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Introduction 
Diverse experiences, which are significantly different with the slightest of changes in 
context, structure our lived realities. However, globalized perspectives attempt to 
impose one dominant set of values and principles upon everyone, while dualistic, binary 
constructs of East-West or North-South divide us simultaneously, sorting us into 
categories. There is no one blueprint for the Globe nor even for the Global South. Our 
imaginations and lived experiences are all shaped by the “contextual truths”, to borrow 
the Buddhist term “saṁvṛti satya”, in contrast to the absolute truth or “paramārtha 
satya” (Dorji, 2020; Murti, 2008). 

This thesis is a mulling over the hopefully nuanced view of one such contextual truth. 
It deals with an idiosyncratic case from Kathmandu and the Newars.1 I present here an 
explorative study of the Guthi2, an institution of cooperative self-governance in the 
Kathmandu Valley and (arguably) a typical form of a Buddhist cooperative, via the 
framework of Non-Western Public Administration and Governance (NWPA) (Drechsler, 
2013, 2015). 

The inspiration for this thesis came from witnessing the failure of “developmentalism” 
in Nepal. The globalist pushes towards implementing systems and practices considered 
“developed” or to be from countries that are “developed” through concepts of aid-driven 
processes are something I saw up close in my country. In a country that, for the good part 
of the second half of the 20th century, was a playground for numerous aid agencies,  
the results were generally far from being successes. This is especially so when considering 
the generation of a higher capacity to govern for the longer term. The globalist agendas 
bypassing the contextual “lived realities” of the people in question have had horrendous 
results, on occasion even turning the local communities into “victims” (N. R. Shrestha, 
1997, p. 75). Yet, the dependence on aid has continued in Nepal, a key event of  
which being the 2015 massive earthquake struck, affecting most parts of the country  
(K. D. Regmi, 2016). As many lives were lost, and the economy took a hit, there was also 
an unsurmountable loss to the heritages as well (I; III; Coningham et al., 2016). 

Beyond the World Bank’s agenda of “Good Governance”, arguably a very much  
non-neutral policy that enforces the adoption of Western agendas on the part of 
developing countries, Public Administration, in practice, does not have a truly global 
standard (Drechsler, 2015). In contrast to the hegemonic tendencies of international 
agencies pushing Global-Western “off-the-shelf” policies and practices, cultural elements 
and contextual paradigms of PA practices have emerged as an essential topic within the 
PA discipline (Bice & Sullivan, 2014; Drechsler, 2013; Peters, 2021). Within social sciences 
in general, there have been suggestions that studies outside the Western context can 
provide a “corrective for theories” within academic disciplines (Spradley, 1980). Still,  
as ICT emerged as the dominating technological paradigm, with digital technologies 
becoming pervasive in all aspects of everyday life globally (Perez, 2002, 2015), having  
a significant impact on PA and Governance discourses, academia seemed to retain and 
perhaps even increase the tendency towards being fixated on the Global-Western 
paradigm. Scholars have brought forth concepts such as “diffusion discourse”, assuming 
that the Global South is supposed to catch up with the Global North (Avgerou, 2008; 

                                                                 
1 Newars are considered to be the original inhabitants of the urban areas of Kathmandu Valley and 
surrounding areas with several cities, towns and villages (Gellner, 1986). 
2 I have used “Guthi” with capitalization to denote the overarching institution as such and “guthi(s)” 
to refer to individual organizations. 
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Rose, 2005). It has often been taken as an a priori that the adoption of digital technology 
will transform societies towards being more transparent, participatory and democratic. 
But there is no convergence of propositions towards how that will happen, with attempts 
only being made lately to come to a unified understanding of digital transformation 
(Kraus et al., 2021; Vial, 2019). 

As of today, in this “digital era”, Nepal is still a “Least Developed Country” (LDC) with 
some typical attributes of “developing” countries in regard to the governance challenges 
faced. The country was, from the late 1900s to the early 2000s, transitioning into 
“modernity” through policy reforms, political turmoil and regime changes while also 
adapting to economic transformations and technological advances (Gellner, 2016).  
The case of Nepal, especially in the context of the events that followed the 2015 
earthquake, is prima facie worth studying from the perspective of Non-Western Public 
Administration and Governance (NWPA). The existence of a distinctive institutional 
pattern inclined towards a cooperative style of local governance makes it even more 
relevant for studying. The Guthi, with a history of at least 1600 years (II; Vajracharya, 
1973), exemplifies this cooperative pattern in governance practice, which is part of the 
heritage of Kathmandu Valley, which created the backdrop for an exciting exploratory 
study. Building on the Nepalese case, I studied how non-standard localized practices may 
generally affect governance in the Global South vis-à-vis the effects of ICT. Furthermore, 
the questions that my thesis contributes to providing answers to are: 

− How can traditional institutions be re-interpreted in the modern context as a 
viable approach toward inclusive and sustainable forms of collaboration? 

− How may contextually grounded approaches in public governance provide 
better alternatives to aid-based and “off-the-shelf” strategies in governance? 

− How does ICT interplay with traditional institutions like the Guthi and possibly 
contribute to furthering such institutions’ resilience and sustainability? 

As is typical for ethnographic research, which NWPA almost invariably is, at least to 
some extent, the questions get clearer with more gathering and understanding of the 
data (Spradley, 1980). Accordingly, I have taken some advantage of retrospect in 
formulating the questions listed above. Though the listed research questions are not 
explicitly stated in the papers included in this thesis, those papers do provide answers to 
them. 

This thesis is built on four original papers, three of which, according to the 
regulations of the current PhD curriculum, qualify as the core forming a thesis, and an 
additional three papers are included in the appendix. The scholarly investigation starts 
with the study of the role of the Guthi institution in the reconstruction process of heritage 
structures in the aftermath of the 2015 Nepal Earthquake. Further on, it incorporates 
ethnographic approaches to study the Newar community, acknowledging the Guthi 
institution as part of their cultural heritage. The included articles show two sides of the 
narratives they convey. The first side tells the historical and cultural side of the Guthi, 
highlighting the embeddedness of the culture and identity of the people in the 
institution. The second side explores the institution’s transformation in interchange with 
the effects of digitality, providing evidence of the institution’s potential for contemporary 
governance, especially in matters of public utility. The narratives are built on the central 
theme of contemporary relevance, considering the historicity and the embedded 
Buddhist values that relate to that context. 

This introduction is structured as follows: first, in Chapter 1, I dwell on the framework 
of NWPA and the theoretical background concerning Governance from a non-Western 
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perspective. Additionally, I also discuss the theoretical frames that deal with the 
transformative effects of ICT on institutions, i.e. genuine digital transformation.  
The chapter outlines the theoretical underpinnings that gave the background for the 
research rather than being used for attempting validation of the theories, a position akin 
to approaches in ethnographic research (Wilson & Chaddha, 2009). Chapter 2 discusses 
the methodological approach undertaken in the research conducted. Chapter 3 provides 
a detailed background on the Guthi, building on the historical trajectory connecting to 
the institution’s status contemporarily. Chapter 4 discusses the narratives presented in 
the research articles based on the research conducted. Chapter 5 discusses the 
implications of the study outcome presented in a conceptual framework and implications 
for further research and practice. The thesis is capped with a short concluding chapter. 
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1 Non-Western Governance, ICT and Transformations 
The will to progress towards a state that is supposed to be more desirable is a trait of 
virtually all societies. The view that change is persistent and that all states (of being) are 
impermanent, complementarily, is pertinent to the core beliefs of Buddhism. This is 
somewhat parallel to the current tendency to see progress as a necessity. Except that 
with the notion of progress and development, there comes the prerequisite for 
unidirectionality towards the better. Despite the desire to progress, whether this brings 
progress markers and the means to progress to convergence universally is an entirely 
different question (Drechsler, 2015; Inge, 1920). The global reach of digital technologies 
and their effects on societies in different regions across the world complicates the matter 
even more. Based on this thought, I will now discuss some theoretical concepts that have 
guided my research. 

1.1 Governance from a non-Western Perspective 
Even though the term governance has come to be taken as more or less a neutral term, 
it has to be noted that “Good governance” is a non-neutral concept which “embodies a 
strong value judgment in favour of the retrenchment of the State, which is supposed to 
yield to Business standards, principles, and – not least – interests” (Drechsler, 2004,  
p. 388). The concept of “Good Governance”, as has been prescribed to the countries in 
the Global South by development agencies, reflects some of the aspects that are similar 
to New Public Management (Erkkilä & Piironen, 2014). But by now, NPM has theoretically 
fallen out of favour; it is, conceptually at least, effectively dead (Drechsler, 2005; 
Dunleavy et al., 2006). 

With the demise of New Public Management and the West losing its ability to assert 
“standards” in PA and Governance, in practice, new approaches have emerged 
challenging the Global-Western best practices (Bice & Sullivan, 2014; Drechsler, 2015). 
There surely are cultural elements in PA, and the relevance of traditions in PA is by now 
again well accepted (Peters, 2021). However, rather than just nuances in administrative 
traditions, there are also “paradigms” in PA and Governance (Drechsler, 2015) which are, 
to a great degree, independent of the Global-Western paradigm and may not ever 
converge, given the following characteristics (2015, p. 106): 

• A large body of theoretical literature 
• Centuries of practice 
• Strong relevance today 
• A convincing carrier country 
• A largely non-derivative system. 

Drechsler (2015) puts forward examples of two such paradigms, namely Islamic and 
Confucian PA alongside Global-Western PA. He provides a conceptual model of 
interrelations between the Paradigms in PA and Governance (see Figure 1). According to 
the model, there can be the following conceptual categorizations: 

(a) is what is generally assumed to be good PA, and the 
contextualized second nucleus, (b) is what the more sophisticated 
PA research supports today (although it is not the common view), 
but our focus is on (c), the postulated spheres of good PA with(in) a 
certain paradigm each that does not work well, nor does it have to, 
in any other (Drechsler, 2015, p. 110). 
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Figure 1: Three paradigms of Non-Western Public Administration and Governance (Drechsler, 2015) 

For non-Western contexts, there can be a possibility that there are elements in 
region (c) which, despite being more esoteric-seeming in nature, may work well for the 
particular context or may have the potential to work well. 

But the study of “paradigms”, or even institutions and elements that are non-standard, 
are not without challenges. Academic disciplines, too, tend to be culture-bound,  
and there are normative assumptions that take hold of theories and methods, which 
makes practices in non-Western PA and Governance stand at odds with those that are 
Global-Western. While differentiations are necessary, the constructs that turn to 
categorizations of world regions can be non-neutral approaches that discriminate against 
the “others” by looking at these countries through normative value judgements  
(Said, 2003). This tendency has introduced farfetched ideas, such as claiming that large 
regions in the non-West are “not governed” (Brass, 2012). But a thriving self-reliant 
community implies the existence of an effective form of governance. And to claim that 
societies in the Global South did not thrive at all, would be illogical. 

Societies in the non-West have been noted to have “strong societies” with 
communities that are able to self-govern (Migdal, 1988). This contrasts the monocentric 
understanding of state and governance, favouring “polycentricity” (Aligica & Tarko, 2012; 
Nagendra & Ostrom, 2012). Joel S. Migdal (2001) argues that seeing the “ideal state” as 
a single coherent entity or a “compulsory association” inhibits seeing the role of society 
as part of either reinforcing or contradictory elements in governance. Citing examples 
from India and Africa, Migdal (2001, p. 20) writes that “parts or fragments of state have 
allied with one another and groups outside, to further their goals.” These practices and 
alliances, he argues, “have acted to promote a variety of set of rules, often quite distinct 
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from those set out in the state’s official laws and regulations.” Describing this phenomenon 
Migdal states that the state should be thought of combinedly: 

(1) as the powerful image of a clearly bounded, unified organization 
that can be spoken of in singular terms (e. g., a headline stating, 
“Israel accepts Palestinian demands”), as if it were a single, 
centrally motivated actor performing in an integrated manner to 
rule a clearly defined territory; and (2) as the practices of a heap of 
loosely connected parts or fragments, frequently with ill-defined 
boundaries between them and other groupings inside and outside 
the official state borders and often promoting conflicting sets of 
rules with one another and with “official” Law (Migdal, 2001, p. 22). 

Given the history of colonization, most states in the Global South can be considered 
“new and renewed states” (Migdal, 1988, p. 11). However, no states are clean slates; 
legacy institutions and traditions, too, make some imprints on all states, new or renewed. 
Practices which are central to Migdal’s assertion of what constitutes a state can exist in 
informal and grassroots forms and be impactful. 

1.2 ICT and Institutional Transformation 
The role of networks and the importance of electronic transfer of information in the 
organization of social life was already well discussed by the early 1970s (Craven & 
Wellman, 1973; Gerlach, 1973). Since then, authors in different fields of study have 
discussed the transformative potential of ICT (Castells, 2011; Fulk & DeSanctis, 1995; 
Mansell, 1994; Orlikowski, 1992). 

Technologies that have shaped Techno-Economic Paradigms in the past (see Perez, 
2015) can be argued not to have been as pervasive in all aspects of our lives as ICT has 
been. The “big bang” that it created is significantly bigger than those created by any prior 
technological innovations (ibid.). Due to the pervasiveness of ICT globally, there has been 
a convergence of thoughts from across regions and disciplines that ICT is a potential 
enabler of progressive transformation, leading to democratic participation, 
collaboration, and good governance (Avgerou, 2010; Falch, 2006). ICT was expected to 
reduce hierarchy and promote new forms of democratic practice due to its intrinsic 
characteristics of being distributed in architecture. However, it has, on the contrary, also 
produced new issues and problems (Kostakis, 2011; Mansell, 1994). Transformative 
effects of ICT and how it may affect institutions and societies within diverse contexts is 
still a learning process. 

There are broadly two theoretical concepts that have been widely used by 
Information Systems researchers to theorize the transformative effects of ICT, namely 
affordance and structuration (Vyas et al., 2017). Affordance, which is a concept 
introduced by Gibson (2015), explains human perception of things and the transactional 
relationship human beings have with their environment. According to Gibson (2015,  
p. 119), “affordances of the environment are what it offers the animal, what it provides 
or furnishes, either for good or ill.” (Gibson, 2015, p. 119). Technological artefacts 
become part of the environment for human beings. Gibson saw no need to differentiate 
the artificial artefacts from the natural ones, as he argued that the artificial is also created 
through natural substances (Gibson, 2015, p. 122). 
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The concept of structuration, which was introduced by Giddens (1984), concerns 
social structures. Structure per Giddens refers to “the properties allowing the ‘binding’ 
of time-space in social systems … which make it possible for discernibly similar social 
practices to exist across varying spans of time and space and which lend them ‘systemic’ 
form” (Giddens, 1984, p. 17). He introduces the concept of “duality of structure”;  
he expounds that “the structural properties of social systems are both medium and 
outcome of the practice they recursively organize” (Giddens, 1984, p. 25). Based on 
Giddens’ concept of structuration, Orlikowski (1992) has provided her proposition that 
use of technology is enacted or negotiated rather than following the “normal operational 
conditions”. Per her view, there is an “interpretative flexibility with respect to technology” 
(1992, p. 421). Human agency enacts technology, and it gets “institutionalized in 
structure”, which enables or constrains human action in return, thus exhibiting duality. 

It is the framework generated by these conceptualizations that the current thesis will 
follow – the methodology for which being explained in the next chapter. 
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2 Methodological Approach 
In the aftermath of the major earthquake of 2015 in Nepal, there was a chain of events 
which, prima facie, seemed relevant to the research stream of NWPA. Nepal, whose PA 
system is a typical example of a failed “transplantation” of the Westminster system 
(Patapan et al., 2005; Russell & Serban, 2021), was understandably predicted to be  
ill-equipped to overcome the effects of the earthquake. The worst was feared from the 
expected administrative failure. At the same time, this was a promising laboratory for 
researchers that was expected to provide many valuable learnings.3 From the 
perspective of community mobilization and grassroots initiatives, there was clearly a case 
to be studied, especially when concerning heritage reconstruction, in which guthis – the 
main subject of this thesis, which will be introduced and discussed in detail shortly – were 
going to have a role to play. The phenomenon is surely fascinating from the perspective 
of NWPA. 

Initially, the methodological approach was planned as a multi-case study, studying  
a few heritages reconstruction projects. Nevertheless, I took into consideration that 
flexibility would be required. For Article I, the case of post-earthquake heritage was 
approached as an intrinsic and exploratory case study with multiple sub-cases (Dumez, 
2015; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2009). Interviews and short field visits were conducted, 
complemented by desk research. However, after my early research, I realized that a more 
ethnographic approach with a more culturally grounded study involving the broader 
aspects of the contemporary struggles of the Newar community was needed. 

The majority of studies related to Nepal have been confined to area studies 
concerning the Himalayan or the South Asian region. Works from anthropologists, 
sociologists, and historians dominate the literature. Much of my literature-based study 
relied on ethnohistorical accounts of the Newars and Nepal. There was a path dependency 
thus created for my research. I was inclined more towards approaching the study from 
an ethnographic mode. However, rather than studying Newar culture generally, I felt the 
need to set boundaries on the phenomenon being studied. The resulting methodology is 
most similar to that of “ethnographic case studies”, which is also a well-established mode 
of inquiry (Harper, 1992; Walters, 2007). 

I started with desk research relying on news articles, secondary literature and online 
materials. I also conducted field visits in March 2017, July 2018, July 2019 and March 
2022 in Kathmandu and in January 2019 and February 2020 in London, where I had 
general conversations with several activists, guthi members and scholars as well. Some 
of these visits also doubled as conference participation. I further conducted 19 interviews 
that involved experts, activists, guthi members and government representatives and 
gathered a few informants from whom I could get important information. I continually 
followed the developments through social media and news articles and verified the 
reports through my informants. The later part of my research focused on digital 
ethnography, taking the social media spaces as the “field” (Pink et al., 2016). I relied on 
participation in online fora and discussion groups and employed the shadowing of key 
relevant individuals. Getting involved in relevant debates and issues also brought me to 
have exchanges with several community members, which gave me valuable insights.  
As usual, communication and discussion with other scholars and participation in 
                                                                 
3 This thought had brought in numerous research projects. There were projects involving several 
Western and Nepali institutions; SOAS, Heidelberg University, Arhus University and Social Science 
Baha, to name but a few. 
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conferences also helped. Moreover, my experiences as a member of a guthi, the one 
associated with Rudravarna Mahavihara in Patan, and being a member of the World 
Newah Organization provided me with direct insights into the relevant topics, adding 
elements of participant observation and even action research. With Rudravarna 
Mahavihara, I have been directly involved in a funeral guthi. With the World Newah 
Organization, I was involved in various of their projects, like online quizzes for youth, 
Google Translate of Nepalbhasa, and an online dictionary, which enabled me to talk to 
members from other organizations as well. 

Given the idiosyncratic interest in the case, generalizability is not at the forefront of 
my research agenda, a not-so-unusual aspect of ethnographic studies. Positivism has 
largely fallen out of favour within ethnographies. However, some space is still provided 
for “detached objectivism and deductive reasoning” (Harrison, 2014). Cultural and 
contextual elements become critical to understanding the phenomenon from the 
perspective of those whose lives are affected by the phenomenon. We are all, in a sense, 
“culture-bound” or living within a specific reality, a condition that is also relevant to 
researchers and even whole academic disciplines (Spradley, 1980). 

Though I do use the term case, the “case” in the context of my study is different to 
case-study approaches like that of, say, Yin (2009). Unlike case study research that aims 
to provide a more stringent methodological structure to studies with the primary 
intention of generalizability, my use of the case is limited to defining the phenomenon  
I study and staying within the context. This approach can also be termed “topic-oriented 
ethnography” (Spradley, 1980, p. 31). Yet, with ethnographies, “plausible conjectures” 
can be reached (Rhodes, 2014), and I have not entirely avoided such attempts. My assertion 
based on the findings would convey a part of the truth – more about which infra – which 
may hold when applied within a certain scope and may help guide similar research 
approaches or provide approximate answers. 

As most ethnographies, my analysis of the phenomenon that is studied is done from 
an interpretivist stance. These interpretations are presented in narratives through the 
perspective of the people being studied, who are in this case the Newars. These 
narratives are a version of the truth or a “means of experience for the reader” (Denzin, 
1997, p. xiv). There is an obligation to bring “morality into the discourse” (Denzin, 1997, 
p. 40). As such, the presentation of the research findings aligns towards “beneficence and 
non-maleficence” with a focus on the protection of the autonomy and dignity of all the 
research participants (Iphofen, 2011). 

