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Introduction
Nepal, a country renowned for its mesmerizing mountains and cultural diversity, has
undergone profound political transformations in less than a century. Its journey from
an absolute monarchy through periods of partyless rule and constitutional monarchy
to the establishment of a federal democratic republic is as complex as it is inspiring.
The modern Nepalese government, forged in the crucible of turbulent history, has
been carefully designed to embrace the values of democracy, inclusivity, and the rule
of law.

Understanding how the Nepalese government operates is essential for anyone
engaged in civil life, academic study, or simply interested in the workings of this
unique nation. The current structure was established with the promulgation of the
Constitution of Nepal in 2015, which marked the formal transition to a federal system.
This new approach decentralized power and introduced three distinct levels of
government—federal, provincial, and local—each endowed with defined authorities
and responsibilities. These reforms were intended to bring governance closer to the
people, ensure wider representation, and respect Nepal’s diverse ethnic, social, and
geographic tapestry.

At the core of Nepal’s government is a well-established separation of powers among
the executive, legislative, and judicial branches. Each branch has its own distinct
functions and mechanisms for holding the others accountable, helping safeguard
against the concentration of power and promote good governance. The President, as
head of state, and the Prime Minister, as head of government, occupy prominent but
distinctly different roles, while legislative authority vests in a bicameral parliament.
The judiciary, led by the Supreme Court, serves as the guardian of the constitution,
fundamental rights, and the rule of law.

Elections, the lifeblood of any democracy, are conducted at all levels of government
and are characterized by systems designed to ensure fairness, representation, and
accountability. The mixed use of first-past-the-post and proportional representation
mitigates the challenges faced by a society with deep social, linguistic, and regional
differences. Political pluralism, reflected in Nepal’s vibrant multiparty system, has
yielded both consensus and competition, shaping national policies and governance at
every turn.

This book is intended as a comprehensive guide for readers seeking to grasp the
intricacies of Nepalese governance—from Kathmandu’s federal institutions to the
grassroots of rural municipalities. Whether you are a student, researcher, policymaker,
or a curious reader, here you will find explanations of institutions, processes, and
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political realities that define how Nepal is governed today. 

By exploring both the structure and the lived experience of the Nepalese government
system, this book aims to contribute to a deeper appreciation and understanding of
one of South Asia’s most remarkable political journeys.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Historical Evolution of Nepal’s
Government
Nepal's journey through various forms of governance is a rich tapestry woven with
threads of tradition, power struggles, and aspirations for democracy. Before the
modern era defined by constitutions and federal structures, the concept of unified rule
across the diverse landscape of Nepal was itself a significant development, largely
attributed to the efforts of Prithvi Narayan Shah in the mid-18th century. He
consolidated numerous small principalities into a single kingdom, laying the
foundation for the territorial entity we recognize today, albeit under an absolute
monarchy where the king's word was essentially law.

This period saw the Shah dynasty establish Kathmandu as the capital and centralize
authority, marking a departure from the fragmented rule that preceded it. While
administrative structures existed to manage the affairs of the state, power remained
firmly concentrated at the top, with the monarch advised by a council of ministers or
courtiers whose influence often depended on their proximity and loyalty to the king.
Governance was largely feudal in nature, with local administration often tied to land
ownership and traditional power structures.

However, the absolute power of the monarchy faced a dramatic challenge in the
mid-19th century with the rise of the Rana dynasty. Jung Bahadur Rana seized power
in 1846, initiating over a century of hereditary rule by the Ranas as prime ministers.
Although the Shah kings remained on the throne, they were reduced to mere
figureheads, their power effectively usurped by the Rana prime ministers who
governed with an iron fist.

The Rana period was characterized by a highly centralized and autocratic system. The
prime minister held supreme authority, making all key decisions and appointing
officials based on patronage and family connections. This era saw minimal political
freedoms, limited modernization, and a deliberate policy of isolation from the outside
world, which stifled dissent and maintained the Rana family's grip on power for
generations.

Despite the authoritarian control, seeds of discontent were sown, particularly among
educated Nepalis who were exposed to democratic ideas abroad. The rigid social
hierarchy enforced by the Ranas, coupled with economic stagnation and a lack of
basic rights, fueled a growing desire for change. This period, while repressive,
inadvertently set the stage for future political movements aimed at dismantling the
Rana autocracy and restoring the Shah monarch's power, albeit under a different
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system.

The mid-20th century marked a turning point. Influenced by India's independence and
the changing global political landscape, a popular movement, supported by the then
King Tribhuvan, gathered momentum against Rana rule. This culminated in the
revolution of 1950-51, which successfully overthrew the Rana regime and restored the
Shah monarchy to effective power. This revolution was a watershed moment,
promising a new dawn of democracy and constitutional rule.

