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1.1 Women, Conflict and Post-Conflict Developments in Nepal  

 

One morning of November 2010 – I visited Hati-Khor Cantonment, at Kawasoti, Nepal. I had 

set-an appointment to interview women combatants, while I was sitting on the open field 

waiting for them…I saw women with short hair cuts, commanding the military 

training…which I had never seen before…a Nepali woman performing such roles (Personal 

Observation, 2010, Nepal). This event was a turning point in thinking about gender role 

change.  

 

This thesis is about women and changing gender roles in Nepal. My interest in this topic was 

triggered by my observations of female ex-combatants, a few years after the war ended. They 

seemed so different from how women are traditionally seen in Nepal. What brought these 

changes about? And what would happen to these women in post-conflict Nepal? In particular, 

this thesis looks at how women experienced changes brought about by the Maoist conflict 

(1996-2006) and the ensuing peace process, focusing on changes to their roles and 

responsibilities and examining both economic and familial hardships as well as new 

opportunities. It then asks similar questions about women affected by the 2015 earthquake 

that occurred while the country was still struggling with post-conflict issues.  

 

I became interested in studying women’s experiences of the Maoist conflict and post-conflict 

issues when I was doing my Master’s thesis on ‘Securing livelihoods: experience of former 

Maoist mother combatants with children in post-conflict Nepal’ in 2011. I found a 

considerable knowledge gap concerning how Maoist women (ex-combatants and non- 

combatants) experienced gender-role transformation during the Maoist conflict, and what 

happened to such roles in the aftermath of the war. This then became the theme of my 

doctoral research. Studying the impact of disaster suggested itself half way through the 

process.  

 

Although this thesis is primarily about the ways in which women (ex-combatants and non-

combatants) experienced the Maoist conflict and the post-conflict period, later, when I was 

completing my field work in Nepal, on 25th April 2015, a 7.8 magnitude earthquake hit the 

country. I was severely affected by this earthquake, and while living in the temporary camp 

together with other women, I became interested in studying the impact of the earthquake 

upon women. Studying women’s experiences during and after the earthquake allowed me to 

provide additional insights into the dynamics around gender that I had set out to research. 
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The Maoist armed conflict in Nepal has had a severe impact on women’s everyday lives. The 

Maoist struggle incorporated a strong agenda for the emancipation of women and 

successfully recruited women combatants into its ranks (Gautam et al. 2001; Parvati 2003). 

At the same time, many women who stayed away from the war (non-combatants) became 

heads of households as their husbands were killed or displaced. Both categories of women 

assumed new roles and responsibilities that cut across existing divisions of labour between 

men and women in Nepal. Likewise, the earthquake forced women to take up roles earlier 

reserved for men.  

 

Both the conflict and the earthquake provide an opportunity to examine the ways in which 

women deal with rapid shifts in gender roles in a context where patriarchal gender patterns 

have prevailed. This thesis follows these shifts in gender roles in the aftermath of crisis and 

asks whether they persist once ‘normality’ returns and whether traditional role divisions can 

change in a fundamental, structural way. It takes women’s everyday experiences as a starting 

point. 

1.2  The Maoist War and its Aftermath 

 

This thesis documents how women have experienced the Maoist conflict and its aftermath, 

and also covers the impact of the 2015 earthquake. To set the scene for later chapters, this 

section outlines the main events and impacts of the war and the main post-conflict 

developments, including the earthquake, and suggests what these processes meant for 

women. 

 

The War 

 

The communist party of Nepal1 (commonly known as a Maoist) led civil war in Nepal - also 

known as The People’s War - lasted from 1996 to 2006. The Maoist Party sought to end the 

monarchic system that had been in place for 240 years and, in its place, establish a People’s 

Republic (Upreti and Böker, 2010, Thapa 2003; Thapa and Sharma 2009). The conflict 

formally started in February 1996 as the Communist Party of Nepal (also known as Maoist), 

                                                           
1 Henceforth the Communist party of Nepal (CPN) is called ‘Maoist party’ in this entire thesis.  



 

Page 4 of 182 
 

operating as the United People’s Front of Nepal, declared the so-called ‘People’s War’ (Jana 

Andolan). It formally ended with the Comprehensive Peace Accord of 21 November 2006 

(NIPS 2013). 

 

The conflict involved intense violence resulting in high numbers of casualties, torture, 

enforced disappearance, and sexual violence. The war claimed more than 13,000 lives, and as 

a result of the ongoing conflict, at least 200,000 people were displaced (Hamal 2007; Singh et 

al. 2007). A total of 1,378 people disappeared during the war and their identities are still 

unknown (UN OHCHR 2012). In 2003 and 2004, Nepal had the highest number of 

disappearances in the world (Nepal Monitor 2011). Both the government Security Forces and 

the Communist Party of Nepal (Maoists) were involved in human rights violations throughout 

the country (UN OHCHR 2012). Furthermore, the conflict had an adverse impact on various 

sectors of the economy and state institutions: agriculture, trade and commerce, education, 

health, communications, and transportation. It has affected socio-economic, cultural and 

religious aspects of people’s lives (Hamal 2007; Thapa 2003). Local people suffered from a 

twofold threat from both the Maoist insurgence and government security officials (Hamal 

2007, UN OHCHR 2012).  

 

The violent conflict affected Nepalese women in various ways. Many women experienced 

family separation as men fled from the villages in fear of execution, left for military duty, or 

became involved in the Maoist insurgency. Sometimes this separation was permanent, when 

husbands, fathers, and sons were killed in the war (Basnet 2005; Hamal 2007). Most of the 

people who were killed, disappeared or disabled in the war were men (ibid). The burden of 

taking care of households, elderly people, and working in agriculture disproportionately 

shifted to women (Sharma and Prasai 2004; Gautam et al. 2001; Hamal 2007).  

 

The population suffered severely during the conflict in part because the war was waged in 

close contact with civilians. The Maoists adopted the strategy and tactics of a ‘protracted 

people’s war’. They established base areas in the most rural and remote areas, with the aim of 

eventually moving to the urban areas and seizing power (Karki and Seddon 2003, Lawoti and 

Pahari 2009). The Government of Nepal responded with military operations to crush the 

insurgency in the Maoist stronghold areas (Karki and Seddon 2003, 23). These operations 

were very violent:  many innocent people were accused of being Maoist, villagers were 

arrested, ill-treated, tortured, and killed randomly (ibid). These actions resulted in a 
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substantial proportion of the local people making common cause with the Maoists and the 

middle-west of Nepal was effectively confirmed as the Maoist heartland (ibid). From 1999 to 

2001, Maoist military activities were intensified and scaled up, to the point where the Maoists 

claimed that there were only nine (out of a total of 75) districts that they did not have under 

their direct influence (ibid).  

 

Peace talks between the Maoists and the Government of Nepal started in 2001 but suffered 

several set backs until the mainstream parties rallied behind the Maoists (Thapa 2003; 

Einsiedel, Malone and Pradhan 2012). After an unprecedented 19 days, a peaceful mass 

movement named Jan Aandolan II (People’s Movement II), the Monarchy was overthrown, 

and the country was declared a federal democratic republic on 28 May 2008 with the Maoists 

emerging as the largest party in the constituent assembly. 

 

The Maoist Agenda 

 

The Maoist ‘People’s War’ had three fundamental objectives: to overthrow the authoritarian 

and capitalist class and state system, to uproot feudalism, and to drive out imperialist 

(Monarchy) forces (Karki and Seddon 2003: 30). A key text in understanding the Maoist 

agenda is the Maoist manifesto, the so-called ‘40-points’ demand document that was 

presented to the parliament on 4 February 1996 (ibid). The document points out the 

inequality, exclusion, discrimination and hierarchy that were deeply rooted in the economic, 

social, political and cultural structure of Nepal, and offered a political plan to end such 

structures (Karki and Seddon 2003, Prachanda 2003; Pahari and Lawoti 2009; Hutt 2004; 

Thapa 2003). The document prioritises ending all forms of oppression and discrimination 

based on gender, as well as on class, caste or ethnicity. 

 

The Maoist proposal resonated with the concerns of many common Nepali people especially 

in the remote rural areas. It appealed in particular to lower caste people, women, youth, poor 

peasants, ethnic minorities, and indigenous people who experienced oppression in their 

everyday lives. These included, for example, 44 percent of households (in the 1990s) were 

poor peasants who owned 0-0.05 hectares (Lawoti and Pahari 2009, 8-10). Both women and 

men joined the Maoist war as combatants (Parvati 2003; Manchanda 2004). The conflict 

initially began from Rukum, Rolpla, Jarjarkot, Salyan, and Gorkha districts in the mid-
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western region of Nepal (Karki and Seddon 2003), from which it extended to other parts 

covering 66 out of 75 districts of Nepal. 

 

After War: Incomplete Transition 

 

Towards the end of the conflict, in 2006, as the peace negotiations between the Maoists and 

the Government of Nepal failed and the King dissolved the Parliament and reinstated direct 

rule (Lawoti and Pahari 2009), the mainstream parties formed the so-called Seven Party 

Alliance and rallied behind the Communist Party of Nepal (the Maoists) (Thapa 2003; 

Einsiedel, Malone and Pradhan 2012). They organised a mass movement, the Jan Andolan II 

(People’s Movement II), which promoted an agenda for fundamental transformation of the 

state and society (Pyakurel 2008). The movement shook Nepal to the roots, effecting all the 

established structures – political, social and economic – and norms and value systems. 

Women, Janajati, Dalits, Madhesi, Muslims and other excluded groups participated widely in 

the movement with their own agendas for change (ibid). This movement had a deep impact 

on all aspects of national life, including the women’s movement. The movement resulted in 

the end of the Monarchy and the installation of a constituent assembly to formulate a 

Democratic Constitution for a Federal Republic of Nepal (ibid). The CPN (Maoists) emerged 

as the largest party winning the majority of the seats in the Constituent Assembly (CA) 

elections in 2008. The country was declared federal, democratic, and republican on 28 May 

2008, ending 240 years of monarchical rule.  

 

After the peace agreement in 2006, Nepal faced multiple inter-related transitions: from war to 

peace, from autocracy to democracy, and from a centralised state to a decentralised state, 

(Einsiedel, Malone, and Pradhan 2012; pg;361). Gender mainstreaming in policy was also 

high on the agenda, but confronted challenges while trying to put this into practice.  

 

The transition from war to peace involved a complex Disarmament, Demobilisation and 

Reintegration (DDR) process. Especially the reintegration of the combatants turned-out to be 

very controversial because multiple political parties were engaged in the decision making for 

reintegration programming. Different parties had their own vested interests in this issue and 

building consensus among them posed a big challenge. The initial six-month timeframe for 

completing the DDR process (2007-2012) took nearly five years (Subedi 2014).  
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The transition from autocracy to democracy, and federalisation was also been complex and 

contested. For example, the new democratic constitution of 2015 still does not offer equal 

citizenship rights to women. Additionally, current federal structure does not provide clear-cut 

provision to reduce deeply ingrained discrimination along caste lines. At the same time, the 

CPN (Maoist) divided into 3 separate parties. The CPN supporters/cadres blamed top leaders 

for undermining the party’s ideological commitment to bring equality and economic 

prosperity. They claimed that the party had expanded their connections with other powerful 

groups in society and had been politically co-opted at the expense of the interest of the party 

(Adhikari 2012). As a result, CPN (Maoist) lost the majority of seats in the 2017 constitution 

assembly elections.  

 

Gender mainstreaming and transition to a state that would protect women’s rights became an 

important issue after the peace process, at least at the level of discourse. Nepal’s New 

Constitution of 2015 reserves a quota of 33 percent of parliamentary seats for women (Upreti 

and Kolås 2016) and reserves 40 percent of seats for women in the local government bodies 

and also mandates seats for dalit, ethnic minority and indigenous women (Limbu 2017). The 

government has introduced a policy of a 25% land tax cut if that land is registered in a 

woman’s name. Similarly, the government set up a reward of Nepali Rupees 50,000 (USD 

600) to a man who marries a widow (Ramnarain 2014). There are also quotas for women and 

girls in education, government jobs, health, communication and technical sectors. Women 

also occupied executive positions in Nepal. Although the State established multiple 

mechanisms for supporting gender equality, post-conflict development and politics have been 

dominated by a few elite politicians from the ruling, privileged caste and class. For example, 

women’s quotas were occupied by elite groups of women (who had better education, skills, 

trainings). Therefore, gender mainstreaming did not benefit non-elite women at the grassroots 

levels.  

 

In the aftermath of the war, Nepal has moved from a centralised, unitary political system to a 

federal government system. This process began with the 2017 local elections, and this shift 

laid the groundwork for bottom-up development. In these local elections 14,352 (40%) 

women were elected to local level government bodies in various political positions (Limbu 

2018). This is the highest number of women holding public office in the country’s history 

(Limbu 2018). This is a significant moment where the gender quotas directly open up 
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political space for grassroots female political activism in Nepal. The impact of this brand-new 

administration upon the local people and the local government is yet to be seen.  

 

Finally, the most prominent concern of the post-war transition period is stemming the flow of 

out-country migration. Because of the slow post-war recovery process and high 

unemployment, it has been estimated that 1600 women and men per day are migrating to 

foreign countries in search of employment (Shrestha 2018), and 31.4 percent of the country’s 

Gross Domestic Product is dependent upon remittances from the workers abroad (ibid). It is 

still unclear how the country is going to sustain economic development and create adequate 

employment.  

 

The 2015 Earthquake 

 

The earthquake of 25 April 2015 caused enormous human suffering, and also gave rise to 

new challenges in the still incomplete post-conflict transition. The earthquake delayed the 

country’s first ever democratic constitution which was to be released in 2015. Women in 

particular had awaited this constitution which would include equal citizenship rights, property 

rights for women, and female quotas in the electoral bodies both at the national and local 

levels. Since 1999 there had been no elected local government bodies, and the earthquake 

pushed back the local elections as well, which were finally completed in January 2018.  

 

The earthquake had an impact on women’s everyday life in multiple ways. Many men were 

killed or disabled by the earthquake, whereas other men had migrated out of the country to 

work. In addition, many men lost their income due to the earthquake. Women were involved 

in rescuing their family, taking care of their children and elderly people, searching for food, 

accommodation, financial support, jobs, and health care.  

 

Both during the Maoist war and in the aftermath of the earthquake, there was a similar trend 

with women taking up responsibilities that had been associated with the men in the 

household. Women were victims themselves and experienced the extra burden of taking 

charge of the households as their husbands were absent. This reality allowed women to 

expand and re-negotiate their roles as wives and daughters. The trend was most prominent in 

the war years, in particular for those women who became active as combatants in the Maoist 



 

Page 9 of 182 
 

insurgency, supported by an agenda of (gender) equity. It was also reflected amongst women 

in the non-combatant population and with women who survived the earthquake. 

 

1.3 War, Disaster and Changing Gender Roles in Nepal 

 

This section presents the evidence to date on the impacts of wartime and post-war 

developments on women in Nepal and reflects on some of the core questions that emerge. It 

situates the study in relation to the literature on gender roles transformation in Nepal. 

 

Changing Roles of Women Combatants and Non-Combatants 

 

Nepalese society is generally understood to be patriarchal, but the war seems to have changed 

this to some degree. It has been suggested that gender roles and relationships shifted during 

the war, both for women who joined the insurgency and those who stayed outside of it 

(Gautam et al. 2001; Manchanda, 2004). Considerable numbers of women were involved as 

combatants in the Maoist war (Gautam et al. 2001; Sharma and Prasai 2004). One estimate 

suggests women made up 30-40 percent of the Maoist fighting forces (Kattel 2003; Sharma 

and Prasai). The Maoist struggle had a strong message of emancipation for the oppressed 

rural population, members of the lower castes, and the women through whom it successfully 

recruited women combatants into its ranks (Gautam et al. 2001; Parvati 2003).  

 

The women who stayed away from the war encountered numerous challenges as men 

disappeared, fled or were killed (Shakya 2009; Sharma and Prasai 2004; Hamal 2007). In the 

absence of men, women who stayed at home took up new roles: they performed social and 

economic responsibilities previously associated with men and began to participate more 

visibly in the public sphere. For example, they had increased access to a savings and credit 

groups, entered local politics, attended village and ward level meetings, searched for 

employment, or became self-employed entrepreneurs (Aguirre and Pietropaoli, 2008; Moosa 

et al. 2013). This shows a shift away from traditional gender roles centred on the domestic 

household and farm work (Poudel and Carryer, 2000). 

 

Do these shifts in roles by women amount to empowerment? On this point, there is 

considerable disagreement. Some feminist scholars argue that the Maoist movement afforded 

rural women an avenue for change and new options to escape narrowly confined gender roles 
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and the exclusions they experienced in their daily lives (Manchanda 2004; Thapa 2003; 

Goswami 2015). This would explain why the Maoist movement attracted such high numbers 

of Nepalese women. Parvati, a high-level female leader in the Maoist insurgency, does not 

question women combatants’ empowerment but attributes it primarily to the Maoists’ efforts: 

it was only after the Maoist war started that grassroots women’s voices, mainly those of rural 

women, began to be heard (Parvati 2003). 

 

Others have questioned if Maoist ideology was put into practice or was merely rhetorical. 

They point to studies that found Maoist women predominantly doing cooking, cleaning and 

rearing children rather than serving in combatant roles (Tamang 2009, 75). Similarly, 

Pettigrew and Shneiderman (2004) argue that the extent to which janajati (indigenous) 

women who joined the Maoists were given meaningful roles is questionable. Other research 

has suggested, however, that women took up militarised roles within the insurgency, similar 

to their male peers. They participated in the guerilla training and were involved in military 

attacks, and some women even became commanders and led the battalions (K.C. 2011; 

Manchanda 2004). 

 

Gautam, Banskota, and Manchanda (2001) make clear that the role shifts experienced by 

women are extensive and see them as empowering. They describe how ‘in whole villages in 

the western hill district of Nepal, [Maoist strong hold areas], there are no men [either men 

became Maoist or left the village in fear of execution and abduction by the Maoist or 

government army, or disappear or killed]…In these villages without men, the women have 

been left to work with conflict, to negotiate with the police and the Maoists, and to ensure the 

survival and security of their families…It is women who have had to break tradition and take 

on the ‘male’ job of ploughing the land…’(pg;92). Through this process women achieved 

empowerment and challenged the traditional understanding about women’s roles (ibid, 101-

102).  

 

However, not all authors see these role shifts as empowering. Hamal (2007) and Shakya 

(2003) suggest that when the responsibilities of maintaining the family are placed onto the 

shoulders of women during wartime, they bear a disproportionate burden of poverty and 

suffering. One study found that while taking on additional burdens (in both private and public 

affairs), rural women suffered from a lack of education, skills, social safety, and faced 

psychological trauma (Shakya 2009; pg.34). Another study by Yadav (2016), on the contrary, 
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concludes that war widows were empowered while surviving independently in the Maoist 

war. It describes how widows – who traditionally are relegated to a marginalised position - 

started to fight back to redefine their identity and started to wear a red tika (tiny red mark 

stuck on the forehead as a symbol of womanhood), began to dress with colourful red sarees 

or even remarried - all things previously unheard of. In an earlier period, widows could only 

wear white sarees, no make-up, and had to remain unmarried.  

 

The literature on women and gender change in Nepal is still limited. This thesis aims to 

contribute to the existing scholarly literature by understanding these larger shifts from the 

women’s own position and experience. It will examine what the Maoist conflict, and later the 

2015 earthquake, meant to women, how they experienced the changes in their lives. 

 

Persisting Patriarchal Structures 

 

Although Nepal is rapidly transforming its social and political landscape, the patriarchal 

system is still pervasive. It is reflected in the Nepalese inheritance systems, family relations, 

the marriage system, and some legal systems (Greene 2015; Gurung 2018). For example, 

even after the declaration of the new constitution, women do not have equal citizenship 

rights, inheritance rights, or property rights as men. People are socialised in a way which, 

intentionally or unintentionally, accepts patriarchal norms. As a result, they often continue to 

uphold patriarchal practices in their everyday lives (Dhungana 2014; Greene 2015; Gurung 

2018).  

 

A key concern in this thesis is whether the greater social and economic responsibilities of 

Nepalese women acquired during the war were recognised and accommodated in a society in 

which male dominance remained the norm. It is unclear how the tension between the new 

roles and opportunities for women, and the limitations deriving from the patriarchal 

structures, has been resolved. 

 

1.4  War, Disaster and Changing Gender Roles: What are the Questions? 

 

It is now widely acknowledged that war has different effects on men and women. While 

women may be victimised in particular gendered ways, war may also open up possibilities for 

them to take up new roles and exercise more liberties. The literature provides ample evidence 
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of how conflict might offer women the space to experience and negotiate change, and 

develop their agency and resourcefulness (Arostegui, 2013; Buvinic, Dasgupta, Casabonne, 

& Verwimp, 2012; Grabska, 2013; Denov and Gervais 2006; 2013).  

 

When women and girls join armed conflict, they often perform new roles and responsibilities 

earlier reserved for men, and in doing so break traditional norms around female behaviour 

(Shekhawat, 2015; El-Bushra 2003; Cohn 2013). A study in Liberia (Fuest 2008) and Eritrea 

(El-Bhusra 2003) noted that conflict expanded women’s roles as they were directly involved 

in the armed struggle and successfully took-up commanding military roles equal to men.  

Traditional role divisions between men and women are thus bracketed (Shekhawat 2015; 

Azmi 2015).  

 

It is not only women combatants who experience expansion of their roles; non-combatant 

women have similar experiences. As women need to survive the war in the absence of men 

they take up new responsibilities as heads of household in the private as well as in the public 

sphere (Cohn 2013; Ramnarain 2014).  El-Bhusra (2003, 258). In a study covering Sudan, 

Angola, Mali and Uganda, it was found that the war gave rise to rapid changes in gender 

roles at the household level. This turned out to increase women’s decision-making, income 

generating opportunities and allowed them to acquire different ways of life and new skills. 

Likewise, Jacobson’s (1999, 180) research in Mozambique points out that when men flee 

from the war to towns and the capital, women cared for their dependents, and actively 

engaged in the public spheres of politics and found waged employment. 

 

The effects of war on non-combatant women have been found to vary. Conflict may increase 

the insecurity for women and limit their movements. There is an increase in gender-based 

violence, for example, as women can no longer safely travel rural roads and access their 

fields or water points. It however may also increase societal acceptance of their new roles as 

heads of households, expanding their economic and political agency. El- Bushra’s (2000) 

work in Northern Uganda, Rwanda, and Somalia found that married women who coped with 

the challenges of war unaided by their husbands experienced a significant increase of their 

self-determination, (pg;69-78), because women assert greater autonomy in decision making 

about marriages, children and sexual relationships (ibid pg; 73).  
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There is much debate in recent literature on whether wartime changes in gender roles 

continue or discontinue in the aftermath of the war. Important questions are whether women 

retain the new roles acquired during conflict, and how such changes effect their everyday 

relationships in the family and community (Afshar and Eade 2004; El-Bushra 2003; Cahn 

and Aoláin, 2009; Shekhawat 2015). The picture is not clear-cut. El-Bushra’s (2003) work on 

Uganda, Mali, Sudan, Angola, and Somalia suggests that ‘gendered power structures have 

changed because of conflict, though to a limited degree. Women’s increased economic 

power…has sometimes enabled them to exert greater influence and become more involved, 

mainly within the household but in some cases also outside.’ (pg;259). But she also observed 

that, in spite of women’s gains in terms of empowerment, the ideological foundations of 

gender relations have barely changed and may even have become further reinforced through 

conflict (pg;264). Similarly, in Mozambique, when men fled from the war, the female 

population in rural areas was estimated to be 90 percent (Jacobson’s 1999, 179). In war time, 

women cared for both the households and outside affairs but in the aftermath were placed at 

the margins of the ‘real development’ process (ibid, 177-181).  

 

Even where women have been accorded a larger change of role in the war, this has often not 

translated into political inclusion in the peace process and women face many disappointments 

on return to ‘normality’ (Shekhawat 2015, Enloe 2004; Rajasingham-Senanayake 2004; 

Azmi 2015). The scholarship on post-war settings provides enough evidence that, when peace 

time begins, women are intentionally and unintentionally left out of the post-conflict 

reconstruction process and are forced to take-up their earlier roles (Manchanda 2001; 

Goswami 2015; Shekhawat 2015). Post-conflict policy choices as well as sticky gender 

norms and persistent structural inequalities may produce a certain backlash to women’s 

expanded roles and limit their everyday room for manoeuvre. A study by the UN on women 

reviewed 31 peace processes in 2014 and showed that only 4% of peace agreements had 

women as signatories (Mlinarević et al. 2015). There are also cases, where changes in policy 

are favourable to women such as in Rwanda, women acquired the right to own land as an 

outcome of post-genocide policy reformation (Jacobson 2013, p233). Likewise, in 

Afghanistan and Iraq, gender quota increased women’s participation in the parliament 

(Jacobson 2013). But still, in many ways in the post-war era, women are excluded. 

 

The scholarship to date clearly demonstrates that conflict involves processes of gender role 

change but raises questions about how these changes carry over into the post-war setting. The 
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degree to which change of gender roles is the case and the mechanisms at work are not yet 

well understood. Outcomes may vary with the nature of the war and women’s wartime 

involvement, the nature of the peace-building process and with different categories of women. 

This thesis aims to contribute to this debate by conducting in-depth analysis of gender role 

change in Nepal. Nepal offers an excellent case given the high female participation in the 

Maoist insurgency, the large amount of women-headed households facing the effects of war, 

and the emphasis on gender mainstreaming in the post-war peace process. 

 

This thesis studies how gender roles changed during the Maoist war, and in the period after 

the war, for both women combatants and women non-combatants. It explores whether the new 

social and economic responsibilities and the public presence of women induced by the 

conflict persist in the post-war setting and with what implications for women.  

 

Similar, questions about changing gender roles are relevant in the study of disasters. Like 

violent conflicts, disasters effect men and women differently and gender is one of the factors 

that shapes the way people view disasters and find space to respond and recover (Enarson and 

Fothergill 1998; Cupples 2007; Irshad, Mumtaz, and Levay 2012; Bradshaw 2013). As with 

military conflicts, there has been increasing scholarly interest in understanding women’s 

agency during and after disasters, moving beyond an understanding of women as victims 

(Ruwanpura and Humphries 2004; Perera-mubarak 2013). 

 

The growing body of literature about gender and disaster has shown how women fare in 

disaster, where they often play multiple roles and develop leadership skills in the time of 

crisis and beyond (Bradshaw 2001, 2013; Horton 2012; Enarson and Morrow 1998). There 

have been cases where disasters are seen to trigger changes in gender roles and relations. 

Bradshaw’s (2001, 79) work on Nicaragua has found that as women participated in the 

reconstruction projects and in individual household responses, this process changed gender 

roles and relationships. Research in Sri Lanka argues that in the post-tsunami setting, when 

women received income generating training from NGOs, they successfully ran their business, 

mobilised their networks and performed manifold economic roles (Perera-mubarak 2013, 676-

679). Even though disasters might provide opportunities for women, this is not always the 

case. It has been suggested that post-disaster periods remain fully gendered, and often retain 

unequal gender norms and social inequality (Fothergill 1998; Bradshaw 2014). Therefore, the 
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ways in which gender role transformation is carried over or retained, altered or rolled back, 

during and after crises is complex and dynamic (Hilhorst, Porter, and Gordon 2018).  

 

Whereas we might theorise that, as in periods of conflict, gender norms and roles become 

more ‘fluid’ under the pressure of a disaster, little is known about what happens to gender 

roles in the rapidly changing conditions of crisis and in its aftermath. As women respond to 

the challenges of crisis, what shifts does this produce in their roles and responsibilities? Does 

this translate into more durable changes in gender roles? What are the factors that foster or 

limit such change, related to persistent gender inequalities and recovery policies?  

 

This research seeks to document how women in Nepal have experienced shifts in gender 

roles during and after the Maoist war and the 2015 earthquake and asks whether theses 

changes persist beyond the crisis episode and structurally change the position of women. It 

does so from the perspective of women who lived through these events and is based on their 

narratives. Until now, the literature on gender and disaster has paid little attention to gender 

effects of the earthquake in women’s everyday lives in relation to their gender position and 

gender role change. Therefore, this thesis aims to address this knowledge gap by showing 

how women faced multiple gendered effects of the earthquake and how this how this process 

shifts in gender role in the wake of post-earthquake in Nepal.  

  

The study relies on a conceptual framework that focuses on the sexual division of labour and 

power, the ideology of gender and women’s empowerment during and after war, the role of 

structural factors that might condition gender transformation, and the role of gender bias in 

policy. 

 

1. 5  Research Questions 

 

The central question this thesis addresses is: How have women (ex-combatants, non-

combatants and earthquake survivors) experienced shifts in their gender roles during 

the Maoist conflict and the disaster, and have those changes in gender roles been 

sustained in the aftermath of war and disaster?  More particularly, the research asks what 

challenges women faced after the crisis ended and how did post-conflict and disaster 

programmes respond to women’s needs in the post-conflict and disaster context in Nepal?  
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The central question is addressed by seeking answers to the following four sub-questions. 

 

1. How have gender roles of women (ex-combatant, non-combatant) changed during the 

Maoist conflict, and what happened to those changed roles in the aftermath of the war 

in Nepal? 

2. What challenges did women face in their everyday lives in the post-conflict era and 

how has gender role change shaped women’s responses to these challenges?  

3. How have the post conflict reintegration policies shaped the process of gender role 

change and women’s everyday challenges? 

4. What challenges did women face in the wake of the post-earthquake period, and how 

were these related to their gender position? How did gender roles change in the time of 

the earthquake in Nepal?  

 

To answer the above research questions, an ethnographic approach was adopted comprising 

in-depth interviews, focus group discussions, key informant interviews, and participant 

observation in the Chitwan, Kathmandu and Lalitpur districts of Nepal. The study is 

influenced by a feminist methodology which centers on the everyday lived experiences of 

women (Fonow and Cook 1991; Ramazanoglu and Holland 2002). This method calls for 

researchers to understand women’s lives deeply, undertaking interviews in an open, 

unstructured, reciprocal, and non-hierarchical way (ibid). As this thesis is grounded in 

women’s everyday lives, utilising feminist methodology allowed me to arrange open and 

reciprocal interviews, where women were able to share their stories in the ways they felt 

comfortable. Maintaining non-hierarchical relationships helped to understand women’s lives 

more closely and in-depth, and to highlight their voices.  

 

1.6 Studying Changing Gender Roles: Conceptual Framework 

 

This thesis is based on a social constructionist approach to gender which argues that gender is 

socially, culturally and historically specific rather than biologically or naturally fixed (Scott 

1998; Kimmel 2000). It builds on the work of scholars who have criticised earlier sex role 

theories as inadequate in terms of explaining and understanding the complexities of gender 

(Chetwynd and Hartnett 1997; Kimmel 2000).  Following a constructionist approach means 

seeing gender as fluid and changing over time and place, implying that gender roles and 
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expectations are never stable but always open to contestation (Connell 1987; Radtke and 

Stam 1994; Foucault 1980; Butler 1990; Scott 1998).  

 

If we agree that gender is open and flexible to contestation, then looking at what happens to 

gender in times of crisis becomes particularly important. Under conditions of conflict or 

disaster the social construction of gender tends to become more ‘fluid’ and we might expect 

bigger and faster changes than under normal conditions.   

 

Below, I present the conceptual framework for the thesis. My study’s overall objective is to 

understand how gender roles changed in war, post-war and disaster settings, and the 

sustainability of such changed roles in the aftermath of the crisis. I utilised Connell’s theory 

as central to this thesis, particularly in Chapter 3 in which I conducted an in-depth analysis 

drawing upon this theory.  

 

In Chapter 4, I applied an idea of gender ideology which describes women’s individual 

motivation and commitment to the Maoist ideology (that had strong message of gender 

equality). Here, the gender ideology relates to Connell’s framework, because when women 

were committed to the Maoist ideology and participated in the struggles, it became clear that 

the gender ideology (women’s commitment) challenged traditional ways of performing 

sexual division of labour and power, thus promoting gender role change. 

 

Connell’s framework suggested that ‘structural factors’ are fundamental and determine the 

interplay between the sexual division of labour and power structure of the society (1987, 

pg.92). In this thesis, I utilised the idea of ‘structural factors’ throughout to understand how 

‘structural factors’ encourage and/or discourage the gender role change process.  

 

In Chapter 5, and to lesser degree in Chapter 6, I examine how policy works to sustain gender 

role change. I relate this idea about ‘role of policy’ with Connell’s framework because the 

policy is a gendered process, where sexual division of power and labour are largely involved.  

  

1.6.1 Sexual Division of Labour and Power Structure 

 

Connell’s (1987) theory argues that gender is socially constructed and flexible and can be 

understood in terms of the structures of ‘labour’ and ‘power’ (pg; 91-111). She suggests that 
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due to the division of labour and power structures gender relationships, gender roles, and 

gender orders are constructed and re-constructed in the societal context (ibid). She offers the 

following framework to understand this process: i) the sexual division of labour which 

describes gendered labour practices and differences in ‘women/men’s work’ ‘pay’, 

‘positions’ ‘households’ jobs’ and ‘public jobs’(private/public), and (ii) the division of power 

structures which is about authority, control and coercion and the hierarchies of institutions, 

domestic authority, sexual regulation and surveillance, and its contestation. She writes that 

power is relational and is a process of domination and resistance. At societal level, the labour 

and power are embedded through historical norms, family, class, religion, and other socio-

political forces (Connell 1987, pg. 95-104).  