 
 



17 

3 The Guthi 
The Guthi is a type of traditional cooperative institution in Nepal mainly prominent 
amongst the Newar community of Kathmandu Valley. Guthis are established for specific 
purposes, which can range from religious activities to public utility and usually involve 
members from the same kinship group (Toffin, 2005). They are usually autonomous in 
their operation and are provided with endowments in form of agricultural land which 
provide the organization with the funds required for its operation (M. C. Regmi, 1968, 
1977). Historical records have shown that guthis were prevalent since at least the start 
of the Licchavi rule in the Kathmandu Valley in the early 400s CE and were an important 
part of the governance structure (Hasrat, 1970; M. C. Regmi, 1977; Vajracharya, 1973). 
The institution was of key importance throughout the Licchavi rule, which lasted around 
three centuries, with the last dated inscription being from 733 CE, and there is a sort of 
“dark period”, of which less can be ascertained (Sharma, 2015). This period, also known 
as the “transitional period” (Thapa, 2001), still has some scanty records showing that 
guthis continue to exist throughout the period, which lasts till the late 1100s. After that, 
more extensive historical records start in the Malla period from the early 1200s (Sharma, 
2015; Petech, 1984). With the end of the Malla rule, as the Gorkhali Shahs overtook 
Kathmandu Valley in the late 1760s, there is a noticeable shift as more emphasis is given 
to guthis as a land deed instead of an association of people within historical records  
(M. C. Regmi, 1968). New guthis have been formed after the Malla period as well,  
but whether they retain their traditional form or not can be debated (M. C. Regmi, 1977). 
Being an institution with more than 1600 years of existence, the Guthi is part of the 
heritage of the people of Kathmandu Valley or the Newars. The institution has diverse 
functions and forms of operation. 

For my study of the Guthi institution, I stand on two key assumptions: 1. It is a Newar 
institution, and 2. It is a Buddhist institution. This position is open to debate, given that 
neither are guthis limited to the Newars nor are Newars all Buddhists. But in a Weberian 
sense, I focus here on ideal-typicality rather than delineation, as is appropriate in the 
social sciences (Weber, 1978). The attempt is to look for a calibration point so as to 
facilitate the measurement of the similarities or deviations across comparable 
paradigms.4 That guthis were primarily prevalent amongst the Newars and an important 
part of their way of living was already well documented as early as 1965, when Gopal 
Singh Nepali published his ethno-sociological study of Newars (Nepali, 2015). Being 
embedded into their culture, virtually all authors who have conducted anthropological 
or historical studies of the Newar community also have written about their guthis (see, 
for example, Gellner, 1992; Nepali, 2015; Sharma, 2015; Toffin, 2008). But the Buddhist 
emphasis is something that probably needs more clarifying, even though the importance 
of the Guthi amongst the Buddhist Newars has been well documented (Gellner, 1992; 
Lewis, 1993), as is the influence of Buddhism on the formation of the Newar identity 
(Gellner, 1986; Tuladhar-Douglas, 2006). 

In this section, first, I provide some account of the historical background of the Guthi 
from the perspective of it being a Buddhist institution based on literature and scriptural 
references with a focus on the Licchavi period institution (400s to 700s CE). Then I provide 
some contextual background of the historical institution and the Newar community, 
                                                                 
4 In 1905, Sylvain Lévi had considered Nepal to be a microcosm that would allow for the study of 
South Asian history as a whole, a view not exactly prominent today, but one which influenced 
several studies of Newar Buddhism (Gellner, 2016). 
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focusing on the Malla period (the 1200s to 1760s) while also discussing the key features 
of the institution. Further, I provide details on its decline mainly after the start of the 
Shah (and Rana) period (from the late 1760s onwards). 

3.1 As a Buddhist Institution 
The historicity of Buddhism, especially within the Indian Sub-continent, was largely lost 
until rediscovered during the British Raj. The rediscovery of the Mauryan emperor 
Ashoka (304 to 232 BCE) established the globally accepted historicity of Buddhism (Allen, 
2012; Lahiri, 2015). The archaeological discoveries of several Ashokan edicts in 1895 in 
Nepal, followed by others both in Nepal and India in the early 1900s, helped legitimize 
the historical aspect of Buddhist scriptures as well as provide a special position for Ashoka 
in Buddhist history (ibid.). 

Powerful monarchical systems and the role of Kings have been crucial in the Buddhist 
understanding of statecraft (Drechsler, 2019a). However, some powerful states in ancient 
India, contemporary to the Buddha Gautama (623 BCE to 543 BCE), known as gaṇarājya, 
were ruled by large clans; they have sometimes been called proto-republics (Brenner, 
2007). Scriptural accounts, from which the aspects of the governance system prevalent 
within these states can be gleaned, provide insights into Buddhist ideas in statecraft  
(for an example of such an attempt, see Brenner, 2007). It has been suggested that the 
home state of the historical Buddha Gautama was also such a republic (Bapat, 1956). 
Another important and strong republic contemporary to the historical Buddha Gautama 
was the Vajji state ruled by the Licchavi clan (V; Bapat, 1956; Brenner, 2007). Scriptures 
state that the Vajjian republic was eventually conquered by Magadha and dissolved into 
the empire towards the later part of the Buddha’s life. However, the Licchavi appear to 
continue to claim some power in ancient India until they were, according to the dominant 
theory, pushed out by Kushanas in the 2nd century CE (Gautam, 2019; Hasrat, 1970). 
Several historians have suggested that some of these Licchavi eventually migrated to the 
Kathmandu Valley of Nepal, overthrowing the Kirat ruler.5 

It is generally accepted that the Licchavi were important patrons of Buddhism. 
Chinese records from the Tang dynasty (618 to 907 CE) even claim them to have been 
“pure Buddhists” (Rongxi, 1996). But the influences of Vedic religion on the Licchavi are 
equally apparent (Gautam, 2019). Signifying how both Hinduism and Buddhism were 
equally prevalent in the Licchavi state, Xuanzang notes in his records of the “Western 
Regions” written in around the mid-600s CE that in the kingdom of “Nepāla, monasteries 
and deva temples are so close together that they touch each other” (Banerjee, 1972;  
T. Sen, 2006). The earliest accurately dated Licchavi inscription6 from 464 CE that 
mentions a guthi endowment is from a Vishnu temple, Changunarayan (Maharjan & 
Barata, 2020). Yet, Buddhists worship the same temple as Harihariharivāhana Lokeśvara, 
one of the several forms of Avalokiteśvara (T. Lewis & Bajracarya, 2016). Such a blurring 

                                                                 
5 It has to be noted that there are conflicting claims about the lineage of the Licchavi (Hasrat, 1970; 
Nepal, 2019). But some historians do claim direct lineage of the Licchavi of Nepal to the Vajjian clan 
as plausible (Thapa, 2001; Gautam, 2019). My leaning is towards the latter, as being a rather large 
clan (Brenner, 2007), Licchavi lineage would not have been too rare. 
6 The one from Charumati stupa (also called Chabahil Chaitya or Dhando Chaitya) that is considered 
to be older cannot be accurately dated due to the inscription being partly damaged (D. Vajracharya, 
1973). However, the first mention of the Sanskrit form of the word guthi itself is from 533 CE in 
Pashupati (M. C. Regmi, 1977). 
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of the boundary between Hinduism and Buddhism is not uncommon in Nepal (Gellner, 
2005), but lived religions are never “pure” (see only Kaiser, 1993), and “the Holy” is 
universal (Otto, 1968). 

Several Licchavi inscriptions mention guthi or gausthika7 (II; V; D. Vajracharya, 1973). 
Charumati stupa, a Buddhist stupa and monastery believed to predate the Licchavi rule 
in Nepal (Thapa, 2001), has been recorded to utilize guthis and is argued to be the earliest 
remaining record of a guthi in function (D. Vajracharya, 1973). But based on most 
evidence provided by various inscriptions; it can be claimed that the Guthi was a  
Licchavi-era institution. Evidence shows that Licchavi rulers established guthis to 
maintain temples and monasteries and public utility activities like maintenance and 
cleaning of roads or maintenance of water resources (D. Vajracharya, 1973). According 
to Dhanavajra Vajracharya (1973, p. 287), the Guthi was historically a system meant for 
doing “most cooperative tasks”.8 Guthis could have been established by philanthropists 
or the ruling monarchs (II; IV). 

Gellner (1992, p. 248), in his anthropological account of the Buddhist Newars in the 
late 20th century, has pointed out that the key principles that underline the operation of 
the Guthi as part of the overall Newar social structure are: seniority, rotation, and 
territory. Of the three, he has noted that the first two can be reduced to a single principle 
– equality.9 The seniority rule, the system of rotation and compulsory participation are 
the foundational core of the Guthi, and the institution had highly egalitarian values that 
emphasized equal participation from all members within an organization. In addition, 
features such as having yearly assemblies (that included feasts), having external 
“witnesses” as part of the organizational setup (Gellner, 1992, pp. 233–234), as well as 
an emphasis on unanimity in making decisions, place the Guthi in a rather good light 
when looking at it from the perspective of having democratic ideas (IV). 

These principles of the Guthi are coherent with the Buddhist concepts of governance 
depicted in the scriptures giving the respective historical contexts as well. In Buddhist 
scriptures, the mention of administrative styles contemporary to the time is not extensive. 
However, a notable mention is the Satta Aparihāniyā Dhamma (seven conditions of 
welfare) mentioned in Digha Nikāya of the Sutta Pitaka, the Mahaparinibbana Sutta 
(Pandita, 2011). The sutta mentions an event in which Ajātasattu, the King of Magadha, 
wanted to conquer the Vajjian republic ruled by the Licchavi clan. He sends an envoy to 
ask advice from the Buddha on the matter, to which the Buddha dictates the seven 
attributes of the Vajjians, which makes them undefeatable (Brenner, 2007; Harris, 2007; 
Pandita, 2011; Shobhana, 2017; Walshe, 1995). The ideologies depicted in the “seven 
conditions of welfare” clearly bears a resemblance to the principles of the Guthi (V).  
For instance, holding frequent meetings, focusing on unity, continuity of existing 
practices and honouring elders are relatable to the principles of the Guthi. With a 
significant degree of plausibility, one can say that this is not simply a coincidence. 

                                                                 
7 Often also written gosthika. The word guthi, which is a Nepalbhasa (Newari) word, is considered 
to have been derived from the Sanskrit gosthika, while the institution is considered to be a 
continuation of the same (Shaha, 1990). 
8 Translated from Nepali “िमलेर गनुर्पन� धेरै जसो काम” (D. Vajracharya, 1973, p. 287). 
9 Equality may not apply here if one takes into consideration various contemporary Global-Western 
normative criteria of course. 
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3.2 Nepal Mandala and the Newars 
Newars, in the general sense, are the indigenous inhabitants of the cities, towns and 
villages in and around Kathmandu Valley. Nepal Mandala has come to be a popular term 
used to refer to the cities and towns in and around the Kathmandu Valley.10 Newars are 
not an entirely homogenous group, as the sub-groups within them claim varied ethnic 
origins. Among the Newars, there are several groups who entered into the valley from 
the Southern regions at later points, especially with the arrival of the Mallas after the 
1200s, and assimilated into the Newar culture (Hasrat, 1970; Shaha, 1990; Thapa, 2001; 
Sharma, 2015). At the same time, groups such as the Jyapu community consider 
themselves to be indigenous to the valley, and other sub-groups like the Byanjankar claim 
to be descendants of the Kirat clan, who were ruling the Valley before the Licchavi 
(Gellner & Pradhan, 1995; Toffin, 2016). However, Newars have largely homogenized by 
now, mainly tied by their common mother tongue Nepalbhasa (also called Newari). 

Going through a gradual metamorphosis through the centuries, Newar culture 
climaxed during the Malla period (mainly with the reign of Yakshya Malla that started in 
1428 (Hasrat, 1970; Korn, 1976)) with the creation of a unique identity in art, 
architecture, language, trade and governance system (Nepali, 2015; Sharma, 1983).  
As such, the Malla period has been called the “Golden age of Newar Civilization” 
(Johnsen, 2020). Even though the currently most visible elements of the Newar cultural 
heritage are from the Malla period, on the grassroots level, Licchavi influences that 
continued through the Malla period and still persist cannot be underestimated. My study 
of the post-earthquake heritage restoration dealt with two structures that pre-dated the 
Mallas11 and are considered Licchavi architecture (I; II; V). Furthermore, several of the 
key landmarks within the valley, such as monasteries, temples, water sources and other 
traditional structures, are from the Licchavi period (Gutschow, 1997; Korn, 1976;  
D. Vajracharya, 1973). With regard to the governance practices, there is a clear 
continuation of the Licchavi institutions in the Malla period, with the Guthi institution 
being the most prominent. 

Under the Malla rule, the urban structures of Nepal Mandala did develop further.  
The three palace complexes, which are also part of the sites noted in inscribing 
Kathmandu Valley as a UNESCO world heritage site, are Malla-built. However, some of 
them were rebuilt on sites of Licchavi period structures, providing a relative continuation 
of the Licchavi cityscape, especially in Patan (Gutschow, 1997; Tiwari, 2007; Toffin, 1990). 
Mallas did introduce new elements of governance practices. Jayasthiti Malla (1382–1395 
AD) introduced reforms defining the 64 occupational caste groups within Nepal Mandala 
(Sharma, 2015). Most historical guthis that currently survive were established during the 

                                                                 
10 Kathmandu Valley was the nucleus of the political and cultural sphere of Nepal. Kathmandu 
Valley had, for the larger part of the rule under the Malla kings, been divided into a system of three 
city states that had satellites in the surrounding areas. Though short of being a confederacy, the 
three city states could still be considered one single socio-cultural sphere for which the term Nepal 
Mandala has been used, especially since Mary Slusser (1982) used the term for the title of her 
book. The broader significance of the term Mandala concerns Buddhism iconography and how the 
layout of the cities and even the entire valley was imagined through such analogies (II; Gutschow, 
2011; MacFadyen & Vogt, 1977; K. M. Shrestha, 2010). 
11 It is clear through the archeological study of Kasthamandap that it was a pre-Malla structure with 
its foundations already established by 897 CE (Coningham et al., 2016). Though the establishment 
date of Ashok stupa in Thamel cannot be ascertained, the architecture is believed to be Licchavi, 
and its establishment is claimed to be pre-Malla. 
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Malla period, except some like Ta Chatan Guthi from Kasthamandap, which is claimed to 
have been established in the late 800s CE (V; KC, 2016). 

Though the Guthi is a Licchavi-period institution, the current remnant of the 
historical institution is largely the Malla-period form of it, or a transformed version of the 
Malla-period form.12 But in principle, through history till contemporary times the Guthi 
has remained about cooperative self-governance, serving the socio-cultural and public 
utility needs of the Newars. I have categorized the functions of Guthi based on the works 
of authors who have previously provided their own typology of the institution as (II; V): 

(i) Those related to governing of cities (public utility Guthis) – those 
concerning festivities (jatra), industries, music, maintaining public 
infrastructures like roads, hiti, pati and other activities. 

(ii) Those related to the community welfare – those concerning carrying out 
funerals, lending money, caste councils, etc. 

(iii) Purely religious rituals – those that carry out rituals and worshipping of 
deities (excluding jatras, which is included in the first type). 

One key feature of the Guthi is the principle of self-funding and ownership of shared 
resources. Shared resources, such as physical structures or water sources, were kept 
under the care of guthis, and landholdings were also allocated to the guthis to provide a 
permanent source of income for the activities of the guthi (M. C. Regmi, 1968, 1977; 
Sharma, 2015; Tiwari, 2007; Toffin, 2005). These landholdings allocated for funding the 
guthis were given to tenant farmers to till, requiring them to provide a share of the yield 
to the guthi (M. C. Regmi, 1968, 1977; Sharma, 2015). 

Another feature was the principle of continuity. A guthi was considered a permanent 
entity; the role of the members was passed down from generation to generation.  
The property of the guthi was considered to be for the benefit of the community for 
perpetuity and was not taxable or transferable (M. C. Regmi, 1977). Members could leave 
a guthi, but that was associated with social stigma, thus preventing most people from 
quitting their guthi. The same has been criticized and labelled as an “honour economy” 
(Rankin, 2003). Guthis were also male-only organizations, and women usually only had 
supporting roles, which were tied to the membership of their male family members. Most 
guthis were based on kinship and thus were based on the occupational caste groups too. 
Such elements have been strongly criticised for enforcing gender and caste 
discrimination (Rankin, 2003). However, one must consider whether this is an outdated 
societal norm that has left its imprint on the institution and not necessarily an 
institutional feature (IV). 

The concept of territory is also key, as it is most common that caste groups from a 
locality form guthis associated with the neighbourhood. There are specific types of guthis 
that concern neighbourhoods or tvāḥ (also written twa) which govern the various 
matters concerning such neighbourhoods (II; Vergati, 1995, p. 121). The historical cities 
of Kathmandu Valley were divided into residential units or tvāḥ. These usually had 
community buildings known as chapāḥ chhen (guthi house) (see, for example, mentioned 
in R. Shrestha, 2021). There were usually responsibilities related to playing musical 

                                                                 
12 Descriptive details of the Guthi institution are either an anthropological account of the Newars, 
covering guthis that have continued from the Malla period (see, for example, Gellner, 1992; Toffin, 
2005) or historical accounts from the Malla period (see, for example, Sharma, 2015) even though 
there are mentions of later guthis started by the Shah kings too (M. C. Regmi, 1968). Other studies 
of the guthi land tenure are not concerned with Newar Guthi institution, but tend to provide such 
a disclaimer (see, for example, M. C. Regmi, 1977; Upreti, 2004). 
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instruments, worship and rituals, which were part of the duties of such guthis (Toffin, 
2021). 

Many of the above-described features have been retained to this date within 
traditional guthis. And Newars continue to uphold their duties, even though to a lesser 
degree of compulsion. 

3.3 Nepal’s Transition towards “Modernity” and Decline of the Guthi 
The initial decline of the Guthi started as early as the overtaking of the Nepal Mandala by 
Prithvi Narayan Shah of Gorkha in the 1760s, followed by a push toward a homogenized 
Hindu Nation-building (V, fn. 5). Prithvi Narayan Shah is widely believed to have delivered 
a political testament with his visions for the territories he annexed (Whelpton, 2005),  
but his death shortly after makes it dubious that he made a mark on the administrative 
system at all. His son Pratap Singh Shah passed away soon after, leaving his 2-year-old 
grandson on the throne, who also died at the early age of 19. Resultantly, several years 
of the early Shah period, heading to the Anglo-Nepal war of 1814, were headlined with 
military expansion, wars, and internal tussle for power (ibid.). As a result, the state 
administration was in a deteriorating condition. This can be seen from the paintings made 
by Henry Ambrose Oldfield when he was a doctor in the British residency between 1850 
and 1863, which show most Malla-built structures being in dilapidated conditions  
(V; Dixit, 2008). As Dixit (2008) quotes Sudarshan Raj Tiwari reflecting on the paintings, 
“Drains had lain unattended for years; temples and bahals (courtyards) were falling 
apart; poverty, particularly at the community level, was debilitating and many guthi 
(trust) had gone as birta (award) to the new Gorkhali gentry.” Early Shah rule of Nepal 
would have been a slow decay of the country’s administrative institutions caused by the 
political transition and unstable leadership. 

The situation did not improve as the Hausmeier Rana dynasty took power starting in 
the 1840s and exploited the special status of the guthi-owned lands, which per the 
existing laws and norms, made them tax-free and unlikely to be confiscated by the state 
(IV; M. C. Regmi, 1977). The division of the guthis into raj guthi and niji guthi was also 
done during the Rana regime, which is claimed to be the attempt of the Ranas to take 
control of the landholdings under guthi land tenure for personal benefits (Gellner, 1992; 
M. C. Regmi, 1977). Ranas also established new guthis, which brought malpractices and 
resulted in the exploitation of the tenant farmers (M. C. Regmi, 1977). 

The most impactful policy changes that led to the sidelining of guthis came with the 
reforms introduced during the Panchayat regime (1960–1990), when new acts like the 
Guthi Sansthan Act of 1964 and the Land Reform Act of the same year were enacted  
(I; II). These reforms were directed toward the “modernization” of Nepal. However,  
they affected the guthis negatively (I; II; IV; VII). Gorkhali leadership, during the Rana 
regime and the Panchayat period, acted with the intention of systemically dismantling 
Newar influences in Nepal. They removed Nepalbhasa and the Nepal Sambat calendar 
(the Newar year count and calendar based on lunar cycles) from official use (Gellner, 
1986; B. G. Shrestha, 2015). The Ranas tried to establish a new trading class of citizens to 
challenge the Buddhist Newar influence on the trade and commerce in the country as 
part of the process of forging a Hindu nationalism (M. Shakya, 2014). The systemic 
discrimination towards the Newars and their language and culture (as is categorized in 
Nepal with other “indigenous” communities as Janajati) is something that has been well 
highlighted (Onta, 2006; Pradhan, 2007). My investigation has shown that this is still the 
general sentiment of the Newars, seeing that the government is still dominated currently 
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by the Parbatiya13 classes. The proposed bill from 2019 concerning the Guthi institution, 
which was widely protested against by the Newars, can be seen as a continuation of such 
a partiality against them (IV; Toffin, 2019). 

But the Guthi has endured and recently resurged, as we will see now – and it is this 
resurgence, scaffolded as it is by ICT, that is the focus of attention of this thesis. 

