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Surviving Bad Leader

From Paper: Demnocracy to Absorbent Der

&\

“If men were angels, no government would be necessary.”
— James Madison

These words, spoken nearly two and a half centuries ago by one of the
founding architects of the American republic, remain as relevant today as
ever—especially for Nepal, given its recurring cycles of institutional failure.
What we hear in our public discourse—particularly after the fateful events
of September 8 and 9—is almost the opposite of Madison’s warning. In-
stead of sober reflection on institutional breakdown, we hear mockery of
government, the Constitution, and even of those who fought for their future
and lost their lives on September 8 while trying to make their voices heard.
This is paper democracy in full display—and a far cry from the middle
corridor of liberal democracy.

Is it over thenz No.

This essay argues instead for a gradual transition toward an absorbent de-
mocracy—by which I mean institutions designed to absorb abuse, error,
and ambition without collapsing. It calls for a necessary shift in thinking:
away from the search for perfect leaders, and toward the design of institu-
tions robust enough to survive imperfect—even bad—ones.

The Records

Nepal, in a remarkably short span of time, experienced two record-breaking
political events. The first—often recounted in comparison with similar
episodes elsewhere—was the collapse of a regime within thirty-six hours,
followed by a so-called “civilian” caretaker government with Gen-Z sup-
port. The second, no less striking, was the rapid re-emergence of deposed
leaders back at the very center of power. In one case, this took the form of
near-total consolidation and capture of party machinery; in the other, it
involved continued high-stakes maneuvering and the reassertion of a power
base amid ongoing internal party turbulence—spanning both the Commu-
nist Party of Nepal (Unified Marxist-Leninist) and the Nepali Congress.
Notably, these two parties—then in coaliti e toppled simul ly
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A Missing Idea in Nepal’s Democratic Design

Focus not how to find perfect leaders, but how to design institutions robust enough to survive imperfect, even bad, ones.

a new constitution—the second within two decades—this lesson remained
only partially internalized. When institutional learning stalls, the political
imagination often looks elsewhere.

This longing often takes the form of nostalgia. The public imagination
repeatedly returns to figures such as B. P. Koirala or Manmohan Adhikari,
as if the absence of leaders of that stature alone explains Nepal’s present
impasse. The implicit assumption is that if only leaders with similar moral
authority and integrity were to reappear, the system would correct itself.
What this framing misses is that both leaders operated within specific
historical moments—and within institutional arrangements that no longer
exist in the same form. Treating their legacy as a substitute for institutional
redesign turns history into comfort rather than lesson.

Against this backdrop, public discourse repeatedly circled back to a differ-
ent question altogether: Nepal’s supposed lack of leaders with ethics, in-
tegrity, and honesty. In the abstract, this concern sounds principled—even
necessary. In practice, it has increasingly bordered on the delusional, espe-
cially when set against what we are witnessing in the post-uprising land-
scape.

Accountability for the killings of September 8 does not appear to be on the
government’s agenda. Televised visuals of rooms filled with burnt cur-
rency—recovered from leaders’ residences during the September riots—
are casually dismissed as Al-generated fabrications. Meanwhile, Gen-Z
participants are summarily vilified, mocked, and blamed for infrastructure
damage that occurred on the 9th, even as public discourse amongst the
party leadership remains largely muted about the killings of the 8th. Civil
society, for the most part, has remained silent.

In such a context, continued lamentation about moral leadership feels de-
tached from reality, even evasive. The problem is no longer the absence of
ethical language; it is the absence of institutional consequence.

This tendency toward misdiagnosis takes other, more revealing forms as
well. Some senior figures—even a senior party personality from a major
political formation—went so far as to advocate for the return of the king
after losing internal party battles. Others turned inward, psychoanalyzing
the ego, temperament, or arrogance of individual leaders, as if personality
d sis could substitute for institutional design.

after those fateful days, with many leaders fleeing the capital, at times
reportedly rescued by army helicopters.

