
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

WHERE DO REBELS ATTACK? RATIONALITY BEHIND NEPALESE MAOIST 

INSURGENTS’ CHOICE OF SECURITY BASES 
 

 

 

 

 

A Thesis  

Submitted to the Faculty of the  

Graduate School of Arts and Sciences  

of Georgetown University 

in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the  

degree of 

Master of Arts 

in Security Studies 
 

 

 

 

By 

 

 

 

 

 

Prabin B Khadka, M.A. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Washington, D.C. 

April 14, 2011 



ii 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 2011 by Prabin B. Khadka 

All Rights Reserved 

 



iii 
 

WHERE DO REBELS ATTACK? RATIONALITY BEHIND NEPALESE MAOIST 

INSURGENTS’ CHOICE OF SECURITY BASES 

 

Prabin B. Khadka, M.A. 

 

Thesis Advisor: Daniel Byman, Ph.D. 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

Why do rebels choose to attack security base “X” over security base “Y”? This paper 

attempts to analyze the rationality behind the insurgents‟ choice to do so in a comparative 

perspective with the aim of addressing the following questions: Do insurgents, as widely 

accepted, launch attacks primarily against security bases that are isolated and vulnerable? How 

are the attacks linked to the political, social and economic factors of the area?  Are attacks 

launched in areas where the opportunity cost is low? In an attempt to answer these questions, the 

paper takes Nepal‟s civil war as a case study and models the factors involved in Maoist insurgent 

attacks against fixed security bases in the seventy-five districts of Nepal. It quantitatively 

analyzes the dynamics involved behind sixty-four major attacks by the Maoist insurgents in the 

final phase of the “protracted insurgency” from 1999-2006. The study‟s findings contradict the 

conventional wisdom by showing no correlation between geographical feasibility and attacks 

undertaken. Instead, targets are selected where prevalent grievances––political marginalization––

can be exploited with economic incentives. 
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 “The Taliban are like ghosts in the night” 

-First Lt. Derek Knapp from the Korangal outpost.  (Baker Company, 

2nd Battalion, 12th Infantr`y Regiment)
1
 

 

I. Introduction 

In April 2010, when U.S. forces abandoned its three outposts in the Korangal Valley        

–dubbed the Valley of Death– forty-two U.S. soldiers had died fighting off the Taliban‟s 

frequent attempts to retake these outposts since 2006.  Of the hundreds of military outposts 

scattered over Afghanistan, why did the “ghosts in the night” repeatedly choose to attack this 

particular stretch of a narrow six-mile-long valley? The central aim of this study is to elucidate 

the answer to the crucial question of where insurgents choose to attack.  

Despite recent interest in the causality of civil wars, most literature has ignored the 

methodology of target selection used by insurgents after the outbreak of such wars, particularly 

during the later phases of a conflict when insurgents engage in a protracted war that involves 

some conventional military operations–what Mao called the “offensive phase” of a conflict.
2 

There has been a dearth of empirical studies undertaken to look at the rationality behind rebels‟ 

choice of targets in conventional attacks–an essential component of an insurgency.
 3

   

For an effective counterinsurgency (COIN) strategy, currently epitomized by the “hearts 

and minds” doctrine, government institutions have to be created in rural “no go” areas in order to 

                                                           
1
 http://atwar.blogs.nytimes.com/2010/04/14/leaving-the-korangal-valley/; accessed February 16, 2011. 

2
 Insurgency based on Mao‟s protracted war has declined since the end of Vietnam, primarily because fewer 

countries fulfill its criteria. However, there have been variants of Maoist protracted war with current adaptation by 

movements as diverse as communist and Islamist insurgencies. See Nagl (2005). 
3
 Fearon and Laitin‟s work on civil war (2003) is widely selected as an anchor text as it sheds light on the type of 

methodology that seems most effective to assess the correlates of insurgency to determine causal variables. They 

define insurgency as “a technology of military conflict characterized by small, lightly armed bands practicing 

guerilla warfare from rural base areas… that can be harnessed to diverse political agendas, motivations, and 

grievances”. Collier and Hoeffler (2004, 2008) use similar methodology to propound their “feasibility and 

motivation hypotheses. They argue that where rebellion is viable it will occur, and that the motivation factor, which 

in turn has two variants: “greed” or “grievance,” is “indeterminate” and can be either of the two depending on the 

shape the rebellion takes. 

http://atwar.blogs.nytimes.com/2010/04/14/leaving-the-korangal-valley/
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establish governmental legitimacy. Insurgency is ultimately about legitimacy–something 

unachievable without security–and security is impossible without authority, the sustainability of 

which is dependent upon the presence of security bases in rebel held areas. These bases act as 

backbones during COIN operations such as those under the “clear, hold, build” strategy.
4
 Since 

major activities during the final “build” stage are conducted by nonmilitary agencies, only the 

strong presence of security troops in troubled areas can successfully facilitate such strategies. 

Insurgents from Mao‟s Red Army to the Viet Minhs to the Algerians have adapted 

protracted warfare to their respective situations. Despite the variants of protracted warfare, rebel 

forces must possess the ability to mount successful attacks in order to cause the collapse of 

government forces despite options not to launch such attacks (Thompson 1967, 42-43). 

Insurgents gradually acquire fixed positions in the countryside with the ultimate aim of engulfing 

the towns. During this process, rebel attacks aimed at overwhelming a security base involve 

guerilla tactics costly to the rebel forces (FM 3-24, 12). For this reason, choosing one fixed 

security base to attack over another is contingent upon the viability of maximizing payoffs with 

minimal costs. This rationality of rebel choice is predicated upon certain key explanatory 

variables.  

Understanding the proximate correlates of such attacks is therefore of great significance. 

Yet, surprisingly, we know little about insurgents‟ choice of targets–when and under what 

conditions such attacks happen–despite knowing why insurgents employ such offensive tactics. 

A micro-level comparative investigation of such rebel attacks will supply insights that 

conventional, macro-level theories have not adequately addressed. This paper aims to 

complement cross-country research on civil wars rather than supplanting it. It takes Nepal‟s civil 

war as a case study to quantitatively analyze the dynamics involved behind sixty-four major 

                                                           
4
 FM 3-24 Para 5-80. 
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attacks by the Maoist rebels in seventy-five districts in the final phase of the “protracted 

insurgency” from 1999-2006.  

My empirical findings indicate that the ability to launch attacks is a function of 

mobilizing the masses by capitalizing on prevalent grievances. The data on Maoist rebel attacks 

show that political grievance was a significant factor, rather than the widely accepted 

geographical variables. This differs from similar empirical studies of both the onset and the 

continuation of civil wars.
5
 Interestingly, the empirical findings also show a positive correlation 

between attacks and the economic variables–richer districts, higher HDI and higher economically 

active population,–unlike the recent growing economic literature which posit such variables to be 

inversely related to civil wars.
6
  

These results challenge the feasibility hypothesis–geographical terrain, security umbrella 

and proportion of young men–and was not important for Nepalese Maoist rebels in targeting 

security bases. Launching large scale military attacks hinges upon the insurgents‟ ability to 

mobilize rebel fighters. Areas in Nepal with treacherous terrain are comparatively poorer and 

posed significant tactical and logistical challenges to the Maoist fighters. Also, attacks in poorer 

districts made it harder to attract and mobilize guerilla fighters. Thus, my study confirms that in 

the attacks against security bases by Maoist rebels in Nepal, grievance alone was meaningless 

without incentives.  

My findings may be of relevance to policy makers both in Nepal and South Asia. Though 

the Maoists gave up arms in 2006, Nepal is currently witnessing another low level insurgency 

                                                           
5
 The recent cross country empirical findings have several important aspects since it contradicts a widely accepted 

conventional wisdom: such wars are caused either by the level of grievances in the society or the degree of ethnic 

and religious polarization in a society. Fearon and Laitin (2003) find that conditions that favor success are rather the 

“rural technology” associated with insurgency such as treacherous terrain, bad roads, weak security forces, and low 

GDP/lack of employment. Collier and Hoeffler (2008, 26-28) find finance, military deterrence and availability of 

suitable recruits highly correlated with civil wars and argue that motivation is indeterminate.  
6
 See Humpreys (2003) and Collier and Hoeffler (2004) for a review of this literature.  
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involving different armed ethnic groups active in the southern plains bordering India, accounting 

for almost two thousand deaths since 2007 (INSEC Report 2010).  Moreover, there have been 

similarities between Nepalese Maoists and their Indian counterparts in operational tactics due to 

the subsequent growing link between the two groups (Nayak 2008, 465).
7
 Additionally, there has 

been a significant rise in rebel attacks by religiously driven insurgents such as the Taliban in 

Afghanistan and in the tribal regions of Pakistan. Policymakers involved in this region may find 

the results useful, as they illustrate the rationality of the insurgents‟ choice of certain fixed 

security bases over others, and gives an understanding of where to expect the strongest rebel 

resistance when implementing COIN strategies.  

 The paper is organized as follows: Section II talks about the People‟s War launched by 

the Communist Party of Nepal Maoist (CPN-M). In Section III, I provide my research design and 

lay out variables to explain insurgent attacks on security bases, followed by a discussion of the 

main hypotheses of this research. Section IV tests these hypotheses by analyzing the data and 

presents the main findings using a theoretical framework of rebellion. I conclude in Section V 

with policy recommendations and an outline of the avenues for future research.   