                                                                 
13 Parbatiya is the word commonly used to denote the Hindu population of the hills of Nepal, 
including those who came to the valley along with or after the Gorkha conquest of Nepal Mandala. 
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4 The Guthi today and the New Narratives 
This chapter summarizes the original articles included in this thesis, along with those 
listed in the appendix. There are three main themes to the narratives, and I have presented 
them accordingly. 

4.1 Disasters and Dignity 
Disasters are man-made; they result from the failure to respond to the challenges that 
arise due to natural and man-made events, they are not the events themselves (Kelman, 
2020). The earthquake of 2015 in Nepal was a disaster in many ways, or a “critical 
juncture”. Hutt (2020) has interpreted the earthquake’s aftermath as an “accelerated 
status quo” in describing political developments that followed. May it be as a “critical 
juncture” or an “accelerant”, the earthquake was a major node in the history of Nepal 
that had several repercussions, one of which concerned heritage. Being a UNESCO World 
Heritage site, Kathmandu’s impending failure to properly reconstruct was thought of as 
a disaster waiting to happen (I). 

By 2016 already, the void left behind by the decline of the Guthi and concerns of 
authenticity in form and processes of heritage reconstruction started to emerge (I; VII). 
The government and the local community activists had disagreements regarding the 
reconstruction of heritage structures, such as the Rani Pokhari and Kasthamandap (I; II). 
Community members demanded the use of vernacular methods, including community 
participation following the blueprint of the guthis in the past. Activists focused on the 
need to involve community stakeholders in the reconstruction process. But the 
government unwittingly went forward with regular procurement processes for their 
reconstruction, drawing criticism as the use of cheap materials and lack of authenticity 
plagued several projects (I; II; III; V; VI). 

Showing strong agency, Newars, in Kathmandu Valley, started to demand some  
form of autonomy to govern their heritage. They emphasized stakeholder and 
community participation, use of vernacular methods, and focusing on authenticity.  
The Global-Western dominant heritage discourses had given some direction to the 
perspective of the Newar activists (I). There were apparent intrinsic political interests of 
the Newars in this discourse, which was to a degree about taking the control back in 
matters of local interest, such as heritage and urban development (II; V). Bhaktapur, 
which is one of the three major cities of Kathmandu Valley, had overwhelming support 
from the Nepal Workers’ and Peasants’ Party (Nepal Majdoor Kishan Party, NMKP) (III). 
The party has been a highly localized political party, with the majority of the cadres being 
Newars from Bhaktapur (Hachhethu, 1997). The focus of NMKP and the Bhaktapur 
Municipality was broadly on community participation and the use of local skills and 
expertise. The ideological inclination was present even before the local election in 2017, 
which was even more emboldened after the elections in 2017 (III). 

Due to previous history (Kawan, 2013), the German government offered to fund the 
reconstruction of a few important heritage structures in Bhaktapur, and an agreement 
was reached (III). But after the local election in 2017, having won the election with a clear 
majority, NMKP’s stance on using user committees and local skill and expertise in 
reconstruction, even for larger project, created a friction with the German side.  
The Germans wanted to use a tendering process for a few “high-ticket items”, citing the 
scale of the projects and the need for better accountability to align with the German 
Financial Cooperation regulations (III, p. 215). Moreover, there was also disagreement 
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regarding the use of international consultants. Bhaktapur Municipality was insistent that 
they had the capacity or could develop the capacity, whereas the German side felt that 
this did not comply with German financial regulations. The disagreement eventually led 
to the Germans withdrawing from funding the projects in Bhaktapur and redirecting the 
funds elsewhere in Nepal. 

The case of Bhaktapur coincided with an overall scepticism over the aid-driven 
approach being used in post-earthquake response and rehabilitation programmes. While 
the aid was generally welcome, many people felt that the conditions applied came along 
at the cost of a loss of dignity (III). Aid that comes with too many strings attached sets 
barriers for a given country or community to exercise their own culture in administrative 
practices, having to concur to the laws and regulations of a foreign country, thrust upon 
them in the name of “best practices” and “Good Governance”. 

For aid agencies, it is easier to justify the use of “off-the-shelf” strategies and 
accepted “best practices” for the disbursement of aid. The priority is more often the 
immediate results and accountability rather than the long-term outcome of capacity 
building, creating a principle-agent problem in the dynamics involving donor agencies, 
government and the people (III; Easterly, 2002; S. Shakya, 2018). The structural features 
of the “aid bureaucracy” often create barriers for governments, local or central, to 
attempt to build native capacity and empower native institutions, even with the presence 
of institutional practices that show potential, as in the case of Kathmandu Valley (III,  
p. 222). 

But for a dignified solution, especially in situations of major natural events and  
the disasters that follow, governments have reasons to try to use the blueprints of  
native institutions like the Guthi, with principles of self-funding their activities. Native 
practices are close to the local culture; there are relatively fewer barriers to building 
capacities and utilizing local social capital through the empowerment of native practices 
and institutions (III). Even though it took time, the heritage reconstruction of Bhaktapur 
has been a success and arguably a benchmark for all cities in Nepal (Aryal, 2019;  
Suji et al., 2020), providing a direction toward how contextually grounded approaches  
in public governance provide better alternatives to aid-based and “off-the-shelf” 
strategies. 

4.2 Identity, Parallels and Reinterpretations 
Nepal’s U-turn in the approach of heritage reconstruction, leading towards an emphasis 
on using vernacular methods in contrast to the aid-driven approaches employing  
so-called “best practices”, was a phenomenon that coincided with the increased 
awareness of the concept of heritage amongst, mainly, the Newars. Despite the heritage 
of Kathmandu Valley being an integral part of the Newar identity, during the Panchayat 
regime, it was discouraged to identify them as Newar. Wolfgang Korn has stated that for 
his book titled Traditional Architecture of the Kathmandu Valley, he was not allowed to 
use the term “Newar architecture” (Korn, 2012). This is an additional example to the ones 
provided supra in section 3.3 of the tendency of the Parbatiya hegemonic government 
of Nepal to curtail the influence of Newar culture in the country. 

With the revival of democracy in 1990 and the identity politics that eventually came 
into prominence, there was an increasing awareness amongst the Newars about needing 
to preserve their identity as well as a political impetus behind it (II; Brosius & Michaels, 
2020; Ismail & Shah, 2015; Johnsen, 2020). The Maoists had pushed forward the idea of 
identity-based federalization of the state to bring the ethnic minorities, including the 
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Newars, to their side. With the 10-year civil war ending, the Maoist and identity politics 
entered mainstream democratic politics in Nepal (V; Ismail & Shah, 2015). As a result,  
the concept of heritage converged with Newar identity politics, thus starting the 
“heritage movement” in Kathmandu Valley (II; IV; V). 

The Guthi protests of 2019 climaxed with one of the biggest but yet peaceful public 
demonstrations, taking place in Kathmandu on 19 June (IV; Khadgi & Pokhrel, 2019; 
Satyal, 2019; Sunuwar, 2019). The event can be taken as the defining moment of the 
ongoing “heritage movement” (IV). The movement enabled the resurgence reaffirmation 
of the importance of the Guthi within the heritage discourse and became an integral part 
of the continued struggle of the Newars to preserve their cultural identity. Coming from 
the Nepalbhasa Andolan (Nepalbhasa Language Movement) of the past (Gellner, 1986; 
B. G. Shrestha, 2007; S. Vajracharya, 2014), which saw the Newar language as a key 
element of the Newar identity, the concept of heritage expanded the scope of the Newar 
struggle for their identity. 

There is, again, clearly the influence of the Global-Western discourses, and the 
“social turn” as part of it, that has affected the “heritage movement” in Nepal (I). Beyond 
that, there are internal political dynamics in Nepal that have shaped the “heritage 
movement” (II). Furthermore, the pre-existing traditional institutions and practices, 
primarily the Guthi and cultural imprints of the same, are important factors too. Even 
though the phenomenon is highly localized with very contextual elements to it, parallels 
can be drawn, and reinterpretations can be made, bringing in possible hybrid models (I). 
It is convenient to see heritage from the lens of the “commons”, which is already an 
emergent view within the field of heritage management (Alonso Gonzalez, 2014; Lekakis, 
2018; Zhang, 2010). Drawing parallels from the concepts of “commoning” and 
reinterpreting the Newar traditional approach to community participation, there can be 
better practicability. The literature on the commons and its governance (Berge & 
Laerhoven, 2011; Ostrom, 1990) and production based on the concept of the commons 
(Bauwens et al., 2019; Benkler & Nissenbaum, 2006; Kostakis et al., 2015; Pazaitis & 
Drechsler, 2021) is already well formed, and my research has shown that these can clearly 
be applied within the Nepali context (I). At the same time my study of the heritage 
movement in Nepal gives some fresh perspectives, as the existence of autonomously 
governed community cooperatives that oversee the maintenance of heritage artefacts is 
something not very common. 

Reinterpretations are not necessarily confined to institutions and conceptual 
constructs but may also apply to material artefacts. On the reverse side, it is also true 
that the material aspects form parts of the overall institution. Architecture, infrastructure 
planning, and physical setups have cultural elements embedded in them, and they 
facilitate certain collective or individual behaviours in opposition to others (Humphrey, 
2005). The Guthi, having been associated with urban spatial planning of the historical 
cities of the Kathmandu Valley, is part of the Heritage of Kathmandu Valley as are the 
numerous historical monuments and sites. Similarly, the interpretation of the structures 
themselves also demonstrate the values and principles embedded into the Newar 
community’s societal fabric (II). An interesting fact to know is that the planning and 
administrative divisions of the towns of Kathmandu Valley were done using religious 
symbols, thus showing the native ideological imprint on the urban planning and physical 
structures within the historical towns (II; Gutschow, 2011; MacFadyen & Vogt, 1977;  
K. M. Shrestha, 2010). 
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Open public structures and spaces such as courtyards, phalcha (resting platforms also 
called pati), sattal (almshouse or rest house), and hiti (traditional water sources with 
sunken courtyards with taps with flowing groundwater) (II; Tiwari, 2007), which are open 
public spaces, shed additional light on the institutional imprint on the physical structures. 
These structures historically and contemporarily facilitate communal life involving 
meetings, events and general conversations, activities that would be complimentary to a 
democratic way of life. There is a parallel here with the concept of “third places” 
(Oldenburg, 1997; Oldenburg & Brissett, 1982), which is claimed to be significant for the 
“empowerment of community ties, the establishment of a sense of place, civic engagement 
and, therefore, democracy.” (Niaros et al., 2017, p. 1145). 

The new aspirations of “development” in Nepal that favour mega-constructions, 
however, have created frictions, as they go against the traditional lives of the Newars. 
The unruly urban development plans have threatened not just loss of guthi-owned lands 
(for example in Khokana, see II; Timsina et al., 2022) but even the traditional way of life. 
Resultantly, in an “awakening”, Newars have realized where their best interests lie (II).  
It is this “awakening” that has fuelled the resurgence of the “Guthi spirit” (the spirit of 
community) and an emphasis on participation in governance, as well as the urgency felt 
to preserve the Guthi itself too (Maharjan & Barata, 2020). Amongst the Newar “heritage 
activists”, “development” and “modernization” has been reinterpreted to have a 
negative connotation, and traditionality and heritage has become trendy. And it cannot 
be overemphasized that especially this favouring of traditionality is primarily coming 
from the youth. 

4.3 ICT Synergies 
The Guthi and the grassroots activities amongst the Newars are suitable to be looked at 
from the perspective of being participatory and “democratic”. After all, features of the 
Guthi adhere to democratic principles (Gellner, 1992). ICT had a major role to play in the 
“heritage movement” (IV). There was seemingly a synergy formed between ICT and 
institutional features of the Guthi. 

ICT, and especially the communications aspect, was clearly showing itself to be an 
important element in the phenomenon that was unfolding (IV; V; VII). Social media, mass 
communication and online deliberations on heritage issues were shaping a new 
generation of activists (II; IV; V). The Guthi Protests of 2019 (Khadgi & Pokhrel, 2019; 
Sunuwar, 2019) were largely coordinated through the use of ICT (IV). Social media and 
the internet became the catalyst for the events, which led to the massive demonstration 
that took place on 19 June. 

The role of ICT was not limited to activism. Newars, who are culturally inclined 
towards having expansive social networks owing to involvements in guthis, are seemingly 
adaptive to technologies that enable communal activities. My study shows that not just 
activists, but guthi members in general are utilizing ICT and social media for their own 
benefit in their own different ways (IV). Traditional guthis, such as Bishnudevi Guthi and 
Upakarma Guthi from Patan, are using SMS, Facebook and Viber as a means of 
information dissemination to their members (IV). Guthi members are promoting cultural 
extravaganzas, such as the chariot pulling festival of the deity Bunga Dyo in Patan, 
through social media (IV). Guthis or user committees involved in the reconstruction of 
heritages were using social media for better transparency, documenting their work and 
even displaying the financial data publicly (II; IV; V). 
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A rejuvenation of the Guthi through ICT can be claimed based on clear signs that the 
historical guthis have incorporated the use of ICT in their operations. But clearer signs of 
rejuvenation are evident when taking into consideration the organizations that have 
formed out of the evolution of the Guthi institution leveraging on ICT, producing newer 
iteration of the institution which are not exactly like, but not too different from, the 
traditional guthis. These new iterations have been propelled by the contextual dynamics 
and the synergies created with ICT. As presented in article IV, it can be seen that three 
types of Guthi have emerged in parallel to the historical guthis: quasi-guthis, neo-guthis, 
and sub-guthis. 

Quasi-guthis have emerged as the results of the discriminatory legal framework that 
makes it difficult, if not impossible, to establish new guthis. Thus, several new organizations 
have been established with a Guthi purpose but registered as Non-Governmental 
Organizations (NGOs), with some keeping the “guthi” name. Though quasi-guthis do not 
have features of the Guthi, based on their functions they resemble the guthis. They 
extensively use ICT, and their ICT-based activities range from virtual meetings and seminars 
as well as conducting language classes to posting notifications or announcements and 
even developing ICT-based solutions. 

Neo-guthis are new socio-economic organizations that are present mostly amongst 
the migrant Newar communities living abroad or in different places within Nepal. 
Newars, having a highly communal way of living, tend to appreciate community 
engagement, and they tend to establish new community organizations, which usually 
also bear the “guthi” name (IV; VII). This tendency is similar amongst Newars who have 
migrated to new places within Nepal too. As neo-guthis have the tendency to have 
members who are largely geographically dispersed, they are dependent on extensive use 
of ICT means for their operation. 

Sub-guthis are committees formed by members of traditional guthi that are 
registered with the local authorities so as to establish a legal basis for working with the 
local government. For example, Upakarma Guthi from Patan has a committee registered 
at the city office, which has members coming from amongst the guthi members (V). 
Having the committee allows the guthis to be funded by the city office for some of their 
activities when needed. 

These newer iterations of the Guthi are largely ICT-based. Table 1 summarizes how 
the different iterations of the Guthi are utilizing ICT for their tasks. 
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Table 1: Typology of organizations that form the contemporary Guthi (Source: article V) 

 Description Social 
character 

Role of ICT Key ICT Tools used 

Ancient 
Guthi 

 Traditional, 
mirroring 
Newar culture 
rather than 
challenging it 

Internal 
communication; 
advertising 

• SMS 
• messaging apps 
• social media 

Quasi-
Guthi 

New Nepali 
orgs, which 
are 
contemporary 
iterations of 
the Guthi 
principle 

Less but still 
traditional 

More ICT-based • SMS, messaging 
apps, and social 
media 

• online 
conferencing 

• video and 
multimedia 

• creation of font 
faces 

Neo-
Guthi 

New guthis, 
also in name, 
were founded 
abroad (or 
outside the 
Kathmandu 
Valley) for the 
diaspora 

Places of 
reflected, 
“progressive” 
transformation 

Often primarily 
ICT-based 

• Online 
conferencing 

• Contributing to 
Google 
Translate 

• cloud storage, 
social media 

• animation tools 
• video and 

multimedia 
software 

• capable of self-
developing ICT 
solutions 

Sub-
Guthi 

Orgs related 
to ancient 
Guthi in order 
to operate 
better in 
today’s Nepal 

More 
pragmatic and 
technical 

Using ICT also 
for 
communication 
with the 
government 
and especially 
for 
transparency 

• SMS 
• social media 
• word 

processing and 
spreadsheets 

 
What one sees if one just looks at the ancient guthis is arguably less than half the 

picture in this respect. As discussed prior (section 3.2), some features of the traditional 
guthis are not aligned with Global-Western normative priorities, like gender equality and 
being anti-caste, making ancient guthis open to criticism. But with the newer iterations, 
such matters seem not to affect the membership of guthis (IV). 
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There is a variety of ways in which the Guthi has been conceptualized. For those who 
look at the Guthi from a land-tenure perspective, the emphasis might be on the 
endowments. From other perspectives, there can be an emphasis on the religious and 
ritualistic aspects of guthis (Toffin, 2021). For my thesis, which treats Guthi as an 
institution of Newar cooperative self-governance, it is the cooperative action that 
remains at the core of what the Guthi signifies; this adheres to the definition given by 
Dhanavajra Vajracharya (1973), who claimed that the Guthi is a system intended for 
doing “most cooperative tasks” or “िमलेर गनुर्पन� धरैे जसो काम”. As such, even though they 
are different from historical guthis, the new iterations are still part of the overarching 
Guthi institution. The Newars have used ICT as a means to their needs, fitting it into their 
context, and ICT has, in turn, become “institutionalized in structure” in a process that 
concurs with the notion of Orlikowski’s concept of “enactment” (Orlikowski, 1992).  
The new iterations are transformations of the Guthi institution, aided by ICT – a true 
digital transformation. With these new iterations, the Guthi shows prospects of better 
sustainability and resilience in the changed context. 
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5 Reflections and Implications 

5.1 Three Spheres of “non-Westernization” 
The case of the Guthi has unveiled a somewhat paradoxical process in how native 
institutions transform under Global-Western influences, either as technological means 
or parallels in concepts and reinterpretations. While the institution has moved closer to 
Global-Western normative priorities with the new iterations that emerged, with ICT 
acting as a catalyst, at the same time ICT has also enabled a move towards more 
traditionality. 

By the mid-18th century, there was a rapid “Westernization” of the world. This only 
increased in the 20th century as non-Western countries were swept away by the progress 
that the West was making technologically, economically and in various other spheres. 
Countries like Nepal were swayed by the wave of developmentalism that followed the 
dismantling of traditional practices and institutions. However, by the early 2000s, in the 
context of increased resentment towards the colonial pasts and a decreased impact of 
the West influencing other cultures, there is undoubtedly an ongoing process of moving 
away from seeing the West as the hallmark of success in virtually all sectors. One can 
argue that the West is still “ahead” overall, but the influence level of the West is 
undoubtedly diminishing (Mahbubani, 2016). Beyond this trajectory, which is simplified 
with an aggregate view, it can be argued that no process is linear and that there are 
regressions and progressions in all processes, at micro and meso levels. As such, if there 
was a process of “Westernization”, in a nuanced view, there always was and currently, 
even more, is a process of “non-Westernization” that, reflecting back on the framework 
of NWPA, results in the non-convergence of non-Western Paradigms with the Global-
Western paradigm. 

This process of “non-Westernization” may or may not be a conscious process in 
policy trajectories. In Nepal, there was the element of spontaneity. There were deliberate 
steps as a result of strong agency as well, such as the case of heritage reconstruction in 
Bhaktapur has shown. Yet, the Bhaktapur model, which has become the hallmark of local 
governments in Nepal, was only possible due to contextual elements such as the strong 
support of the Nepal Labourers’ and Peasants’ Party and the demography of the city (III). 
The historical trajectory is undoubtedly relevant, as the study has shown so far. But that 
there is a role for choice and strategic planning is clear as well. There are several layers 
to the narratives of the Guthi and Newar struggle for self-governance that I hope to have 
presented supra. However, for conceptualization and for heuristic purposes only, not 
claiming finality but only an on-the-go working-hypothetical functionality, the process of 
“non-Westernization”, as synthesized through my study, can be divided into three 
spheres: 1. Ornamental, 2. Instrumental, and 3. Persistent. 
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Figure 2: Three spheres of “non-Westernization” (author’s own conceptualization) 

The Ornamental sphere of “non-Westernization” concerns the cultural aspects that 
are peripheral to PA, but still affect PA and the outlook on it to some extent. These 
include things like the dress code for civil servants. Despite being unimportant for the 
actual working of the Civil Service, these do become relevant for the overall image of the 
Civil Service. Heritage reconstruction projects included such ornamental considerations 
towards using traditional elements. An emphasis was put on the ritual elements of 
reconstructing religious structures. A specific ritual known as chyama puja (forgiveness 
ritual) is often part of the reconstruction of religious monuments (see Welton-Mitchell 
et al., 2016). Even when reconstruction takes place through the lowest bidding processes 
under the call of the city offices, it is usually so that such rituals are conducted at the 
expense of the city office itself. This even goes beyond religious structures, and organizing 
some rituals by means of funds coming from the local administrative units like ward 
offices or city offices is very common. 

