
centro studi per i popoli extra-europei “cesare bonacossa” - università di pavia

ASIA MAIOR
Vol. XXXIV / 2023

Asia in 2023:
Navigating the US-China rivalry

Edited by 
Michelguglielmo Torri 

Filippo Boni 
Diego Maiorano

viella



centro studi per i popoli extra-europei “cesare bonacossa” - università di pavia 

ASIA MAIOR
The Journal of the Italian think tank on Asia founded by Giorgio Borsa in 1989

Vol. XXXIV / 2023

Asia in 2023:
Navigating the US-China rivalry

Edited by 
Michelguglielmo Torri  

Filippo Boni
Diego Maiorano

viella



Asia Maior. The Journal of the Italian Think Tank on Asia founded 
by Giorgio Borsa in 1989. 
Copyright © 2023 - Viella s.r.l. & Associazione Asia Maior

ISBN 979-12-5469-681-1 (Paper)       ISBN 979-12-5469-682-8 (Online)  
ISSN 2385-2526 (Paper)       ISSN 2612-6680 (Online)
Annual journal - Vol. XXXIV, 2023

This journal is published jointly by the think tank Asia Maior (Associazione 
Asia Maior) & the CSPE - Centro Studi per i Popoli Extra-europei «Cesare 
Bonacossa», University of Pavia

Asia Maior. The Journal of the Italian Think Tank on Asia founded by Giorgio Borsa 
in 1989 is an open-access journal, whose issues and single articles can be 
freely downloaded from the think tank webpage: www.asiamaior.org.
The reference year is the one on which the analyses of the volume are fo-
cused. Each Asia Maior volume is always published in the year following the 
one indicated on the cover.

Paper version         Italy    € 50.00   Abroad       € 65.00
Subscription         abbonamenti@viella.it   www.viella.it

EDITORIAL BOARD

Editor-in-chief (direttore responsabile): 
Michelguglielmo Torri, University of Turin.

Co-editors: 
Filippo Boni, The Open University.
Diego Maiorano, The University of Naples «L’Orientale».

Associate editors: 
Axel Berkofsky, University of Pavia;
Giulio Pugliese, University of Oxford and European University Institute;
Emanuela Mangiarotti, University of Pavia; 
Pierluigi Valsecchi, University of Pavia.

Consulting editors:
Elisabetta Basile, University of Rome «Sapienza»; 
Kerry Brown, King’s College London; 
Peter Brian Ramsay Carey, Oxford University;
Rosa Caroli, University of Venice; 
Jaewoo Choo, Kyung Hee University (Seoul, South Korea); 
Jamie Seth Davidson, National University of Singapore; 
Ritu Dewan, Indian Association for Women Studies; 
Laura De Giorgi, University of Venice; 



Kevin Hewison, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill; 
Lucia Husenicova, University Matej Bel (Banská Bystrica, Slovakia);
David C. Kang, Maria Crutcher Professor of International Relations, Univer-

sity of Southern California; 
Rohit Karki, Kathmandu School of Law; 
Jeff Kingston, Temple University – Japan Campus; 
Mirjam Künkler, Swedish Collegium for Advanced Study – Uppsala; 
Noemi Lanna, University of Naples «L’Orientale»; 
James Manor, School of Advanced Studies – University of London; 
Aditya Mukherjee, Jawaharlal Nehru University; 
Mridula Mukherjee, Jawaharlal Nehru University;
Parimala Rao, University of Delhi;
Guido Samarani, University of Venice; 
Marisa Siddivò, University of Naples «L’Orientale»; 
Eswaran Sridharan, Institute for the Advanced Study of India, University of 

Pennsylvania;
Arun Swamy, University of Guam; 
Akio Takahara, University of Tokio; 
Edsel Tupaz, Harvard University alumnus, Ateneo de Manila University and 

Far Eastern University; 
Sten Widmalm, Uppsala University; 
Ather Zia, University of Northern Colorado;

Book reviews editors: 
Elena Valdameri, ETH Zürich;
Aurelio Insisa, University of Hong Kong;
Luciano Zaccara, Qatar University.

Editorial secretary:
Chiara Benini

Graphic project: 
Nicola Mocci.

Before being published in Asia Maior, all articles, whether commissioned 
or unsolicited, after being first evaluated by the Journal’s editors, are then 
submitted to a double-blind peer review involving up to three anonymous 
referees. Coherently with the spirit of the double-blind peer review process, 
Asia Maior does not make public the name of the reviewers. However, the 
reviewers’ names – and, if need be, the whole correspondence between 
the journal’s editors and the reviewer/s – can be disclosed to interested 
institutions, upon a formal request made directly to the Editor in Chief of 
the journal.

Articles meant for publication should be sent to Michelguglielmo Torri 
(mg.torri@gmail.com), Filippo Boni (filippo.boni@open.ac.uk), Diego 
Maiorano (dmaiorano@unior.it); book reviews should be sent to Elena 
Valdameri (elena.valdameri@gess.ethz.ch). 



associazione asia Maior

Steering Committe: Filippo Boni, Marzia Casolari, Matteo 
Fumagalli, Michelguglielmo Torri (President).