 

II. The Maoist Insurgency in Nepal 

 

Landlocked between India and China, Nepal suffers from extreme poverty, economic 

stagnation, social oppression, and a legacy of political turmoil.
8
 Recently, these problems were 

exacerbated by the insecurity that resulted from a decade long insurgency launched by the 

Maoist Rebels in 1996. An absolute monarchy until 1990, Nepal opened up politically, socially, 

                                                           
7
 The Indian Maoists are considered the most potent current threat to India‟s internal stability. The Telegraph, 

available from http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/india/7776686/Indias-Maoist-rebels-profile.html; 

accessed March 24, 2011.  
8
 Nepal still remains relatively poor. In 2009, it ranked 144 out of 182 countries in the annual UNDP Human 

Development Index (HDI) (UNDP, 2009). 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/india/7776686/Indias-Maoist-rebels-profile.html
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and economically after the introduction of multi-party democracy. The state institutions, 

however, were still incipient and could not fully address the expectations of the people. Nepal 

soon faced an armed Maoist rebellion commencing on Feb 13, 1996 when a small group of 

communist revolutionaries launched an insurgency–the People‟s War–against the Nepalese state. 

This war lasted for a decade, until 2006, and took the lives of approximately sixteen thousand 

people (NHRC Report 2007). 

The mass people‟s uprising of April 1990, called the Jana Andolan I, succeeded in 

bringing about a partial regime change from an autocracy to a constitutional monarchy with a 

multi-party system. The CPN-(M), however, became disillusioned with the new democratic 

liberty and still perceived the government as unequal and irresponsive. The CPN-(M) decided 

that rebellion was the only way to effect meaningful change, and launched their peasant-led 

armed struggle with the goal of changing the constitutional monarchical system into an 

egalitarian communist regime (Weinstein 2007, 301).
9
 

The first few years of the insurgency witnessed a lackluster response from the State, with 

only the mobilization of the police force. Police force Operation Romeo in 1995
10

 and Operation 

Kilo Sera II in 1998 backfired because of the negative effects they had on the locals. These 

operations consequently became one of the key mobilization narratives for the Maoist leaders 

(ICGR 2003, 4). Sharma (2004, 50) notes that by the end of 1999 the Maoists began “adopting 

an offensive stance, rather than their earlier defensive one.”  

                                                           
9
 The insurgency launched by CPN (M) was based on Mao‟s “protracted warfare strategy” a series of three merging 

phases namely the organizational phase, guerilla warfare, and open conventional warfare. For a detailed discussion 

on Mao strategy see Mao, On Guerilla Warfare (1978). 
10

 Though the official declaration of the People‟s War began in February 1996, the Maoists went underground in 

1995 and immediately started their first phase or the organizational phase during which the government responded 

with police operations to counter them. See Hutt (2004). 
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The Maoists first major offensive military operation in Rukum (mid-western region), in 

1999, succeeded in overwhelming the targeted security base, killing nine policemen and 

abducting the Police Chief Deputy Superintendent of Police (DSP), Thule Rai (Sharma 2004, 

10).
11

 By 2001, in the month of July alone, they were able to carry out attacks against six police 

posts in Rolpa and Jajarkot, killing seventeen policemen and abducting seventy (Ibid., 10). 

Despite the deteriorating security, Prime Minister Koirala failed to mobilize the military against 

the Maoists due to the reticence of King Birendra, the Army‟s Commander in Chief. This 

enabled the Maoists to hasten the transformation of their people‟s war into the third phase.  

Consequently, the death toll of the police crossed more than 500 and succeeded in bringing “the 

50,000-strong police force to its knees by a rebel force of merely 5,000” (Ibid., 50). When Prime 

Minister (PM) Koirala resigned in protest against the failure to utilize the Nepalese Army, the 

Maoists declared a cease fire on July 30, 2001, to further capitalize on the political impasse that 

had followed after the PM‟s resignation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Map of Nepal  

 

                                                           
11

 See Map of Nepal for the location of different districts. 
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The first ceasefire ended on November 23, 2001 with the first Maoist attack against a 

military base in Dang in Western Nepal. This was followed by a well-coordinated series of 

attacks across the country, destroying government headquarters in the Syangja, Makwanpur and 

Solukhumbu districts. The Government responded by declaring a state of emergency on 

November 26, 2001 (Shah 2004, 213). The state of emergency gave the Nepalese Army 

draconian powers, leading to an unprecedented escalation of the conflict, and transforming it 

from a low-intensity to a high-intensity one.
12

 In the first fourteen months of the emergency 

period alone, Maoists killed by security forces totaled 4,132, more than four times the number 

before the declaration of a state of emergency (Thapa and Sijapati 2004, 141-150). Furthermore, 

the Palace Massacre which ushered in a new King, gave a new twist to the insurgency as it 

provided the Maoists the impetus to restate their political objective: the election of a Constituent 

Assembly (CA), which would be charged with rewriting the constitution to rid Nepal of its 

constitutional monarchy and to transform it into a federal republic (Ogura 2008, 7). 

From 2001 onward, numerous governments and the King repeatedly failed to form a 

united front against the Maoists (EIU 2007, 4). In October 2002, the new King suspended 

Nepal‟s fledgling democracy by sacking the elected PM and thus commencing a period of “royal 

military rule” (Sharma 2004, 56). If the rebellion by the Maoist guerrillas pledged to overthrow 

the country's monarchy and replace its parliamentary democracy with a one-party state, then the 

Nepalese Army was determined to win the war militarily. A second seven-month-long cease-fire 

ended in August 2003, and the Maoist rebellion then exploded into a civil war, with insurgent 

attacks rapidly spreading from West Nepal to other parts of the country. In February 2005, when 

almost the entire country, except district headquarters, was under Maoist control, the King took 

complete control of the country with direct military backing. By this time, the Maoist‟s military 

                                                           
12

 For a detailed discussion on categories and definitions of conflict see Wallensteen and Sollenberg (2000). 
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strength had totaled to three Divisions divided into nine subsequent Brigades and twenty-nine 

Battalions (Hachhethu 2005, 1). 

At the end of 2005, a key event took place when the CPN (M), with other six major 

Nepalese political parties, formed a historic coalition known as the Seven Party Alliance (SPA) 

against the monarchy (Baral 2006, 178). This combined effort led to massive public 

demonstrations in Kathmandu and across the entire country, forcing the King to step down on 

April 24, 2006, after nineteen days of protest. Subsequently, the Parliament, in its first session 

since its dissolution in May 2002, stripped the King of his powers (EIU 2008b, 10). Concurrently 

under these changed circumstances, a Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) was finally 

reached on November 2006, putting an end both to the ten-year long struggle and to the 285-

year-old monarchy. The Maoist insurgency cost Nepal 15,340 lives (NHRC Report 2007), but 

Comrade Prachanda‟s “explicit attempt to put Maoist theories of guerilla warfare into practice” 

had succeeded (Weinstein 2007, 32).  

 

III. Research Design 

 

This research paper applies Feraon and Laitin‟s (2003) cross-country regression 

methodology for the causality of civil wars to a single country context. The primary aim of this 

study, however, is to test the feasibility and motivation hypotheses not on the onset of civil wars, 

but instead on a rather unexplored chapter in insurgency–factors involved in the decision to 

mount a conventional insurgent attack–in the final stage of a rebellion. The central aim of this 

paper is to understand the heterogeneity of the Maoist insurgent attacks: why did some areas 

witness more Maoist attacks against security bases than others? This paper attempts to find these 

explanatory variables by conducting multiple regression analysis.  
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Since a quantitative approach requires enough provision for protection against bias to 

maximize reliability, this design will focus attention on a within-country analysis, at a district 

level, which have many commonalities rather than the cross country studies. The attempts to 

estimate a combined effect of independent variables from a group of similar conflicts in a cross 

country study remains ambiguous because of the inconsistency of excessive variation due to 

heterogeneity. This within-country examination mitigates the criticism related to heterogeneity, 

as the effects found in the separate studies of seventy-five districts of one single country, Nepal, 

are similar enough to give the combined estimate a meaningful description, mitigating the 

problems often found in cross-country data that lacks homogeneity.  

The research will adopt a two-stage research design, followed by a series of robustness 

tests to enhance the accuracy of my analysis. After determining proxy measures for a variety of 

explanatory variables, I will run a regression analysis against the single dependent variable          

–number of major insurgent attacks–to check for statistically significant variables. The outcome 

will capture a set of proxies that were important in the insurgents‟ decision making process in 

selecting targets for attacks during the offensive phase of the Nepal Maoist insurgency. The 

findings will be compared with views and opinions of subject matter experts from both the 

government and the Maoist sides.  