The Instrumental sphere concerns the deliberate inclusion of specific traditional 
elements into the contemporary PA apparatus, which is intended for a specific outcome. 
Such elements can be processes, organizational structures or even elements that 
otherwise seem ornamental but would result in being critically important to the success 
of achieving a goal. Community participation through user committees was instrumental 
in the success of most heritage reconstruction in Nepal. May it be for the reason that 
state mechanisms had flaws or that the community was demanding participation as a 
stakeholder, without community participation, several projects were unlikely to have 
succeeded. Though user committees are not exactly guthis, they are Guthi-like in the 
principle of community participation. Moreover, taking into consideration the new 
iterations of the Guthi that have emerged, some of these are organizations that are part 
of the overarching institution. Many of the user committees are indeed sub-guthis per 
the typology provided in article IV. This is the employment of a means that exploits the 
principles deeply embedded into the culture and would result in approval from the 
community stakeholders, overcoming barriers that would have otherwise been raised 
due to non-cooperation. This is consistent with what Migdal has suggested in his 
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conceptualization of the state-society relationship (Migdal, 1988, 2001). Such choices in 
“non-Westernization” ensure a better possibility of achieving the set goals. 

The Persistent sphere concerns resilient institutions and elements deeply embedded 
into the social fabric, which cannot be easily detached from within a cultural context. 
From a broader perspective, the case of the Guthi shows that the traditional institution 
is extremely resilient; this was well proved by the Guthi Protests of 2019, when the 
institution that outsiders considered to be dead produced a challenge to the government, 
which resulted in the government having to back down from its intentions. Moreover, 
with the transformed format of the institution that has leveraged on ICT while also 
creating footprints amongst communities in foreign countries, there is a fluidity to the 
nature of the institution, which cannot be decoupled from the Newar way of life. While 
there is a lack of rigidity and not all features get retained, the institutional blueprint of 
community actions tends to stick to the Newar way of life. These elements can be an 
inertial force for some actions, while for others, it can be a hurdle, especially if the actions 
do not adhere to the cultural elements that are persistent. As a result, such elements 
retain an informal or semi-formal form but continue to be relevant for the overall 
governing of matters that are relevant to the community. 

As can be seen in the case of Nepal, the three spheres discussed above exist 
concurrently. The interplay between these three spheres never adheres to a predictable 
trajectory, given that there are far too many variables that come into play. May it be 
internal socio-political dynamics, historical trajectories of institutions or externalities,  
the interplay between these three spheres happens in a complex entanglement of 
causations through a two-sided inertial impetus. Choice and individual or collective 
agency interplay within a “structuration” process of the society (Giddens, 1984), and the 
target remains a constantly moving one. The equation grows more complex, given that 
in addition to the process of “non-Westernization”, there is also a constant reverse 
process of “Westernization”, which happens in all three spheres too. Given the past of 
the West’s absolute global dominance, the inertial remains of that thrust still exist, and 
whether it be ornamentally, instrumentally, or continually, there is the counter-process 
of “Westernization” that does not cease to exist. As discussed in article IV, there is the 
tendency of the Guthi to move towards Global-Western normative priorities, and there 
is a reasonable basis to believe that such transformative processes, through the 
influences of externalities such as digital technologies or changes in normative values, 
will continue to influence the Guthi. 

5.2 Different Songs, Differently Strung: the “Middle path” Doctrine and 
NWPA 
As I have formulated in the previous subsection, the processes of “non-Westernization” 
are important with implications in PA as an academic discipline and also in practice.  
The complexities that come with path dependencies, externalities and critical events that 
set the dynamic between the three spheres discussed above result in challenges for any 
sort of generalization. How the three spheres, as conceptualized above, interplay cannot 
be ascertained. Thus, in practice, a need for a pragmatic approach is clearly apparent. 

And while Pragmatism as a philosophical school is very distinct from its everyday 
usage, as well as the one in PA, the combination of the former and the latter has been 
classically posited by Shields (Shields, 1996; Shields et al., 2018) in a way constructively 
applicable to what I want to argue in this thesis. Classical pragmatists arguably focus on 
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the need for considering, while conceptualizing any object, the “practical bearings” or 
consequences of the conceptualization of the object (Bernstein, 1992; Putnam, 1995). 
Practical implications or “bearings” of actions are integral to the conceptualization of any 
object. As Putnam writes, explaining the works of Peirce, “there can be no difference in 
conceptions where there is no difference in the sensible effects that we suppose would 
obtain if one or the other of those conceptions were to be correct” (Putnam, 1995,  
p. 292). The practical implications depend on the “approximation of truth” rather than 
absolute truth. Per pragmatism, knowledge is held by a “community of inquiry” (Putnam, 
1995; Shields, 2003). As Shields (2003, p. 511) mentions, “the community of inquiry  
is an ideal position to which public administrators should strive.” According to her, 
“community of inquiry” is an “organizing principle”; she gives the example of the Buddhist 
story of the three blind men describing an elephant, adding that if the three blind men 
were to cooperate and deliberate to decide what the truth was, they would be able to 
come to a “truer sense of the elephant” (2003, pp. 512–513). The “community of inquiry” 
thus enables reaching a better “approximation of the truth”. Shields posits that “public 
administration decisions that use a scientific attitude are not perfect (or truth). They are 
just the best available (at the time) and are subject to revision.” The approximation of 
truth that pragmatism adheres to has a clear resemblance to concepts in Buddhism, 
where truth can be either paramārtha satya (ultimate truth) or saṁvṛti satya (contextual 
truth), as I put forth at the very beginning of this thesis (see Murti, 2008). As such,  
for pragmatists as well as practising Buddhists, the truth is experiential and based on our 
beliefs (Adorjan & Kelly, 2008; Peirce, 1905). 

Pragmatism and the concepts of “approximation of truth” are relevant in formulating 
the implications of my thesis. My study takes an interpretive stance and adopts the 
perspective of the Newars, of which I am one, too, detailing their priorities and their best 
interest concerning their own affairs. But I do have to acknowledge that Newars are a 
minority even now in the Kathmandu Valley and an even smaller minority within the 
whole of Nepal. When I was at a conference in SOAS in January 2019, in a round table 
discussion after my panel, a fellow researcher mentioned that underrepresented voices 
from other communities in Nepal, whose heritage has not been adequately studied, 
should be “amplified”. If I did not misunderstand him, he implied that Newar heritage 
had been overstudied, at least by now. There is some truth to it, and when discussing 
cases that favour one cultural group, there will always be another group that will contest 
that; however, on the political-governmental level that is the context for power and 
coaction, Newars remain suppressed in contemporary Nepal. Still, my assertion that this 
study of the Guthi institution is relevant for the whole of Nepal or the Global South in 
general needs some elucidation. 

One argument can easily be that within the framework of NWPA, the case of the 
Guthi is a typical one for Buddhist Governance and Economics, and similar institutions 
within the Buddhist sphere of influence can be studied and compared – something that 
is of particular interest in the NWPA context, given the imbalance of global interest in 
Buddhism and the lack of concrete cases (Drechsler, 2016; Drechsler, 2019b). This can be 
expounded further. My positioning can be explained through a popular Buddhist analogy 
used to explain the “middle path” doctrine. 

The doctrine of majjhimāpaṭipadā or the “middle path” (mentioned in the Buddha’s 
first sermon Dhammacakkappavattana Sūtta, which is included in the Pali canon’s Sūtta 
Pitaka, Samyutta Nikāya, 56:11) has been explained within Buddhist scriptures and 
commentaries. One is that the “middle path” is “the avoidance of both the dogmatism of 
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realism (the reality of objects) and the scepticism of Nihilism (the rejection of objects and 
consciousness both as unreal)” (Murti, 2008). However, there is also the aspect of the 
“middle path” being a pragmatic methodological principle (Lysenko, 2007). Easier yet is 
the analogy of the “lute string”, which comes directly from the earliest scriptures. A lute 
or any string instrument cannot be played if the strings are too tight or too slack (Lysenko, 
2007). If too tight, the string will break, and if too slack, there will not be a sound. 

As a string, structures within a society are at any given time and space stretched from 
two ends, the externalities on one end and the inertial tendencies of pre-existing 
trajectories on the other. In this case, contemporary necessities, pressures from foreign 
agencies and Global-Western normative priorities (like gender equality, anti-caste 
discrimination policies, transparency etc.) and resilient traditional institutions continue 
to have an imprint on the society. If too much tension is created, there is dysfunctionality, 
while not having any tension at all means that society cannot adapt, grow and change 
where necessary, as change is supposed to create some tension, and not having change 
means an absence of improvement and even, perhaps, development. 

There can be multiple strings in a string instrument, and how each of the strings is 
tuned depends on the song being played. Each context is a different piece, and there is 
the need for variations, but there is also an approximation of truth – standard ways of 
tuning a string instrument and common knowledge of the ideal tension of the string. 
Paradigms in NWPA can be taken to be approximations of the truth, where various 
theories coming from different disciplines apply contextually.14 What the best practices 
are and what works shift as contextual variables change as well. But as my research has 
shown, some broader theories provide elements of predictability of the trajectory within 
a given scope which distinct paradigms provide. As I approached my study through the 
use of the NWPA framework, I conceptualized the Guthi as a Buddhist institution relevant 
to a Buddhist paradigm in PA, where some of the learning from my study can be 
compared and utilized. There are similarities in other cases from the Buddhist part of the 
world, which likely provide spaces for some comparative studies (see, for example, 
Boonjubun et al., 2021). While such comparative studies are well outside the scope of 
the current study, I would submit that such studies can be approached by taking my study 
as a calibration point or an ideal-typical example. My study, staying within the Buddhist 
paradigm, hopefully remains relevant for the relative generalization and implementation 
of the generated ideas in practice. 
 

                                                                 
14 According to Shields (1996), “using pragmatic logic, one would not expect a unifying PA theory” 
but rather practice of PA should be organized around the principle that “theories are useful and 
theories are useful and should be judged by their usefulness in solving problem” (p. 399). 



36 

6 Conclusions 
 
“If it isn't good, let it die. If it doesn't die, make it good.” 
― Ajahn Chah (as quoted by Ñāṇiko, 2015) 

 
In presenting the idiosyncratic case of the Guthi of Nepal, this thesis has sought to 
present how non-standard localized practices may positively affect governance in the 
Global South, especially vis-à-vis the effects of ICT. The study, as presented, framed via 
the concept of the paradigms in Non-Western Public Administration and Governance 
(NWPA), clearly has some typical Buddhist elements, similar to other cases that come 
from other Buddhist countries (see, for example, Boonjubun et al., 2021). Nevertheless, 
the study does not come from a Buddhist country but rather from a country where there 
has historically been systemic discrimination against Buddhism, which speaks for the 
institution’s resilience. 

As I have presented it, resilience comes forth as a prominent theme of my research, 
although originally, this was not the main reason for undertaking it. Having been able to 
survive intact as a distinct institution of cooperative self-governance through the 
centuries, tested by time and unfavourable governmental policies, and having been able 
to adapt to new changes, it is a fair claim to say that the institution exhibits resilience. 
Though the institution itself has significantly evolved, probably never more so than 
through the use of ICT, as I have shown – a genuine digital transformation – the Guthi 
has remained relevant and seemingly resuscitated through ICT and propelled by events 
of natural calamities and other circumstances. 

To use Migdal’s (1988) Alice analogy of “Humpty Dumpty”, despite the continual 
side-lining of the Guthi, it can be said that “Humpty Dumpty” never truly fell off the wall 
to begin with. Remnants of the Malla state, in the form of institutional blueprints, have 
survived, embedded in the social fabric of the Newars. The Guthi and the Newar way of 
cooperative self-governing were never fully dismantled. Many traditional institutions, 
having been intertwined with the local culture and way of life, are never entirely 
removed, and they possess the capacity to bounce back, either benefiting the goals of 
the state if they align with the culture, or creating hurdles if not. 

As the famous quote from Ajahn Chah that serves as the motto for this section 
suggests, if something does not die, one has to learn to live with it, try to make it better, 
reaching a harmonious balance. The concept of good in the quote connotates 
acceptance. The quote, which is instructive for meditation and mindful living, is about 
thoughts and habits (Ñāṇiko, 2015). In a process of meditation, one is supposed to let 
thoughts and habits that are not good die and not feed them. But if such thoughts or 
habits do not die, one has to come to terms with them – make them good. But if already 
good, there is no problem anyway. 

The idea of feeding thoughts and habits, if one thinks about it, applies to institutions 
and practices too – within the study of NWPA and the various non-standard traditional 
governance practices that this or similar study deals with. Institutions and practices that 
stay resilient and do not die are worth the attempt to improve and let evolve. At the 
same time new externalities, such as those that technologies bring, like ICT in this case, 
also create new dynamics. These elements play a part in producing structures too, thus 
constraining some actions while enabling others, as Giddens’ (1984) propositions suggest. 
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Thus, societies have tendencies to function well in specific ways and fail in some 
other ways, given a distinct outlook on how best they are governed. All things being 
impermanent, as the Buddhist doctrine of anicca suggests (Walshe, 1995), change is 
inevitable, and values, practices and institutions all go through the course of change, may 
it be more toward Global-Western normative assumptions or away from them, or both 
at the same time. But the importance is to internalize these aspects of change and 
continuity. I have stated supra (section 1.1) that states are never a clean slate; elements 
of continuity are always present, which are relevant for the study and practice of PA and 
Governance. Be it with the existence of distinct institutions, as in the case of Nepal,  
or without such a background but only other persistent traditional elements, there is a 
likeliness that the implications for PA and Governance will be similar if not the same. 
Thus, in the end my thesis asserts that PA and Governance, within the context of the  
non-Western regions, should be approached addressing native institutions, values and 
elements. 
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Abstract 

Heritage Institutions and Digital Transformation: The case of 
the Nepali Guthi 
The failure of globalist pushes towards “modernization” through the transfer of Western 
practices in PA and governance using aid-driven means has led to accepting that there is 
no one single best practice in PA for the world. Yet, the pressures from globalization and 
the all-pervasiveness of digital technologies continued to influence policies in the Global 
South. Nepal was from the late 1900s to the early 2000s transitioning to “modernity” 
through policy reforms, political turmoil and regime changes, while also adapting to 
economic transformations and technological advances. Between all this, a major 
earthquake that devastated the country in 2015 also sparked some interesting questions 
as challenges to heritage governance and community ownership of heritage surfaced 
alongside the question of the native cooperative governance institution associated with 
heritage in the Kathmandu Valley. Against the backdrop of this case, using the framework 
of Non-Western Public Administration and Governance (NWPA), this thesis tries to 
contribute to answering the question of how non-standard localized practices may 
generally affect governance in the Global South vis-à-vis the effects of ICT. The thesis is 
guided by some additional theoretical concepts such as Migdal’s “State in Society” 
concept, affordance, structuration and enactment of technology. 

The thesis dwells on the explorative study of the Guthi, an institution of cooperative 
self-governance among the Newars in Kathmandu Valley and an (arguably) typical form 
of a Buddhist cooperative. The study showed that traditional practices in organizing and 
governing that have continued for centuries have some intrinsic value despite the forces 
of globalization. Three themes emerged from the study. The first theme, questioned the 
dignity of the local communities in having to restrict themselves in adopting aid and the 
conditions that come with them. While donors emphasize the use of the so-called  
“best practices”, there are restrictions to the use of native practices, which have the 
potential for generative native capacities. The second theme focuses on the parallels  
and reinterpretations. In the Nepali case studied here, parallel concepts coming from 
Global-Western discourses, such as heritage, commons and community participation, 
have been internalized by the local communities and reinterpreted as suited for their 
context. More yet, “modernization” and “development” has come to be reinterpreted to 
have a negative connotation while traditionality has become trendy. Thirdly, ICT has 
formed a synergy with the Guthi institution, with the Newar guthi members adopting the 
use of ICT for the purposes, which has not only rejuvenated the institution but also 
transformed it producing new iterations of the institution – a truly digital transformation. 

A paradoxical process exists with the transformation of the Guthi. At the same time, 
the traditional institution transformed toward Global-Western normative priorities, and 
there is traditionality that has been ushered in by ICT. This non-linear process of  
“non-Westernization” has a complex interplay within three overlapping spheres –  
1. Ornamental, 2. Instrumental, and 3. Persistent. This complex interplay calls for a 
pragmatic approach to undertaking governance in the non-West in practice. 
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Lühikokkuvõte 

Pärandinstitutsioonid ja digitaalne transformatsioon: Nepali 
Guthi juhtum 
Kuna globalistlikud “moderniseerimispüüdlused” läänelike avaliku halduse ja valitsemise 
tavade juurutamisel abipõhiste vahendite kaudu ei ole olnud edukad, on jõutud 
tõdemuseni, et ei ole olemas ühte ja ainust avaliku halduse parimat tava, mida saaks 
rakendada kogu maailmas. Sellegipoolest mõjutavad globaliseerumise surve ja 
digitaalsete tehnoloogiate laiaulatuslikkus jätkuvalt poliitikat maailma lõunapoolsetes 
riikides. 20. sajandi lõpuaastate ja 21. sajandi alguse Nepal oli üleminekuühiskond, kus 
läbi poliitiliste reformide, poliitiliste rahutuste ja režiimimuutuste püüeldi “modernsuse” 
poole, kohanedes samal ajal ka majanduslike muutuste ja tehnoloogiliste arengutega. 
Lisaks sellele laastas riiki 2015. aastal ulatuslik maavärin, mille järelmõjuna kerkisid esile 
mõningad huvitavad küsimused seoses pärandvalitsemise ja pärandi kogukondliku 
omandiõigusega kõrvuti Katmandu oru pärandilise kogukondliku haldusinstitutsiooni 
küsimusega. Selle juhtumi valguses ning toetudes läänevälise avaliku halduse ja 
valitsemise raamistikule (Non-Western Public Administration and Governance, NWPA) 
püütakse doktoritööga vastata küsimusele, kuidas mittestandardsed kohalikud tavad 
võivad valitsemist maailma lõunapoolkeral mõjutada IKT-ga kaasnevate mõjude 
kontekstis. Doktoritöös juhindutakse ka mõningatest täiendavatest teoreetilistest 
kontseptsioonidest, sh Migdali idee riigist ühiskonnas (state-in-society), tehnoloogia 
sobimus (affordance), struktureerimine ja rakendamine (enactment). 

Käesolev doktoritöö on eksploratiivne uuring, käsitledes guthi süsteemi, mis on 
Katmandu oruga seotud newari rahva kogukondlik omavalitsuslik institutsioon ja 
budistliku kooperatiivi (väidetavalt) tüüpiline vorm. Uuring näitas, et traditsioonilistel 
organiseerimis- ja valitsemistavadel, mis on kestnud sajandeid, on vaatamata 
globaliseerumisele teatud olemuslik väärtus. Uuringus kerkisid esile kolm teemat. Esiteks 
keskenduti kohalike kogukondade väärikuse säilimisele, kui nad peavad abi vastuvõtmisel 
end piirama ja arvestama sellega kaasnevaid tingimusi. Kui toetajad rõhutavad nn 
parimate tavade kasutamist, siis kohalike tavade kasutamisele on kehtestatud piirangud, 
millega kaasneb potentsiaal generatiivsete tavade tekkeks. Teine teema keskendub 
paralleelidele ja ümbertõlgendustele. Käesoleva Nepali juhtumi puhul on kohalikud 
kogukonnad omaks võtnud globaalsest-läänelikust diskursusest pärinevad paralleelsed 
mõisted, nagu pärand, ühisvara ja kogukonna osalus, ning tõlgendanud neid ümber 
vastavalt kohalikule kontekstile. Lisaks on mõisted “moderniseerimine” ja “areng” 
omandanud negatiivse varjundi, samas kui traditsioonilisus on muutunud trendikaks. 
Kolmandaks on IKT ja guthi institutsiooni vahel tekkinud sünergia. Newari rahvas guthi 
liikmetena on võtnud IKT-lahendused oma eesmärkidel kasutusele, mis ei ole 
institutsiooni mitte ainult noorendanud, vaid seda ka muutnud, luues institutsiooni uue 
versiooni – see on olnud tõeline digitaalne transformatsioon. 

Guthi transformatsiooniga kaasnes aga paradoksaalne protsess. Ühelt poolt arenes 
traditsiooniline institutsioon globaalsete-läänelike normatiivsete prioriteetide suunas, 
kuid samal ajal tõi IKT kasutuselevõtt kaasa uue traditsioonilisuse. Seda mittelineaarset 
“mitteläänestumise” protsessi iseloomustab kolme kattuva sfääri keerukas koosmõju:  
1) ornamentaalne, 2) instrumentaalne ja 3) püsiv. See keerukas koosmõju nõuab 
pragmaatilist lähenemist valitsemise teostamiseks läänemaailmast väljaspool. 
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[bookmark: _Toc517344494][bookmark: _Toc110326439]Introduction

[bookmark: _Hlk105013803]Diverse experiences, which are significantly different with the slightest of changes in context, structure our lived realities. However, globalized perspectives attempt to impose one dominant set of values and principles upon everyone, while dualistic, binary constructs of East-West or North-South divide us simultaneously, sorting us into categories. There is no one blueprint for the Globe nor even for the Global South. Our imaginations and lived experiences are all shaped by the “contextual truths”, to borrow the Buddhist term “saṁvṛti satya”, in contrast to the absolute truth or “paramārtha satya” (Dorji, 2020; Murti, 2008).