 

Connell describes the practice of labour such as the organisation of house work, childcare, 

paid and unpaid work, men’s jobs, women’s job discrimination in promotion, unequal wages 

and exchange (Connell 1987 pg. 97) and the practice of power, for example, through the 

hierarchy of institutions, domestic authority, sexual regulation and surveillance. Studying 

these elements, allowed us to see how gender is socially constructed, and how women and 

men in their everyday lives regulate the practice of gender, and how this affects gender role 

change process.  

 

Drawing on Connell’s theory, I investigated how gendered dynamics of labour and power 

changed or were upheld in times of war and peace. I examined how women ex-combatants 

experienced performing militarised roles in the war, how the division of labour was 

accommodated, whether the roles women performed were subordinate to men, and where 

these roles were equal to men’s roles. For women non-combatants, I examined how they took 

over the public roles previously reserved for men and what types of new roles they assumed 

to survive the crisis of war.  In the post-war setting, I examined how both categories of 

women (combatants and non-combatants) could or could not continue to exercise these new 

roles in their everyday lives, and how they experienced the translation of their war roles in 

public/private spheres during peace time. 

 

To analyse the sexual division of power, this thesis examined how power is expressed in 

women’s everyday lives (during the time of war and post-war era) including how women are 

able to influence the decision making in outside affairs and at the household level, how they 



 

Page 19 of 182 
 

negotiate and renegotiate their demands, and how are they able to bring their voices into their 

everyday lives.  

 

1.6.2 Emancipatory Gender Ideology  

 

Connell’s theory clearly indicates that, due to the interplay between sexual division of labour 

and power structures, gender becomes ‘flexible’. Given the context and in order to 

understand the ways in which women experience gender role change, I first investigated the 

role of ideological motivation in explaining women’s engagement in the Maoist war, and 

secondly, how women are able to translate their ideological drive in the post-conflict period.  

 

A growing body of literature on armed conflict has demonstrated that ideology is an 

important factor for an armed group because it binds them to a systematic set of ideas and 

allows them to create collective solidarity (Hilhorst 2001; Ugarriza and Craig 2012; Sanı´n & 

Wood, 2014). Studies about war and gender have already revealed that armed struggles, as a 

part of ideology, integrate an agenda of gender equality and women’s empowerment. This 

has been a powerful message which attracts women into their forces (Alison 2009; Azmi 

2015; Shekhawat 2015; Kampwirth 2002; Rajasingham-Senanayake 2004). An example is 

the LTTE in Sri Lanka, which successfully recruited Tamil women from the grassroots with 

their vision and agenda for women (Azmi 2015). Similarly, Kampwirth’s (2002) study on 

guerrilla movements in Latin America found gender ideology played a positive role in 

mobilising women.  

 

Scholars have argued that the emphasis in Maoist ideology in Nepal on the emancipation of 

women and on ending gender discrimination attracted a large number of women to the cause 

(Tamang 2009; Manchanda 2004; Sharma and Prasai 2004). However, the literature does not 

provide clear-cut answers about women’s own motivations and the roles of ideological 

commitment. Therefore, I became interested in examining women’s private ambitions in the 

Maoist movement and how these connect with the emancipation agenda of the Maoist 

movement. Looking at the gender ideology helped me to understand how gender roles 

change. For example, I examined how women experienced crossing the traditional gender 

boundaries, becoming combatants, participating in the Maoist propaganda, taking roles equal 

to men, conducting protest, and performing leadership positions. When women were engaged 

in all these processes of Maoist activism, change in gender roles was supported.   
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By investigating gender ideology, I hoped to understand how women’s own engagement in 

the ideology might produce a sense of empowerment and how this connected with the process 

of change in gender roles. I wanted to look at women’s ideological motivation to comprehend 

how the ideological discourse shaped women’s understanding of gender equality at the level 

of discourse and in their own lives. This would inform me about women’s own motivation to 

question and challenge gender norms. 

 

I was interested in studying how women relate to the particular ideological positions of the 

Maoist movement and how they connect this to what they describe as women’s 

empowerment. Women described the sense of empowerment they experienced in their own 

words as: ‘mahila sasahktikaran’ (women’s empowerment), ‘where they could raise their 

voices’ (awash uthaunne), ‘women’s voices were represented’ (mahilako awaj ko 

pratinidithyo) and ‘understanding women’s grief’.  

 

Utilising the sexual division of labour and power structure framework helped me to 

understand women as motivated actors, in the sense that women are active participants in 

bringing changes to gender roles which is reflected through their involvement in the 

militarised Maoist war. Women are motivated to change their roles and are committed to 

achieving this goal.  

 

1.6.3 Structural Factors  

 

To understand whether the changes in gender roles during the process of war and disaster are 

temporary or permanent, I looked at structural factors which sustain or challenge such 

changes.  

 

The scholarship to date has suggested that, although conflict and disaster might offer women a 

window for change, these changes might not last for long, and may roll back as ‘normality’ 

returns (El-Bhusra 2003; Enloe 2004; Rajasingham-Senanayake 2004; Azmi 2015). The 

literature to date suggests that structural factors play a role in this (Shekhawat 2015).  

Whereas individual women may experience considerable change in their roles, and the notion 

of appropriate roles for women is enlarged, this does not imply that gender roles change in a 

structural way. Structural factors including patriarchal norms that work against women and 
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gender order (such as inequalities of income, class differences, division of roles in the family 

relationships) remain relatively intact despite the war or disaster, as well as discriminatory 

legal systems (Shekhawat 2015; Tamang 2009). In addition, challenges women encounter 

after returning from the war include stigmatisation. For instance, they are accused of losing 

womanhood, are considered to be spoilers and killers or are suspected of having been sexually 

abused (Azmi 2015; Bhandari 2015; Dahal 2015). Another reason why women face backlash 

and their voices are left-out in ‘normal’ times is because they are intentionally, or 

unintentionally, kept away from the decision-making process of post-war and post-disaster 

reconstruction programming (Cupples 2007; Shekhawat 2015). Enloe (2004, 226) has 

observed in post-conflict settings: ‘…masculinised exclusion is made all the more intense… 

as a result, women’s well-being in the reconstructed post conflict society will still be left on 

the proverbial back burner.’  

 

The patriarchal system is persuasive in Nepalese society (Gurung 2018) and has operated at 

all levels of the social structure (Dhungana 2014). Therefore, to understand structural change, 

I investigated the factors in Nepalese society which act against gender role change. I was 

interested to see how these operate in practice and how they impact women’s everyday lives. 

What I expected to find, on the basis of the literature cited above, was a potential tension 

between women’s experiences of role change and the expectations society would have of 

them. As ‘normality’ starts to be resumed in the aftermath of crisis, society starts to refer to 

the importance of ‘old norms’ whereas women have experienced a ‘new normality’. These 

two thoughts do not coincide.  

 

I had a general idea of the kinds of challenges women might experience deriving from 

traditional gender norms and institutional limitations to gender equality in Nepal, such as 

unequal citizenship rights that force Nepali women to depend on men to achieve their rights 

and the discriminatory inheritance laws that make women’s status weaker. However, my 

analysis would be led by what the women I studied considered the main obstacles and 

challenges they encountered in their daily lives. This brought out issues like stigmatisation - 

based not only on gender but also on caste, the marriage system, the traditional preference for 

sons, and the acceptance or non-acceptance women experienced from their parents and in-

laws. Women from lower caste, upper caste, and ethnic minorities experienced structural 

factors differently in their everyday lives.  

 



 

Page 22 of 182 
 

 

Understanding these factors would help me to comprehend how such patriarchal structural 

factors work against gender role change and discriminated against women.  I was interested 

also in how women addressed the challenges they encountered. This would help me 

understand how even where structural change is difficult, women may possibly find room for 

manoeuvre in their every day circles to exercise non-traditional gender roles and cross gender 

boundaries. 

 

1.6.4 The Role of Policy in Gender Role Change 

 

After the peace process was signed in 2006, Nepal implemented gender mainstreaming in 

policy to achieve gender equality. Therefore, I became interested in understanding how 

policy impacts gender role change in women’s everyday lives. 

 

A significant body of comparative literature on gender policy has shown that even where 

gender roles become more fluid during war times, and male and female combatants fulfil 

similar roles, post-war policies tends to be gender-exclusive and overlook the fact that female 

combatants encountered special challenges (Enloe 2004; Denov and Ricard-Guay 2013; 

Mazurana 2013). For example, in Uganda, and Sierra Leone due to ‘one gun one combatant’ 

disarmament policy, large numbers of women fighters were excluded from entering the 

Disarmament Demobilization and Reintegration (DDR) programme because women are more 

likely to be without a weapon (Mackenzie 2009; McKay and Mazurana 2004). In response, 

scholarly work on DDR drew attention to the need for integrating gender mainstreaming in 

order to address women’s needs in the post-war period (Corrin 2010; Mazurana and Cole 

2013). There are known cases where gender mainstreaming policy reforms triggered 

women’s empowerment in post-war settings such as in Mozambique, El-Salvador and Iraq 

where a gender quota system helped to increase women’s political participation (Jacobson 

2013, pg. 232). Similarly, in Rwanda, women acquired the right to own land as an outcome 

of structural policy transformation (ibid, pg.233).  

 

Although gender mainstreaming might bring women empowerment in the general context, 

scholars suggest that women’s specific needs are not fulfilled by mainstreaming in policy and 

therefore there is a need to focus upon the root causes of women’s vulnerability and respond 

to the factors that create inequality in women’s lives (Horton 2012; Bhadshaw 2013, 2014). 
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The question is whether the gender mainstreaming policy in Nepal translates into real change 

for women. Therefore, to understand this situation, I took the following approach. First, I 

investigated whether the Nepalese DDR policy had integrated a gender-inclusive framework 

at the level of discourse. Secondly, I examined how women experienced DDR policy and 

programmes in their everyday lives, and what it meant to them. Thirdly, I looked at 

Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist) commitment to gender equality policy and women ex-

combatant’s own ideological drive in the post-conflict period. Fourthly, I examined how 

policy served women non-combatants’ needs in the post-war era. Finally, I looked at whether 

there are parallels between how post-conflict policies dealt with women’s issues and how 

post-disaster policies dealt with them.  

 

Understanding the role of post-conflict and post-disaster policy helped me to find out how 

women encountered range of challenges due to the absence of ‘gender inclusiveness’ in the 

policy. Through investing in this process, I became aware that, due to the negligence of the 

CPN (Maoist party) regarding women’s agenda, they struggled generally. At the same time, I 

realised, some women non-combatants benefited from the training programme and loan 

schemes which they received from NGOs aftermath of the war. Furthermore, I also 

understood that by gender mainstreaming in policy such as gender quota systems, are highly 

politicised, and available only to elite/privileged women’s groups. Similarly, I found that 

women earthquake survivors were unable to reach a range of post-disaster relief programmes 

because of the discriminatory legal system.  

 

The impact of policy on gender-role change provides mixed evidence, in case of women non-

combatants it offered them economic prosperity, whereas, women ex-combatants and women 

earthquake survivors were not benefited from this process. Gender roles may, or may not, 

have been transformed, changed, altered, or retained, but women haven’t lost their hope of 

achieving gender role change. They are fighting back through bringing their issues to the 

streets and creating pressure for gender inclusive policies in Nepal. 
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1.7 Thesis Outline 

 

Below, I briefly outline the four main empirical chapters of this thesis. 

 

Chapter 3: Changing Gender Role: Women’s Livelihoods, Conflict and Post-Conflict 

Security in Nepal 

 

This chapter investigates experiences of both women ex-combatants and non-combatants on 

shifts in gender roles during the Maoist conflict and what challenges women face to sustain 

their shift in roles in the post-conflict settings in Nepal.  

 

Chapter 4: Living Maoist Gender Ideology: Experiences of Women Ex-Combatants in Nepal 

 

This chapter traces women’s ideological motivation and experiences during and after the 

Maoist insurgency in Nepal. The paper demonstrates how women’s ideological commitment 

to Maoist gender ideology offers an avenue of empowerment and a shift in their gender roles, 

and what happened to women’s ideological drive, and empowerment in the post-conflict 

period.  

 

Chapter 5:  Everyday Realities of Reintegration: Experiences of Maoist ‘Verified’ Women 

Ex-Combatants in the Aftermath of War in Nepal 

 

This chapter examines the consequences of the DDR process for so-called ‘verified’ female 

ex-combatants. ‘Verified’ means those who were formally acknowledged as former 

combatants. These women experienced the entire DDR process. The paper examines how 

DDR policy shapes women’s everyday lives, and how this process impacts women’s post-

conflict options, with a focus on reintegration. The paper first problematises the very idea of 

a ‘return to normality’ and, second, shows how female ex-combatants suffered multiple forms 

of marginalisation as they sought to give new shape to their lives in the post-conflict era in 

Nepal.  
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Chapter 6: Exploring Gendered Effects of the 2015 Earthquake in Nepal Through Women’s 

Eyes  

 

This chapter investigates the challenges women earthquake survivors faced in the wake of the 

post-earthquake period, how these were related to their gender position and how gender roles 

changed in the time of the earthquake in Nepal.  
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2.1 Study Area 

 

In this chapter, I present the methodology applied to conduct this study. This research is 

based on multiple sites. To study women ex-combatants and non-combatants, the field-work 

was carried out in Jutpani and Padampur of Chitwan district, and Kapan area of Kathmandu 

district of Nepal, from January 2014 to February 2015. To examine women earthquake 

survivors the research was conducted in Bungmati village of Lalitpur district, from May to 

September 2015.  

 

The Chitwan district lies in province2 No. three and is one of the seventy-seven districts of 

Nepal.  It is located in the mid-western region (Fig. 1). The district, with Bharatpur as its 

district headquarters, covers 2,218 km² and has a population of 579,984 (CBS, 2012). Until 

the 1950s, the Chitwan lowlands were sparsely populated by indigenous, malaria-resistant 

people, mostly Tharus and some Bhote and Bharai.  Now the district comprises people of 

diverse caste and ethnicity such as Gurung, Brahman, Chepang, Tamang, Tharu, Madhesi, 

Dalit, Newar (UN, 2008). This District was severely hit by the Maoist conflict which 

threatened the livelihoods of people and included killings, military incursions, abductions, 

army searches, and attacks by Maoist and military forces (International Crisis Group, 2003). 

This research was conducted in two villages of Chitwan district, Padampur and Jutpani. 

During the Maoist conflict one of the Maoist cantonment3 sites was built near Jutpani called 

‘Shakti-khor’. Some women ex-combatants lived in this cantonment, and a few came from 

other areas after their demobilisation in 2012. Similarly, some non-combatant women 

interviewed for this study fled Chitwan from other districts in fear of the war, and in search of  

protection, security, and work.  

 

The Kathmandu district lies in province number three, one of the three districts of 

Kathmandu Valley. It is located in the central region of Nepal (Fig.1). The district, with 

Kathmandu as its headquarters and capital of the country, covers 395 km2 and has a 

population of 1,744,240 (CBS, 2012). Although Newar4 are the indigenous inhabitants of the 

Kathmandu valley, the 2011 census shows that the Kathmandu district now consists of a 44% 

                                                           
2 All of my study areas are in Province No. 3. In 2017, during the process of state restructuring, the country was 

divided into seven Provinces replacing an earlier system of 14 administrative zones.  
3 Cantonment: is temporary camps where Maoist combatants were settled as a part of the peace process in 

Nepal. There were 7 major and 21 satellite cantonments.  
4 An ethnic group of Nepal, having their own language Newari. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zones_of_Nepal
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migrant population. This demographic shift has turned the city into a cosmopolitan urban 

population whose residents are of multiple and diverse castes, ethnicities and cultures 

(UNESCO, 2015). Kathmandu is now a political, commercial and cultural hub with a 

growing population due to the Maoist conflict and subsequent unrest in lowland Nepal 

(Muzzini and Aparicio, 2013; Suwal 2014). Chapter 2 of this thesis offers the stories of 

women non-combatants living in Kapan area of Kathmandu. During the Maoist war, these 

women escaped here in search of work and protection, and then stayed after the war ended. 

Kapan is a suburban area situated in the northern part of the Kathmandu district. This was 

popular destination for new settlement due to the opportunities.  

 

The Lalitpur district is situated in the Kathmandu valley and located in province number 

three. This district occupied an area of 385 km2 and comprised a population of 466,784 

(CBS, 2012). In Lalitpur district, Newars are the indigenous inhabitants of this area. After 

Kathmandu, Lalitpur is the second largest district with migrant population (33% of the total 

population) (Suwal, 2014). As stated above, this migration resulted from the people fleeing 

the Maoist conflict and political instability for security and economic opportunities. Chapter 

six of this thesis mainly focused on women earthquake survivors located in the Bungmati 

area, a small and ancient Newari village situated in southern part of Lalitpur. This classic 

medieval village was one of the hardest hit areas by the 2015 earthquake, where more than 

75% of the residential structures were either severely damaged or made inhabitable. About 

six people were killed and more than 50 people were injured (HRRP-Nepal 2017).  
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2.2 Map of Study Area 

 

 

2.3 Methodological Choice 

  

This chapter presents the researcher’s experiences of conducting field-work for this thesis. It 

details the process of finding the respondents, negotiating access in the field, conducting 

interviews, and reflecting on the researcher’s positionality.  

 

The study applied an ethnographic approach by utilising in-depth interviews, focus-group 

discussions, participant observation, and key informant interviews (Greeen & Thorogood, 

2009). The ethnographic method was chosen due to the nature of this project which explored 

women’s everyday experiences in conflict and disaster. This study is also informed by 
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feminist methodology which argues that research should not just done on women, but for 

women and, where possible, with women (Fonow & Cook, 1991; Ramazanoglu & Holland, 

2002). This method asks to study women’s lives deeply, undertaking interviews in an open, 

unstructured, reciprocal, and non-hierarchical way (ibid). As this thesis is grounded upon 

women’s everyday lives, utilizing feminist methodology allowed me to arrange open and 

reciprocal interviews, where women were able to share their stories in the ways they felt 

comfortable. Maintaining non-hierarchical relationships helped to understand women’s lives 

more closely and in-depth, and to ground-up their voices.  

 

This research was conducted in a conflict-affected setting and faced various methodological 

challenges. The study is encouraged by Van der Haar, Heijmans, and Hilhorst's (2013, 32) 

work which suggests ‘conflict research needs to understand and analyse local actors’ choices 

and considerations and the interaction between local actors and researchers’. This approach 

opens an avenue for researchers who are interested in working in conflict-affected/post-

conflict zones and provides a methodology to develop research in cases where conditions 

require the researcher to work with scattered knowledge (ibid).  

 

I became interested in working with women on Maoist conflict and post-conflict issues while 

engaged on my master’s thesis on “securing livelihoods: reintegration of former Maoist 

mother combatants with children in post-conflict Nepal. I found there are not many studies in 

Nepal on how women experience gender role transformation during the Maoist conflict, and 

the effects of such role transformation upon women in the post-war settings. Therefore, 

building upon my master’s thesis I embarked on this doctoral study which aims to answer 

how gender roles transform during conflict/disaster and the sustainability of such changes 

beyond these crises. 

 

This thesis is primarily about Maoist women ex-combatants and non-combatants’ experiences 

in gender role change during and after the Maoist conflict. Later, upon completion of the data 

collection, in April 2015, I was preparing to return to Wageningen University (my host 

university) to start the writing. On 25th April 2015, a 7.8 magnitude earthquake hit Nepal. 

During this time, I was still in Nepal and the earthquake had a bad impact on me and my 

family: we faced physical injuries, were displaced for 3 months until our home was safe and 

lived in a tent in the interim. We suffered from trauma (long-lasting fear of the shakes and 

sleepless nights). During that time, while living my everyday life and seeing and knowing 
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women who also lived through the disaster and crisis in their own ways, I became interested 

in following the disaster. In line with the central interest in my thesis, in how women organise 

their lives in crisis-affected situations, I extended my data gathering in order to ask how 

women live and survive during earthquake situations, and afterwards. Doing this ‘real-time 

ethnography’ added a new dimension to my thesis.  

 

2.4 Finding Respondents5 and Negotiating Access 

 

This section explains my experiences in finding respondents. I will explain how I faced more 

challenges while finding the Maoist women ex-combatants and less for non-combatant 

women, and women earthquake survivors. I will also present how site selection depended 

upon the respondents’ mobility and their interest in participating in the research.  

 

In December 2013, I went to Nepal to begin my field-work. I started by contacting my 

previous network, notably the Ministry of Peace and Reconstruction (MoPR) personnel to see 

if they could link me to women ex-combatants. The MoPR informed me that they did not 

have contact addresses of ex-combatant women, only their names, the reintegration packages 

they opted for, and the date they demobilised. I then called a Maoist leader whom I had been 

in contact with while doing my master’s thesis, and I asked him if he could connect me with 

any women ex-combatants and later I visited the leader in Kathmandu. He also stressed the 

difficulty of tracing female ex-combatants. During the first meeting he said, ‘Now after their 

[Maoist ex-combatants] demobilisation it will be very hard to identify their new location 

because all of them moved to various locations…all over the country, and I do not have their 

information…I heard some of them even moved from a first location to a next location’ 

 

As I insisted, this Maoist leader then connected me with five other Maoist leaders. Later, at a 

meeting, I shared my research proposal and study objective, and this influenced his 

willingness to help.  During the meeting, one of the leaders referred me to another local 

leader in Chitwan district. I went to Chitwan to meet him and afterwards he gave me the 

contact details of six women ex-combatants. Not all of them accepted my interview proposal; 

                                                           
5 Here and elsewhere in the thesis I am referring to people with pseudonyms. 
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some said they had already been interviewed by other researchers; and others said they were 

not interested in sharing their stories.  

 

The first woman ex-combatant who was willing to talk to me on the telephone was Sapana. 

At the beginning of our conversation, I explained my Ph.D. research topic and the purpose of 

the study. I shared with her my previous field experience visiting cantonments in 2010-2011 

while doing my master’s thesis and meetings with her fellow Maoist ex-combatants. I also 

introduced myself by providing my family background. This convinced her to collaborate 

with me.  At the same time, she also asked me many questions: why are you interested in our 

story, why are you doing this study, and what will the discussion be like, and what will 

happen after doing this type of research? I answered all her queries rationally and clearly. 

After having a few more telephone conversations, she agreed to meet me. I went to her home, 

we went to have a tea together, and while having tea, she again asked me many questions. 

Are you married? Do you have children? Which caste are you from? Where do you live in 

Kathmandu? How did you end up doing research in a foreign university? What type of job 

will you get after doing such studies? 

 

Later, when I returned to Chitwan a second time, Sapana introduced me to three other 

women ex-combatants (Gita, Binita and Usha) They also asked many questions like Sapana, 

and I answered all their questions honestly. This persuaded the women ex-combatants to 

support my study which, in turn, made me to decide to carry out the Ph.D. field work in 

Chitwan district. Another reason for choosing Chitwan is because when I contacted five other 

women ex-combatants living in Rupandehi and Nawal-parasi districts all of them refused to 

be interviewed.   

 

While accessing women ex-combatants, I learn that selection of the site in advance did not 

work where women-combatants were involved. The Maoist women ex-combatants in Nepal, 

after the ending of the official disarmament, demobilisation and reintegration programmes, 

returned to various new locations due to lack of opportunities in their previous home-town 

(original place of belonging before joining the Maoist war), to detach themselves from war 

memories, or to build a new life and to stay together with their war peers.  

 

Finding women non-combatants was less challenging because they were already living in the 

local community both during the conflict and after. I started approaching non-combatant 
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women when I started the fieldwork in Chitwan. I began to build networks with the local 

people and local organisations by going to the local market, attending marriage ceremonies, 

visiting pharmacies, doing shopping, visiting tailors’ shops, tea shops, and restaurants etc. 

Whenever I visited these places, I chatted with people and asked if they knew women-headed 

households affected by the Maoist war. The local people cooperated with me and connected 

me with women non-combatants. The next group of women non-combatants I got in contact 

with was from SLISHA, an NGO working in Kathmandu district. I attended SLISHA 

meetings few times and met women who were affiliated with this NGO. 

 

The connection with women earthquake survivors was easier to establish. I interacted mostly 

with women from Bugamati village (which lies in Lalitpur district of Nepal) because I knew 

some of these women before the earthquake and was introduced to more women immediately 

after the earthquake. While surviving the earthquake, I worked with them closely, sometimes 

the whole afternoon. I helped them to discover relief distribution information, joined them in 

debris clearance. We shared our crisis stories over tea and became friends.  

 

2.5 The Women’s Profiles  

 

In this section I aim to provide more information about the women I interviewed. In the case 

of the ex-combatant women, however, I cannot make the description too specific as they 

might be too easily traced. Though the topic of the Maoist war was sensitive when I began my 

research, it has become even more so in recent years as the Maoist political situation has 

changed. The Maoist party split into three political parties, and in the 2017 election (both 

central and local level), the Maoists faced a big fall in popularity, losing the majority of the 

seats. In 2008, they were the largest in Nepal, leading the government during this period. This 

political change has produced further complexity in the situation of Maoist women ex-

combatants as well. 

 

The thirty-five women ex-combatants I interviewed were between 25-35 years, and all of 

them were married to Maoist combatant men and had one or two young children. These all 

women were so-called Maoist ‘verified’ women ex-combatants, ‘verified’ meaning those who 

were formally acknowledged as former combatants. They experienced the entire DDR process in 

the post-war context. All of these women were originally from other districts of Nepal. Among 

them, four were married before the war, some got married during the war and others while 
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living in the cantonment (at the ending of the war). They belong to diverse castes and ethnic 

groups6: Tamang (Hill ethnic group), Magar (Hill ethnic group), Thami (ethnic minority), 

Gurung, Rai, Limbu, Tharu, Dalit; two women were from high castes (Bahun and Chettri).  

The majority of the women had only primary education (class 1-5), and only few had 

completed secondary school.  

 

The twenty women non-combatants I interviewed experienced severe impacts of the Maoist 

conflict (either widows, or households head) with ages ranging from 25-40. All of them were 

married with children. These women had migrated to Kathmandu and Chitwan during the 

time of war seeking protection and livelihood options for their family; their husbands were 

either killed or became Maoist or were displaced during the war. Most of them had only 

primary education, among them three completed high school. 

 

The twenty-two women who had suffered from the earthquake ranged in age from 20-30. 

They were also all married with children. The majority of them had not been to school but 

three had been to primary school. The nine migrant women came from other districts such as 

Kavre, Dolakha and Sindupalchowk; others are local women of the Bugamati region.  

 

2.6 In-depth Interviewing  

 

This research relied on in-depth interviewing (Legard, Keegan, and Ward 2003,144) as a key 

methodology. I conducted in-depth interviews with thirty-five women ex-combatants, twenty 

women non-combatants, and twenty-two women earthquake survivors. Employing this 

method provided the necessary flexibility. We could discuss any theme, let the conversation 

flow naturally, switching to the next topic as we wanted and going deep into the 

conversation. At the beginning of the interview, we both (the respondent and I) thought about 

tentative topics for conversation but were not limited to this. Women were welcome to share 

whatever they felt important.  For instance, while speaking on the broad topic of the woman’s 

life before joining the Maoist movement, some women talked for about two hours. In the 

same way women non-combatants (widows) also talked for very long periods on their 

experiences of the Maoist war, and becoming a household head. Normally, interviews lasted 

                                                           
6 Caste and ethnic groups: Tamang, Magar, Thami, Gurung, Rai, and Limbu are hill ethnic groups in Nepal. 

Tharu is an indigenous group. Dalit is the untouchable caste, and Bahun and Chettri are upper-caste.  
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from one and a half to two hours, depending upon the topic and women’s time availability. 

Also, sometimes interviews were unexpectedly interrupted and cancelled for a variety of 

reasons: women needed to go to the school to pick up a child who got suddenly sick, a guest 

appeared, and they went to prepare tea or lunch, they had to participate in suddenly 

announced cooperatives meetings or school meetings, or they had to accompany their in-laws 

to the hospital etc. In such cases I would make another appointment. 

 

All the in-depth interviews were unstructured.  I chose to do that to create a comfortable 

environment, to recognise the voices of the women. Unstructured interviewing also seemed 

more suitable to discuss personal experiences of performing new roles in the war/disaster and 

in its aftermath. In this way I also avoided the possibility that some questions might be 

offensive to women. This method of interviewing also helped to maintain a non-hierarchical 

relationship between the researcher and researched (Legard, Keegan, and Ward 2003).  

 

Most of the women I interviewed did not have full-time office jobs nor even part-time, but 

this did not mean they were free, and I could start interviewing them anytime. Rather, 

women’s everyday schedules were quite occupied with their household chores, taking care of 

their children, rearing livestock, fetching water, cooking meals or washing dishes, going to 

the market, attending local meetings etc. I made an appointment according to their 

availability and flexibility. During my stay in the field, I frequently visited their homes and 

joined in everyday activities: doing grocery shopping together, having tea, sometimes lunch, 

going to the hairdresser, walking together to their children’s school, attending marriages, 

meetings. I also observed their everyday routine.  

 

I came to realise that follow-up interviews were very helpful in generating additional 

information. Often in the second visit an interviewee developed more confidence and opened 

-up more compared to earlier conversations. For example, one of my respondents during the 

conversation on ‘sources of livelihood’ hesitated to share this information. A few months 

later, when I met her again, we had a cup of tea, and scheduled another interview. This time 

she herself shared her livelihood sources and I found her more openly talking to me than on 

previous occasions.  

 

In the case of women who had just survived an earthquake stories were exchanged initially 

about what happened during the quake, and how they were rescued. The interviews were in-
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depth in the form of storytelling: women were encouraged to talk about what happened and 

how they felt, how they experienced the earthquake and post-earthquake, their gender roles 

and responsibilities in the process, and their responses towards evacuation, relief, recovery 

and beyond.  

 

2.7 Focus Group Discussions 

 

I conducted a numbers of focus group discussions (FGD) for this study (Kitzinger 1994; 

Green and Thorogood). I used this method to obtain additional information that was not 

available during the interviews. In the focus group discussions, specific topics were covered 

such as experience of reintegration programmes, gender roles transformation, Maoist post-

war politics, post-war Maoist leadership and gender equality.  Discussing particular topics in 

a group provided different perspectives about the same topic and offered extra knowledge 

which was useful for this study.   

 

I conducted six focus group discussion (FGD): four with women ex-combatants and two with 

women non-combatants. Each FGD consists of 5-6 people. I selected Maoist women ex-

combatants who had participated in the entire disarmament demobilisation and reintegration 

(DDR) process. Likewise, while conducting FGD with non-combatant women I selected 

women severely affected by Maoist conflict (war widows/women head of the households).  

 

I also conducted two FGD with 10 male ex-combatants, husbands of women ex-combatants. 

Further, I interviewed five non-combatants husbands of non-combatant women. Interviewing 

men allowed me to understand their views about women’s gender role transformation and the 

sustainability of such changed roles in post-war settings.  

 

2.8 Participant Observation 

 

Participant observation allows the researcher to observe the activities of the people, the 

physical characteristics of the social situation, and what it feels like to be part of that scene 

(Hastrup & Hervik 1994; Zahle 2012). The method allowed me to understand the issues that 

remained uncovered by interview and which were useful for my study. For example, my 

thesis aims to reveal gender roles. During interviews, two women from different households 

stated ‘in post-war setting I and my husband share equal work-load and gender roles are 
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performed equally in my households’. However, in the field, I observed these two women did 

not receive help from their husbands while doing household tasks. Even if the men had free 

time they relax with their friends but do not help their wives. At the same time, I also 

observed a few other men who supported their wives by taking care of the children or going 

to the market. 

 

While living in Chitwan, I also attended a marriage ceremony of the brother of one of the 

participants and I observed in that household that both women and men were involved 

keeping the expenses, doing the shopping, finalising the guest list, catering, and welcoming 

the guests. Likewise, I visited a small restaurant in Kathmandu operated by a women non-

combatant where I observed that this woman was heading her business: for example, dealing 

with the vendors, keeping the accounts, taking the orders, and talking with the customers. 

This method helped to triangulate the information that was provided in the interview process 

with the observed reality on the ground.  

 

2.9 Key Informant Interviews 

 

According to Tremblay (1957) the key informant interview technique is useful to obtain 

information of entire surroundings by interviewing few informants. I conducted key 

informant interviews with Maoist leaders in which they shared their views on the 

Disarmament Demobilization and Reintegration (DDR) process and the situation of women 

ex-combatants. This helped me to understand the recent context.  In Chitwan, I also talked 

with local shopkeepers, school teachers, and local community leaders to understand their 

perceptions of the reintegration of Maoist ex-combatants and the women’s position in society 

in the aftermath of the Maoist war and the changes in gender roles. This information was 

useful for my thesis. 

 

2.10 Positionality and Reflexivity  

 

In research settings, researchers choose to situate themselves within a given situation in 

relation to the subject, the participants, the research context and process (Savin-Baden and 

Howell Major 2013,71).  Some features of positionality are culturally defined such as gender, 

race and nationality. Other aspects like personal life history and experiences are subjective 

and contextual (Merriam et al. 2001). I am aware that these arguments also apply to myself: 
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my personal history, identity, the knowledge and relationship of the context. My study is 

about women’s lived experience in wartime and in the post-war scenario. Thus, the topic 

itself raises ethical challenges and sensitivity. My field interaction, experience, and 

relationship with my respondents also varied at multi-levels. In this section I produce a 

reflexive analysis of my positionality in the field including how I position myself and how I 

was positioned in various contexts; and also, how my positionality was shaped and reshaped 

throughout the research process. This constant reflexivity came into play at all stages of the 

project from researching the contact information of the respondents to entering the field. It 

also included my own stories which I shared with the women and whose stories I was keen to 

hear.  