Data Sources 

Despite having a small landmass of approximately 141,000 square kilometers, Nepal is one 

of the most geographically and socially diverse countries in the world.
13

 Nepal is divided into 

five development regions, fourteen zones and seventy-five districts.
14

 The empirical work of this 

                                                           
13

 Though Nepal is well known for its rough mountainous terrain, 20% percent of the total land mass is flat and no 

more than 100-200 mtrs above sea level. UNDP (2004).  
14

 A district can be compared to a county in the US. According to the 2001 census the average area of a district was 

1948 sq kms, and the average population was 309,000. See Nepal Census Report (2001). 
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project will rely on a newly constructed data set using primary sources such as the 1991 and 

2001 census books, government and INGO report books, the World Bank‟s Living Standard 

measurement Survey for Nepal conducted in 1995-96 in conjunction with Nepal‟s central Bureau 

of Statistics (CBS), different district profiles based on official data and the Nepalese Army, and 

police reports.
15

 The variables that I will use for this project encompass a wide variety of 

political, economic, sociological and geographical explanatory variables that can be proxied for 

the hypotheses of this research. Since some of the variables present are absent in the 2001 census 

data such as budget data, grain production and migrant workers abroad, I have used government 

reports to construct them. I further discuss the shortcomings of this approach in my robustness 

checks. 

The data presented in this paper, though new, are complete and representative, as they have 

been gathered from credible primary sources. However, the absence of a correlation in the final 

findings does not mean the absence of a causal relationship between an insurgent attack and 

some variables that the data may lack. Some limitations that the available explanatory variables 

fail to capture include the forms and extent of the weakness of the individual security posts that 

were targeted by the insurgents, leadership quality on both sides, resource constraints on both 

sides, and effects of success and failures of other operations. Details of data sources and variable 

construction are provided in the Data Appendix. The broad data set hopefully will make a 

significant contribution to other similar quantitative projects interested in analyzing insurgency. 

Appendix Table A1 shows the mean of the variables used in my analysis. A large variation 

across districts in the potential explanatory variables can be noted. Also, more than half of all the 

                                                           
15

 These counts of attacks against security bases are verified from the annual report of the Informal Sector Service 

Center (INSEC), a human rights nongovernmental organization (NGO) in Nepal. INSEC has representatives all over 

75 districts of Nepal. 
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districts, totaling forty, experienced one or more large-scale insurgent attacks between 1999 and 

2006. Appendix Table A2 shows a correlation matrix between insurgent attacks and other 

variables. Panel A shows the correlation between rebel attacks and the intensity of the conflict; 

areas with higher conflict related deaths have more attacks. Panel B shows the correlation 

between insurgent attacks and district characteristics. Geographical, political, economical and 

security characteristics all seem to matter and will be explored in depth in the multiple regression 

analysis. Interestingly, panel C shows no correlation between rebel attacks and security 

characteristics. Panels D, E and F show correlations between economic and social characteristics 

with other measures of poverty and social polarization. Panel G illustrates the correlation 

between air support and police penetration. As expected, the longer the distance in terms of 

aerial support, the less police penetration. 

Selection Bias 

 The research I have undertaken has given considerable attention to the skepticism that 

may arise due to selection bias.  Hence, in order to minimize selection bias otherwise, several 

steps have been undertaken to ensure the quality of the data points that I have adopted. First, 

since the insurgency was launched by one single group,–the Nepal Communist Party (Maoist), 

the insurgency in one district had the same causes and characteristics as the insurgency in 

another, making the variables are comparable across districts. Second, although the onset of the 

Maoist war was in 1996, I take 1999 as the point from which to count the number of major 

insurgent, which totals up to sixty-four. Contrary to Marks‟ (2003, 7) assertion that the Maoist 

guerillas only entered the second phase toward 2001, after its attacks against the army, by 1999 

the Maoists in west Nepal were capable of engaging security forces in open battles. Thus, I take 

1999 for two reasons: first, 1999 was the year in which the conflict related deaths reached 1,000 
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(INSEC Report 2000)
16

 and, secondly, 1999 was when the first major insurgent attack 

materialized against a fortified security post bigger than a platoon.
17

 Furthermore, as a testament 

to their strength, the Maoists launched simultaneous small scaled attacks in twenty-five districts 

on the night of  September 22, 1999 (Sharma 2004, 52).  

Dependent Variable 

 For this project, I will take the number of insurgent attacks as the single dependent 

variable, as this variable best represents the effect in the casual explanation for my research. The 

attacks will be of ordinal-level and have values that will be ranked, reflected in the variable‟s 

numeric codes from 0-6.
18

 For convenience and simplicity, the districts that faced attacks will be 

coded 0 if there were no major attacks or 1-6 according to the number of attacks by Maoist 

insurgents.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Scale of Insurgent attacks per district 

                                                           
16

 The Fearon and Laitin civil war dataset (2003) and several others take 1000 battle deaths, with at least 100 

casualties on each side as the minimum threshold for any conflict to fall into a civil war category.  
17

 September 22, 1999 was the first such attack against a fortified police post of almost 80 policemen. A platoon is 

comprised of 30-40 personnel. See September 23, 1999 issue of Kantipur (the most widely read daily in Nepal) 

which reports –“Maoists insurgents today killed nine policemen and captured the post head D.S.P. Thule Rai in 

Mahat V.D.C. Rukum.” Another such attempt was in June 8, 2000, when 1,600 Maoist insurgents surrounded a 

police post manned by 53 personnel in Jajarkot district and attacked with mortars and bombs. 9 police personnel, 7 

civilians and 21 insurgents were killed in the incident (INSEC Report 2001). The biggest attack was against a Nepal 

Army battalion in 2004 when 5,000 Maoists attacked a base with 700 soldiers in Myagdi, West Nepal in 2004 

(INSEC Report 2005). 
18

 There were almost 200 major clashes between government forces and the Maoist rebels which included several 

insurgent attacks on Police and Army Posts, ambushes and battle clashes (INSEC Yearly Reports and Nepal Army 

Reports). However, this research only takes the 64 major insurgent attacks against fixed security bases of platoon 

plus size in 75 districts from 1999-2006.  
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Explanatory (Independent) Variables: Determinants of Insurgent Attacks 

There are rich and varied sources of conditions that favor insurgency. The present 

theoretical division explicating insurgency can be summarized by Collier and Hoffler‟s 

“feasibility and motivation” hypothesis, which, in turn, has two variants, “greed” or “grievance”. 

Analyzing the general conditions under which insurgents may attempt to attack a security base 

using these models may be the most relevant method for finding the causal factors favoring 

conditions for attack. Hence my approach is to find the most suitable proxies in the context of 

Nepal for each of these three major perspectives. However, due to the limited data that are 

available, some concepts must be proxied by variables that have more than one possible 

interpretation (Collier and Hoeffler 2008, 8). There are seven main sets of explanatory variables 

linked to the above theoretical approach that represent the causal factors in my research that I 

intend to look at to test my hypotheses for insurgents‟ choice of isolated posts for attacks. The 

variables are related to feasibility in terms of geography, security, and recruitment; grievances in 

the form of political, social or economic; opportunity in terms of logistics and finance.  

Feasibility Model: Since ancient times, the prerequisites necessary for the success of 

insurgency have been linked with geographical and topographical conditions. Treacherous 

terrain creates areas isolated from government control, preventing contact between the 

government and the people. Classical military thinkers from Jomini to Clausewitz have stressed 

that offensive guerilla operations are likely to succeed in rough and inaccessible areas because of 

“mountains and forests” (Nagl, 2002). Recent literature also emphasizes the importance of 

rugged terrain for successful insurgent operations since it provides inaccessible hideouts for 

insurgent bases, as well as hindering the movement of government troops. Furthermore, poor 

road, rail, and river transport systems pose less risk of government interference, allowing 
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insurgent units to acquire sanctuary for rest, storage of ammunition, food and other supplies, and 

to train and establish tactical headquarters (O‟Neil 1990, 54-58).   

 In addition to rugged terrain, the presence of open international frontiers allows 

insurgents easy and safe access to cross-border sanctuaries, enabling insurgents to bring in 

military and logistical supplies through cross-border corridors. Thompson (1967) and Galula 

(2006) lay out the examples of Greece, Algeria, Malaya and Vietnam; more recent examples are 

Palestinian guerilla raids against Israel originating from Lebanon and Jordan during the late 

1960s (O‟Neil 1990, 54). Wolf (1970, 76) convincingly argues that once rebellions gain 

momentum, contribution of exogenous factors to the insurgents‟ logistics is critical because “key 

resources, such as arms and medicine are likely to come from external sources.”  

Since Maoists were always numerically weak compared to the government forces, 

Nepal‟s vast expanses of mountainous and forested terrain, poorly served by roads, rendered 

guerilla operations feasible. Also, we might anticipate that as the road distance increases between 

the capital and the war zone, the odds of state victory decrease as logistical difficulties multiply. 

Besides, Nepali Maoists received moral and material support from their Indian counterparts 

across the border (Misra 2004, 636). Interestingly, there have been allegations that the Indian 

intelligence agencies provided the Maoists supplies and shelter in India (Shah 2004, 223). This 

discussion leads to my first explanatory variable linked with the feasibility hypothesis –terrain. 

As a result:  

                                                           
19

 Nepal is extremely Kathmandu-centric with the average Nepalese disenchanted by the ruling elite. See Hutt 

(2004, 17). 

