BODHI: AN INTERDISCIPLINARY JOURNAL

Vol. 2, No. 1, Serial No. 2, 2008

BODHI

An Interdisaplingr’

i cation
Department of Languages anc d Mass Commuinicati
Kathmandu University

Published by

DEPARTMENT OF LANGUAGES AND MASS
COMMUNICATION

KATHMANDU UNIVERSITY, DHULIKHEL, KAVRE, NEPAL

http://www.ku.edu.np/media

media@ku.edu.np



136 Kafle, Prithvi Narayan Shah

Prithvi Narayan Shah and Postcolonial
Resistance

-- Hem Raj Kafle
Introduction

Nepalese monarchy fell under an inextricable palltiarray
after April 2006 as the country took radical difeas in the
hands of political parties. First, the reinstatedrlipment
declared the country secular in June 2006, whiatfetmined
the religious-political significance attributed tdindu kings.
Second the Maoists successively signed the Comprehensive
Peace Accord with the government (November, 2086y
joined the parliament (January, 2007) and the toali
government (March, 2007). Third, the first histocignstituent
assembly elections took place (April, 2008). Theme t
constituent assembly declared the country a repuahd
formally abolished the monarchy (May, 2008). Inestiwords,
a collective upsurge of April 2006, which had sdrto fight
monarchy, ended up abolishing in two years. Theseahe
country headed towards a new phase of history vaith
collective political thrust for restructuration inta federal
republic.

The project of restructuring the country througé #olition of
Shah Dynasty brought into question the historiealognition
of the eighteenth-century unification. As a restifte long-
established national veneration given to Prithvrdyan Shah
(hereafter P.N. Shah) as the leader of the unidicatwhich
Birendra Pandey (2007) frankly calls “the corpseraf grand
narrative of the history of Nepal’ (p.4), faced irdmate public
ire. As the Shah Dynasty went through public iréofeing the
Revolution, all its historical roots were threatgnand its
symbols destroyed. The proofs are: demolition ok th
monuments of former Shah kings including those.dfiPShah
during frequent agitations, the government's dexigiot to
solemnize Prithvi Jayanti from 2007, and renamihglaces
and institutions removing names connected to former
monarchs. Even greater challenge came from Jayshikai
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Gaoit, the leader of Janatantrik Mukti Morcha, amed group
fighting for the “liberation” of Terai. Goit declad a “quit
Terai” campaign against the rulers of Nepal like Hliana
Gandhi's “quit India” against the British. His meipal claim
(and dissatisfaction) has been that the Nepalese baen
ruling the Terai as the British ruled India

The end of monarchy leads to a new phase of irdtfion
about the role of P. N. Shah himself. The presapeppresents
a postcolonial reading of the eighteenth-centuification and

P. N. Shah's historical position. | take refererftem some of
the available historical writings by both nativedaforeign
writers. My reading of P.N. Shah's role has become
postcolonial for my concentration on the anti-cadbtieatures
underlying the unification and his policy of natédmntegration.

| base my discussion on the postulations of twaqmbsnial
critics. | take from Elleke Boehmer (2006) suchiniébns of
postcoloniality as “encounters between the WestrammdWest
dating from the sixteenth century till the presday” (p. 340),
“opposition and self-determination”ib{d), and “politics of
nationalist, internationalist and anti-colonialusfgle” (bid). |
also take from Stephen Slemon (2001) the idea that
postcolonial studies take on “the problem of rdthig the
category of history itself” (p. 109). In this sensbke whole
essay reads like a “fragmented rewriting of origihistorical
sources” ibid.), and becomes a postcolonial critique of the
history. My research shows that the unification @snded
upon the need to resist British imperialism. It mhgwever,
appear antithetical to the political critiques alNPShah that he
was a colonizer himself because my evidences wgllight

his supposedly positive contributions to the caidstion of
Nepal's independent identity. However, the purpos$ethis
paper is academic. It is only an endeavor to bintgdiscourse
the often-ignored fact of Nepal’'s postcolonial emars. This
study bears relevance of a moment when the hisloeigent

1 “The country Has Not Moved towards Peace Process’
Himal Khabar. 30 Jan. 2007.
[http://www.himalkhabar.com/front/morenews.php?i893]
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138 Kafle, Prithvi Narayan Shah
like the unification and the historical person liRe N. Shah
have come under a political quibble and becomestiigect of
re-characterization.

