepal.  The only fruition of these 

efforts was a brief clause in the definition of the nation, describing it as ‘multi-ethnic’ and 

‘multi-lingual’ (Thapa 2003: 34).  Paralleling the overt disregard for Nepal’s marginalized 

groups when rewriting the constitution, the elections were also manipulated to keep the majority 

in office.  A general election in November of 1994 presented the biggest success when Man 

Mohan Adhikari, leader of the CPN- UML, the communist party mainstream group, was elected 

prime minister.  However, because the Nepali government was still new and unstable, the 

majority party, the Nepali Congress, managed to manipulate the political system and steal power 

                                                 
11 In 1985, a general consensus among a conglomeration of seven divisions of the CPN, called the United Left Front, 
and the Nepali Congress who were outlawed during the no-party Panchayat rule, mobilized together to reinstall a 
multiparty democracy (Thapa 2003: 26).  



from Adhikari by May 199512.  This move by the Nepali Congress sparked discontent among the 

other communist parties of Nepal because it indicated the high level of corruption and 

indifference among the Nepali government to represent marginalized parties both within and out 

of the capital (40).   

 The anti-communist sentiment by the government was further exhibited on April 6, 1992, 

People’s Movement Day, when the police unjustly killed more than a dozen protestors.  

Compounding these killings, the Election Commission rejected the breakaway faction of the 

United People’s Front Nepal (UPFN) of Baburam Bhattarai, current leader of the Maoists, as a 

political party for the 1994 elections (42).  

The series of anti-communist motions by the Nepali government and their overt urban-

centric policymaking were direct catalysts to Bhattarai’s decision to withdraw from the 

mainstream political process and join Prachanda’s communist faction called the Unity Centre to 

make political changes through revolutionary violence. Bhattarai’s UPFN division and the party 

of Pushpa Kamal Dahal (alias Comrade Prachanda), the Unity Centre, fused into the Communist 

Party of Nepal-Maoist in 1995 (Thapa 2003:45). These events and their influence on the 

formation of the CPN-M reveals the extent to which the Maoists are linked to the Kathmandu-

hinterland divide.  The new ‘democratically’ elected government, which rejected the presence of 

a communist prime minister, and the writers of the new constitution who refused to acknowledge 

the requests of marginalized groups are telling of frustrations among the extreme left communist 

factions.  The friction between the extreme left who represent the hinterland and the government, 

                                                 
12 The Nepali Congress called for a no-confidence motion against Adhikari.  Because they held the majority of seats 
and would vote against him, Adhikari dissolved parliament in order to hold new elections.  The Supreme Court ruled 
his decision unconstitutional and by September 1995, the Nepali Congress held power under the Congress 
parliamentary party leader, Sher Bahadur Deuba (Thapa 2003: 40).  



who represent the capital, caused Bhattarai and Prachanda to withdrawal from mainstream 

politics into an indefinite violent insurrection.  

 The Maoists began their violent aggression on February 14, 1996.  In response to Prime 

Minister Deuba’s policies, Bhattarai submitted a list of 40 demands and a threat of violence if he 

ignored the demands after five days.  The Maoists’ first attacks targeted Gorkha of central Nepal, 

Rolpa and Rukum in the west, and Sindhuli district in the east.  These attacks were evenly spread 

throughout Nepal’s hinterland and targeted districts ignored by the government.   The Maoist had 

spent the period between September 1995 and February 1996 informing residents in these 

districts about Maoist ideology and strategy (Thapa 2003: 48). 

  The relationship between the CPN-Maoist and the government is a product of the 

tensions between Kathmandu and its hinterland. While the initial uprisings of the communist 

parties of Nepal began with protests against of the Rana dictatorship and then continued into a 

protest against the constricting Panchayat system, the guerrilla offshoot of Nepal’s communist 

groups, the Maoists, emerged after a series of broken promises and neglect by the government.  

The Maoist leaders’ motivation comes from the desire to even the score between the power 

within the capital and hinterland. Accordingly, the Maoists decided mobilize and channel the 

energy and power in the hinterland and take over the capital from the outside in order for the 

government to hear the opinions and needs of the hinterland.  

