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By Katrin Bennhold

Good morning, world! The
Nobel Peace Prize is perhaps the
highest international honor
someone can receive. It confers
moral standing on a person, an
institution and their cause.
Mother Teresa was awarded it.
So did Nelson Mandela and
Martin Luther King.

But for all the laureates
whose names have become syn-
onymous with self-sacrifice and
good deeds, there have been
some controversial ones, too.
And this year’s has been particu-
larly so. Today I write about the
Nobel Committee’s choice of the
Venezuelan opposition leader
Maria Corina Machado.

Maria Corina Machado is
shown outside a building, clasp-
ing her hands and looking down.

Maria Corina Machado in
Caracas after voting in the
presidential election last year.
Adriana Loureiro Fernandez
for The New York Times

Maria Corina Machado,
Venezuela’s de facto opposition
leader, was awarded this year’s
Nobel Peace Prize for her at-
tempts to push an authoritarian
country toward democracy
through peaceful means — at
least for now.

When other opposition lead-
ers fled into exile, she stayed to
challenge a government that jails
opponents, tortures critics and
censors the press. She stayed in
hiding for more than a year after
President Nicolas Maduro de-
clared victory in a vote that was
widely seen as rigged. (Her
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daughter accepted the prize on her behalf yesterday; Machado her-
self said she was on her way to Oslo despite missing the ceremony.)

But Machado’s peace prize has been highly contentious. She
dedicated it to President Trump, who has amassed U.S. warships in
the Caribbean, killing at least 87 people in boats in strikes that critics
say amount to war crimes. Officials in the Trump administration pri-
vately say their ultimate goal is to bring about regime change in
Venezuela. Machado has expressed support for using force to oust

Maduro.

She’s not the first Nobel laureate to attract controversy. But the
reaction this year has been quite intense.

On Tuesday, protesters waved signs that read “No Peace Prize
for Warmongers” outside the Nobel Institute. And yesterday, the
Norwegian Peace Council — a group of 19 organizations promoting
disarmament and conflict resolution — declined to hold its tradi-

tional torchlight procession to
honor the laureate, saying
Machado does not align with its
“core values.”

The award has raised ques-
tions about the prize and its
goals: If a politician actively call-
ing for military intervention can
win the Nobel Peace Prize, what
is the prize forg

A long list of controversies

The Nobel Peace Prize’s ac-
tual relationship to peace has al-
ways been contentious, dating
back to its origins in the will of
Alfred Nobel, the 19th-century
inventor of dynamite.

Some laureates have subse-
quently failed to live up the
prize’s ideals: The Myanmar dis-
sident Aung San Suu Kyi was
awarded the prize in 1991. Years
later, after joining the govern-
ment, she defended Myanmar
against charges it had committed
genocide against its Rohingya
minority, prompting calls for her
prize to be rescinded.

President Barack Obama was
given the prize just months into
his first term. He went on to pre-
side over a vast expansion of the
United States’ drone strike pro-
gram.

On other occasions, the
peace prize has gone to people
actively or recently involved in
military activities. Infamously,
the prize went to Henry Kissinger
in 1973, along with his North Viet-
namese counterpart, Le Duc Tho,
for negotiating a cease-fire in the
Vietnam War, which soon fell
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apart. (The singer Tom Lehrer
said the choice of Kissinger had
rendered political satire obsolete.)

Henry Kissinger is shown
shaking hands with Le Duc Tho
with a group of men standing be-
hind them.

Henry Kissinger shakes
hands with Le Duc Tho in Paris
in 1973. -/Agence France-Presse
— Getty Images

The 2019 winner, Prime Min-
ister Abiy Ahmed of Ethiopia, re-
ceived the prize for introducing
democratic changes and resolv-
ing a conflict with neighboring
Eritrea. Shortly afterward,
though, he ordered military op-
erations and airstrikes against the
Ethiopian region of Tigray, and
skipped the news conference af-
ter his Nobel acceptance speech.

In those cases, the prize went
to people involved in military con-
flicts, but who were seeking
breakthroughs toward peace. In
Machado’s case, she is encour-
aging military action as a means
to achieve democracy.

Democracy and peace

The Nobel Peace Prize tends
to be symbolic — less about the
individuals, more about what they
stand for. In that sense,
Machado’s prize recognized
thousands of Venezuelan activ-
ists and campaigners — people
who risked their lives for democ-
racy at a time when it seems to be
under threat across the world,
said Laura Gamboa, a Latin
America specialist at the Univer-
sity of Utah.
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And democracy and peace
might be different things, but
they’re often seen as linked, said
Nina Graeger, director of the
Peace Research Institute Oslo.

Machado most likely still sees
herself as pursuing the same goal
— helping Venezuela transition
from dictatorship to democracy
— through different (yes, mili-
tary) means. In her acceptance
speech, Machado’s daughter
said that the prize “reminds the
world that democracy is essen-
tial to peace” and that “to have a
democracy, we must be willing to
fight for freedom.”

What the most controversial
Nobel Peace Prizes really reveal
is that the award is often on tricky
terrain when it goes to a recipi-
ent who is actively engaged in
politics, rather than imprisoned
or in exile. Politicians who re-
ceived the prize are almost always
controversial in their own coun-
tries, Graeger said; by definition,
they have opponents. They also
engage in the pursuit of power
and policymaking, which can of-
ten lead to compromises.