Postcoloniality in the Unification

Let us now briefly look at some of the obvious po&tnial

features surrounding P. N. Shah and the projecingfcation.

The first discernible feature concerns “oppositiand

resistance.” It is manifest first in the Nepali imaily encounter
with the British army in 1767. In the battle of 8iuligadhi the
Gorkhalis defeated a British troop commanded by t&ap
Kinloch. This defeat had been of paramount impagato

Nepal for two reasons. In the first place, it hadpped the
potential British presence in the Kathmandu Vall€inloch's

troop had advanced to Kathmandu Valley in ordexsgist Jaya
Prakash Malla, the then king of Kathmandu, agaitis

growing power of P. N. Shah. Success of the Britisbnter the
valley at that time would be the beginning of a itaily

presence of the colonizers, and could be a grealrdnmce in
the course of unification. Secondly, the conquedt

Sindhuligadhi foiled the British design to make dka regular
route to Tibet. Thus, this not only hindered théi&n policy of

expansion, but also gave P. N. Shah the awarehassahy
further move of British to Nepal would be a greatareat to
Nepal’s sovereignty.

P. N. Shah knew that the extension of relationshiin the

British would require either a matching economiditjmal

strength or the subordination of sovereignty. Fep&l, which
had only begun to build its political identity thugh

geographical expansion, “the policy of isolatioRlagrat, 1971,
p. Iv) could therefore be a wiser choice. By fogcthe policy
P. N. Shah wanted to ensure that Nepal would chimosEmain
away from foreign interference in her internal a&ffa The
policy of isolation was mainly aimed to restrainnguercial
transaction with the British. But diplomatic retaits would
have to continue due to the geographical closenesgeen the
two countries. Therefore, P. N. Shah tried to refnie foreign
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policy with the British more diplomatic than comroiad

(Upadhyaya, 1998, p.161). Besides, in view of piidé future
encounter with the British, and in order to ensemeugh time
for military and economic consolidation of the ctynhe tried
to uphold a policy of defense and opposition. Hzudsels,
which are regarded as the ruling norms left by thamn his

descendents, clearly record his military policy:e80 great
friendship with the emperor of the south. But sielever. He
has suppressed India, and has established himselbuo
neighbouring plains. Do not attack yourself. Fighh a
defensive basis [my translation]” (P.N. Shah, 198%3).

Another important postcolonial characteristic seenP. N.
Shah is his strategy of “self-determination.” Emhtbed with
the policy of resistance against and isolation fritve British
India, it is also manifest in the question of geliance and
self-sufficiency, mainly in economy and culturee Wanted to
ban foreign products to promote the indigenous goamd to
stop country’s money from spilling ouitb{d). He encouraged
the cultivation of native crops and preservatioragficultural
land. “His main aim was to make the people selfisigiht in
food and clothing” (Bhattarai, 2001, p. 4), so tiNgpalese
would not have to depend on foreign imports. He tniave
been fully aware of this common adage of his tifWeith the
merchant comes the musket; and with the Bible cothes
Bayonet.” This shows that he knew the causes ofrigee of
British in India -- their success in spreading thieade and
Christianity. So, he removed the Capuchin Missimsafrom
Kathmandu as soon as he conquered it in 1768 (ShdraT6,
pp. 232-3). He had to discourage the influenceoogign
missionaries, mainly for two reasons. First, theyl liabused
Nepalese hospitality by clandestinely invoking Bht
intervention in Nepal against [him]” (Hasrat, 1974, Iv).
Second, he wanted to make Nepal “the land of thedbd
uncontaminated by Muslim and Europeans” (R. Shab12p.
40). His action against the missionaries was jestiin the light
of his project of building greater resistance agathe British
India. Their expulsion was “not only symbolic bigrsficant --
it closed the valley to the Europeans and foreigih@tasrat,
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140 Kafle, Prithvi Narayan Shah
1971, p. Iv). He also discouraged the Muslim menthdrom
intervening in the indigenous trade leading tornthéthdrawal
from Kathmandu. Thus, his actions against the @ans and
Muslims were important in two ways: first, for higogress
towards the political goal of unification; secoffal, the process
of economic and cultural reformations requiredifatependent
identity and strength.