 

In the process of trying to contact women ex-combatants, I found that I was positioned by my 

identity. The women I interviewed interpreted me in various ways which sometimes led to 

cooperation but at other times increased the challenges. For example, before getting access to 

women ex-combatants I met a few gatekeepers and in a meeting one of them said to me, ‘you 

are a woman…can you conduct such fieldwork in a rural area? You know you need to walk, 

and you are a city woman… and on the top of that…you are living and studying in abroad…I 

can see your desire to travel to rural area could be difficult.’ (conversation, December 2013, 

Kathmandu). At first this statement was challenging but then I could not deny the reality of 

the overtly patriarchal society in which I belong, its social norms, values, and rules. I was in 

an awkward situation, but without confronting the statement, I handled the remark very 

carefully. I shared with him my travel experience around the rural areas of Nepal while 

working in local non-governmental organisations, including research for my master’s thesis.  

I also highlighted my PhD thesis objective. My response might have limited some 

prejudgements about me and reshaped my position. Later, this gatekeeper became quite 

cooperative in making contact with some of the respondents. Also, I must admit, the 

comment raised by the gatekeeper demonstrated how my gender, education and location 

intersected, and was interpreted by everyone I interviewed. Another learning point: whenever 

I contacted gatekeepers they would always ask for my last name because it would reflect my 

caste and belonging (thaar). Among many identities, caste became an important subject in 

this research, because as the caste system is socially and culturally practiced in Nepal, it can 

determine gender roles, relationships, public-private issues, social norms, and everyday life 

of the people which is profoundly influenced by their caste identity.  
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Being ‘native’ and interacting in the Nepali language made the interviews more lively and in-

depth. I was able to understand even the local slang, local festivals and marriage, religion, 

gestures, and common history. This gave cultural and contextual meaning to the topic and 

enabled me to become an insider. But in other regards I was different, due to my caste, 

upbringing, and education level which shape me as an outsider in some situations. 

 

However, despite of my ‘outsider’ characteristics, I tried to position myself by ‘becoming 

local’ and searched for common ground to blend in with the setting. In this vein, for one 

month I built strong relationships and trust with these women and their families. For instance, 

I became a part of their everyday lives like their neighbour rather an as a researcher (I did not 

start interviewing immediately).  I went with them to the field and helped them doing 

harvesting, sometimes provided childcare, had afternoon tea together, went to the hair salon, 

attended local functions (marriage, worship, etc.) accompanied them to the markets, shared 

the same vehicle to travel to the local area, and went to meet some of the women’s relatives 

who were living in Narayanghat (Chitwan). In this way, we exchanged food items; 

sometimes they would come to ask for oil, milk, or vegetables etc. and a few times I went to 

ask from them. I also supported their kids while they did their homework. I positioned myself 

in a sisterhood relationship with my respondents. A few named me ‘naya didi’ (new sister) 

and some called me ‘baini’ (younger sister). I developed sisterhood relationship. Although 

sometimes the subjects were not related to my study, my emotions and feelings were affected. 

For example, one of the women had a miscarriage and she needed blood immediately, so I 

helped her all the way in this situation.  

 

Apart from any other identity, my gender as a female also challenged the research process 

very often. When I was introduced to women and their families they asked me in a surprised 

way, ‘As you are a woman, will your family allow you to stay away for such a long time? 

Who will take care of your child or family members? Who will do your household work in 

your absence? Are you not afraid to live alone?’ I wonder if such questions would be raised 

with a male researcher doing the same study. Nevertheless, I answered their queries and later 

I shared with them my personal history, commitment to the subject of gender, women, war 

and post-conflict issues, including my experience of travelling to various Maoist cantonment 

sites to interview women ex-combatants for my master’s study. My willingness to answer 

questions and speak openly convinced them of my real interest in this topic.   
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During the course of conversation, some women asked, ‘Are we giving interview correctly 

(in Nepali language bhanneko thik cha)’ They also said, ‘We are uneducated women and 

might not know how to define things or speak in a proper way so therefore correct us if we 

are wrong’. Here, my identity as an educated PhD researcher played a role in positioning me 

as the one with power over the process. In order to retain a collaborative and parallel power 

relationship, I emphasized the importance of their knowledge and experience.  I said, ‘your 

field-based knowledge in the context of war and post-war in wider than mine…therefore, I 

have come to learn from you’. This statement helped the conversation progress in the 

interview.  

 

Maintaining confidentiality was an important ethical consideration. This was a core aspect of 

this study and this promise made women more likely to participate fully in the interview 

process. As the study was about war and the post-war context, women’s stories involved 

many forms of violence, including life in prison, the pain of family separation, the pain of 

missing the family members, encountering violence and death of loved ones, and the 

challenges of becoming a widow. All of these stories were emotional and heart-rending and a 

few times I cried with them. These emotions were so deep and due to my ‘positionality’ as 

their ‘new sister’ or ‘younger sister’ they felt comfortable sharing them. Moreover, as 

interviews were unstructured, and the confidentiality was assured, the women felt 

comfortable giving voice to what they felt was important including stories of violence.  

 

Misinterpretation of the researcher-researched conversation posed a challenge to my position. 

Women were involved in my research, but their husbands or male family members were not. 

However, men were living in the community and clearly understood that I was undertaking 

this project. In one of the focus group discussions about women’s rights in post-conflict, one 

male member interrupted the conversation and started giving his own views. He said, ’Now 

women in Nepal…have been given more rights than they need, it’s more than enough,’ He 

pointed at me and said, ’…see you have full right that’s why you are here… nowadays 

women get good food to eat, spend money, talk openly, what else now do women want’.  I 

felt very offended about the way he reacted, but I stayed calm, and thought the man might 

have mis-interpreted me and my research. I talked with him together with other women, 

where we explained what we mean by women’s rights in the post-conflict period and, with 

the women’s support, we were able to reconstruct the conversation.   
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Similarly, to maintain my ‘positionality’ in the field, I kept my political views neutral. My 

research subjects were a politically active group and many times they questioned my political 

opinions, but I remained silent. Whenever women raised their experience about political 

issues I refrained from expressing my opinions because I wanted to maintain my ‘neutrality’ 

and avoid mis-interpretation that could negatively impact my research.  

 

2.11 Ethical Considerations 

 

While doing this research I committed to being ethnically responsible.  

 

Informed Consent 

 

Before I started interviews, I explained to all of my respondents and gate keepers (Maoist 

leaders, local NGO, and local leaders) about the aim of this study.  At the same time, I 

described my personal life: family background, experience working on women’s issues, and 

my current situation. Also, I described clearly that the purpose of my study is purely 

academic. However, in the initial meeting with Maoist leaders in Kathmandu, several of them 

assumed I was a journalist and hesitated in providing women’s contact details but when I 

explained about my work the leaders cooperated with me.  

 

Do no Harm 

 

I aim to avoid actions which would harm people directly or indirectly. In the interview 

process, non-hierarchical relationships (between researched-researcher) were maintained by 

providing the opportunity to choose the topic and lead the discussion. The following were 

important: not using English slang or raising questions that could create discomfort, 

respecting their voices, emotions, and feelings, making clear possible mis-interpretations, 

seeking cooperation and collaboration, searching for common ground, and respecting the 

local culture, food, religion, customs and languages. 
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Confidentiality  

 

Prior to any interview, I informed respondents about confidentiality. This is a core element in 

this study. Also, to maintain the confidence of the women, the names used are pseudonyms. 

Other information which they felt discomfort to share publicly was also disguised. 

 

2.12 Data Management and Analysis 

 

I collected a significant amount of quite varied material during the one-year period of 

fieldwork from January 2014 till February 2015. This was an iterative process with themes 

emerging from the material. Ultimately, I used an iterative data analysis process to respond to 

the various opportunities that presented themselves for data collection in the field. This was a 

time-consuming process with many different potential themes emerging from the material I 

had collected. Therefore, initially, I prepared a thesis outline based on the following chapter 

topics: gender role transformation, reintegration of the women ex-combatants, gender 

ideology, women’s empowerment, gender inequality at the time of the earthquake.  I then 

discussed the outline with my supervisors, re-arranged it, and prepared four sub-questions, 

drawing on the main question of the thesis.  

 

With the women’s consent, I recorded all the interviews in Nepali, and later translated them 

into English. A qualitative tool, Atlas ti. was used to arrange the data. Some interviews were 

very long so new projects under a theme where created using Atlas ti. and audio files were 

uploaded. Later, from these files, free and open codes were generated. Doing this helped to 

deepen understanding of the given topics and reach the findings. In the same way from the 

transcribed interviews quotations were extracted and highlighted in the manuscripts.  
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Abstract 

 

This article examines how the Maoist conflict in Nepal affected women ex-combatants and 

non-combatants, looking at shifts in gender roles during and after the conflict particularly 

from the standpoint of current livelihood challenges. We argue that changing gender roles 

largely depend upon everyday practice of gender division of labour and power as it evolved 

during and after the conflict. We also found the conflict had different and contradictory 

effects: both categories of women experienced a shift in gender roles, with women taking on 

tasks earlier reserved for men, but this effect was strongest amongst ex-combatants during 

conflict. In the aftermath of conflict, these changes were partly reversed, and ex-combatant 

women in particular faced severe challenges to their livelihood and they often returned to 

traditional gender roles. The paper also considers how women experience state and non-state 

responses meant to improve their economic security in the post-conflict setting. The paper is 

based on in-depth fieldwork in Chitwan and Kathmandu district of Nepal. It draws on 

interviews with women ex-combatants/ non-combatants and key informant interviews. 

 

Keywords : Changing Gender Roles, Women Ex-Combatants, Women Non-Combatants, 

Maoist Conflict, Post Conflict  
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3.1 Introduction 

 

When women and girls around the globe join an armed conflict as combatants, they often 

break traditional gender norms and take up new roles and responsibilities earlier reserved for 

men, as they enter what is broadly accepted as a men’s arena (Shekhawat 2015). Non-

combatant women, however, tend to face a shift in gender roles due to military and political 

conflict. When men are away on military duty or involved in rebel groups, or where husbands 

or fathers or sons are killed or disabled, the economic responsibilities which were previously 

fulfilled by men are disproportionately shifted to the shoulders of women (Arostegui 2013). 

There has been much academic debate whether conflict induced change in gender roles 

means that women are better positioned in the aftermath of war or whether women encounter 

new forms of insecurities. Scholars identify a diversity of gender effects of war and its 

aftermath. El-Bushra ‘s (2003) field research carried out in Sudan, Somalia, Uganda, Mali, 

and Angola indicates that new economic responsibilities and greater public presence of 

women induced by conflict may imply a (limited) shift in gender roles that to some degree 

carries over into the post-war period. Denov and Richard-Guay (2013) argue that 

reproductive roles and power relations during and after conflict are embedded within broader 

gendered power structures that shape gender identity and are unlikely to shift unless these 

structures change. Moosa et al. (2013) state that pre-war gender differences in rights and 

entitlements impact post war situations, rather than temporal changes during wartime.  

 

Current work on armed conflict and gender have suggested that warfare may be a process that 

empowers women through various transitions over time (Arostegui 2013; Buvinic et al. 2012; 

Grabska 2013). However, the degree to which this is the case and the mechanisms at work are 

not yet well understood and might be very different for women ex-combatants and women 

non-combatants. To understand this process, we studied Maoist armed conflict and the post 

conflict context of Nepal. The paper aims to contribute to the ongoing debate on gender and 

war by offering a differentiated analysis of the experiences of both women ex-combatants 

and non-combatants on shifts in gender roles during the Maoist conflict and how that shapes 

their positions in the post-conflict condition in Nepal. 

 

This paper investigates how the Maoist conflict in Nepal affected women, both ex-combatant 

and non-combatant (including war widows and women heads of households) differently. It 

looks at shifts in gender roles and livelihoods during and after conflict and asks how women 
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experience state and non-state responses concerning their current livelihoods security. The 

paper traces how the labour and livelihoods endeavours for women as well as their power 

positions have evolved in time. The paper further elucidates how post conflict programs in 

Nepal systematically marginalise some categories of women despite their focus on gender 

mainstreaming. The paper further provides critical insights on how livelihoods insecurity for 

women in Nepal is intrinsically linked to not just the question of gender but also to caste and 

ethnicity. 

 

The paper starts with an introduction followed by conceptual framework, research 

methodology, findings and conclusion. The findings of the paper have been presented under 

two main headings: gender division of labour and power, and experiences of women ex-

combatants and non-combatants during Maoist conflict and post-conflict in Nepal.  

 

3.2 Conceptual Framework: Gender and Power  

 

The scholarship of gender emerging during the late 1980’s conceptualized female and male 

roles as socially constructed through gendered meaning and practices (cf. Bock 2006; p.4) 

and pointed to the nexus between gender and power (Radtke and Stam 1994; p.5). Similar 

issues have been raised in research emanating from the context of crisis recovery, disasters 

and conflict where women tend to lack opportunities due to practice of power in their 

everyday life (Connell 2011; Moser and Clark 2001). A significant body of literature on 

feminist studies, feminist transnational studies, and security studies have questioned how 

gender practices and power relations affect women’s roles, relationships, victimization and 

capacity differently from men (Arostegui 2013; Mousa et al. 2013). Similarly, Cockburn 

(2013) suggested that women and men possess different roles, expectations of heroism, and 

fatality, and die different deaths during war and peace. The gendered lived experiences 

intersect with hierarchies of identities like caste, class and region, which call for multi-

layered analysis of the category of gender itself (Crenshaw, 1998). An analysis of gender 

allows us to see how gender is constructed and reconstructed, and how this process change 

gender role through the practices of labour and power (Radtke and Stam 1994; p.5). This 

paper draws on the insights of gender role transformation, gender studies, feminist studies 

and intersectionality to analyse everyday lives of women in conflict affected areas and to 

explore what their lived experiences tell us about the nexus of gender and power in Nepal. 
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We build our definition of ‘gender and power’ upon Connell’s (1987) conceptual framework 

which argues that gender is socially constructed and flexible and can be understood in terms 

of the structures of ‘labour’ and ‘power’ (pg; 91-111). She suggests that due to the division of 

labour and power structures the gender relationships, gender roles, and gender orders are 

constructed and re-constructed in the societal context (ibid). She offers the following 

framework to understand this process: i) the sexual division of labour which describes 

gendered labour practices and differences in ‘women/men’s work’ ‘pay’, ‘positions’ 

‘households’ jobs’ and ‘public jobs’(private/public), and (ii) the division of power structures 

which is about authority, control and coercion and the hierarchies of institutions, domestic 

authority, sexual regulation and surveillance, and its contestation. She writes that power is 

relational and is a process of domination and resistance. At societal level, the labour and 

power are embedded through historical norms, family, class, religion, and other socio-

political forces (Connell 1987, pg. 95-104).  

 

Connell describes the practice of labour such as the organisation of house work, childcare, 

paid and unpaid work, men’s jobs, women’s job discrimination in promotion, unequal wages 

and exchange (Connell 1987 pg. 97) and the practice of power, for example, through the 

hierarchy of institutions, domestic authority, sexual regulation and surveillance. Applying 

Connell’s framework, permitted us to see how gender is socially produced and reproduced, 

and how women and men in their everyday lives regulate the practice of labour and power, 

and how this affects gender role change process during and aftermath of war.  

 

3.3 Gender and Women Situation in Nepal: A Historical and Political Context     

 
Historically, women in Nepal have suffered from gender, caste, ethnicity and regional based 

inequality (Acharya 2006; Manchanda 2004), which is reflected in women’s participation in the 

economic social, health, education and political sectors at all levels (Prio 2010). Women have a 

subordinate position in Nepalese society, either subjected to their father or their husband, and their 

roles tend to be confined to the domestic sphere (Acharya 2006). Prevalence of girl child marriages, 

and preference for sons and polygamy, are some of the factors which limit women within the 

domestic sector (ibid). Women’s expectations to gain full citizenship right in the recent Constitution 

of 2015 remains unfulfilled because the new Constitution only allows Nepalese women to confer 

citizenship to her child if she proves that the father is not a foreigner and the child was born in Nepal. 

In the case of woman married to a foreign man, she can confer only naturalised citizenship to her 

child, whereas for a Nepalese man, these clauses do not apply (Malla, 2015). For decades, Nepal is 
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facing diversity in poverty because one category of caste (Bahun and Chettri) class (upper class), and 

gender are more powerful in relations to others, and have greater access to resources. Furthermore, 

men occupy superior positions to women. Such a historical construction of gender norms and roles 

means that women experience poverty and unequal development outcomes in Nepal (ADB 2010). In 

addition, rural women from certain caste and ethnic groups (particularly dalit, janjati, madeshi, tharu) 

experience larger exclusion because the State and non-State actors ignore the rights, needs and issues 

of this group in mainstream development practices (Nepal NGO Coalition 2010).  

 

There was a major political shift in Nepal during 1996 as the Communist party of Nepal 

(commonly known as Maoist party) started the People’s war with an objective to end 

structural inequalities (Briggs, 2015) based on gender, caste, class, ethnicity and region, and 

to abolish the monarchy that had lasted for 250 years (Manchanda, 2001). Between 1996 and 

2006, the conflict caused great political, social and economic turmoil that led to 13,000 

fatalities and 200,000 being internally displaced (Ariño 2008). The Government of Nepal and 

the Maoist party signed a Comprehensive Peace Accord on 21 November 2006; since then 

Nepal has formally been in a post-conflict peace building phase (ibid).  

 

The Maoist conflict affected Nepalese women in various ways. Many, especially in the rural 

areas, suffered from fear of insurgent reprisal, gender-based and sexual violence and 

increasing vulnerability as husbands or fathers were killed or out-migrated (International 

Centre for Transitional Justice 2010). However, the conflict also allowed women to take on 

social and economic duties previously reserved for men (Bhadra and Shah 2007).  

Non-combatant women took up roles formerly performed by their absent husbands both in 

the domestic sphere and to a certain degree in the public sphere. Shifts in gender roles were 

even stronger for women who joined the Maoist army. Female participation in the insurgency 

was without precedent in Nepal. Nearly 30-40 per cent of the Maoist combatants were 

women taking up guerrilla roles (Ariño 2008; Tamang 2009). But after the war ended, some 

women ex-combatants faced stigmatization when returning home (K.C. 2011; Valente 2011). 

The ‘gender dividend’ of war was not straightforward and both ex-combatant and non-

combatant women faced severe limitations in building up livelihoods. 

 

To recognise the gendered challenges in post-conflict reconstruction and to promote women’s 

participation in the public sphere, there have been some reconstruction programs in Nepal. 

The 2015 Constitution extends affirmative action and the rights of women, dalits, indigenous 

http://journals.sagepub.com.proxy.lib.sfu.ca/author/Briggs%2C+Gavin
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and other minorities. Independent constitutional commissions are provided for women and 

the Dalit, Janjati, Madhesi, Tharu and Muslim communities. The Human Rights Commission 

has been given the mandate to recommend reforms to laws, policies and practices to end 

discrimination (Mahat 2015). Government and non-governmental agencies have worked to 

ensure the participation of women from various caste groups in electoral processes and in 

government through a variety of programs (Dahal and Bhatta 2008; Ramnarain 2015). To 

further the aims set out by the Beijing World Conference 1995, there have also been 

endeavours to mainstream women’s issues in Nepal’s development agenda. All these have 

been done in tandem with the United Nation Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 1325 on 

Women, Peace and Security, which supports local women’s efforts in building sustainable 

peace. These attempts have also been made to foreground indigenous processes based on 

equitable distribution of social, economic and political power (Dahal and Bhatta 2008). The 

Nepalese Ministry of Peace and Reconstruction is also working to engage women's 

organizations from different caste and ethnic groups in peace-building and reconstruction 

programmes in Nepal (ibid). 

 

3.4 Research Methodology 

 

The study selected woman ex-combatants and non-combatant heads of households (in 

charge of socio-economic chores in the absence of the men during the war, including war 

widows). The central method of the paper is ethnography; Author 1 stayed in the field for 

more than a year in 2014-2015 and conducted in-depth interviews at different intervals of 

time with twenty-five women ex-combatants and twenty women non-combatants, six focus 

group discussions and a range of key informant interviews. The research was conducted in 

Padampur and Jutpani villages in Chitwan district of Nepal, which were highly impacted by 

Maoist conflict and comprised of diverse caste and ethnic groups, such as Tharu (ethnic 

minority), Magar (ethnic group), Gurung (ethnic group), Limbu (ethnic group), Rai, Bhahun 

(Upper-Caste), Chettri7, Tamang (ethnic minority), Madhesi (ethnic group),, Dalit8 and 

Newar (ethnic group). 

  

The authors also conducted interviews with dalit ten men ex-combatants and five non-

combatants to assess their everyday experience on gender roles and relationship during and 

                                                           
7 Upper caste in Nepal 
8 Considered untouchable caste in Nepalese society, though the Constitution of Nepal prohibits this practice.   
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after the Maoist war. This allowed us to integrate male standpoints. Interviews were 

conducted in different areas of Kathmandu. Women and men are quoted by their surnames 

as it represents their caste and ethnic identity, which is an important element for analysis. 

The paper does not intend to represent any individual women and men ex-combatants or 

non-combatants but draws upon their narratives to contribute to the debate on gender in 

conflict and post-conflict contexts.  

 

3.5 Gender Division of Labour and Power: Experience of Women Ex-combatants and 

Non-Combatants during Maoist Conflict in Nepal  

 

Connecting with Connell’s (1987) theory this section of the paper first examines the gender 

division of labour during the Maoist conflict for both categories of women who experienced 

shifts in gender roles due to the conflict and took up roles formerly reserved for men. It then 

turns to the question of gender division of power at the same period in Nepal.  

 

3.5.1 Women Ex-Combatants: Experiencing Gender Equality  

 

Gender Division of Labour 

 

This section illustrates gender division of labour during the Maoist conflict based on in-

depth study conducted with women ex-combatants and some of the men ex-combatants. 

Issues discussed in the interviews were how the works were distributed among them and 

how the practice of gender took place in their everyday lives. The Maoist movement had a 

stated agenda on gender equality that, as we found, was translated into the daily 

organisation of the insurgency. Both women and men shared that they held positions related 

to combat, e.g. brigade commanders, platoon commanders, section commander, leading the 

formation, giving training, fighting and carrying the guns/bullets. In addition, both women 

and men performed service-oriented tasks, such as providing health care; working in the 

cafeteria as cooks and cleaners; acting as messengers; running, climbing trees and carrying 

wooden logs; participating in sentry duty; performed hard military trainings, facilitating, 

getting involved in construction work; and organizing events such as cultural programs, 

festival ceremonies, etc.  
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The majority of the interviewed women ex-combatants and men ex-combatants stressed the 

contrast between the clearly defined gender roles they had been used to and the policy of 

gender equality within the Maoist movement. The following quote illustrate that:  

 

During the Maoist war, I [and] all the women ex-combatants performed male roles, which 

are reserved for men in our society. I did military training, took part in decision making, 

speaking in-front of the groups with confidence, taking up the leadership roles, climbing the 

trees, digging the ditches based on rotations. Similarly, men also did the cooking, cutting 

vegetables, washing, and cleaning jobs at that time (tamang women ex-combatant, focus 

group discussion in July 2014, Chitwan). 

 

The Maoist movement also claimed to erase ethnic and caste discrimination; for instance, 

during the time of war large number of women were mobilized from the excluded castes 

such as Ethnic, Indigenous and Dalit group. These groups of women wanted to uphold 

their rights and seek social justice. The Maoist movement strengthened the level of 

awareness of these groups and empowered them by providing them skills training. The 

following quotes illustrate this point: 

 

I am a Dalit woman, during the war I performed all types of work given to me such as 

construction work, leading the battalion, decision making, running, or climbing trees. I was 

not discriminated for holding Dalit identity in the Maoist group (dalit women ex-combatant, 

interviewed in February, 2014, Chitwan). 

  

Our study demonstrates that during the Maoist conflict in Nepal, women ex-combatants were 

liberated from traditional gender roles and empowered to take on new roles traditionally 

reserved for men, which was unprecedented in the Nepalese context. While looking in this 

context, we learned that, the Nepalese women ex-combatants received room for manoeuvre 

and stretch their gender roles toward a higher degree of gender equality during the war. These 

extensions of their gender roles and exposure to the public domain led to an internalization of 

the idea that women’s sphere is unlimited. Most importantly, our findings from the case study 

of Dalit women ex-combatants raises attention to the feminist argument that gender should 

not be the only axis of analysis; rather ethnicity, class, caste, location should be considered to 

identify differences among women. 
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The Gender Division of Power  

 

This section identifies and analyses women and men ex-combatants’ experiences of the 

gendered division of power, and the way they accepted and mobilised it in their daily lives 

during the Maoist insurgency. Power was internalized by women ex-combatants as they 

became equal participants with men in Maoist party decision making at all levels, including 

negotiating the demands; ability to overcome difficult situation; and influencing the political 

or economic decisions of the party.   

 

A majority of women and men ex-combatants shared that they have experienced an equal 

division of power in their lives during war; for example, some women got the chance to 

actively participate in decision-making and their contributions were acknowledged by the 

Maoist party by offering higher ranks. Some other women combatants were involved in 

designing, planning and monitoring activities of the battalion and participated in economic 

decisions. During the discussion, women ex-combatants shared that they were accurate and 

reliable in planning and monitoring of combat activities. The following quotes provide 

evidence of this:  

 

I was in the platoon led by woman commander, she was very brave, and made wise 

decisions of the Maoist party. I did not find any difference in her leadership compared with 

other men commanders (chettri men ex-combatant, interviewed in March 2014, Chitwan). 

 

I was a company commander, I provided training, and headed the management and decision 

making of my battalions (magar women commander, interviewed in April 2014, Chitwan). 

 

The above findings illustrate that during the Maoist war, power as defined by the Maoists 

was organized and deployed among women and men combatants in such a way that both 

women and men had equal opportunities to access, deliver and practice power in their 

daily surroundings. The scholarly literature on conflict often portrays the image of 

women as victims of their armed groups; hence, before we conducted our fieldwork we 

had an a priori assumption that Nepalese women ex-combatants had been victimized by 

and suffered at the hands of the Maoists during the civil war. However, our findings from 

the fieldwork confirmed for us that the Maoists had shifted the traditional pattern of 

gender relations in Nepalese society by mobilizing and treating women and men equally 
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during the civil war. Our conclusion contrasted with the findings of Denov and Gervais’ 

(2007) study on the civil war in Sierra Leone, where girls’ ex-combatants admitted to 

being victimized by their armed groups and feeling a sense of power while holding a gun 

as it symbolised a sense of victory over their victimization by their armed groups. 

 

3.5.2 Women Non-Combatants: Replacing Husbands and Fathers 

 

Gender Division of Labour 

 

Women non-combatants, who did not join the Maoist movement also experienced shifts 

in gender roles. In the village women had to cope without their husbands and fathers, 

many of whom were killed or out migrated in search of economic opportunities or escape 

from war. Next to their domestic roles, these women started to take on the tasks 

previously performed by men, both in agricultural production as well as in the more 

public roles related to trade and local politics. Based on in-depth interviews with women 

and men non-combatants, we constructed the gender division of labour during the 

conflict as women responsible for traditional roles such as taking care of the children; 

preparing and serving meals; doing laundry and washing dishes; taking and bringing 

back children from school; and fetching water. New conflict induced roles performed in 

the absence of men included bringing firewood from the forest; running small businesses 

like tea stalls, tailoring shops or restaurants; bringing food from the market; cultivating 

land (own land or others); and taking care of livestock (chicken, cow, buffalo, goat,). 

Women also took on social roles, they attended the festivals and feasts in the village, yet 

also found room to attend village meetings and participate in local politics. The 

following quotes demonstrate these points: 

 

After my husband was killed during the Maoist insurgency, I completely took  responsibility 

of my two sons and my father and mother in-laws, the farm and households including 

making money for my family. I learned tailoring and started running my own small business. 

But I also took care of cattle and goats, bringing firewood, cooking food, looking after the 

children (magar widow, interviewed in July 2014, Chitwan).   
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A migrant woman now living in Kathmandu, affiliated to a local NGO that implements 

women empowerment programs, shared:  

 

My husband migrated to India to protect himself as he was suspected of being a Maoist 

and was under an army search list. During that time, I was left alone and came to 

Kathmandu, I learned driving tempo and earned my family livelihood through it. I am 

Chettri and in my caste women doing such jobs are not accepted and I faced many stigmas 

for being women driver and overcame the challenges (chettri women non-combatant, 

interviewed in January 2015, Kathmandu).  

     

My wife was very shy, she never went out of the village. I was affiliated with the Maoist 

party. Many times, the army raided my house suspecting me to be a spy, and later I went 

underground for about 6 years. During my absence, my wife looked after my 2 kids and 

my parents. She performed all the duties alone in the kitchen, farm, and outside; for 

instance, she runs a tailoring shop (Maoist local leader, interviewed in November 2014, 

Chitwan). 

 

From the above explanations, we learned that women non-combatants during the Maoist 

conflict had to undergo greater struggle as these groups of women performed both the 

jobs at household level (taking care of kitchen and children) and new roles in public 

affairs (earning, participating in training, affiliation with local organizations and local 

politics) previously fulfilled by male members of their family.  Our findings highlight 

that Maoist conflict not only changed the gender roles among women ex-combatants but 

also among non-women combatants, for example chettri (upper caste) migrated woman 

who accepted a temporary job as driver, and widows who solely took the economic 

responsibility of the family through running a tailoring shop, which was a very rare 

social practice in Nepal during the Maoist war. Our study also confirms the view that 

conflict transforms gender roles to some degree, enabling women to construct 

independent resistance and resilience to face the altered realities of their daily lives, 

something they would never have experienced in the presence of men under normal 

circumstances. 
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Gender Division of Power 

 

In the interviews conducted, the women non-combatants identified power as the ability of 

women to make decisions within their households and communities; networking and 

negotiating; accessing and exercising control over assets; having opportunities to join 

politics; and setting up businesses and participating in meetings. The following story of a 

woman non-combatant illustrates these points: 

 

I married to a Bahun man, but I belong to the Tamang ethnic group. After I became a widow 

my husband’s family did not give me place to live nor did they look after my children. My 

husband’s parents and brothers were also unwilling to give the portion of land, which was 

the share of my husband. Later with the help of the local organization that provided legal 

advice I filed a case against them and decision of the local court was in my favour. I was 

afraid thinking that they would take revenge for what I did. (tamang widow, interviewed in 

April 2014, Chitwan). 

 

A majority of the women non-combatants who were interviewed shared that due to Nepal’s 

patriarchal society, the markets are still masculine; hence, it is difficult for women who were 

not protected by men. This demonstrates from the case of tamang widow, who was firstly 

denied by her extended family to transfer her husband’s property later suffered from the fear 

of social prejudice and losing her family network. Some women non-combatants also shared 

they faced stigmatization when they ran a business (driving, running shop and restaurants) 

because such work is still considered a man’s job. A few Maoist widows even hide their 

identity to avoid certain evil practices that continue in some areas; for instance, they face 

stigma while operating their businesses, often widows are denied in ritual gathering because 

they are considered impure (Yadav 2016), remarrying, finding jobs and renting house. This 

reflects how women as widows, as heads of businesses, or as mothers require male presence 

in the community as a part of the social gender order.  Our study argues that despite of the 

presence of male supremacy in the Nepalese community, women non-combatants challenged 

the traditional gender norms and took on new gender roles to protect their identity and daily 

needs. However, women in Nepal have become more aware and informed about their legal 

rights, mainly because of awareness and advocacy campaigns. Being more informed as well 

as being economically empowered, women can now offer greater resistance and establish 

more equitable gender roles and relationships in society. 
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3.5.3 Comparing Women Ex-combatants and Non-Combatants: Gender Division 

Labour and Power during Maoist Conflict in Nepal 

 

Looking into the gender division of labour between women ex-combatants and non-

combatants during the Maoist conflict, one finds that in the case of women ex-combatants the 

division of labour was equal. This provided a forum to women to perform masculine roles by 

shifting their traditional roles and relationships. Women non-combatants performed duties in 

both the domestic and public domain in the absence of men. For both groups of women, 

gender roles changed but in different ways; one was recruited as combatants as it was their 

motivation to join the war, but for women non-combatants, there was no choice in their lives 

rather than to accept the reality of losing their male counterparts. Further, during the conflict, 

women ex-combatants performed jobs collectively on rotation basis between women and 

men. But in the case of women non-combatants they did all of this work alone while facing 

all the challenges of life.  

 

While comparing the gender division of power and considering the everyday practice of 

power in their lives, one finds the following. In case of women ex-combatants during the 

conflict, the power division was equal. Women were provided opportunity equal to men, and 

women even controlled the battalion where men were subordinate to them and accepted their 

leadership. Moreover, the decision-making process, party management, and leadership 

positions were led equally by women based on their capacity and skills. Therefore, during the 

conflict, power was practiced collectively within groups. In the case of women non-

combatants, however, they had to perform more tasks individually, take up men’s roles, and 

fight hard for their rights and livelihoods. The increase in the workload they experienced was 

not accompanied by a greater acknowledgement from society, and many women faced 

stigmatization, which complicated fulfilling their daily livelihood tasks. While women ex-

combatants gained respect for the way they changed their roles, non-combatant women in the 

communities faced stigmatisation and marginalisation. 

 

3.6 Gender Division of Labour and Power:  Experience of Women Ex-combatants and 

Non-Combatants in Post-Conflict Nepal 

 

This section describes the gendered division of labour in the public and private sphere in the 

post conflict setting in the lives of women ex-combatants and non-combatants, and how this 
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practice impacted their livelihoods differently. It also shows how some of the ‘gains’ for 

women, in terms of power, came under pressure after the conflict. 

 

3.6.1 Women Ex-Combatants: Re-Integration and (Re-) Marginalization 

 

Gender Division of Labour 

 

Women ex-combatants experienced a strong shift from the conflict to the post-conflict 

period. After a lengthy period of demobilisation (during which many of them spent several 

years in a cantonment), they returned to civilian life with a small sum to set-up new 

livelihoods. Many of the women ex-combatant interviewed did not return to their regions of 

origin but settled instead near the cantonment areas. They now faced the hardships of 

managing household and searching for ways to generate an income for living. 

