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Abstract 
The present paper aims to examine the political crisis and its effects – both 

positive and negative - on the people of Nepal in the novel Fragile 

Mountains by M. K. Limbu. Limbu believes that the political turmoil is 

positive in the sense that Nepal cannot continue to remain in the iron grip 

of those who stand in the path of change in a country that has remained 

stagnant for centuries. He also believes that the turmoil has a negative 

effect on both the traditions and culture of the people. The Feudalist Quasi-

democratic government in Kathmandu and the Maoist rebels are however, 

not good for the country. Their ideologies are destructive and anti-people. 

The essay will make use of two concepts – Power and Ideology – both drawn 

from the theory of New Historicism. It is quite significant to highlight the 

relationship between literature and history in Fragile Mountains. Here, 

Limbu provides an insight through his narrative of the often hidden aspects 

of Nepalese history during the Maoist rebellion on how ordinary poor and 

unrepresented Nepalese such as the Limbu people were fundamentally 

affected by the two political gladiators. There are very few critical studies 

on the novel Fragile Mountains. Thus, it is important to properly situate 

how the political turmoil has affected the rural people who live in the 

Eastern Mountains of Nepal and in essence, provide valuable literature on 

an epoch in Nepalese history that has been hidden from official records. 
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Introduction 
Fragile Mountains was published in 

2005. M. K. Limbu, the author is a 

Nepalese and belongs to the Limbu 

tribal group. He has a deep 

understanding of Limbu culture and 

tradition. Indeed the novel provides an 

authentic history of the Limbu 

especially, their position in the wider 

Nepalese societal set-up. The novel 

covers the tenuous period of the 

Maoist insurgency and the ensuing 

altercation between the rebels and the 

Nepalese government forces. It 

highlighted the violence that ensues 

between these two forces. The reader 

is given a clear picture of the situation 

in the eastern mountains of Nepal 

before the arrival of the Maoist in the 

hills and also, after they have taken 

over the hills and the administration of 

those areas. Initially, Limbu painted a 

picture of the Limbuan people as 

virtually removed from the 

modernization that is happening 

across the rest of the country and the 

whole world. They live a simple life of 

subsistence and outmoded traditions 

and cultural practices. They seem to 

be insulated from the rest of the world. 

Modern amenities are virtually non-

existent in the Limbu hills. 

Economically, the Limbu are 

backward and coupled with the fact 

that they are politically marginalized, 

their situation is both desperate and 

debilitating. The rate of poverty is 

quite high and this tend to account for 

the high rate of migrations – both 

urban and foreign – amongst them. 

Many young Limbu men seek 

employment in the city of Kathmandu 

or work as lowly paid laborers in other 

Asian and Southeast Asian countries 

such as India, Thailand, Malaysia, 

Singapore, South Korea, and Arab 

countries. Most young Limbu men 

enlist in the British Army as Gurkhas 

in order to be able to support their 

families. 

In the novel, Limbu used the family of 

Dil Bahadur to underscore the extent 

of the catastrophe that the political 

turmoil has caused the Limbu people 

and the rest of Nepal. Over a period of 

three generations the slow and painful 

process of change was presented quite 

clearly to the reader. Narmaya who is 

the matriarch of the family, 

represented the first generation that 

the author presented. She is now the 

grandmother and she exemplified the 

past in which traditions and cultural 

practices of the Limbu were strictly 

adhered to. It shows the vintage 

Limbu way of life whereby the outside 

world is virtually a non-entity. In her 

world, the role of a woman is 

circumscribed. The virtues of 
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modesty, long-suffering, bearing children (especially, male), hard work and so 

many other extreme regulations are the lot of women. The second generation 

was represented by Dil Bahadur and Kamala. Dil Bahadur represented a high 

quality in Limbu tradition due to his diplomacy and liberalism. Both he and 

Kamala his wife tend to be partners in the matter of running the affairs of the 

extended family. They consult with each other on all issues. This underscores 

an improvement from the rigidity of Narmaya’s generation. The third 

generation are the children of Dil Bahadur and Kamala and their wives. Purna 

is the first son and his wife Laxmi. Milan is the second son and his wife Lalita. 

Both brothers – Purna and Milan took after their father because they are 

diplomatic and liberal in their views. Milan eventually, became the next branch 

of the family tree when Purna was murdered. Milan exhibited progressive ideas 

and thus, exemplifies the next generation of Limbu who craves progress and 

development to themselves, family, clan and the country. 

Through this work the culture and traditions of the Limbu is therefore 

highlighted and it thus, provides a more vivid picture of Nepal. The author holds 

the opinion that the Nepalese are generally to blame for their predicaments. The 

cultural norms and values militate against progress and development. 