Instead of humility and remorse over the events and the human loss, the
political landscape has been marked by threats, intimidation, and pressure
on investigative bodies, accompanied by growing murmurs about bringing
down the current government altogether—or even boycotting the upcoming
clection.

In this churn, any early expectation of soul-searching, self-reflection, or
institutional renewal quickly evaporated. The old guards regrouped and
reset the agenda. Confusion—and at times posturing—among would-be
Gen-Z mentors further diluted the possibility of a credible, fresh leadership
challenge to the entrenched political machine, even as more than seventy
lives were lost during those fateful September days. This is hardly a sign of
a healthy transition.

The Repeating Cycle

It is difficult not to notice how such episodic collapses seem to recur every
decade. The 1990 movement that established multiparty democracy was a
genuine achievement. In its aftermath, many—including myself—argued
for constitutional safeguards, institutional strengthening, and the familiar
liberal-democratic language of checks and balances. There was, at least briefly,
a sense that the lesson had been learned, especially after yet another shake-
up for the republican order.

What was largely missed, however, was a deeper lesson: that democracy
requires rules, procedures, and constraints beyond individual goodwill. Even
after the loss of more than 17,000 lives, and even after the promulgation of

Together, these responses reveal a deeper pattern. When institutions re-
peatedly fail under stress, the political conversation retreats into nostalgia,
moral lament, or psychological speculation—anything except a hard reck-
oning with institutional architecture itself. The focus remains on people
and personalities, while the systems that enable abuse, impunity, and rep-
etition remain largely untouched.

The Question We Keep Avoiding

This brings us to the question Nepal’s democratic conversation continues
to avoid.

‘Why does our political imagination remain so fixated on leaders—good or
bad—rather than on the institutions meant to constrain thema And why
has Madison’s core insight—that democracy survives not by assuming
virtue, but by planning for its absence—never been fully internalized in our
democratic designa

This question came into sharper focus while reflecting on a recent essay in
the Annapurna Express by Dr. Minendra Rijal, which described the Nepali
Congress (NC) as “the principal institutional carrier of Nepal’s democratic
imagination.” It is a refreshingly candid and self-aware framing, acknowl-
edging both historical contribution and moral inheritance.

That legacy deserves to be stated plainly. The Nepali Congress played a
central role in carrying Nepal’s democratic struggle through exile, imprison-
ment, underground organization, and negotiated transition, especially against
the aristocratic and autocratic century of the Ranas. Alongside the left
movement, it helped normalize constitutionalism, pluralism, and electoral
politics in a society emerging from absolutism. For many years, NC func-

Dr. Alok K. Bohara

tioned not just as a party competing for power, but as a broad democratic
platform—keeping space open for dissent, continuity, and democratic aspi-
ration when formal institutions were still weak.

Yet embedded within Dr. Rijal’s assessment is a paradox. The moral author-
ity and legacy of the party’s founding leadership helped democratic forces
survive difficult periods and gave the party historical depth and legitimacy.
At the same time, that same legacy may have slowed a deeper reckoning
with a basic institutional lesson: democracy lasts not by placing leaders
above institutions, but by placing institutions above leaders. In this way,
the party—and at times its leaders—may have become victims of their own
legacy, using it as a comfort zone that offers reassurance in hard moments,
even as the harder work of institutional redesign is postponed.

I recounted one such missed opportunity in my piece Might Nepal Have
Developed a Middle Corridor of Liberal Democracy if Girija P. Koirala Had
Heeded the Advice of His Younger Colleaguesa

Paper Democracy and the Leadership Trap

This legacy nostalgia—shared not only by party leaders but also by the
wider public—has kept attention focused on the search for “good” or even
“ideal” leaders, often romanticized through figures from the past. What has
received far less attention is a harder but more durable question:

not how to find perfect leaders, but how to design institutions robust enough
to survive imperfect, even bad, ones. This is the essence of paper democ-
racy: a system rich in constitutional language and moral expectation, yet
thin in its ability to absorb stress. Paper democracy asks leaders to behave.
‘When they do not, institutions hesitate, bend, or collapse.