Following the fall of the Ranas, Nepal entered a brief but significant period of
democratic experimentation. The country saw the establishment of a transitional
government and the promise of a democratically elected constituent assembly to draft
a new constitution. Political parties, which had been suppressed under Rana rule,
began to organize and participate in the political process, reflecting a newfound, albeit
fragile, political openness.

The first general election based on universal adult suffrage was held in 1959, leading
to the formation of the first elected government under the leadership of the Nepali
Congress party. This was a monumental step, demonstrating the aspirations of the
Nepali people for a representative government. However, this democratic interlude
was short-lived and fraught with challenges, including political infighting and
difficulties in establishing stable governance structures in a country with limited
democratic experience.

In a controversial move in 1960, King Mahendra dismissed the elected government,
suspended the constitution, and banned political parties. He then introduced the
"partyless" Panchayat system in 1962. This system, while claiming to be rooted in
Nepalese traditions, centralized power once again with the monarch. It was structured
in a hierarchical manner, from village to national levels, but participation was
controlled and filtered, ensuring the King's ultimate authority remained unchallenged.

The Panchayat system operated without formal political parties, which were seen by
the monarchy as divisive. Instead, individuals participated through local and district
assemblies, eventually leading to a national assembly called the Rastriya Panchayat.
While it introduced some development initiatives and local administrative structures,
the system was fundamentally undemocratic, suppressing dissent and limiting
fundamental freedoms. Opposition to the Panchayat system gradually grew, fueled by
its authoritarian nature and the continued marginalization of political forces
advocating for multiparty democracy.

Despite the ban on political parties, underground activities and movements continued
to challenge the Panchayat regime. Student protests, political rallies, and advocacy by
exiled leaders kept the flame of multiparty democracy alive. The system faced
increasing pressure as the population became more educated and aware of
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democratic norms prevalent in neighboring countries and globally. The rigid control
exercised by the monarchy and its loyalists became increasingly untenable in the face
of popular aspirations for greater political participation.

The discontent culminated in the historic People's Movement of 1990 (Jana Andolan I).
This widespread, non-violent movement brought together diverse political forces,
including the Nepali Congress and the various communist factions, demanding the
restoration of multiparty democracy and a constitutional monarchy. Facing
overwhelming popular pressure, King Birendra was compelled to concede to the
demands of the movement, marking the end of the autocratic Panchayat system and
ushering in a new era.

The success of the 1990 movement led to the promulgation of the Constitution of the
Kingdom of Nepal 1990. This constitution established a constitutional monarchy with a
multiparty parliamentary system of government. It enshrined fundamental rights, an
independent judiciary, and a bicameral legislature comprising a House of
Representatives and a National Assembly. The executive power was vested in the
Council of Ministers headed by the Prime Minister, who was responsible to the House
of Representatives. The King became a constitutional head of state, acting on the
advice of the Council of Ministers.

The 1990s saw Nepal grapple with the challenges of institutionalizing democracy. The
country held its first free and fair general elections under the new constitution in 1991.
While the new system brought greater political freedoms and representation, it was
also marked by frequent changes in government, political instability, and coalition
politics, which sometimes hampered effective governance and development efforts.

Adding to the complexity, a Maoist insurgency, seeking to overthrow the constitutional
monarchy and establish a people's republic, erupted in 1996. This conflict, which
lasted for a decade, had a profound impact on the country, displacing populations,
causing widespread casualties, and further destabilizing the political environment. The
insurgency highlighted deep-seated socio-economic inequalities and political
grievances that the new democratic system was struggling to address effectively.

The early 2000s were a period of immense turmoil. The royal massacre in 2001, which
wiped out most of the royal family, added a layer of tragedy and uncertainty to the
political landscape. King Gyanendra Shah ascended the throne and, citing the
worsening security situation due to the Maoist insurgency and political infighting, he
gradually asserted more direct control over the government, culminating in his
dissolution of the elected parliament and assumption of executive power in 2005.

King Gyanendra's direct rule was met with strong opposition from political parties and
the Maoists, who had by then formed an unlikely alliance. This led to the second
People's Movement in 2006 (Jana Andolan II), a massive nationwide protest demanding
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the restoration of democracy and the abolition of the monarchy. The scale and
intensity of the movement compelled King Gyanendra to relinquish power and
reinstate the House of Representatives that he had dissolved.

Following the 2006 movement, a comprehensive peace accord was signed between
the government and the Maoists, formally ending the civil conflict. An interim
constitution was adopted in 2007, and elections were held for a Constituent Assembly
in 2008. This assembly was tasked with drafting a new constitution for Nepal and
deciding the fate of the monarchy. The first meeting of the Constituent Assembly in
May 2008 overwhelmingly voted to abolish the monarchy and declare Nepal a federal
democratic republic, bringing an end to a centuries-old institution. This marked a
pivotal transition, setting the stage for the restructuring of the Nepalese state and the
development of the governance system detailed in the chapters that follow.
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