[bookmark: _Hlk105014007]This thesis is a mulling over the hopefully nuanced view of one such contextual truth. It deals with an idiosyncratic case from Kathmandu and the Newars.[footnoteRef:1] I present here an explorative study of the Guthi[footnoteRef:2], an institution of cooperative self-governance in the Kathmandu Valley and (arguably) a typical form of a Buddhist cooperative, via the framework of Non-Western Public Administration and Governance (NWPA) (Drechsler, 2013, 2015). [1:  Newars are considered to be the original inhabitants of the urban areas of Kathmandu Valley and surrounding areas with several cities, towns and villages (Gellner, 1986).]  [2:  I have used “Guthi” with capitalization to denote the overarching institution as such and “guthi(s)” to refer to individual organizations.] 


[bookmark: _Hlk105014298]The inspiration for this thesis came from witnessing the failure of “developmentalism” in Nepal. The globalist pushes towards implementing systems and practices considered “developed” or to be from countries that are “developed” through concepts of aid-driven processes are something I saw up close in my country. In a country that, for the good part of the second half of the 20th century, was a playground for numerous aid agencies, 
the results were generally far from being successes. This is especially so when considering the generation of a higher capacity to govern for the longer term. The globalist agendas bypassing the contextual “lived realities” of the people in question have had horrendous results, on occasion even turning the local communities into “victims” (N. R. Shrestha, 1997, p. 75). Yet, the dependence on aid has continued in Nepal, a key event of 
which being the 2015 massive earthquake struck, affecting most parts of the country 
(K. D. Regmi, 2016). As many lives were lost, and the economy took a hit, there was also an unsurmountable loss to the heritages as well (I; III; Coningham et al., 2016).

[bookmark: _Hlk105014409][bookmark: _Hlk105014415][bookmark: _Hlk105014423][bookmark: _Hlk105014464][bookmark: _Hlk105014488][bookmark: _Hlk105014495]Beyond the World Bank’s agenda of “Good Governance”, arguably a very much 
non-neutral policy that enforces the adoption of Western agendas on the part of developing countries, Public Administration, in practice, does not have a truly global standard (Drechsler, 2015). In contrast to the hegemonic tendencies of international agencies pushing Global-Western “off-the-shelf” policies and practices, cultural elements and contextual paradigms of PA practices have emerged as an essential topic within the PA discipline (Bice & Sullivan, 2014; Drechsler, 2013; Peters, 2021). Within social sciences in general, there have been suggestions that studies outside the Western context can provide a “corrective for theories” within academic disciplines (Spradley, 1980). Still, 
as ICT emerged as the dominating technological paradigm, with digital technologies becoming pervasive in all aspects of everyday life globally (Perez, 2002, 2015), having 
a significant impact on PA and Governance discourses, academia seemed to retain and perhaps even increase the tendency towards being fixated on the Global-Western paradigm. Scholars have brought forth concepts such as “diffusion discourse”, assuming that the Global South is supposed to catch up with the Global North (Avgerou, 2008; Rose, 2005). It has often been taken as an a priori that the adoption of digital technology will transform societies towards being more transparent, participatory and democratic. But there is no convergence of propositions towards how that will happen, with attempts only being made lately to come to a unified understanding of digital transformation (Kraus et al., 2021; Vial, 2019).

[bookmark: _Hlk105014918]As of today, in this “digital era”, Nepal is still a “Least Developed Country” (LDC) with some typical attributes of “developing” countries in regard to the governance challenges faced. The country was, from the late 1900s to the early 2000s, transitioning into “modernity” through policy reforms, political turmoil and regime changes while also adapting to economic transformations and technological advances (Gellner, 2016). 
The case of Nepal, especially in the context of the events that followed the 2015 earthquake, is prima facie worth studying from the perspective of Non-Western Public Administration and Governance (NWPA). The existence of a distinctive institutional pattern inclined towards a cooperative style of local governance makes it even more relevant for studying. The Guthi, with a history of at least 1600 years (II; Vajracharya, 1973), exemplifies this cooperative pattern in governance practice, which is part of the heritage of Kathmandu Valley, which created the backdrop for an exciting exploratory study. Building on the Nepalese case, I studied how non-standard localized practices may generally affect governance in the Global South vis-à-vis the effects of ICT. Furthermore, the questions that my thesis contributes to providing answers to are:

· How can traditional institutions be re-interpreted in the modern context as a viable approach toward inclusive and sustainable forms of collaboration?

· How may contextually grounded approaches in public governance provide better alternatives to aid-based and “off-the-shelf” strategies in governance?

· How does ICT interplay with traditional institutions like the Guthi and possibly contribute to furthering such institutions’ resilience and sustainability?

As is typical for ethnographic research, which NWPA almost invariably is, at least to some extent, the questions get clearer with more gathering and understanding of the data (Spradley, 1980). Accordingly, I have taken some advantage of retrospect in formulating the questions listed above. Though the listed research questions are not explicitly stated in the papers included in this thesis, those papers do provide answers to them.

This thesis is built on four original papers, three of which, according to the regulations of the current PhD curriculum, qualify as the core forming a thesis, and an additional three papers are included in the appendix. The scholarly investigation starts with the study of the role of the Guthi institution in the reconstruction process of heritage structures in the aftermath of the 2015 Nepal Earthquake. Further on, it incorporates ethnographic approaches to study the Newar community, acknowledging the Guthi institution as part of their cultural heritage. The included articles show two sides of the narratives they convey. The first side tells the historical and cultural side of the Guthi, highlighting the embeddedness of the culture and identity of the people in the institution. The second side explores the institution’s transformation in interchange with the effects of digitality, providing evidence of the institution’s potential for contemporary governance, especially in matters of public utility. The narratives are built on the central theme of contemporary relevance, considering the historicity and the embedded Buddhist values that relate to that context.

[bookmark: _Hlk105016077]This introduction is structured as follows: first, in Chapter 1, I dwell on the framework of NWPA and the theoretical background concerning Governance from a non-Western perspective. Additionally, I also discuss the theoretical frames that deal with the transformative effects of ICT on institutions, i.e. genuine digital transformation. 
The chapter outlines the theoretical underpinnings that gave the background for the research rather than being used for attempting validation of the theories, a position akin to approaches in ethnographic research (Wilson & Chaddha, 2009). Chapter 2 discusses the methodological approach undertaken in the research conducted. Chapter 3 provides a detailed background on the Guthi, building on the historical trajectory connecting to the institution’s status contemporarily. Chapter 4 discusses the narratives presented in the research articles based on the research conducted. Chapter 5 discusses the implications of the study outcome presented in a conceptual framework and implications for further research and practice. The thesis is capped with a short concluding chapter.

[bookmark: _Toc110326440]Non-Western Governance, ICT and Transformations

[bookmark: _Hlk105017686]The will to progress towards a state that is supposed to be more desirable is a trait of virtually all societies. The view that change is persistent and that all states (of being) are impermanent, complementarily, is pertinent to the core beliefs of Buddhism. This is somewhat parallel to the current tendency to see progress as a necessity. Except that with the notion of progress and development, there comes the prerequisite for unidirectionality towards the better. Despite the desire to progress, whether this brings progress markers and the means to progress to convergence universally is an entirely different question (Drechsler, 2015; Inge, 1920). The global reach of digital technologies and their effects on societies in different regions across the world complicates the matter even more. Based on this thought, I will now discuss some theoretical concepts that have guided my research.

[bookmark: _Toc110326441]Governance from a non-Western Perspective

[bookmark: _Hlk105018532][bookmark: _Hlk105018550][bookmark: _Hlk105018563][bookmark: _Hlk105018569]Even though the term governance has come to be taken as more or less a neutral term, it has to be noted that “Good governance” is a non-neutral concept which “embodies a strong value judgment in favour of the retrenchment of the State, which is supposed to yield to Business standards, principles, and – not least – interests” (Drechsler, 2004, 
p. 388). The concept of “Good Governance”, as has been prescribed to the countries in the Global South by development agencies, reflects some of the aspects that are similar to New Public Management (Erkkilä & Piironen, 2014). But by now, NPM has theoretically fallen out of favour; it is, conceptually at least, effectively dead (Drechsler, 2005; Dunleavy et al., 2006).

With the demise of New Public Management and the West losing its ability to assert “standards” in PA and Governance, in practice, new approaches have emerged challenging the Global-Western best practices (Bice & Sullivan, 2014; Drechsler, 2015). There surely are cultural elements in PA, and the relevance of traditions in PA is by now again well accepted (Peters, 2021). However, rather than just nuances in administrative traditions, there are also “paradigms” in PA and Governance (Drechsler, 2015) which are, to a great degree, independent of the Global-Western paradigm and may not ever converge, given the following characteristics (2015, p. 106):

· A large body of theoretical literature

· Centuries of practice

· Strong relevance today

· A convincing carrier country

· A largely non-derivative system.

Drechsler (2015) puts forward examples of two such paradigms, namely Islamic and Confucian PA alongside Global-Western PA. He provides a conceptual model of interrelations between the Paradigms in PA and Governance (see Figure 1). According to the model, there can be the following conceptual categorizations:

(a) is what is generally assumed to be good PA, and the contextualized second nucleus, (b) is what the more sophisticated PA research supports today (although it is not the common view), but our focus is on (c), the postulated spheres of good PA with(in) a certain paradigm each that does not work well, nor does it have to, in any other (Drechsler, 2015, p. 110).
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Figure 11: Three paradigms of Non-Western Public Administration and Governance (Drechsler, 2015)



For non-Western contexts, there can be a possibility that there are elements in region (c) which, despite being more esoteric-seeming in nature, may work well for the particular context or may have the potential to work well.

[bookmark: _Hlk104984934][bookmark: _Hlk105018840]But the study of “paradigms”, or even institutions and elements that are non-standard, are not without challenges. Academic disciplines, too, tend to be culture-bound, 
and there are normative assumptions that take hold of theories and methods, which makes practices in non-Western PA and Governance stand at odds with those that are Global-Western. While differentiations are necessary, the constructs that turn to categorizations of world regions can be non-neutral approaches that discriminate against the “others” by looking at these countries through normative value judgements 
(Said, 2003). This tendency has introduced farfetched ideas, such as claiming that large regions in the non-West are “not governed” (Brass, 2012). But a thriving self-reliant community implies the existence of an effective form of governance. And to claim that societies in the Global South did not thrive at all, would be illogical.

[bookmark: _Hlk105018899][bookmark: _Hlk105018908]Societies in the non-West have been noted to have “strong societies” with communities that are able to self-govern (Migdal, 1988). This contrasts the monocentric understanding of state and governance, favouring “polycentricity” (Aligica & Tarko, 2012; Nagendra & Ostrom, 2012). Joel S. Migdal (2001) argues that seeing the “ideal state” as a single coherent entity or a “compulsory association” inhibits seeing the role of society as part of either reinforcing or contradictory elements in governance. Citing examples from India and Africa, Migdal (2001, p. 20) writes that “parts or fragments of state have allied with one another and groups outside, to further their goals.” These practices and alliances, he argues, “have acted to promote a variety of set of rules, often quite distinct from those set out in the state’s official laws and regulations.” Describing this phenomenon Migdal states that the state should be thought of combinedly:

(1) as the powerful image of a clearly bounded, unified organization that can be spoken of in singular terms (e. g., a headline stating, “Israel accepts Palestinian demands”), as if it were a single, centrally motivated actor performing in an integrated manner to rule a clearly defined territory; and (2) as the practices of a heap of loosely connected parts or fragments, frequently with ill-defined boundaries between them and other groupings inside and outside the official state borders and often promoting conflicting sets of rules with one another and with “official” Law (Migdal, 2001, p. 22).

Given the history of colonization, most states in the Global South can be considered “new and renewed states” (Migdal, 1988, p. 11). However, no states are clean slates; legacy institutions and traditions, too, make some imprints on all states, new or renewed. Practices which are central to Migdal’s assertion of what constitutes a state can exist in informal and grassroots forms and be impactful.

[bookmark: _Toc110326442]ICT and Institutional Transformation

[bookmark: _Hlk105019737][bookmark: _Hlk105019743][bookmark: _Hlk105019753][bookmark: _Hlk105019758][bookmark: _Hlk105019765][bookmark: _Hlk105019770]The role of networks and the importance of electronic transfer of information in the organization of social life was already well discussed by the early 1970s (Craven & Wellman, 1973; Gerlach, 1973). Since then, authors in different fields of study have discussed the transformative potential of ICT (Castells, 2011; Fulk & DeSanctis, 1995; Mansell, 1994; Orlikowski, 1992).

[bookmark: _Hlk105019867][bookmark: _Hlk105019872][bookmark: _Hlk105019889]Technologies that have shaped Techno-Economic Paradigms in the past (see Perez, 2015) can be argued not to have been as pervasive in all aspects of our lives as ICT has been. The “big bang” that it created is significantly bigger than those created by any prior technological innovations (ibid.). Due to the pervasiveness of ICT globally, there has been a convergence of thoughts from across regions and disciplines that ICT is a potential enabler of progressive transformation, leading to democratic participation, collaboration, and good governance (Avgerou, 2010; Falch, 2006). ICT was expected to reduce hierarchy and promote new forms of democratic practice due to its intrinsic characteristics of being distributed in architecture. However, it has, on the contrary, also produced new issues and problems (Kostakis, 2011; Mansell, 1994). Transformative effects of ICT and how it may affect institutions and societies within diverse contexts is still a learning process.

[bookmark: _Hlk105020024][bookmark: _Hlk105020059]There are broadly two theoretical concepts that have been widely used by Information Systems researchers to theorize the transformative effects of ICT, namely affordance and structuration (Vyas et al., 2017). Affordance, which is a concept introduced by Gibson (2015), explains human perception of things and the transactional relationship human beings have with their environment. According to Gibson (2015, 
p. 119), “affordances of the environment are what it offers the animal, what it provides or furnishes, either for good or ill.” (Gibson, 2015, p. 119). Technological artefacts become part of the environment for human beings. Gibson saw no need to differentiate the artificial artefacts from the natural ones, as he argued that the artificial is also created through natural substances (Gibson, 2015, p. 122).

[bookmark: _Hlk105020161]The concept of structuration, which was introduced by Giddens (1984), concerns social structures. Structure per Giddens refers to “the properties allowing the ‘binding’ of time-space in social systems … which make it possible for discernibly similar social practices to exist across varying spans of time and space and which lend them ‘systemic’ form” (Giddens, 1984, p. 17). He introduces the concept of “duality of structure”; 
he expounds that “the structural properties of social systems are both medium and outcome of the practice they recursively organize” (Giddens, 1984, p. 25). Based on Giddens’ concept of structuration, Orlikowski (1992) has provided her proposition that use of technology is enacted or negotiated rather than following the “normal operational conditions”. Per her view, there is an “interpretative flexibility with respect to technology” (1992, p. 421). Human agency enacts technology, and it gets “institutionalized in structure”, which enables or constrains human action in return, thus exhibiting duality.

It is the framework generated by these conceptualizations that the current thesis will follow – the methodology for which being explained in the next chapter.

[bookmark: _Toc110326443]Methodological Approach

[bookmark: _Hlk104930012][bookmark: _Hlk104930017]In the aftermath of the major earthquake of 2015 in Nepal, there was a chain of events which, prima facie, seemed relevant to the research stream of NWPA. Nepal, whose PA system is a typical example of a failed “transplantation” of the Westminster system (Patapan et al., 2005; Russell & Serban, 2021), was understandably predicted to be 
ill-equipped to overcome the effects of the earthquake. The worst was feared from the expected administrative failure. At the same time, this was a promising laboratory for researchers that was expected to provide many valuable learnings.[footnoteRef:3] From the perspective of community mobilization and grassroots initiatives, there was clearly a case to be studied, especially when concerning heritage reconstruction, in which guthis – the main subject of this thesis, which will be introduced and discussed in detail shortly – were going to have a role to play. The phenomenon is surely fascinating from the perspective of NWPA. [3:  This thought had brought in numerous research projects. There were projects involving several Western and Nepali institutions; SOAS, Heidelberg University, Arhus University and Social Science Baha, to name but a few.] 


[bookmark: _Hlk104930135][bookmark: _Hlk104930140][bookmark: _Hlk104930144]Initially, the methodological approach was planned as a multi-case study, studying 
a few heritages reconstruction projects. Nevertheless, I took into consideration that flexibility would be required. For Article I, the case of post-earthquake heritage was approached as an intrinsic and exploratory case study with multiple sub-cases (Dumez, 2015; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2009). Interviews and short field visits were conducted, complemented by desk research. However, after my early research, I realized that a more ethnographic approach with a more culturally grounded study involving the broader aspects of the contemporary struggles of the Newar community was needed.

[bookmark: _Hlk104930275][bookmark: _Hlk108857400][bookmark: _Hlk104930282]The majority of studies related to Nepal have been confined to area studies concerning the Himalayan or the South Asian region. Works from anthropologists, sociologists, and historians dominate the literature. Much of my literature-based study relied on ethnohistorical accounts of the Newars and Nepal. There was a path dependency thus created for my research. I was inclined more towards approaching the study from an ethnographic mode. However, rather than studying Newar culture generally, I felt the need to set boundaries on the phenomenon being studied. The resulting methodology is most similar to that of “ethnographic case studies”, which is also a well-established mode of inquiry (Harper, 1992; Walters, 2007).

[bookmark: _Hlk104930366][bookmark: _Hlk104930372]I started with desk research relying on news articles, secondary literature and online materials. I also conducted field visits in March 2017, July 2018, July 2019 and March 2022 in Kathmandu and in January 2019 and February 2020 in London, where I had general conversations with several activists, guthi members and scholars as well. Some of these visits also doubled as conference participation. I further conducted 19 interviews that involved experts, activists, guthi members and government representatives and gathered a few informants from whom I could get important information. I continually followed the developments through social media and news articles and verified the reports through my informants. The later part of my research focused on digital ethnography, taking the social media spaces as the “field” (Pink et al., 2016). I relied on participation in online fora and discussion groups and employed the shadowing of key relevant individuals. Getting involved in relevant debates and issues also brought me to have exchanges with several community members, which gave me valuable insights. 
As usual, communication and discussion with other scholars and participation in conferences also helped. Moreover, my experiences as a member of a guthi, the one associated with Rudravarna Mahavihara in Patan, and being a member of the World Newah Organization provided me with direct insights into the relevant topics, adding elements of participant observation and even action research. With Rudravarna Mahavihara, I have been directly involved in a funeral guthi. With the World Newah Organization, I was involved in various of their projects, like online quizzes for youth, Google Translate of Nepalbhasa, and an online dictionary, which enabled me to talk to members from other organizations as well.

[bookmark: _Hlk104930469][bookmark: _Hlk104930499]Given the idiosyncratic interest in the case, generalizability is not at the forefront of my research agenda, a not-so-unusual aspect of ethnographic studies. Positivism has largely fallen out of favour within ethnographies. However, some space is still provided for “detached objectivism and deductive reasoning” (Harrison, 2014). Cultural and contextual elements become critical to understanding the phenomenon from the perspective of those whose lives are affected by the phenomenon. We are all, in a sense, “culture-bound” or living within a specific reality, a condition that is also relevant to researchers and even whole academic disciplines (Spradley, 1980).

[bookmark: _Hlk104930593]Though I do use the term case, the “case” in the context of my study is different to case-study approaches like that of, say, Yin (2009). Unlike case study research that aims to provide a more stringent methodological structure to studies with the primary intention of generalizability, my use of the case is limited to defining the phenomenon 
I study and staying within the context. This approach can also be termed “topic-oriented ethnography” (Spradley, 1980, p. 31). Yet, with ethnographies, “plausible conjectures” can be reached (Rhodes, 2014), and I have not entirely avoided such attempts. My assertion based on the findings would convey a part of the truth – more about which infra – which may hold when applied within a certain scope and may help guide similar research approaches or provide approximate answers.

As most ethnographies, my analysis of the phenomenon that is studied is done from an interpretivist stance. These interpretations are presented in narratives through the perspective of the people being studied, who are in this case the Newars. These narratives are a version of the truth or a “means of experience for the reader” (Denzin, 1997, p. xiv). There is an obligation to bring “morality into the discourse” (Denzin, 1997, p. 40). As such, the presentation of the research findings aligns towards “beneficence and non-maleficence” with a focus on the protection of the autonomy and dignity of all the research participants (Iphofen, 2011).