 
Protracted People’s War 

 The strategy of the Maoist insurgency speaks directly to the capital-hinterland divide 

discussed in Chapter One and aims at reversing the geography of Nepal’s power dynamics.  

Their strategy uses space as a tool for confrontation.  The Maoists target specific spaces and 

certain regions because of their symbolic value.  This strategy exemplifies how spaces represent 



social and political flows, and how oppressed groups can alter these physical spaces to make 

symbolic statements that challenge the social and political flows the spaces represent.  

Although the CPN-M lacks a formal manifesto, the strategic maneuvers and the 

publications of their leaders demonstrate their conscious manipulation of the capital-hinterland 

tension. The initial 40- point charter given to King Birendra has undergone a number of revisions 

and evolved into their main code, the “Prachanda Path”, an ideology devised by Comrade 

Prachanda in February 2001.  The Prachanda Path combines the “Chinese model of a People’s 

War in rural areas with the Russian model of general insurrection in towns” (Bray et al: 109).  As 

a factor of following the Mao Zedung’s strategy for protracted people’s war, the Maoists strictly 

adhere to a framework in which their strategy progresses through three stages: the strategic 

defensive, the strategic stalemate, and the strategic offensive.   The insurgents plan to establish 

an interim government in the rural regions while simultaneously creating unrest in the capital.  In 

their final stage, the rural and urban revolutionaries unite and jointly overthrow the state (109).  

The attacks discussed in the next chapter are the Maoists’ first motions in their third stage, the 

strategic offensive.   

 

The Maoists and the Meaning of the Hinterland 

Because the Nepali government, consisting of political parties and the King,  has 

consistently ignored the demands of the Maoists and even rejected Maoist leader, Bhattarai, from 

political representation, the guerrilla group has reacted by finding support in the regions most 

ignored by the government. Their spatial method of gaining power in the hinterland illustrates 

their cognizance of the void and frustration in the hinterland.  The states neglect of a region is 

proportionately linked its Maoist presence. 



The regions that the Maoist first targeted are representative of the lowest of the caste and 

ethnic, class, and geographic hierarchy that divide Nepal.  The early attacks in the countryside 

were largely symbolic.  By targeting symbols of systems of inequality, like rural banks, police 

posts, and land revenue offices the Maoists were able to quickly gain a following (Thapa 2004: 

65).  These symbols could easily be linked to the limited resources hindering the well-being of 

the people living in these marginalized spaces.  The hinterland, itself, has long-been and 

continues to be an icon of backwardness and poverty to those living in the capital. Because the 

Maoists gained the strongest following in the least developed areas, the hinterland grew to 

symbolize the Maoist party.   

There is a correlation between the presence of Maoists and the general quality of live 

measured by the 2001 Human Development Index (HDI)13 calculated by the United Nations 

Development Program (UNDP).  HDI’s throughout Nepal are telling of the Moaist presence and 

attention from the government.  The HDI of Nepal’s urban spaces is .616, whereas the HDI in 

rural areas is .446 (UNDP 2001: 2).  In the area where the Maoists gained their most support, the 

far western Rolpa district, the HDI is 385.  Although this statistic does not compare Kathmandu 

to the periphery, specifically, it indicates the general gap between the opportunities available 

within Kathmandu’s urban spaces and rural areas.  The higher the HDI, the more government 

representation and less Maoist presence are in an area.  With such a large gap, it is no surprise 

that rural inhabitants felt a sense of a political and economic void. Further, the direct correlation 

between HDI and places with the most Maoist recruiting indicates that the well-being of these 

regions are products of their historical neglect by the state and their willingness to follow the 

Maoists’ ideology is telling of their lack of alternatives.  

                                                 
13 HDI measures longevity, educational attainment and descent standard of living. 



The long-term deficiency of political leadership and resources stemming from a history 

of capital-centric policy making manifested into regions filled with people seeking a voice and 

the power to have control over their fate.  For centuries, the high-caste urban elite in the 

Kathmandu made decisions that directly affected the hinterland, while the rural residents were 

silenced.  

 

Maoist Spatial Meaning 

 The Maoist insurgency is a war between the capital and its hinterland and a product of the 

self-serving nature of the Nepali elite in Kathmandu.    Throughout the party’s maturation, the 

different branches of the party have in one way or another been strongly opposed to the 

monopoly the Brahman-Chhetri-Newar, urban-centric monopoly over the government. 