 

A majority of the women ex-combatants shared that due to having small kids they invested 

most of their time at home; hence, many women ex-combatants created their livelihoods by 

rearing livestock, producing alcohol at home, selling firewood and sharecropping. It was 

surprising to note that only a few women ex-combatants participated in the village level 

meetings. However, for many of the women ex-combatants, livelihood survival was largely 

dependent on social networks, their own agency and support from war peers. In many cases, 

women borrowed money from friends or neighbours, or also exchanged labour with their 

extended family to perform certain chores and some others invested in a business or trade 

together with their war peers. There are approximately 300 households of ex-combatants in 

the Padampur and Jutpani villages in the Chitwan district. The following stories explain how 

the gender division of labour changed from the war to the post-war situation: 

  

I am married to a Dalit man, but Dalit are still considered untouchable in the community. 

My husband goes out in the search of work and I do all the household tasks. We both do not 

have formal education, so cannot find jobs. Specific training that we received during the 

war, such as hard exercise, formation, running, fighting, and leading the battalion, cannot be 

used now (limbu women ex-combatant, interviewed in January 2015, Chitwan).  
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I am a trainer of non-violent conflict. GIZ9 provided this training and now I travel to the 

villages and also to other districts to provide training to the people. My husband looks after 

my child and cook’s food and takes care of the business. I also cook sometimes, but most of 

the time my husband does for me and my son (tamang women ex-combatant, interviewed in 

July 2014, Chitwan).  

 

Until now I participated in the kitchen garden training provided by GIZ, but I cannot utilize 

it as I do not have enough land to do the farming. My husband and I work together; mostly I 

do the households chores as my child is very small, and my husband does most of the 

outside jobs. We have a small shop where we sell the food items in the village, so my 

husband does all the shopping. (bahun women ex-combatant, interviewed in June 2014, 

Chitwan). 

 

All of the women ex-combatants we approached got married outside of their caste. This was a 

major achievement of the Maoist movement, which accepted inter-caste marriages; but 

marriage with a dalit and getting that marriage socially accepted remains a big taboo. In some 

cases, we discovered that if a dalit man is married to a woman from a higher caste group such 

as magar or gurung, the woman was easily accepted by the men’s family; but if the woman 

was dalit and married to a man from a higher caste group, the woman was rejected by the 

man’s family. This reflects caste-based gender discrimination, which applies to dalit women 

but not men.  

 

The Maoist’s primary conflict objective was to end all forms of discrimination in Nepal based 

on caste. However, while inter-caste marriages between different ‘touchable’ caste groups 

such as between Bahun (high caste) and Newar (ethnic group) are frequent and widely 

accepted, inter-marriages between ‘touchable’ (non-dalits) and ‘untouchable’ (dalits) caste 

groups are still considered a taboo and are rarely accepted.  

 

The majority of the women ex-combatants that we interviewed considered that the 

Government did not provide them with good training and job skills to get reintegrated 

properly into the community, which resulted in unemployment and suffering. Some of the 

organizations like GIZ in partnership with pro-public (a national NGO) did provide some 

                                                           
9 German Development Cooperation 
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training in tailoring, snack making, vegetable farming and so on, but it was not very useful 

due to the lack of land and demand for these training.  

 

Within the household, the equal gender balance that women grew accustomed to during the 

Maoist conflict was largely maintained during the post-conflict period. Although the women 

ex-combatants mostly performed household jobs, the practice of gender equality within the 

household and in family decision-making (such as buying or selling of land or livestock, 

lending money, participating in training, or going to a marriage ceremony) continued during 

the post-conflict phase. However, outside of the household, women had to confront more 

traditional ideas on the gender division of labour: for instance, the majority of the women we 

interviewed felt that men still dominated the village, and in the market, men still hesitated to 

offer women masculine jobs like construction work, running the motorbike workshop, 

driving and electronics repairing – jobs in these sectors were still mostly covered by men.  

 

The above findings reveal how the gendered division of labour is performed in everyday lives 

of women ex-combatants in the public and private spheres, and how this helps to create their 

livelihoods in the post-conflict context. While gender relations in the private sphere, between 

man and wife, continued mostly as constructed during the Maoist insurgency, in the public 

sphere, especially related to employment, women were confined to traditional roles and the 

‘gender divide’ of the war did not carry over into the post-war setting. The study also 

indicates that the failure of the government to respond to the needs of women-combatants 

created a sense of isolation and limited women’s mobility in the public sphere. For example, 

many women ex-combatants missed school as they had joined the Maoist movement at an 

early age; this lack of formal education became a handicap for them in the post-conflict phase 

since even some of the lowest level jobs required formal education. Moreover, the lack of 

appropriate skills and job training for ex-combatants and inadequate government investment 

in employment made the post-conflict condition difficult for women ex-combatants.  

 

The paradox of the Maoist conflict for women ex-combatants was that while the conflict 

mobilised and empowered them, after the conflict ended they had to live in isolation. The 

skills they had learned during the conflict were not particularly useful for the labour market. 

Hence, many women ex-combatants had to return to their traditional gender roles limited to 

their household regimes. Women with small children were especially confined to domestic 

tasks, as it is difficult for them to work with young children at home. This research found that 
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only one-woman ex-combatant who got affiliation with GIZ was able to maintain herself by 

going out for part-time work as a trainer. Our main conclusion is that while the Maoist 

conflict has brought about transformation in the labour and power structures at the household 

and individual levels, it has not done so at the societal level. Therefore, it is still difficult to 

remove entrenched patriarchal practices at all levels of society.  

 

Furthermore, these findings raise an important question: to what extent are women able to 

have ‘meaningful lives’ in post-conflict Nepal? In this context, Manchanda writes “in South 

Asia, both nation state-building projects and armed revolutionary class struggles have seen 

the mobilization of women and its corollary, the subsuming of the women’s question in 

nationalist or socialist projects and ideological strictures that in the aftermath pull women 

back to the gender discriminatory regimes of the personal sphere” (2004; p.238).  

   

Gender Division of Power  

 

The following section will provide empirical evidence on gendered division of power in 

the daily lives of women ex-combatants to elaborate how the practice of power impacts 

their livelihoods. Based on discussions with women ex-combatants, this study 

categorised power as the process of decision making within the household and 

community; the ability to mobilize resources; access to assets (such as land, jobs, 

business, opportunities); negotiating demands; involvement in local politics; and social 

networking and agency.  

 

Most Maoist women ex-combatants found that the household jobs concentrated on 

domestic spheres contrasted with the roles that they performed in the war. In addition, 

they also shared that this did not mean that they are powerless; they are still courageous, 

aware of their rights, and raise their voices with confidence. They further added that their 

way of life and ideas are very different compared to non-combatant women in the 

village. The following quotation illustrates the voice of an ethnic woman who shared that 

she still feels confident in speaking and making decisions comparing herself with other 

women in the village.  

 

I am very confident to myself, I understand the women needs, I can think wisely for the 

sake of my family good, and I am very much informed about local politics, when it comes 
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to making decisions for the house, me and my husband mostly take decisions together 

(limbu women ex-combatant, interviewed in July 2014, Chitwan). 

 

The case of women ex-combatants in relation to division of power in aftermath of war 

reflects that women experienced increased personal confidence. We learned from the women 

ex-combatants that they would have more power and choice during the post-conflict phase if 

they were provided better reintegration packages such as access to formal schooling, 

availability of micro-credit schemes, and opportunities skills development. 

 

The study conducted by McKay and Mazurana (2004) in Northern Uganda, Sierra Leone, and 

Mozambique reveals a similar pattern, where girl combatants complained that they would 

carry more power and choice during the post-conflict phase if they were provided better 

reintegration packages including access to formal schooling, availability of micro-credit 

schemes, and opportunities for training and skills development.  

 

3.6.2 Women Non-Combatants: Maintaining Economic Independence 

 

Gender Division of Labour 

 

The women non-combatants continued performing jobs both in the private and public domain 

in the aftermath of war. Women who became widows have had to take on all the 

responsibilities of their family. For women whose husbands came back after the war, the men 

did not find immediate jobs in the current market mainly because of being away for a long 

time and also because of the lack of proper skills and education. Most of these men helped to 

run their wife’s business. They also did kitchen and household jobs, unlike before the 

conflict. Following are some of the voices from women non-combatants about their current 

experience: 

 

After my husband died in the Maoist war, I came to Kathmandu, where I am taking care of two 

sons. I run a tailoring shop. I do work, both at home and at the market. I am also a member of 

cooperatives, a religious network and a women’s group so I go there some time every month. I 

also participated in the bookkeeping and financial training provided by a local community-

based organization (bahun widow non-combatant, interviewed in August 2014, Kathmandu). 
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Right now, I operate a small restaurant in the Kathmandu Kapan area. My shop is located near 

school and college and the business is going good. After the end of conflict my husband 

returned from India, now we work together in this business. My husband does vegetable 

cutting, cooking and also serving the food for the customers. The restaurant is registered in my 

name (magar migrant woman non-combatant, interviewed in October 2014, Kathmandu).  

 

Our study reveals that in the post-conflict phase women non-combatants are earning their 

own money and are economically independent. They earn their own income in the public 

sphere; that is, by operating a business, plying a trade like running a restaurant or a food stall, 

and attending meetings and entering politics. In the absence of their husband, they had 

participated in life skill training, conducted business, made decisions and managed their 

livelihood. Therefore, they now know how to face problems in life and that women can also 

do tasks that are reserved for men. Before the Maoist conflict, women were never invited to 

meetings, did not take part in cooperatives and financial institutions, and were not given 

space in decision-making within the household. Women worked in the kitchen from dawn 

until dusk. The Maoist war provided women a level of awareness and now people cannot 

underestimate women anymore. Social networking and agency is another important aspect of 

women’s independent livelihoods; for instance, local level family, relatives, and friends 

networks as well as peer groups provide useful channels for borrowing money, arranging 

childcare and sharing of problems. 

  

Our study also finds that the Maoist movement led women non-combatants (widows, 

single women, and women headed households) to search for diversified livelihood options. 

In the absence of men, women had to re-negotiate their roles to establish their position in 

the community. Therefore, even in the aftermath of conflict, they continued their roles in 

the public sphere. Women were obliged to make decisions in the absence of men. They 

formed informal institutions such as working groups to foster small entrepreneurial 

activities. These groups provide women access to information and informal political 

power.  

  

Some aid organizations attempted to further challenge the existing gender regime by 

offering women training in ‘masculine’ occupations such as driving. While women were 

proud of being able to perform tasks traditionally considered masculine, such training was 

often unconnected to employment prospects in the real world. 
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Gender Division of Power  

 

The majority of women non-combatants did not find much difference in the practice of 

power in the post-conflict situation, because of their economic independence without 

relying on men. The quotes below are their illustrative:  

 

I am a president of the cooperative and also got affiliated with many organizations. My husband 

is back after being underground for many years during war. I do all the public related jobs, and 

my husband looks after the farm, cattle, and other household issues as This is because since the 

beginning when my husband was not in the village during the Maoist war, I performed all the 

duties at home and also outside. So now people believe in me, so for the small matters they 

come to me and ask for help (president of coperative, women non-ccombatant, interviewed in 

May 2014, Chitwan). 

 

My husband disappeared during the Maoist War. I am solely taking care of my four 

daughters. Now, I lead the house painting contracts at Narayanghat Bazar and I am also a sub-

contractor. I did this job for 14 years, so locals now trust me and my job (half-widow, non-

combatant, interviewed in November 2014, Chitwan.)  

 

All the men (husbands of women non-combatants) whom we met shared that in their 

absence during the conflict, women performed great jobs alone and this made them 

independent and powerful. One husband of a woman non-combatant shared: ‘If women 

would have lost hope, our children would have died, and our families would have 

collapsed in Maoist war’. 

  

Our study suggests that women non-combatants experienced the independence they 

received as an outcome of the Maoist conflict, and that economic empowerment enabled 

them to manage livelihoods and to maintain power relationships. Being affiliated with 

cooperatives and other local organizations provided women with recognition and positions 

of sustained trust in the community. Women also emphasized the importance of proper 

training and market development to enable entrepreneurship.  
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3.6.3 Comparing Women Ex-combatants and Non-Combatants: Gender Division of 

Labour and Power in Post Conflict Nepal 

 

In this section, we compare women ex-combatants and non-combatants in terms of the 

practice of their labour and power in their daily lives in the post-conflict situation. The 

gender division of power of women ex-combatants changed after the conflict. During the 

conflict, women followed the norms, regulations, tasks, and decisions as per the demand 

of the Maoist party collectively. However, after their demobilisation they could not use 

their skills such as carrying guns or leading battalions. The lack of proper re-integration 

packages, opportunities, and skills suitable in the post-conflict situation drove them to 

accept their previous roles from before the war. In many cases, women were more 

confined to the house as they now lived in a nuclear family and could not rely on 

grandparents to look after the children. In terms of their livelihoods, women ex-

combatants are mainly limited to farm activities such as rearing livestock or making local 

alcohol. Although women ex-combatants have taken up traditional roles, they have very 

clear understandings of their rights, political agenda and need to maintain their social 

networks. 

 

In contrast, women non-combatants are doing both public and private sphere jobs such as 

looking after their children, running their households and maintaining their business. All 

of them have their own business and have turned into entrepreneurs. They have also 

applied diverse livelihoods strategies to run their daily lives: grocery stores, clothing 

shops, eateries and noodles selling, fancy stores, cosmetics and stationary shops, 

photocopying shops and meat shops. Many of these women took loans from NGOs to 

start and run their businesses. The women also participated in training courses in order to 

make their business plans better and run their operations more smoothly.  

 

3.7 Conclusions 

 

This study suggests that during the Maoist conflict in Nepal, the gender division of labour 

amongst women ex- combatants was more equal than that which people were used to in 

pre-conflict settings. In discourse and in practice, the Maoists sought to reduce 

discrimination based on gender, caste and ethnicity. Both men and women held important 
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positions within the organization such as brigadier commander, platoon commander and 

section commander, and provided leadership in formation and training. Women and men 

combatants were provided equal opportunities to exercise power at all levels within the 

organization depending upon their capacity and skills, particularly in decisions making, 

leadership and ideological commitment, and planning and design and monitoring of war 

activities. During the conflict, women combatants’ gender roles shifted to include roles 

previously reserved only for men, and they could occupy leadership positions. As for 

women non-combatants, they took sole responsibility for the household after their husband 

died or disappeared or migrated out of the region/country. In the search for livelihoods 

options, these non-combatant women faced many challenges but managed to develop their 

entrepreneurship and leadership skills. Therefore, gender roles which were confined 

within households transformed towards the public sphere when these women started 

operating restaurants and tailoring shops, conducting farming and selling vegetables in the 

local markets, and getting involved in local NGOs and financial organizations.  

  

With regards to gender division of labour in the post-conflict setting, the failure of the 

Nepal government to offer a proper re-integration package that addressed the needs of 

women ex-combatants created a sense of isolation among these women and limited their 

mobility in the public sphere. The lack of government support together with a lack of 

formal education and adequate employment opportunities were the key reasons why 

women ex-combatants resorted to traditional work in the post-conflict scenario and 

became more dependent on their husband's income. In contrast, women non-combatants 

were mostly earning an independent income through their involvement in the public 

sphere, and thus did not have to depend on their husband's income.  

  

Our study finds that women ex-combatants have faced re-marginalization with regards to 

the gender division of power in the post-conflict context. This is due to the masculine 

oriented market and untransformed gender order of the society, which still demands 

women be in a secondary position to men. Many of these women have had to depend upon 

their husband for income, which has limited their role to doing household chores and 

looking after livestock. In contrast, women non-combatants are creating their own 

livelihoods without depending on others, although some of these women continue to 

experience domination by their husband’s family, particularly while getting access to their 

husband’s land or property. The study further reveals that for both ex-combatant and non-
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combatant women, social networking and agency are important channels through which 

they could renegotiate their gender roles to create independent livelihoods   

  

Another key finding of the study is that both men combatants who participated in the war 

and men non-combatants who stayed away from home during the war hold liberal views 

about women and their wives. These men usually perform household tasks and help their 

wives with cooking, cleaning, fetching water and looking after children. The role of men 

has thus shifted during the conflict, and this trend continues in the post-conflict phase. 

 

The paper further finds that remarkably for non-combatant women, the Maoist war in Nepal 

triggered more positive changes to their gender roles compared to women ex-combatants, 

even though the latter experienced more transformational work during the conflict. While 

non-combatant women have consolidated their new position, and have room to manoeuvre 

after the conflict, women ex-combatants have been driven to take up traditional roles. In 

terms of power in the post-conflict setting, we find that both ex-combatant and non-

combatant women have strengthened their position in the private sphere where they 

encounter more equality between men and women. With regards to public power, we find 

non-combatant women more often taking up leadership roles in their communities. In society 

at large, we find that the division of labour and power continues to be highly embedded and 

the war has not led to changes in mindsets and social structures. 
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Abstract  

 

Studies of women’s participation in civil conflict as armed combatants have attributed diverse 

motivations to such participation and examined the implications of participation for women’s 

empowerment in the aftermath. We contribute to these studies through an in-depth analysis of 

female combatants’ struggles for equality and empowerment during and after Nepal’s 

decade-long Maoist conflict. Scholars have argued that the emphasis of Maoist ideology in 

Nepal on the emancipation of women and on ending gender discrimination attracted a large 

number of women to the cause. Based on narratives of Maoist female ex-combatants, we 

investigate women’s engagement with Maoist ideology during and after the conflict. These 

narratives reveal that despite discourses of gender equality in Nepal’s Maoist struggle, 

promises around gender equality remain unkept in the period after the war. Reintegration 

program has offered women ex-combatants few options and has pushed women back into 

traditional gender roles. Struggles continue in this terrain. Incorporating intersectionality, the 

paper highlights how women ex-combatants' gender identities intersect with caste and other 

social locations to produce diverse challenges for their lives.  

 

Keywords: Maoist armed conflict, Gender ideology, Empowerment, Women  

Ex-Combatants, Post-Conflict Nepal 
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4.1 Introduction 

 

Women combatants were heavily involved during the decade of Maoist armed conflict in 

Nepal. Estimates suggest that women made up 30–40 percent of the total Maoist’s combat 

force (Sharma and Prasai 2004; Gautam et al 2003). Why the Maoist movement attracted such 

high numbers of Nepalese women has been mostly attributed to the Maoist gender agenda and 

the prospects for women’s empowerment. Some feminist readings contend that the Maoist 

movement afforded rural women an option to escape narrowly confined gender roles and the 

exploitation they experienced in their daily lives ( Thapa 2003; Manchanda 2004; Goswami 

2015). Similarly, it has been argued that women were attracted to what they understood as a 

struggle against women’s oppression and discrimination based on gender, caste and class 

(Gautam et. al 2003; Manchanda 2004; Sharma and Prasain 2004). Some authors have 

suggested, however, that the Maoist gender ideology was mere rhetoric and did not imply real 

empowerment of women (Tamang 2009, Pettigrew and Shneiderman 2004). This explanation 

fails to explain why women would stay on in the movement, as many of them did. This paper 

traces women’s motivations and experiences during and after the Maoist insurgency in Nepal.  

 

Among studies that examine women and Maoist conflict in Nepal, little attention has been 

paid so far to women’s own motivations and the role of ideological commitment. Research on 

this topic with any ethnographic detail has been rare. Did women have an ideological 

commitment from the start, or did they develop such commitment once they were part of the 

movement? How did this commitment resonate with more private ambitions? And what 

happened to women’s ideological drive in the post-conflict period? Based on narratives of 

female ex-combatants, this paper shows how these women relate to the particular ideological 

positions of the Maoist movement and how they connect this to what they describe as 

women’s empowerment. The women described the sense of empowerment they experienced 

in their own words as: ‘mahila sasahktikaran’ (women’s empowerment), “where they could 

raise their voices” (awash uthaunne), “women’s voices were represented” (mahilako awaj ko 

pratinidithyo) and “understanding women’s grief” (mahila ko dukka bhujnne). 

 

Zooming in on women’s own narratives allows us to show how private experiences of 

oppression and discrimination gain significance in the broader Maoist ideological framing and 

to trace how women’s appropriation of this ideology carries over into the post-conflict 

context. With this explicit focus on women as ideologically motivated actors, this paper aims 
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to contribute to the significant body of comparative literature on women, gender and armed 

conflict that has shown that women are not just victims of violent conflict but active agents 

(Jacobs, Ruth, and Marchbank 2000; Moser and Clark 2001; Kampwirth 2002; Enloe 2004; 

Cockburn 2013). Using the perspective of intersectionality, the paper considers women’s 

diverse experiences during the war and in the post-war setting (Ruwanpura and Humphries 

2004; Ramnarain 2014). Women taking-up combatant roles are not a homogenous category. 

As we will show, differences in caste, ethnicity, and class shape their experiences both during 

the war and in its aftermath. This is one of the few studies that includes ‘upper caste’ 

women’s perspectives. 

 

4.2 Background: Gender Discrimination and the Maoist Agenda 

 

Gender, caste and ethnic-based discrimination have been pervasive in Nepalese society 

(Regmi 2007). Women in particular suffer from all forms of discrimination (Parvati 2003; 

Tamang 2009; Yadav 2016 ). The position of a woman is contingent on her male family 

members; father, husband or other male head of the family ( Regmi 2007). These practices are 

reflected through the Nepalese inheritance system, family relations, and patrilocal residence 

and patriarchal descent, all of which are further reinforced by the legal system (Dhungana 

2014). Marriage plays a key role in a woman’s lifetime because it determines her destiny and 

livelihood options (Dhungana 2014). Traditionally, Nepalese women and girls have been 

restricted to the domestic sphere and excluded from the decision making (Dahal 2015). 

 

The central objective of what became known as ‘the people’s war’, that lasted from 13 

February 1996 to 21 November 2006, was to abolish the monarchy, in essence a feudal 

system, and establish a new democratic republic (Karki and Seddon 2003). The Maoists had a 

strong agenda of emancipation for the oppressed rural population, lower castes and women 

(Sharma and Prasain 2004). Women and men of all castes, classes, ethnic backgrounds and 

education levels joined the movement (Sharma and Prasain 2004; Manchanda 2004). Most 

sources agree that the majority of women who joined the Maoist movement were from so-

called lower castes, and were economically, socially, politically and sexually exploited 

(Parvati 2003; Manchanda 2004). Less known is that ‘upper caste’ women also faced similar 

restrictions and even worse gender-based discrimination. 
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Women’s issues were central to the Maoist movement. The Maoist ideological manifesto, the 

so-called “40-points demand document” 10 integrated strong messages on gender equality, 

especially reflected in points 19, 20 and 21: 

 

19. Patriarchal exploitation and discrimination against women should be stopped, girls should 

be allowed to access paternal property as their brothers. 

20. All racial exploitation and suppression should be stopped. Where ethnic communities are 

in the majority, they should be allowed to form their own autonomous governments. 

21. Discrimination against downtrodden and backward people should be stopped. The system 

of untouchability should be eliminated. (Karki and Seddon 2003,185). 

 

These three points epitomize the Maoist ideology, are closely interrelated, and show how 

Maoist ideology claims to desire an end to patriarchal, gender, caste11 and all other forms of 

discrimination. 

 

The Maoist agenda on gender and caste/ethnic equality was communicated by means of 

mobilization on the ground, a key element of the Maoist strategy to gain support amongst the 

rural population (Lawoti and Pahari 2009). During village-level rallies, action was taken on  

justice for women: punishing rapists, wresting back the usurped land of single women, 

penalizing men for polygamy and prohibiting the sale of liquor as a way to prevent violence 

against women (Gautam, Banskota, and Manchanda 2001). Within Maoist propaganda, the 

jan adalats or ‘people’s courts’ were lauded as upholding the rights of women on issues of 

social and domestic violence (Manchanda 2004, 248). In addition, in the areas under their 

control, the Maoists offered various positions to women, as well as Dalit12, indigenous and 

representatives of other marginalized groups who previously had never been given the chance 

to take up political positions. This approach contributed to ending untouchability and 

discrimination issues (Lawoti and Pahari 2009). Due to the Maoist grassroots struggle, 

                                                           
10 The ‘40 points demand’ was submitted by the Communist Party of Nepal (Maoists) in 1990 to the Nepal 

government. 
11 The caste hierarchy is as follows: highest is Bahun, then Chhetri, then Baise, and finally Sudra, known as the 

"untouchables ‘or Dalit. Today, the caste system is prohibited by law in Nepal, but still exist in the practice.  
12 Dalit refers to a group of people in Nepal; who are religiously, culturally, socially, economically and 

historically oppressed, excluded and treated as untouchable caste. They are also called paninachalne (water 

polluting) and acchut (untouchable). Any sort of contact from members of Dalit is unacceptable and contact 

with them requires a purification ritual.  
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women were increasingly visible in the public sphere, something that previously had been 

limited to educated women from one of a few strong political families (Yami 2010). 

  

4.3 Theoretical Framework 

 

4.3.1 Gender, Women and Armed Conflict 

 

Globally, gender is increasingly being recognized as a fundamental issue in armed conflict 

(Enloe 2004; Alison 2009 ; Sjoberg and Peet 2011). Beyond an understanding of the gendered 

effects of war and how women become victimized, scholars have sought to understand 

gendered agency in war, showing how women navigate insecurity and seek opportunities 

(Jacobs, Ruth, and Marchbank 2000; Moser and Clark 2001). An important strand in the 

literature explores how violent conflict may involve shifting gender roles, power 

relationships, and shape gendered identities ( El-Bushra 2003; Cohn 2013). The literature also 

examines why women may join conflict. Drawing on research in Northern Uganda, Sierra 

Leone and Mozambique, Mazurana and McKay (2004) present a range of reasons which 

inspire women and girls to enter armed forces: to seek revenge, to express political opinions, 

to uphold religious identity, to ameliorate poverty, and/or to see protection from violence. 

Studies from other regions introduce the prospect of women’s emancipation as a motivating 

factor for participating in armed conflict. Kampwirth’s (2002) study on Latin American 

guerrilla movements found that family traditions of resistance, early networking in church, 

student youth groups, and revolutionary networks played a role, but so did age, as younger 

women without family responsibilities were more likely to join. Similarly, Alison’s (2009) 

study in Sri Lanka proposes five reasons why women join the Liberation Tamil Tiger Eelam 

(LTTE) as fighters: nationalist sentiment, suffering and oppression, educational disruptions 

and restrictions, sexual violence, and the desire for women emancipation. 

 

What these studies reveal is that women may join fighting forces as an escape route from a 

mix of (gendered) pressures, but also due to ideological and political motivations. Armed 

struggles may offer women the prospect of empowerment, both at the individual level and 

more broadly. Work to date has shown how women might gain power in armed groups, search 

for their voice, claim equality, renegotiate gender roles, and engage with advocacy and 

struggle for women’s rights (Hilhorst 2001; Niner 2011; Denov and Ricard-Guay 2013). The 

literature has paid less attention on the role of ideology and women’s motivations. This paper 
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explores what the Maoist ideology of (gender) equality meant to women, and how it not only 

attracted them to the movement but kept them engaged as they connected it to their own 

personal struggles for empowerment. In the narratives of women ex-combatants, it is the 

Maoist discourse of gender equality in combination with the practical organization of a more 

equal division of labor, which allowed for transformative experiences. By zooming in on the 

narratives of women who joined the Maoist struggle, this paper provides ethnographical depth 

that allows us to show not only what this ideological commitment and empowerment meant to 

them, but also how they sought to carry it forward after the peace agreement which they 

hoped would bring lasting gender transformations. As we do this, we trace how caste, class 

and gender identities intersect. 

 

4.3.2 Integrating Intersectionality  

 

Crenshaw (1989) is accredited with originating the notion of intersectionality to address the 

experiences and struggles of women of color who fell in-between the feminist and anti-racist 

discourse. Since then, intersectionality has become a key concept used to analyze the multiple 

forms of discrimination affecting women, as well as the differences between them. In the case 

of Nepal, a growing body of feminist scholarship has focused on intersectionality and moved 

to reconsideration of differences and inequalities between women (Tamang 2009; Nightingale 

2010; Ramnarain 2014). Tamang (2009, 10) critically examines the participation of Nepalese 

women in different political processes including the Maoist struggle and provides a strong 

contribution to theorizing intersectionality in Nepal, offering an explicit exploration on how 

gender intersects with caste, class, religion, ethnicity, politics and geography, and argues why 

portraying Nepali women as a universal category is inappropriate. Furthermore, Nightingale’s 

(2010) study in Mugu, Nepal explores how gender and caste intersected in the daily lives of 

Dalit and non-Dalit women and reproduced hierarchy. At the same time, an empirical study 

by Ramnarain (2014) points out how widows’ identities intersect with gender, caste, class and 

age in their struggle for survival in post-conflict Nepal. 

 

This article draws upon these frameworks on intersectionality to examine women ex-

combatants’ differentiated experiences in Maoist conflict and post-conflict Nepal. As we will 

show, their narratives reveal that their struggle for empowerment engages gender, caste, and 

multiple forms of discrimination within a broader critique of poverty and exploitation. The 
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Maoist emphasis on gender and caste equality was experienced as liberating by women of all 

castes. 

 

4.4 Methodology 

 

 This paper employed ethnography approach utilizing in-depth interviews, key informant 

interviews and focus group discussions. The interviews were conducted by the first author, a 

Nepali, in the framework of PhD research. Thirty-five Maoist women ex-combatants were 

interviewed for this study. In addition, four focus group discussions were conducted with 

women ex-combatants and key informant interviews with local leaders. Finding female ex-

combatants for interviews proved very challenging. Respondents were living in Chitwan 

district where they had settled after completing demobilization13, but none were from Chitwan 

originally. At first, Maoist political leaders were contacted by drawing on earlier established 

networks. They provided the contact details of five former Maoist commanders, who then 

provided contacts of a few women ex-combatants in various districts of Nepal. Chitwan 

district was then selected because the women ex-combatants there seemed more willing to 

participate. Additionally, women were then approached through snowball sampling. 

Respondents interviewed originated from various districts including Gorkha, Kalikot, Rukum, 

Salyan, Kavre, and Sinduli. They belong to a variety of castes and ethnic groups: Tamang, 

Magar, Thami, Gurung, Rai, Limbu, Tharu, Dalit; two women were from high castes (Bahun 

and Chettri).  

 

The field work lasted from January 2014 until February 2015 and was conducted in various 

episodes. Before starting the field work, two exploratory visits were made in December 2013 

and January 2014. During these visits, the author introduced herself, offered her background 

and family information and answered participants’ questions. This helped to build trust with 

the women. 

 

                                                           
13 According to the UN (2000) demobilization: is the process of dismantling of the military units and the 

transition of combatants from military to civilian life. This phase also includes: i) processing individuals: 

combatants are settled in temporary centres (such as; cantonments, camps, or assembly areas), and are given 

options to transition to civilian life, and their family/community members are contacted. ii) Delivering 

assistance: providing combatants with support or insertion packages (i.e.; cash, compensations, basic materials, 

trainings, and stipends for education) to sustain them during their transition from camp to civilian life.  
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The interviews lasted from two to three hours each and follow-up visits were made to the 

same women several times. The interviews were conducted entirely in Nepali and audio-

recorded. Notes and photographs were taken only after getting consent from the interviewees. 

The main researcher had the advantage of being Nepalese: interacting in Nepali language 

made the interviews more lively and in-depth, and the researcher was able to understand the 

local slang, which gave cultural and contextual meaning to the topic. Furthermore, sharing a 

context regarding history, culture, food habits, clothing, marriage, religion, and local festivals 

enabled the researcher to become an insider. After collection, the data was translated into 

English then interpreted and analyzed using Atlas ti software. To maintain confidentiality of 

the interviewees, all the name in the paper are pseudonyms, however, the participants’ gender, 

caste and ethnicity are retained in the surnames.  

 

4.5 Maoist Ideology: The Prospect of Empowerment 

 

This section analyzes how women ex-combatants narrate being attracted to the Maoist 

struggle. Ideology and aspirations of empowerment played a prominent role in their 

narratives. In the Maoist discourse, the people’s war is clearly framed as an avenue for 

women’s emancipation. In her article “Women Participation in the People’s War,” Parvati 

(2003) a high-level female leader, argues that the Maoist revolution empowered rural Nepali 

women to dismantle feudal structures. She illustrates this argument with an example from 

Rolpa district, where a women guerrilla squad removed a feudal tyrant who had abused 

women sexually. Other scholars likewise confirm the emphasis in Maoist ideology on the 

emancipation of women and on ending gender discrimination (Manchanda 2004; Sharma and 

Prasain 2004). In addition, as mentioned, the 40-points demand document released in 1990 is 

considered particularly vital to understanding Maoist ideology (Karki and Seddon 2003). In 

its points 19, 20 and 21, the position of women is addressed, along with the need to transform 

state and customary laws to redress gender inequality at all levels. In 2002, in recognition of 

their female constituency, the Maoists introduced the so-called “Prachanda Path” creating a 

women’s department in the Central Committee (Manchanda 2004, 248). 

 

The fieldwork in Chitwan district in 2014 and 2015 gave us an understanding of how ex-

combatant women had experienced the Maoist position on gender equality in discourse and in 

practice. Most of the women ex-combatants interviewed had grown up in rural villages in 



 

Page 86 of 182 
 

Nepal and offered their individual stories, illustrating the appeal of the Maoist ideology. 