[bookmark: _Toc101195431][bookmark: _Toc110326444]The Guthi

The Guthi is a type of traditional cooperative institution in Nepal mainly prominent amongst the Newar community of Kathmandu Valley. Guthis are established for specific purposes, which can range from religious activities to public utility and usually involve members from the same kinship group (Toffin, 2005). They are usually autonomous in their operation and are provided with endowments in form of agricultural land which provide the organization with the funds required for its operation (M. C. Regmi, 1968, 1977). Historical records have shown that guthis were prevalent since at least the start of the Licchavi rule in the Kathmandu Valley in the early 400s CE and were an important part of the governance structure (Hasrat, 1970; M. C. Regmi, 1977; Vajracharya, 1973). The institution was of key importance throughout the Licchavi rule, which lasted around three centuries, with the last dated inscription being from 733 CE, and there is a sort of “dark period”, of which less can be ascertained (Sharma, 2015). This period, also known as the “transitional period” (Thapa, 2001), still has some scanty records showing that guthis continue to exist throughout the period, which lasts till the late 1100s. After that, more extensive historical records start in the Malla period from the early 1200s (Sharma, 2015; Petech, 1984). With the end of the Malla rule, as the Gorkhali Shahs overtook Kathmandu Valley in the late 1760s, there is a noticeable shift as more emphasis is given to guthis as a land deed instead of an association of people within historical records 
(M. C. Regmi, 1968). New guthis have been formed after the Malla period as well, 
but whether they retain their traditional form or not can be debated (M. C. Regmi, 1977). Being an institution with more than 1600 years of existence, the Guthi is part of the heritage of the people of Kathmandu Valley or the Newars. The institution has diverse functions and forms of operation.

[bookmark: _Hlk105102924][bookmark: _Hlk105102945][bookmark: _Hlk105102965][bookmark: _Hlk105102970]For my study of the Guthi institution, I stand on two key assumptions: 1. It is a Newar institution, and 2. It is a Buddhist institution. This position is open to debate, given that neither are guthis limited to the Newars nor are Newars all Buddhists. But in a Weberian sense, I focus here on ideal-typicality rather than delineation, as is appropriate in the social sciences (Weber, 1978). The attempt is to look for a calibration point so as to facilitate the measurement of the similarities or deviations across comparable paradigms.[footnoteRef:4] That guthis were primarily prevalent amongst the Newars and an important part of their way of living was already well documented as early as 1965, when Gopal Singh Nepali published his ethno-sociological study of Newars (Nepali, 2015). Being embedded into their culture, virtually all authors who have conducted anthropological or historical studies of the Newar community also have written about their guthis (see, for example, Gellner, 1992; Nepali, 2015; Sharma, 2015; Toffin, 2008). But the Buddhist emphasis is something that probably needs more clarifying, even though the importance of the Guthi amongst the Buddhist Newars has been well documented (Gellner, 1992; Lewis, 1993), as is the influence of Buddhism on the formation of the Newar identity (Gellner, 1986; Tuladhar-Douglas, 2006). [4:  In 1905, Sylvain Lévi had considered Nepal to be a microcosm that would allow for the study of South Asian history as a whole, a view not exactly prominent today, but one which influenced several studies of Newar Buddhism (Gellner, 2016).] 


In this section, first, I provide some account of the historical background of the Guthi from the perspective of it being a Buddhist institution based on literature and scriptural references with a focus on the Licchavi period institution (400s to 700s CE). Then I provide some contextual background of the historical institution and the Newar community, focusing on the Malla period (the 1200s to 1760s) while also discussing the key features of the institution. Further, I provide details on its decline mainly after the start of the Shah (and Rana) period (from the late 1760s onwards).

[bookmark: _Toc110326445]As a Buddhist Institution

[bookmark: _Hlk105103148][bookmark: _Hlk105103176]The historicity of Buddhism, especially within the Indian Sub-continent, was largely lost until rediscovered during the British Raj. The rediscovery of the Mauryan emperor Ashoka (304 to 232 BCE) established the globally accepted historicity of Buddhism (Allen, 2012; Lahiri, 2015). The archaeological discoveries of several Ashokan edicts in 1895 in Nepal, followed by others both in Nepal and India in the early 1900s, helped legitimize the historical aspect of Buddhist scriptures as well as provide a special position for Ashoka in Buddhist history (ibid.).

[bookmark: _Hlk105103240][bookmark: _Hlk105103272][bookmark: _Hlk105103316][bookmark: _Hlk105103357][bookmark: _Hlk105103364]Powerful monarchical systems and the role of Kings have been crucial in the Buddhist understanding of statecraft (Drechsler, 2019a). However, some powerful states in ancient India, contemporary to the Buddha Gautama (623 BCE to 543 BCE), known as gaṇarājya, were ruled by large clans; they have sometimes been called proto-republics (Brenner, 2007). Scriptural accounts, from which the aspects of the governance system prevalent within these states can be gleaned, provide insights into Buddhist ideas in statecraft 
(for an example of such an attempt, see Brenner, 2007). It has been suggested that the home state of the historical Buddha Gautama was also such a republic (Bapat, 1956). Another important and strong republic contemporary to the historical Buddha Gautama was the Vajji state ruled by the Licchavi clan (V; Bapat, 1956; Brenner, 2007). Scriptures state that the Vajjian republic was eventually conquered by Magadha and dissolved into the empire towards the later part of the Buddha’s life. However, the Licchavi appear to continue to claim some power in ancient India until they were, according to the dominant theory, pushed out by Kushanas in the 2nd century CE (Gautam, 2019; Hasrat, 1970). Several historians have suggested that some of these Licchavi eventually migrated to the Kathmandu Valley of Nepal, overthrowing the Kirat ruler.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  It has to be noted that there are conflicting claims about the lineage of the Licchavi (Hasrat, 1970; Nepal, 2019). But some historians do claim direct lineage of the Licchavi of Nepal to the Vajjian clan as plausible (Thapa, 2001; Gautam, 2019). My leaning is towards the latter, as being a rather large clan (Brenner, 2007), Licchavi lineage would not have been too rare.] 


[bookmark: _Hlk105103861][bookmark: _Hlk105104126][bookmark: _Hlk105104178][bookmark: _Hlk105104199]It is generally accepted that the Licchavi were important patrons of Buddhism. Chinese records from the Tang dynasty (618 to 907 CE) even claim them to have been “pure Buddhists” (Rongxi, 1996). But the influences of Vedic religion on the Licchavi are equally apparent (Gautam, 2019). Signifying how both Hinduism and Buddhism were equally prevalent in the Licchavi state, Xuanzang notes in his records of the “Western Regions” written in around the mid-600s CE that in the kingdom of “Nepāla, monasteries and deva temples are so close together that they touch each other” (Banerjee, 1972; 
T. Sen, 2006). The earliest accurately dated Licchavi inscription[footnoteRef:6] from 464 CE that mentions a guthi endowment is from a Vishnu temple, Changunarayan (Maharjan & Barata, 2020). Yet, Buddhists worship the same temple as Harihariharivāhana Lokeśvara, one of the several forms of Avalokiteśvara (T. Lewis & Bajracarya, 2016). Such a blurring of the boundary between Hinduism and Buddhism is not uncommon in Nepal (Gellner, 2005), but lived religions are never “pure” (see only Kaiser, 1993), and “the Holy” is universal (Otto, 1968). [6:  The one from Charumati stupa (also called Chabahil Chaitya or Dhando Chaitya) that is considered to be older cannot be accurately dated due to the inscription being partly damaged (D. Vajracharya, 1973). However, the first mention of the Sanskrit form of the word guthi itself is from 533 CE in Pashupati (M. C. Regmi, 1977).] 


[bookmark: _Hlk105104248]Several Licchavi inscriptions mention guthi or gausthika[footnoteRef:7] (II; V; D. Vajracharya, 1973). Charumati stupa, a Buddhist stupa and monastery believed to predate the Licchavi rule in Nepal (Thapa, 2001), has been recorded to utilize guthis and is argued to be the earliest remaining record of a guthi in function (D. Vajracharya, 1973). But based on most evidence provided by various inscriptions; it can be claimed that the Guthi was a 
Licchavi-era institution. Evidence shows that Licchavi rulers established guthis to maintain temples and monasteries and public utility activities like maintenance and cleaning of roads or maintenance of water resources (D. Vajracharya, 1973). According to Dhanavajra Vajracharya (1973, p. 287), the Guthi was historically a system meant for doing “most cooperative tasks”.[footnoteRef:8] Guthis could have been established by philanthropists or the ruling monarchs (II; IV). [7:  Often also written gosthika. The word guthi, which is a Nepalbhasa (Newari) word, is considered to have been derived from the Sanskrit gosthika, while the institution is considered to be a continuation of the same (Shaha, 1990).]  [8:  Translated from Nepali “मिलेर गर्नुपर्ने धेरै जसो काम” (D. Vajracharya, 1973, p. 287).] 


Gellner (1992, p. 248), in his anthropological account of the Buddhist Newars in the late 20th century, has pointed out that the key principles that underline the operation of the Guthi as part of the overall Newar social structure are: seniority, rotation, and territory. Of the three, he has noted that the first two can be reduced to a single principle – equality.[footnoteRef:9] The seniority rule, the system of rotation and compulsory participation are the foundational core of the Guthi, and the institution had highly egalitarian values that emphasized equal participation from all members within an organization. In addition, features such as having yearly assemblies (that included feasts), having external “witnesses” as part of the organizational setup (Gellner, 1992, pp. 233–234), as well as an emphasis on unanimity in making decisions, place the Guthi in a rather good light when looking at it from the perspective of having democratic ideas (IV). [9:  Equality may not apply here if one takes into consideration various contemporary Global-Western normative criteria of course.] 


[bookmark: _Hlk105106206][bookmark: _Hlk105106213][bookmark: _Hlk105106223]These principles of the Guthi are coherent with the Buddhist concepts of governance depicted in the scriptures giving the respective historical contexts as well. In Buddhist scriptures, the mention of administrative styles contemporary to the time is not extensive. However, a notable mention is the Satta Aparihāniyā Dhamma (seven conditions of welfare) mentioned in Digha Nikāya of the Sutta Pitaka, the Mahaparinibbana Sutta (Pandita, 2011). The sutta mentions an event in which Ajātasattu, the King of Magadha, wanted to conquer the Vajjian republic ruled by the Licchavi clan. He sends an envoy to ask advice from the Buddha on the matter, to which the Buddha dictates the seven attributes of the Vajjians, which makes them undefeatable (Brenner, 2007; Harris, 2007; Pandita, 2011; Shobhana, 2017; Walshe, 1995). The ideologies depicted in the “seven conditions of welfare” clearly bears a resemblance to the principles of the Guthi (V). 
For instance, holding frequent meetings, focusing on unity, continuity of existing practices and honouring elders are relatable to the principles of the Guthi. With a significant degree of plausibility, one can say that this is not simply a coincidence.

[bookmark: _Toc110326446]Nepal Mandala and the Newars

[bookmark: _Hlk105106469][bookmark: _Hlk105106499][bookmark: _Hlk105106508]Newars, in the general sense, are the indigenous inhabitants of the cities, towns and villages in and around Kathmandu Valley. Nepal Mandala has come to be a popular term used to refer to the cities and towns in and around the Kathmandu Valley.[footnoteRef:10] Newars are not an entirely homogenous group, as the sub-groups within them claim varied ethnic origins. Among the Newars, there are several groups who entered into the valley from the Southern regions at later points, especially with the arrival of the Mallas after the 1200s, and assimilated into the Newar culture (Hasrat, 1970; Shaha, 1990; Thapa, 2001; Sharma, 2015). At the same time, groups such as the Jyapu community consider themselves to be indigenous to the valley, and other sub-groups like the Byanjankar claim to be descendants of the Kirat clan, who were ruling the Valley before the Licchavi (Gellner & Pradhan, 1995; Toffin, 2016). However, Newars have largely homogenized by now, mainly tied by their common mother tongue Nepalbhasa (also called Newari). [10:  Kathmandu Valley was the nucleus of the political and cultural sphere of Nepal. Kathmandu Valley had, for the larger part of the rule under the Malla kings, been divided into a system of three city states that had satellites in the surrounding areas. Though short of being a confederacy, the three city states could still be considered one single socio-cultural sphere for which the term Nepal Mandala has been used, especially since Mary Slusser (1982) used the term for the title of her book. The broader significance of the term Mandala concerns Buddhism iconography and how the layout of the cities and even the entire valley was imagined through such analogies (II; Gutschow, 2011; MacFadyen & Vogt, 1977; K. M. Shrestha, 2010).] 


[bookmark: _Hlk105106733][bookmark: _Hlk105106744][bookmark: _Hlk105106891]Going through a gradual metamorphosis through the centuries, Newar culture climaxed during the Malla period (mainly with the reign of Yakshya Malla that started in 1428 (Hasrat, 1970; Korn, 1976)) with the creation of a unique identity in art, architecture, language, trade and governance system (Nepali, 2015; Sharma, 1983). 
As such, the Malla period has been called the “Golden age of Newar Civilization” (Johnsen, 2020). Even though the currently most visible elements of the Newar cultural heritage are from the Malla period, on the grassroots level, Licchavi influences that continued through the Malla period and still persist cannot be underestimated. My study of the post-earthquake heritage restoration dealt with two structures that pre-dated the Mallas[footnoteRef:11] and are considered Licchavi architecture (I; II; V). Furthermore, several of the key landmarks within the valley, such as monasteries, temples, water sources and other traditional structures, are from the Licchavi period (Gutschow, 1997; Korn, 1976; 
D. Vajracharya, 1973). With regard to the governance practices, there is a clear continuation of the Licchavi institutions in the Malla period, with the Guthi institution being the most prominent. [11:  It is clear through the archeological study of Kasthamandap that it was a pre-Malla structure with its foundations already established by 897 CE (Coningham et al., 2016). Though the establishment date of Ashok stupa in Thamel cannot be ascertained, the architecture is believed to be Licchavi, and its establishment is claimed to be pre-Malla.] 


[bookmark: _Hlk105107055][bookmark: _Hlk105107059][bookmark: _Hlk105107116]Under the Malla rule, the urban structures of Nepal Mandala did develop further. 
The three palace complexes, which are also part of the sites noted in inscribing Kathmandu Valley as a UNESCO world heritage site, are Malla-built. However, some of them were rebuilt on sites of Licchavi period structures, providing a relative continuation of the Licchavi cityscape, especially in Patan (Gutschow, 1997; Tiwari, 2007; Toffin, 1990). Mallas did introduce new elements of governance practices. Jayasthiti Malla (1382–1395 AD) introduced reforms defining the 64 occupational caste groups within Nepal Mandala (Sharma, 2015). Most historical guthis that currently survive were established during the Malla period, except some like Ta Chatan Guthi from Kasthamandap, which is claimed to have been established in the late 800s CE (V; KC, 2016).

Though the Guthi is a Licchavi-period institution, the current remnant of the historical institution is largely the Malla-period form of it, or a transformed version of the Malla-period form.[footnoteRef:12] But in principle, through history till contemporary times the Guthi has remained about cooperative self-governance, serving the socio-cultural and public utility needs of the Newars. I have categorized the functions of Guthi based on the works of authors who have previously provided their own typology of the institution as (II; V): [12:  Descriptive details of the Guthi institution are either an anthropological account of the Newars, covering guthis that have continued from the Malla period (see, for example, Gellner, 1992; Toffin, 2005) or historical accounts from the Malla period (see, for example, Sharma, 2015) even though there are mentions of later guthis started by the Shah kings too (M. C. Regmi, 1968). Other studies of the guthi land tenure are not concerned with Newar Guthi institution, but tend to provide such a disclaimer (see, for example, M. C. Regmi, 1977; Upreti, 2004).] 


(i) Those related to governing of cities (public utility Guthis) – those concerning festivities (jatra), industries, music, maintaining public infrastructures like roads, hiti, pati and other activities.

(ii) Those related to the community welfare – those concerning carrying out funerals, lending money, caste councils, etc.

(iii) Purely religious rituals – those that carry out rituals and worshipping of deities (excluding jatras, which is included in the first type).

One key feature of the Guthi is the principle of self-funding and ownership of shared resources. Shared resources, such as physical structures or water sources, were kept under the care of guthis, and landholdings were also allocated to the guthis to provide a permanent source of income for the activities of the guthi (M. C. Regmi, 1968, 1977; Sharma, 2015; Tiwari, 2007; Toffin, 2005). These landholdings allocated for funding the guthis were given to tenant farmers to till, requiring them to provide a share of the yield to the guthi (M. C. Regmi, 1968, 1977; Sharma, 2015).

[bookmark: _Hlk105108391]Another feature was the principle of continuity. A guthi was considered a permanent entity; the role of the members was passed down from generation to generation. 
The property of the guthi was considered to be for the benefit of the community for perpetuity and was not taxable or transferable (M. C. Regmi, 1977). Members could leave a guthi, but that was associated with social stigma, thus preventing most people from quitting their guthi. The same has been criticized and labelled as an “honour economy” (Rankin, 2003). Guthis were also male-only organizations, and women usually only had supporting roles, which were tied to the membership of their male family members. Most guthis were based on kinship and thus were based on the occupational caste groups too. Such elements have been strongly criticised for enforcing gender and caste discrimination (Rankin, 2003). However, one must consider whether this is an outdated societal norm that has left its imprint on the institution and not necessarily an institutional feature (IV).

[bookmark: _Hlk105108514][bookmark: _Hlk105108535]The concept of territory is also key, as it is most common that caste groups from a locality form guthis associated with the neighbourhood. There are specific types of guthis that concern neighbourhoods or tvāḥ (also written twa) which govern the various matters concerning such neighbourhoods (II; Vergati, 1995, p. 121). The historical cities of Kathmandu Valley were divided into residential units or tvāḥ. These usually had community buildings known as chapāḥ chhen (guthi house) (see, for example, mentioned in R. Shrestha, 2021). There were usually responsibilities related to playing musical instruments, worship and rituals, which were part of the duties of such guthis (Toffin, 2021).

Many of the above-described features have been retained to this date within traditional guthis. And Newars continue to uphold their duties, even though to a lesser degree of compulsion.

[bookmark: _Toc110326447]Nepal’s Transition towards “Modernity” and Decline of the Guthi

[bookmark: _Hlk105109039][bookmark: _Hlk105109137]The initial decline of the Guthi started as early as the overtaking of the Nepal Mandala by Prithvi Narayan Shah of Gorkha in the 1760s, followed by a push toward a homogenized Hindu Nation-building (V, fn. 5). Prithvi Narayan Shah is widely believed to have delivered a political testament with his visions for the territories he annexed (Whelpton, 2005), 
but his death shortly after makes it dubious that he made a mark on the administrative system at all. His son Pratap Singh Shah passed away soon after, leaving his 2-year-old grandson on the throne, who also died at the early age of 19. Resultantly, several years of the early Shah period, heading to the Anglo-Nepal war of 1814, were headlined with military expansion, wars, and internal tussle for power (ibid.). As a result, the state administration was in a deteriorating condition. This can be seen from the paintings made by Henry Ambrose Oldfield when he was a doctor in the British residency between 1850 and 1863, which show most Malla-built structures being in dilapidated conditions 
(V; Dixit, 2008). As Dixit (2008) quotes Sudarshan Raj Tiwari reflecting on the paintings, “Drains had lain unattended for years; temples and bahals (courtyards) were falling apart; poverty, particularly at the community level, was debilitating and many guthi (trust) had gone as birta (award) to the new Gorkhali gentry.” Early Shah rule of Nepal would have been a slow decay of the country’s administrative institutions caused by the political transition and unstable leadership.

The situation did not improve as the Hausmeier Rana dynasty took power starting in the 1840s and exploited the special status of the guthi-owned lands, which per the existing laws and norms, made them tax-free and unlikely to be confiscated by the state (IV; M. C. Regmi, 1977). The division of the guthis into raj guthi and niji guthi was also done during the Rana regime, which is claimed to be the attempt of the Ranas to take control of the landholdings under guthi land tenure for personal benefits (Gellner, 1992; M. C. Regmi, 1977). Ranas also established new guthis, which brought malpractices and resulted in the exploitation of the tenant farmers (M. C. Regmi, 1977).

