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Dr Mahendra Lawoti

Political sciertist Dy Mahendra Lawoti, visiting assistant professor at Wake Forest University,
North Carolina, USA, states that Nepal's current democratic institutions are not in accord
with the social and cuoltural reality. Lawoti who did his PhD on 'Inclusive Democracy:
Folitical institztions and multicultural society of Nepal’ says, "The Westminster model of
democracy adopted by Nepal has been unsuccessful in multi-cultaral countries.” Kumar

Yatru talked to Lawoti while he was here. Excerpts:

Nepal today is overwhelmed by
uncertainties and doubis. Where did
we go wrong to be swamped in
pelitical, social and economic
uncertainties?

The dissatisfaction, grievances and unrest
seen in Nepali society is but obvious. But
the problems are only being analysed at
the superficial level. We try to find a
solution by presenting the Maoist
insurgency, the palace intervention of
October 4, the issues raised by indigenous
peoples, women, Dalits as being the
causes of the problem. However, they are
just symptoms, and not the underlying
causes of the problems. One of the core
problems is the continuation of state's
structures since hundreds of years that
promotes one group and culture.

In other words, the constitutional
framework is not suitable...

Certainly Nepal's current democratic
institutions are not in accord with the
social and cultural reality. The
Westminster model of democracy
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adopted by Nepal has been unsuccessful
in  multi-cultaral countries. Long
established multi-cultural democracies
have consensus model of democracy. This
lack of congruence between societal and
state structure in Nepal is the main cause

behind the protracted conflicts in Nepal.

is the Constitution 1990 like that or
is the previous one too the same?

To evaluate the Nepali democracy we
have to look at the Constitution 1390
because that established the democratic
institutions. The Constitution before that
was  not Thus  the
Constitution 1990 should be today's
debate and that is where a major

democratic.

problems lies.

But  hasn't the  intellectual
community called it a first-rate
constitution?

Yes, but if you look at the ethnic
background of those who have praised it,
it is not difficult to grasp the psychology
behind it. Those who have praised the
Constitution 1990 are mainly male
Bahuns. They are right, to some extent

- because if the dominant group member

does not have ideclogical problems with
the Constitution, no Constitution can be
better than the current one to perpetuate
continuity of their group dominance. It
has provided democratic legitimacy to the
domination. But the indigenous peoples,
dalit, madhesis, women, and minority
religious groups' intellectuals have not
called the Constitution good from the
very start. Rather there are examples of
visible disagreements by these groups
{who constitute around 85 per cent of the
population, if women are included), such
as the burning
Constitution.

articles of the

The mainstream political parties
kave not shown opposition to this
Constitution. How can  you
substantiate your claim of the
majority?

In a democracy, political parties are often
at the vanguard but they do not represent
all the public aspirations. Many forms of
pressure and assertions of community
rights are aiso of equal importance. Social

movements around the world have
brought many changes. In the Nepali
context, the support the Maoists have
received also clearly demonstrates that
people are not only behind the
mainstream political parties.

Along these lines many think the
state has failed to address such
particular cases and if the political
parties have failed to take such cases
to the public, then haven't others
failed as well?

The Westminster political institutions are
also responsible. For example, if elections
were held under a proportional electoral
method instead of the current first past
the post system, the seats of smaller
ethnic oriented parties would increase
while those of the larger parties would
decrease. Based on the voting in 1999, the
Rastriya Jana Mukti Party would have got
at least two seats while the Nepal
Sadhbawana Party also would have
received more seats. Second, there is also
lack of accountability in the current
system. Third, since the ethnic, linguistic,
and cultural movements are at an initial
phase, they are not in positions to
determine the win or loss of elections or

subsequent political programmes.

Well, if that's the case then the
election should be
modified?

Yes! Among other things, I have been
advocating for electoral reforms. If you

want to reform Nepal's democratic

process

system, then power sharing democracy
should be adopted. Power should be
shared among ethnic groups and
religious communities, and different
political actors and institutions. By
emulating the experiences multi-cultural
or multi-national countries like Belgium,
Switzerland, Netherlands, Papua New
Guinea, Austria, India, Germany, Nepal
too must adopt an inclusive state

structure.

How can you achieve an equal
sharing of power from such a
structure?

Three problems can mainly be seen in
Nepal due to the 1990 constitutional

provisions. The elected party does
whatever it wants to, the lack of a
mechanism to control power abuse, and
problems of government instability. That

is why different  communities’
involvement in governance,
empowerment of parliament in
comparison to the cabinet, establishment
of powerful and autonomous
constitutional bodies can preomote

inclusion, accountability, and stability.
Cultural
reservation, and propertional distribution

federalism, autonomy,
of resources are part of a power sharing

system.

