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Kathmandu, Nepal – NOTE:  This article was written in March, 2015, prior to the terrible earthquakes which have devastated the beautiful country of Nepal and its wonderful people.  Our thoughts and prayers are with them during this tragic period.

You no longer see a lot of posters of Che Guevara in his classic revolutionary pose in many cities of the world any more.   But here in the capital of Nepal, I have seen several.   In fact, although he was executed following a fire fight in a Bolivian jungle while fighting for a Communist revolution nearly 50 years ago, Che is very alive and well here where he is an icon for a sizable number of Nepalese.
Sandwiched between China to the north and India to the south, Nepal walks a fine line between the governing philosophies of each.  It is a small nation of only 33 million trying to survive between the two giants on each side. Perhaps as a results, there are three major political parties in Nepal:  the Congress party, modeled after its namesake in India; the Maoists, who espouse the revolutionary policies of China's former leader; and the Marxist/Leninists, who tend to follow a different flavor of communism/socialism.  None of the three has been able to gain control during elections.  Considerable political infighting has ensued trying to not only achieve immediate power, but also to forge the long-term direction of the nation via a new constitution.
Much of the battle is over this constitution.  Nepal currently has none.  A monarch ruled the country until 1990, when King Birendra agreed to a parliamentary monarchy.  This lasted until 1996 when the Maoists began an insurrection resulting in thousands of deaths, mostly of police and government officials.  Turmoil continued until June, 2001 when the Crown Prince murdered his father, mother, and most of the royal family.  He then shot himself.  An uncle, named Gyanendra, became king.  With further fighting continuing to rock the country, Gyanendra suspended Parliament in 2005 and declared himself totally in charge.  In response, leaders of the existing political parties fled to India, but soon re-grouped  in the fall of 2005 by forming a "Seven Party Alliance" with a power sharing plan for Nepal.  This action gained widespread acceptance within Nepal and from the international community, and by 2006, following more riots, the king was out and a prime minister from Parliament was in charge.  In late 2007, the monarchy was formally abolished, and elections were held in May 2008.  Much to the surprise of many, the Communist Party won the majority of seats and a federal republic was established.  It was at this time that the three major parties agreed to write a new constitution "within two years."
That has not happened.  Political turmoil has followed.  Currently, the Maoists are out of power with a coalition between the Marxists-Leninists and the Congress Party in charge.  The army retains a significant role in spite of the Maoists continuing to hold mass demonstrations closing streets and businesses; these events are called "bandhs."  At least two constitutional assemblies have come and gone in attempts to draft an accepted constitution, and no one is betting on future attempts to be successful.  Nepal certainly appears to be locked in a perpetual political stalemate.
One of these bandhs was beginning the day we were leaving Nepal.  It was a Sunday, and the streets were filling with marchers, all sporting red headbands announcing their Maoist leanings.  Busses had arrived earlier bringing protesters from distant cities and villages here to the capital for a march on government buildings.  I do not know if this protest turned violent, but the numbers were impressive.
During my week in Nepal I saw no violence and everyone seemed to be doing reasonably well.  Food was plentiful and inexpensive, and everyone I met was friendly and outgoing.  Although there is a lack of an industrial base, many of the Nepalese are entrepreneurs owning small businesses.  Everyone appears to want to learn English (and/or Korean!) as an avenue to economic success.
I am not sure what will ultimately happen to Nepal.  Due to its enormous mountains and apparent lack of key raw materials, it does not seem likely to be absorbed by either of its neighbors.  I thoroughly enjoyed my brief stay, and would like to return - with or without it having a constitution.
I thought that you might like to know.
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