[bookmark: _Hlk105109295][bookmark: _Hlk105109319][bookmark: _Hlk105109386][bookmark: _Hlk105109395]The most impactful policy changes that led to the sidelining of guthis came with the reforms introduced during the Panchayat regime (1960–1990), when new acts like the Guthi Sansthan Act of 1964 and the Land Reform Act of the same year were enacted 
(I; II). These reforms were directed toward the “modernization” of Nepal. However, 
they affected the guthis negatively (I; II; IV; VII). Gorkhali leadership, during the Rana regime and the Panchayat period, acted with the intention of systemically dismantling Newar influences in Nepal. They removed Nepalbhasa and the Nepal Sambat calendar (the Newar year count and calendar based on lunar cycles) from official use (Gellner, 1986; B. G. Shrestha, 2015). The Ranas tried to establish a new trading class of citizens to challenge the Buddhist Newar influence on the trade and commerce in the country as part of the process of forging a Hindu nationalism (M. Shakya, 2014). The systemic discrimination towards the Newars and their language and culture (as is categorized in Nepal with other “indigenous” communities as Janajati) is something that has been well highlighted (Onta, 2006; Pradhan, 2007). My investigation has shown that this is still the general sentiment of the Newars, seeing that the government is still dominated currently by the Parbatiya[footnoteRef:13] classes. The proposed bill from 2019 concerning the Guthi institution, which was widely protested against by the Newars, can be seen as a continuation of such a partiality against them (IV; Toffin, 2019). [13:  Parbatiya is the word commonly used to denote the Hindu population of the hills of Nepal, including those who came to the valley along with or after the Gorkha conquest of Nepal Mandala.] 


But the Guthi has endured and recently resurged, as we will see now – and it is this resurgence, scaffolded as it is by ICT, that is the focus of attention of this thesis.

[bookmark: _Toc110326448]The Guthi today and the New Narratives

This chapter summarizes the original articles included in this thesis, along with those listed in the appendix. There are three main themes to the narratives, and I have presented them accordingly.

[bookmark: _Toc110326449]Disasters and Dignity

[bookmark: _Hlk105189251][bookmark: _Hlk105189263]Disasters are man-made; they result from the failure to respond to the challenges that arise due to natural and man-made events, they are not the events themselves (Kelman, 2020). The earthquake of 2015 in Nepal was a disaster in many ways, or a “critical juncture”. Hutt (2020) has interpreted the earthquake’s aftermath as an “accelerated status quo” in describing political developments that followed. May it be as a “critical juncture” or an “accelerant”, the earthquake was a major node in the history of Nepal that had several repercussions, one of which concerned heritage. Being a UNESCO World Heritage site, Kathmandu’s impending failure to properly reconstruct was thought of as a disaster waiting to happen (I).

By 2016 already, the void left behind by the decline of the Guthi and concerns of authenticity in form and processes of heritage reconstruction started to emerge (I; VII). The government and the local community activists had disagreements regarding the reconstruction of heritage structures, such as the Rani Pokhari and Kasthamandap (I; II). Community members demanded the use of vernacular methods, including community participation following the blueprint of the guthis in the past. Activists focused on the need to involve community stakeholders in the reconstruction process. But the government unwittingly went forward with regular procurement processes for their reconstruction, drawing criticism as the use of cheap materials and lack of authenticity plagued several projects (I; II; III; V; VI).

[bookmark: _Hlk105189571]Showing strong agency, Newars, in Kathmandu Valley, started to demand some 
form of autonomy to govern their heritage. They emphasized stakeholder and community participation, use of vernacular methods, and focusing on authenticity. 
The Global-Western dominant heritage discourses had given some direction to the perspective of the Newar activists (I). There were apparent intrinsic political interests of the Newars in this discourse, which was to a degree about taking the control back in matters of local interest, such as heritage and urban development (II; V). Bhaktapur, which is one of the three major cities of Kathmandu Valley, had overwhelming support from the Nepal Workers’ and Peasants’ Party (Nepal Majdoor Kishan Party, NMKP) (III). The party has been a highly localized political party, with the majority of the cadres being Newars from Bhaktapur (Hachhethu, 1997). The focus of NMKP and the Bhaktapur Municipality was broadly on community participation and the use of local skills and expertise. The ideological inclination was present even before the local election in 2017, which was even more emboldened after the elections in 2017 (III).

[bookmark: _Hlk105189649]Due to previous history (Kawan, 2013), the German government offered to fund the reconstruction of a few important heritage structures in Bhaktapur, and an agreement was reached (III). But after the local election in 2017, having won the election with a clear majority, NMKP’s stance on using user committees and local skill and expertise in reconstruction, even for larger project, created a friction with the German side. 
The Germans wanted to use a tendering process for a few “high-ticket items”, citing the scale of the projects and the need for better accountability to align with the German Financial Cooperation regulations (III, p. 215). Moreover, there was also disagreement regarding the use of international consultants. Bhaktapur Municipality was insistent that they had the capacity or could develop the capacity, whereas the German side felt that this did not comply with German financial regulations. The disagreement eventually led to the Germans withdrawing from funding the projects in Bhaktapur and redirecting the funds elsewhere in Nepal.

The case of Bhaktapur coincided with an overall scepticism over the aid-driven approach being used in post-earthquake response and rehabilitation programmes. While the aid was generally welcome, many people felt that the conditions applied came along at the cost of a loss of dignity (III). Aid that comes with too many strings attached sets barriers for a given country or community to exercise their own culture in administrative practices, having to concur to the laws and regulations of a foreign country, thrust upon them in the name of “best practices” and “Good Governance”.

[bookmark: _Hlk105189873][bookmark: _Hlk105189882]For aid agencies, it is easier to justify the use of “off-the-shelf” strategies and accepted “best practices” for the disbursement of aid. The priority is more often the immediate results and accountability rather than the long-term outcome of capacity building, creating a principle-agent problem in the dynamics involving donor agencies, government and the people (III; Easterly, 2002; S. Shakya, 2018). The structural features of the “aid bureaucracy” often create barriers for governments, local or central, to attempt to build native capacity and empower native institutions, even with the presence of institutional practices that show potential, as in the case of Kathmandu Valley (III, 
p. 222).

[bookmark: _Hlk105190019][bookmark: _Hlk105190029]But for a dignified solution, especially in situations of major natural events and 
the disasters that follow, governments have reasons to try to use the blueprints of 
native institutions like the Guthi, with principles of self-funding their activities. Native practices are close to the local culture; there are relatively fewer barriers to building capacities and utilizing local social capital through the empowerment of native practices and institutions (III). Even though it took time, the heritage reconstruction of Bhaktapur has been a success and arguably a benchmark for all cities in Nepal (Aryal, 2019; 
Suji et al., 2020), providing a direction toward how contextually grounded approaches 
in public governance provide better alternatives to aid-based and “off-the-shelf” strategies.

[bookmark: _Toc110326450]Identity, Parallels and Reinterpretations

[bookmark: _Hlk105190098]Nepal’s U-turn in the approach of heritage reconstruction, leading towards an emphasis on using vernacular methods in contrast to the aid-driven approaches employing 
so-called “best practices”, was a phenomenon that coincided with the increased awareness of the concept of heritage amongst, mainly, the Newars. Despite the heritage of Kathmandu Valley being an integral part of the Newar identity, during the Panchayat regime, it was discouraged to identify them as Newar. Wolfgang Korn has stated that for his book titled Traditional Architecture of the Kathmandu Valley, he was not allowed to use the term “Newar architecture” (Korn, 2012). This is an additional example to the ones provided supra in section 3.3 of the tendency of the Parbatiya hegemonic government of Nepal to curtail the influence of Newar culture in the country.

[bookmark: _Hlk105190613][bookmark: _Hlk105190620]With the revival of democracy in 1990 and the identity politics that eventually came into prominence, there was an increasing awareness amongst the Newars about needing to preserve their identity as well as a political impetus behind it (II; Brosius & Michaels, 2020; Ismail & Shah, 2015; Johnsen, 2020). The Maoists had pushed forward the idea of identity-based federalization of the state to bring the ethnic minorities, including the Newars, to their side. With the 10-year civil war ending, the Maoist and identity politics entered mainstream democratic politics in Nepal (V; Ismail & Shah, 2015). As a result, 
the concept of heritage converged with Newar identity politics, thus starting the “heritage movement” in Kathmandu Valley (II; IV; V).

[bookmark: _Hlk105190788][bookmark: _Hlk105190796][bookmark: _Hlk105190803][bookmark: _Hlk105190907][bookmark: _Hlk105190920]The Guthi protests of 2019 climaxed with one of the biggest but yet peaceful public demonstrations, taking place in Kathmandu on 19 June (IV; Khadgi & Pokhrel, 2019; Satyal, 2019; Sunuwar, 2019). The event can be taken as the defining moment of the ongoing “heritage movement” (IV). The movement enabled the resurgence reaffirmation of the importance of the Guthi within the heritage discourse and became an integral part of the continued struggle of the Newars to preserve their cultural identity. Coming from the Nepalbhasa Andolan (Nepalbhasa Language Movement) of the past (Gellner, 1986; B. G. Shrestha, 2007; S. Vajracharya, 2014), which saw the Newar language as a key element of the Newar identity, the concept of heritage expanded the scope of the Newar struggle for their identity.

[bookmark: _Hlk105191073][bookmark: _Hlk105191081][bookmark: _Hlk105191089][bookmark: _Hlk105191143][bookmark: _Hlk105191150][bookmark: _Hlk105191160][bookmark: _Hlk105191166][bookmark: _Hlk105191174][bookmark: _Hlk105191181]There is, again, clearly the influence of the Global-Western discourses, and the “social turn” as part of it, that has affected the “heritage movement” in Nepal (I). Beyond that, there are internal political dynamics in Nepal that have shaped the “heritage movement” (II). Furthermore, the pre-existing traditional institutions and practices, primarily the Guthi and cultural imprints of the same, are important factors too. Even though the phenomenon is highly localized with very contextual elements to it, parallels can be drawn, and reinterpretations can be made, bringing in possible hybrid models (I). It is convenient to see heritage from the lens of the “commons”, which is already an emergent view within the field of heritage management (Alonso Gonzalez, 2014; Lekakis, 2018; Zhang, 2010). Drawing parallels from the concepts of “commoning” and reinterpreting the Newar traditional approach to community participation, there can be better practicability. The literature on the commons and its governance (Berge & Laerhoven, 2011; Ostrom, 1990) and production based on the concept of the commons (Bauwens et al., 2019; Benkler & Nissenbaum, 2006; Kostakis et al., 2015; Pazaitis & Drechsler, 2021) is already well formed, and my research has shown that these can clearly be applied within the Nepali context (I). At the same time my study of the heritage movement in Nepal gives some fresh perspectives, as the existence of autonomously governed community cooperatives that oversee the maintenance of heritage artefacts is something not very common.

[bookmark: _Hlk105191274]Reinterpretations are not necessarily confined to institutions and conceptual constructs but may also apply to material artefacts. On the reverse side, it is also true that the material aspects form parts of the overall institution. Architecture, infrastructure planning, and physical setups have cultural elements embedded in them, and they facilitate certain collective or individual behaviours in opposition to others (Humphrey, 2005). The Guthi, having been associated with urban spatial planning of the historical cities of the Kathmandu Valley, is part of the Heritage of Kathmandu Valley as are the numerous historical monuments and sites. Similarly, the interpretation of the structures themselves also demonstrate the values and principles embedded into the Newar community’s societal fabric (II). An interesting fact to know is that the planning and administrative divisions of the towns of Kathmandu Valley were done using religious symbols, thus showing the native ideological imprint on the urban planning and physical structures within the historical towns (II; Gutschow, 2011; MacFadyen & Vogt, 1977; 
K. M. Shrestha, 2010).

[bookmark: _Hlk105191510][bookmark: _Hlk105191515][bookmark: _Hlk105191534]Open public structures and spaces such as courtyards, phalcha (resting platforms also called pati), sattal (almshouse or rest house), and hiti (traditional water sources with sunken courtyards with taps with flowing groundwater) (II; Tiwari, 2007), which are open public spaces, shed additional light on the institutional imprint on the physical structures. These structures historically and contemporarily facilitate communal life involving meetings, events and general conversations, activities that would be complimentary to a democratic way of life. There is a parallel here with the concept of “third places” (Oldenburg, 1997; Oldenburg & Brissett, 1982), which is claimed to be significant for the “empowerment of community ties, the establishment of a sense of place, civic engagement and, therefore, democracy.” (Niaros et al., 2017, p. 1145).

[bookmark: _Hlk105191694]The new aspirations of “development” in Nepal that favour mega-constructions, however, have created frictions, as they go against the traditional lives of the Newars. The unruly urban development plans have threatened not just loss of guthi-owned lands (for example in Khokana, see II; Timsina et al., 2022) but even the traditional way of life. Resultantly, in an “awakening”, Newars have realized where their best interests lie (II). 
It is this “awakening” that has fuelled the resurgence of the “Guthi spirit” (the spirit of community) and an emphasis on participation in governance, as well as the urgency felt to preserve the Guthi itself too (Maharjan & Barata, 2020). Amongst the Newar “heritage activists”, “development” and “modernization” has been reinterpreted to have a negative connotation, and traditionality and heritage has become trendy. And it cannot be overemphasized that especially this favouring of traditionality is primarily coming from the youth.

[bookmark: _Toc110326451]ICT Synergies

The Guthi and the grassroots activities amongst the Newars are suitable to be looked at from the perspective of being participatory and “democratic”. After all, features of the Guthi adhere to democratic principles (Gellner, 1992). ICT had a major role to play in the “heritage movement” (IV). There was seemingly a synergy formed between ICT and institutional features of the Guthi.

ICT, and especially the communications aspect, was clearly showing itself to be an important element in the phenomenon that was unfolding (IV; V; VII). Social media, mass communication and online deliberations on heritage issues were shaping a new generation of activists (II; IV; V). The Guthi Protests of 2019 (Khadgi & Pokhrel, 2019; Sunuwar, 2019) were largely coordinated through the use of ICT (IV). Social media and the internet became the catalyst for the events, which led to the massive demonstration that took place on 19 June.

The role of ICT was not limited to activism. Newars, who are culturally inclined towards having expansive social networks owing to involvements in guthis, are seemingly adaptive to technologies that enable communal activities. My study shows that not just activists, but guthi members in general are utilizing ICT and social media for their own benefit in their own different ways (IV). Traditional guthis, such as Bishnudevi Guthi and Upakarma Guthi from Patan, are using SMS, Facebook and Viber as a means of information dissemination to their members (IV). Guthi members are promoting cultural extravaganzas, such as the chariot pulling festival of the deity Bunga Dyo in Patan, through social media (IV). Guthis or user committees involved in the reconstruction of heritages were using social media for better transparency, documenting their work and even displaying the financial data publicly (II; IV; V).

A rejuvenation of the Guthi through ICT can be claimed based on clear signs that the historical guthis have incorporated the use of ICT in their operations. But clearer signs of rejuvenation are evident when taking into consideration the organizations that have formed out of the evolution of the Guthi institution leveraging on ICT, producing newer iteration of the institution which are not exactly like, but not too different from, the traditional guthis. These new iterations have been propelled by the contextual dynamics and the synergies created with ICT. As presented in article IV, it can be seen that three types of Guthi have emerged in parallel to the historical guthis: quasi-guthis, neo-guthis, and sub-guthis.

Quasi-guthis have emerged as the results of the discriminatory legal framework that makes it difficult, if not impossible, to establish new guthis. Thus, several new organizations have been established with a Guthi purpose but registered as Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs), with some keeping the “guthi” name. Though quasi-guthis do not have features of the Guthi, based on their functions they resemble the guthis. They extensively use ICT, and their ICT-based activities range from virtual meetings and seminars as well as conducting language classes to posting notifications or announcements and even developing ICT-based solutions.

Neo-guthis are new socio-economic organizations that are present mostly amongst the migrant Newar communities living abroad or in different places within Nepal. Newars, having a highly communal way of living, tend to appreciate community engagement, and they tend to establish new community organizations, which usually also bear the “guthi” name (IV; VII). This tendency is similar amongst Newars who have migrated to new places within Nepal too. As neo-guthis have the tendency to have members who are largely geographically dispersed, they are dependent on extensive use of ICT means for their operation.

Sub-guthis are committees formed by members of traditional guthi that are registered with the local authorities so as to establish a legal basis for working with the local government. For example, Upakarma Guthi from Patan has a committee registered at the city office, which has members coming from amongst the guthi members (V). Having the committee allows the guthis to be funded by the city office for some of their activities when needed.

These newer iterations of the Guthi are largely ICT-based. Table 1 summarizes how the different iterations of the Guthi are utilizing ICT for their tasks.

























[bookmark: _Toc104286053][bookmark: _Toc104662859]Table 11: : Typology of organizations that form the contemporary Guthi (Source: article V)

		

		Description

		Social character

		Role of ICT

		Key ICT Tools used



		Ancient Guthi

		

		Traditional, mirroring Newar culture rather than challenging it

		Internal communication; advertising

		· SMS

· messaging apps

· social media



		Quasi-Guthi

		New Nepali orgs, which are contemporary iterations of the Guthi principle

		Less but still traditional

		More ICT-based

		· SMS, messaging apps, and social media

· online conferencing

· video and multimedia

· creation of font faces



		Neo-Guthi

		New guthis, also in name, were founded abroad (or outside the Kathmandu Valley) for the diaspora

		Places of reflected, “progressive” transformation

		Often primarily ICT-based

		· Online conferencing

· Contributing to Google Translate

· cloud storage, social media

· animation tools

· video and multimedia software

· capable of self-developing ICT solutions



		Sub-Guthi

		Orgs related to ancient Guthi in order to operate better in today’s Nepal

		More pragmatic and technical

		Using ICT also for communication with the government and especially for transparency

		· SMS

· social media

· word processing and spreadsheets







What one sees if one just looks at the ancient guthis is arguably less than half the picture in this respect. As discussed prior (section 3.2), some features of the traditional guthis are not aligned with Global-Western normative priorities, like gender equality and being anti-caste, making ancient guthis open to criticism. But with the newer iterations, such matters seem not to affect the membership of guthis (IV).

There is a variety of ways in which the Guthi has been conceptualized. For those who look at the Guthi from a land-tenure perspective, the emphasis might be on the endowments. From other perspectives, there can be an emphasis on the religious and ritualistic aspects of guthis (Toffin, 2021). For my thesis, which treats Guthi as an institution of Newar cooperative self-governance, it is the cooperative action that remains at the core of what the Guthi signifies; this adheres to the definition given by Dhanavajra Vajracharya (1973), who claimed that the Guthi is a system intended for doing “most cooperative tasks” or “मिलेर गर्नुपर्ने धेरै जसो काम”. As such, even though they are different from historical guthis, the new iterations are still part of the overarching Guthi institution. The Newars have used ICT as a means to their needs, fitting it into their context, and ICT has, in turn, become “institutionalized in structure” in a process that concurs with the notion of Orlikowski’s concept of “enactment” (Orlikowski, 1992). 
The new iterations are transformations of the Guthi institution, aided by ICT – a true digital transformation. With these new iterations, the Guthi shows prospects of better sustainability and resilience in the changed context.

[bookmark: _Toc110326452]Reflections and Implications

[bookmark: _Toc110326453]Three Spheres of “non-Westernization”

The case of the Guthi has unveiled a somewhat paradoxical process in how native institutions transform under Global-Western influences, either as technological means or parallels in concepts and reinterpretations. While the institution has moved closer to Global-Western normative priorities with the new iterations that emerged, with ICT acting as a catalyst, at the same time ICT has also enabled a move towards more traditionality.

By the mid-18th century, there was a rapid “Westernization” of the world. This only increased in the 20th century as non-Western countries were swept away by the progress that the West was making technologically, economically and in various other spheres. Countries like Nepal were swayed by the wave of developmentalism that followed the dismantling of traditional practices and institutions. However, by the early 2000s, in the context of increased resentment towards the colonial pasts and a decreased impact of the West influencing other cultures, there is undoubtedly an ongoing process of moving away from seeing the West as the hallmark of success in virtually all sectors. One can argue that the West is still “ahead” overall, but the influence level of the West is undoubtedly diminishing (Mahbubani, 2016). Beyond this trajectory, which is simplified with an aggregate view, it can be argued that no process is linear and that there are regressions and progressions in all processes, at micro and meso levels. As such, if there was a process of “Westernization”, in a nuanced view, there always was and currently, even more, is a process of “non-Westernization” that, reflecting back on the framework of NWPA, results in the non-convergence of non-Western Paradigms with the Global-Western paradigm.

This process of “non-Westernization” may or may not be a conscious process in policy trajectories. In Nepal, there was the element of spontaneity. There were deliberate steps as a result of strong agency as well, such as the case of heritage reconstruction in Bhaktapur has shown. Yet, the Bhaktapur model, which has become the hallmark of local governments in Nepal, was only possible due to contextual elements such as the strong support of the Nepal Labourers’ and Peasants’ Party and the demography of the city (III). The historical trajectory is undoubtedly relevant, as the study has shown so far. But that there is a role for choice and strategic planning is clear as well. There are several layers to the narratives of the Guthi and Newar struggle for self-governance that I hope to have presented supra. However, for conceptualization and for heuristic purposes only, not claiming finality but only an on-the-go working-hypothetical functionality, the process of “non-Westernization”, as synthesized through my study, can be divided into three spheres: 1. Ornamental, 2. Instrumental, and 3. Persistent.

