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Nepal’s Historical Cycle: Three Centuries of Smash And Grab
Disintegration, Integration, & Disintegration

Dr. Alok K. Bohara

This piece follows up on my ear-
lier discussion, where I used
complexity science to explore
how Nepal's current predicament
is shaped by two intertwined
maladies: elite overproduction
and widespread popular dissat-
isfaction (immiseration). The
central question I raise now is
whether Nepal is edging toward
a tipping point.

To better understand this trajec-
tory, it’s essential to examine
Nepal’s history and revisit key
events of the past, beginning
with its unification under Prithvi
Narayan Shah around 1738, fol-
lowed by a century of Rana rule
starting in 1848. Nepal then en-
tered the dawn of democracy af-
ter the overthrow of the Ranas,
ushering in a highly anticipated
Enlightenment period beginning
in 1950. I argue that the nation
has undergone successive
phases in a distinct order: disin-
tegration (1738-1848), integra-
tion (1848-1950), and once again
disintegration (1950-2050), each
lasting roughly a century. The
current phase, which began
around 1950, is now trending in
an increasingly alarming direc-
tion, marked by deepening insta-
bility and disillusionment. The
integration phase is character-
ized by relative stability, while
the disintegration phases are
defined by uncertainty, conflict,
and institutional breakdown.
Each phase in Nepal’s historical
cycle bears the imprint of four
interwoven factors—elite over-
production, popular
immiseration (mass disenchant-
ment), state weakness, and the
prevailing geopolitical environ-
ment—in varying degrees and
combinations. These factors ap-
pear to drive the recurring cycles
of integration and disintegration.
Such cyclical patterns are not
unique to Nepal—they recur
throughout history in other so-
cieties as well. I will later draw a
comparison to France to illus-
trate this broader historical phe-
nomenon (See Appendix).

In this paper, I use these four
factors to examine how Nepal has
transitioned from one phase to
another. I conclude with a few
proposals for reform that could
help usher Nepal into its next in-
tegrative phase—or else leave it
confronting the unthinkable.
Disintegration Phase: Geo-
graphical Consolidation and the
Birth of a Nation Amidst Wars
Nepal’s entry into viable nation-
hood began with Prithvi Narayan
Shah around 1738, during a time
when the region was fragmented
into numerous warring king-
doms, famously known as the
Baise and Chaubise Rajas (22—
24 petty kingdoms). Over the next
century, the country was en-
gulfed in a series of conflicts,
both internal and external, includ-
ing a defining war with the Brit-
ish Empire between 1814 and
1816.

This was a phase of disintegra-
tion—marked by uncertainty,
conflict, and instability—but it
also constituted a crucial stage
of geographic consolidation in
the birth of a nation. It was dur-
ing this tumultuous period—of-
ten marred by violent battles and
sieges—that the seed of modern
Nepal was planted.

Driven by ambition and a thirst
for conquest, some Shah rulers
significantly expanded Nepal's
territory—extending eastward
into Sikkim and beyond, and
westward across the Mahakali
River into Almora and Garhwal.
These territorial gains, however,
proved unsustainable in the face
of British imperial expansion and
were eventually lost following
Nepal’s defeat in the Anglo-

Nepalese War. This disi
phase filled with wars and territo-
rial conflicts lasted for about a
century from 1738 to 1848.
Integration Phase: Administrative
Consolidation and the Seeds of
Elite Overproduction