According to Limbu: 

The Nepalese are children of fatalism. They believe that ‘whatever is bound to 

happen will happen, no matter what’…They are poor because it’s written for 

them to be poor. They suffer in this life because they had done something bad 

in their previous lives (196). 

The Limbu according to the author are backward and complacent because of 

their strong belief in the concept of fatalism. Everything in life is an act of 

destiny. Limbu argues in his narrative that it was this attitude probably more 

than any other, that is affecting the Limbu people in their march towards 

progress and development. 

 

HISTORY, CULTURE AND TRADITIONS OF THE LIMBU PEOPLE 

Over the course of their history the Limbu are sometimes independent and at 

times semi-independent of foreign rule. This was the situation for many years 

and they were thus, autonomous until 1774 when they became a part of Nepal. 

Although, they have been a part of Nepal their history and culture has been 

deliberately side-lined and undermined to the wider history of Nepal. Initially, 
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Limbuwan territory was annexed to Nepal through a treaty that allows them to 

remain autonomous. Unfortunately for the Limbu people the terms of the treaty 

that allows them autonomy was broken by the King of Nepal. This accounts for 

why the people of Limbuwan are the most active proponents of federalism with 

autonomy in Nepal. The Limbu are a Kirati people of Tibetan origin. They are 

indigenous to the hill and mountainous regions of east Nepal. Unlike most 

people the Limbu lineage is not patrilineal. The Limbu are subsistence farmers 

with rice and maize as staple crops. They have a lot of arable land but due to a 

lack of modern farming techniques their crop yields are usually very small and 

thus, the poverty levels tend to be high. The Mundhum is the Limbu written 

collection of social rules and regulations. It tends to provide guidance to 

everyday conduct for the Limbu just as the Bible do for Christians, the Quran 

for Muslims, and the Geeta for the Hindu. Limbu belief systems was influenced 

by Tibetan Buddhism and mainstream Hinduism. Although, the Limbu 

traditionally bury their dead yet, as a result of the increasing influence of 

Hinduism they have now resorted to the practice of cremating their dead. 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

In an attempt to properly explain how the political turmoil in Nepal forms the 

core setting in the novel Fragile Mountains the theory of New Historicism will 

be used.  The two important concepts in the theory of New Historicism – Power 

and Ideology – would be employed. These two concepts are closely related 

especially, in the analysis of this novel. In order for us to further situate the role 

that these two concepts had played in the unfolding sociopolitical chaos in 

Nepal as rendered by M. K. Limbu in the novel; answers will be provided for 

the following questions: 

- What are the relations of power suggested by the text? 

- What might threaten that operation of power? 

- How do those in authority attempt to contain any subversion of that 

authority? 

- What are the dominant ideologies in the text? 

But before we answer those questions there is the need to understand the theory 

of New Historicism in the context of the novel Fragile Mountains. New 

Historicism is “a method based on the parallel reading of literary and non-

literary texts, usually of the same historical period” (Barry 172). Thus, literary 
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and non-literary texts are given equal weight and constantly inform and 

interrogate each other. In Fragile Mountains Limbu narrates historical issues as 

they affect the Limbu people in Nepal. He created a fictional family that 

represents critical historical issues. The core events that the author recounts 

through his fictional characters are real however. In this context therefore, we 

encounter an admixture of historical facts and literary creativity. Again, as a 

result of this mix we see two different aspects of discourses about the same 

historical time period. The literary aspect gives the reader a realistic picture of 

how a typical Limbu family in the eastern Nepalese mountains would have lived 

before and during the ‘historical’ Maoist epoch. This tended to give readers a 

valuable glimpse into the lives of ordinary people who would not have been 

captured in the wider official historical accounts that were written of epoch. 

There are some pragmatic consequences that can be derived from the theory of 

New Historicism. The first is that, the theory espouses a fragmentary view. This 

means in other words, that there are many viewpoints regarding a particular 

historical epoch. The next point tend to buttress the first; that the theory 

maintains there is no claim to universality, that is, every work develops its 

greatness on the background of the epoch that it evolved from. In other words, 

in New Historicism there is no master narrative (but there is meta-narrative). 

There is no claim for exclusiveness (this means, meaning can change and also 

interpretations). 

A. Power. The concept of Power refers to the relations of domination and 

resistance seen from social, political and cultural points of view. It also 

refers to the pleasures that come from exercising it, in this way being 

effective. Thus, power cannot only be subversive, but also productive. 