Scientific Board: Guido Abbattista (Università di Trieste), Domenico 
Amirante (Università «Federico II», Napoli), Elisabetta Basile (Università 
«La Sapienza», Roma), Luigi Bonanate (Università di Torino), Claudio 
Cecchi (Università «La Sapienza», Roma), Alessandro Colombo (Università 
di Milano), Anton Giulio Maria de Robertis (Università di Bari), Thierry 
Di Costanzo (Université de Strasbourg), Max Guderzo (Università di 
Siena), Giorgio Milanetti (Università «La Sapienza», Roma), Paolo 
Puddinu (Università di Sassari), Adriano Rossi (Università «L’Orientale», 
Napoli), Giuseppe Sacco (Università «Roma Tre», Roma), Guido Samarani 
(Università «Ca’ Foscari», Venezia), Filippo Sabetti (McGill University, 
Montréal), Gianni Vaggi (Università di Pavia).

CSPE - Centro Studi per i Popoli extra-europei 
“Cesare Bonacossa” - Università di Pavia

Steering Committee: Axel Berkofsky, Arturo Colombo, 
Antonio Morone, Giulia Rossolillo, Gianni Vaggi, Pierluigi 
Valsecchi (President), Massimo Zaccaria.

viella
libreria editrice
via delle Alpi, 32
I-00198 ROMA
tel. 06 84 17 758 
fax 06 85 35 39 60
www.viella.it



contents

 ix Foreword
 1 silvia Menegazzi, China in 2023: Stimulating Economic Recovery along with 

Patriotic Education
 23 giulia sciorati, China in 2023: A «Global-Security-Attentive» Foreign Policy
 39 Marco Milani & antonio Fiori, Korean peninsula 2023: A year of rising 

tensions and political polarization  
 65 giulio pugliese & Marco zappa, Japan 2023: Still walking in Abe Shinzǀ’s 

footsteps
 125 than Kiǋ, Hong Kong 2023: The new Chinese province
 145 aurelio insisa, Taiwan 2023 and the 2024 Elections: A DPP partial victory after 

a contested electoral campaign
 167 Miguel enrico g. ayson & lara gianina s. reyes, The Philippines 2022-

2023: A turbulent start for the New Era of Marcos leadership
 187 eManuela Mangiarotti, Malaysia 2023: A reform agenda overshadowed by 

identity politics
 203 richard Quang-anh tran, Vietnam 2020-2023: Covid Pandemic Recovery, 

Unprecedented Leadership Turnover, and Continued Multilateralism 
 217 caroline bennett, Cambodia 2022-2023: Securing dynastic autocracy
 235 Matteo FuMagalli, Myanmar 2023: New conflicts and coalitions reshape war 

narrative, challenging an embattled junta
 259 diego Maiorano & raghaw Khattri, India 2023: Towards the general elections 

amid rising social tension
 301 ian hall, India 2023: Tactical wins and strategic setbacks in foreign policy?
 323 Matteo Miele, Nepal 2020-2023: From the Institutional Crisis to New Political 

Paths
 339 diego abenante, Sri Lanka 2023: Wickremesinghe’s first six months between 

economic recovery and political uncertainty
 353 Marco corsi, Pakistan 2023: Multiple crises in the lead-up to the general elections
 375 Filippo boni, Afghanistan 2023: Taliban governance and international isolation 
 389 giorgia perletta, Iran 2023: Intensified Focus on the Eastward Strategy and 

Ongoing Fractures in State-Society Relations

  Special articles
 407 enrico Fardella, When history rhymes: China’s relations with Russia and the war 

in Ukraine
 433 david scott, The return of the ‘Indo-Pacific’ 

 451 Reviews
 479 Appendix



Nepal 2020-2023: From the INstItutIoNal CrIsIs 
to New polItICal paths

Matteo Miele

University of Florence & CSEAS, Kyoto University
matteo.miele@unifi.it

The article analyses some of the main events in Nepal between 2020 and 2023 in 
order to outline the political and economic framework of the Himalayan country 
during the pandemic and the political-institutional crisis that led to the dissolution 
of the Communist Party of Nepal and the return of Sher Bahadur Deuba as prime 
minister of the country. In fact, the institutions of the republic had to deal with the 
chaos triggered by the internal struggles on the communist front and in particular 
between K.P. Sharma Oli and Pushpa Kamal Dahal. The House of Representatives 
was twice dissolved and twice the dissolution was overruled by the Supreme Court. In 
terms of foreign policy, the question of the territory of Kalapani remained a decisive 
point in the long crisis with India. Oli maintained a clear pro-Chinese orientation, 
while Deuba’s position was more open to improve the relations with India and also 
with the United States. The appointment of Dahal as prime minister at the end of 
2022, the subsequent new break with the Marxist-Leninists and the important visit 
to India of the Maoist leader all seem to confirm a rapprochement with New Delhi. 

Keywords – Nepal; India; China; Kalapani; Belt and Road Initiative; 
Ukraine.