Kathmandu has become a representation of the government’s attention.  Since the beginning fo 

the Maoist insurgency, the hinterland has begun to represent a communist presence.  The Maoist 

strategy indicates that their takeover of the hinterland is intentional.  They manipulate the 

relationship between Kathmandu and its hinterland for their advantage and use the symbolism of 

each region as well as the structures within each region, as Chapter Three relays, as a strategy to 

take down the state. 



 

3 

Bombings and Blockades: Command Over Space 

 

 This chapter focuses on two attacks, the bombing of the Saoltee Crown Plaza Hotel and 

the blockade of all roads leading into Kathmandu.  It unveils the impacts of the attack in multiple 

layers.  First, it relays the most basic impacts and then places their resulting externalities in the 

larger context of global economic flows.  We will discover that the force of these attacks lies in 

their symbolic value.  This chapter aims at uncovering this value in order to more completely 

understand the value of space and structures as tangible manifestations of political and social 

processes.  These attacks illustrate an instance in which a group of people took control of a 

landscape as a way of exercising their strength over their oppressors.  

 

The Soaltee Crown Plaza 

On August 16, 2004, a bicyclist hurled four bomb over the wall and onto the tennis 

coursts of the Soaltee Crown Plaza Hotel, Nepal’s oldest five-star hotel.  No one was injured in 

the violent act, but the repercussions proved to be much more devastating.  Because the hotel is 

managed by InterContinental Hotel Groups and jointly owned by the Oberoi Group and the 

Royal family, the Maoist rebel-affiliated trade union, All Nepal Trade Union Federation bombed 

the hotel as a warning for 11 multinational companies to close.  Among these companies was the 

Soaltee Hotel and Surya Nepal Ltd., a tobacco joint venture between India’s ITC and the United 

Kingdom’s BAT and the largest tax paying company in Nepal.  Consequently, the bombing 

caused a large enough scare among tourists to cause the hotel to shut down and the US Embassy 



spokesman Adam Ereli vociferously ensured that the “United States firmly rejects the Maoist 

intimidation, terrorism, and threats of violence against civilians” (Ereli 2004).   

Further, this bombing was the first of several hotel bombings through the next two 

months that resulted in the closure of 60 companies that were crucial to Nepal’s economy.  This 

attack within the capital was atypical of the Maoists, since they had been mainly targeting the 

countryside, but not out of character.  The Maoists were moving into their next “aggressive 

offensive” stage in which they were simultaneously choking the city through a power ring, while 

causing economic collapse within the Kathmandu.  Their tactic proved successful, in that by 

September 17, 2004, the Nepali government agreed to free two leaders and illuminate the 

whereabouts of another two leaders.  In addition, the companies, which were accused of having 

unfair labor practices, agreed to reexamine these practices (Bhattarai 2004).   

 

The Road Blockade 

On August 18, 2004, a day after the bombing of the Saoltee Hotel, Maoists enacted a 

blockade of roads linking Kathmandu with the rest of the country.  The Maoists officially stated 

that the blockade was an act of protest against ‘government repressions’ and the exploitation of 

laborers, but were in reality, more closely concerned with the death of two leading activists, 

Bharat Dhungana and Baikuntha Pokhrel, Maoist area leaders. The Maoists sent out notices a 

week earlier threatening to close roads indefinitely unless the misfortune of the previously 

mentioned and other rebels were revealed. The blockade hurt the urban poor most severely, 

preventing food, medical supplies, and kerosene that were usually imported from reaching the 

city, but was also detrimental to the already struggling tourism industry.  Because of the 



extensive international news coverage, many tourists cancelled trips and bus tours causing a loss 

of up to 5 million dollars (Sharma 2004).  

Most noted is that unlike other Maoist attacks, this blockade was non-violent, and in fact, 

invisible.  There were no Maoists on the roads or any tangible roadblock. Instead, scare tactics 

and fear sufficiently stalled the flow of traffic.  The government reacted by trying to ignore the 

warnings.  Despite the Deputy Prime Minister Bharat Mohan Adhikari’s attempt to ease the 

minds of drivers by installing army and police at entry points, bus and truck drivers were not 

willing to risk opposing the Maoist’s demands (Nanda 2004).  The Maoists have blockade other 

regions and have bombed areas of Kathmandu with the goals of enforcing strikes or inspiring 

students to shut down schools, but this was their first blockade of the capital. 