Absorption Before Liberalism

This gap becomes especially visible in the emerging Gen-Z political vocabu-
lary. Their skepticism is directed less at individual leaders and more at
systems that appear incapable of constraining failure, abuse, or capture.
The frustration is not with democracy as an ideal, but with its fragility in
practice. What this points toward is not a rejection of liberal democracy, but
a different route to it. Liberal democracy does not endure by moral appeal
alone; it endures through institutions capable of absorbing pressure—not
through heroism, but through rules and constraints.

In that sense, the task ahead may be a gradual movement—from paper
democracy toward an absorbent democracy—one that can hold the system
together under stress, and only then sustain the deeper freedoms and re-
straints of a mature liberal democratic order.

Concluding Remark

The central thesis of this essay is straightforward: Nepal does not need to
search for perfect leaders; it needs institutions capable of handling imperfect
ones. With that in mind, this writer has written extensively on a range of
institutional reform propositions—internal party democracy and a citizen
democracy watchdog; a genuinely civilian anti-corruption body; electoral
reforms to minimize the abuse of proportional-representation mathematics;
public financing of elections; among others. Many others, too, have articu-
lated thoughtful and useful reform agendas.

But for now, what is urgently needed is a suspension of our endless quest
for dream leaders—and a pause in wasting time preaching ethics to those
already in power. Instead, the task is to rally around a civic campaign to
design institutional architecture that can absorb failure, constrain abuse, and
correct deviation. Let the system take care of behavior, rather than hoping
that behavior will take care of the system.

Dr. Alok K. Bohara, Emeritus Professor of Economics at the University of
New Mexico, writes as an independent observer of Nepal's democratic evo-
lution through the lens of complexity and emergence science. His systems-
policy essays on Nepal s socio-economic and political landscape appear on
Nepal Unplugged.

The resumption of border trade between China and India will inject
new impetus into the peaceful development of bilateral relations

By Jianhong Wang,
Pengling Li, Qing Zhong

The border trade between
China and India has a long his-
tory, not only significantly im-
proving the living conditions of
residents along the border but
also carrying important strategic
significance beyond economic
terms. On August 19,2025, the
24th meeting ofthe Special Rep-
resentatives on China-India Bor-
der Issues was held in New Delhi,
India. During this meeting, both
sides agreed to reopen three tra-
ditional border trade markets:
Rinchen Gong-Changgu,
Purang-Gongji, and Juba-
Nangka. On August 31,2025,
Chinese President Xi Jinping met
with Indian Prime Minister Modi
at the Tianjin Reception Hotel,
who had come to China to attend
the 2025 Shanghai Cooperation
Organization Summit. China and
India reached consensus on up-
holding strategic autonomy and
independent diplomacy, ensur-
ing that bilateral relations are not

influenced by third parties, and
strengthening multilateralism in
international affairs. On December
11,2025, China and India held a
new round of consultations be-
tween foreign ministry officials,
with both sides expressing their
intention to resume institutional
dialogue and properly address
differences. The resumption of
border trade between China and
India will not only help promote
friendly exchanges between the
people of the two countries and
consolidate the social and public
opinion foundation for the stable
development of China-India rela-
tions, but also contribute to deep-
ening bilateral political trust and
diplomatic cooperation.

Border trade between China
and India can be traced back to
the Warring States period. The silk
from China, which was introduced
to India via the ancient Sichuan-
Yunnan-Myanmar-India route,
was recorded in Indian classics as
carly as the 4th century BC. Dur-
ing the Tibetan Empire period
from the 7th to 9th centuries AD,

local Tibetan regimes conducted
trade with South Asia and Cen-
tral Asia through trade routes
such as the "Musk Road." After
the promulgation of the "Impe-
rial Decree on Twenty-Nine
Regulations for Post-Imperial
Tibet" in 1792 (the 51st year of
Emperor Qianlongs reign),
Xizang rapidly developed, form-
ing over 60 border trade markets.
In 1954, China and India signed
the "Agreement on Trade and
Transportation Between the Ti-
betan Region of China and In-
dia," promoting the normaliza-
tion of border trade. In 1957,
Xizangs wool exports to India
reached 2.33 million yuan, while
Indias exports to Yadong alone
amounted to 71.87 million yuan.
Subsequently, border conflicts
disrupted trade for about 30
years. It was not until 1991 that
the two countries reached an
agreement to resume border
trade, and important trade routes
such as Naidula were succes-
sively opened in 2003 and 2006.
By 2015, the trade volume of the