1. Introduction

The article aims to describe the political and economic scenarios of Nepal 
between 2020 and 2023. During these years the country was the subject of a 
serious political and then institutional crisis. In the period of the pandemic 
which also hit the Himalayan country, the internal difficulties of the Com-
munist Party of Nepal reverberated on the institutional level with the House 
of Representatives dissolved twice according to procedures later defined 
as illegitimate by the Supreme Court. The split – which seemed definitive 
– between old and ailing Prime Minister K.P. Sharma Oli and the Maoist 
leader Pushpa Kamal Dahal paved the way for a new government, headed 
by Prime Minister Sher Bahadur Deuba in the summer of 2021. Deuba then 
led the country to the 2022 elections within an alliance that also included 
Dahal. The alliance won the elections, and, surprisingly, contrary to the 
general expectation that the position of prime minister would remain with 
Deuba, Dahal returned to the government as prime minister in late 2022. 
He was supported by almost the entire House of Representatives, including 
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Oli’s Marxist-Leninists. In February 2023, however, the Marxist-Leninists 
left the coalition due to disagreements over the election of the president of 
the Republic.

In terms of foreign policy, these years saw the aftermath of the crisis 
with India related to the territory of Kalapani which even led to an amend-
ment of the Nepalese constitution. Oli’s pro-Chinese positions were not 
openly denied by Deuba, especially at the United Nations. Deuba, how-
ever, certainly set himself up with a more balanced policy. On 27 February 
2022, the Nepalese Parliament finally ratified the Millennium Challenge 
Corporation’s Nepal Compact and, in April 2022, Deuba went on an official 
visit to India. Dahal’s visit to New Delhi confirmed the rapprochement with 
India, which strengthened cooperation between the two countries in vari-
ous fields. Following the Russian invasion of Ukraine, nonetheless, Nepal 
openly sided with Ukraine.

Writing this article, I have relied on official reports and press releases 
published by the Government of Nepal or by other Nepalese, foreign or 
international institutions. Furthermore, Nepalese and international news-
papers were also consulted.

2. Foreign policy

2.1. The Kalapani crisis: the constitutional amendment

The ongoing border issue with India was one of the recurring themes in the 
difficult definition of the relationship between Kathmandu and New Delhi 
[Paudyal 2013:35-48]. A border dispute around Kalapani territory [Repúbli-
ca,1 2019, 7 November; República 2019, 9 November; República 2019, 12 
November; República 2020a, 3 January], a small region of Km² 35 between 
the Nepalese state of Karnali and the Indian state of Uttarakhand, had 
flared up again in 2019. Indeed, following the revocation of the special 
constitutional status of Jammu and Kashmir and the establishment of the 
union territory of Ladakh, the Survey of India had published a new official 
map of the area on 2 November 2019, which included the disputed territory 
as Indian [Gaha Magar 2019].2 This led to a harsh condemnation by the 
Nepalese parliament between the end of December 2019 and the beginning 
of January 2020 [República 2020b, 3 January; The Himalayan Times 2019, 

1.  Writing this article, I have largely consulted the paper edition of República, 
therefore the dates of the articles may not coincide with those of the online edition. 
However, when the online edition has been consulted, it is indicated as myRepública.

2.  To be precise, a few days after the first publication, the Survey of India pub-
lished a second new map, i.e. the 9th edition [Government of India 2019]. Only, the 
first map indicated the Kali River. The new map traced the course of the river but did 
not indicate its name [Gaha Magar 2019].
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24 December]. Also in January 2020, the Indian Ministry of External Af-
fairs reaffirmed the correctness of the map [República 2020a, 3 January]. In 
June 2020, the two houses of the Nepalese parliament voted unanimously 
in favour of a constitutional amendment that changed the country’s em-
blem, correcting the map it contained [Ghimire 2020, 9 June]. The new 
map clearly showed those areas that were disputed with India, i.e. Lipulekh, 
Kalapani and Limpiyadhura, as Nepali territories [Al Jazeera Media Network 
2020, 18 June; Mohan 2020, 13 June].3

If the border issue with India reached the point of having to amend 
the Constitution, the reaction of Nepalese political leaders to the border 
problems with the People’s Republic of China – as had already been the case 
in recent years – was decidedly more nuanced. In 1961 the Kingdom of Ne-
pal and the People’s Republic of China had signed an agreement which was 
to resolve border issues [GSCPRC 1961]. The agreement had come after the 
completion of the Chinese occupation of Tibet and the flight of the Dalai 
Lama to India in 1959. In recent years there have been Chinese encroach-
ments, particularly in the district of Humla, but the Nepalese government 
has so far preferred to maintain a decidedly conciliatory attitude, without 
harsh proclamations or clear-cut positions, although this has affected the 
population and has been denounced by a local member of the parliament, 
Chakka Bahadur Lama [Giri 2020, 23 September; Giri 2021, 23 October]. 4 

2.2. Hong Kong and Xinjiang

The pro-Chinese position of the Oli’s government was also underlined in 
relation to Nepal’s position regarding the Chinese government’s crackdown 
on pro-democracy protests in Hong Kong. In July 2020, Nepal sided with 
52 other countries in support of the Hong Kong National Security Law dur-
ing the 44th session of the United Nations Human Rights Council [Albert 
2020, 6 July]. In the same international forum, two years later, in October 
2022, despite the prime minister being Deuba, the Nepalese representative 
again expressed himself in favour of the People’s Republic of China by vot-
ing against the initiation of a debate on the human rights violations of the 
Uyghur minority in Xinjiang [France 24/AFP 2022, 6 October].