H1: Insurgents should attack security bases where terrain is favorable because of forests, mountains, 

open international border, less road penetration and, greater distance from the capital.
19
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 Inadequate security creates an array of soft targets for the rebels. Mao (1967, 46) 

famously remarked that for an effective guerilla strategy, the rebels must “avoid the solid and 

attack the hollow.” Collier and Hoeffler (2008, 7) posit that in most countries rebellion is not 

feasible since the “government has effective localized control of its entire territory.” In Nepal, 

we would expect higher police density,–a proxy for effective state control, would represent more 

government involvement in an area and contribute to a decrease in insurgent attacks. Rolpa, 

considered the epicenter of the insurgency, had thirty-three police posts in 1996 but only two 

posts by early 2002, the rest abandoned due to either Maoist attacks or threats of attack (Marks 

2003, 15).
20

 

More recently, helicopter use has been one of the most significant tactical innovations in 

counter insurgency operations as witnessed in Vietnam, Algeria, and Afghanistan. The use of 

helicopters in insurgencies began with Templer‟s innovation in Malaya, where they were used to 

insert troops deep in the jungle in addition to medically evacuate troops (Nagl 2002). Helicopter 

operations, from air raids to after battle pursuits, were extensively launched against Maoist 

guerillas to the point of forcing the rebels to "make adjustments in battle tactics by building 

under-ground tunnels and caves.”
21

 Air raids posed the biggest threat to the tactical mobility of 

the Maoist rebels.
22

 This discussion, based on the same feasibility model, leads us to the second 

explanatory variable–security umbrella. Therefore: 

 

                                                           
20

 Some of these vacated police posts were gradually reoccupied by the Neapl Army after its deployment in 2001 

under a “Joint Command” concept. My proxy for security umbrella consists of total number of security bases both 

police and army. See (Shah 2004, 214).  
21

 Interview with Major A.Phayal, company commander of the Nepal Army Ranger Battalion –an elite strike unit 

established during the Maoist insurgency with direct support from the US government. (Interview code 1-3) 
22

 Interview with Nanda Kishor Pun, whose nom de guerre is “Pasang”. Pasang, the military commander of the 

Maoist People‟s Liberation Army, headed almost 60% of the major attacks –the dependent variable taken for this 

study. For a detail account on Pasang see http://www.nepalitimes.com/issue/305/Nation/12129 (accessed February 

22, 2011). 

http://www.nepalitimes.com/issue/305/Nation/12129
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Throughout history, recruitment for every rebellion has come from amongst the 

population. Mao at all times was conscious of the “human terrain” from which the 

revolutionaries came and argued that “the richest source of power to wage war lies in the masses 

of the people” (Mackinlay 2009, 22). Thompson (1967) draws attention to the Viet Cong‟s 

ability to increase their numbers in many areas, despite heavy losses, because of the higher 

proportion of young people in the population. Recent literature (Fearon and Laitin 2003 and 

Collier and Hoeffler 2008) also links rebellion exclusively a particular segment of the 

population, a higher proportion of young men. Collier and Hoeffler (2008, 20) argue that the 

greater the proportion of the population made up of males in the age range 15-29,  the group 

from which the rebels are largely recruited, the greater the risk of conflict. Fearon and Laitin 

(2003, 15) link the proportion of young men with lower per capita income since recruitment of 

young men is much easier when “economic alternatives are worse.” 

Widespread poverty and social injustice extensively assisted Maoist recruitment and 

retention. Murshed and Gates (2005, 132) suggest that life for a Maoist cadre in Nepal is a 

relatively attractive option because of “poverty, lack of employment opportunities, and other 

forms of horizontal inequality.” The Maoists were successful at recruiting Nepal‟s massive 

under-educated youth, both male and female (Hutt 2004, 18). Interestingly, between thirty to 

forty percent of the total Maoist cadres constituted women, ranging from “nurses, messengers 

and organizers to fully-fledged guerilla fighter (Sharma and Prasain 2004, 152).”
23

 This 

discussion of rebellion relying almost exclusively on the youth of the population for armed 

                                                           
23

 Out of the 19,000 Maoist rebels registered by the United Nations Mission in Nepal (UNMIN) in 2008, 19.6% are 

women. See http://himalkhabar.com/news.php?id=3580 (accessed February 15, 2011). 

H2:    Insurgents will attack security bases where the bases are weakly supported with less 

number of friendly forces and less air support. 

http://himalkhabar.com/news.php?id=3580
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guerilla operations leads us to our final explanatory variable for the feasibility model–proportion 

of youth aged 15-29. Hence: 

 

Grievance Model: Proponents of grievance base their argument on the basic notion that 

“perceived relative deprivation” causes insurgency (Gurr 1970). This grievance analysis focuses 

on the motivation of the populace–preferences, attitudes, and sympathies–or what might be 

called the “demand” side of the rebellion (Weinstein 2007, 35 and Wolf 1970, 29).  Gurr‟s 

(1970, 13) central argument is that the “discontent arising from the perception of relative 

deprivation is the basic, instigating condition for participants in collective violence.” This is in 

line with what Mao proposed, as Griffith (1965, 8) notes that “a potential revolutionary situation 

exists in any country where the government consistently fails in its obligation to ensure at least a 

minimally decent standard of life for the great majority of its citizens.”  

The harnessing of a potent ideology was the fundamental aspect of both Mao and Che‟s 

framework, two of history‟s most influential strategist on guerilla warfare. This ideology, which 

is versatile and attractive, includes the redistribution of land rights, nationalism in the face of 

foreign invasion, and the emancipation of the people.  Fall (1965) convincingly labels a 

government that is losing to an insurgency as “not being outfought,” but “being out 

administered,” a view similar to the one expressed in the much discussed US Army COIN 

manual.  

H3:    Insurgents should attack security bases where recruitment is easy; therefore the paper will 

measure whether recruitment is easy in areas with higher proportions of youth (both male and 

female) between 15 and 29. 
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Modern day theorists Kilkullen (2004, 116) and Taber (2002, 98) also agree that 

insurgency is but a “struggle for legitimacy” or “competition for government.” Nagl (2002, 16) 

further adds that the essential features of insurgency have barely changed since the days of the 

Romans and Persians, but what has changed is the “addition of revolutionary politics to the mix.” 

Galula (2006, 37) further notes that during the offensive phase, insurgents must conduct 

operations preferably “in areas where the insurgent political organizations are strong and active 

among the population,” to ensure victory. Collier and Hoeffler (2004, 570, 572) take four 

measures to proxy objective grievances: ethnic or religious hatred, political repression, political 

exclusion, and economic inequality.   

The Maoists rejected the November 1990 Constitution promulgated by the King and 

considered it an inadequate basis for a genuine people‟s democracy. Karki found from his 

extensive fieldwork in West Nepal that the Maoists and their supporters during the mid 1990s 

had faced severe political harassment after their rejection of parliamentary politics, with some 

even forced to flee their home districts by the authorities (Karki 2001, 169). The main objective 

of the Maoists throughout the insurgency was always political: to establish a people‟s republic 

and to set up a constituent assembly that would draft a new constitution. 

This discussion leads to several hypotheses which are linked with the grievance debate 

and dependent upon the second explanatory variable–ideology. Accordingly: 

 

H4:   Insurgents target security posts in areas where it is easier for them to spread their ideology. It 

is conducive for insurgents to spread such ideology in areas with communist influence; less exercise 

of democratic means; less literacy. 
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As much as ideology is of paramount importance for any individual or a group to make a 

political claim, there has to be a factor that drives the motivation to do so. Galtung (1969, 171) 

argues that the condition of structural violence in a society is due to the “social injustice caused 

by state.” He further points toward the ethnic, religious, and other identity-based grievances, and 

the economic marginalization and disenfranchisement that accompany them, as incentives for 

rebellion (Ibid, 178-179). The grievance approach is explicitly exemplified by Horowitz‟s (1985) 

“group entitlement theory,” which emphasizes ethnic factors for the onset of armed conflicts.  

Nepal suffers from extreme poverty, economic stagnation, and social oppression. The 

genesis of the insurgency in West Nepal is attributed to several factors, with poverty and 

underdevelopment topping the list. More than 30% of the total population lives under the poverty 

line.
25

 Ethnic and linguistic divisions separate Nepal into three distinct cultural areas where 

approximately thirty-two languages are spoken (Marks 2007, 300-301). The Maoists leveraged 

the grievances of different ethnic, regional, and tribal groups, not all of which were Communists. 

They had tremendous success allying themselves with such factions because the grievances of 

these groups fit naturally with the aims of the Maoists (Marks 2007, 304). This discussion adding 

on to the grievance debate, leads to the following combined hypothesis with both economic and 

social explanatory variables. Hence: 

                                                           
24

 I take the number 25 deaths per year per district since districts are relatively small based on a definition from 

Wallensteen and Sollenberg (2000) who posit that intermediate conflicts produce more than 25 deaths per year. 

Since our data spreads over six years, I multiply 6 by 25 and take 150 deaths caused by government forces.  
25

 Nepal‟s per capita GDP in 2006 was $ 270. See UNDP report 2007. 

H5:     Insurgents target bases where there are high social and economical grievances.  Areas 

with ethnic-caste polarization; greater poverty rate; high unemployment rate worsened by 

brutal government response are ideal for rebels to capitalize on such grievances.
24
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Opportunity Cost Model: Recent theorists reject the conventional “grievance” wisdom, 

countering that in areas where states are weak, quasi-criminal rebel‟s profits from insurgency 

prevail over any government efforts to address the “perceived grievances” (Collier and Hoeffler 

2001, Sambanis 2002, Mueller 2003). This economic approach focuses on the supply side of 

rebellion–on the nature of the group that capitalizes on grievance and opportunity (Weinstein 

2007, 36 and Wolf 1970, 29). Once insurgents control resources, they may be used as incentives 

to overcome the challenge of motivating and convincing potential members to perpetuate 

violence. Weinstein (2007, 7-8) argues that it is the lure of “economic and social endowments 

that drives individual rebellion.” Following Popkin (1979), Weinstein asserts that the probability 

of reaping the benefits of participation motivates individuals to join rebellion. The opportunities 

outside the law far outweigh the economic assistance conditional on insurgent compliance with 

the government. 

