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Tej Bahadur Bhandari: activist and inspiration

Simon Robins

It has become routine for observers of Nepalese society and politics
to note that ‘nothing has changed’. Despite the sacrifice and suffering of the
People’s War and the fifteen years since the Comprehensive Peace Agreement
and all the commitments it contained to justice and equality, the lives of most
Nepalese remain characterised by poverty, daily struggle and injustice. For the
family of Tej Bahadur Bhandari however everything has changed. Since that
day in December more than 20 years ago when he was beaten unconscious in
front of bystanders and then handcuffed, blindfolded,and taken off the streets
of Besisahar by the security forces. Every day since his family have been

confronted with both his absence and the lack of any truth or justice.

I never met Tej Bahadur but feel | have got to know something of him
through the years that | have been close to Ram Kumar, his son and someone
who has inherited his passion and commitment to the fight for justice. | first met
Ram shortly after the end of the People’s War in 2007, when he was beginning
to organise families of the disappeared in his home district, Lamjung, and |
was collecting data for both my own research and to support the work of the
International Committee of the Red Cross with families of those missing in the
conflict. In the almost fifteen years | have known Ram Kumar, we have worked
together to try to empower families like his, and all others who became victims
in the conflict, to be better able to raise their voices and fight for justice in all
its forms. This has been hard, as global attention has moved on and resources

have been increasingly hard to mobilise, and as a succession of governments,
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led by all the leading political parties, have trooped through Singha Durbar,

but maintained a consistent approach to ignoring these calls for justice.

Justice however, as Tej Bahadur knew well, doesn’t only concern
those who are suffering due to the acts of both the state and the Maoists
during the conflict. Justice was at the heart of all that Tej Bahadur sought
to do in his community. As an educator and an activist, he understood that
change came through two routes: through the empowerment that knowledge
enables and through seeking to change the social world one lives in through
politics. This is a politics however, that emerges not in the back rooms where
political parties select their candidates and make alliances that prolong their
power, but rather a politics that understands how some have access to the
resources to live a good life while others constantly struggle to simply feed
and educate their families. Ram’s activism has been framed by an environment
in which those who led the fighting of the People’s War - on both sides -
have re-established a cosy kleptocracy among themselves. Maoist leaders
have effortlessly integrated themselves into a corrupt Kathmandu-based
politics, while those who made sacrifices during the war - either voluntarily
or otherwise — face many of the challenges they always have. Just as Ram’s
brother left to work in the Gulf following his father’s disappearance, so many
young Nepalese have to leave their ancestral homes to make any sort of living,
in urban centres, in India or further afield. The work Ram has done with ex-
Maoist fighters confirms that for most the height of their aspiration now is a

labouring job in the Gulf.

As such, the injustice that Tej Bahadur sought to fight remains
highly visible, in Lamjung as elsewhere in both rural and urban Nepal. Ram
Kumar’s activism has of course been framed by his family’s experience and
has focused on seeking the truth about all the disappeared. Beyond this, it
has seen him emerge as a global figure, seeking to bring together victims of

disappearance in particular and conflict in general, globally, as well as himself
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seeking to advance knowledge of how victims can fight for and secure justice.
In this he remains very much his father’s son, committed to self-improvement

through education that can in turn support a broader struggle.

Integral to Ram’s activism however has been the acknowledgement
that one cannot fight one injustice while ignoring another. As he and | have
travelled around Nepal meeting families of the missing, we saw clearly how
both the fact of disappearance and its impact were inextricably linked to
deeper structural issues. In a district like Bardiya, where more people were
disappeared during the conflict than any other, most of those taken were
Tharu, a result of the Maoist conflict being seen by some as an opportunity to
target indigenous land rights activists. Throughout the country, one sees that
the most marginal were both most likely to take up arms against the state and
most likely to be targeted by its security forces. For the families of those who
disappeared, in Bardiya and elsewhere, the impact of losing what was often
a principal breadwinner was enhanced by the poverty with which they had
always lived. Despite the eloquent words of the CPA and the new Constitution,
and the emerging promise of federalism, most of the structural issues that

underlay the conflict remain, as they did when Tej Bahadur was an activist.