2.3. Millennium Challenge Corporation’s Nepal Compact

A few months after Deuba’s appointment as prime minister, on 27 February, 
2022, the Nepalese parliament finally ratified the Millennium Challenge 
Corporation’s Nepal Compact [Millennium Challenge Corporation 2022], 

3.  The copy of the updated constitution is available on the Nepal Law Commis-
sion website (https://lawcommission.gov.np/).

4.  Within the framework of Sino-Nepalese relations during the Oli govern-
ment, it is worth mentioning the agreement reached on the height of Everest at the 
end of 2020 [Voice of America 2020, 8 December].
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i.e. a US aid of 500 million dollars to the country that had been signed in 
September 2017 [Millennium Challenge Corporation 2017]. Oli’s Govern-
ment had then postponed the issue for years. Indeed, several members of 
the Nepal Communist Party feared that money could be a tool to involve 
Nepal in the US-sponsored Indo-Pacific Strategy [Pradhan 2019, 23 Decem-
ber; Pradhan 2019, 22 December]. The return to government of the Nepali 
Congress and in particular of Deuba unblocked the situation [Millennium 
Challenge Corporation 2022]. The days leading up to the ratification of the 
compact had been characterized by violent protests in Kathmandu [Sharma 
2022, 20 February].

2.4. Deuba’s visit to India

Deuba travelled to India on 1 April 2022 for a three-day visit [Sharma Poud-
el 2022, 8 April]. It was his first visit abroad during his new tenure as prime 
minister [Sharma Poudel 2022, 8 April]. The India-Nepal Joint Vision State-
ment on Power Sector Cooperation was issued at the meeting with Indian 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi [Government of Nepal, Ministry of Energy, 
Water Resources and Irrigation 2022]. The text declared the willingness 
of both governments to strengthen cooperation in the energy sector, after 
Nepal had begun exporting hydroelectric energy to India in 2021 [Sharma 
Poudel 2022, 8 April; Sharma Poudel 2021, 27 December].

2.5. Dahal’s visits abroad

At the end of 2023, Dahal became the new prime minister. Initially, his gov-
ernment was supported by almost all political parties present in parliament, 
but just a couple of months later the Marxist-Leninists left the majority. We 
will have the opportunity to talk about this more carefully in the following 
pages. As regards the Nepalese foreign policy during the first year of the new 
government, the visit to India between 31 May and 3 June 2023 should cer-
tainly be noted [Embassy of India, Kathmandu, Nepal 2023]. The meeting 
with Modi coincided with a clear strengthening of relations with the south-
ern neighbour, expanding cooperation in many areas, including the ener-
gy and infrastructure sectors [Embassy of India, Kathmandu, Nepal 2023; 
Pandey 2023, 5 May; The Kathmandu Post 2023, 1 June]. The Transit Treaty 
– which expired in 2019 – was renewed, opening access to Indian inland 
waterways for Nepal [Kathuria and Srinivasan 2023; The Wire 2023, 1 June] 
and an agreement was finalized for the export of 10,000 MW of electricity 
to India in 10 years [Embassy of India, Kathmandu, Nepal 2023]. Indian 
Foreign Minister Subrahmanyam Jaishankar then signed the agreement in 
Kathmandu on 4 January 2024 [The New Indian Express 2024, 4 January]. 
Among the many projects announced in June, also the construction of two 
bridges between the two countries and an agreement on cross-border digital 
payments were included [Embassy of India, Kathmandu, Nepal 2023].
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Dahal’s visit to China, which only took place in September 2023, was 
interpreted by several analysts as less significant [Giri 2023, 27 September; 
The Kathmandu Post 2023, 1 October]. This visit took place within the frame-
work of a relationship that was seen as decidedly less open and collaborative 
than it was in previous years with Oli [Tiwari 2023, 27 October]. In particu-
lar, Nepal decided not to join Xi Jinping’s Global Security Initiative [Gupta 
2023, 28 September].