Shanti Tharu explains: 

 

I am a Tharu woman, I worked at jamindar (landlord) house, had never been to school could 

not imagine my life beyond working as maid…One day I attended a Maoist cultural program; 

there was a play focused on caste discrimination …I could situate my everyday reality in that 

play…Later I attended some Maoist meetings with my friends, our comrades; in the meetings 

our 40-point demand was discussed which particularly explained mahila ko adhikar (women’s 

rights)., I felt the Maoists gave ijjat (respect) also to lower caste woman like me …unlike 

jamindar (the landlord) who always verbally abused me and my family. When I was 17 years I 

became an active Maoist member … They appointed me as area secretary, and later I 

converted to being a Maoist combatant. (May 2014). 

 

Other accounts show how the Maoist message resonated with experiences of caste 

discrimination. Manju Bishwokarma emphasized the suffering she experienced as a Dalit 

woman: 

 

I am a Dalit woman…I remember when I was a child, one day, I unknowingly touched a 

jug of water at a tulojati’s (upper caste) house. My parents were insulted for not teaching 

me and my father punished me. Born as a Dalit’s daughter, my father never sent me to 

school like my brothers. I struggled with my own identity, why I am untouchable. One day 

I went to the Maoist program in my area and I experienced that I was treated equally as 

other caste people, so I was inspired to join to end gender, caste and social inequality. The 

Maoists made me wardvice-president. (September 2014).  

 

The above descriptions demonstrate how women understood the Maoist ideological proposal 

in terms of women’s empowerment and how this was particularly relevant to women from 

lower castes. Padma Thapa’s (another participant) story also illustrates this. She told us that 

when she was only 18 years of age, she saw violence and abuse against poor people taking 

place in her village. Security officials did not protect the local people, and the media never 

reported it, as it would mean acting against the interests of the rural elite. She worked at a 

landlord’s house to fulfil her father’s debt and was accused of not performing her duties as a 

girl (fetching water early, cooking, cleaning). The Maoist party came to the region in 1997, 

and as Padma explains: “I attended Maoist rallies, door to door events, and found that hamro 
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awaaj (our voice) is the Maoist voice, thus I decided to become a Maoist combatant.” (August 

2014). 

 

In another story, Binita Magar stated why the Maoist ideology appealed to her: 

 

I was married before joining the Maoists. Me, my brother and his wife were suspected of 

being Maoists in the early 1990’s when the Maoist guerrilla just began to form. The wife 

of my brother was killed in front of my old parents in the village by the government 

army. There was no justice for poor people like us. My father in-law motivated me and 

my husband to join and get justice for our loved ones. (March 2014). 

 

The explanations show how women felt empowered by the Maoist ideology as they were able 

to raise their voice against the suffering they were witnessing and resist the inequalities and 

discrimination they and their families were experiencing. In addition, these narratives also 

demonstrate how women’s lives emerge at the intersection of gender, caste and other 

identities.  

 

In the case of Shanti Tharu everyday suffering was reproduced through an intersection of 

gender, caste, age and position in the family. For Manju Bishwokarma, her caste (Dalit) 

intersected with her gender, culminating with her daily oppression of untouchability. 

Likewise, Padma Thapa’s case reveals how her gender intersects with her age, and hence she 

is victimized to perform as a domestic maid, preventing her from experiencing other girlhood 

opportunities. Similarly, Binita Magar’s story reflects how her gender intersects with her 

position as daughter-in-law, which shaped her political decision to join the Maoist.     

 

Based on the conversations with women ex-combatants, we conclude that the majority of 

them made a conscious choice to join the Maoist struggle and either were attracted to the 

Maoist ideological message or became familiar with it once they had joined. Some women 

joined the movement due to the family’s loyalty to the Maoist insurgency, which later turned 

into a personal commitment to fight against gender, caste, and other forms of oppression. 

Such transformation occurred as women experienced the Maoist ideology in their daily lives; 

as they came to occupy new types of gender roles and caste hierarchies were disrupted. The 

Maoist message of ending discrimination reinforced their personal aspirations to achieve 

equality.  



 

Page 88 of 182 
 

 

The women first became familiar with the Maoist discourse through cultural programs, door 

to door visits, meetings, and rallies organized by the Maoists in the villages. Once they had 

joined the Maoists, women were offered positions equal to men in their local areas; for 

example, Manju Biswokarma was appointed as vice-president and Shanti Tharu as secretary. 

Women felt the Maoists displayed respect for women as well as other marginalized groups 

and this fueled their aspiration and empowerment.  The Maoists challenged caste and 

patriarchal systems by offering equal treatment to Dalit, providing opportunities to women 

and encouraging them to fight for their rights. This is what made women believe that the 

Maoists were serious about achieving gender equality.   

 

In the next section we investigate what motivated women’s continued commitment to the 

Maoist cause. 

 

4.6  Women Ex-Combatants’ Experiences in The Maoist Conflict  

 

This section, we present the stories of how women ex-combatants experienced the Maoist 

insurgency and how an experience of empowerment sustained their continued commitment. 

The way the Maoists were organized in practice crosscut traditional role divisions and stood 

in great contrast to the life women had been used to. Women highlighted this change as 

empowering. The following quotes serve to illustrate women’s experiences, across castes. 

 

Gita Lamichane, an upper caste woman, found she could take up leadership roles on an equal 

footing with men: 

 

I was a company commander. Before I could not imagine that I would perform such roles. It 

happened thanks to the support and encouragement of my Maoist peers. Especially in the 

morning training speech our leaders (both women and men) touched upon topics that were 

empowering: rights, equality, health, local and global politics and many more. I organized 

workshops, worked at the communications department, the health department. I carried guns, 

led attacks, I performed tasks equal to the men.  In the village I was prevented from anything 

outside home due to my Bahun (upper caste) culture and tradition. I never went to school 

whereas my bothers did, and my parents said girls must maintain shyness. (June 2014). 
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A Dalit woman, Janaki Biswokarma, provides a similar story:  

 

I was a very shy girl, but after becoming a combatant I led the guerrilla trainings and gave them 

command. I made fast promotion and got special treatment from our leaders, very different to what 

I went through in the village. By yudama hidaa (going to war) I could feel that I am equal to all 

other castes. I realized how before there had been caste and gender discrimination, now my life 

became free of the everyday oppression [one experiences when] surviving as aachut jat 

(untouchable caste). (January 2015).  

 

Similarly, Bandana Magar explained: 

 

I performed a medical health technician job in the Maoist insurgency. I was trained for this job in the 

Maoist war…I had dropped out of school at the age of 13 due to my father’s poor financial 

condition. After becoming a Maoist, I learned that women could also perform men’s work, decent 

jobs valued in society. I conducted minor operations: removing bullets, stitching the wounds, and a 

lot of ‘medical emergency stuff.’ The Maoist movement offered opportunities to me that would 

never have been possible otherwise. (August 2014). 

 

This picture of women taking up jobs previously only associated with men was corroborated in 

interviews with male ex-combatants, who were husbands of the women ex-combatants. They 

shared in the interviews that in some cases their wives had held senior positions to them and 

described them as strong and bold. They said that many times women performed better in 

conducting attacks and generating reliable information while spying. 

 

The tasks traditionally seen as women’s work were shared between men and women, as 

evidenced in the following quote of another woman ex-combatant, Sapana Tamang: 

 

In the yudha (war) I worked together with Maoist men. The daily routine was made up of both 

public (war) related tasks and private tasks such as cooking, cleaning, fetching water, washing 

dishes. Men also cooked food washed dishes and cloths and did other feminine duties. I saw 

with my own eyes that men can also perform household duties like women. In the war I found 

male colleagues were very disciplined, they treated women with respect. This was striking as 

back in village men never touched such feminine things (cooking, cleaning), whatever 

happened. (July 2014).   

 



 

Page 90 of 182 
 

Women’s narrations reveal that they experienced the Maoist commitment to women’s issues 

as real on the ground. Our participants reported feeling empowered as they were assigned 

public roles equal to and sometimes above their male peers, and in some cases, placed in 

powerful positions: managing military tasks, and taking charge of various attacks and 

departments. They reported being in a better position than before the conflict, more able to 

express their feelings, make their own decisions and live with self-confidence. Women found 

these new roles challenging but were assigned responsibilities equal to men, were encouraged 

to take up new positions and, in some cases even make promotion. These accounts shatter the 

general assumptions about women’s subordinate roles in violent movements and liberation 

struggle.  

 

The interviews also demonstrate that the experience of empowerment crossed caste lines. 

Both upper and lower caste women reported escaping the previous limitations of the 

patriarchal structure and contrast their lives before and after joining the insurgency. Gita 

Lamichane, a respondent from the upper-caste (Bahun) had faced cultural constraints before 

the war which restricted her to the home; particularly in Bahun families, girls have less 

freedom than other castes (Ramnarain 2014), including Gita’s argument reflects that even 

woman of ‘upper caste’ encounters similar or even worse discrimination. The lower caste, 

Dalit woman, Janaki Biswokarma, felt empowered when she saw that unlike normal practice 

in her village, work was not divided according to caste and equal treatment was given to 

woman of all caste. 

 

Our findings on the case of Nepalese women ex-combatants reflect parallels with the LTTE 

women fighters in Sri-Lanka.  As Alison (2009) and Azmi (2015) found, women who had 

joined the LTTE challenged traditional norms and had the chance to perform non-traditional 

gender roles such as climbing trees, riding motor bikes, and participating in guerrilla 

trainings. These experiences of women fighters in Nepal and Sri Lanka seem to contrast with 

findings for cases in Africa where scholars have mostly found women to take up subordinate 

roles in armed groups, in line with a traditional gender role division. McKay (2004)14 

observed that girl fighters were subordinated to men, being forced to load guns or be the 

                                                           
14 McKay’s work (2004, 21-22) in Africa, Sierra Leone and Northern Uganda found that girl fighters performed 

multiple roles. Some were forced to be wives of the commanders, a few were trained to load the guns, first-aid 

workers, spies, porters, or messengers. Likewise, in Mozambique, girls were mostly conscripted or kidnapped, 

and they performed duties such as domestic servants, medics, and, the wives of captor-husbands. 
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wives of commanders, lower rank fighters who loot, first-aid workers, spies and porters. This 

contrast might be related to the fact that significant numbers of girls and women were forcibly 

recruited and abducted (McKay and Mazurana 2004), rather than ideologically motivated as 

in Nepal and Sri Lanka.  

   

4.7 Women Ex-Combatants’ Experiences in The Aftermath of the Maoist War  

 

After the signing of the peace agreement in 2006, female ex-combatants had hoped to carry 

the Maoist gender equality agenda forward into the post-war period. Our interviews show, 

however, that they experienced the peace process as a big step backwards: in their private 

lives, they lost the sense of empowerment they had enjoyed during the insurgency as 

achievements of gender equality dissipated and further, they were left politically disenchanted 

as they felt the Maoist commitment to ending gender discrimination waned. Before addressing 

this, we start with a brief overview of developments at the national level.  

 

Things seemed initially promising. After 2006, and the peace process, gender equality was 

high on the agenda in Nepal. Local, national and international organizations started to 

integrate gender and women’s issues into their policies and programs (IPTI 2016). This 

included reserving political positions for female candidates, creating a gender task force, 

allowing paid maternity leave, and equal pay. There were some achievements: Nepalese 

women came to occupy high-level executive positions and are heading top national level non-

government organizations (NGOs) and as such are involved in peace building and the 

development process.   

 

Women’s rights became an important issue at the national level, at least in discourse. Nepal 

made considerable steps forward on the issue of women’s rights and political participation. 

Nepal’s New Constitution 2015 reserved 33 percent of parliamentary seats for women (Upreti 

and Kolås 2016). In the first Constituent Assembly of 2008, women made up 33 percent; the 

Maoists as the largest party had 74 women members out of the total 197 women members 

(Ramnarain 2014). In contrast, in the 1991 elections only 7 women had been elected out of 

205 legislatives representatives (Yami, 2007). Women also participate in peacebuilding 

through organizations such as the National Women Commission Nepal, Women’s Alliance 

for Peace, Justice and Democracy. Local women’s organizations, including NGOs, are also 

working for the inclusion of women (Upreti and Kolås 2016). 
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Despite these advances, there have been serious setbacks. In the Constitutional Assembly 

(CA) election in 2017 only six female candidates were elected to the house of representation 

(HoR)15 out of 165 members; a significant decline from the first CA elections in 2008 when a 

total of 30 women were elected to the HoR (Shrestha 2017). Furthermore, the recent 

Constitution of Nepal (2015) is a step backwards from the Interim Constitution of 2007 in 

terms of citizenship rights for women. For example, in the current provision, Nepalese women 

and their children need to be born in Nepal to obtain citizenship by descent, whereas this is 

not applied to the children of Nepali men (see more Constitution of Nepal 2015; Article 

10,11). Furthermore, while Article 38.6 of the Constitution mentions that “both the spouses 

shall have equal rights in property and family affairs,” considerable challenges remain to fully 

implement such provisions on the ground.  

 

Since 2008, the Maoist party has become one of the largest and most powerful political 

parties in Nepal, and two prime ministers from this party have served the nation. The Maoist 

post-conflict priority shifted to addressing macro conditions, such as restructuring the state 

and forming a new government after the 2017 constitution assembly elections. The Maoist 

ideology on women’s empowerment has now become less of a priority. It is true that some 

Maoist women now hold leadership positions at the level of Constitution Assembly, in 

national and local politics, but at the grassroots level, Maoist women ex-combatants have 

encountered an extreme transition back into the highly patriarchal social structures that they 

had imagined to be changed (K.C. 2011; K.C., Van der Haar and Hilhorst 2017). 

 

The stories of women ex-combatants show their disenchantment with the hardships of 

everyday life, and at the same time their continued ideological drive to end gender 

discrimination. 

 

                                                           
15 The House of Representation (HoR) is comprised of 275 members, of whom 165 are elected through first-

past-the-post (FPTP) and 110 through closed list proportional representation (PR). The constitution mandates at 

least 33 per cent of female candidacy under FTTP and the provision of PR system is to be enacted only when 

FTTP fails to bring about a third of the representation. However, political parties are utilizing the PR system as 

the only avenue to fulfil the one-third representation of female candidates in federal parliament (The Kathmandu 

Post, 2017, citied in Adhikari, 2018,1). 

 



 

Page 93 of 182 
 

The story of Bimala Thami (a former Maoist company commander) illustrates this: 

 

I see that thanks to the Maoist movement women empowerment is taking place, and women 

are given various positions in the country…but what worries me is that such gender equality 

is not happening equally. Mostly, only women from well-off families, educated, and with 

strong political background are occupying these opportunities, while women like me are 

suffering everyday to meet our basic needs, I am still fighting for women’s equal rights. I am 

a member of the former people’s liberation Army (PLA) Mahila prathisthan (women’s 

organization), here we promote women’s voices through conducting local level programs 

and rallies to give political pressure to the government…because if we remain silent our 

voices can be easily erased, and we will be forgotten (May 2014).  

 

Challenges reported by women ex-combatants include difficulties in finding work, fulfilling 

basic needs, and being blamed for war violence. In different ways, ex-combatant women came 

to realize that the patriarchal structure has remained unchanged. Sunita Rai narrates: 

 

I came to know about a painter job vacancy from my friends. I was interested to do painting, I 

also had some experience. When I reached the employer, he denied and made fun of me saying 

“you Maoist woman, go play with guns, why are you here? If you, woman, will do this painting 

job it is never going to finish, I don’t want to lose my business” It is hard to find a job as an 

uneducated woman like me. Other Maoist women are facing the same stigma when looking for 

a job. This is a serious issue which prevents women from entering the public sphere. I will not 

give up but fight till the end to protect women’s voices (August 2014).  

 

Sarita Chettri; belonging to a non-Maoist Chettri (upper caste) family, faced challenges 

related to traditional patriarchal mindsets. Her family rejected her because she had joined the 

Maoists and had disobeyed the family rules. Furthermore, her parents disapprove of her inter-

caste marriage to a Magar man. She has two small children and her husband works as a 

laborer on a dairy farm run by Maoist friends. She completely relies on her war peers for any 

help. (Interviewed in December 2014). Sarita’s wartime inter-caste marriage to a Magar 

testifies to her empowerment, but in post-war Nepal her inter-caste marriage meets rejection.  

 

One study argues that there was some progress on women’s issues in post-war Nepal thanks 

to the efforts of the Maoist party. Yadav (2016) studied female Maoist parliamentarians who 

had been Maoist cadres, and claims that without the Maoist movement these women could 
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never have made it to parliament. Here close vigilance is required. As suggested by Tamang 

(2009) we need to understand which groups of women have benefited from quotas for gender, 

caste and ethnicity, and why other groups, like other women ex-combatants, are neglected. 

 

Ex-combatant women remain committed to the idea of gender equality and are frustrated both 

with the constraints they face in their daily lives and with what they see as negligence of 

women’s issues by the Maoist leadership. Women are dedicated to their ideological drive for 

empowerment and bringing overall gender equality to the period after the war. Facing 

difficulties in finding jobs and new forms of war-related stigmatization they have started to 

fight back through various protests, targeting the Maoist party as well as the government. In 

September 2014, Maoist followers arranged a protest against their own party in Kathmandu, 

with large numbers of Maoists, including women ex-combatants, participating. One of the 

women ex-combatants who participated in the study, Renu Tamang, also took part. She 

explained that the protest raised issues about jobs, skills programs, health and credit facilities, 

and educational issues. But these issues never became a priority and disappeared from the 

Maoist party’s agenda. She added: “I just wasted my savings paying to bus and hotel fare”. 

(July 2014).  

 

The return to civilian life has been a challenging experience for women ex-combatants in 

Nepal. One of the reasons is that Nepal’s post-conflict reintegration16 process has remained 

highly male-centric; the absence of a ‘gender framework’ in the reintegration17 programming 

failed to legitimize or support women’s transformed roles, or to include women’s voices. As a 

result, post-conflict reintegration policies have offered few concrete options to women 

(Goswami 2015).  

 

The story of Asha Gurung (a Maoist ex-company commander) illustrates how she felt 

excluded from the reintegration process:  

 

                                                           
16 Reintegration programming offered three options for ex-combatants i) integration into the Nepal Army, ii) 

voluntary retirement with a cash compensation or iii) a rehabilitation package.  
17 To demilitarize; disarmament, demobilization, reintegration (DDR) approach is deployed. After conclusion of 

the disarmament, demobilization, the reintegration stage is crucial component of DDR because ex-combatants 

acquire civilian status or return home. It is essentially a social and economic process, primarily taking place in 

communities/family at the local level.  
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I was interested to go for the option of entering the Nepalese army, but I could not pass the 

entry exam because I do not have education. I have never been to school. This is the failure of 

our Maoist leadership: they did not negotiate our education level, though they knew many 

women ex-combatants lack education. I totally felt excluded from reintegration process. 

(December 2017).  

 

Only a total of 104 women ex-combatants succeeded in gaining a position in the Nepal army 

out of 3,846 verified18 women ex-combatants (Bhandari 2015). These findings resonate with 

the patterns of exclusion of women from reintegration processes elsewhere, their specific 

needs and interests not being taken into consideration (McKay and Mazurana 2004). 

 

Furthermore, the female ex-combatants hardly seem to benefit from the numerous gender 

programs developed in post-conflict Nepal. There are programs on peacebuilding, women’s 

empowerment, income generation, and post-conflict reconstruction (K.C., Van Der Haar and 

Hilhorst 2017), including in and around Chitwan district where this study took place. 

However, these programs largely focus on non-combatant women. To our surprise, only one 

of the women ex-combatants interviewed received the opportunity to participate in a kitchen 

garden training, some years ago.  

 

This study shows although the Maoist movement created opportunities for women and 

promoted the idea of equality, after the war women felt abandoned. Gender equality endures 

only at the level of rhetoric and fails to benefit women at the grassroots. Ex-combatants felt 

women’s issues were ignored and excluded from the peacebuilding process. Though women 

experienced transformations such as inter-caste marriages, making their own decisions, and 

voicing their rights in the aftermath of war, they faced setbacks in their private lives.  Women 

combatants felt stigmatized in the post-conflict setting, more strongly than their male peers. 

All of the women combatants interviewed were married to Maoist men ex-combatants. They 

felt empowerment through their marriages, forming life alliances with men who support 

changed gender roles and hence are more appropriate partners for them. In contrast, their 

unmarried female ex-combatant friends are now faced with difficulties finding suitable 

marriage partners, as they are not considered suitable wives or proper women. Unmarried men 

ex-combatants do not have such problems.  

 

                                                           
18 Fulfilling the criteria of Nepal Government to qualify as Maoist combatant.  
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Our results demonstrate that the empowerment experienced by women ex-combatants remains 

ambivalent. Patriarchal structures continued intact and, in some ways, even strengthened. 

Women’s war related roles were devalued in the post-war context, there was a lack of 

commitment from the Maoist party to issues of gender equality and in particular to the 

situation of women ex-combatants, and a gender framework for reintegration programming 

was lacking. Pre-war problems such as lack of access to education, skill training, property, 

and power resurfaced in the period after the war. To resume ‘normalcy’ women were forced 

to adjust to the patriarchal structures they had hoped to escape. 

 

This is similar to what has been found, in Sri Lanka, where the evidence suggests that LTTE 

women who performed non-traditional roles and gained empowerment during the armed 

conflict, experienced a backlash in peace time due to lack of education and training, the 

unwillingness of society to accept women performing non-traditional roles, incomplete 

reintegration programs, and a patriarchal system that positions women as submissive 

(Rajasingham-Senanayake 2004; Azmi 2015). What has been suggested by Hilhorst, Haar and 

Weijs (2017, 4) in a more general sense seems relevant also to gender transformation: the 

windows of opportunity opened by a peace process “may be experienced [by different people] 

in very different ways and to varying degrees, or indeed not be experienced at all.” 

 

4.8 Conclusions 

 

The Maoists in Nepal developed an ideology of gender equality as part of their broader 

struggle against oppression. Women’s rights have also been an important theme in the post-

conflict peace-building process, and some noticeable achievements have been made in regard 

to women’s issues in general. Women felt empowered through the Maoist ideology as they 

were exposed to non-traditional gender roles; experienced an equal division of labor, power 

and positions; and enjoyed equal treatment regardless of identity, caste, gender, ethnicity, 

positions, and class. However, in the post-conflict setting, the Maoist ideological commitment 

to gender equality is still far from being a practiced reality. What Enloe (2004, 226) has 

observed on post-conflict settings in general seems also to hold true in Nepal: 

“…masculinized exclusion is made all the more intense… as a result, women’s well-being in 

the reconstructed post conflict society will still be left on the proverbial back burner.” 

 



 

Page 97 of 182 
 

The women we interviewed identified themselves as being ‘agents of change’ who fought the 

war to transform women’s lives in Nepal. After the war, these women were politically aware, 

made conscious decisions about their marriages and children’s education, and could well 

identify their everyday gender needs. At the same time, women face multiple challenges in 

their everyday lives in post-war Nepal due to the male-centric reintegration process, the 

decline of the Maoist ideological commitment to women ex-combatant’s issues, the masculine 

job market, pervasive patriarchal mindsets, and homogenizing women ex-combatants under 

one category. Incorporating an intersectional approach reveals the differences between 

women ex-combatants’ lived experiences. 

 

The development of gender equality in post-conflict Nepal seems very paradoxical. To some 

extent, the Maoist struggle delivered an avenue to realize the gender ideology for which they 

fought so proudly, but on the other hand, some of the most fervent fighters for women’s rights 

are marginalized from the peace process. The post-conflict setting reproduces the 

discrimination in a different form for these women who were fighting against it. 
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Abstract 

 

Global studies around women’s experiences in the disarmament, demobilisation and 

reintegration (DDR) process have explored its implications on women in the post-war period. 

Scholars have also already pointed out that ex-combatants in Nepal are facing difficulties in 

the reintegration period. This paper examines in particular the consequences of the DDR 

process for so-called Maoist ‘verified’ women ex-combatants, ‘verified’ meaning those who 

were formally acknowledged as former combatants. They experienced the entire DDR 

process in the post-war context. The paper asks how they experienced this process and how it 

shaped their post-conflict options. The paper first problematizes the idea of a ‘return to 

normalcy’ and, second, shows how female ex-combatants suffered multiple forms of 

marginalisation as they sought to give new shape to their lives. I argue that this is in part due 

to the lack of a gender approach in the DDR policy in Nepal and the failure to take into 

account the voices of women ex-combatants. 

 

Keywords: Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration (DDR), Verified Women Ex-

Combatant, Gender and Post-Conflict Setting, Maoist Armed Conflict. 
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5.1 Introduction  

 

The Maoist armed conflict in Nepal started in February 1996 and concluded in November 

2006 with the signing of the comprehensive peace accord (CPA) between the Government of 

Nepal and the Maoist party (Subedi 2014c; 2014a, Bhandari 2015). Disarmament, 

demobilisation and reintegration (DDR) were central to the CPA and aimed to transform 

Maoist combatants to citizens (Martin 2012; Subedi 2014b). This paper focuses on how 

female ex-combatants experienced the DDR process, zooming in particular on the 

reintegration process.  

 

Women combatants were heavily involved during the decade of Maoist armed conflict in 

Nepal. Of the total Maoist combatants, between 30–40 percent were women (Sharma and 

Prasain, 2004), yet little attention has been paid to how Maoist women ex-combatants are 

coping in the aftermath of war under expectations that they ‘return to normal life’. The paper 

examines the consequences of the DDR process for so-called ‘verified’ female ex-

combatants, ‘verified’ meaning those who were formally acknowledged as former 

combatants. These women experienced the entire DDR process. The paper examines how 

they experienced this process and how it shaped their post-conflict options, with a focus on 

reintegration. The paper first problematizes the very idea of a ‘return to normalcy’ and, 

second, shows how female ex-combatants suffered multiple forms of exclusions as they 

sought to give new shape to their lives. I argue that this is in part due to the lack of a gender 

approach in the DDR policy in Nepal and the failure to take into account the voices of 

women ex-combatants. 

 

A significant body of comparative literature on gender and DDR has shown that even where 

gender roles became more fluid during war times, and male and female combatants fulfilled 

similar roles, the DDR process tends to be gender-exclusive and overlooks that women and 

girl combatants encounter special challenges ( Enloe, 2004; Denov and  Ricard-Guay, 2013; 

Mazurana, 2013). More attention is now being paid to the centrality of female combatant 

roles in armed conflict and their participation in the DDR process (Cockburn 2001; 

MacKenzie 2009; Shekhawat 2015). In the same manner, feminist writers have raised serious 

concerns about the lack of gender frameworks in reintegration programming that would 

address women combatants’ needs in particular (McKay and Mazurana 2004; McKay 2004). 

Earlier studies, mostly about Africa, have shown that women and girls are often excluded 
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from the DDR processes because their roles in the armed conflict are seen as auxiliary 

(MacKenzie 2009; Mazurana and Cole 2013) and they are not recognised as ‘fighters’. In the 

case of Nepal, as this paper will show, this exclusion does not happen in the disarmament 

phase but later, during reintegration.  

 

Nepal’s peace process and the DDR have been studied extensively, with a focus on factors 

heading from war to peace (Gautam 2009; Thapa and Sharma 2009; Pandey 2009; Thomas 

2010). Much work to date highlights ‘disqualified’ combatant issues, i.e. those ex-combatants 

who failed to obtain formal recognition as such. This group was discharged immediately, in 

2007, much earlier than the ‘verified’ combatants, who were demobilised only in 2012. At 

the time, there was considerable media attention on the disqualified combatants as they 

protested over their situation, giving rise to concern from scholars and development agencies 

(Subedi 2014c; 2014a). However, these studies were based on narratives of male ex-

combatants (Subedi 2014c; 2014a, Bhandari 2015). At the same time, studies also focused 

disqualified female ex-combatants the special challenges they faced — stigmatisation for 

returning empty handed and rejection from becoming suitable wives and mothers 

(Colekessian 2009; K.C. 2011; Bhandari 2015; Dahal 2015). This paper contributes to the 

literature on gender and the DDR by zooming in on the reintegration experiences of Maoist 

verified women ex-combatants in Nepal, who took part in the entire official DDR process. 

The paper is based on the narratives of Maoist verified women ex-combatants. 

 

5.2 Understanding Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration (DDR) from a 

Gender Perspective  

 

Disarmament, demobilisations and reintegration (DDR) is considered a crucial process for 

long-term peace building (Knight and Özerdem, 2004). In most cases, the United Nations 

assist with the disarmament, demobilisation and reintegration (DDR) programs (Humphreys 

and Weinstein 2005). Disarmament and demobilisation, the first two components of DDR, 

take place before the reintegration phase and create the security and trust necessary for 

implementing peace agreements (Knight and Ozerdem 2004; Humphreys and Weinstein 

2005). After demobilisation is reintegration of the combatants, which is the most challenging 

period because combatants’ transition from combatant to non-combatant roles meant they 

encounter challenges around rebuilding livelihoods, searching for jobs, rebuilding trust and 

re-establishing family, networks, and relationships (Knight and Ozerdem, 2004; Muggah 

https://www-tandfonline-com.proxy.lib.sfu.ca/author/MacKenzie%2C+Megan
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2005; Podder 2012). At the same time, this period is “crowded with gender decisions” (Enloe 

1993, 261) that men and women face differently (McKay, 2013).  

 

Most official DDR policies assume that after the conflict ends and reintegration programs are 

delivered, security and normality are likely to resume and ex-combatants are expected to 

perform normalcy (Muggah 2005; Hauge 2008; Poddar 2012). However, such conventional 

practices are largely criticised for not taking into account ex-combatants’ post-war transition 

challenges (Muggah 2005; Özerdem 2012; Podder 2012). One way of looking at the success 

of DDR is in terms of strict security considerations, such as the number of ex-combatants 

demobilised, weapons reduced and destroyed, and post-monitoring of the weapons (Muggah 

2005; Poddar 2012; Phayal et al. 2015; Knight and Özerdem, 2004; Özerdem 2002). Another 

category of DDR study suggests family and community can play constructive roles in 

resettling the combatants after their return because their relationships are rooted in pre-war 

conditions (Özerdem and Podder 2011; Podder 2012; Özerdem 2012). Other scholarship on 

gender and the DDR process further argues that unless reintegration programming integrates 

a ‘gender framework’ women are more likely to face special encounters because of gender, 

culture, ethnicity, location, and other identities (Cockburn 2001; Zuckerman and Greenberg 

2004). 

 

A study by McKay and Mazurana (2004) offers empirical findings on the lived experiences 

of female combatants in Uganda, Sierra Leone and Mozambique and their difficulties in 

starting new lives post conflict. One of the major findings suggests that due to DDR officials’ 

lack of knowledge about girls’ and women’s issues, women face larger exclusions. For 

instance, young female ex-combatants with war-born children faced extreme difficulties such 

as health issues, a lack of proper treatment and stigmatisation; issues which were not 

addressed in the DDR policies. Another study conducted by Mackenzie (2009) points out that 

in Sierra Leone, DDR failed to serve former female combatant needs because it was guided 

by gender stereotyping, neglecting women’s roles in the conflict and limiting their war roles 

to either bush wives, abductees, or spying. In her study, McKay (2004) found girls hesitate to 

reintegrate after return because they were unable to financially support themselves. Thus, 

they often migrate to an urban setting in hopes of escaping and finding a means of economic 

survival. Further research in Sri Lanka revealed that when women ex-Liberation Tigers of 

Tamil Eelam (LTTE) returned home they were often assumed to have perpetrated violence in 

the war, and suspected of being sexually abused (Azmi 2015). Such stereotyping demoralised 

https://www-tandfonline-com.proxy.lib.sfu.ca/author/Hauge%2C+Wenche
http://www.tandfonline.com.proxy.lib.sfu.ca/author/%C3%96zerdem%2C+Alpaslan
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and hampered their social reintegration process.  These studies demonstrate that reintegration 

programs are often inadequate for women in post-war settings, and DDR policies are often 

based on pre-assumptions that ‘normalcy’ is regained after return to the community, without 

going in-depth into women’s practical needs.  

 

On the other hand, a few studies have found different outcomes to women ex-combatants’ 

reintegration processes. Research in Northern Uganda reasons that some female ex-

combatants reintegrated better and were more resilient through family support (Annan, 

Blattman, Mazurana, and Carlson, 2011). Also, studies by Ortega (2015) in El-Salvador and 

Hauge (2008) in Guatemala showed women ex-combatants who organised collectively after 

they were demobilised and formed women ex-insurgent organisations, finding ways to 

benefit themselves and the community.  

 

What all these studies shows is that reintegration is context-specific and female ex-

combatants face different experiences during the process. Challenges faced during 

reintegration are often the outcome of cultural-social prejudices, gender stereotyping, failures 

of reconciliation programming between combatants and community and a woman’s pre-

conflict situation in the communities. Other factors include knowledge gaps in DDR officials 

who design the reintegration programs and a lack of a gender framework in the DDR process. 

In the case of El-Salvador, Guatemala and Northern Uganda, women ex-combatants were not 

always marginalised after their return, but rather with family support and collective action 

they showed resiliency and/or brought positive changes to society. In the same vein, the 

literature also sheds light on the roles of the community/family in whether women remain or 

opt to leave a community after returning. The literature to date on gender and reintegration is 

rich, although there is little on the context of women and Nepal. This ethnographic study 

contributes to the body of literature by presenting how Maoist ‘verified’ women ex-

combatants in Nepal faced re-marginalisation during the reintegration process and showing 

how the women felt their wartime contributions were devalued and made invisible, offering 

them limited options in a post-conflict setting.  
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5.3 Methodology 

 

This paper employed in-depth interviews, key informant interviews and focus group 

discussions. The interviews were conducted by the author, a Nepali, in the framework of PhD 

research. Thirty-five Maoist women ex-combatants were interviewed for this study. In 

addition, four focus group discussions were conducted with women ex-combatants and key 

informant interviews with local leaders. Finding female ex-combatants for interviews proved 

very challenging. The study was conducted in Chitwan district of Nepal. To get access to 

women ex-combatants, at first, Maoist political leaders were contacted, drawing on earlier 

networks. They provided the contact details of five former Maoist commanders, who then 

provided contacts of a few women ex-combatants in various districts of Nepal. Later, contact 

was established with women ex-combatants currently living in Chitwan, and these women 

supported to established contacts with other ex-combatants’ women from Chitwan. The 

fieldwork lasted from January 2014 until February 2015 and was conducted in various 

episodes. Before starting the field work, two exploratory visits were made in December 2013 

and January 2014.  