In the context of Nepal's geography,
what kind of federal state is
suitable?

In a democracy it is the citizen's right to
govern oneself. You find different forms
of federal models adopted throughout the
world. Australia has adopted
administrative federalism to govern its
targe country. But multi-national
countries Hhke Switzerland, Belgium
(terrain and population wise smaller than
Nepal) have adopted cultural federalism.
Administrative federalism in Nepal
cannot address the growing linguistic and
cultural aspirations. That's why Nepal
needs cultural federalism. India initially
adopted an administrative federalism but
after linguistic riots and protests, it
adopted linguistic federalism. A country
must adopt federalism that is in
congruence with its society's make up

and aspirations.

There are many communnities who
do not belong to a specific place.
They are noi from one area. For such
groups, would not a federal system
become even more problematic?

Indeed, the Dalits, Chettris and Bahuns,
and other groups are spread across the
country. These communities can be given
autonomy through a non-territorial
federal system. The communities will
form their own national councils through
elections. The councils work to protect
and preserve their culture, language and
other interests. The state gives the budget
and the right to self-rule to the

representative councils.



Even if certain communities are a
majority in some regions of the
country, the same community is also
present in other areas. For example
if Limbuwan has a majority of the
Limbus, they are also present in
Kathmandu. How does this
construction include them?

I have proposed three ways to provide
autonomy because Nepal has different
groups with different problems and
needs. In addition to territorial and non-
territorial federalism, I have argued for
local group autonomy. If a concentrated
local community wants self-rule it should
be given to them. In addition, several

indigenous small  and

groups are
marginalised, for example Kusunda,
Raute, Koche, Meche etc. The state should
launch special programmes for their

uplifiment and preservation.

However, even in countries with
federal structures, there are
examples where the
intervenes to undermine regional
authorities. How do you control
this?

To check such an intervention we need a
central constitutional court. Though the
Supreme Court has the right to interpret
the constitution, its past regressive
interpretations have hurt the indigenous

cenire

peoples, women and madhesi. Thus, the
constitutional  court must  have
proportional  representation from

different communities.

A federal system is often accused of
inviting disintegration. Yugoslavia, Russia
and Czechoslovakia are often cited as

examples of a federal system breaking up

countries.  All three countries were
communist states. Not a single
democratic  federal country  has

disintegrated. Instead, countries with
power sharing institutions have become
more integrated. However, if power is
ceniralised like in communist states, then
dissatisfaction may grow. If the unitary
system and culture is strengthened even
more in Nepal the problems will become
even bigger.

federal

Doesn't  the system

decentralise not only power but also
disputes, rows at the local level?

Certainly! Scholars who studied federal
and unitary system found that there are
higher numbers of small protests and
demonstrations in federal systerns.
Protests and demonstrations are signs of
vibrant democracies. Thus, in fact, they
are good for democracy. The same

found higher numbers of

studies
rebellions, revolts, and violent conflicts in
unitary systems. In Nepal, the unitary
system has facilitated the Maoist revolt to
swell and grow. If the unitary system is

continued, the possibility that the ethnic

movements will not turn into rebellions

cannot be ruled out.

What would you say to the claims
that a federal system is not suitable
for a country with a constitutional
monarchy?

Countries like Belgium, Denmark, Spain,
Australia and Canada are federal
countries with constitutional monarchies.

Thus, the argument doesn't hold water

The gquestion is also of garnering
and mobilising means and
resources. How are the resources
managed in such a situation?

constitutional

In many countries,

provisions provide guidelines for
allocating resources based not only on the
population and geography but also on a

regional basis. We can emulate a similar

| have proposed
three ways to
provide autonomy
because Nepal has
different groups with
different problems

and needs.

system here. Even with Karnali, if the

resources going there through different
channels of the state are given to the local
governments, the local governments can
better utilise them because they are more
knowledgeable about specific local
problems, needs, and opportunities.
Additionally, the local governments can
identify new resources and generate

more local resources as well.

When do you think will your views
be implemented?

The history of the world shows that no
new big policy is ever adopted without
great disturbances. The Maoist rebellion
has created a setting in Nepal at present.
Therefore let's hope that all the parties,
civil society, and activists will converge to
reforms that will address the problems

bogging Nepal. .
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