In addition, the importance of a resourced populace in insurgencies for logistical support 

cannot be emphasized enough, as insurgents rely on the people for recruitment, food, 

intelligence, cover, and concealment (Nagl 2002). Nagl (2002) further quotes a US Army officer, 

saying that without “economic and political foundations, there will be no guerilla movement.” In 

Malaya, the Chinese squatters, some under duress but many voluntarily, provided the insurgents 

with bases from which to operate and also with logistics such as food, arms, and money (Nagl 

2002, 66). Collier and Hoeffler (2004, 569) take primary commodity exports, income, and school 

enrollment as proxies for their opportunity model. They further argue that diasporas may 

increase the risk of conflict via their financing of insurgent movements (Collier and Hoeffler 

2004, 575).  
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Nepal is a land-locked country and lacks natural resources. Instead, the main driver of the 

economy is agriculture, contributing more than 50% of GDP, and employing two thirds of the 

workforce.
26

 Additionally, a large number of young Nepalese migrate abroad for better economic 

opportunities. Seldon et al (1998, 5) find that toward the end of the 1990s, the total value of 

remittances from international migrant workers in Nepal was roughly equal to 25% of the total 

GDP.
27

 This relation between rebels and riches leads us to the hypotheses dependent upon the 

fourth variable–resources or opportunity costs. As a result of the discussions above:  

 

To summarize, a typical large scale insurgent attack as theorized for this study‟s model is 

against a security base that is in an impoverished area that is likely to have a considerable swath 

of rough terrain with little or no road, which hinders government mobility. The area is likely to 

be forested, which helps insurgents hide before and after attacks. These bases have 

comparatively weak external military support in terms of air and ground assets. Also, the areas 

lack government political reach to help insurgent propaganda spread their ideology. Moreover, 

the area will have a young, unemployed, and illiterate population to make up the insurgent work 

force to carry out such attacks.  

                                                           
26

The library of Congress puts this figure to be more than 90% till the late 80s. See 

http://countrystudies.us/nepal/41.htm (accessed October 28, 2010).  
27

 http://digitalcommons.macalester.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1598&context=himalaya (accessed March 10, 

2011). 

H6:    Rebels attacks security bases where it is easy to finance attacks. In Nepal such areas are 

likely to be with high human development index and high migrant workers abroad. 

H7:    Insurgents launch attacks in areas where logistical supplies are abundant. For insurgents it 

is easier to get such supplies in areas with surplus grain production and large population density. 

http://countrystudies.us/nepal/41.htm
http://digitalcommons.macalester.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1598&context=himalaya
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IV. Empirical Analysis of Insurgent Attacks 

 

The effects of available or measureable explanatory factors on the frequency of Maoist 

rebel attacks against fixed security bases are being studied using standard Ordinary Least Square 

(OLS) estimation regressions with longitudinal data to estimate two parameters α and β. I run 

SPSS version 16.0 to estimate these two parameters for each of the twenty explanatory variables, 

first according to the hypotheses we present, followed by a stepwise multiple regression with 

those variables that come out significant.  

I investigate the proximate correlates of large scale Maoist rebel attacks against fixed 

security bases in Nepal by running regressions of the following form: 

The proposed population model is- 

Y = α + β X + u 

Where Y is dependent variable –number of total major rebel attacks in a district, α is Y intercept 

when X=0, β is required co-efficient of regression of Y on X, or change in Y per unit change in 

X, u is error term. (assumption: an error term u follows a normal distribution with zero mean and 

constant variance σ
2 

) 

Hence, a best representative sample model considered from the above population is  

Y1 = a + b1X1 + e 

Where a = an estimate of α; b= an estimate of β; e= sample counterpart of u, where e ~ N (0, σ
2
) 
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Main Results 

The paper‟s main results are summarized in Table 1. I find that rebel attacks are 

significantly higher in richer areas and where there are excessive government killings.
28

 In 

contrast, attacks are significantly lower in areas with high political participation and high 

secondary education. When running specification with all the geographical factors as discussed 

in hypothesis 1, only forestation came out significant. Elevation and road penetration both came 

out insignificant and were not used in the final regressions of Table 1.  

In addition, other explanatory variables as discussed in hypotheses 2 and 3 in support of 

the feasibility model, such as security umbrella and proportion of young population, are 

insignificant.
29

 Air assets were massively utilized during the insurgency against rebel attacks. 

Hence, running a regression with these two variables in column (1) resulted with only forest 

coming out significant as expected because air assets are not effective in forested areas. From 

column (2) to column (5), I introduce all the explanatory variables in support of hypotheses 4 

and 5 based on the paper‟s grievances model. Column (2) and (3) run specifications for the 

political grievance model where I take variables that have strong correlation with number of 

attacks. Both voter turnout and secondary education are highly significant with negative 

correlations.  

Running regressions in columns (4) and (5) based on the paper‟s social grievance model 

yields government killings as highly significant. Caste or ethnic polarization does not come out 

significant in both these columns. I run regressions in columns (6) and (7), introducing the 

                                                           
28

 I am aware of the “endogeneity” issue here. However, the data shows an even distribution of both government 

killings and the number of attacks over time. For a detail account of government violence see Pettigrew (2004), Hut 

(2004) and Sharma (2004). Sharma (2004, 49) notes that in one year alone between 1998-1999, almost 500 people 

lost their lives at the hands of the police in 18 different districts. 
29

 I also ran regressions using other variables which support the feasibility hypotheses such as elevation, proportion 

of young age, road penetration, and police penetration. None came out significant. Since a lot of literature (Sharma 

2004, 47) argue that most of the Maoist guerilla fighters were below the age of twenty, I ran regression with 

proportion of young age between 15-24 which also comes out insignificant. 
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variables for the opportunity cost model. Interestingly both HDI and migrant workers abroad 

come out as significant. However, HDI is positively correlated whereas the variable of migrant 

workers abroad is negatively correlated. Table 3, column (8) represents the paper‟s best model, 

supporting hypotheses 4, 5 and 6 out of all the hypotheses presented. As observed, the 

coefficients on five explanatory variables–areas with lower voter turnouts, more secondary 

education, high government killings, high HDI, and high migrant workers abroad–explain 40% 

of the variation in the frequency of attacks across districts. These five variables are always 

significant and fairly stable across specifications and hence can be characterized as significant 

predictors of the rebel attacks against security bases.  

Thus Maoist rebels in Nepal attacked security bases in areas where it was conducive to 

expand their political ideology. Also, in particular, bases were targeted in areas with a high 

number of government killings. Furthermore, areas comparatively well-off witnessed more 

attacks than poorer areas. Since areas with high migrant workers abroad witnessed less attacks, 

this can be interpreted as the difficulty for rebels to recruit insurgents due to potential workers 

migrating outside the districts. Poorer districts comparatively had a greater proportion of their 

young population, some as many as ten percent, go abroad to seek greener pastures. And by 

2010, there were approximately 3 million Nepalese migrant workers working abroad.
30

 This 

relationship is robust to the inclusion of measures of geographical feasibility and social division 

such as caste polarization in column (9). 

To have an understanding of the magnitude of this result, a 10% point increase in–voter 

turnout is associated with a decrease of 0.006 insurgent attacks; secondary education is 

associated with a decrease of 0.003 insurgent attack; government killings is associated with an 

                                                           
30

 BBC Interview with Gov Official from the Nepalese Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/nepali/includes/1024/screen/audio_console.shtml 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/nepali/includes/1024/screen/audio_console.shtml
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increase of 0.11 number of insurgent attacks; HDI is associated with an increase of 0.4 number 

of insurgent attacks; migrant workers abroad is associated with a decrease of 0.03 number of 

insurgent attacks.
31

 Another way to estimate the frequency of attacks is as follows: a one 

standard-deviation increase in voter turnout (8.266 percentage points) is associated with 0.47 less 

number of insurgent attacks,
32

 and a 10.45 percentage point (standard deviation) increase in 

secondary education is associated with a 0.282 decrease in insurgent attacks. Likewise, a one 

standard–deviation increase in HDI (7 percentage points) will witness a 0.280 increase in the 

number of insurgent attacks against security bases.  

                                                           
31

 For example the coefficient for voter turnout is -0.057. Hence a 10% increase in voter turnout results in an 

additional -0.0057 attacks.  
32

 I multiply the s.d. with the coefficient.  