 

The interviews lasted from two to three hours each and follow-up visits were made to the 

same women several times. The interviews were conducted entirely in Nepali and audio-

recorded after getting consent from the interviewees. After collection, the data were 

translated in English then coded and analysed using Atlas ti. software. To maintain 

confidentially of the interviewees, all the names applied in this paper are pseudonyms, but the 

participants’ gender, caste and ethnicity are retained in the surnames.  

 

5.4 Context: The Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration (DDR) Process in 

Nepal 

 

This section first provides a brief explanation on Nepal’s DDR process and later gives 

detailed explanations on how Maoist ‘verified’ women combatants experienced reintegration 

programming and how it affected their everyday realities after their return.  
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5.4.1 Disarmament 

 

The DDR process was a key agenda of the comprehensive peace accord (CPA) and as per the 

CPA, the Maoist Party of Nepal and the Seven-Party Alliance members consented to invite 

the UN to assist and monitor the peace process (NIPS, 2013) (NIPS 2013). On January 23, 

2007, the UN Security Council passed resolution 1740 to mandate the United Nation Mission 

in Nepal (UNMIN). The fundamental task of UNMIN was to monitor and manage arms and 

armies (ibid). Initially, the DDR process started with an agreement signed on December 8, 

2006 between the Government of Nepal and the Maoist party to monitor the management of 

arms and armies (AMMAA), this agreement formed another sub-committee, the Joint 

Monitoring Coordination Committee, who set-out criteria for registration and verification of 

Maoist armies (News, 2007).  

 

Disarmament started with a voluntary and collective weapon submission under the support of 

the UNMIN and was unlike the conventional ‘one gun, one combatant’ disarmament method 

(Subedi 2014). Implementing unconventional disarmament methods lead to larger numbers of 

Maoist women ex-combatants appearing in the DDR process in Nepal, in which even 

combatants who did not have weapons were considered Maoist army based on their interview 

process. Altogether 3,475 weapons from the Maoist ‘side’ of the conflict were registered and 

stored in containers inside the Maoist cantonments. Similarly, from the Nepal Army side, a 

total of 2,855 weapons were registered and placed in the containers inside army barracks. All 

these registered weapons were closely supervised by an authorised body (Subedi 2014).  

 

The registration of Maoist combatants then began in January 2007 with the UN teams 

collecting personal military information and examining identity cards. The possession of a 

weapon was not a criterion for registration, but presentation of a Maoist army identity card 

was required to demonstrate service (Subedi 2014). Two conditions of eligibility for 

verification were set: candidates were only eligible if they joined the Maoist army before 

May 25, 2006 and were born before May 25, 1988 (NIPS 2013). With the completion of the 

registration and verification process, Maoist ex-combatants were categorised as either 

‘verified’ (yogya) or ‘disqualified’ (ayogya). The verification process was controversial 

because disqualified combatants claimed that the set criteria for verification from their own 

leadership abandoned them and disregarded their service in the Maoist war (NIPS 2013, 

Subedi 2014).  
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At first, a total of 32,250 combatants were registered to be verified, however, not all 

registered combatants qualified (Subedi 2014). In the second phase, only 19,602 combatants 

of the original group (15,756 men and 3846 women) were declared ‘verified’, meaning they 

qualified for entitlements of Maoist ex-combatants. Over 4,000 candidates were considered 

‘disqualified’ and 8640 ex-combatants did not return for the second-round verification 

interviews so were automatically discharged (Bhandari 2015). 

 

5.4.2 Demobilization 

 

As part of the demobilisation agreement, cantonment sites or camps were established to 

temporarily settle Maoist combatants. Verified combatants were stationed in 7 main 

cantonments and 21 satellite cantonments across the country; the weapons were also stored in 

the cantonments under supervision of authorised personnel (Martin 2012). The disqualified 

combatant group was immediately demobilised after the conclusion of the verification 

process and later called to participate in the rehabilitation training offered by the United 

Nation Interagency Rehabilitation Programme (Subedi 2014c), whereas the verified 

combatants remained in the cantonments until the reintegration programming was finalised in 

2012 (Subedi 2014c).  

 

5.4.3 Reintegration 

 

According to the Comprehensive Peace Accord (CPA), the Government of Nepal formed a 

special committee in October 2008 chaired by the Prime Minister and represented by the 

major political parties, the UN and Maoist leaders (NIPS 2013). The committee remained the 

highest authority to design reintegration modalities, including supervision, integration and 

rehabilitation of the Maoist ex-combatants (NIPS 2013; Bhandari 2015). Reintegration turned 

out to be very controversial because at that time various political parties were involved in 

reintegration programming decision making and had their own interests in mind. Thus, 

consensus building among different political parties about reintegration programs remained a 

major challenge and prolonged the process. The six-month timeframe for completing the 

DDR process took nearly five years. Finally, in November 2012, all the major political 

parties signed an agreement that offered three reintegration options for ex-combatants: i) 

integration into the Nepal army, ii) voluntary retirement with a cash compensation or iii) a 
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rehabilitation package that included educational support and vocational training opportunities 

(NIPS 2013; Bhandari 2015).  

 

However, despite the options given, the reintegration programming was designed to be 

largely cash-based (Subedi 2014). The delivery mechanism was coded in such a way that the 

majority of women ex-combatants ended-up choosing cash compensation. For instance, the 

army option was not realistic for many women because of competitive entrance criteria (age, 

education levels, etc.) and because it did not allow for women who already had child-caring 

duties. By the same token, the rehabilitation option required some knowledge of math, 

English, reading and writing, which many women lacked. Thus, even if women showed 

interest in the first two options, they were likely to be excluded from these and ‘forced’ to 

choose the cash compensation. Compensation was delivered on the basis of rank, meaning 

ex-combatants of the highest rank received between NPR 500,000–800,000 (USD 5,000–

8,000) depending on rank (Subedi 2014a; Bhandari 2015). Among 19,602 verified 

combatants, 15,602 opted for voluntary cash, 1444 registered their interest to be integrated in 

the Nepal army and only six chose the rehabilitation package. 

 

5.5 Zooming in on the Reintegration Process: What did it Offer Verified Women Ex-

Combatants?  

 

Understanding women’s everyday lives and their experiences informs what reintegration 

means to them and the challenges they encounter while transitioning from a combatant 

civilian role. In this section, I will first highlight how a gender framework was not adopted in 

the DDR process at the level of discourse and particularly in reintegration programming. 

Then I will present the women ex-combatants’ lived experiences as they went through the 

reintegration process. Finally, based on these analyses, I offer conclusions about gender and 

the DDR process for Maoist women ex-combatants. 

 

I will present how a gender framework was not adopted during the DDR process and how it 

remained gender discriminatory.  Firstly, the CPA was the fundamental guiding document to 

implementing the DDR process, however, it does not provide a clear methodology to address 

women’s issues in post-conflict reintegration. It states that: “… to address the problems of 

women… by deconstructing the current centralised and unitary structure, the state shall be 

restructured in an inclusive, democratic and forward-looking manner” (CPA, 2006, 3).  
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Such an unclear implementing approach to bring gender inclusion in the CPA itself further 

produced reintegration programming gender-discrimination. Secondly, Nepal’s DDR process 

remained highly male-centric, meaning that DDR planning and management were conducted 

solely by men and excluded women ex-combatant’s voices. Thirdly, because the reintegration 

compensation package (cash and training) would be provided equally to women and men ex-

combatants, the DDR implementers assumed that ‘gender equality’ would be inherent in such 

treatment. Lastly, DDR personnel assumed that after women ex-combatants returned home 

along with their compensation money their lives would be automatically ‘resumed’, without 

acknowledging that returning does not equate to regaining a normal life. Rather, in a post-

conflict situation, return is a period filled with transitions at different levels.  

 

All of the verified women ex-combatants interviewed for this paper were initially interested 

in the option to integrate into the army, particularly because the offer was for permanent 

positions, however, many women found this option too vague. For example, the peace accord 

initially committed to integrating all interested Maoist ex-combatants into the Nepal army, 

but afterwards it imposed restrictions around minimum education, age and other military 

training experience. As previously mentioned, such criteria restricted women from choosing 

this option. Considering the overall percentage of combatant’s entry into the Nepal army was 

small, only 1,422 combatants (104 female) were offered posts (Bhandari 2015). Goswami 

(2015) points out, “only a small number of Maoist women were able to meet the eligibility 

criteria for [Nepal army] integration, which raised considerable resentment” (pg.8).  

 

Binita Magar explains how the reintegration process was unclear to her and how she realised 

her exclusion from the Nepal army: 

 

I wanted to go for integration into Nepal Army (NA) this was government’s permanent job ...but to 

enter NA criteria of education, and skills were very strict…I am uneducated, and never went to 

school, so I could not think of going for this option. I felt excluded when I heard this news, because 

before we were told that Maoist combatants those who wants to join NA can get direct integration 

…later found the process was unclear and gave me a big surprised. (November 2014).  
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The female ex-combatant Nirmala Gurung also shared her story of how she was not able to 

gain entry into the army: 

 

I wanted to opt for integration into Nepal Army but at that time I already crossed 30 years of 

age…so over-aged, including lack of education I was excluded. I really felt abandoned from my 

own Maoist party for signing such an agreement which is not in our favour, Maoist party also did 

not discuss with us (women) our reintegration planning, and our future priority. (July 2014).  

 

Other accounts show how reintegration ignored women’s issues. A verified woman ex-

combatant, Kirtika Tamang, shared her story about the reintegration process, and how she felt 

it was a false promise. 

 

While living in the cantonment I got married, later in 2011, I became a mother, during that time 

mothers were not obliged to stay in the cantonment, thus, I went to my village to meet my parents. 

My village is in very remote area (almost 3 days walk) from the local bazar, at that time debate on 

integration into Nepal Army was heated. To enter Nepal Army many requirements were raised by 

the political party who were in the government …I had a small baby and travelling from village to 

appear for Nepal Army integration examinations and interviews were impossible to my situation 

and that’s why I had to quit my decision. (May 2014).  

 

Another woman discussed her health issues and how the reintegration program neglected the 

health concerns of combatants who were wounded in the war.  

  

In the war I got wounded; there were several bullets in my body. I received treatment when I was 

in the cantonment, but later after returning back… I get sick often… due to my unwell treatment of 

old bullets wounds; sometimes I get bleeding…and often get body pain and headache…need to 

travel to hospital. I have invested all my compensation money into my health…now I am facing 

financial crisis very difficult to survive …when I am sick my households turn completely into 

disaster… Including my child suffers due to lack of my care during that time. (Bijaya Magar, July 

2014).  

 

The above illustrations show that entering the Nepalese army was not an option for most 

female ex-combatants. Likewise, other women, like Kritika Tamang, show that mothers with 

infants or young children were unable to access integration programs due to travel restrictions 

and childcare duties. In Nirmala Gurung’s case, the main reason for her exclusion from 
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entering the Nepal army was due to her age. Binita Magar’s case shows she lacked the 

education and skill to meet the army requirements and was automatically discharged. 

Similarly, Bijaya Magar’s narrative illustrates that because her war-borne health issue was 

not considered in the reintegration programming and due to a lack of alternatives, she was 

compelled to use her cash compensation for health treatment. Currently she is facing 

adversity in re-organising her life.  

 

The above women’s accounts also reveal that the Maoist commitment to gender equality was 

not upheld during the reintegration period. Although the ‘people’s war’ offered empowering 

experiences to these women from different backgrounds, after demobilisation their combat 

roles and positions were devaluated, creating an uncertain sphere and trapping them into 

undesirable gender roles (forthcoming 2018). Overall, women were not able to find validation 

of the experience and skills they acquired as combatants and instead, faced ‘re-

marginalisation’. As Goswami (2015) claims, “it is crucial that representation to design 

reintegration planning must be from those who understand and have lived experiences of 

social inclusion, gender justice, and rights” (pg. 14).  

 

5.6 Reintegration Experiences: Cash Compensation 

 

As discussed in the previous section, most of the female ex-combatants were unable to access 

the full range of reintegration programmes. This section provides Maoist female ex-

combatants’ experiences with the cash compensation option, and how this shaped their 

everyday lives in various ways after returning to their communities.  

 

Padma Thapa shared her story about how she made the decision to choose cash compensation 

and how she manages living from this settlement:  

 

Before me and my husband both were interested to join Nepal army, but we failed to meet the 

requirements…and decided to go for cash compensation…we both each received NRs. 500,000 

[USD 5,000], and bought unregistered land [10 dhur, or about 170 square meters] in remote area, 

because with this amount we could only buy such types of land…I cultivate maize and sometimes 

vegetable for household purpose…my husband work as an agriculture labour and his work is 

irregular…until now I did not find any job yet…including I bought unregistered land and its under 

my husband’s name what worries me the most is…whether I will be able to get the legal land 
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registration certificate or not what will happen if my husband deny to give the portion of the land in 

the future. (November 2014).   

 

Sarita Rai shares her story why she decided to go for the cash compensation and how this has 

impacted her daily life:  

 

I feel like a nightmare now…before I thought I would buy a land and build a house with the cash 

compensation, but after returning, I could not go back to my village as no one is living there right 

now, my mother died few years before, and my father married another woman…so I decided to live 

in Chitwan district. Nowadays, living is very expensive. I spent the cash compensation just to meet 

my daily needs like paying rent, food, paying my kids school fees…now almost spent the entire 

amount. Now difficult time has come in my life… I could not sleep… thinking how I will take care 

of my children, and my family…I contacted my Maoist friends to search any type of job for 

me…like agriculture labour or maid this is what I can do as I am not educated and now old, nothing 

found yet. (June 2014).  

 

Bimala Thapa, another participant, also shared her situation after returning: 

 

While living in the cantonment for long time we do not have to pay our rent, or for our food, but as 

soon as we were discharged…we had to bear our sole responsibility such as rent, food, clothes, 

health care, child care, travel etc. I became very nerves after I came to the community…thinking 

how I will make my living…with our first instalment…I and my husband spent paying the rent, 

food, paying child school fees and health care. So, with our second instalment amount we bought 

tiny piece of land, but my husband kept ownership in his name… I could not say anything; hope he 

will not betray me. Another problem…cash compensation was delivered in two instalments 

therefore difficult to invest immediately, buying land or start small business...Later, after few 

months when next instalment was given, the land and goods price went high. (November 2014).  

 

One of the other female ex-combatants, Sanu Tamang, relayed her husband’s reaction when 

she raised the issue of transferring land to her name or in a joint agreement: first he remained 

silent, then later he blamed her as mistrusting him about a tiny piece of land, and then further 

questioned her if she was planning to run away with another man and take the property. On 

the other hand, another woman, Maiya Thami, described her experience investing the cash 

together with her husband much more equally: 
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We both received equal amount of (USD 6,000 each of us), we invested this amount together to 

buy a small piece of land, and we decided to issue combined land ownership certificate, so we 

have equal rights on it…His relatives many times suggested him to maintain single ownership, but 

my husband refused. (July 2015,). 

 

From the above narrations, it is clear that some women invested together with their husbands 

to buy a piece of land, others used the finances to maintain their everyday needs and a few 

looked for further financial support from family. The ways in which the women invested the 

cash to buy property illustrates a priority to regenerate life (or a livelihood) and create a 

certain future. However, the predominant challenge that emerged was having to renegotiate 

access to property rights, because the majority of the women’s husbands retain the land-

ownership and these women resisted upon the action. It was surprising to note that only one-

woman, Maiya Thami, owns the property (land) together with her husband, despite that her 

husband faced displeasing remarks from other family members while maintaining joint land 

ownership. Yet Sarita Rai’s narrative told a different story about how she was unable to 

invest her cash compensation to buy property due to a lack of alternatives and need to fulfil 

her family’s needs, and now she is still struggling to survive. All these stories illustrate how 

women’s roles and power were diminished once they resumed their places in families and 

communities that operate through a patriarchal process.  

 

The explanations further show how women each encountered different experiences in their 

everyday lives. Although in the war, women were able to transition into new roles as soldiers, 

this did not equate to achieving ‘equality’ in the period after the war. Rather, this post-war 

period perpetuated new forms of isolation and marginalisation. The cases of Padma Thapa, 

Bimala Thapa, and Sanu Tamang show how their husband's treatment is ambiguous; on the 

one hand, these men were Maoist ex-combatants aware of Maoist ideology on gender 

equality and they chose to marry women ex-combatants who challenged normative cultural 

boundaries. On the other hand, their attitudes of exclusion regarding their wives’ ownership 

of the shared property reflects patriarchal norms. Other scholarly work has similarly found 

that conflict does not necessarily change the mind-set of individuals in the aftermath of war; 

rather, patriarchy is highly maintained (Enloe 2004; MacKay 2004). The narrative of Maiya 

Thami discloses how her husband encountered societal pressure from his family to retain 

property under his single authority. However, they both challenged this patriarchal practice 

and issued the property ownership jointly. This shows how they are fighting back to establish 
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gender equality in everyday life in the post-war era. In addition, the story of Sarita Rai proofs 

that cash-compensation is a short-term option for reintegration which does not assure long-

term survival and might produce a longer-term crisis. 

 

The accounts further demonstrate how the cash compensation method was not planned in 

such a way as to be most beneficial to women ex-combatants. For instance, the narrative 

analyses identify several factors common to the female ex-combatant stories of how they 

utilised the cash compensation. Common factors include relocation to a new area, lack of 

alternative support (such as family or parents) and job crisis. To this point, cash-delivery 

without guidance or training on how to use it is problematic because for many years this 

group of women was living in a collective manner, under military training, away from the job 

market and the community. During that period, the party was responsible for the combatants 

and they were not exposed to societal norms such as how to run a typical family, how to find 

a job or how to deal with daily challenges that might arise without party support. Also, the 

cash compensation delivery method into two instalments played a role to women’s post-war 

decisions, i.e. the first instalment provided half of the amount, and women were unable to 

instantly afford to invest in the property with that money; the second instalment was 

delivered after one year, by this time the property prices were already climbing compare to 

previous year. Therefore, with the remaining fund few of them were able to purchase a tiny 

piece of land in a remote area, while others ended of fulfilling their basic needs.  

 

5.7 Maoist Women Ex-Combatants: Visible in Conflict and Invisible in the Aftermath of 

Conflict  

 

This section shows how women ex-combatants felt they became invisible in post-conflict 

Nepal and how they are renegotiating their roles in the Maoist political landscape and 

identifies some mechanisms that contribute to their marginalisation in the reintegration 

period. 

 

As previously mentioned, the CPA became the core instrument guiding the DDR process in 

Nepal, yet the development of the CPA was highly male-centred, no women were included in 

negotiating the comprehensive peace agreement (Yadav, 2016). Similarly, when a six-

member committee was formed to develop an Interim Constitution in 2006, initially no 

women were included either from the Maoist or the government side. Eventually, after 
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continuous pressure from female politicians and protestors, the committee expanded to 

include four women (Yadav 2016). Representation of women was also lacking in the 

committees that were formed to implement and manage the DDR process (Goswami 2015).  

 

This larger story of the exclusion of women from the highest level of political decision 

making is reflected in the stories of individual women within their communities. For instance, 

Bimala Thami describes how she was re-marginalised from Maoist local politics after 

returning to her community: 

 

After returning to the community, I am interested in continuing my career in Maoist politics … I 

started building a network with the local Maoist leaders and community … And also participated 

in their local companions, but later during the time of Maoist party internal election they said that I 

lack political experience and knowledge to hold any positions in the local politics … The reasons 

they gave me is that I served in the Maoist combat force, and my previous war experience does not 

fit to qualify in core local politics. The exclusion is also because the mainstream politics of Maoist 

party are mostly led by people who were not previous combatants. (July 2014).  

 

Other factors explaining why woman ex-combatants were side-lined and excluded from local 

politics are a lack of access to monetary resources and too many household responsibilities: 

 

Since the beginning I wanted to join Maoist politics and become a leader. I went into the war to fight 

for rights … now after the war and having small children and households my husband and family do 

not allow me to participate in the politics … also I realised for doing politics or win election (any 

positions) it requires resources like money, and I do not have access to such resource … these things 

kept me away from the local politics and beyond. (Puja Rai, January 2015). 

 

Gita Lamichane also shares her story about why she was excluded from the Maoist 

mainstream politics: 

 

I am an ex-combatant, and our leaders think that we are only good for fighting, that's why they do 

not include us in the mainstream politics ... also to come in the politics and gain a position one must 

be close to Maoist top or local leaders, but after demobilisation, I mostly contacted Maoist ex-

combatants and live within the surroundings of our war peers, and to get into such political access it 

is very challenging and particularly for woman it is very difficult. There are many prejudices for 

woman going into the politics. (June 2014). 
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These stories illustrate the everyday mechanisms that marginalise ex-combatant women after 

demobilisation and, in particular, the difficulties they experienced as they tried to enter local 

politics. Bimala Thami's story reflects how Maoist leaders discounted her war leadership 

skills, challenged her acquired knowledge of politics in the war and blocked her participation 

in local politics. As she pointed out, the party came under the leadership of people who had 

not taken up combatant roles during the war and tended to discredit the ex-combatants. 

Likewise, the accounts show how women may face a gender hierarchy in their own 

households and find it hard to act independently from their husbands who hold authority over 

them in everyday life.  

 

The narratives support the argument that conflict-related changes in gender roles are limited 

to the timeframe of the war, and afterwards women are pushed systematically into traditional 

roles (Enloe 2004; Niner 2011). To this point, Shekhawat (2015) suggests that: “it is the 

male-dominated leadership of a movement that decides what women will do and what not” 

(pg.11). MacKenzie (2009) also found a similar situation in Sierra Leone and explains: “even 

when women participate in the activities of high politics or sectors traditionally categorised 

as security priorities such as conflict, they are effectively shuffled out of the public political 

sphere and into the domestic realm through post-conflict development policies” (pg. 243).  

 

5.8 Family Matters: Re-Connection, Dis-Connection and the Everyday Realities of 

Reintegration  

 

This section analyses how women’s personal experiences during reintegration were related to 

family acceptance or rejection. I show how regular/irregular family ties and reciprocal 

relationships before and during the insurgency affected the women ex-combatant’s everyday 

lives after returning from war. I also show how their war-peers form a sort of alternative 

‘family’ and support network, especially when the women did not return to their villages of 

origin. 
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The Maoist woman ex-combatant, Sapana Tamang, shares her experience after her return and 

the role of the family in this process: 

 

During the Maoist insurgency, I contacted my family (mother, father, uncle) by phoning, 

sending letters and messages via friends, also a couple of times I borrowed money from my 

family, later I also sent money home through my Maoist friends. I informed my family about 

my arrival and they welcomed me after coming home. I stayed with them along [with] my 

husband and son for almost four months before we decided to move to Chitwan and settle. 

Family support gives lots of strength to continue ordinary life … when people know I have my 

family support they don’t dare to say anything easily upfront, if I have any problem I share to 

my parent and sibling. I live in Chitwan because my husband run small grocery shop, and 

sometimes I support him, mostly I look after my households, including I want to live here due to 

my son’s education. (November 2014).  

 

Another explanation, from Sanu Bam, emphasises reunification with her family in the 

aftermath of war and how, due to her mother’s support, she was able to restart her life: 

 

In the war time, I always updated my mother about my situation through friends and contacted her 

frequently …we always had very close ties. When I came home after demobilisation… I became 

extremely sick during that time my mother took care of my baby. Also, she helped me financially; 

for example, partially paid my hospital bills, including in my other hard times she stood along with 

me. (July 2014). 

  

The next story from Rekha Limbu details her situation after going home: 

 

My father died … I could not attend his funeral. Also, I joined Maoist party against my family 

agreement, and they rejected me after I returned home … they feel I am still harmful … now I rely 

upon Maoist ex-combatant’s network. Currently, together with my husband I operate a small 

grocery shop, initially I could not invest entire cash-compensation money into my business 

because I utilised this money also for child education, paying the rent and other daily expenses 

while settling to a new place. Therefore, to start grocery business I borrowed some money from 

my Maoist friends. (January 2014). 

 

Another former combatant, Sunita Rai, explains how she faced exclusion after 

returning. Her experience is particularly relevant to the issue of gender-based 
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discrimination in the community, which existed in the pre-war situation, and how 

such practices continued even in the aftermath of war: 

 

After going back home I am living with my Maoist war peers. I was away from house for 

almost 7 years, I did not dare to contact my family as I knew they would never accept me. My 

family don’t want to see me now, they hate me because I went to Maoist war, against their 

permission. Being a girl, they think that war is only for men…women must work at home. My 

neighbour also thinks being woman and going in a war I committed sin. In case of my husband, 

he is also a former Maoist combatant, but my neighbour and his family treat him respectfully, 

talk with him, and listen to him, very different from what I experience. (February 2014). 

 

From the descriptions of women ex-combatants, it becomes clear how significant the role of 

family is during the reintegration process and how family support — or lack of it— may 

make the experience of returning to civilian life very different. Women who sustained 

relationships with their families during wartime, and/or whose families kept liberal views 

towards the Maoist party, found that family reception became a source of security and help to 

restart a ‘normal life’. On the other hand, women whose families were against the Maoist 

party or disliked their female members entering the party were unable to resume family 

relationships during the war as well in the post-war period and consequently, were more 

likely to find reintegration period more difficult. In the case of Sapana Tamang, she 

maintained strong family ties during the insurgency, sending letters, money and updating 

family members on her situation. In response, she received a warm welcome when returning 

home together with her husband and son. In fact, she was able to return home and did not 

even encounter the pressure of immediately paying rent, which allowed her time to consider a 

new location to settle. Similarly, the narrative of Sanu Bam reveals that her mother's support 

became an extra strength helping to rebuild her life, i.e. taking care of Sanu and her baby 

while she was ill and helping her emotionally and financially. It is clear that family support 

offered her protection in facing hardships while returning to normality. 

 

In contrast, in the case of Rekha Limbu, resuming a family relationship became a challenge. 

Her recruitment into the Maoist party was against her family’s wishes, and as a result, she 

was unable to maintain ties with her family during the war and faced rejection after returning. 

To restart her life, she used the cash-compensation money to pay the rent and other needs and 

she borrowed money from her Maoist network to start a business. Similarly, Sunita Rai also 
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joined the Maoists against her family’s will and subsequently was not able to retain her 

family relationships throughout the war and in its aftermath. After going home, her family 

and the community accused her of breaking traditional feminine roles, whereas her husband 

(who is also a Maoist combatant) did not face such stereotyping. These narratives of rejection 

and estrangement also highlight how the absence of family support produced a new form of 

isolation, and the women’s successful reintegration became mostly reliant on the network of 

Maoist peers.  

 

5.9 Conclusions  

 

The paper provides a gendered analysis of the post-war situation of Nepal, showing what 

realities Maoist women ex-combatants faced during the reintegration process. Firstly, the 

paper displays how the reintegration process remained strongly male-centred, particularly in 

terms of the comprehensive peace accord and the reintegration programme itself. Not taking 

up a serious gender agenda in the reintegration programming had the following 

consequences: reintegration programming failed to include women ex-combatant’s voices on 

issues that women were most likely to face, such as the search for employment, physiological 

challenges, child care, young mothers, health issues, re-establishing womanhood and 

encountering social prejudice. For instance, if women moved to a new area, the dislocation 

often resulted in a lack of alternative support in caring for children, which had a negative 

impact on their ability to find employment or build a career. The military skills gained from 

the war were neglected while their feminine roles as mothers or wives were emphasised and 

welcomed in the post-war context. Likewise, upgrading women’s skills and education were 

non-prioritised, and women found themselves unable to fit into the current job market.  

 

Secondly, the paper finds that the reintegration period is ambivalent. Earlier Maoist ideology 

offered a strong message of gender equality and attracted high numbers of women to the 

movement, yet once the Maoist party took over political power, they returned to highly 

patriarchal processes turning women ex-combatant’s invisible in both the national and local 

Maoist political landscape by discounting their war leadership skills. Also, some women 

underwent a two-fold rejection while expressing their political interests, both from their 

husbands and from the party leadership. As a result, despite having political interests, these 

women are forced to live in a system that operates on masculine power in the private as well 

in the public spheres.  
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These practices produced new forms of isolation, inequality and marginalisation in post-war 

context. The new roles women gained in the war were devalued, which tended to push them 

into undesired roles. Such practices also pose a question about Maoist ‘gender equality’ 

which, for the women ex-combatants, seemed to vanish in the aftermath of war, reflecting 

how the culture of masculine power does not necessarily transform from war. In addition, the 

paper shows that in most cases, the essence of patriarchy operates in all aspects of everyday 

life and restrains women to a powerless position.  

 

Thirdly, the paper demonstrates that despite the fact that ‘verified ‘women ex-combatants 

successfully participated in the entire DDR process, they still faced gender-based exclusion 

afterwards. Unlike in other cases discussed in the literature, this exclusion does not already 

happen in the disarmament phase, but later, during the reintegration phase. This means that 

there is no guarantee that even after women make an entry into the DDR programs they will 

not face exclusion and marginalisation in the period after.  

 

Finally, the paper found that family/community reception played a role in reintegration 

timing; for instance, women ex-combatants who maintained reciprocal relations with their 

family during insurgency, and whose family were loyal to Maoist party faced smoother 

reintegration in resuming their life in normal settings. In contrast, women, ex-combatants 

from non-Maoist family backgrounds, including those who entered the Maoist against family 

agreement were unwelcome during reintegration. Consequently, they faced social isolation 

and had to rely almost exclusively on the networks of war peers.  
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Abstract  

 

This paper is grounded in a series of intimate encounters, over a period of five months, with 

22 women survivors of the Nepal earthquake. One of the authors was herself a survivor: she 

started the interviews while living under a plastic sheet in a field near her house. The study 

followed women in the evacuation, relief and recovery phases and the paper analyses the 

specific problems women faced. Problems encountered were different to some extent, 

especially with regard to gender and migration. Beyond the dramatic visible effects of the 

disaster, women great difficulties with regards to the repayment of interest on outstanding 

and new loans. Gender and disaster literature have emphasised that pre-disaster gender 

inequalities and practices lead to gender-specific problems in times of disaster. In Nepal, 

women felt ill-prepared by the strictures of traditional gender ways, especially in coping with 

livelihood challenges after the earthquake. A unique finding was that many women did not 

have citizenship certificates or other identity papers that were required for accessing 

government relief funds. Experiences from the earthquake made research participants 

conscious of their restrictions and some of them started transforming their roles. Whether this 

continued beyond the recovery phase is a question for further research.  

 

Keywords: Women Earthquake Survivors, Gender Roles, Gender Inequality, Earthquake 

2015 Nepal 
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6.1 Introduction 

 

This article has a special history. When an earthquake occurred in Nepal on 25 April 2015, 

the first author was in the country in the final stage of fieldwork on women’s experience in 

the years following the Maoist conflict. The earthquake hit at 11:56 hours, and this is how she 

recalls it: 

  

‘I was on the 3rd floor of my parent’s house in Bhaisepati near Kathmandu, chatting with my mother. 

We suddenly heard a very unusual noise, like the howling of a big storm, followed by a huge shake. 

The windows, doors and even walls of the room started shaking and swinging. We then felt a real 

tremble; I started screaming earthquake!! Earthquake!!  Run, run!! I heard loud noises from all over 

at the same time. I tried to rescue my mother and myself, but she fell down because of the shakes and 

injured her legs and head. She told me to go down to open the main door, while my father who came 

from the next room stayed with her. On my way down I fell four times, hurting my knees.   

When I came out of the house, neighbours were crying and screaming for help, and hundreds of 

families were already in the open field praying for their lives. Eventually, I was able to bring my 

parents to the field. That first night, we spent outside in a thunderstorm and heavy rain. We had 

nothing to protect ourselves: no tent, no umbrella, no raincoat, nothing. We had not eaten either. 

There were so many of us, and so many children. 

We were instructed not to go back into the house, and our first preoccupation was to arrange for a 

tent. Fortunately, one of my neighbours had a big plastic cover for his car. We shared this as a 

makeshift tent with 20 people for two nights. All the medical services were closed, and it was only 

after two days that I could take my mother to the hospital to have her injuries attended to.  

After this, my mind started to drift to what I saw around me. It is known that disaster survivors tend to 

hold on to normality as best as they can (Artur, 2011), so perhaps returning to my role as researcher 

provided me an anchor in the midst of the chaos.  Through my research I was trained to look at 

trouble through women’s eyes. Within a week after the earthquake I started to visit the participants of 

my study to listen to and document their stories.  

In the following weeks, I visited Bungmati, a village 6 km away from my home town, Bhaisepati, 

which turned out to be the hardest hit by the earthquake. I frequently went to the area, sitting together 

with women, sharing my story and listening to theirs. Finding comfort in going through the academic 

motions of writing an earthquake field diary, I started to make notes every day about what I saw and 

heard around me - in between follow-up visits to the hospital with my mother and trying to survive 

under a small shelter.  
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After some months, when I was able to go back to the Netherlands where I was completing my PhD, I 

sat down with the second author (my supervisor) to sort out and analyse my notes, and the idea was 

born to write this article about the earthquake through women’s eyes.’ 

 

It has been convincingly argued that fully understanding disasters and their aftermath requires 

a gender lens. Disasters affect men and women differently, and gender is one of the factors 

that shape the way people view disasters and find space to respond and recover (Bradshaw, 

2013; Cupples, 2007; Enarson and Morrow, 1998; Irshad, Mumtaz, and Levay, 2012). 