There’s a reason the peace
prize  was initially  so
uncontroversial when it went to
Aung San Suu Kyi in 1991. At
the time, she was under house
arrest. The Nobel Committee
tends to loves dissidents. But
people with power — and the
formerly powerless who may
eventually obtain power — are
more complicated.

The Constitution of Nepal,
(2015), envisions a robust frame-
work of commissions and con-
stitutional bodies to safeguard
governance, transparency, and
accountability. Key institutions
include the Commission for the
Investigation of Abuse of Au-
thority (CIAA), the Office of the
Auditor General, the Public Ser-
vice Commission, the Election
Commission, the National Human
Rights Commission, the National
Women's Commission, the Na-
tional Natural Resources and Fis-
cal Commission, and several
other commissions under Part 27.
‘While commissions under Parts
21 to 26 are indispensable to the
functioning of the state, many
bodies under Part 27 often serve
as convenient postings for po-
litical appointees. The machin-
ery of government
smoothly even when many of
these positions remain vacant,
raising troubling questions
about why taxpayers should fi-
nance officials whose contribu-
tion is negligible or nonexistent.

The performance record of
these political appointees is
deeply concerning. Many com-
missions have failed to deliver
meaningful or productive work,
yet their members continue to
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Drain the political swamp:

Why Nepal must remove appointees who serve parties, not the people

draw hefty salaries, perks, and
state privileges without account-
ability. Around the world, politi-
cally appointed officials of outgo-
ing governments voluntarily step
down to preserve institutional
neutrality and public trust. In
Nepal, however, the culture of
clinging to office, no matter how
undeserved, has become normal-
ized. The same moral standard
applies to ambassadors recalled
by the new government. Diplo-
mats represent the Nepali state,
not the interests of political par-
ties. Politically appointed ambas-
sadors who refuse to step aside
undermine Nepal’s credibility
abroad and weaken the principle
of impartial diplomacy. Their re-
luctance to resign reflects a disre-
gard for democratic norms and
institutional integrity.

Nepal’s persistent political in-
stability has further strained gov-
ernance. The House of Represen-
tatives, constitutionally mandated
until 2084 BS, was dissolved fol-
lowing the Gen—Z Movement, and
elections for the Federal Parlia-
ment are now scheduled for March
5. The aftermath of the movement,
which resulted in widespread de-
struction of public property and
infrastructure, demands massive
reconstruction funds. The gov-

ernment has been forced to cut
budgets for development
projects and adopt austerity
measures to ensure resources for
rebuilding and conducting elec-
tions.

In this context, the moral and
political legitimacy of individu-
als occupying partisan-ap-
pointed positions is indefen-
sible. Many of these appoint-
ments reflect nothing more than
political patronage, offering re-
wards to loyalists rather than
selecting individuals based on
expertise, merit, or service to the
nation. Adding to the irony,
many of these appointees are
enjoying state-provided luxury
that they had never experienced
before. Expensive vehicles, full
maintenance and fuel costs, gen-
erous allowances, and multiple
security personnel—without
any credible security threats—
have become symbols of entitle-
ment rather than responsibility.
Some behave like royalty, refus-
ing even to open the doors of
their own cars, and treating se-
curity personnel as if they were
private servants assigned to
their personal comfort. This mis-
use of state resources is a na-
tional embarrassment and an in-
sult to the dignity of the secu-

rity forces. These
personnel must be
recalled immediately
so they can serve
the nation where
they are genuinely
required, not
wasted protecting
individuals whose
authority is rooted
solely in political fa-
voritism.

Clinging  to
luxury and unde-
served privilege at a time when
the government is struggling to
fund essential reconstruction
and development is not just un-
ethical; it is shameful. Nepal can-
not afford such extravagance
while cutting down project bud-
gets and enforcing austerity. To
make matters worse, Nepal’s gov-
ernance continues to be influ-
enced heavily by foreign powers.
India, China, and the United
States remain particularly active
in Kathmandu’s political and dip-
lomatic landscape, often shaping
outcomes that should be guided
by Nepal’s own priorities. A gov-
ernment accountable to its
people must prioritize domestic
needs, ensure efficient service
delivery, uphold institutional dis-
cipline, and respond promptly to

public concerns. Yet, despite
constitutional mechanisms such
as parliamentary oversight and
ministerial responsibility, essen-
tial services fail to reach many citi-
zens, particularly marginalized
Corruption,
clientelism, and the dominance of
powerful individuals continue to
undermine the system, allowing
public resources to be used at
personal whim rather than accord-
ing to law and institutional norms.

Nepal stands at a decisive
turning point. Political appointees
in Part 27 commissions and re-
called ambassadors must recog-
nize that public office is not a per-
sonal privilege. It is a responsi-
bility grounded in ethics and ac-
countability. Voluntary resigna-
tion is not merely a symbolic ges-

communities.

ture; it is a moral obligation. It is
the least they can offer a country
struggling to rebuild its infra-
structure and prepare for crucial
national elections. If Nepal is to
restore public trust, strengthen
institutions, and preserve demo-
cratic values, these morally com-
promised officials must step
aside. Their unwillingness to do
so exposes their true motiva-
tions—not service or duty, but
entitlement and personal gain.

The time has come for Nepal
to reject the culture of privilege
and demand integrity from all
who occupy public office. The
Nepali people deserve better, and
the state must be protected from
those who treat it as a reward for
political loyalty rather than a sa-
cred responsibility.
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