From the perspective of New Historicism, power should not be 

understood as physical power or violence of an individual towards 

another one. Instead, it should be seen as the ability to make someone 

comply with the norms imposed without realizing that his/her decisions 

were not made independently, but from an array imposed by centers of 

disseminating power (Foucault). 

B. Ideology. The concept of Ideology means a situation in which people 

identify themselves with particular class or section. In other terms, 

ideology can be seen as a system of ideas belonging to a particular 
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section of society, in which there are, obviously different interests and, 

hence, clashes between groups (Brannigan 5). 

 

The two concepts are clearly discernible in the novel. Political power relations 

revolves around the two main political contenders – The Feudalist Quasi-

democratic set-up in Kathmandu who are the ruling oligarchic establishment 

and the communist Maoist – and the downtrodden voiceless mass of the people 

in Nepal. The Feudalist had the country in their corruption-soiled hands; while 

the Maoist revolutionaries deploy brutal force and propaganda on the hapless 

citizens. The Maoist maintains that Marxist ideology is the answer to the 

debilitating conditions in the country. The Feudalist are steeped in the murky 

and inefficient means of governance being dictated by the Nepalese King who 

is far removed from the ordinary people of the country. Each of these camps are 

vitally opposed to each other.  

 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

The core of the research would be a close reading and textual analysis of the 

primary text – Fragile Mountains by M. K. Limbu. A background reading of 

the theory of New Historicism would be done by the researcher. This is 

necessary because the theory would form the fulcrum upon which the whole 

analysis will rest. An identification of the core concepts embedded within the 

theory of New Historicism will be done. Specifically, these concepts are: Power 

and Ideology. Another important step taken in the conduct of the research was 

the study of critical texts and journal articles on the text under study. The 

research would hope to answer questions such as how the text made reference 

to the relations of power and what are the dominant ideologies that the writer 

has been able to identify in the text. 

 

ANALYSIS 

A. Political Chaos and Exclusion 

M. K. Limbu maintained that Fragile Mountains was an expression of his deep 

sense of anger and frustration at the political situation in his native Nepal. He 

therefore wrote this novel with this major issue at the back of his mind. 

Although, the novel cannot be regarded as political with a political agenda yet, 

Limbu’s distress was obvious at the way the country was allowed to degenerate 
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both politically, socially and economically. In grounding his narrative within a 

tenuous political setting, Limbu subsumed the culture and traditions of his 

Limbu tribal group in the novel. He was able to imbue the story with 

authenticity through his apt use of a typical Limbu family who are living in the 

eastern hills of Nepal during the turmoil. In Dil Bahadur’s family the reader is 

carefully taken through the gradual yet, consistent changes in both the political 

and sociocultural scenario in the rural areas of the eastern Nepalese mountains. 

In Fragile Mountains there is a noticeable mixture of history and literature. 

Whereas the writer is writing a work of fiction yet, he is providing an authentic 

picture of conditions in the eastern mountains of Nepal during the Maoist 

insurgency. His literary account has also been able to give voice to the often 

neglected poor, uneducated and politically unrepresented Limbu clans in 

Nepalese politics and administration. The official history of Nepal has 

effectively side-lined the suffering of the Limbu people. 

Fragile Mountains in the context of New Historicism has therefore, become one 

of the important meta-narratives along with other discourses that seek to explain 

this period of Nepal’s turbulent political history. Nepal’s political history has 

been quite tumultuous: 

 But the path to freedom and democracy doesn’t lie easy anywhere in the world. 

It is fraught with danger around the corner. Freedom has many enemies and 

they come in different guises. Some come as nationalists, some as 

traditionalists, some as religious fundamentalists and some as communists 

(Limbu 293) 

In the novel there are two noticeable sets of power figures with different 

ideological leanings: “two sets of people are responsible for the quagmire our 

country is now in – those who stand in the path of change and those who want 

to bring sudden change by violent means” (Aikat 2010). Both of these power 

enclaves – the Feudalists and the Revolutionaries have affected the Nepalese 

way of life tremendously. When the Maoist insurgency became very strong and 

they were able to control the countryside especially, the eastern mountains of 

Nepal the Feudalist quasi-democratic junta in Kathmandu finally realizes that 

these rag-tag communists means business. They reacted by imposing a 

nationwide state of emergency ordering the armed forces to contain the 

rebellion (Limbu 467). It was however, quite late in the day to crush the Maoist 

in one sweep. In the long campaigns by the military that followed, innocent 
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people in the villages where the Maoist set-up their base were brutalized and 

many lost their lives. The poor ordinary villagers became targets of both the 

government forces and the Maoist rebels. Dil Bahadur and his son Milan were 

both brutalized first by the Maoist when they came to the village of Khewang 

(Limbu 398-399) and later by the soldiers who accused them of being Maoist. 