Tej Bahadur is remembered as a victim, but it is crucial that we see
him as much more than this, as an activist and a teacher, who was both an
example and an agent of change. As such, the message we should take from
both his life and his death is that the struggle continues, not only for truth and
justice about what happened to Tej Bahadur, but for the socialism in which he

earnestly believed as the only route to enduring equality and justice.
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The disappearance of Tej Bahadur Bhandari

Darshan Karki

At 67, most people look back on their lives with some sort of clarity
of what happened in the past decades that have gone by and who they are
today. The distinct lines that run across Laxmi Bhandari’s face, however, are

no indication of such clarity.

On a recent chilly morning in her children’s house in Kathmandu,
Laxmi, who was seated on a chair across me asks, “So what would you call
me, nani? Saduwa or a biduwa?” As | fumbled for words she continues, “I
don’t know what | am supposed to call myself.” (Saduwa is a woman whose

husband is still alive and biduwa, a widow.)

Had he been alive, Laxmi expressed belief that she would have
definitely known of her husband’s whereabouts. After all, she says, he could
see, could speak. He would have tried to reach out to his family. Even if he
were dead, people would have found his body by now. After mulling on it,
Laxmi came back to the question that has been haunting her for the last 13

years: “Cha ki, chainaki? (Is he alive? Is he dead?”)

Tej Bahadur Bhandari, a retired school teacher, went missing on
December 31, 2001. Four days before that, a group of around 60 security
personnel had come to Laxmi’s house at Simpani Village in Lamjung district,
and enquired about the whereabouts of her children. They issued death threats

and told her to send her husband to the Chief District Officer (CDO) the next day.
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When Tej Bahadur met the CDO the following day, the latter accused
him of being a Maoist—the Maoists were then fighting against the state.
The 55-year-old refuted the charge. He was allowed to return home on the
condition that he would come back to report two days later. On the given
date, Laxmi’s husband left home at around 10 am to go to the CDO’s office
in Besishahar. By the time he reached the bus station at Manangay Chautara,
several policemen in plainclothes and uniform were already there waiting for
him. People saw him being beaten, blindfolded, tied up and shoved into a
police van in broad daylight. A day later, the Besishahar Police told Laxmi that
her husband had been arrested for interrogation and would be released in the

next two to three days.

Thirteen years later, the whereabouts of Tej Bahadur remain unknown.
Over the years, Laxmi has heard many versions about what happened to her
husband. In February 2002, the Lamjung CDO replied to the National Human
Rights Commission’s enquiry on Tej Bahadur that the missing man had told the
security forces that he would show them ammunition hidden by the Maoists
in Simpani forest. But on the way, TejBahadur reportedly tried to escape and

was killed in “an accident”.

In June 2008, two years after the end of the Maoist insurgency,
the CDO and the Deputy Superintendent of Police changed their statement.
This time, Tej Bahadur had reportedly tried to break the security barrier of
state forces as they patrolled Simpani. Following this, the Maoists fired at
the security forces who shot back in retaliation, and Tej Bahadur was killed in
the crossfire. Yet, in 2009 the government gave the Bhandaris Rs 100,000 as

interim relief granted to families of the victims of enforced disappearance.

In 2010, after the family exhausted all domestic options to get
justice, Trial, a Geneva-based organization which fights impunity, filed a

case at the UN Human Rights Committee representing Ram Bhandari,
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Laxmi’s oldest son. Last month, the Committee gave its verdict holding the
government accountable for TejBahadur’s disappearance. It has further asked

the government to furnish a reply within 180 days.

The government is yet to respond. If years of foot dragging on
resolving conflict-era cases of human rights violations are any indication, it
could be a while before it does. Rights activists, however, have hailed the
UN intervention. Ram, who is also the general secretary of Conflict Victims
Common Platform, an organisationwhich advocates for victim-centric
transitional justice, wrote in The Kathmandu Post: “UNHRC decision is a

landmark for those that have been working on the issue of disappearance.”

Meanwhile, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission along with
the Commission on Enforced Disappearances which were supposed to start
work from December 10 are yet to be formed. Even though the Truth and
Reconciliation Act was passed in April, 2014, Nepal still lacks a law against

enforced disappearance.

Despite some humble and some monumental progresses made with
regards to transitional justice, the discourse still remains ‘legalese’. “We are
yet to mainstream the discourse on the socio-economic costs of the conflict.
We only speak of the dead and the disappeared, not the toll it took on the lives
of the living, their family members. The psychological problems they faced or
continue to face, employment for the young and health care for the old are

some issues that need to be addressed immediately,” says Ram.