2.6. The Russian invasion to Ukraine

The position of the Nepalese government to openly support Ukraine dur-
ing the invasion unleashed by Russia in February 2022 should also be noted. 
This further underlines Deuba’s caution in the international arena. Nepal 
voted in favour of different United Nations General Assembly resolutions 
on Russia’s illegal invasion of Ukraine, i.e. ES-11/1 (2 March 2022), ES-11/2 
(24 March 2022), ES-11/4 (12 October 2022). However, the government 
abstained from voting on the resolution ES-11/3 (7 April 2022). In South 
Asia, the Kingdom of Bhutan and the Maldives did the same, while India 
and Pakistan always abstained. Bangladesh only voted in favour of United 
Nations General Assembly resolutions ES-11/2 and ES-11/4 and abstained 
in the other two votes [United Nations, Digital Library]. On 12 October 
2022, this is what the Permanent Representative of Nepal to the United 
Nations Amrit Bahadur Rai declared in the General Assembly: «My delega-
tion is deeply distressed by the protracted violence and conflict in Ukraine. 
It has posed a serious threat to international peace and security. Nepal’s 
position on Ukraine remains clear. The principles of sovereignty, territorial 
integrity, political independence and non-aggression, as enshrined in the 
Charter of the United Nations, are inviolable and must be fully respected 
by all Member States at all times. There cannot be any ifs, ands or buts. […] 
Based on Nepal’s long-standing principled position on the inviolability of 
the sovereignty, territorial integrity and political independence of all States 
and its unwavering respect for international law, the rules-based interna-
tional system, the United Nations Charter and the values of world peace, 
my delegation will vote in favour of draft resolution A/ES-11/L.5 before us 
today» [United Nations, General Assembly 2022].

3. Domestic policy

3.1. The institutional and political crisis of 2020-2021

The strong political tensions that had shaken the Nepal Communist Party 
in 2019 [Mehta 2019, 20 December], were resolved in March 2021 with the 
dissolution of the political party. The Nepal Communist Party was born not 
even three years earlier, in May 2018, from the unification of the two main 
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forces of the Nepalese extreme left, the Communist Party of Nepal (Uni-
fied Marxist-Leninist) and the Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist Center) 
[República 2018, 18 May]. Unification was the outcome of an electoral al-
liance [The Rising Nepal 2017, 4 October] which had enabled K.P. Sharma 
Oli to win the election and become prime minister in February 2018. The 
leadership of the party had been shared between Oli and Dahal (known 
as Prachanda), but not so the position of prime minister, although Mao-
ists claimed the existence of an unofficial agreement which provided for a 
changeover of the two politicians at the helm of the government [Repúbli-
ca 2019, 21 November]. However, Oli denied the existence of this kind of 
agreement [República 2019, 21 November]. The conflicts then continued the 
following year until they culminated in the dissolution of the House of Rep-
resentatives – and not of the National Assembly – in December 2020 by the 
President of the republic and at the request of Oli [Adhikari & Masih 2020, 
20 December]. In November, Dahal had levelled harsh accusations against 
Oli up to that of not having duly supervised corruption related to the man-
agement of the pandemic [Pradhan 2020, 14 November]. The choice of the 
head of state to dissolve the House of Representatives was therefore contest-
ed by the faction of Dahal and his ally, the former Marxist-Leninist Prime 
Minister Madhav Kumar Nepal [The Kathmandu Post 2020, 20 December]. 
The two thus sanctioned a de facto split, redefining the leadership and the 
basic dual structure (Marxist-Leninist and Maoist) of the Nepal Communist 
Party around themselves [The Kathmandu Post 2020, 22 December]. Howev-
er, the dissolution of the House of Representatives was overturned by the 
Supreme Court on 24 February 2021 [Pradhan & Giri 2021, 24 February]. 
In fact, the judges disputed the reasons that Oli had provided to request the 
dissolution and decreed the unconstitutionality of the choice [Pradhan & 
Giri 2021, 24 February]. 

A few days later, on 7 March 2021, the Nepal Communist Party was 
formally dissolved following another decision of the Supreme Court which 
cancelled the registration of the party itself in 2018, since it had essentially 
the same name of a small political party previously founded and registered 
[Pradhan 2021, 7 March; Ghimire 2021, 8 March]. The political crisis that 
had accompanied the pandemic was finally to lead to Oli’s defeat in par-
liament, in the vote of confidence in the House of Representatives on 10 
May 2021 [Nikkei Asia 2021, 7 March]. Only 93 votes against 124 [Nikkei 
Asia 2021, 7 March]. In any case, on 13 May, Oli was reappointed prime 
minister, as no alternative majority had been found in parliament and with 
the Communist Party of Nepal (Unified Marxist-Leninist) being the leading 
party by number of seats [France24 2021, 14 May; The Himalayan Times 2021, 
15 May]. 

The institutional situation in the young Himalayan republic became 
even more problematic when the week following the inauguration of the 
new government, the House of Representatives was again dissolved by the 
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President again at the request of Oli [Giri et al. 2021, 22 May]. In early 
June, Oli twice increased the number of ministers in his government [Giri 
2021, 11 June]. At his side, there were also some exponents of the Jana-
ta Samajbadi Party, including in particular the faction of Mahanta Thakur. 
The Janata Samajbadi Party was born in April 2020 from the unification of 
the Samajbadi Party Nepal and Rastriya Janata Party Nepal [Pradhan 2020, 
9 July; Pradhan 2020, 23 April]. The new political scenario, however, led 
to a new split, formalized in August with the formation of the Loktantrik 
Samajbadi Party Nepal by Thakur [The Kathmandu Post 2021, 20 August]. 
Against this backdrop, two new decisions of the Supreme Court put a defin-
itive end to these last attempts by Oli to remain at the centre of the Nepalese 
political panorama. On 22 June 2021, not even two weeks after the second 
appointment of the new ministers, the Supreme Court in fact declared the 
new appointments of ministers illegitimate [The Kathmandu Post 2021, 22 
June]. According to the judges, in fact, the appointments violated article 77, 
section 3, of the Nepalese Constitution [The Kathmandu Post 2021, 22 June].5 