TABLE 1: Correlates of Insurgent Attacks and Security Bases 

  Dependent variable = Major Insurgent Attacks against Security Bases 1999-2006 

Regression Equations (Models) ↓ 

                 

Predictors ↓ 

 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

6 

 

7 

 

8 

 

9 

Forest  
2.04*** 

(0.65) 

1.15 

(0.66) 

0.29 

(0.78) 

     -0.52 

(0.76) 

Air 

Support  

-0.00 

(0.01) 

-0.00 

(0.01) 

-0.01* 

(0.01) 

-0.01** 

(0.01) 

-0.01 

(0.01) 

-0.00 

(0.01) 

-0.00 

(0.01) 

 -0.00 

(0.01) 

Voter 

Turnout 

 -0.04*** 

(0.02) 

-0.06*** 

(0.02) 

-0.05*** 

(0.02) 

-0.05*** 

(0.01) 

-0.05*** 

(0.01) 

-

0.05*** 

(0.01) 

-0.06*** 

(0.01) 

-0.06*** 

(0.02) 

Second 

Educa 

tion 

  -0.03** 

(0.01) 

-0.03*** 

(0.01) 

-0.02 

(0.01) 

-0.03** 

(0.01) 

-0.03** 

(0.01) 

-0.03** 

(0.01) 

-0.04** 

(0.01) 
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Robustness Tests 

 

 In Appendix Table 3, column (1), I take the best model (from Table 3, column 8) for my 

robustness checks. Table 3 column (2) reruns the specification, replacing the voter turnout 

measure with Maoist dominated districts, a measure of political domination, to support my 

ideology hypothesis.
33

 The regression yields results confirming that political domination was a 

key indicator for insurgent attacks. In columns (3) and (4), I re-run the regressions using other 

measures for HDI. I note that in both columns (3) and (4), economic indicators such as poverty 

rate and economically active population are significant. Interestingly, poverty is negatively 

correlated where as economically active population is positively correlated, confirming our 

                                                           
33

 I take 25 districts where the Maoists established “People‟s government” towards the end of 2001 to proxy for 

Maoist political domination. 

Caste 

Polarizati

on 

   1.40 

(0.91) 

0.72 

(0.90) 

1.01 

(0.90) 

1.42 

(0.90) 

 1.55* 

(0.92) 

Gov 

Killings 

    0.86*** 

(0.31) 

0.95*** 

(0.31) 

0.90*** 

(0.30) 

1.05*** 

(0.28) 

0.95*** 

(0.31) 

HDI  
     4.08* 

(2.26) 

4.29* 

(2.21) 

4.01** 

(1.81) 

4.41* 

(2.23) 

 Migrant 

Workers 

Abroad  

      -0.39** 

(0.18) 

-0.31* 

(0.18) 

-0.38** 

(0.18) 

Observati

ons 

75 75 75 75 75 75 75 75 75 

R-

squared 

0.12 0.21 0.26 0.28 0.35 0.38 0.42 0.40 0.41 

*** significant at 1% level of significance; ** significant at 5% level of significance;* significant at 10% level of 

significance 
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hypotheses that insurgents require financial resources to launch attacks. The coefficient on 

government killings always remains significant across all specifications with these new variables 

as well. However, caste polarization remains insignificant and I re-run a final regression in 

column (5), replacing it with advantaged caste, another measure of social grievance, which also 

yields the same result.  

Also, for additional robustness checks, I carried out a check for Normality of Residual. In 

my findings, a histogram with normality plot shows asymptotic normality, which is also verified 

by the fill. Furthermore, a non parametric test (one sample Kolmogorov-Smirnov test required 

for a goodness of fit) is carried out where the test has a result of P value of 0.259. Thus, the 

significance for normality is accepted as its P value is more than α. 

TABLE 2 : Robustness Tests using different measures of economic variables and political grievances                                   

               Dependent variable : Major Insurgent Attacks against Security Bases 1999-2006 

Regression Equations (Models) ↓ 

Predictors ↓ 
 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

Air Support  
-0.004 

(0.005) 

0.001 

(0.006) 

-0.006 

(0.005) 
  

Voter Turnout 
-0.053*** 

(0.014) 

 -0.050*** 

(0.014) 

-0.048*** 

(0.014) 

-0.057*** 

(0.014) 

Maoist Controlled Districts  
0.630** 

(0.252) 
   

Secondary Education 
-0.031** 

(0.013) 

-0.024* 

(0.013) 

-0.025** 

(0.012) 

-0.014 

(0.011) 

-0.027** 

(0.013) 

Caste Polarization 
1.436 

(0.901) 

1.744* 

(0.938) 

1.519 

(0.918) 

1.596 

(1.031) 
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Interpretation of Results using theoretical framework of rebellion 

  

I draw on my previous three theoretical models to explain the findings for causalities of 

Maoist rebels targeting certain security bases over others during the offensive phase of the 

Maoist insurgency in Nepal.  

Feasibility Approach: Using this approach, I developed certain hypotheses arguing that 

where rebel attacks are feasible they will occur and that motivation driven by either grievance or 

greed is indeterminate. Almost all COIN theories are drawn to this inter-relationship between 

rebel attacks and the feasibility model. If the feasibility hypotheses had been practiced by the 

Maoist rebels, then we would have witnessed increased insurgent attacks in mountainous or 

Advantaged Caste  
 

  
0.027 

(0.522) 

HDI  
4.290* 

(2.207) 

5.319** 

(2.377) 
  

4.027** 

(1.842) 

Poverty Rate  
 -1.059* 

(0.595) 
  

Economically Active  
 

 
2.809* 

(0.000) 
 

 Migrant Workers Abroad  
-0.385** 

(0.183) 

-0.237 

(0.186) 

-0.402** 

(0.184) 

-0.283 

(0.182) 

-0.314* 

(0.181) 

Gov Killings 
0.904*** 

(0.301) 

1.027*** 

(0.312) 

0.929*** 

(0.305) 

0.940*** 

(0.299) 

1.048*** 

(0.281) 

Observations 75 75 75 75 75 

R-squared 0.421 0.362 0.416 0.389 0.399 

*** significant at 1% level of significance; ** significant at 5% level of significance;* significant at 10% level of 

significance 



29 
 

forested terrain, poorly served by roads. However, none of the feasibility variables as argued by 

civil war literature came out significant for rebel attacks against security bases.  

This is surprising, as it contradicts the conventional wisdom that posits that since rebels 

are usually numerically and militarily weak compared to government forces, they mostly target 

bases that are geographically isolated, under a weak security umbrella, and in an area with high 

proportion of unemployed youth (Fearon and Latin 2003, Collier and Hoeffler 2008). Taking the 

Vietnam case, Thompson (1967, 29) argues that insurgent attacks will be launched against 

isolated police posts and stations, and even on military installations where security is lax. Also, 

officers from the Nepalese Army interviewed for this study emphasized that rebels primarily 

select areas because of the inaccessibility of such bases to government forces.
34

  

The reason these geographical variables did not come out significant is potentially 

because most of the isolated bases were on high mountain peaks and difficult to attack. Also, the 

Maoists lacked transport and had no heavy artillery, which requires roads for movement. 

Besides, the head of the Maoist People‟s Liberation Army, “Pasang,” in an interview for this 

research, rejected the feasibility model. He argued that security bases located at high altitudes 

and in forested areas posed huge logistical challenges for the rebels before and after major 

attacks, and, therefore, were not the major determinants for the rebels‟ choice for attacking 

security bases.
35

 In addition, Berman et al (2009, 5) in their empirical study find no significant 

relationship between young unemployed men and the rate of rebel attacks against government 

and allied forces in Philippines and Iraq.  

Motive Based Approach –Grievance Combined with Incentives: As seen from my 

findings, why did Maoist rebels target less politically active areas with higher government 

                                                           
34

 Interviews with Brig L B Thapa, LTC S Dhakal and Major A Phayal. Interview code numbers 1:1, 1:2 and 1:3. 
35

 Interestingly Pasang during the interview quoted Clausewitz that “war is but a continuation of politics with 

violence”. 
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killings but in richer areas? There can be several potential explanations for this. First, political 

divisions in Nepal were the catalyst that drove the insurgents to attack security bases. The 

Maoists repeatedly called for a boycott in both general and local elections
36

 since their primary 

aim was (and still is) to establish a “new people‟s democracy”–a prototype of the Chinese model 

(Hachhethu 2005, 4). Also, it was for political reasons that we witnessed fewer rebel attacks in 

areas with high secondary attacks because the Maoists advocated a bigger role for the State in 

education. They wanted to defy a curriculum that they saw as “hegemonic Western neo-

liberalism,” and launched campaigns to introduce one based on Marxist, Leninist and Maoist 

ideology (Carney et al 2007, 613). Do and Iyer (2007, 13), in their empirical study on Nepal, 

posit that those with secondary education, which proxies for job opportunity, are least likely to 

join a rebellion, since it can be a  measure of current as well as future earnings potential. 

However, the link with secondary education and ideology is more convincing, as it would be 

difficult to spread Maoist ideology in areas with higher secondary education.
37

 Thus, ideological 

and political motives against the existing political system materialized in the form of rebel 

attacks. This is also supported by the PLA leader Pasang‟s remarks that achieving political 

primacy was one of the main reasons for launching attacks against security bases.
38

  

Second, this sense of relative political deprivation became contentious with the monopoly 

of state violence. The Maoists succeeded in manipulating government violence to work in their 

favor by providing an easy mode of revenge for the members of those that had lost their lives at 

the hand of security forces (Sneiderman and Turin 2001, 94). The long history of excessive 
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 One such district in west Nepal -Pyuthan witnessed 60% absentees during the 1991 elections. See Ramirez (2004, 

232). In the 1997 local elections, no elections were held in eighty-three VDCs in four districts of west Nepal. See 

Sharma (2004, 49). 
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 This link between higher secondary education and Maoist attempt to spread their political ideology is supported 

by all Nepalese Army officials interviewed for this study. 
38

 Interview 2:1. 
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government violence often prompted people to join the Maoists (Pettigrew 2004, 76). The 

Maoist rebels identified the correct “interest” of the population, political exclusion and 

government heavy handedness, as the most common denominators to produce collective action–

insurgent attacks.  