[image: ]

Figure 22: Three spheres of “non-Westernization” (author’s own conceptualization)

The Ornamental sphere of “non-Westernization” concerns the cultural aspects that are peripheral to PA, but still affect PA and the outlook on it to some extent. These include things like the dress code for civil servants. Despite being unimportant for the actual working of the Civil Service, these do become relevant for the overall image of the Civil Service. Heritage reconstruction projects included such ornamental considerations towards using traditional elements. An emphasis was put on the ritual elements of reconstructing religious structures. A specific ritual known as chyama puja (forgiveness ritual) is often part of the reconstruction of religious monuments (see Welton-Mitchell et al., 2016). Even when reconstruction takes place through the lowest bidding processes under the call of the city offices, it is usually so that such rituals are conducted at the expense of the city office itself. This even goes beyond religious structures, and organizing some rituals by means of funds coming from the local administrative units like ward offices or city offices is very common.

[bookmark: _Hlk104933896]The Instrumental sphere concerns the deliberate inclusion of specific traditional elements into the contemporary PA apparatus, which is intended for a specific outcome. Such elements can be processes, organizational structures or even elements that otherwise seem ornamental but would result in being critically important to the success of achieving a goal. Community participation through user committees was instrumental in the success of most heritage reconstruction in Nepal. May it be for the reason that state mechanisms had flaws or that the community was demanding participation as a stakeholder, without community participation, several projects were unlikely to have succeeded. Though user committees are not exactly guthis, they are Guthi-like in the principle of community participation. Moreover, taking into consideration the new iterations of the Guthi that have emerged, some of these are organizations that are part of the overarching institution. Many of the user committees are indeed sub-guthis per the typology provided in article IV. This is the employment of a means that exploits the principles deeply embedded into the culture and would result in approval from the community stakeholders, overcoming barriers that would have otherwise been raised due to non-cooperation. This is consistent with what Migdal has suggested in his conceptualization of the state-society relationship (Migdal, 1988, 2001). Such choices in “non-Westernization” ensure a better possibility of achieving the set goals.

The Persistent sphere concerns resilient institutions and elements deeply embedded into the social fabric, which cannot be easily detached from within a cultural context. From a broader perspective, the case of the Guthi shows that the traditional institution is extremely resilient; this was well proved by the Guthi Protests of 2019, when the institution that outsiders considered to be dead produced a challenge to the government, which resulted in the government having to back down from its intentions. Moreover, with the transformed format of the institution that has leveraged on ICT while also creating footprints amongst communities in foreign countries, there is a fluidity to the nature of the institution, which cannot be decoupled from the Newar way of life. While there is a lack of rigidity and not all features get retained, the institutional blueprint of community actions tends to stick to the Newar way of life. These elements can be an inertial force for some actions, while for others, it can be a hurdle, especially if the actions do not adhere to the cultural elements that are persistent. As a result, such elements retain an informal or semi-formal form but continue to be relevant for the overall governing of matters that are relevant to the community.

[bookmark: _Hlk104934134]As can be seen in the case of Nepal, the three spheres discussed above exist concurrently. The interplay between these three spheres never adheres to a predictable trajectory, given that there are far too many variables that come into play. May it be internal socio-political dynamics, historical trajectories of institutions or externalities, 
the interplay between these three spheres happens in a complex entanglement of causations through a two-sided inertial impetus. Choice and individual or collective agency interplay within a “structuration” process of the society (Giddens, 1984), and the target remains a constantly moving one. The equation grows more complex, given that in addition to the process of “non-Westernization”, there is also a constant reverse process of “Westernization”, which happens in all three spheres too. Given the past of the West’s absolute global dominance, the inertial remains of that thrust still exist, and whether it be ornamentally, instrumentally, or continually, there is the counter-process of “Westernization” that does not cease to exist. As discussed in article IV, there is the tendency of the Guthi to move towards Global-Western normative priorities, and there is a reasonable basis to believe that such transformative processes, through the influences of externalities such as digital technologies or changes in normative values, will continue to influence the Guthi.

[bookmark: _Toc110326454]Different Songs, Differently Strung: the “Middle path” Doctrine and NWPA

As I have formulated in the previous subsection, the processes of “non-Westernization” are important with implications in PA as an academic discipline and also in practice. 
The complexities that come with path dependencies, externalities and critical events that set the dynamic between the three spheres discussed above result in challenges for any sort of generalization. How the three spheres, as conceptualized above, interplay cannot be ascertained. Thus, in practice, a need for a pragmatic approach is clearly apparent.

[bookmark: _Hlk104934286][bookmark: _Hlk104934313][bookmark: _Hlk104934321][bookmark: _Hlk104934368][bookmark: _Hlk104934457][bookmark: _Hlk104934471]And while Pragmatism as a philosophical school is very distinct from its everyday usage, as well as the one in PA, the combination of the former and the latter has been classically posited by Shields (Shields, 1996; Shields et al., 2018) in a way constructively applicable to what I want to argue in this thesis. Classical pragmatists arguably focus on the need for considering, while conceptualizing any object, the “practical bearings” or consequences of the conceptualization of the object (Bernstein, 1992; Putnam, 1995). Practical implications or “bearings” of actions are integral to the conceptualization of any object. As Putnam writes, explaining the works of Peirce, “there can be no difference in conceptions where there is no difference in the sensible effects that we suppose would obtain if one or the other of those conceptions were to be correct” (Putnam, 1995, 
p. 292). The practical implications depend on the “approximation of truth” rather than absolute truth. Per pragmatism, knowledge is held by a “community of inquiry” (Putnam, 1995; Shields, 2003). As Shields (2003, p. 511) mentions, “the community of inquiry 
is an ideal position to which public administrators should strive.” According to her, “community of inquiry” is an “organizing principle”; she gives the example of the Buddhist story of the three blind men describing an elephant, adding that if the three blind men were to cooperate and deliberate to decide what the truth was, they would be able to come to a “truer sense of the elephant” (2003, pp. 512–513). The “community of inquiry” thus enables reaching a better “approximation of the truth”. Shields posits that “public administration decisions that use a scientific attitude are not perfect (or truth). They are just the best available (at the time) and are subject to revision.” The approximation of truth that pragmatism adheres to has a clear resemblance to concepts in Buddhism, where truth can be either paramārtha satya (ultimate truth) or saṁvṛti satya (contextual truth), as I put forth at the very beginning of this thesis (see Murti, 2008). As such, 
for pragmatists as well as practising Buddhists, the truth is experiential and based on our beliefs (Adorjan & Kelly, 2008; Peirce, 1905).

Pragmatism and the concepts of “approximation of truth” are relevant in formulating the implications of my thesis. My study takes an interpretive stance and adopts the perspective of the Newars, of which I am one, too, detailing their priorities and their best interest concerning their own affairs. But I do have to acknowledge that Newars are a minority even now in the Kathmandu Valley and an even smaller minority within the whole of Nepal. When I was at a conference in SOAS in January 2019, in a round table discussion after my panel, a fellow researcher mentioned that underrepresented voices from other communities in Nepal, whose heritage has not been adequately studied, should be “amplified”. If I did not misunderstand him, he implied that Newar heritage had been overstudied, at least by now. There is some truth to it, and when discussing cases that favour one cultural group, there will always be another group that will contest that; however, on the political-governmental level that is the context for power and coaction, Newars remain suppressed in contemporary Nepal. Still, my assertion that this study of the Guthi institution is relevant for the whole of Nepal or the Global South in general needs some elucidation.

[bookmark: _Hlk104935473]One argument can easily be that within the framework of NWPA, the case of the Guthi is a typical one for Buddhist Governance and Economics, and similar institutions within the Buddhist sphere of influence can be studied and compared – something that is of particular interest in the NWPA context, given the imbalance of global interest in Buddhism and the lack of concrete cases (Drechsler, 2016; Drechsler, 2019b). This can be expounded further. My positioning can be explained through a popular Buddhist analogy used to explain the “middle path” doctrine.

[bookmark: _Hlk104935564]The doctrine of majjhimāpaṭipadā or the “middle path” (mentioned in the Buddha’s first sermon Dhammacakkappavattana Sūtta, which is included in the Pali canon’s Sūtta Pitaka, Samyutta Nikāya, 56:11) has been explained within Buddhist scriptures and commentaries. One is that the “middle path” is “the avoidance of both the dogmatism of realism (the reality of objects) and the scepticism of Nihilism (the rejection of objects and consciousness both as unreal)” (Murti, 2008). However, there is also the aspect of the “middle path” being a pragmatic methodological principle (Lysenko, 2007). Easier yet is the analogy of the “lute string”, which comes directly from the earliest scriptures. A lute or any string instrument cannot be played if the strings are too tight or too slack (Lysenko, 2007). If too tight, the string will break, and if too slack, there will not be a sound.

As a string, structures within a society are at any given time and space stretched from two ends, the externalities on one end and the inertial tendencies of pre-existing trajectories on the other. In this case, contemporary necessities, pressures from foreign agencies and Global-Western normative priorities (like gender equality, anti-caste discrimination policies, transparency etc.) and resilient traditional institutions continue to have an imprint on the society. If too much tension is created, there is dysfunctionality, while not having any tension at all means that society cannot adapt, grow and change where necessary, as change is supposed to create some tension, and not having change means an absence of improvement and even, perhaps, development.

There can be multiple strings in a string instrument, and how each of the strings is tuned depends on the song being played. Each context is a different piece, and there is the need for variations, but there is also an approximation of truth – standard ways of tuning a string instrument and common knowledge of the ideal tension of the string. Paradigms in NWPA can be taken to be approximations of the truth, where various theories coming from different disciplines apply contextually.[footnoteRef:14] What the best practices are and what works shift as contextual variables change as well. But as my research has shown, some broader theories provide elements of predictability of the trajectory within a given scope which distinct paradigms provide. As I approached my study through the use of the NWPA framework, I conceptualized the Guthi as a Buddhist institution relevant to a Buddhist paradigm in PA, where some of the learning from my study can be compared and utilized. There are similarities in other cases from the Buddhist part of the world, which likely provide spaces for some comparative studies (see, for example, Boonjubun et al., 2021). While such comparative studies are well outside the scope of the current study, I would submit that such studies can be approached by taking my study as a calibration point or an ideal-typical example. My study, staying within the Buddhist paradigm, hopefully remains relevant for the relative generalization and implementation of the generated ideas in practice. [14:  According to Shields (1996), “using pragmatic logic, one would not expect a unifying PA theory” but rather practice of PA should be organized around the principle that “theories are useful and theories are useful and should be judged by their usefulness in solving problem” (p. 399).] 




[bookmark: _Toc110326455]Conclusions



“If it isn't good, let it die. If it doesn't die, make it good.”

― Ajahn Chah (as quoted by Ñāṇiko, 2015)



[bookmark: _Hlk104935722]In presenting the idiosyncratic case of the Guthi of Nepal, this thesis has sought to present how non-standard localized practices may positively affect governance in the Global South, especially vis-à-vis the effects of ICT. The study, as presented, framed via the concept of the paradigms in Non-Western Public Administration and Governance (NWPA), clearly has some typical Buddhist elements, similar to other cases that come from other Buddhist countries (see, for example, Boonjubun et al., 2021). Nevertheless, the study does not come from a Buddhist country but rather from a country where there has historically been systemic discrimination against Buddhism, which speaks for the institution’s resilience.

As I have presented it, resilience comes forth as a prominent theme of my research, although originally, this was not the main reason for undertaking it. Having been able to survive intact as a distinct institution of cooperative self-governance through the centuries, tested by time and unfavourable governmental policies, and having been able to adapt to new changes, it is a fair claim to say that the institution exhibits resilience. Though the institution itself has significantly evolved, probably never more so than through the use of ICT, as I have shown – a genuine digital transformation – the Guthi has remained relevant and seemingly resuscitated through ICT and propelled by events of natural calamities and other circumstances.

To use Migdal’s (1988) Alice analogy of “Humpty Dumpty”, despite the continual side-lining of the Guthi, it can be said that “Humpty Dumpty” never truly fell off the wall to begin with. Remnants of the Malla state, in the form of institutional blueprints, have survived, embedded in the social fabric of the Newars. The Guthi and the Newar way of cooperative self-governing were never fully dismantled. Many traditional institutions, having been intertwined with the local culture and way of life, are never entirely removed, and they possess the capacity to bounce back, either benefiting the goals of the state if they align with the culture, or creating hurdles if not.

[bookmark: _Hlk104936570]As the famous quote from Ajahn Chah that serves as the motto for this section suggests, if something does not die, one has to learn to live with it, try to make it better, reaching a harmonious balance. The concept of good in the quote connotates acceptance. The quote, which is instructive for meditation and mindful living, is about thoughts and habits (Ñāṇiko, 2015). In a process of meditation, one is supposed to let thoughts and habits that are not good die and not feed them. But if such thoughts or habits do not die, one has to come to terms with them – make them good. But if already good, there is no problem anyway.

[bookmark: _GoBack]The idea of feeding thoughts and habits, if one thinks about it, applies to institutions and practices too – within the study of NWPA and the various non-standard traditional governance practices that this or similar study deals with. Institutions and practices that stay resilient and do not die are worth the attempt to improve and let evolve. At the same time new externalities, such as those that technologies bring, like ICT in this case, also create new dynamics. These elements play a part in producing structures too, thus constraining some actions while enabling others, as Giddens’ (1984) propositions suggest.

[bookmark: _Hlk104936786]Thus, societies have tendencies to function well in specific ways and fail in some other ways, given a distinct outlook on how best they are governed. All things being impermanent, as the Buddhist doctrine of anicca suggests (Walshe, 1995), change is inevitable, and values, practices and institutions all go through the course of change, may it be more toward Global-Western normative assumptions or away from them, or both at the same time. But the importance is to internalize these aspects of change and continuity. I have stated supra (section 1.1) that states are never a clean slate; elements of continuity are always present, which are relevant for the study and practice of PA and Governance. Be it with the existence of distinct institutions, as in the case of Nepal, 
or without such a background but only other persistent traditional elements, there is a likeliness that the implications for PA and Governance will be similar if not the same. Thus, in the end my thesis asserts that PA and Governance, within the context of the 
non-Western regions, should be approached addressing native institutions, values and elements.
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 FORMTEXT Heritage Institutions and Digital Transformation: The case of the Nepali GuthiHeritage Institutions and Digital Transformation: The case of the Nepali Guthi

[bookmark: _Hlk107323139]The failure of globalist pushes towards “modernization” through the transfer of Western practices in PA and governance using aid-driven means has led to accepting that there is no one single best practice in PA for the world. Yet, the pressures from globalization and the all-pervasiveness of digital technologies continued to influence policies in the Global South. Nepal was from the late 1900s to the early 2000s transitioning to ““modernity” through policy reforms, political turmoil and regime changes, while also adapting to economic transformations and technological advances. Between all this, a major earthquake that devastated the country in 2015 also sparked some interesting questions as challenges to heritage governance and community ownership of heritage surfaced alongside the question of the native cooperative governance institution associated with heritage in the Kathmandu Valley. Against the backdrop of this case, using the framework of Non-Western Public Administration and Governance (NWPA), this thesis tries to contribute to answering the question of how non-standard localized practices may generally affect governance in the Global South vis-à-vis the effects of ICT. The thesis is guided by some additional theoretical concepts such as Migdal’s “State in Society” concept, affordance, structuration and enactment of technology.

The thesis dwells on the explorative study of the Guthi, an institution of cooperative self-governance among the Newars in Kathmandu Valley and an (arguably) typical form of a Buddhist cooperative. The study showed that traditional practices in organizing and governing that have continued for centuries have some intrinsic value despite the forces of globalization. Three themes emerged from the study. The first theme, questioned the dignity of the local communities in having to restrict themselves in adopting aid and the conditions that come with them. While donors emphasize the use of the so-called 
“best practices”, there are restrictions to the use of native practices, which have the potential for generative native capacities. The second theme focuses on the parallels 
and reinterpretations. In the Nepali case studied here, parallel concepts coming from Global-Western discourses, such as heritage, commons and community participation, have been internalized by the local communities and reinterpreted as suited for their context. More yet, “modernization” and “development” has come to be reinterpreted to have a negative connotation while traditionality has become trendy. Thirdly, ICT has formed a synergy with the Guthi institution, with the Newar guthi members adopting the use of ICT for the purposes, which has not only rejuvenated the institution but also transformed it producing new iterations of the institution – a truly digital transformation.

A paradoxical process exists with the transformation of the Guthi. At the same time, the traditional institution transformed toward Global-Western normative priorities, and there is traditionality that has been ushered in by ICT. This non-linear process of 
“non-Westernization” has a complex interplay within three overlapping spheres – 
1. Ornamental, 2. Instrumental, and 3. Persistent. This complex interplay calls for a pragmatic approach to undertaking governance in the non-West in practice.
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 FORMTEXT Pärandinstitutsioonid ja Digitaalne Transformatsioon: Nepali Guthi JuhtumPärandinstitutsioonid ja digitaalne transformatsioon: Nepali Guthi juhtum

Kuna globalistlikud “„moderniseerimispüüdlused”“ läänelike avaliku halduse ja valitsemise tavade juurutamisel abipõhiste vahendite kaudu ei ole olnud edukad, on jõutud tõdemuseni, et ei ole olemas ühte ja ainust avaliku halduse parimat tava, mida saaks rakendada kogu maailmas. Sellegipoolest mõjutavad globaliseerumise surve ja digitaalsete tehnoloogiate laiaulatuslikkus jätkuvalt poliitikat maailma lõunapoolsetes riikides. 20. sajandi lõpuaastate ja 21. sajandi alguse Nepal oli üleminekuühiskond, kus läbi poliitiliste reformide, poliitiliste rahutuste ja režiimimuutuste püüeldi „“modernsuse”“ poole, kohanedes samal ajal ka majanduslike muutuste ja tehnoloogiliste arengutega. Lisaks sellele laastas riiki 2015. aastal ulatuslik maavärin, mille järelmõjuna kerkisid esile mõningad huvitavad küsimused seoses pärandvalitsemise ja pärandi kogukondliku omandiõigusega kõrvuti Katmandu oru pärandilise kogukondliku haldusinstitutsiooni küsimusega. Selle juhtumi valguses ning toetudes läänevälise avaliku halduse ja valitsemise raamistikule (Non-Western Public Administration and Governance, NWPA) püütakse doktoritööga vastata küsimusele, kuidas mittestandardsed kohalikud tavad võivad valitsemist maailma lõunapoolkeral mõjutada IKT-ga kaasnevate mõjude kontekstis. Doktoritöös juhindutakse ka mõningatest täiendavatest teoreetilistest kontseptsioonidest, sh Migdali idee riigist ühiskonnas (state-in-society), tehnoloogia sobimus (affordance), struktureerimine ja rakendamine (enactment).

Käesolev doktoritöö on eksploratiivne uuring, käsitledes guthi süsteemi, mis on Katmandu oruga seotud newari rahva kogukondlik omavalitsuslik institutsioon ja budistliku kooperatiivi (väidetavalt) tüüpiline vorm. Uuring näitas, et traditsioonilistel organiseerimis- ja valitsemistavadel, mis on kestnud sajandeid, on vaatamata globaliseerumisele teatud olemuslik väärtus. Uuringus kerkisid esile kolm teemat. Esiteks keskenduti kohalike kogukondade väärikuse säilimisele, kui nad peavad abi vastuvõtmisel end piirama ja arvestama sellega kaasnevaid tingimusi. Kui toetajad rõhutavad nn parimate tavade kasutamist, siis kohalike tavade kasutamisele on kehtestatud piirangud, millega kaasneb potentsiaal generatiivsete tavade tekkeks. Teine teema keskendub paralleelidele ja ümbertõlgendustele. Käesoleva Nepali juhtumi puhul on kohalikud kogukonnad omaks võtnud globaalsest-läänelikust diskursusest pärinevad paralleelsed mõisted, nagu pärand, ühisvara ja kogukonna osalus, ning tõlgendanud neid ümber vastavalt kohalikule kontekstile. Lisaks on mõisted “„moderniseerimine”“ ja “„areng”“ omandanud negatiivse varjundi, samas kui traditsioonilisus on muutunud trendikaks. Kolmandaks on IKT ja guthi institutsiooni vahel tekkinud sünergia. Newari rahvas guthi liikmetena on võtnud IKT-lahendused oma eesmärkidel kasutusele, mis ei ole institutsiooni mitte ainult noorendanud, vaid seda ka muutnud, luues institutsiooni uue versiooni – see on olnud tõeline digitaalne transformatsioon.

Guthi transformatsiooniga kaasnes aga paradoksaalne protsess. Ühelt poolt arenes traditsiooniline institutsioon globaalsete-läänelike normatiivsete prioriteetide suunas, kuid samal ajal tõi IKT kasutuselevõtt kaasa uue traditsioonilisuse. Seda mittelineaarset “„mitteläänestumise”“ protsessi iseloomustab kolme kattuva sfääri keerukas koosmõju: 
1) ornamentaalne, 2) instrumentaalne ja 3) püsiv. See keerukas koosmõju nõuab pragmaatilist lähenemist valitsemise teostamiseks läänemaailmast väljaspool.
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