The following month, on July 12, the Supreme Court intervened again to 
annul the dissolution of the House of Representatives. This time the judges 
also ordered the appointment of Sher Bahadur Deuba as the new prime 
minister [Nikkei Asia 2021, 12 July]. The following day, the old leader of the 
Nepali Congress was sworn in as head of government for the fifth time [The 
Times of India 2021, 13 July]. 

The Congress thus returned to the guide of Nepal after more than 
three years of opposition which had seen it in serious political difficulty. The 
2017 elections, despite an excellent result in the proportional share, had 
marked a tough defeat for the Nepali Congress in the single-member seats. 
The vote had relegated Deuba to the opposition of a government that had 
managed to control two-thirds of parliament in June 2018. This had meant 
for Oli the possibility of changing the constitution with his parliamenta-
ry majority alone [Koirala 2018, 2 June]. The ruinous management of the 
pandemic, the never-silent internal conflicts and finally the clumsy, if not 
wicked, management of the institutional crisis were all factors that favoured 
Deuba’s return to power, with the support of Dahal and Madhav Kumar 
Nepal [Ghimire 2021, 18 July; The Himalayan Times 2021, 18 July].

3.2. The 2022 elections

The general election was finally held on 20 November 2022 [The Times of 
India 2021, 13 July; Sharma 2022, 20 November]. The Nepalese Parliament 

5.  According to Article 73(3) of the Constitution: «In case the office of Prime 
Minister falls vacant pursuant to clause (1), the same Council of Ministers shall con-
tinue to act until another Council of Ministers is constituted». For the text of the Con-
stitution of Nepal, I have relied on the English translation available on the website of 
the Nepal Law Commission (https://lawcommission.gov.np/).
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consists of a lower house (the House of Representatives) and an upper 
house (the National Assembly). 165 of the 275 members of the House of 
Representatives are elected under the first-past-the-post electoral system. 
The remaining 110 members are instead elected with a proportional 
system on a national basis (article 84 section 1 of the Constitution). For the 
proportional share, the electoral law provides for a threshold of 3% [Giri 
2021, 26 August; The Kathmandu Post 2021, 29 August]. The upper house, 
on the other hand, is made up of 59 members elected by the federated 
states (56) or appointed by the President of the Republic on a proposal from 
the government (article 85 clause 1 of the Constitution). The members of 
the National Assembly have a term of six years, but they are renewed by a 
third every two years (article 86 section 3).

The governing coalition therefore decided in August 2022 to also 
form an electoral alliance [The Kathmandu Post 2022, 5 August]. Alongside 
the Nepali Congress there was therefore the Communist Party of Nepal 
(Maoist Centre) of Dahal, the Communist Party of Nepal (Unified Socialist) 
founded in August 2021 by Madhav Kumar Nepal [Online Khabar 2022, 7 
December], the Janata Samajbadi Party and the Rastriya Janamorcha [The 
Kathmandu Post 2022, 5 August]. Later, the Loktantrik Samajwadi Party, Ne-
pal also joined the coalition [myRepública 2022, 9 October]. 

The Nepali Congress won 57 seats in the majority share and got over 
2.7 million votes in the proportional share [Election Commission, Nepal]. 
The main opponent of the governing coalition was obviously the Commu-
nist Party of Nepal (Unified Marxist-Leninist) which obtained the most 
votes (about 2.8 million), but only 44 seats in the majority share [Election 
Commission, Nepal]. The third party by number of votes and seats was the 
Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist Centre): 18 seats in the constituencies 
and about 1.8 million votes [Election Commission, Nepal]. The Rastriya 
Swatantra Party instead obtained 7 single-member seats and over 1.1 mil-
lion votes, making it the fourth largest party in the country [Election Com-
mission, Nepal]. More single-member seats (10) were instead obtained by 
the Communist Party of Nepal (Unified Socialist), which however obtained 
only slightly less than 300,000 votes [Election Commission, Nepal], thus not 
exceeding the threshold of 3% [Online Khabar 2022, 7 December]. The mon-
archist Rastriya Prajatantra Party instead obtained around 589,000 votes 
and 7 single-member seats [Election Commission, Nepal]. With the distri-
bution of proportional seats, the Nepali Congress won another 32 seats and 
the Communist Party of Nepal (Unified Marxist-Leninist) won another 34 
[Online Khabar 2022, 7 December]. The Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist 
Centre) won 14 seats in the proportional quota, only one more than the 
Rastriya Swatantra Party [Online Khabar 2022, 7 December]. Another 7 seats 
went to the Rastriya Prajatantra Party and five seats each to the Janata Sa-
majbadi Party and the Janamat Party [Online Khabar 2022, 7 December], 
both with around 4 million votes [Election Commission, Nepal].
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A twist, however, among the many that now characterize Nepalese 
political life, came during the negotiations for the formation of the new 
government. In fact, Dahal, instead of continuing to support Deuba, sided 
again with Oli the month following the elections, thus managing to regain 
the position of prime minister for the third time [Ghimire 2022, 27 Decem-
ber]. Dahal was sworn in as the new prime minister of Nepal on 26 Decem-
ber 2022 [Ghimire 2022, 27 December]. Then, on 10 January 2023, Dahal 
obtained the almost unanimous support in the House of Representatives 
(268 votes out of 275) [myRepública 2023, 10 January].

