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Hoped for Liberal Democ-
racy, Ended Up with Paper De-
mocracy

When the day came, it sim-
ply collapsed — yes, the fleeing
of the coalition government
hanging from chopper baskets,
reminiscent of the scenes from
our neighboring countries of
Bangladesh and Sri Lanka. The
system our leaders had built sim-
ply could not rise to the level of
preparation needed to withstand
the September Gen Z shock. We
all know the litany of reasons:
party squabbles, greed and cor-
ruption, state capture, and the
culture of patronage — all justi-
fied in the name of protecting the
hard-won fruits of liberty and
multi-party democracy in the
post—one-party autocratic
Panchayat system.

In my previous writing, I
called it feudal democracy for its
culture of patronage rather than
the meritocratic norms a true
democratic society demands. But
given how quickly it fell —in less
than 48 hours — it more aptly
deserves to be called a paper
democracy: a fragile system with
a thin democratic veneer, yet
operating outside the democratic
norms and the rule of law.

This essay tries to explain
why the promise of liberal de-
mocracy was not delivered, and
why the system created in its
place was destined to collapse
as a house of cards. I will appeal
to the law of resilience and the
efficacy of institutional memory
as the core explanation. And to
anchor that explanation, I will use
the Assembly Theory lens devel-
oped by Sara Imari Walker.

I use the term paper democ-
racy deliberately here. I will re-
turn to it later, after laying out
why Nepal’s system repeatedly
failed whereas, in neighboring
India—despite our strong geo-
cultural ties—their democratic
institutions steadied and contin-
ued to evolve over the same pe-
riod.

But first, let me give you a
memorable, screen-shattering
IBM story.

A Hammer, a Screen, and a
Disruption That Changed Every-
thing

I still remember one after-
noon when an ad appeared on
TV during the halftime of a
sports event — a woman wield-
ing a hammer barges into a room
full of zombie-like stakeholders
listening to IBM’s corporate
profit-loss presentation on a
massive screen. She hurls the
hammer toward the screen, shat-
tering it, announcing the arrival
of Macintosh.

The ad aired just once, but it
changed history. Silicon warriors
led by the likes of Steve Jobs
made a bold entry and altered the
face of the planet, unleashing an
unparalleled flood of creativity
and innovation. IBM’s mono-
lithic presence, although shaken,
remained formidable — but the
arrival of these new kids on the
block permanently altered the
technological trajectory.

In tech, as in nations, the real
difference is the depth of accu-
mulated memory — the cultural,
institutional, and design habits
that allow an ecosystem to ab-
sorb disruption rather than col-
lapse under it. IBM survived and
continued to thrive despite the
bold disruption, while Apple
went on to create its own domi-
nating story.

The moral of the story is
simple: Disruptions can be ab-
sorbed only when ecosystems
have the memory to adapt. IBM
survived the hammer that shat-
tered its screen because it car-

ried decades of accumulated de-
sign memory — allowing it to
draw, build, refine, and evolve.

India, like IBM, chose this
evolutionary path. Nepal did not.

Ours is a cycle of: draw ¢, build
i collapse ¢ repeat — a low-
memory system that resets itself
every decade instead of maturing
through precedent, refinement,
and institutional continuity.

This contrast captures, in one
glance, why India evolved while
Nepal stalled.

This essay is part of my on-
going effort to develop a theory
of Nepal’s failures — why a coun-
try rich in liberty became so hol-
low in its institutional delivery.

India’s Evolutionary Advan-
tage: Institutional Memory

India’s post-colonial history
offers an instructive contrast. In-
dia did something that would have
been unthinkable — and unfash-
ionable — for Nepali political lead-
ers: it preserved institutional
memory as an evolutionary
mechanism. I hinted at this in my
essay “Might Nepal Have Devel-
oped a Middle Corridor of Liberal
Democracy if Girija P. Koirala Had
Heeded the Advice of His Younger
Colleagues;” where the leading
figure of the 1990 democratic
movement, Girija P. Koirala, flatly
refused to build on the existing
administrative structure — the
same federal framework that the
country ended up adopting only
after the loss of 17,000 lives. His
younger cohort had urged him to
retain and refine the prior system,
but he feared doing so would
make the party appear regressive.

Indian leaders, on the other
hand, understood that institu-
tions evolve into a national spine
only when they are allowed to ac-
cumulate, preserve, and transmit
their memories over time. Dis-
mantle them prematurely, and you
cripple the very mechanism that
allows a system to evolve. IBM
knew this. India practiced it.

IBM too understood the value
of carrying forward its accumu-
lated design and engineering
memory — its institutional memo-
ries. India did the same with its
institutional scaffolding even
though it bore the baggage of
having inherited it from its colo-
nizer.