The rise of the Rana family, led
by Jung Bahadur, marks the be-
ginning of Nepal’s integration
phase—a period of relative sta-
bility that followed the violent
displacement of rival clans. The
infamous Kot Massacre (Nepali:
®ee xeee) on 14 September
1846 was a turning point. During
this brutal episode, Kaji Jung
Bahadur Kunwar and his broth-
ers killed approximately 30-40

ation

high-ranking civil and military of-
ficials, including Prime Minister
Chautariya Fateh Jung Shah, a
relative of the king, along with
other senior ministers and gener-
als. The massacre, which took
place at the palace armory (Kot)

of  Hanuman Dhoka in
Kathmandu, paved the way for
Jung Bahadur’s ascent to power
and the establishment of the Rana
autocracy (source: Wikipedia).
What followed was the second
100-year cycle in Nepal’s histori-
cal rhythm—the integration
phase. During this period, the
country experienced relative po-
litical stability as the Ranas con-
solidated their rule through an
iron grip on power, often exer-
cised through autocratic decrees,
while keeping the monarchy in
check. They maintained a delicate
but tactful relationship with the
British Empire to the south, nota-
bly supporting the British during
the Indian Rebellion of 1857.
Some of the fertile lands of the
Western Terai, lost during earlier
wars, were later returned to the
Rana regime. This restitution
helped the rulers in Kathmandu
maintain internal stability by ex-
tending the integrative phase—
facilitated through migrant settle-
ments and the distribution of
these lands as Birta grants to re-
ward the ever-growing elite Rana
clans.

Much like the British system of
awarding estates to lords and
counts, the Birta system en-
trenched elite privilege and rein-
forced the power hierarchy within
the ruling class. The recruitment
of young men from Nepal’s hill
regions into the British Army also
provided a form of employment
relief and forged a strategic bridge
between the two nations. Citizens
also saw the Muluki Ain of 1854,
introduced under Prime Minister
Jazga Bahadura Raza, marking a
significant Rana-era effort to
codify Nepal’s legal system,
blending Hindu jurisprudence
with administrative centralization.
As a primarily agrarian society
scattered across rugged and iso-
lated terrain, the people of Nepal
did not initially spark any major
uprisings during the Rana regime.
But how did this century of ad-
ministrative calm and autocratic
integration come to an enda
Two key forces brought the Rana
era to its decline. The first was
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elite overproduction—not merely
a result of political ambition, but
deeply rooted in the very struc-
ture of the Rana dynasty itself.
Polygamy was common among
the ruling elite, with multiple
queens and numerous mistresses
producing a large number of off-
spring. Over time, this led to a
swelling class of Rana aristocrats,
each expecting access to power,
privilege, and patronage. As the
number of claimants grew, so did
the internal rivalries, killings,
competition, and fragmentation
within the ruling class, making the
system increasingly unsustain-
able. The second factor was the
powerful wind of liberty and anti-

colonial resistance blowing from
the south. Led by Mahatma
Gandhi and the Indian national-
ist movement, the struggle
against the British Empire in-
spired a regional yearning for self-
determination. Many anti-Rana
liberal democrats—including the
prominent figure BP Koirala—
actively participated in the Free
Bharat movement, absorbing the
ideals of democratic governance
and civil resistance. These ideas
inevitably seeped into Nepal,
sparking democratic aspirations
and challenging the legitimacy of
Rana autocracy. The combination
of internal elite excess and exter-
nal ideological pressure ulti-
mately dismantled the century-
long Rana integration phase.
Disintegration Phase: The Age of
Revolutions and Royal Coups
After two centuries marked by
alternating cycles of disintegra-
tion (Shah’s geographical con-
solidation: 1738-1848) and inte-
gration (Rana’s administrative
consolidation: 1848-1950), Nepal
was poised to enter yet another
phase. The nation’s third century
began in 1950, following the
Democratic Revolution of 2007
B.S. As discussed earlier, B.P.
Koirala and other liberal demo-
crats led the movement to dis-
mantle the autocratic Rana re-
gime—only to see it replaced by
another authoritarian system: the
Panchayat regime, established
after a royal coup by King
Mahendra on December 15, 1960.
With the support of a select
group of elites, King Mahendra
engineered a centralized political
structure that dismantled Nepal’s
nascent democratic framework.
Through mechanisms like the
“Back to the Village” campaign
(Gau Farka Abhiyan), he sought
to reshape the state’s
grassroots presence. At the
same time, he enlisted techno-
crats to implement development
projects under a tightly con-
trolled vision of national
progress. While this gave the
appearance of modernization, it
further marginalized liberal demo-
crats, many of whom were forced
into exile in India.