3.3. The election of the president of Nepal

The broad support obtained by Dahal in parliament, with an almost unan-
imous vote in the House of Representatives, rapidly decreased in the fol-
lowing weeks. The alliance with the Communist Party of Nepal (Unified 
Marxist-Leninist) broke down again in February, during discussions re-
lating to the election of the president and vice-president of Nepal [The 
Economic Times 2023, 27 February]. The candidate of the Nepali Congress, 
Ram Chandra Poudel, was elected on 9 March 2023, obtaining almost 
34,000 votes from a 52,628-member constituency, clearly defeating Subas 
Nembang of the Communist Party of Nepal (Unified Marxist-Leninist), 
who did not even reach 16,000 votes [Khatiwada 2023, 9 March]. A few 
days later Ramsahaya Prasad Yadav of the Janata Samajbadi Party (JSP) 
was elected vice-president, with more than 30,000 votes [myRepública 
2023, 17 March].

The rift between Oli and Dahal severely reduced the large majority 
in the House of Representatives and, on 20 March, in the vote of confi-
dence the government obtained only 172 votes. In particular, in addition 
to the Communist Party of Nepal (Unified Marxist-Leninist), the Rastriya 
Prajatantra Party also abandoned the government coalition [The Kathmandu 
Post 2023, 20 March].

3.4. Protests for the return to the monarchy

Before presenting a general picture of the COVID-19 pandemic in Nepal, it 
is necessary to point out, on a domestic political level but with clear results 
in foreign policy, the important protests that took place at the end of 2023 
with the request for a return to monarchy and the reestablishment of the 
Hindu state. The protests began in November 2023 and involved thousands 
of people [Das 2023, 27 November; Rijal 2023, 22 December]. The most 
significant political result was the opening of an internal debate within the 
Nepali Congress [Giri 2023, 28 November]. Deuba, although against the 
return of the king to the throne, opened up the possibility of re-discussing 
the issue of secularism [Giri 2023, 28 November].
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3.5. The pandemic crisis

Nepal was hard hit by the COVID-19 pandemic. By October 2022, con-
firmed cases had now exceeded one million and over 12,000 deaths [World 
Health Organization]. There were three strongest waves. The first was in 
autumn 2020, in particular between the beginning of October and the end 
of November, when, in a single day (October 21), 5,743 cases were recorded 
[World Health Organization]. Even more serious was the second wave, in the 
spring of 2021, when for several days 8,000 to 9,000 cases were recorded 
in May [World Health Organization]. On 19 May, the recorded deaths were 
over 246, 50 more than the previous day [World Health Organization]. It 
was undoubtedly the most critical moment for the country which, as seen, in 
those days was going through one of the most confused and convulsive mo-
ments of the political crisis. Finally, the third and most critical wave occurred 
in January 2022, when over 10,000 cases were recorded on the 20 of that 
same month [World Health Organization]. The number of deaths, nonethe-
less, was decidedly lower, as, by that time the country was accelerating on 
vaccinations [Karki 2022]. On 30 January, the peak of deaths of the third 
wave was recorded (32) [World Health Organization]. Also in January 2021, 
Foreign Minister Gyawali visited New Delhi with the aim of obtaining vac-
cines produced in India [The Hindustan Times 2021, 14 January]. A new call 
for help came in April 2021, when Gyawali telephoned his counterpart Sub-
rahmanyam Jaishankar. The press release of the Nepali Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs stated: «The Foreign Minister Gyawali expressed sincere thanks to the 
Government of India for supporting Nepal in its fight against the COVID-19 
pandemic, including through the generous gift of one million doses of COV-
ISHIELD. He requested the External Affairs Minister of India for necessary 
facilitation for the supply of vaccines for Nepal to continue administering 
the second dose of vaccination for people at highest risk» [Government of 
Nepal, Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2021]. In January 2022, the doses donated 
by European countries (in particular Germany, France and Italy) reached 5.4 
million [Delegation of the European Union to Nepal 2022]. In June 2022, 
the United States donated 2.2 million doses of paediatric vaccines to Nepal, 
after already supplying the country with 2.26 million doses of Pfizer vac-
cine and 1.5 million doses of Johnson & Johnson vaccine [U.S. Embassy in 
Nepal 2022]. About four million doses of vaccines were donated, in several 
shipments, also by the People’s Republic of China [The Kathmandu Post 2022, 
29 March]. However, since these doses were officially considered to have a 
longer term than vaccines produced in India or in the West, they had not yet 
been used in December 2022 and their actual future use remains in doubt 
[The Kathmandu Post 2022, 4 December]. As of September 2022, the country 
had already received over 61 million doses of vaccines and vaccinated over 
22 million inhabitants (76.5 of the total population) with at least two doses 
[Government of Nepal, Ministry of Health and Population]. About 9.5 mil-
lion doses had arrived from India [The Indian Express 2022, 27 September].
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4. The economic scenario