 

Meaning 

This eight- year insurgency is the CPN-Maoist’s response to Nepal’s capital-hinterland 

division.  Although wealth and poverty both exist in the capital and the hinterland, the majority 

of those dictating that distribution of wealth reside in the Kathmandu. Because of their history of 

keeping this wealth within Kathmandu, the capital has become an icon of wealth and the 

hinterland its unnecessary shadow.    

The Maoists have argued that the ruling powers in the capital perpetuate injustice and 

feudal oppression against both the urban and rural poor.  The overt neglect of the hinterland by 

these ruling powers has allowed the Maoists to gain their largest following in these areas.  The 

Maoists rule over much of the countryside has resulted in innumerable human rights violations 

and deaths caused by both Maoist and government parties. Because the most visible impacts of 

their battles, such as deserted villages, severed families, and a common militant presence, have 



only surfaced outside of the capital, the Maoist insurgency has demonstrated minimal progress 

towards their ultimate so-called goal of a ‘complete democratic revolution’, which would require 

improving relations between Kathmandu and its hinterland.  

 

Significance 

The Soaltee hotel bombing and the blockade are two parts of a more expansive urban 

Maoist threat against globalization.  On the most basic level, both structures are symbols for 

Nepal’s development. The Saoltee Crown Plaza is Nepal’s first five-star hotel and hosts a 

number of international conferences each year.  The roads leading into Kathmandu increase and 

improve vehicular mobility into and out of the capital. The shared status of such different 

structures as icons gives evidence that the Maoists are reacting to a problem beyond the scope of 

simple exterior remediations, but require a complete reevaluation of the meanings implied by 

actions made by the governing bodies.   

Both attacks, which occurred within two days of each other, were critical in re-

establishing the Maoists self-confidence.  During the four months prior to the attacks, the 

insurgents experienced multiple setbacks, including the capture of 11 senior leaders in Patna in 

May 2004 and the severing of two militant ethnic groups, the Kirat Workers’ Party (KWP) and 

the Madhesi National Front (MNF) in August 2004 (Gautam 2004: 2).  By threatening 

Kathmandu, they demonstrated that the efforts made by the military to limit the Maoists’ 

offensive forces were ineffective; they could continue with their strategy as planned.  The 

Maoists had already established a ‘Ring Area’ (Nepali Times 6-12 August 2004: 13) 14.  Their 

next step was to directly threaten the capital by cutting off its economic flows.  

                                                 
14 By early August 2004, there was a military presence in the Gorkha, Rasuwa, Nuwakot, Dhading, Sindhupalchiok, 
Kabre, and Makwanpur districts surrounding Kathmandu. 



In addition to validating their strength to the government and king, the Maoist attacks on 

Kathmandu placed Nepal’s leaders on the defensive.  The king and political parties could no 

longer ignore or write off the violence occurring in the hinterland because the violence suddenly 

threatened their economic stability.  By channeling their efforts on the capital, the Maoists were 

simultaneously threatening the safety and legitimacy of the King and politicians in maintaining a 

sense of safety in the city as well as strangling trade, tourism, and international aid flowing that 

frequently flowed directly into their pockets.  A pro-Maoist intellectual comments, “the blockade 

will be effective in weakening the palace, which is the henchman of the capitalist class” (Nepal 

2004: 4).  Maoists recognized that Kathmandu’s nodal city identity, its ability to host the 

incoming and outgoing flow of capital and international power, is also one of its most vulnerable 

points.  By directly targeting these very qualities, the Maoists were mocking the government and 

king by highlighting their dependency on the world economy and aid.  

The Maoists did not choose the sites haphazardly; the Saoltee hotel and the roads leading 

into Kathmandu were icons of unjust power. Although nothing tangible was destroyed, these 

attacks stunned something more powerful than immobile structures—they blocked essential 

economic flows moving in and out of the capital. These economic flows came in the form of 

internationally owned businesses and tourism.  Even without the larger demand of shutting down 

big businesses directly associated with the hotel bombing and blockade, the attacks themselves 

managed to sufficiently constrict certain portions of the economy.   The hotel, which had been 

booked at 80% occupancy immediately shut down after the bombing, relocated its occupants and 

cancelled all of the reservations for higher-profile regional conferences was scheduled to host.  