Both father and son were accused for a crime they never committed (Limbu 

471-480). This further underscored the sort of power at play in the novel. Each 

of the ideological divides uses coercion in the form of torture on innocent 

citizens in order to exert their form of control on hapless people. 

 The weak democratic structures in Kathmandu which is being controlled by the 

monarchy under the directive of the King of Nepal is obviously an unhealthy 

situation under the prevailing delicate condition. Thus, the political mess in the 

country was enhanced and inevitably this led to a rapid descent into political 

and social perdition for the people: 

 It was the year 1996 AD (Nepali year 2053 Bikram Sambat). In Kathmandu, 

the ineffective leftist minority government formed after the general elections 

had collapsed, and a more ineffective coalition government with the largest 

cabinet in the country’s history (to appease the various interested parties) had 

come to power (Limbu 280) 

In the wake of the political and ideological confusion and the rapid expansion 

of the evil philosophy of Maoism, the politicians in Kathmandu are busy 

changing and rechanging the centres of power. They are not quite bothered 

about the deteriorating conditions in the rest of the country. In the midst of this 

political uncertainty indigenous peoples such as the Limbus were not 

represented on the cabinet in Kathmandu. They were effectively marginalized. 

This political and power exclusion of the Limbus has not been captured within 

the official historical accounts of the country. The author intentionally 

highlighted this when he maintained that: 

 This is by no historical accident; it’s the end result of deliberate political 

marginalization. As a result they do not have any real say in the governance of 

their country, nor are their voices ever heard. They are among the voiceless 

people of the world. (Limbu 295) 

In the face of a weak, corrupt and an inept quasi-democratic government in 

Kathmandu the vast majority of Nepalese were clearly disenfranchised. As a 

result of this therefore, the rural populace who live in ignorance and poverty 
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and who have been excluded from the centre of power became ready tools in 

the hands of the Maoist with their evil ideology borne out of a faulty philosophy. 

Due to the factors enumerated earlier: 

The call to arms by the Maoist is not entirely unjustified. But it is not entirely 

justified either. It is justified to the extent that the rebels want to root out 

feudalism, social injustice and rampant corruption in the society. After two 

centuries of peace, stagnation, corruption and grinding poverty the country had 

become ripe for revolution (Limbu 347) 

The emergence of the Maoist is a culmination of the sociopolitical chaos in 

Nepal. The vast majority of the recruits are disenchanted with the way things 

are run in the country and so, they were ready for anything however heinous in 

order to bring about the desired change from the status-quo. The Maoist with 

their evil ideology constitute the second key power centre in the novel. They 

were able to insinuate themselves into the mountainous rural areas of Nepal.  

B. The Maoist Insurgency 

As has been mentioned above the Maoist insurgents are the second important 

power Centre that Limbu highlighted in the novel. They effectively oppose the 

Feudalist establishment in Kathmandu. Spanning a period of more than ten 

years – 13 February 1996 to 21 November 2006 the Nepalese Civil war or the 

Maoist insurgency raged. At the end of the conflict more than seventeen 

thousand Nepalese were killed. Many critics attributed the bloody insurgency 

to a number of factors. The Maoist insurgency has as its impetus the issues of 

poverty, inequality, rough terrain and ethno-linguistic divisions in Nepal. The 

other causes for the rebellion has been attributed to incentives of the rebel 

leaders and the failed policies of the Nepali government (Thapa 2002, 2003 and 

Whelpton 2005 qtd in Acharya 2). However, Acharya further maintained that it 

will be wrong to ignore the key role that political parties and leaders (both 

government and Maoist) played in organizing and instigating violence (2). 

In Fragile Mountains it became quite clear that the real motives of the Maoist 

was not as altruistic as they claim it to be. They are brutal, corrupt, dictatorial, 

ambitious, and fanatical in their blind adherence to an outmoded impractical 

naïve ideology:  

But sadly there is more to the Maoist rebellion than meets the eye. It has hidden 

dimensions that the common man is unable to see. As much as the people’s war 

is about rooting out corruption and social injustice, it is also about the raw 



202  africascholarpublications@gmail.com                                                                               

 2019 

 
 

ambition of a small group of men educated on hardline Marxist philosophy. 

(Limbu 351) 

The hardline posture and corruption of the Maoist is made more apparent in 

their dictatorial tendencies and exploitation. In their blind ambition to be in 

power they force the poor unarmed people in the rural areas to contribute to 

their cause. Thus, they are collecting money through forced donation, bank 

looting and taxation. Reportedly, it is one of the richest terror groups in the 

world having accumulated US $ 64 million to US $ 124 million (Hachhethu 1). 