The pandemic crisis also represented a severe economic breakdown for Ne-
pal: GDP growth, which in 2019 stood at 6.7%, collapsed to -2.4% in 2020, 
and then recovered to 4.8% in 2021 [The World Bank]. 2022 saw a further 
GDP growth of 5.6% [The World Bank]. The unemployment rate had risen 
from 10.6% (2019) to 13.1% (2020) [The World Bank], coinciding with the 
most difficult moment of the pandemic. The following year it dropped to 
12.2% and then continued to drop in 2022 to 11.1% [The World Bank]. 
GDP per capita went from US$ 1,185.7 (2019) to US$ 1,139.2 (2020) and 
then went back up to US$ 1,229.4 in 2021 and to US$ 1,336.5 in 2022 
[The World Bank]. The country’s total reserves, which had risen again to 
US$ 8.71 billion in 2019 and to US$ 11.47 billion in 2020, fell considerably 
in 2021 to US$ 9.64 billion and to US$ 9.32 billion in 2022 [The World 
Bank]. On the currency front, 1 US dollar was traded at around 114 Nep-
alese rupees on 1 January 2020. A year earlier it was traded at around 111 
Nepalese rupees [Nepal Rastra Bank-Central Bank of Nepal]. By the end 
of December 2023, 1 US dollar had instead risen to around 133 Nepalese 
rupees [Nepal Rastra Bank-Central Bank of Nepal]. According to data from 
the Nepal Rastra Bank, in the fiscal year 2022/2023, the average consumer 
price inflation reached 7.74%, against 6.32% of the previous year [Nepal 
Rastra Bank, Economic Research Department: 2]. Between 2015 and 2020, 
average inflation in Nepal was 6.1% [Government of Nepal, Ministry of 
Finance 2021: 5].

In terms of international trade, in the fiscal year 2022/2023, imports 
decreased by 16.1%, while exports decreased by 21.4% [Nepal Rastra Bank, 
Economic Research Department: 3]. On the contrary, the previous year im-
ports had grown by 41.7% and exports by 24.7% [Nepal Rastra Bank, Eco-
nomic Research Department: 3]. Specifically, in the fiscal year 2022/2023, 
the imports amounted to NPR 1611.73 billion and exports at NPR 157.14 
billion [Nepal Rastra Bank, Economic Research Department: 3]. Exports 
to India fell by 31.3 percent [Nepal Rastra Bank, Economic Research De-
partment: 3]. Exports to other countries, excluding China, also increased by 
10.7% [Nepal Rastra Bank, Economic Research Department: 3]. Exports to 
the People’s Republic of China increased by 118.3%. In contrast, Chinese im-
ports to Nepal decreased by 15.9% [Nepal Rastra Bank, Economic Research 
Department: 3]. This figure is slightly higher than the decrease in Indian 
imports (14.4%) [Nepal Rastra Bank, Economic Research Department: 3].

5. Conclusion

As we have had the opportunity to point out in this article, the Nepalese po-
litical system, during the period under review, was still experiencing enor-
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mous contradictions almost twenty years after the birth of the Republic. 
Nepalese domestic politics had been monopolized for years by Oli, Dahal 
and Deuba. The irresponsibility that characterized a large part of the Nep-
alese political class since the early years of the proclamation of the Republic 
had somehow congealed around the human and political events of these 
three leaders. The political class that essentially was the same that wrote 
the constitution found itself at the mercy of repeated constitutional crises 
that undermined the legitimacy of the institutions. The constitutional pro-
cedures were folded in order to resolve the internal struggle of the Nepal 
Communist Party. Fractures and old and new alliances marked these years 
until the incredible post-election agreement that allowed Dahal to return to 
occupy the seat of Prime Minister. Domestic political instability has in some 
ways been reflected in Nepali foreign policy. The country has been trying to 
define its new international role for many years. This reassessment has been 
carried out by the different prime ministers with different objectives and 
perspectives in the framework of relations with India and China. As seen, 
Deuba, distancing himself from the more blatant pro-Chinese position of 
his predecessor Oli, tried to rebalance the country towards India and the 
West, in particular the United States of America. Nepal’s position in support 
of Ukraine at the United Nations was also underlined in this article. The 
government chaired by Dahal and supported by Deuba also showed itself 
to be particularly oriented towards cooperation with India. Dahal’s visit to 
New Delhi led to important agreements and projects, which strengthened 
cooperation between the two countries.
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