Laxmi, for instance, said that her family consisting of two daughters
and sons did not celebrate the Dashain for seven years after her husband
disappeared. She still cannot sleep well and neither can she bear to be alone
in the same room with her oldest son. It makes her want to cry. They are united

in their grief but cannot speak of their sorrow with one another. Regardless,
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she is proud of her son who is relentlessly fighting her battle. That he is still

seeking justice for her husband, his father.

All she wants now is a sense of closure. To be able to perform the
final rites of her husband if he is indeed dead. If not, she would like to find the
man who took her husband away, “hold him by his arms and not let him go”
until he shows her the place where he took her husband. “l would ask him to

kill me too,” she says.

(A story published in the Kathmandu post in 2015)
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My father’s dream

Ram Kumar Bhandari

Over the past few months of the pandemic, | have reflected on the
years of my own personal pandemic caused by enforced disappearances.

Looking back, the journey has been long and hard. It is like a horror movie.

Nineteen years ago on December 31, 2001 my beloved father Tej
Bahadur Bhandari, 56, disappeared after being arrested by security forces
from the streets of Besisahar and taken to the district headquarter of Lamjung,
He was handcuffed, blindfolded, heavily tortured and pushed to the ground.
My father was a dreamer, educator, and cultural activist, well known in local
communities. He was a school teacher for more than three decades and

worked to transform local communities through schools, arts and culture.

My father’s dream was kidnapped with him by state-sponsored
security forces. He has never been seen again, but his dream is still alive with

me.

What happens when a family member is lost not to death or
relocation, but to an enforced disappearance? How do the people left behind

cope with that loss and move on?

These questions have been part of my personal life for years. From

1996 to 2006 Nepal was ravaged by a civil war between Maoist rebellion and
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State forces. The country suffered a great deal of material and infrastructural
damage. But more importantly, the citizens of Nepal have been left with a
great psychological burden brought about by ten years of nearly constant

conflict.

Some victims were thought to be sympathizers of the Maoists as
they moved through small villages. Others were viewed as State supporters.
Whatever the reason, these people disappeared and to this day no information
has been revealed regarding their whereabouts or what happened to them.
The actual number of victims is several times higher than the published figure
when one considers parents, spouses, friends and young children that will

never know a parent.

Often it was men that were taken, robbing a family of its breadwinner
and source of income. The disappearances also robbed the surviving family
members of the opportunity to conduct appropriate burial rights and rituals

that are culturally important to Hindu families.

As of today, there has been no comprehensive account of these
events. It is very important to tell the stories of the disappeared citizens and
celebrate their memory. But the story of how their families have changed and

adapted since the loss must also be told.

| became involved in the search for my father after he was forcibly
disappeared on December 31, 2001. | still recall the clothing that he wore that
fatal day. It was a light grey shirt, half sweater, and black pants. He also carried
a golden color watch. Each detail gives me a small visual memory of a father

whose fate still remains unknown.

Aforcible disappearance acts as a double form of torture and suffering

because victims are kept ignorant of their own fate, while family members
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are deprived of knowing the whereabouts of their loved ones. In Nepal many
families went through habeas corpus cases, but the court dismissed them for
lack of evidence or because presiding judges remain loyal to the offending
regime. We do not yet have full accountability. The government’s attempt to
forget, and to provide amnesty to the perpetrators, has created new conflicts

and tensions in communities.

| personally went through all the entire process and have achieved
nothing in my search for the truth about my father. Gradually, | became
engaged in the victim rights movement and have spent the last two decades
working for the families of the disappeared. It’s a very personal cause for me
and | never imagined how hard the fight would be. But the world has not done
enough to acknowledge the suffering of the families, or listen to them. We
have to tell our stories to the world, reorganize, and prepare for a long battle

to keep the voices of the families alive.

| remember and commemorate all of relatives of the disappeared
who have fought for social justice, access to education, equality and
expansion of democratic spaces—like my father. The state authorities can
never compensate for the absence of our disappeared relatives. But they can
listen our voices, address our needs and stop the cycle of violence and re-

victimization of survivors.

As | continue on my journey | am optimistic that we will some day

find answers and justice. | dream of a world without disappearances.

(This memoir was written and published in 2020)
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