What could give the newly acquired territories tense of
unity but the identity of a common culture? P.S%ah wanted

to promote such spirit in the country, and sawrtbed to curb
the influence from the south. He believed that igdoce in
music and dance of the south would weaken thet gfirihe
natives, and also steal secrets of the countryfength
(“Counsels”, p. 76). In this connection, he mustéhaeen too
familiar with the stories of Indian Nawabs, who Haeen so
much indulged in luxury and extravagance as to amghe
affairs of their countries and lose their sovergigmto the
hands of BritisH. This must have awakened him to acquire a
policy of resisting the possible invasion of foreigulture and
thus advocate “watching the dances of the Newatbhethree
cities of Nepal, as instructed in the native scrigs” (bid).

His idea of promoting local culture depicts his sirfor
consolidating the indigenous identity as a means of
independence from imperial influence.

Western Viewpoints on the Unification

The analysis of Western perspective on the issde%he
colonial encounters between the West and non-Whkist, the
tension between the British colonizer and a veteraionalist
like P. N. Shah, can always be an appropriate stbfjm
postcolonial inquiries. Let us briefly point outnse remarks on
P.N. Shah by the representatives of the Britisiorgel rule in
India. The British were always critical and evesagiproving
of the rise of P.N. Shah and that of Nepal as &ashtountry,

2 Munshi Premchand's story "The Chess Players" ptesefine
literary representation of this type of historisélation in India.
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even after hundred years of the event of unificatithey were
particularly unhappy after the defeat of Kinlochhigh had
formally foiled their plan to extend their trade Kathmandu
and Tibet. The remarks of A. Campbell (1971) a fieeades
after the unification, though extremely derisivejr out the
fact that P. N. Shah was a great obstacle in ey Campbell
says, “the rise and progress of Gorkhas disturhedoeaceful
intercourse with Nepal, and the invasion of the |&alby
Prithvinarayana, the chief and leader of the tris@nmences
the first era of our political relations with tHgtate” (p.172). In
this note of discontent, he very clearly reveals ttature of
resistance imposed by P. N. Shah, that is, theefbend of
their economic intercourse with Nepal. The follogvipiece of
Campbell's narrative even more evidently assemsrite of
Gorkha power:
The Gorkha power in the space of thirty years lsehr
from being a small band of plundering soldiers & b
the possessors of a tract of country lying along th
frontier of our central and richest provinces. ..hwiils
authority firmly established throughout this spaaed
with a considerable army of hardy and bold soldiers
trained from birth to war and plunder, and findiimg
the conquest of petty and disunited states of tl& h
the strongest incentives to an application of smweh
similar course of cunning and rapacity to purposkes
encroachment on the plains likewise. (p. 179)

Campbell's remarks are naturally acerbic, for hisi@us
dissatisfaction with the growing strength of Nepald Brtish
inability to force their way into Nepal through corarcial and
political means. He however acknowledges P. N. Shah
success in establishing firm authority over thequared states,
which were once “disunited.” He also admits tha tonquest
had given “incentives,” to further unification pess. The
above narrative is at the same time the proof off hbe
Westerner described the Easterner. To borrow Nefatus'’s
perception, it is the Western perspective of tha-Western
version of nationalistic resistance. Lazarus (1988ints out
that the West categorizes any non-Western indigemoeans
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of resistance and remaking under the rubrics ofviam,
anarchy, irrationality and power-mongering” (p. 69)
Campbell's remarks stand as one of those steredipiopean
viewpoints on the power and identity of a non-Weste
nationalist P.N. Shah. Hasrat considers his nagsthot only
"cursory and misleading” (p. liv), but also “oneded and
prejudiced” (bid). But, here, they can be taken as his
[Campbell’s] confession that Nepal was growing iatgreater
power.