Disasters are the outcome of a natural hazard and people’s exposure and vulnerabilities. 

Vulnerability to disasters is a complex outcome of historical power relations, economic 

differentiation and other social processes. Gender is one of the determinants – often working 

through other determinants as well -  in creating vulnerability (Bankoff and Hilhorst, 2004; 

Bradshaw, 2001; Irshad et al., 2012) . 

 

There is a growing body of literature analysing disaster through women’s eyes, starting with 

the analysis of vulnerability in relation to its roots in gender inequality (Bradshaw, 2014; 

Horton, 2012) to studies on how women fare in the aftermath of disaster - mobilising their 

networks and playing multiple roles in the time of crisis and beyond (Perera-mubarak, 2013; 

Ruwanpura and Humphries, 2004). This article contributes to this body of literature by 

providing the story of the Nepal earthquake through women’s eyes. 

 

Other studies concerning women in the aftermath of earthquake in Nepal include Sthapit 

(2015) on the impact of the earthquake and Standing et al. (2016) on violence against women 

and girls (VAWG). There have also been reports providing both qualitative and quantitative 

documentation of post-earthquake Nepal (Inter-Cluster Gender Task Force, 2015; Save the 

Children, 2016). 

 

This article stands out because of its real-time ethnographic approach and because it followed 

the same group of women for several weeks. As a result, our narrative is comprehensive and 

brings out some issues that have until now received little attention in debates on gender and 

disaster. One such issue is the importance of documents in the aftermath of disaster. Many 

problems that women encountered were related to not having the right official papers. The 

article can also be seen as an ethnography of the gendered bureaucracy surrounding disaster.  
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The first section of the article reviews literature on gender inequality and disaster,and is 

followed by a section introducing gender issues and inequality in Nepal. The findings 

sections are organised according to three phases of disaster: evacuation, relief and recovery, 

and the concerns voiced by women, in particular, on issues of identity papers and debt.  

 

6.2 Conceptualising Gender Equality and Disasters  

 

Disasters triggered by natural hazards are largely social phenomena. This starts with the 

hazards, because in this anthropocene era natural hazards, especially hydro-meteorological 

hazards, are increasingly affected by the outcomes of human activity, such as deforestation 

and climate change. Natural hazards only result in disaster when they meet vulnerable 

conditions and populations. Social processes generate unequal exposure to risk by making 

some people more prone to disaster than others and these inequalities are largely a function of 

the power relations existing in every society. The determination of vulnerability is itself a 

‘complex characteristic produced by a combination of factors derived especially (but not 

entirely) from class, gender and ethnicity’ (Bankoff and Hilhorst, 2004; Cannon, 1994). 

 

Nonetheless, attempts to engender disasters are decades behind the similar process of 

engendering development (Bradshaw 2013, 58). Until the 1990s, issues related to gender did 

not receive priority in disaster response and it is only recently that gender specific aspects of 

women’s and girls’ experiences have made it on to the humanitarian agenda (Standing et al. 

2016). In 1998, the book Gendered Terrain of Disasters by Enarson and Morrow appeared. 

In 1999, the International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters of the International 

Sociological Association published its first special edition dedicated to women and disasters 

(Bradshaw 2013, p;58), calling on scholars, academics and policy makers to investigate 

gender dimensions in disaster and post-disaster.   

 

There is now a growing amount of evidence on the specific challenges women encounter 

during disasters. Women and girls were systematically disadvantaged by food relief in the 

aftermath of the 1991 Bangladesh cyclone (Fothergrill, 1998). In Nicaragua, post-Mitch 

three-quarters of the people reported as emotionally affected by the hurricane were women 

and girls (Bradshaw 2001, p,80). When Hurricane Katrina occurred in 2005, low-income 

African American women were most vulnerable in New Orleans at the various stages of 

evacuation, relief, and reconstruction (Pardee, 2014). In post-earthquake Haiti, large numbers 
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of women and girls suffered from sexual abuse and post-traumatic stress disorder (Horton, 

2012; Rahill, Joshi, and Hernandez, 2016). The hostile judicial process reinforced the social 

stigma and intimidation of the victims of sexual and gender-based violence (Horton 2012-

300).  

 

Two findings consistently run through the literature. The first is that pre-disaster gender 

inequalities and practices lead to gender-specific shortcomings during disasters and 

afterwards (Pardee 2014; Irshad et al. 2012; Horton 2012). Secondly, in the words of 

Fothergill (1998: 23), the ‘neglect of gender in non-disaster periods could reproduce gender-

related vulnerability during disasters.  

 

If gender is recognised as one of the factors producing vulnerability to disasters, it is not 

enough to focus on women’s differential experience of disaster and their specific needs in the 

aftermath. As Fothergill points out, feminist theories are helpful ‘tools for understanding the 

links between women’s lived experience and the structure of social inequality’ (Fothergill 

1998:  24). Bradshaw likewise argues that ‘it is important to remember that the study of 

gender is not then the study of women, but rather the study of (unequal) relationships 

between men and women, why and how they are produced and reproduced and how they can 

be changed’ (Bradshaw 2014:42). She continues her argument that ‘to recognize these 

differences or to work to change them is usually what is meant by the notion of taking a 

‘gender perspective’.  Her argument is sometimes also presented as analysing an issue 

through a ‘gender lens’ (ibid). In this way, this article aims to bring a gender perspective to 

the Nepal earthquake. 

 

Arguments about gender in disaster have been further nuanced in two ways. First, there has 

been attention to broadening the scope of the gender perspective by bringing in issues related 

to masculinity and acknowledging cultural differences between men and women (Luft, 2016; 

Morioka, 2014)  in the extent to which men and women are binary opposites.  The gender 

perspective has also been broadened by focusing on other gender categories, including LGBT 

genders and their specific issues during disaster (Gaillard et al. 2017; Dominey-Howes et al. 

2014). Secondly, some authors have focused on the diversity among women and the 

importance of intersectionality, demonstrating how gender interrelates with class, ethnicity, 

and other social identity markers (Ruwanpura and Humphries 2004; Pardee 2014). 
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Gender as a system of power relations, like everything else, is cast into disarray during large 

disasters or other humanitarian crises. The ways in which gender relations continue, 

discontinue, alter, or bounce back before, during, and after crises are complex and dynamic 

(Hilhorst, Porter, and Gordon 2018;9). There have been cases where disasters are seen to 

trigger changes in gender relations. Perera-Mubarak (2013) in Sri Lanka found how in the 

aftermath of the tsunami of 2004, some women challenged their stereotypical roles and 

became financially independent by running their own business without male support. Even 

though disaster can bring about change, it needs to be acknowledged that gender has different 

layers with different paces and dynamics of change. It is important to monitor whether, and in 

what way, improvements in daily gender relationships lead to longer-term or more 

fundamental changes (Hopwood, Porter, & Saum, 2018; Horton, 2012). 

 

6.3 Gender Equality and Inequality in Nepal 

  

This section details some factors that constitute gender equality and inequality in Nepal. 

These are important to highlight because women’s experience in the earthquake intersects 

with these factors and they shape and reshape their diverse experiences in the crisis.  

 

Inequality based on caste, gender and ethnicity is deeply embedded in Nepalese society 

(Acharya, 2007; Regmi, 2007). A woman’s position is contingent on her father, husband or 

other male head of the family (Parvati, 2003). This is enshrined in Nepalese inheritance 

systems, family relations, patrilocal residence, and patriarchal descent, and reinforced by  

legal system (Dhungana, 2014). These factors exist at the level of family and in the 

community. They produce inequality and women may face specific vulnerabilities because of 

gender, social position, caste and class. Inequalities exist in people’s mind-sets (both women 

and men) and have often been internalised. People are socialised according to patriarchal 

values that are manifest in everyday life (Bennett, 2005) even at times of disaster and crisis. 

 

However, recently there have been some transformations in Nepal. Changes in the law after 

the Comprehensive Peace Agreement, which ended Nepal’s decade-long political conflict in 

2006, committed the parties to restructuring the state based on inclusiveness, democracy and 

progression (CPA, 2006). The signs of improvements that are apparent in the law, in the 

official representation of women in politics, may be insubstantial when examined more 

closely. For example, the recent 2015 Constitution reserved 33 percent quota of 
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parliamentary seats for women. Political parties often push women candidates into quota 

seats with little or no power, which then prevents women from running for direct electoral 

seats (Saif & Alia, 2017). For example, in the recent 2017 constitution assembly election, 

only six women won direct election out of the 165 first-past-the-post (FPTP) seats (ibid). 

Similarly, research by K.C., Van der Haar and Hilhorst (2017) found that while Maoist 

women ex-combatants in Nepal experienced a marked shift in gender roles during the war, 

with women taking on tasks earlier reserved for men, in the post-conflict era such changes 

were not maintained, and they faced severe livelihood challenges and returned to traditional 

gender roles. These findings underscore the complex nature of change of gender roles during 

and beyond crisis. 

 

For many decades, Nepal’s citizenship law has discriminated against women. Under current 

citizenship laws, women can only obtain citizenship under their father’s or husband’s name. 

Even though the new law proposes citizenship by descent - that is, passed by either the mother 

or the father to the child - the methodology is vague. This produces further inequalities and 

regressive tendencies towards women (Pant and Standing 2011,412). For example, Nepali 

women and their children need to be born in Nepal to obtain citizenship by descent, whereas 

this is not applied to the children of Nepali men (see  Constitution of Nepal 2015; Article 

10,11). Citizenship certificates are vital for claiming rights and getting access to formal 

services in Nepal including marriage registration, property, taxation, foreign employment, 

education, and the opening of a bank-account, etc. A study by Care Nepal (2016) found that 

20% of the population does not have a citizenship certificate. These are mainly people from 

the Dalit (untouchable caste) population and indigenous groups, especially women. 

 

Despite some advances in the current Constitution of 2015, legal differences continue. Article 

38.6 of the constitution states that ‘both the spouses shall have equal rights in property and 

family affairs.’ Considerable challenges nevertheless remain in the implementation of these 

provisions on the ground (Malla, 2015), because for centuries Nepalese society has been 

structured on a patrimonial property inheritance system. Although the constitution forbids 

gender discrimination in inheritance, it remains to be seen if daughters will claim their share 

of property, currently or retrospectively, and how this will be translated into inheritance 

practice at the family level. Feminist activists and advocates have argued that the property 

rights provision is unclear and confusing, leaving too many loopholes that can prevent 

daughters from claiming property on an equal footing with their brothers (ibid). A study by 
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Care Nepal (2016) points out that women in Nepal own only 19.17 percent of total land and 

property.  

 

Many other social indicators are negative for women. Only 15 to 20 percent of girls who 

attend primary school go on to the secondary level in Nepal and the female literacy rate is 

57.4 percent compared to the male rate of 75.1 percent (Central Bureau of Statistics, 2011). 

Forty-one percent of Nepalese women aged 20-24 years in 2015 were married before they 

turned 18 (UNFPA 2014). In marriage, women’s destiny and livelihood options largely 

depend on her husband and parents-in-law (Parvati 2003).  Traditional gender norms usually 

confine women to the private domain of the kitchen, household, farm and family, whereas 

men largely occupy the public sphere of jobs, market, and formal economic activities (K.C., 

Van der Haar and Hilhorst 2017). 

 

6.4 Research Site and Methodology 

 

This study is focused on local women and migrant women living in Bungmati village. The 

area was primarily chosen because it is the first author’s neighbourhood village. It is just 6km 

from her house and she has many memories and emotional connections with the people and 

the place itself. She also had the advantage that she already knew some women in this village 

prior to the earthquake. Bungmati lies in Karyabinayak Municipality in Lalitpur District of 

Nepal. Newar19 is the dominant ethnic group. It is a rural village and household economies 

predominantly centre on farming and livestock. Outside of farming, men mostly engage in 

wood carving. Women are mainly engaged in household chores, farming, livestock rearing 

and share-cropping. In terms of social-economic status the participants all came from poor 

family backgrounds (though their caste is different) with their husbands as primary bread-

winners.  

 

The article is based on the stories of 22 women earthquake survivors: 13 participants were 

local women from Bungmati area. Interviews were held between May to September 2015, 

capturing five months of the lived experience of these 22 women, and how these relate to 

structures of social inequality (c.f. Fothergill 1998: 24). They had little education and none of 

them had ever participated in development activities by NGOs. Nine were migrant women 

                                                           
19 An ethnic group of Nepal, having their own language Newari. 
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from other districts in Nepal that were living in a rented house. All the women in the study 

were displaced and living in a shelter when the research started. The earthquake caused grave 

personal loss. One participant lost her husband and father in-law, three women were injured, 

and two women had particularly traumatic experiences because their children were locked 

inside and could only be rescued by neighbours and the police after 6 to 8 hours.  

 

The first author of the paper got to know these women when she first started visiting the area. 

A few days after the earthquake, she made a first visit to Bungmati, where women and 

children were living under plastic shelters, with very little access to food and water. Among 

her first impressions were the children crying of thirst and hunger amidst the debris of the 

earthquake (fieldnotes 29 April 2015). During the first visit, she also talked to some school 

teachers, who shared information about the death toll and damage in the area, and the 

complete absence of any form of relief up to that time.  

 

The interviews were mainly informal and conversational. Women who have just survived an 

earthquake cannot be confronted with a list of closed questions. Instead, the interviews took the 

form of storytelling, where women were encouraged to talk about what happened and how they 

felt. Initially, stories were exchanged about what happened during the quake and how they came 

to be rescued. Gradually, the conversations shifted to the relief assistance they received from 

government, NGOs or family and friends, as well as their lives before the earthquake and the 

losses they had experienced. In the weeks thereafter, conversations moved to the question of the 

recovery of their livelihoods. Interviews could take many different directions, focusing on how 

the participants experienced the earthquake and post-earthquake, their roles and responsibilities 

in the process, and their responses towards evacuation, relief, recovery and beyond. A focus was 

maintained on women’s experience and agency, following Cupples (2007; p.170) who stated the 

importance of relating ‘how women feel about and reflect on the spatial realignments resulting 

from disaster events or processes and on the ways in which they constrain and facilitate, rather 

than concentrate exclusively on what a disaster does to women’.  

 

During visits and interviews, only a few notes were made. Most notetaking happened 

immediately after the interviews, first in Nepali and later translated in English. Atlas ti. 

(qualitative data analysis software) was used to analyse the data, developing codes in the 

process as the material grew, topics came back, and patterns evolved. In the following 
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sections, findings will be presented. All interviews were held in Bungmati, and we added the 

month of the interview to show when the statement was made. 

 

6.5 Women’s Stories of the Earthquake 

 

A rapid onset disaster like an earthquake means a total disruption of everything that occupied 

the people and for a considerable time the rhythm of their lives is completely dictated by the 

processes of evacuation, displacement, relief and recovery. Starting with evacuation, this 

section follows the earthquake through the eyes of the women. 

 

Sunita Mali was in the house when earthquake happened and risked her own life while 

saving her family: 

  

When the earthquake happened, I did not know what was going on. I never imagined what an 

earthquake would be like. I suddenly felt the shake and heard everyone screaming. I first 

thought of my family. I first rescued my husband, who is physically very weak because his 

kidneys don’t function. Then I carried my mother in-law of 86 years old downstairs. When I 

wanted to escape myself, I could see the roof of the house falling towards me, and it cracked 

down on my head. I don’t recollect what happened after that, but my husband told me that I 

was rescued from the house after 9 hours, with the help of neighbours, and brought to the 

hospital. (September). 

 

Sunita who is responsible for the family, found it natural that she did not run but took 

care of her family when the earthquake happened. Like so many other women, and so 

many of them have household members that are particularly vulnerable and cannot 

run, due to age or disability. Uma Thapa was pregnant when the quake happened:  

 

I was alone at the 2nd story of the house at the moment that the earthquake hit, my husband 

was away to another district. It was difficult to run, I was 7 months pregnant. I screamed 

for help, it was very scary, but I cannot run with my big stomach from the 2nd floor. I 

slowly managed to go near the window, and then my neighbour saw me. He and another 

neighbour rescued me. By that time, I was totally knocked-down… I cannot sleep properly 

until today. I can’t believe that I am still alive…I don’t know if this will impact my baby. 

(May). 
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Sunita and Uma’s experiences of the quake were related to their roles of wife and 

mother. The stories of the women also give hints to their social roles and positions. 

Uma’s sense of helplessness was related to her pregnancy, but also to the fact that her 

husband was away.  

 

One of the most moving stories was told by Sanu who lost her husband and father-in-

law in the earthquake. It is a story of powerlessness in the face of disaster and 

helplessness to save her loved ones.  

 

On the day of the earthquake it was Saturday. I ate my morning meal together with my 

whole family and went to the farm after finishing my household chores. The last thing I 

remember before leaving the house were my husband and father in-law watching TV. As 

soon as the earthquake hit, I returned, and I saw my house collapsed…my husband and 

father in-law were locked inside. I became like a paralyzed person. I screamed loud for help, 

but the earthquake’s storm was so loud that nobody could hear my voice. Everyone in my 

neighbourhood was trying to save themselves. My son went to city centre on that day and he 

was not around with me. I was worried for him, but he was safe. I wish I had a mobile 

phone, and know how to use it, so I can call someone for help. But I cannot read and write. 

Every time I regret I could not save my husband and father-in-law. (May).  

 

The story of Sanu and her regret that she did not know what to do or have the means to 

ask for help, give a window into the way gender relations operate in everyday life. Her 

illiteracy and lack of confidence to handle a mobile phone were related to, but also 

compensated in her normal life, by the fact that the man in the house would deal with 

communication to the outside world. When the earthquake hit, it made her feel utterly 

helpless. Not used to making on-the-spot decisions, she felt she had little choice but to 

wait and hope for her son to return. Bereft of her loved ones and her house, she has to 

face the recovery of her life while struggling with the huge challenges of grief, 

remorse and widowhood.  

 

Even evacuation is gendered. At the spur of the moment, women act on the power of their 

motherhood but also acutely experience the limitations that have grown out of their social 

roles. Even though the quake happens in an instant, women bring their gendered 

dispositions grown over a lifetime to the occasion. 
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6.6 Lived Experiences of Displacement  

 

This section provides testimony on women’s experience of displacement and their coping 

mechanisms for surviving in the temporary camps.  

 

In the first months after the earthquake, women stayed with their relatives in temporary 

camps. After four months of living in a tent, Shova, a young mother in her late twenties 

whose house completely collapsed, narrated how she had embarked on an exhausting routine.  

 

I work more now than before the earthquake. Finding a place to cook and to fetch water is 

difficult in a new place. I now walk 40 minutes to bring water to cook and drink, and the same 

distance to wash clothes. My daughter is only 6 years old. I always take her along. I have to be 

more careful, because my daughter does not know this place as well as she knew our house. I 

am scared she might get lost and people don’t know her so well. The extra caring and household 

tasks is a big problem. My husband does not help me, he always goes out with his friends. He 

has no work since the earthquake, because the wood carving shop that employed him collapsed 

as well. He doesn’t help me and only comes to the camp when the food is ready. We survive 

because my mother and brother gave us utensils, blankets, some money and food. We also 

borrowed money from our relatives. I am looking for work, any type of work like maid or daily 

labour. I have no choice but to take the responsibility. (August).  

 

The story of Shova and her husband was quite general. For women, their responsibilities of 

care continue at a more complicated level in the context of displacement. Their husbands, on 

the other hand, have less continuity in their responsibilities, with much employment halted 

after the earthquake.  Nonetheless, they maintained the pre-established gender division of 

labour.  

 

Nitu, a breast-feeding mother shared how she managed displacement in the first weeks after 

the quake, together with her daughter, in the absence of her husband: 

 

Due to the earthquake the water taps in my area broke, now I walk around 30 minutes daily to 

fetch water for cooking, and to wash my clothes. My husband is stuck somewhere else due to 

the earthquake, as the roads are blocked in our village. I have a 6-month old daughter, so I 

must carry her along with the heavy clothes and water jar. Living in a temporary camp with a 
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small child is tough. My daughter keeps crying in the night, and then I must change her diaper 

and feed her quickly, because some people don’t like the noise of children. (May). 

 

Nitu, like Shova, is solely responsible for caring for a child in the household, in her case 

because of the absence of her husband who is stuck in a distant village. For marginalised 

women, the situation was even more precarious. A migrant woman, Kiran, shared her story of 

displacement:  

 

My husband went for foreign employment to Saudi Arabia, and I am alone with my 8-year old 

son. I lived in a rented house, that collapsed in the earthquake. So, I had no place anymore to 

live. My husband’s brother who is in the village does not talk to me because of my caste. I am 

Tharu (indigenous group) and my husband is Chettri (upper caste). For the first 6 weeks I 

made a tent of bedsheets. But nobody knows me here. After six weeks, the landowner asked 

me to move from his land. Now I am living in another temporary tent, and I don’t know what 

will happen next. Maybe I can stay here or maybe I have to move to another place. (July).  

 

Kiran’s migrant identity created social isolation, made complete by the absence of her 

husband and disregard of her husband’s family. Her narrative demonstrates the working of 

intersectionality, where gender intersects with caste and her history with migration 

(Rampurawa and Humpuries 2004; Perara-Mubarak 2013). While women tried to cope with 

their displacement in the first months after the earthquake, two themes recurred often in their 

stories: a sense of insecurity, and the issue of psychological stress. 

 

6.6.1 Insecurity During Displacement 

 

Issues of insecurity in the temporary shelters frequently figured in the stories of the women. 

The women lived in tents made from plastic or cloth, and without a door or window anybody 

could get access. Sheltering in open camps created threats during the night, when strangers 

could enter the sites. Several women told about groups of people around their camps that 

consumed excessive alcohol, used abusive language or engaged in gang-fighting, leaving the 

empty bottles around the camp. Sarawati shared the following incident:  

 

One evening, a group of strange boys entered the camp, when they notice there are only 

women and small children. I and other women started to shout out loud, until the boys ran 

away. (May). 
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Apart from their personal security, women especially feared theft. They found some 

security, however, in the presence of other women – and men – that were close by, so they 

could deal with intruders.  

 

6.6.2 Psychological Stress  

 

Women, unsurprisingly, often talked about the psychological duress they felt from the quake, 

their losses, the challenges of displacement and their worries about the future.  

 

Ganga, a migrant mother of three children shared her story: 

 

My son (6 years old), broke his hand when he was locked inside the house and my other two 

kids were also heavily injured on their legs and body. My children are traumatised. I lost 

everything in the earthquake, so now I must buy many things that I lost but I don’t have income 

and my husband also lost his job. I have to pay rent. My relatives are also very poor and face the 

same situation like me. I am always worried (September).  

 

Sanu shared her emotional stress from the earthquake as follows:  

 

After my husband and father-in law died in the earthquake, it I did not sleep for two months. I 

see horrible dreams, until now I did not dare to go inside my house, it feels like a graveyard. I 

just left my belongings there and will never use them anymore. It will give me pain to see them 

and remember my loved ones. (August). 

 

Bimala described her situation thus:  

 

The earthquake made me weaker and weaker, day by day. I was admitted in the hospital for 10 

days and went through head surgery. Now I cannot work like before. I am also worried how to 

reconstruct the house and pay our debt. My parents are also poor and cannot help me 

(September). 

 

The emotional effects related to the accumulation of issues, starting with the loss of the 

people in the traumatic event of the earthquake. Save the Children (2016) found that a high 

number of women and girls in Nepal developed post-traumatic syndrome (PTSD) during the 
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earthquake. The stories of the participants in this research reveal that the source of their 

trauma continues well into the aftermath of the disaster. These are the worries of 

displacement, as well as – as we shall discuss below - the challenges of recovery and 

especially their outstanding debts.  

 

6.7 Role of Citizenship Certificates and Land Entitlement Documents in Accessing 

Relief  

 

As the stories above reveal, women could only rely on their neighbours and relatives in the 

first weeks after the disaster. There was no official relief from government or aid agencies. 

After several weeks, relief programs started to get shape. However, as it turned out many 

women encountered legal impediments to have access to these programs. 

 

Many women encountered challenges in obtaining relief goods because they did not have a 

citizenship certificate. Fulmaya, a migrant woman, told her story two months after the 

earthquake:  

 

My husband is out of the country as migrant worker. The house I used to rent was destroyed 

and all my personal belongings are buried inside the house. The mattress, radio, stove, 

everything. Until now, I did not receive relief goods or cash compensation from the 

government. Every time I go to the local office of the relief service, they ask me to show 

citizenship certificate or land ownership certificate or my marriage certificate, but I don’t have 

these papers. My parents did not register my birth in the village, so don’t have a birth 

certificate. I also don’t have a citizenship certificate and therefore I was not able to register my 

marriage. Without these papers, I cannot open a bank account in my name. Before the 

earthquake, my husband would send money to my brother-in law who lives in another district, 

and then he will give me my share. But my brother in-law’s house also collapsed, and he is 

injured. The roads are blocked, so I cannot go to visit him to get money. For several days after 

the earthquake, my son and I had hardly anything to eat. After that, I borrowed money from 

my neighbours. I also bought food from the grocery store on credit, as this store person knows 

my husband, so he trusts that we will pay him back in the end. (June). 

  

Fulmaya’s story shows the importance of appropriate papers to obtain relief. Until the 

earthquake, her life was more or less organised despite this lack of papers, and it is only 

when the disaster happened that her immense vulnerability showed, as well her 
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complete dependence on the accessibility of her in-laws who lived far from her. Sanu, 

who lost her husband in the earthquake, further confirmed how dependence on relatives 

may work against women: 

 

Whenever I went to collect relief items in the local office, they informed me that my 

brother-in-law already collected my relief goods. That was without my permission, and I 

never received the goods from him that he collected in my name. The distribution authority 

assumed that because I am his sister-in law, he will deliver goods to me. When I found out, 

I told my son and then he started asking his friends when relief distribution was coming. 

And he started going to the relief office. My son has his birth certificate issued in 

Bungmati, so he could convince officials about his local residency. I also borrowed money 

from my relatives to fulfil my family needs. Normally the relief was not sufficient to fulfil 

all our basic demands. The relief goods distributed at that time were: soaps, medicine, 

sometimes rice or beans or few times cooking oils, or milk. After few weeks my brother 

found a part-time job for my son and we could repay some of the debts which we took from 

the grocery shop in the of emergency. (September). 

 

The fact that Sanu’s brother-in-law can collect her relief goods without her permission is a 

disgrace, but entirely possible in the patriarchal organisation of society, where men are 

supposed to assume the communication with the outside world including authorities. The 

relief office maintained an operational rule that relief was only going to be provided to people 

upon show of identity documents such as citizenship certificates or land entitlement 

certificates. Even though this rule made sense in the techno-logistical mode of relief 

operations, it led to discrimination against women. The stories of Fulmaya and Sanu illustrate 

how this works. In both the stories, the release officers were not prepared to listen to the 

women and help them. In the first case, they simply insisted on her showing papers she did 

not have, and in the second case the relief office was deaf to the claim that the relief goods 

were confiscated by her brother-in-law.  

 

Mira adds to the stories and relates how she was excluded from cash compensation for 

households of earthquake victims, even though she has a husband: 

 

I was not able to receive Rs. 15,000 (an estimated US $ 150) cash compensation received from 

the government as a maintenance cost, because the land entitlement document was in my 
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husband’s name. My husband collected the money and he spent it as he wished. He did not think 

about the family.  

 

Many women stated that getting relief was easier for men. Men usually had citizenship 

papers. In addition, they would find it easier to be heard by relief workers who tended to 

accept the narratives of men, rather than of women.  Participants in the research also 

mentioned that households with a high social status and good links with political parties and 

aid workers, were pre-informed about timing of distributions of relief services and were able 

to easily get their hands-on relief. Migrant families, on the other hand, were often excluded 

because they were considered temporary, even though they had lost many personal 

belongings. 

 

6.8 Livelihood Distress Beyond the Relief Phase 

  

After some months where women mainly relied on relief, they had to get ready to resume 

their livelihoods. This section details some of the challenges the women participating in this 

research encountered. Most of the women that participated in this research lost all their 

belongings in the earthquake. In many cases these were not only their household belongings, 

but they had their livelihood assets stored in their houses. While these got lost, outstanding 

debts remained. 

 

This is the story of Maya:  

 

When my house collapsed, my chickens and ducks also died. With the house, I lost stored 

food for 2 months (oil, butter, beans), and my store of grains and rice that were supposed 

to last us for a year. My cooking utensils, clothes, table, chair, TV, and other assets were 

all buried and damaged. The stored grain inside the house, got rotten and muddy and 

could not be used anymore. But we must still pay the debt with interest to the landlord 

that we took last year for farming. Even though I lost my harvest and income in the 

earthquake, I am still paying back the loan. Now, we stay in a rented house. Before the 

earthquake, my husband had just sold a piece of land to do some business; and we are 

now surviving with that money, including paying debt, rent, and all our other costs. 

(September). 
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When Maya lost the stored grain, she lost a major part of her investment and savings, while 

her costs increased because she now rents a house. In view of these losses, she had no choice 

but to add new debts parallel to her old debt.  

 

Maiya told a similar story: 

 

Last year, we took Rs. 50,000 ($500) for my farming (labour, equipment, fertilizers) and 

irrigation from the local landlord, but now I lost all my grains and seeds in the earthquake. 

Everything is gone but I still must pay the landlord’s debt with interest. I don’t know how I am 

going to pay it. At some point, we are planning to sell our land. After the earthquake, my sister 

helped with some cash, food and clothes. Other relatives supported us with finding a place to 

live. My cousins are helping to find a job for my husband. (September). 

 

Shiva Mali and her husband relied on share-cropping. Unfortunately, the land that they used 

to lease was no longer available after the earthquake, because the landowner could lease the 

farmlands more profitably to housing companies who were constructing rental houses for 

families displaced by the earthquake. While this took Shiva’s family’s means of production 

away, they managed through temporary jobs that stemmed from the disaster. Shiva’s husband 

got a part-time job in a housing construction company as a carpenter, and Shiva started 

working as a debris cleaner on a daily basis.   

 

Women only had very few options for their livelihoods. Their usual occupation in farming 

dwindled, because land availability was reduced after the earthquake. Their lack of education 

and experience further limited their options to find alternative livelihoods. Again, 

bureaucratic discrimination added to these problems. Samjhana talked about her attempt to 

obtain a loan:  

 

The earthquake took everything. I then wanted to resume my small business of selling vegetables 

and fruits. But I was not able to acquire even a small loan from the bank because my husband is 

out of the country. They think I cannot repay the loan in the absence of my husband, despite 

having all the required loan documents. (July). 
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All in all, family still was the major support in recovery, as Kusum Dongol explained: 

 

My brother in-law who lives in Kathmandu valley has arranged a new job for my husband, 

therefore even though his old job collapsed we are able to survive with his current job. My 

brother also provided us shelter in their house for almost 3 weeks after the earthquake, gave me 

food, shelter, cupboard, mattress and many things that I need. (September).  

 

For many women, their family support was limited, because relatives were also poor or 

disadvantaged by the earthquakes, while a number of migrant families had no relatives in the 

area. According to the participants of the research, the situation for men was different. Many 

men also lost their livelihood in the earthquake, but they found it easier to find a new job. 

There was a high demand for male labour in the reconstruction, and they had a better 

understanding of the labour markets, better education and skills. They also had networks and 

resources to access jobs.   

 

6.9  Changing Gender Roles and Relationships After the Earthquake 

 

The many hardships faced by women underlined how ill-prepared their traditional roles made 

them for coping with the crisis. Nonetheless, women found that they were taking up new 

roles and responsibilities, and that could fill them with pride. 

 

After the earthquake, gender norms became more fluid. For example, girls and women during 

their menstruation were allowed to stay together in the camps, and to touch food, cook meals, 

and collect water, against the normal cultural expectations of seclusion during menstrual 

periods. Women are normally prohibited to go to the Ghat20 to attend funerals, but after the 

earthquake, women participated with men in conducting funeral rituals. 

 

Forced by the circumstances, some women had to step forward and started finding jobs for 

themselves. A few of them started working as part-time labourer: removing village debris, 

painting walls and ceilings for organizations building temporary houses in their area. 

Especially widows were transformed into breadwinners after their husband’s death. Sanu 

shared her story: 

 

                                                           
20 Place where bodies are set on fire, normally at the river bank. 
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When my husband was alive I did not have to worry for anything, but now I am doing everything. 

Now, I work as a painter. My first job in my life and my first earning. To feed myself and my 

family, I have to do it. (July). 

 

It was noticeable, that women also started to talk about their personal issues. When revisiting 

women several weeks after the earthquake, many expressed an interest to participate in 

empowerment trainings, and income generation programmes. Some women were eager to 

start adult literacy classes.  

 

This change in attitude was related to their feelings of helplessness and inadequacy during the 

earthquake. It was also facilitated because women in temporary shelters got a chance to 

interact with other women of different backgrounds. Caste-based discrimination and social 

distances disappeared (temporarily) into the background, exposing poor and marginalised 

women to other views. Women of all backgrounds shared the same worries, information, 

goods and services in the camps. Coping with the situation gave some women also new 

confidence in their skills. The period of interviews was too brief to assess how lasting these 

changes would be. 

 

6.10 Conclusions  

 

This paper followed 22 women who survived the earthquake in Nepal and found themselves 

living under plastic shelters for many weeks while trying to take care of their family and 

trying to reorganise their lives. It brings out many experiences that accumulate in extremely 

stressful and highly insecure conditions. All the participants of the study were of poor 

backgrounds, but their experiences were different, especially with regards to the 

intersectionality of gender and migration and family composition. 