Simply put: India built its con-
stitutional frame and refined it a
hundred times. It chose the path
of evolution like many mature,
flag-bearing Western democra-
cies with centuries-old traditions
— the US and Great Britain. We in
Nepal dismantled seven of ours
in the same period.

For Nepal, the dismantling
continued: twice within the last
thirty years — each in a ten-year
cycle. Why; Because when we lib-
erated Nepal from the autocratic
regime in 1990, we achieved lib-
erty and multi-party democracy.
But what the post-1990 political
leadership did — led by formi-
dable personalities like Girija
Prasad Koirala — was to build a
system of patronage and capture.
In the name of consensus build-
ing, they created a multi-party ma-
chine designed to capture, con-
trol, and extract.

To be fair, Girija Prasad
Koirala’s contributions to the
democratic restoration movement
were immense, and his resolve
during the 1990 transition cannot
be forgotten. But even leaders of
great historic standing can mis-
read institutional signals. The
lapses in judgment that followed
— and their long-term institu-
tional consequences — are dis-
cussed in my essay, Might Nepal
Have Developed a Middle Corri-
dor of Liberal Democracy if Girija
P. Koirala Had Heeded the Advice
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Why India Evolved and Nepal Stalled: The
Power of Institutional Memory

How long-memory institutional systems evolve — and how Nepal’s short-
memory politics produced what I call a “paper democracy.”

of His Younger Colleagues;, (No-
vember 13, 2025).

In essence, what emerged
was a paper democracy — a
large state on paper, but hollow
in institutional memory and un-
able to withstand even routine
shocks. Rules were changed as
needed, rather than operating
within the rule-of-law framework
— a fundamental tenet of any
liberal democratic system. De-
spite India’s own problems, its
institutions remained relatively
resilient. Unsurprisingly, Nepal’s
institutional experiment col-
lapsed again within the next de-
cade.

The forces on the left, middle,
and right all repeated the same
cycle of capture and collusion
politics. Every decade, the Le-
viathan (paper democracy) bal-
looned in size and power — sig-
nifying elite overproduction —
only to be dismantled once again
by a new generation of revolu-
tionaries.

Assembly Theory and the
Power of Memory

This is exactly what Assem-
bly Theory, developed by Sara
Walker and colleagues, helps
explain. Complex systems — bio-
logical or institutional — thrive
when they retain and extend
memory-bearing structures. Spe-
cies that preserve their assem-
bly histories and transmit them
across generations not only sur-
vive but evolve, becoming more
resilient and longer-lived.

India did this — imperfectly
but consistently. It retained its
British legal scaffolding, its bu-
reaucratic machinery, its educa-
tional codes, and, crucially, the
democratic mechanisms that pre-
served continuity even amid tur-
bulence.

Nepal took the opposite
path.

We dismantled our proto-in-
stitutions before they had accu-
mulated enough adaptive
memory. We broke the evolu-
tionary chain that allows sys-
tems to mature. And so we kept
recreating fragile paper democ-
racies — each collapsing under
the weight of its own amnesia.

Simply put, Nepal needs to
get out of its habit of erasing its
institutional memories. And yet,
amid this landscape of erasure,
one institution in Nepal quietly
preserved its memory—and with
it, the capacity to withstand
shocks.

The Army: Nepal’s Unbro-
ken Institutional Spine

In the institution-capture
story of Nepal’s political parties,
it is important to understand the
role and long, more-than-two-
century-old tradition of the
Nepal Army. Amid all the chaotic
turmoil surrounding party poli-
tics and their repeated demo-
cratic failures to deliver, the
Army’s image has remained rela-
tively untarnished in the larger
public psyche. Even the fleeing
leaders during the recent Gen-Z
uprising openly praised the
Army for saving their lives.

In fact, across South Asia—
from Bangladesh to Sri Lanka—
the national armies have often
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stepped in to play a constructive
role during regional turmoil. In
Nepal’s case, the Army has time
and again sided with the people,
whether during the abdication of
King Gyanendra or in its handling
of events during the 1990 demo-
cratic movement. Even as re-
cently as this past September, the
Army once again “held the fort,”
so to speak, when the country
was left in a vacuum after the
Gen-Z revolt and the collapse of
the coalition government on Sep-
tember 9th.

The legacy of the Army, es-
pecially in light of these recur-
ring turmoil and the relative trust
it still commands among the
people, is exactly what the prin-
ciple of institutional memory is
pointing to. Its more than two-
hundred-year-old spine—rooted
all the way back to the days of
the Shah dynasty in Gorkha—
has created a form of institutional
priming that even the newly
elected Maoist PM Prachanda,
during his attempted capture of
the Army, could not break. The
institution simply refused to
function outside its long-
evolved normative boundaries.