We can see similar perspective in the accounts exaN by
Daniel Wright (1990). Wright describes P. N. Shah “a
savage conqueror” (p. 18), thereby reflecting the
aforementioned Western viewpoint. More importanthe
maintains that even in his own time the Britisheatpt to
establish trade with Tibet was impracticable agylas Nepal
was held by Gorkhashjd). This is the assertion of a long-term
impact of P. N. Shah's policy of resistance onBhtish motive
of expansion through Nepal. This same policy wasniypa
referred to as the “jealousy of Goorkhas” (Prefd@&86, p iv),
during the initial British attempts to establishpldimatic
relations with Nepal in the early 1790s. Wrightoatgiterates
the same perspective in his description of the Mspa “The
Nepalese are particularly proud of their indepecdeand most
jealous of any interference with their domesticigdl (p. 71).
This description, though critical in its intentioshows his
admission of Nepal's national pride rooted in Nejointity. It
also reaffirms the influence of the principle otional identity
envisioned by P. N. Shah more than hundred yeafsrebe
Wright was writing about Nepal. Moreover, the reksaby the
foreigners support the view that P.N. Shah wasansh anti-
colonialist. Or, at least, the foreigners have edr¢hat the
unification was as much the means of Nepali sogatgias the
resistance against British imperialism.
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P. N. Shah'’s Historical Position

The antagonism against monarchy and the prevatempts to
uproot its historical icons may confuse the reaadrexisting
history with a single question: whether the eighteecentury
unification of Nepal was an act of colonization.eTsituation
has further posed a dilemma between eliminating and
acknowledging the role of P. N. Shah in the cowfsewriting
the history of Nepal. In fact, the assumptions alloe wake of
Modern Nepal along with the unification seem toelagound
in the days to come. A common apprehension renainmmng
Nepali intellectuals: whether the present politicabve to
eliminate the rule of the Shahs will not “throw awthe baby
with the bathwater” by distorting or even deletirige
supposedly glorious event of unification. The glattached to
P. N. Shah so far in the history is on of the roaftNepali
nationalism for more than two centuries. This ig tiory
tenaciously attached to Nepal in general by thensteam
Nepali history though today’s critical politicalrstiny sees in
it the roots of a long-standing rule of dominanceroand
marginalization of many ethnic communities.

History reveals that if not P. N. Shah, there wdagdhe British
to take over the good lands now owned by Nepal. Biigsh
were trying to take advantage of the feud amonddisinited
states” and to extend their “transactions” with andhority
over Nepal. Kathmandu would not only be a commércia
station and route for them, but also a geograpki¢avourable
habitation. Wright has very clearly expressed stechptation
in this remark: “What a magnificent sanatorium ttialley
would be for the inhabitants of Calcutta!” (p. 73). is
somewhat impractical to believe that the Britishuldo not
attempt to colonize Nepal in absence of strongstasce like
that of P. N. Shah.

The postulations that P.N. Shah was an invadercatwhizer

somehow reflect the aforesaid Western opinions talhom.
Perspectives of the natives sometimes owe influesfcéhe
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outsiders. The readers of KirkpatritkFather Giuseppk,
Campbell and Wright may be instigated to beliewa thodern
Nepal was founded upon atrocity and bloodbath. Resple
readers of history, however, should not go aftex viewpoint
only. To see only weaknesses of P.N. Shah by igtitig the
myths of cruelties is to be deliberately blind atehf towards
his contributions. The process of unification inally meant
the conquest and integration of several semi-inceg@et
principalities, and the use of military force wasential. Thus,
the result could be the necessary use of oppresamah
resistance against opponents, which was required &ing
engaged in the process of establishing a countichdfya,
2005, p. 555; Prashrit, 2007, p. 6). The acts atlaéizing P. N.
Shah's monuments and the decision to exclude kim frublic
veneration, Mod Nath Prashrit contends, is the lresuthe
“lack of proper reflection and objective reasonongthe issue
of study, analysis and conservation of historicans [my
translation]” (p. 6). Prashrit actually inquires ether it is wise
to indiscriminately wipe out the symbolic value f N. Shah
from the history of Nepal.