Limbu also highlighted this extortion by the Maoist: 

When the Maoist came to discover six months later that Milan was employed 

abroad, they promptly arrived with a request for ‘donation’ presenting Laxmi 

with a bill of a hundred thousand rupees. They had come up with the figure 

without bothering to consult anybody. (Limbu 534).  

The above quotation underscored the crime against humanity that the evil 

Maoist establishment had committed on innocent and hardworking people of 

Nepal. Their extortion strategy echoes the same criminality being perpetrated 

by terrorists across the world. They employ empty propaganda whether 

communist or religious to subdue ordinary people to do their bidding. The 

ordinary people who constitutes the major characters of Limbu’s narrative 

became the unfortunate targets of both the government forces and the Maoist. 

The political and ideological leanings of the Maoist would explain why they 

chose the path of armed struggle instead of dialogue and peaceful resolution of 

Nepal’s socioeconomic and political problems. The Maoist imbibed the core 

ideological components of Communism which are: class struggle, armed 

revolution, dictatorship of the proletariat and so on. So, for the Communist Party 

of Nepal CPN (Maoist) their proclaimed goal was to establish a ‘new people’s 

democracy’, a prototype of Mao Zedong’s China model. In order for them to 

achieve the goal of instituting this form of government which they termed as a 

class struggle; only armed revolution is expedient in line with Communist 

philosophy. Thus, it is clear that the primacy of political and ideological factors 

are obvious by an avowed goal of the Maoist insurgency which was the 

complete overthrow (through violent means) of the existing political set-up 

based on multiparty Parliamentary democracy and constitutional monarchy in 

Nepal and replace it with a new political system known as new people’s 

democracy (Hachhethu 3-4).  
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It is therefore quite clear that the political and ideological leanings of the two 

power groups in Fragile Mountains differ radically. Whereas the present weak 

multiparty parliamentary democracy and constitutional monarchy is controlled 

by the King of Nepal; the Communist Party of Nepal, CPN (Maoist) has its 

ideology deeply rooted in Mao Zedong’s and Karl Marx’s theories and 

philosophies. These two ideological positions marooned the rural people and 

many died as a consequence. The Maoist affected the rural areas of the country 

significantly as highlighted by Limbu: “Now the down side: Loss of freedom. 

Rule of fear. Forcible recruitment of young men and women into the militia and 

consequently exodus of the same from the rural areas” (414). 

For the family of Dil Bahadur and other families in the eastern mountains of 

Nepal the coming of the Maoist is an extension of the suffering they have been 

living with under the government with the addition of forced conscription and 

a loss of freedom to live their lives according to their traditions and culture. The 

totalitarian administration of the Maoist changed the daily life routine of the 

Limbu. 

 

CONCLUSION 

In Fragile Mountains the author used the socioeconomic and political chaos in 

Nepal as the setting for his narrative. He specifically, showed how this chaotic 

scenario had fundamentally affected his characters. The Limbu tribal group 

formed his target specimen. The traditions and culture of the Limbu of which 

he came from was highlighted. Through an intimate portrayal of the cultural 

practices of the Limbu people, the reader is taken through the ever changing 

sociopolitical climate of Nepal. In this novel there is a mixture of history and 

literature. Each of these discourses provides a viable picture of an epoch in 

Nepal. In his literary creative endeavor Limbu has been able to create an image 

of a family who are representative of a typical Limbu household over the three 

generations that the novel covered. This image of a typical family provides the 

reader a glimpse into how families had lived during the targeted time period. 

This detailed account of the epoch through literary creativity would afford 

readers an authentic rendition of conditions as they were during the Nepalese 

Civil War. Thus, this literary account of an important historical moment has 

become one of the many meta-narratives alongside other narratives such as 

sociological, political, and historical account of the period. This further goes to 
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prove that events in a particular epoch can be viewed in many ways based on 

the experiences of different individuals and groups. The political and 

ideological stance of the two power centres differ significantly. While the 

government in Kathmandu was in favour of Parliamentary democracy and 

constitutional monarchy, the Communist Party of Nepal CPN (Maoist) has its 

ideology deeply rooted in Mao Zedong’s philosophy. The weak government in 

Kathmandu has failed to govern the country well and thus, stem the drift 

towards anarchy. As a result of this, the Maoist exploited this palpable 

weakness. The threat posed by the Maoist led the government to declare a state 

of emergency and to order the army to crush the rebellion. Limbu believes that 

both the government, the Maoist and even the people through their fatalism are 

responsible for the conditions in Nepal and so a positive change has to happen.  
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