This bombing resulted in an all-over hotel scare and was ultimately source of the cancellation of 

over more than half of the bookings at other hotels in Kathmandu (Nepal 2004: 8).  The blockade 



prevented anything from entering or leaving the capital, stopping both tourism and trade for an 

entire week.  The week-long blockade had similar damaging economic effects.  According to 

Basanta Raj Mishra, president of the Nepal Association of Tour Operators, the blockade cost the 

country’s tourist industry up to 5 million US dollars (Bhattarai, Marcello 2004: 7).  Even without 

considering the Maoist’s demands for the government’s amelioration of their threat, they proved 

to be economically damaging. 

The bombing and blockade resulted in an economic freeze far beyond the tourism and 

hotel industry and domestic trade.  Prior to the hotel bombing, the Maoists demanded that the 

government reform their labor policies and inform them on the status of captured Maoist leaders. 

When those demands were ignored, the Maoists bombed the Saoltee hotel and the following day, 

added a mandate for 14 companies and multinationals shut down15. The government ultimately 

conceded to release two ANTUF leaders, Resham Lama and Bishnu Bahadur Thapa Magar and 

inform of the status of other detained Maoists leaders, and closed the 12 companies.  Industrialist 

Rajendra Kerlan predicted that these closures would result a loss of 100,000 jobs and Rs. 8 

billion per day. Surya Nepal, one of the closed companies, brings in an annual revenue of Rs. 48 

billion, and pays Rs. 2 billion in taxes to the government coffers.  It will also hinder its foreign 

and domestic investment.  Indian Tobacco Company and British Tobacco Company own 58 % 

and 2% of Surya Nepal, respectively.  Smaller, private businesses own an additional 38% (Nepal 

2004: 4). These foreseen consequences indicate that even a stall in one of Nepal’s lucrative 

businesses threatens their already weak economy and prevents further foreign investment.  

When examined more closely as one event in a large Maoist scheme, these incidents are 

only preliminary and foreshadow larger attacks on the capital.  Because the bombing resulted in 

no injuries, and the blockade was enforced with no visible presence and violence, the attacks 
                                                 
15 On September 12, the Maoists demanded the closure of an additional 34 companies (Nepal 2004: 8). 



were simply a method of using psychological pressure and fear to amplify their strength. 

Because regional Maoist affiliates, ANTUF and ANNISU-R, led and sponsored the attacks, 

instead of the prominent Maoist leaders, Comrade Prachanda or Bhatturam Bhattarai, the leaders 

could gauge how the countries leaders, citizens, and press, and also how the Indian government 

would react to an urban threat.  Had this been the pinnacle urban conflict, the blockade and the 

bombings would have probably involved much more violence, higher stakes, and the threat 

would have lasted longer than a week. 

 

Equal Distribution of Suffering 

The significance of the August 2004 threats on Kathmandu extends far beyond the 

endangered structures.  They reaffirm the strength of the Maoist insurgents after a series of 

oppositional military set-backs, threaten political leaders and the king on their turf, and 

importance of the capital-hinterland relationship by highlighting the interdependency for 

Kathmandu’s sustenance with its hinterland and with India and other countries.  These attacks 

had immediate economic consequences in direct accordance with the purpose of their structures.  

The hotel lost its occupants, while the blockade prevented transportation and trade dependent on 

vehicles.   But, the closure of 12 companies tied to these attacks had more detrimental affects on 

the economy.  As a derivative of the threatened economy and the Maoists ability to infiltrate the 

capital, both the Nepalese and the international press questioned the government’s ability to 

address the Maoist insurgency.   

On one hand, these attacks forced the government to at the very least acknowledge the 

presence and needs of the hinterland and at most concede to Maoists demands.  But further, the 

incidents demonstrate a movement based and formed in the hinterland taking seed in the capital.  



While capital-based rulers most commonly prevent rural growth, in these cases, powers from the 

hinterland dictated the destruction of the capital.  The hotel and the roads were icons of 

concentrated wealth that remained in the capital.  The Maoists attacked these structures and 

constricted the economic flows tied to each structure as a way of attacking the historical political 

and social processes they embody.   