One problem underlying the process of reflection Nepali
history today is that one is caught by 'Ifs' andt€8Beach time
the issues of Madhesis, Janjatis and Newars of rifaatidu
dominate the discussion on the unification andodistament of
Nepal. Assumptions prevail in these communities tRaN.
Shah had done injustice by colonizing the Terag Kirant
regions and the Kathmandu valley. But such asswomptnight
imply that he had made a mistake by securing thesas from
the British colonizers. To disregard P. N. Shaliscsss in
shunning the British means to be complacent withr ou
ignorance about the roots of our national identijepali
historians and historiographers have a common osusethat

3 Kirkpatrick was the first British envoy to visitdpal in 1791 with a
diplomatic and commercial mission.

* Fahter Giuseppe was the head of the Capuchin dtiagies expelled
from Nepal in 1768. His account of P. N. Shah'sqcest of the
valley have been used by Kirkpatrick, Campbell ®ight.
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without the emergence of a person like P.N Shahveatitbut

his annexation of the erstwhile kingdoms, the preddéepal
would not have come into existence (Nepal, 1995,iiip.
Sharma, 1976, p. 232; Regmi, 1975, p. 219; Prasto7, p.
6). His failure in the course of unification “would r&wnly

helped the forces of disintegration and kept thestyéhile]

division intact,” and in the wake of his defeathét British

colonial interest was sure to acquire a firm fogtitRegmi,

1975, p. 219). As such, P. N. Shah's success ifyingithe

country in defiance of the expansionist Britishdsothe credit
of being the root of Nepali national identity tifiday.

In the crux of P.N. Shah’s national policy lay hissire to
integrate all the castes and classes into a sindjleg scale.
According to Babu Ram Acharya, he did not meanstiaie
himself from the category of a common Nepali; hented to
become as much a part of the kingdom as a commaaliNe
citizen was (p. 555). Though the outsiders allégeGorkhas to
have “used Nepal as a springboard for their exparsi
tendencies” (Williams, 1971, p. V)it would be wrong to take
Gorkha conquest as an event of empire buildingdbse] no
alien people were involved in the process" (RegmB19). His
conquest was not only directed towards expansiod an
militancy, but also was a way of allowing the newlyquired
territories to assimilate into unity. Historiansncede that he
could not do much for the internal reformation amegration.
Rishikesh Shah (2001) opines, “Since [his] energiese so
largely engaged in expanding his kingdom, he hatime left
to consolidate his newly acquired territories” ¢f). This
could be one of the reasons why the myths abouinigsion
and atrocities gained grounds in the annals ofcthrequered
areas such as Kiritpur, Kathmandu, Bhaktapur anitpiua.
People did not see much of his contributions asing kn
stability. But his “Divine Counsels” reveal that Head the
desire to work towards reformations in line withmfer kings
like Ram Shah, Jayasthiti Malla and Mahindra Mgil& 3).
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Conclusion

On the whole, the emergence of P. N. Shah cari lisefaken
as a timely historical event. To use Sharma's wdrds'was a
historical necessity for the eighteenth century &ep
[translated]” (p. 232). His encounter with the Bt colonizers
was one of the early anti-colonial events in trstdmy of South
Asia itself. Any attempt to study his policies atwhtributions
takes the form of a postcolonial discourse. Theateehbout his
being an invader and a colonizer calls for extemsiistorical-
political inquiries. Such inquiries can gain objeity only if
his role is reevaluated through a larger corpushisforical
writings. Existing history of Nepal has establishdde
unification as a landmark and timely contributioowards
nation building, which had taken shape of anti-n@b
resistance and national self-determination. For s thi
contribution, P.N. Shah deserves a space in ammatt of
objective historiography.
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