Naidula route had reached 150
million yuan, with significant
growth. Border trade not only
serves the economic function of
improving livelihoods but also
plays an irreplaceable role in eas-
ing border tensions and promot-
ing people-to-people exchanges.

Impacted by factors such as
the COVID-19 pandemic and bor-
der incidents, the economic and
trade relations between China
and India have experienced ups
and downs. However, the meet-
ing between the leaders of the
two countries during the BRICS
Summit in Kazan has injected
momentum into the overall warm-
ing of Sino-Indian relations. For
example, China resumed the pil-
grimage activities of Indian pil-
grims to Tibet, while India also
restarted the issuance of tourist
visas for Chinese citizens. The
two sides also held consulta-
tions on resuming direct flights.
Randhir Jaiswal, spokesperson
for Indias Ministry of External
Affairs, stated: "We hope that
bilateral relations can continue to

develop on the basis of mutual
respect and common interests."
The resumption of border trade
between China and India can not
only directly promote economic
growth in border regions and cre-
ate livelihoods and employment
opportunities for local residents,
but also boost the development
of related industries such as lo-
gistics and packaging, as well as
enhance cultural exchanges and
integration between the two
sides. Continuous personnel ex-
changes and people-to-people
interactions are effective ways to
deepen mutual understanding
and eliminate historical barriers.
Historically, China and India have
established solid cooperation
foundations in emerging indus-
tries. The resumption of border
trade can further open new win-
dows for expanding cooperation
areas and inject new vitality into
deepening practical cooperation.

It is worth noting that the
United States is actively courting
India under its "Indo-Pacific
Strategy," positioning it as a key

strategic fulcrum in an attempt to
build a counterbalance network
against China. Specifically, the
U.S. is pushing India to join the
Quad Security Dialogue (U.S.-
Japan-India-Australia) and con-
duct joint military exercises, inte-
grating India into its regional se-
curity framework to strategically
squeeze China and disrupt nor-
mal cooperation between China
and India in regional affairs. Af-
ter U.S. President Donald Trump
announced a 50% tariff on Indian
goods, India has re-evaluated its
relationship with China while
continuing negotiations on trade
agreements with Washington. In
this complex situation, border
trade between China and India
provides a necessary channel for
interaction, effectively hedging
against the "decoupling" risks
brought by strategic competition.
In the future, China and India
need to continue exploring effec-
tive cooperation under multilat-
eral relations to safeguard their
shared interests as developing

countries. contd. pg. 7....
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The resumption of border trade......

Restarting China-India border trade is key to shifting bilateral
relations from strategic confrontation to pragmatic cooperation. As
two of the worlds major ancient civilizations and major emerging
economies, China and India should adhere to strategic autonomy in
their relationship development, follow the political consensus of "no
interference by a third party" reached by both countries, and ensure
that the initiative in bilateral affairs remains firmly in their own hands.
Additionally, China and India should build on traditional coopera-
tion in border trade and people-to-people exchanges, while actively
expanding areas of cooperation in emerging fields such as the digital
economy and green energy. By fully leveraging the complementary
advantages of their industrial structures, the two countries can trans-
form their enormous potential into new drivers for common develop-
ment. Both sides should focus on development and seek coopera-
tion, moving beyond the old zero-sum game mentality to foster a new

pattern of win-win cooperation.

Authors: Jianhong Wang Pengling Li Qing Zhong (Scholars,
Southwest University of Political Science & Law, P. R.China.)
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