The economy remained closed,
with the state exercising control
over much of the production and
distribution systems. A privi-
leged few monopolized a handful
of enterprises. Over time, the

state increasingly came under
the grip of a narrow royalist elite.
The lack of widespread uprising
under King Mahendra’s rule can
be attributed to two main fac-
tors. First, external actors—par-
ticularly India—were less than
enthusiastic about any political
upheaval in Nepal. Second, the
King was able to resettle a large
population of hill communities in
the Terai region, which helped
dilute potential centers of resis-
tance. Both the external factor
and the absence of popular
immiseration worked in King’s
favor.

Following Mahendra’s sudden
death, his son King Birendra, a

Harvard- and Oxford-educated
monarch, assumed the throne.
Birendra presented a more mod-
erate image with some market
reform efforts, but in response
to growing pressure and student
uprising, initiated a national ref-
erendum on the Panchayat sys-
tem. However, unrest continued.
A wave of student uprisings
erupted across the country—
periodic at first, but gradually
gaining momentum and inten-
sity.

Eventually, the growing discon-
tent reached a critical point, and
King Birendra was forced to con-
cede to a multiparty democratic
system in 1993, marking the end
of the Panchayat era and usher-
ing in yet another uncertain and
contested chapter in Nepal’s
long journey of state-building.
The multiparty forces of liberal
democrats ushered in the long-
awaited democratic liberation
and press freedom that had
eluded Nepal since 1950—when
the country first emerged from
the autocratic Rana regime. At
that time, the monarchy acted as
a willing partner in the anti-Rana
alliance, aligning itself with the
democratic forces against a com-
mon adversary. However, the
promise of a free and represen-
tative political system was soon
broken, as the monarchy moved
to consolidate power, leading
the country into decades of au-
thoritarian rule under the
Panchayat system.

Nepal’s entry into a new era of
freedom and liberty seemed like
a dream fulfilled—but it soon
proved otherwise. Two key fac-
tors contributed to this disillu-
sionment.

First, the major political parties
became preoccupied with power
struggles and personal gain, fre-
quently dissolving parliament at
their convenience to pursue elec-
toral advantage. Corruption
spread rapidly, eroding public
trust and weakening state insti-
tutions. Political uncertainty be-
came the norm rather than the
exception. Many entered the po-
litical arena as rent seekers, fur-
ther multiplying the elite class at
an astonishing rate—especially
as globalization spread across
the globe, opening up new op-
portunities through INGOs,
outsourcing, and consulting en-
terprises. contd...
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CHAPTER 17 Thumb Impression

The mob held the country to ransom. In spite of Khorana's 450
constables, the 2,000 CRP men under Lal, and about 25,000 regular
soldiers, Sikkim lay at the mercy of rowdy hooligans. “The boys are
angry. . . I can't control them" mumbled Kazi, wringing his hands,
while the chief executive received news of each assault with hoots of
laughter. Gurbachan Singh talked more ponderously of ancient
vendettas among the nobility. But there was little spontaneity about
this organized show of force by about 3,000 demonstrators. I counted
54 Sikkim Nationalized Transport trucks packed with. Nepalese in the
convoy that wound its way through the streets, the chant of “Paiden
Namgyal, Sikkim chhor!" (Palden Namgyal, leave Sikkim) clearly
audible from the palace. The Sikkimese claimed that the rhythm and
accent of the cheer-leaders indicated they were professional trade
union organizers from the Darjeeling tea gardens and road repair
gangs. But the PO seized on this evidence of engineered wrath to
inform the Chogyal that the mob might storm the palace, and that it
would be safer for him to move out to Thakse. “I was born in this
house and I will die here," was all the reply he got. Then as Gurbachan
Singh was leaving in a huff, the Chogyal shook him by the hand and,
with a sparkle of his old humour, added: “And do let the mob in, Your
Excellency!"