Conclusion 

The basic geo-political, social, and economic differences between Kathmandu and its 

hinterland are a constant and intensifying element of Nepal’s history.  Throughout Nepal’s 

varying political system, the Nepali elite and rulers have resided in the capital.  The combination 

of the leaders’ unmonitored corruption and the Kathmandu’s identity as a nodal point of an 

expanding international community has kept most money and services within the capital.  Each 

ruling power has used Kathmandu’s landscape differently, and expectedly, the structures within 

the landscape are testimony to the political, social, and economic systems of that particular time.  

Throughout Kathmandu’s transformation from a kingdom beautified by Malla architecture and 

infrastructure to an increasingly modernized city, the rural landscape has suffered from neglect.  

 This thesis has expanded this idea of a capital-hinterland clash into a question of spatial 

meaning.  An analysis of the Maoist insurgency, and specifically, the August 2004 urban attacks, 

has revealed that spaces are living entities that represent changing social and ideological 

processes.  The structures manifested within spaces are indicative of the distribution of power 

throughout the region.  Because spaces are tangible icons of history and oftentimes contention, 

attacking and controlling spaces are methods of challenging these existing processes.   

The chapters in this thesis have argued that the chasm between Kathmandu and its 

hinterland is a historical product that has progressively deepened as Kathmandu gains more 

global functions and the hinterland is consistently ignored by the government.  This political 

void in the hinterland has been filled by the Maoists, and in many ways deepened since their 

insurgency.   

The Maoist insurgency and the Prachanda Path ideology, which combines Mao Zedung’s 

Protracted People’s War in the countryside with Stalin’s insurrection in the city, exemplifies how 



the Maoists need space in order carry out their strategy.  Finally, the analysis of the Soaltee hotel 

bombing and the road blockade provide two concrete examples of ways in which seizing control 

over a structure explicates the value of the structure and its surroundings as icons of historical 

processes.   

These attacks are the Maoists’ first steps in the aggressive offensive.  In this step they are 

trying to bring down the state and impress upon the capital the suffering in the hinterland.  

However, in their dogmatic strategy, the insurgency is only exacerbating the divide between the 

Kathmandu and its hinterland.  Kathmandu has become known as a relatively safe space while 

Maoist affiliated events in the hinterland produce countless human rights violations, accounts of 

child brutality, children’s armies, unaccounted executions, and thousands of deaths, most of 

whom are innocent civilians.  Because spaces represent social processes, there will always be 

spatial divisions as long as there are disparities within societies.   

It seems unlikely that the disparity between the Kathmandu and its hinterland can be 

solved by the Maoists’ strategy.  Because an all-out communist takeover seems unlikely, in the 

worst- case scenario, Kathmandu would still be ruled by the king and prime minister while the 

the hinterland would be left to the Maoists.  

This thesis has revealed through a case study of the two Maoist attacks in Kathmandu 

that, in the broadest sense, space matters.  A city, a hinterland, and their relationship are all 

products of history.  The relationship between two spaces is determined by the relationship 

between their respective societies.  When ideologies clash, the most tangible way to challenge or 

attack those ideologies is by accosting the region or structure that best represents that ideology. 

By encroaching onto Kathmandu and stopping the economic flows entering and leaving the city, 

the Maoists asserted their power over the landscape.   



This thesis demonstrates how spatial representation can be one source of conflict 

impacting thousands of people. Because of the symbolic power spaces hold as representations of 

their societies, this thesis indicates that it is necessary for land managers, developers, and urban 

planners in Nepal, and in any country, to pay more attention to the organization of space.  

Perhaps one way to address the Maoist insurgency is to look more closely into growth poles and 

methods for bottom- development in those growth poles and satellite cities.  If cities like 

Biratnagar, Pokhara, and Birgunj could share Kathmandu’s power and provide a means to 

distribute wealth more evenly throughout Nepal’s geography, perhaps minority citizens in the 

hinterland could have the political representation they deserve. It is from this thesis that future 

urban planners, politicians, developers, and Nepalis of all castes, classes, genders, and 

geographic backgrounds can determine the next step. 
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