But why were there not more attacks in areas with grievances related to caste and ethnic 

divisions? One plausible explanation is that caste/ethnic polarization was never a causality of the 

insurgency in Nepal. Recent literature rejects ethnic identity as the cause of civil conflict 

(Mueller 1989, Fearon and Laitin 2003). Also, Do and Iyer (2009, 15) find that ethnic and caste 

polarization in Nepal was not correlated to the intensity of the conflict. The Maoists‟ initial 

attempt to form ethnic-based organizations was only in 2001, toward the mid-point of the 

insurgency. By 2004, the Maoist armed activities had already spread to the eastern parts of Nepal 

well before their ethnic based organizations became fully effective (Hachhethu 2005, 9).  

The empirical results, however, show that in most cases, mere opportunity in the form of 

grievances was not sufficient motivation to organize a rebel attack. This phenomenon can be 

explained by recent studies that point to an important step overlooked by the motive-based 

theory alone: if individuals in a society are not mobilized with incentives, then mere grievance 

will not produce political violence. Tarrow identifies this as “interest” and argues it to be the 

most common denominator in social movement. He explains that it is the recognition of these 

interests by the actors that gets translated into collective action (Tarrow 1998, 6). This indicates 

the significance of an important factor–mobilization–for rebel attacks, despite the prevalence of 

hostile motives and opportune moments. 

The Maoists‟ “interests” that determined the choice of security bases were the economic 

endowments. If the economic incentives were low during the choice of targets, then rebel attacks 
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did not materialize. Weinstein (2007, 7-8) explains this phenomenon as “the individual cost and 

benefit calculation” that determines whether or not individuals indulge in violence. Thus 

opportunities in the form of grievances and economic incentives, each complementing the other, 

were the primary predictors of rebel attacks in Nepal. As noted by Shah, the epicenter of the 

insurgency–the Rapti Zone in mid-western Nepal is not the most backward region in the country. 

He argues that "if social and economic marginalization alone were responsible for the emergence 

of the communist revolt, the hill districts of Karnali, Seti and Mahakali zones would be far more 

likely candidates, not only because of their grinding poverty and chronic food shortage, but also 

because of the nature of their terrain and their remoteness from state centers (Shah 2004, 193).” 

The Maoist rebels had legitimate political objectives, but they could not survive unless they 

effectively mobilized economic resources. 

The Maoist rebellion was mainly financed by raiding banks after major attacks, taxing the 

local population, and taking a share of the remittances sent from abroad. In their very first attacks 

against the Nepalese Army, the Maoists also succeeded in looting Rs 225 million from banks in 

the same area.
39

 From his extensive field work, Marks finds that the Maoists relied extensively 

on bank robbing, kidnapping for ransom, and extortion in the form of “revolutionary taxation” 

with the total annual intake reaching several million U.S. dollars in order to finance their 

insurgency (Marks 2003, 11, 34).
40

 It was the calculation of being able to reap the economic 

benefits after major attacks that mainly influenced the rebels‟ decisions on the choice of fixed 

security bases. 

My empirical findings support the recent growing literature on the relation between 

economics and civil war but differ in at least one important respect. Central to the arguments of 
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 In 2001, the exchange rate was US$ 1= Rs 65. Hence Rs 225 million equaled to US$ 3.4 million. 
40

 Haccethu puts the amount between US $64-124. The exact figure of how much money the Maoists accumulated is 

impossible to find. For details see Haccethu (2005, 1) 
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Collier and Hoeffler (2002) and Fearon and Laitin (2003) is the question of natural resources      

–opportunities–available for rebel groups.  Organizing an armed rebellion requires funds to build 

an organization capable of challenging a government militarily. Recruiting soldiers and covering 

running costs for any rebellion are expensive economic barriers.   

In Nepal, however, there are no natural resources–the economic bases for rebellion. 

Nevertheless, Wolf (1970, 50-51) illustrates from the empirical studies conducted in the Delta 

region in Vietnam and in the Kikuyu reserve in Kenya that better economic conditions abet 

insurgency; wherever there were rich farmers, there was more fighting. Similarly the province of 

Ayacucho, the Sendero Luminso heartland, was not the most impoverished region of Peru. 

Additionally, the strongholds of the communists in west and east Cambodia were neither the 

poorest nor had the most strained social relations (Ramirez 2004, 227). A recent Washington 

Post article reports that the main insurgent leader in the Korangal Valley, Matin, was the local 

timber baron who saw no alternatives but to attack the Americans–foreign infidels–who he 

believed had come to enforce the ban on his timber trade. 
41

   Similar to these examples, rebel 

attacks in Nepal, materialized in richer areas because they provided a comparative advantage to 

finance rebellion.  

V.  Conclusion 

 

Policy Implications and Recommendations  

The research on Nepal offers many lessons on rebel forces targeting choice since the 

majority of rebel attacks occurred where economic opportunities were present, rather than where 

it was geographically feasible or social injustice was prevalent. Clearly there is a profound gap 

between prevalent expert perceptions of where insurgents in Nepal targeted bases and the results 

                                                           
41 Available from http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-

dyn/content/article/2010/04/14/AR2010041401012_3.html?sid=ST2010041401263 ; Accessed February 17, 2011. 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/04/14/AR2010041401012_3.html?sid=ST2010041401263
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/04/14/AR2010041401012_3.html?sid=ST2010041401263
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from my analysis. In general, feasibility variables (elevation, forest, open international border, 

road penetration, security umbrella, proportion of young age) were notably insignificant, as were 

ethnic and economic polarization. Grievance variables (political marginalization and government 

heavy handedness) and opportunity cost variables in the form of economic incentives (richer 

districts) had robust positive correlations.  

Also, contrary to the traditional belief, insurgent attacks and developed regions may be 

positively associated with one another, since areas with a strong income may widen the 

insurgents‟ potential tax base, contributing to insurgents‟ further growth. This corroborates 

Weinstein‟s finding that that during the third phase, insurgents operating openly in territories still 

under the control of their opponent forces, rely heavily on the local population for resources such 

as “food, shelter and supplies” to sustain rebellion (Weinstein 2007, 29).  

Hopefully the findings can have significant policy implications to effectively implement 

“clear, build and hold” operations under the COIN “ink spot” strategy.
42

 Since security forces 

involved cannot guarantee security to all affected areas simultaneously, they should focus on 

certain key areas insurgents target the most and then, over time, broaden the effort by expanding 

security bases.  A slavish acceptance of the rebel‟s choice of bases for attack has fostered a 

particular kind of operational culture that removes the defenders from the reality. If these COIN 

operations are to be effective, then they are equally essential in well-off areas as in poorer areas.  

Also, policy makers would benefit with proper restructuring of security unit locations 

since COIN strategies require huge number of troops and massive expenditures. It may be 

prudent especially for the likes of Nepalese security forces who find themselves in a 

disproportionate amount of COIN operations and for whom the cost of COIN warfare is 

incredibly high. Security bases essential for effective COIN operations can be strategically 
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 This approach was explored by the British in Malaya in the 1950s. For further discussion see Nagl (2005) 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/northamerica/usa/1504640/Bush-adopts-British-colonial-model-for-Iraq.html
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placed based on the findings of variables correlated with the insurgent decision making process 

for rebel attacks. In Nepal, what dictated rebel attacks was greed and grievances inextricably 

fused instead of the geographical feasibility. Understanding the rebel‟s rationality becomes 

essential in a long and brutal COIN campaign where it becomes more imperative to spend 

resources wisely.  

Avenues for Future Research 

The findings of this study have significant implications for future studies of insurgency 

since this research has taken a step forward in disaggregating what specific geographical, social, 

political and economical characteristics influence insurgents‟ decision making process.  

While my findings focus on grievances being capitalized by incentives, they nonetheless 

suggest new avenues of research for the study of causality of rebel attacks. The logical progress 

of events on the ground may not be as distinct in pointing the exact nodal points of the rebel 

rationality, and there still remains room to identify such nodal points. An important variable that 

I could not capture for my study is intelligence. It remains unclear, for example, how intelligence 

affects both actors in insurgencies–the attacker and the defender. Secondly, more work can be 

done to develop data that measures variables associated with the strength of the rebels active in a 

particular area–group size, goals, strategies and operational tactics and how this correlates to 

number of attacks. Lastly, given the availability of adequate data, how tactical defensive 

measures of security bases combined with increased security pressure, such as patrols affect the 

rebels‟ decision making process is also an interesting subject for discussion.   

 Finally, case studies and process tracing may be better suited to find out the causalities of 

insurgent attacks than quantitative analysis, though they may never achieve parsimony. All 

literature is focused on evaluating insurgent operational capabilities.  Little research has ever 
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attempted to delve deeper into the explanatory variables that may have influenced insurgent 

decision-making process for large scale attacks. A holistic analysis of rebels‟ choice of targets 

must therefore move beyond simplistic geographic and grievance causalities and engage with 

other forces that are at work.  