This is not to absolve the
Nepal Army of its own imperfec-
tions — from politicized pres-
sures to procurement controver-
sies, and even questions raised
during the Maoist insurgency
years. Yet despite these short-
comings, the Army retained a
longer arc of institutional memory
than the political actors who re-
peatedly failed to grasp their duty
to build and uphold democratic
practices.

The tragedy, of course, is that
this memory-bearing resilience re-
mained an exception confined
largely to the Nepal Army,
whereas other actors in society
continued to engage in costly,
repetitive experiments.

Simply, a paper democracy
can roar, but without strong in-
stitutions built on prior lessons
and memories, it cannot evolve.
And listening to the rhetoric of
our leading political figures, there
is a growing concern that the
gravity of what Nepal just went
through in September is already
lost on them. Sad examples
abound: the dismissive attitude
of some toward the genuine

amt 39999 s Jrd

-~

PAPER

DEMOCRACY

voices of change expressed by
the new generation; the oblivi-
ousness of others who remain
busy quarreling over assembly
dates; and then those preoccu-
pied with poaching personalities
merely to burnish their party im-
age.
Instead of putting out the
house fire, our leaders seem more
interested in fighting over the
rooms. And one now sees a simi-
lar trait emerging among some of
the new Gen Z mentors—more
eager to go alone under personal
banners than to gather under one
coherent umbrella that could truly
harness the generational energy
of September.

Paper Democracy: The Out-
come of a Low-Memory State

Now we can give the phrase
its full meaning. Paper democracy
is not a metaphor; it is the pre-
dictable outcome of a political
ecosystem that repeatedly erases
its institutional memory — includ-
ing the frequent revamping of
constitutions, with two rewritten
within just three decades and an
ongoing struggle over a third —
instead of building on prior frame-
works. These disruptions break
the evolutionary chain.

Paper Democracy — a
uniquely Nepali system where,
for decades, elections provided
only a thin veneer of democracy
while political parties colluded to
capture institutions and co-share
power across every functioning
sector of society — a defining
symbol of the extraction-control
nexus. What emerged was a frag-
ile structure — void of checks
and balances and healthy oppo-
sition, feudal in culture, and fa-
voring patronage over merit. The
steady rule of law and respect for
institutional continuity were sac-
rificed as actors made and bent
the rules as they pleased. This is
Nepal’s paper democracy — frag-
ile, performative, and ultimately
an elite-overproducing house of
cards that collapsed once every
decade.

Above all, it delivers a damn-
ing verdict on the quality of lead-
ership over the past three de-
cades — the trio of Deuba, Oli,
and Prachanda at the helm — the
central architects of this paper
democracy, and it underscores the
urgency of fresh leadership, the

very battle cry of the September
Gen Z uprising.

A Closing Note for Gen Z:
Don’t Repeat Your Elders’ Mis-
takes

The lesson for our Gen Z is
clear. Do not romanticize the Sep-
tember 9th wave of widespread
demolition as a glorious event.
The sanctity of your September
8th voice — and your pain — is
being heard. And the citizens of
Nepal know exactly who the cul-
prits are behind the haunting im-
age of a schoolboy’s blood-
soaked sneaker on the sidewalk.
They will not be able to escape
justice for the September 8th trag-
edies.

It is equally disappointing to
watch the maneuvering and po-
litical theatre now being played
out by some would-be Gen Z
mentors who, instead of forging
a unified gravitational center,
seem busy forming new parties—
only to use them later as bargain-
ing chips to join the old ones.
One hopes they will come to their
senses and absorb a lesson Ben-
jamin Franklin offered more than
two centuries ago: we must all
hang together, or we will surely
hang separately.

Above all, do not dismantle
the current constitutional frame-
work, including its federal struc-
ture. Streamline it, refine it, and
make it more efficient — but dis-
mantle it, and you risk inviting
unpredictable calamity for the
country.

Remember: both IBM and In-
dia evolved by being resilient,
carrying forward the ideal of con-
structive destruction — the dis-
ciplined, memory-preserving
pathway of gradual reform, not
the reckless demolition of foun-
dational structures.

Dr. Alok K. Bohara, Emeri-
tus Professor of Economics at
the University of New Mexico,
writes as an independent ob-
server of Nepal’s democratic
evolution through the lens of
complexity and emergence sci-
ence. His systems-policy essays
on Nepal’s socio-economic and
political landscape appear on
Nepal Unplugged.
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