 

While one of the women lost her husband in the earthquake, it is striking how many of the 

women found themselves separated from their husbands in the aftermath of the disaster. Their 

husbands were sometimes quite close by but could not return due to blockages of roads, or 

they had migrated abroad. Some women who had their husband with them, nevertheless had 

to take the main responsibility for caring, and all of them felt that their workloads were much 

heavier during displacement than before. 
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Previous research on gender and disaster consistently found that pre-disaster gender 

inequalities and practices led to gender-specific problems in the time of disaster and 

afterwards (Pardee 2014; Irshad et al. 2012; Horton 2012). That was also the case in Nepal. 

At the very moment of the earthquake, many women instantly jumped in to rescue their 

vulnerable family members, but nonetheless some women told how they felt inadequate and 

indecisive in dealing with the rescue. The rather strict traditional gender division wherein 

women’s domain is in and around the house while men take care of the outer world, led to 

many obstacles for women in the aftermath of the disaster. 

 

The displacement after the earthquake, with many families living under nothing more than a 

plastic sheet to protect them from torrential rain, and all the visible losses and injuries created 

many dramatic and traumatic problems. Underneath these highly visible problems, we found 

layers of less visible problems that women found especially daunting. 

 

One such issue concerned debts. Many families were facing debts from before the disaster, 

with interest continuing, and often had to take additional loans to survive. Worries about debt 

added considerably to the psychological duress of women. With the collapse of their houses, 

often the means of livelihoods and stocks of food reserves also disappeared, making it even 

more difficult to organise the household finances. While many men, and some women, could 

easily find temporary day-jobs in the rebuilding of houses, the erosion of their economic 

resilience, loss of assets, land entitlements and jobs, will be felt for years. 

 

The other issue concerned legal impediments. Even though Nepal has a brand-new 

constitution that declares gender equality, the law continues to differentiate between men and 

women, sometimes in the text of the law but more often in its application. In particular, 

women rely on their husbands or fathers to obtain civilian certificates. An estimated 20% of 

the population has no identification papers (Care Nepal 2016) and that was also the case for 9 

of our 22 research participants. These problems hindered access to relief and compensation, 

which was made worse by the inexperience of women in dealing with the bureaucracy, and 

the tendency of bureaucrats not to listen to women’s stories or take the stories seriously. 

 

The earthquake turned out to be a magnifying glass that unveiled the enormous dissonance 

between the slow pace of change in traditional gender relations and the ongoing changes in 

Nepalese society, especially in relation to migration. The traditional ways presuppose that 
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women can lean on the protection of their husbands and close kin, but in reality, as the post-

earthquake realities made painfully clear, many women find they have responsibilities that 

cannot be handled without citizenship certificates, mobile phones or confidence and skills to 

seek employment out of the house. 

 

Finally, we found that despite emotional stress, pain and trauma, women started to revisit 

their roles in the aftermath of the disaster. Gender norms became more fluid and there is a 

tendency to take on new roles previously associated with men. Significantly, a number of 

women became very conscious of the limitations of their usual roles and developed ambitions 

to change, partly instigated by the interaction with other displaced women of different 

backgrounds. Literature on gender and disaster does not make us very optimistic about the 

likelihood that these changes will be lasting, but this is a matter for future research as 

conversations with the women this paper ended five months after the disaster.  
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7.1 Introduction 

  

This thesis has examined shifts in gender roles in Nepal during the Maoist war and in the 

aftermath, including the earthquake that hit the country on 25 April 2015 as it was still 

recovering from the war. The thesis is an exploration of the ways in which gender roles shift 

during conflict and disaster and the sustainability of such changes beyond these crises. These 

processes have been investigated by focusing on the lived experiences of women. 

The central question this thesis addresses is: How have women (ex-combatants, non-

combatants and earthquake survivors) experienced shifts in their gender roles during 

the Maoist conflict and the disaster, and have those changes in gender roles been 

sustained in the aftermath of war and disaster?  The thesis is interested in understanding 

the challenges that women faced after the crisis ended, and how post-conflict and disaster 

programmes responded to women’s needs in the post-conflict and disaster context in Nepal.  

The central research question is answered by the following four sub-questions: 

 

1. How have gender roles of women (ex-combatant, non-combatant) changed during the 

Maoist conflict, and what happened to those changed roles in the aftermath of the war 

in Nepal? 

2. What challenges did women face in their everyday lives in the post-conflict era and 

how has gender role change shaped women’s responses to these challenges?  

3. How have the post conflict reintegration policies shaped the process of gender role 

change and women’s everyday challenges? 

4. What challenges did women face in the wake of the post-earthquake period and how 

were these related to their gender position? How did gender roles change in the time of 

the earthquake in Nepal?  

 

The research found the following major shifts to women’s (ex-combatants, non-combatants, 

and earthquake survivors) everyday lives: 

 

1. Women experienced changes in gender roles during the conflict and disaster periods that 

they described in terms of increased gender equality and empowerment (Chapter 3, 4 and 6).  
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2. Women encountered considerable challenges in the post-war and post disaster settings and 

found that changes in gender roles were not, or only very partially, sustained after the end of 

the war (Chapters 3, 4 and 6). 

3. Women encountered considerable challenges while accessing post-conflict and disaster 

recovery and reintegration policy/programmes (Chapters 5 and 6). 

4. Post-conflict and post-disaster policies hardly mitigated the challenges. Despite the 

emphasis on gender mainstreaming, women (particularly ex-combatants and earthquake 

survivors) experienced multiple forms of exclusions (chapter 4, 5 and ,6). 

 

Different categories of women faced different levels of challenges while sustaining their new 

roles in the post-war period. Women ex-combatants experienced a harder rollback because 

their war-related roles were not valued in the labour market and the reintegration 

programming failed to provide them with suitable training and skills. This drove them to 

depend upon their husbands’ income to meet their daily needs. However, the women non-

combatants did not face a similar roll back as women ex-combatants. This was mainly 

because the roles which they performed during the war were ‘normal roles’ accepted by 

society such as taking the socio-economic responsibilities, entering politics, and attending 

meetings, in contrast to what women ex-combatants performed.  

 

When the earthquake hit, women performed roles which were previously reserved for men. 

They rescued their families and put their own lives at risk, participated in the debris clearance, 

guarded the camp sites where they lived temporarily in the time of crisis, took part in funeral 

rituals, searched for relief and jobs, and interacted with different people. Because the 

earthquake happened just over three years ago, at this point it remains unclear whether these 

changes are temporary or permanent. 

 

Below, I will go deeper into these findings by discussing each sub-question. Before doing so, 

however, I will briefly situate my research in the broader literature on women and gender role 

transformation. 

 

This thesis builds on and aims to contribute to the rich global literature about conflict and 

gender role transformation (Connell 1987; El-Bushra 2003; 2010; Enloe 2004; Cohn 2013; 

Arostegui 2013;Niner 2011; Jacobson 2013; Grabska 2013; Moosa, Rahmani, and Webster 

2013) and, to a lesser degree about gender and disaster (Bradshaw 2001, 2013, 2014; Horton 
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2012; Enarson and Morrow 1998; Fothergrill 1998).  It has been convincingly argued that war 

might be the process through which women’s roles are changed and through which women 

are empowered (El-Bushra 2003; 2010; Cohn 2013; Arostegui 2013; Niner 2011; Jacobson 

2013; Grabska 2013). Similarly, the growing body of literature about disaster has shown how 

women fare in disaster, where they often play multiple roles, and develop leadership skills in 

the time of crisis and beyond (Bradshaw 2001, 2013; Cupples 2007; Horton 2012; Enarson 

and Morrow 1998; Perera-mubarak 2013).  

 

Scholarship in Nepal has acknowledged the reasons why women joined the Maoist war, the 

ways in which the war impacted women, and women’s experience in the peace process  

(Gautam, Banskota, and Manchanda 2001; Sharma and Prasain 2004; Tamang 2009; 

Pettigrew and Shneiderman 2004; Parvati 2003; Goswami 2015; Yadav 2016; Shekhawat 

2015; Dahal 2015). Other studies about women in the post-earthquake in Nepal includes 

Standing et al. (2016) on violence against women and girls (VAWG) and Sthapit (2015) on 

the impact of the earthquake. By focusing on the narratives of women, this thesis provides 

ethnographic depth that shows how the Maoist war and disaster led to gender role change. It 

also shows what happens to women’s changed role in the aftermath of war and disaster, what 

challenges women faced after the end of the crisis, and how post-conflict and disaster 

programmes responded to women’s challenges.  

 

The thesis answers the above questions through the following central research question and 

sub-questions. The central question of this thesis is: How have women (ex-combatants, non-

combatants and earthquake survivors) experienced shifts in their gender roles during the 

Maoist conflict and the disaster, and have those changes in gender roles been sustained in the 

aftermath of war and disaster?  The central research question is answered by following four 

sub-questions.  

 

Below, I answer each of the sub-questions ending each time with a short discussion of how 

my findings connect or add to what already exists in the literature.  
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1) How have gender roles of women (ex-combatant, non-combatant) shift during the 

Maoist conflict, and what happened to those changed roles in the aftermath of the war 

in Nepal? 

 

During the War 

 

The research reveals that the Maoist war (and later the earthquake) offered multiple 

opportunities for women (ex-combatants, non-combatants, and earthquake survivors) to take 

on new gender roles. This effect was found most strongly among women ex-combatants. 

When women joined the war, they took-up highly masculine roles equal to men. For example, 

they received military training, and participated in military attacks. They were also assigned 

to important military positions such as platoon commanders, company commanders and 

section commanders (see Chapters 3 and 4). This was not just an accidental effect. Many 

women were attracted to the Maoist movement because Maoist ideology strongly emphasised 

gender equality, women’s empowerment, and caste and class equality in their war agenda and 

messaging. 

 

Women ex-combatants’ sense of empowerment was not only due to the experience of gender 

equality but to the diminishment of caste hierarchy (Chapters 3 and 4). This finding is 

different from earlier studies which have suggested that Maoist gender ideology was merely 

rhetorical and did not lead to real and sustained empowerment of women (Tamang 2009, 

Pettigrew and Shneiderman 2004). The narratives of the Nepali women ex-combatants 

resonate with the experience of women fighters in Sri Lanka and Latin America (Azmi, 2015; 

Kampwirth, 2002) (see Chapter 4), but is in contrast to Northern Uganda, Sierra Leone and 

Mozambique, where women and girl fighters were given subordinate military roles 

(Mackenzie 2009; McKay and Mazurana 2004). Yet, little scholarly attention has been paid to 

the gender ideology and empowerment.   

 

In the case of women non-combatants, their gender roles also shifted during the war. Whether  

their husbands were away in the military, had joined the rebels, or were disabled or missing, 

women’s roles were expanded. They began to occupy men’s positions in the affairs outside of 

the family. For example, women took up greater economic responsibilities in the labour force, 

participated in public meetings, entered local politics, operated restaurants, and got involved 

in the local NGOs programmes (Chapter 3).  
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The above findings confirm the argument that crisis can provide women with an avenue for 

economic, political, and social change – and perhaps a kind of change that they would not so 

easily have experienced in normal, non-war circumstances.  

 

After the War 

 

In the aftermath of war, women faced different challenges as they tried to sustain their 

changed gender roles. Although the Maoist conflict shifted women’s roles (from the private 

to the public domain), the patriarchal norms and the social-cultural traditions of the society 

did not change at the same speed, and in some ways, were even strengthened in the post-war 

setting. Women ex-combatants found this situation much harder to deal with than other 

women. After a lengthy period (2007-2012) of disarmament, demobilisation, and 

reintegration (DDR), they returned with a small sum to set up a new life in a new location. 

The challenges they faced in rebuilding their lives were partly shared with their male peers. 

But these challenges were also clearly gendered. Some livelihood options were not available 

or difficult to obtain for women, and these restrictions drove them back to domestic roles in 

the kitchen and the household (see Chapter 3 and 5). Another challenge they encountered is 

to regain trust in the society: some women were stigmatised due to their past actions in the 

war and were still considered as violent spoilers and killers.  

 

In the case of women non-combatants, the period after the war was more positive compared to 

the experience of women ex-combatants. They did not experience a similar roll back. Women 

performed jobs in both the public and private sphere during the insurgency. Through this 

process they achieved economic empowerment which made them local business women. 

Women established themselves economically and socially which included the creation of 

networks in the local market, interaction with diverse groups of consumers, producers and 

retailers, and have built strong relationships. They were able to maintain their positions even 

when their husbands returned home in the post-war setting (Chapter 3). These roles appear to 

have changed family and community perspectives towards women’s capacity as workers or 

wage-earners. On the other hand, men lost their previous role as the primary family 

breadwinner. It is unclear whether women’s improved economic independence will grow or 

whether when men have access to opportunity and return to their prior position, women will 

be pushed back to traditional roles.  
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The research results describe women’s experience of the sexual division of labour and sexual 

division of power during the war and in the post-war settings (see Chapter 3). This adds a new 

perspective to the literature on wartime and post-war gender change in Nepal. So far, studies 

have examined women’s mobilisation, and its causes and consequences in the Maoist war 

(Gautam, Banskota, and Manchanda 2001; Manchanda 2004; Goswami 2015; Yadav 2018; 

Shekhawat 2015). A number of scholars have also examined gender relationships and 

women’s roles in the conflict (Parvati 2003; Gautam et al. 2001; Sharma and Prasain 2004),  

but these do not focus on women’s experience in the post-war development after 2006. At the 

same time, the studies that have investigated post-conflict era issues are mainly about peace 

building, DDR, and state restructuring (Bhandari, 2015; Martin, 2012; Subedi, 2014).  

 

2) What challenges did women face in their everyday lives in the post-conflict era and 

how has gender role change shaped women’s responses to these challenges?  

 

The findings illustrate that women retained the ideological aspirations toward equality they 

had acquired during the war and developed several strategies to circumvent and 

negotiated/renegotiated the gendered obstacles they faced after the war. For example, a few 

women ex-combatants revealed that their husbands restricted them from participating in local 

politics. Similarly, Maoist leaders demotivated them from entering politics by devaluating 

their war roles. Women also confronted men’s occupation of the public roles in the villages 

and in the market, where local people still hesitated to offer women masculine jobs (Chapter 

3, 4, and 5). In response, women renegotiated the roll back of their changed gender roles 

through taking their demands (such as credit facilities, employment opportunities, health, life 

skills training, and education access) to the street with protests targeted at the Maoist party 

and the government (Chapter 4). Likewise, some women formed an association named The 

Former People’s Liberation Army (PLA) Mahila prathisthan (women’s organisation). This 

organisation aims to promote women’s voices, particularly those of women ex-combatants 

(see Chapters 3 and 5).  

 

The next challenge women renegotiated was to get their war time inter-caste marriage 

socially approved. Some of the upper-caste women ex-combatants married lower-caste men, 

and a few lower-caste women married upper-caste men. Lower-caste women marrying upper-

caste men encountered more exclusions, including rejection by the men’s family. However, 
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women fought back against this exclusion by relocating to an area where they felt their inter-

caste marriages were respected, staying among war peers, and/or moving to multicultural 

cities (see Chapters 3, and 4). Likewise, unmarried women ex-combatants renegotiated their 

post-war position by attempting to find marriage partners and resisted the idea that they were 

not suitable wives or proper women. 

 

In case of women non-combatants, they also achieved empowerment while surviving the 

conflict, and this helped them to renegotiate their situation in post-war settings.  For example, 

a widow’s family hesitated to provide her husband’s property share, but she reported this to 

the legal office and fought for her property rights (Chapter 3). Women non-combatants were 

also affiliated with local NGOs, legal organisations, and grassroots women’s groups, and 

continued to maintain economic independence. Both ex-combatant and non-combatant 

women encountered institutionalised inequality that hampered their exercise of gender 

equality.  

  

The findings of this research demonstrate that the change in gender roles offered women a 

sense of empowerment which crossed caste lines. For instance, both lower- and upper-caste 

women (combatants and non-combatants) shared the experience of escaping the previous 

limitations of the patriarchal structure and were able to contrast their lives before and after the 

insurgency (Chapters 3 and 4). My study results also show that even upper-caste women ex-

combatants faced similar or sometimes worse discrimination, because they had to follow 

certain restrictive spiritual rituals (like maintaining purity) which is different from the lower 

caste. For example, when upper-caste women ex-combatants married lower-caste men, they 

were completely discarded by their family, and lacked support after returning from the war. 

This finding adds complexity to the discussion of caste, because most existing literature 

focuses on lower-caste women’s issues (Pant and Standing 2011; Gautam, Banskota, and 

Manchanda 2001; Shakya 2003).  

 

3) How have the post conflict reintegration policies shaped the process of gender role 

change and women’s everyday challenges? 

 

My study found that even after gender mainstreaming in the post-war policy/programme, 

women at the grassroots levels did not benefit from this process. Women ex-combatants in 

particular experienced a step backwards; as they returned to their earlier roles and private 
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lives, they lost some of the power which they had enjoyed in war because the country’s post-

conflict programming failed to integrate women ex-combatants’ needs. For example, women 

ex-combatants had to compete with women who had better education and skills, and thus they 

were unable to make headway in such competitions. Further, organisations were biased 

towards combatants when offering skills programmes. The training providers grouped 

‘combatants’ under ‘conflict-affected’ category (together with war widows or other conflict 

victims). Priorities were often given to the war widows or other conflict-affected households 

and combatants were prevented from taking part in such skills programmes. Also, training 

venues were located very far from homes and lacked child care facilities which made it 

difficult for women to travel with an infant and therefore their admission was not possible 

(Chapter 3 and 5).  

 

In addition, during reintegration programming phase women felt marginalised because the 

DDR planners and implementers lacked understanding about women ex-combatant’s 

strategic demands. For instance, among the three reintegration programme options open to 

former combatants, women were obliged to choose ‘voluntary retirement cash compensation’ 

as they did not qualify for other reintegration options because they did not have proper 

education, skills, and training. This effected women’s private and public decisions in the 

post-war regime (see Chapter 4, and 5). Likewise, when women combined their ‘voluntary 

retirement cash compensation’ with their husbands to buy a property, that property then 

moved to the husband’s ownership and women ended up losing their share. 

 

The study findings demonstrate that family reception and community played a role in the 

reintegration. For example, women who maintained reciprocal relations during war with their 

family faced a smoother reintegration. In contrast, women ex-combatants from non-Maoist 

family backgrounds, many of whom entered the Maoist against family agreement, were 

unwelcome after returning from the war. Consequently, these women faced social isolation 

and had to rely almost exclusively on the networks of war peers (chapter 5). 

 

My study reveals that Nepal’s disarmament process was gender inclusive in the way it was 

set up. It used the unconventional disarmament method of ‘voluntary’ and ‘collective 

weapon’ submission. This approach was significant because it opened up space for the 

inclusion of larger numbers of women ex-combatants in the DDR process. Even women 

without weapons were considered as Maoist combatants, based on an interview in which they 
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described their roles in the insurgency. This contrasts with DDR processes described for 

some African countries which used the principle of ‘one gun, one combatant’ (Mackenzie 

2009; McKay and Mazurana 2004).  

  

4. What challenges did women face in the wake of the post-earthquake period and how 

were these related to their gender position? How did gender roles change in the time of 

the earthquake in Nepal?  

 

This study’s findings show that women faced a range of challenges while surviving an 

earthquake that encouraged a shift in their gender roles. When the earthquake hit, women 

acted immediately by rescuing their family members, took care of their family and 

households, and immediately searched for food, accommodation, and money. Women sought 

additional income opportunities when the earthquake destroyed their husband’s business 

(such as carpentry shops, carving statues, or farming), they guarded their children and 

property in emergency tents, and attended the funerals on the Ghat (bank of river where 

bodies are buried) (see Chapter 6). All of these were men’s roles in the pre-earthquake period.  

 

Other shifts arose from the earthquake. For example, women survivors stayed together in the 

tent with other women and men of all castes, including during their time of menstruation.  

Against the normal cultural expectations of seclusion during menstrual periods, women were 

allowed to stay together in the camps, and to touch food, cook meals, and collect water. As a 

result, caste and gender-based discrimination disappeared (temporarily) into the background 

(see more Chapter 6). It is not clear whether these practices will be sustained in the long-term.   

 

The most unexpected challenge women face is new debt produced by the disaster. In the pre-

war period many women had houses, no major medical problems, and access to school for 

their children. But when the earthquake collapsed their houses, they were displaced and 

stayed in a rented house, had to pay for extra medical expenses created by the crisis, and 

looked for food and accommodation. They incurred expenses because of the need to travel to 

find work. Temporarily women fulfilled emergency needs by borrowing money from the 

relatives or friends or local money landers and some of them used their past savings. At this 

point, it is uncertain how women are going to repay this new debt in the future.   
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When women lack citizenship certificates, or other identity papers that were required for 

accessing relief, they faced a range of challenges. For example, one of the migrant women 

and her child slept hungry when she did not receive food relief because she was unable to 

provide the required document to prove her identity. Another migrant woman (whose 

husband lived abroad) was rejected by the bank when she applied for a loan to start a 

business because the bank lacked assurance that she could repay the loan in her husband’s 

absence. This evidence questions the commitment to the gender mainstreaming policy of 

Nepal (see Chapter 5 and 6).  

 

There are many policy responses to gender equality in Nepal. Currently, the state reserves 33 

percent of seats for women in the constitutional assembly (Nepal Institute for Policy Studies, 

2013; Pant & Standing, 2011), yet it is questionable whether these women represent 

grassroots women’s voices. Even though the earthquake relief programme does not intend to 

discriminate against women, the practice of presenting documents to access aid excludes 

them because women are more likely to lack official documents. The country’s 

discriminatory citizenship law backs up such practices; women in Nepal can only obtain 

citizenship under the name of their father or husband. If the men deny their relationship to 

women, then those women will remain stateless (see Chapter 6). Women earthquake 

survivors also lack proper education/skills and were unable to find post-earthquake jobs 

because they had to compete with elite women. Similar experiences were faced by women 

ex-combatants because they could not qualify for women’s quotas in the jobs where 

education is required (Chapter 6). Even though gender policies can bring about change, it is 

important to monitor if and how improvements in daily gender relationships lead to longer-

term or more fundamental changes.  

 

The research on women earthquake survivors was conducted for five months immediately 

after the disaster in May to September 2015, it does not present information from the period 

after that. There are now many post-disaster reconstruction programmes being implemented 

and these might offer a different perspective.   

 

7.2 General Reflection on this Thesis 

 

In the process of the Maoist war, women ex-combatants experienced strong changes in their 

roles because in the military they practiced equal division of labour, power and position. 
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Some women even lead the men in combat. However, in the aftermath of war, they faced 

many challenges in sustaining their roles. On the one hand, the patriarchal pattern of society 

remained unchanged from before the war and therefore their war roles were mostly rejected. 

Moreover, gender equal policies and gender quotas do not directly benefit them; women had 

to compete with those who had better education and skills. Women also struggled to get 

access to local politics as their war roles were considered limited to the Maoist military 

service and were not accepted as political experience. But the sense of empowerment they 

achieved from the war persists, and even after reverting to their previous roles, they continue 

to push back against their current situation.   

 

Women non-combatants took sole responsibility of the household after their husbands died or 

became rebels or displaced people. In the search for survival during the war, these women 

faced many challenges but managed to develop entrepreneurship and leadership skills. 

Therefore, gender roles, which were previously confined within households, were changed to 

the public sphere when these women started operating restaurants and tailoring shops, 

affiliating with NGOs, and participating in training and accessing credit from the banks. 

These women do not have to rely on men to fulfill their everyday needs. Also, the data shows 

that the slow post-war recovery process and high unemployment has changed the family 

structure and gender relationships. Now, both men and women migrate in search of 

livelihood options. When husbands migrate outside the country, the wives stay in the cities 

for children’s schooling (see Chapter 6). leaving the parents-in-law in the village. At the same 

time, when women are migrating abroad men are gradually taking on the women’s roles. 

Furthermore, the traditional ways of doing men’s jobs and women’s jobs have also been 

interrupted and fused in the post-war era. In the pre-war situation, operating restaurants was 

mainly men’s work and now both are performing it. In some cases, it is accepted as women’s 

work. Likewise, before the war, women’s migration was a big taboo and was restricted to 

married women. But lack of jobs in the country (and men losing income), and the high 

demand for women as carers abroad means that women are slowly taking leadership in 

migration. Estimates suggests that in 2011, more than 237,000 Nepali women migrated for 

employment which is about 12 percent of the total number of migrants (Peskin, 2016). 

 

Women earthquake survivors also experienced a shift in their roles while saving and taking 

care of their family and looking for the means of livelihood when the men lost income. While 

going through this experience women became very conscious of the limitations of their usual 

http://ceslam.org/index.php?pageName=publication&pid=30
http://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2015/9/nepal-post-earthquake-migration
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roles and developed ambitions to change, partly instigated by the interaction with other 

displaced women of different backgrounds. It is uncertain how these women are going to 

fight to sustain their new roles in the postwar/post disaster regime as they face ongoing 

patriarchal systems, centralised gender policies, domination by elite women of the available 

opportunities, and grassroots women’s own situation.  

 

The crisis provided prospects for new development and change in the women’s situation and 

requires revisiting due to centralised policy and control by elite groups over the post-war 

opportunities. At the same time, in society at large, the division of labour and power continues 

to rely on the imbedded mindsets, cultural patterns and social orders. These structures might 

change but at very slow pace: and war and disaster alone cannot change these systems.  

  

7.3 Limitations and Future Implications  

 

In this study, women ex-combatants from other districts (Makwanpur, Nawalparasi, 

Rupandehi) were also contacted but they refused to be interviewed. Thus, this research was 

conducted in Chitwan district with women ex-combatants and women non-combatants in 

both Chitwan and Kathmandu district. The research might have produced additional 

perspectives if women ex-combatants from other regions had also been involved. Combatants 

living in the eastern or hilly regions might have different experiences due to different 

cultures, job options, and their political environment. Future research is required to see how 

the challenges women ex-combatants faced were different or similar by location, in the 

reintegration period.    

 

This research captures the period up to February 2015. Afterwards, there have been 

significant political shifts in Nepal, including the release of the new constitution in September 

2015, the fractioning of the Maoist party and the gradual loss of Maoist political power, state 

restructuring, and the recent local election of 2017. Therefore, more research is required to 

examine where gender equality and women’s empowerment stand in the current constitution, 

how women’s issues have fared in the new gender policy and framework to understand the 

effect of major socio-political change in gender roles and relationships in New Nepal.  

 

Finally, Chapter 6 captured the five-month period in the immediate aftermath of earthquake 

in Bugamati area.  It has been more than 3 years since the earthquake happened (April 2015- 
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July 2018). Until recently, there were many interventions taking place in the post-recovery 

phase. More contributions are required covering more districts examining what happens when 

disaster collides with post-conflict transitions, how social patterns, gender orders and gender 

systems change and operate, and how sustainability is possible in the post-disaster period.  

 

7.4 Policy Recommendations and Practice  

 

In terms of policy recommendation, the thesis has made a significant contribution to the 

literature on women’s empowerment and gender-role change over the various transition 

periods (in the conflict, post-conflict context and disaster timing). This thesis concludes that 

even though the process of war and disaster offers women room to maneuver for change or 

stretch their roles, such change is not sustainable because larger societal traditions and 

cultural norms changes more slowly. Based on the findings of this study, this section provides 

four insights for future policy and practice.   

 

A bottom-up approach to women’s empowerment should be a policy consideration and 

instituted in all practices. Nepal has made some significant achievements toward gender 

equality, such as mandating 33% representation of women in the assembly. But again, this 

does not benefit women at the grassroots level because these positions are mostly occupied 

by women at the central levels or from the privileged categories. In the light of the findings of 

this study, a bottom-up empowerment approach would include representation of women from 

the grassroots. Also, it is important to analyse the differences in women’s positions and let 

women identify their own needs, plan the programmes most suitable for women, and work to 

make such programmes sustainable.   

 

Extensive gender-equality sensitising and awareness building. Even today gender is 

considered as only a women’s issue. But gender as an identity exists even beyond the binary 

categories of women and men. Therefore, including women and other genders is required to 

maintain a gender equal society. Also, there is an assumption that maintaining gender 

equality is only the job of the State or NGOs yet practicing gender equality starts from home 

and the way we deal with our everyday lives. If society is gender equal, it benefits everyone 

and not only women. The results of this thesis also reveal that some gender inequality is 

reproduced in society due to patriarchal norms and traditional systems. Therefore, through 
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such policy implementation at the state, regional and local levels (family and community) 

support to challenge some of the prejudices could be encouraged.  

 

Inclusive post-reintegration policy programming. Although the DDR process has been 

completed and ex-combatants have returned to mainstream society, in reintegration they are 

facing many challenges including stigmatisation. This is because of the gender bias in 

reintegration programming which includes lack of effective reconciliation programmes to 

connect the combatants with their community. Therefore, more inclusive post-reintegration 

programming is required to support long-term reintegration of combatants.  

 

Looking beyond gender-mainstreaming. The thesis reveals that women face insecurity in a 

time of disaster because of gender, pregnancy, breastfeeding status, widowhood and 

migration status. Therefore, it is urgent to move beyond gender mainstreaming to an 

intersectional approach which takes gender differences amongst women seriously and to 

reduce women’s challenges in the time of disasters, conflict and post-conflict periods. 
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Summary 

 

The Maoist conflict (1996-2006) brought a dramatic shift in the social and political situation 

of Nepal. The Communist party of Nepal (the so-called Maoists) sought to end the 

monarchical system that had been in place for 240 years and establish a People’s Republic. 

The Maoist party ideology was highly focused upon the structural transformation of the 

country and had a strong message about women’s empowerment. In November 2006, the 

peace process was signed, the country then started state restructuring; gender policy 

reformation, and post-conflict policy and programme planning. 

 

This conflict produced multiple, gendered effects upon women’s everyday lives. One 

category of women joined as Maoist combatants in search of equality and empowerment and 

performed roles equal to men in the war. Another category of women stayed behind when the 

men fled from the war to the cities or neighbouring countries, and their husbands, fathers or 

sons were killed, or became rebels or disappeared in the war. Women non-combatants 

experienced a situation where men’s work shifted onto their shoulders including taking care 

of the family, their dependents and the community. 

 

In similar vein, when the earthquake hit Nepal on 25 April 2015, this shaped women’s 

everyday lives as men were killed or became disabled, were away, or lost income in the 

disaster. Women took over their roles and responsibilities; they rescued their families, took 

care of the children and elderly people, searched for food, accommodation, financial support, 

jobs, and health care. The post-earthquake period was filled with humanitarian relief and 

responses (both local and international) in which women also played a role. 

 

Women’s experiences of the Maoist conflict, post-conflict development and the disaster 

reveal similar gender dynamics. The conflict, as well as the earthquake, provide an 

opportunity to examine how women deal with rapid gender role change in the context of 

crisis and its aftermath, when there is a certain return to the normal situation.  

 

This thesis is about women and changing gender roles in Nepal. The study traces the 

gendered effects of the Maoist war and the disaster on women’s everyday lives. It examines 

how women experience the impact of the Maoist war and the post-conflict era in relation to 
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shifting gender roles, responsibilities, challenges, and new openings. The thesis then asks 

similar questions about women affected by the earthquake, that happened while the country 

was still struggling with post-conflict issues. 

 

Chapter 1 presents the introduction, which offers an overview of the main concern of the 

thesis and the theoretical perspectives (the sexual division of labour and power, ideology of 

gender, structural factors, and the role of policy) that inform it. Chapter 2 outlines the 

methodology (in-depth interviews, focuses group discussions, participant observation, and 

key informant interviews) applied to conduct this study.  

 

Chapter 3 examined how the Maoist conflict in Nepal affected women ex-combatants and 

non-combatants, looking at changes in gender roles during and after the conflict particularly 

from the standpoint of livelihood challenges in the post-war period. Major findings indicate 

that changing gender roles largely depend upon everyday practice of sexual division of labour 

and power as it evolved during and after the conflict. It also shows that the conflict produced 

different and contradictory effects on both categories of women who experienced shifts in 

gender roles. In post-war settings, these changes were partly reversed, and especially ex-

combatant women faced severe livelihood challenges and returned to traditional gender roles.  

 

Chapter 4 investigated how the Maoist armed conflict in Nepal was a struggle for the 

emancipation of women and it particularly looked at how women ex-combatants were 

engaged with ideas of gender equality and women’s empowerment during the Maoist war and 

afterwards. It further explores what happens to women’s ideological drive as gender roles 

‘shift back’ after the war. The results demonstrate that women ex-combatants were 

ideologically motivated actors, they adopted non-traditional roles and crossed gender as well 

as caste lines in the Maoist war, an experience they described as empowering. The 

empowerment experienced by these women remains ambivalent. Patriarchal structures 

continued intact and, in some ways, even strengthened. Women’s war-related roles were 

devalued in the post-war context and there was a lack of commitment from the Maoist party 

to issues of gender equality. 

 

Chapter 5 looked at how women ex-combatants experienced the reintegration process and 

how they suffered multiple forms of marginalisation as they sought to give new shape to their 

lives in the post-war period. The study found that the reintegration process remained strongly 
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male-centred. The reintegration programming lacks gender framework, consequently woman 

encountered a range of challenges after returning from the war. Mainly, the challenge was 

two-fold: At the societal level; they struggled to gain recognition and at the family level they 

negotiated and renegotiated rebuilding their relationships.  

 

Chapter 6 investigated what challenges women faced in the wake of the earthquake and how 

these were related to their gender position. It asks how gender roles changed in relation to the 

earthquake in Nepal. Findings illustrate that different categories of women faced the effects 

of earthquake differently, especially with regards to the intersectionality of gender and 

migration and family composition. The earthquake provided women a window of opportunity 

to change gender roles. On the other hand, women encountered great difficulties in 

addressing their everyday needs and experienced exclusion.  

 

Chapter 7 synthesises the outcomes of the four substantive chapters, discuss the findings, and 

offers four recommendations for policy implications.   
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