This research gives us a good starting point in suggesting the role of incentives in 

motivating rebels for attacks and additionally raises some interesting questions whose answers 

may assist in formulating effective COIN strategies. My research is on where rebels attack, but 

not if they will succeed. Thus, what are the conditions under which such attacks succeed or fail? 

What factors affect policy makers to devote more resources to one area over others for effective 

COIN? These questions will likely be raised in future empirical approaches to understanding 

how armed rebellions transpire and its impact to COIN strategies.   
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Appendix A: Data Sources 

1. Dependent variable:  

a. Total Number of Insurgent Attacks as a measure of rebel attacks against fixed 

security bases of platoon size plus from 1999-2006. It is taken from the Nepalese Army 

and Nepal Police reports. These numbers were verified by data obtained from the yearly 

Human Rights Report of the Informal Sector Service Center (INSEC), a Kathmandu 

based NGO which documents human rights abuses and has representatives in all the 75 

districts of Nepal. 

  Y: number of insurgent attacks from the year 1999-2006. 

2. Independent Variables: 

 a. Geographical data on Maximum elevation („000 meters) of the district are obtained from 

Nepal District Profile: 1994.  

  X1: elevation maximum. 

 b. Data on proportion of district under forest area dates from March 2001 and are 

obtained from Japan Forest Technology association (JAFTA), Information System 

Development Project For the Management of Tropical Forest: Activity Report of Wide Area 

Tropical Forest Resources Survey (Kingdom of Nepal). 

  X2: normalized forest 

c. Data on road penetration came from Nepal District Profile: 2000. It is normalized by the 

area of the district.  

 X3: road penetration 

d. Data on distance from the capital city came from 2001 census book. 

 X4: distance from the capital in kms 
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e. Data on police penetration came from INSEC Human Rights report 2002. The number of 

police posts in a given district was divided by the district population. 

 X5: police penetration 

f. Data on air support came from data obtained from the Aviation Brigade of the Nepalese 

Army. Air support was proxied by the distance in nautical miles from the nearest air base 

which could operate helicopter operations both during the day and night. 

 X6: air support 

g. Data on Development indicators like HDI and poverty rate figures (indicating the 

proportion of poverty) were obtained from the UNDP yearly reports. 

  X7: HDI/ poverty rate/ economically active population. 

h. Average Budget spent by the government came from the Ministry of Finance annual 

Reports which were obtained from the Ministry directly. The budget was normalized by 

dividing it with 2001 population data: 

X8: Average Budget Spent 

i. Data on Caste diversity measures were computed using 2001 district level census data on 

population by caste. Castes which make up more than 1% of the district population were 

retained, and castes that total less than 1% of the district population were classified as 

“others”. We have 76 distinct categories under this measure. The proportion for each 

category is computed by dividing total number of individuals in the district falling under that 

category by respective district population. The polarization measures are constructed along 

the lines of Montalvo and Reynal-Querol (2005) as 4 ΣSi
2
 (1 - Si), where Si is the proportion 

of (caste or linguistic) group i in the population. The caste fractionalization measure is 

computed as  
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  ΣSi(1 - Si) = 1 - ΣSi
2
 , where Si is the proportion of caste group i in the 

   population. This represents the probability that two randomly drawn persons  

  from the population belong to different caste groups. 

 Proportion of advantaged castes is computed as the proportion of district  

 population belonging to the Brahmin, Chhetri, Thakuri or Newar castes. High  

 caste dominance is a dummy which equals one if the proportion of advantaged  

 castes is between 45 and 90 percent of the district population.  

 X9: caste polarization / advantaged caste 

j. Data on Literacy; Secondary School Enrollment; Employed population; Unemployed 

population; Young Age Population (Male and Female aged 15-29)
43

; Open Border with 

India; Population Density were taken from the 2001 Census Data which is distributed by the 

Nepal Central Bureau of Statistics.  

X10: Literacy; X11: Secondary Education; X12:Employed Population; X13: Unemployed 

Population; X14: Young Age Population; X15: Open Border with India: X16 Population 

Density. 

k. Food produced (Deficit/Non Deficit) was compiled from the WFP (World Food 

Program) annual reports which were obtained from the WFP office in Kathmandu. The WFP 

produces the surplus/deficit numbers by dividing total number of food produced: rice, wheat, 

barley with the required number quantity of the total population of the district. 

X17: Average Food Produced 

l. Number of voters and percentage of communist candidates elected were compiled from 

the Election Commission Office for the 1999 elections.  

X18: Vote Cast; X19: Communist Dominance 
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 Life expectancy in 1995 in Nepal was 54 and in 2000 was 59. See census book 2001. 
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m. Percentage of migrant workers abroad were compiled from  

*The relationship among the different independent variables and intensity of conflict are 

assumed to be statistical, not functional, as it may be faced with levels of measurement errors. 
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Appendix Table A1: Summary Statistics 

 Observations Minimum Maximum Mean Std.Deviation 

Total number of attacks (1999-2006) 75 0 6 0.85 1.123 

Geography 

Maximum elevation („000 meters) 75 0.18 8.85 4.0792 2.70816 

Proportion of forested area 75 0.0373 0.9834 0.3928 0.1914 

Road Length per sq km (2001) 75 0.00 2.035 0.1992 0.3314 

Open Border with India (dummy) 75 0 1 0.35 0.479 

Security 

Police penetration 75 0.0001 0.1344 0.009 0.0186 

Nautical miles from nearest air base 75 0 115 44.76 26.458 

Distance in Kms from Capital 75 0 1050.00 4.6359 277.0628 

Social Diversity 

Caste Fractionalization  75 0.2391 0.7791 0.5253 0.1410 

Linguistic Polarization 75 0.0265 0.9337 0.5861 0.2848 

Advantaged Caste 75 0.0418 0.8526 0.4117 0.2160 

Social Characteristic 

Population density 75 3.7450 2.7388 2.561 3.8833 

LITERACY (%) 75 26.62 77.07 50.9903 11.7084 

Secondary Education (%) 75 4.1 72.3 19.237 10.4502 

Young Age 15-29 per 1000 population 75 32.0326 366.4516 2.5477 46.0970 

Conflict Intensity 

Maoists_Kill100 75 0.00 1.00 0.4000 0.4932 

MaoKill_150 75 0.00 1.00 0.2000 0.4026 
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Gov_Kill100 75 0.00 1.00 0.3733 0.4869 

GovKill_150 75 0.00 1.00 0.2133 0.4124 

Politics 

Voter turnout 75 31.8100 80.8387 6.4746 8.2666 

Communist percent 75 0 100 41.50 40.125 

Economic  Indicators 

Human Development Index 75 .147 .603 .31956 .071822 

Average Grain Produced 75 -1.9032 8.9242 1.5112 3.0704 

Migrant workers abroad 75 0.00 2.00 0.3333 0.62240 

Unemployed 75 0.0200 0.4023 0.2266 0.0857 

Poverty Rate 75 0.0152 0.9245 0.4374 0.2262 

Average government budget 75 3.5356 2.9558 1.5423 3.4369 

Economically Active 75 5568 457724 1.425 87730.483 
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Appendix Table A2: Correlation Matrix 

Panel A: Correlations among attack and conflict intensity 

 Number of Attacks 

More than 100 Killed by Maoists 0.244 

More than 100 Killed by Government Forces 0.519* 

More than 150 Killed by Maoists 0.933*** 

More than 150 Killed by Government Forces 1.299*** 

Panel B: Correlations between attacks and district characteristics  

Number of Attacks 

Caste 2.079** 

Linguistic Fractionalization -0.053 

Advantaged Caste 0.509 

Forest 2.035*** 

Elevation 0.000 

HDI -0.610 

Open International Border -0.541** 

Road length per sq. km -0.196 

Population density -7.446 

Communist Percentage 0.001 

Literacy -0.003 

Secondary Education -0.023* 

Economically active -1.439 

Average grain produced -2.165 

Migrant workers -0.012 

Voter turnout -0.027** 

Young age (15-24) -0.003 

Unemployment -1.415 
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Poverty rate 0.068 

Panel C: Correlations between attacks and security indicators  

Number of Attacks 

Police penetration -9.047 

Distance from nearest air base -0.002 

Distance from capital -3.629 

Panel D: Correlations between HDI and others  

HDI 

Road Penetration 0.120*** 

Police Penetration 1.702*** 

Literacy 0.005*** 

Secondary Education 0.004*** 

Grain Surplus (Dummy) 0.039** 

Poverty Rate -0.222*** 

Economically Active 4.480*** 

Panel E: Correlations between Caste polarization and others  

 Caste Polarization 

Poverty 0.226*** 

Linguistic Polarization -1.131** 

Advantaged Caste 0.444*** 

Panel F: Correlations between Poverty  and others  

 Poverty Rate 

HDI -2.202*** 

Caste Polarization 0.582*** 

Elevation 0.018* 

Forest 0.235* 

Road Penetration 0.251*** 
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Police Penetration -3.850*** 

Economically Active -1.024*** 

Literacy 0.009*** 

Secondary Education 0.009*** 

Food Surplus -0.121** 

Average Budget -1.517* 

Young Age -0.002*** 

Panel G: Correlations between Nearest Air Base and Police 

Penetration 

 

 Air Base 

Police Penetration -517.893*** 
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