The implied accusation seemed to be confirmed when Kazi told
reporters that Sadia would withdraw the CRP “and send the people
into the palaces... let's see what he does then."

Meticulous as ever with his paper work, the Chogyal wrote to the PO
after a second visit urging him to vacate the palace:

This morning when you came to the palace at 11.00 a.m. you had
suggested that I should move out to Thakse palace for a few days as
a security measure because of the likely danger from the mob. Tonight
you came again at 7.39 p.m. you had repeated the same suggestion.

I had informed you on both occasions that I cannot, leave my ancssiral
residence, and since you had removed the Sikkim Guards who were
responsible for palace security, the responsibility for the palaces
security now resis squarely with the chief executive who is at the
head of the administration. In the event he feels that he is unable to
control the situation, I would suggest that he seeks the assistance of
the army through you.

It is strange that the chief executive has not met me for the past few
weeks despite the fact that I am still the Chogyal and the constitutional
head of government.

Coo Coo la, meanwhile, faced almost as much harassment in New
Delhi where she occupied a suite of rooms in Sikkim House. She had
intended to return to Gangtok on 7 April, well in time for the following
week's hearing of her objections against the forest department's
eviction order which Hariomal had temporarily stayed. Having no
suspicion of the impending crisis in Sikkim, the princess was
somewhat surprised when Kewal Singh, who was not a particular
friend, invited her home. S.K. Singh, the ministry's tubby little official
spokesman, whom she found pompous and obstructive, was there
with several other officials with the same surname—There seemed to
be a lot of Singhs floating around," she recalls. The invitation was
for interrogation: they grilled Coo Coo la for more than two hours on
the Chogyal's supposed Chinese contacts, whom she had met in
Hong Kong two years previously, and about American interest in
Sikkini. Unaware of the offensive .about to be launched, the princess
nevertheless felt that her hosts were trying to find out what obstacles
they might expect to encounter. In turn, she told them of her long-
time suspicions of Indian incitement of the durbar's opponents,
especially of covert action by intelligence bureau personnel.

Returning to Chanakyapuri, Coo Coo la found that truck-toads of
CRP men had pitched tents in the lawns, and that guards toting rifles
with bayonets fixed had orders to keep out visitors, and keep her in.
Sikkim House's 11 telephone lines were ail dead, and even water and
electricity had been cut off. The princess was ail alone with two or
three servants. “We didn't have candles, but luckily, two bath tubs
were full so 1 could, at. least, wash. I slept on the roof." Her
imprisonment lasted fourteen days. Later she learnt that the police
raided her flat in Calcutta during that time. After ran- sacking every
one of its cupboards and almirahs, they scaled the doers with round
little discs of red wax, rather like Mao butons. Coo Coo la eventually
had to go down to Calcutta to be present during a further inspection,
and to answer endless questions; armed guards accompanied her,
and two plain-clothesmen with revolvers kept permanent watch on
the landing outside the flat. But the princess was nothing if not
resourceful: she managed to smuggle her trusted steward out of
Sikkim House, sending him to Gangtok with messages for the Chogyal,
to find out what was happening, and with her court papers so that
the eviction case did not go by default. Thupten Geley was a Tibetan
refugee in his early forties, tail, rapier thin, with aristocratic aquiline
features, both debonair and dignified. He had been an acolyte in the
Bare Labrang monastery when Tibet revolted in 1959, escaping to
India in the Dalai Lama's train. Thupten Geley was used to danger
and knew how to cover his tracks: but he was recognized on the bus
just past Raniphul. arrested and searched. All the princess's papers
were taken away. They took him to Rhenock jail late that night, and
after two days there, to prison in Gangtok. No magistrate's order
authorized his arrest and incarceration; no charges were levelled to
justify ‘uninterrupted nocturnal questioning. They were just features
of the official lawlessness that instilled fear in the people. Ordinary
peasants could expect no mercy if the proud princess's steward could
be so roughly treated. contd...
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