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ABSTRACT 
Interpretation of poetry is generally based on qualitative analysis 
of semantics, figurative language and expression, and knowledge 
about the author and literary elements. Recent advancements in 
computer-based text processing allow us to analyse a large amount 
of text quantitatively. In this study, we analyse 135 poems 
published in the anthology ‘Post-resettlement Bhutanese Poetry’ 
quantitatively using natural language processing (NLP) 
techniques. We analyse and interpret the words and word patterns 
in the anthology, classify each poem based on codes for word-use 
and combine assigned codes into broader themes. NLP in the 
Nepali language is not developed enough to classify every poem 
into meaningful categories; however, it can help extract 
meaningful insights on word-use and themes even in a 
complicated literary text that would not have been possible using 
a qualitative approach. NLP was instrumental in breaking down a 
large amount of text into words and subsequently categorizing the 
words into codes, sub-themes, and themes for further analysis. 
This paper presents two useful aspects of literary analysis. Firstly, 
it interprets the social, cultural, and contemporary aspects of 
Bhutanese people’s lives after resettlement represented through 
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poetry. Secondly, it presents NLP as a methodological technique 
in analysing literary texts written in the Nepali language.  
 
 
Keywords: Bhutanese refugees, literature, Nepali in Bhutan, 
Nepali language resettlement 
 
 
Introduction 
Until the late twentieth century, Bhutan confined itself to self-
enforced isolation partly due to geographical obstacles and partly 
due to the government’s strategy to keep away the Drukpa culture 
from western influences (Ramakant & Mishra, 1996; Walcott, 
2011). Bhutanese traditions, culture, and languages were shaped 
in communities of far-flung villages where people often had 
limited contact and social interactions. Therefore, the 
developmental pace of different languages in Bhutan was much 
slower than that in neighboring India and Nepal. Though Bhutan 
is a tiny Himalayan kingdom with a total area of 38,117 sq. km (The 
World Bank, 2020) and a population of less than 800,000 (The 
World Bank, 2021), there are nineteen registered spoken 
languages, among which all except Nepali, are Tibeto-Burman 
languages (Van Driem, 1994). Dzongkha (160,000 speakers; 
spoken in the west), Nepali (156,000 speakers; spoken in the 
south), and Tshangla (138,000 speakers; spoken in the east) are 
three main languages as per the estimated number of speakers 
(Van Driem, 1994).  
 
Bhutan has a rich oral tradition that celebrates the country’s 
folklore, myths, and chronicles of the monarchy but severely lacks 
contemporary literature in different languages (Aris, 1987; 
Gyeltshen, 2017; Penjore, 2009; Raina, 2013). Among nineteen 
spoken languages, Van Driem (1994) notes that “Dzongkha is the 
only language with native literary tradition in Bhutan” (p. 87). He 
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further claims that “both Lepcha and Nepali are also literary 
languages, but neither has ever played any role as a literary 
language in Bhutan” (p. 88). But we find significant literary 
activities in the Nepali language, primarily in poetry, from the 
early 1970s that contradict Van Driem’s claims. When discussing 
the literary endeavors of Nepali speakers, Dahal et al. (2022) 
divide the literature as being written in their homeland – Bhutan, 
when they took refuge in Nepal and after resettlement in other 
parts of the world.  
 
The Bhutanese writers published books and other literary 
creations before the 1990s political upheaval in Bhutan. Narayan 
Prasad Luitel’s Shivalaya Mahatmya (1972) and Gyan Darpan 
(1985), Gauri Shankar Adhikari’s Shankar Mahakavya (1987), 
Dr. Hari Prasad Adhikari’s Sansarik Chintan (1987) and Samajik 
Chintan (1988), Ghana Shyam Regmi’s Kalpatryi Khandakavya 
(1988) and many poems published in Druk Losel (a literary 
magazine published between 1979 and 1983) reflect spiritual 
awareness, moral principles, and cultural and philosophical 
cognizance (Dahal et al., 2022).  
 
The Bhutanese government's decision to ban the Nepali language 
from the school curriculum (Bahadur, 2020; Hutt, 1996; 
Ramakant & Mishra, 1996; Reinfeld, 2003) since the 
promulgation of the ‘One Nation One People Policy’ (Evans, 2010; 
Kharat, 2001; Pulla, 2016; Rizal, 2004) in 1988 further 
deteriorated the growth of Nepali literature. About one hundred 
thousand Bhutanese citizens got evicted when they demonstrated 
against this policy in the early 1990s (Bahadur, 2020; Evans, 
2010; Hutt, 1996; Rizal, 2004). Surviving the psychological 
distress of exodus and adversities in the refugee camps in Nepal, 
many Bhutanese writers started documenting their antagonisms, 
emotions, pains, and miseries in the form of literature. The exiles 
experienced heightened trauma of statelessness and identity 
crisis. The Bhutanese literature written during this time reflects 



The Bhutan Journal 4(1) 

 

 

27 

inadequacies, inconsistencies, and uncertainties that 
characterized life in the refugee camps. Bhutanese writers were 
also influenced by the political movement in Nepal that mainly 
raised voices for gender and class equality and regional and ethnic 
inclusion (Dahal et al., 2022).  
 
After languishing in refugee camps for nearly two decades, most 
Bhutanese refugees got resettled in eight developed countries. The 
resettlement took the Bhutanese people to new places and 
introduced them to the industrialized, global north countries. The 
post-resettlement period has seen Bhutanese writers’ augmented 
literary activism, both in the form of published books and digital 
presence through Bhutaneseliterature.com, the largest online 
directory of Bhutanese literature in existence since 2009.  
 
In June 2022, Nepal Academy4 published Punarbaas Pachhikaa 
Bhutani Nepali Kavita (Post-resettlement Bhutanese Nepali 
Poetry), an anthology of poems written by Bhutanese poets after 
resettlement. The anthology, edited by Shiva Lal Dahal, Ramesh 
Gautam, and Bhakta Ghimire, features 135 poems, by 135 
Bhutanese poets living in different parts of the world. The editors 
argue that the anthology is the most extensive poetry anthology 
published in Bhutanese literature owing to the geographic, gender, 
and content representation (Dahal et al., 2022).  
 
The interpretation of poetry is based on qualitative analysis of 
semantics, figurative language, and diversity in expression. But 
recent advancements in the field of computer-based text 
processing allow us to perform quantitative analysis of a large 
amount of text that can supplement and enrich the qualitative 

 
4 A Nepal government entity established to promote the Nepali language, 
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interpretations. However, this sort of analysis is not common in 
Nepali literature. This article explores what Bhutanese writers 
write after resettlement through software-generated quantitative 
keywords and subsequent codes. More specifically, we will answer 
the following research questions: 

• Through quantitative analysis, what themes can we 
identify and interpret in post-resettlement Bhutanese poetry? 

• Does the analysis aided by computer-coded themes 
quantify and capture the essence of poetry?  
 
We argue that the poetry anthology Punarbaas Pachhikaa 
Bhutani Nepali Kavita mirrors the resettled Bhutanese society's 
historical, social, psychological, and philosophical state. 
Therefore, this paper provides a direct insight into social behavior 
and identifies common themes relevant to the Bhutanese society 
after the resettlement. This is the first research article to 
demonstrate the NLP technique in analysing literary texts written 
in the Nepali language.  
 
Materials and Method 
One hundred thirty-five poems published in the anthology Post-
resettlement Bhutanese Nepali Poetry form the material for 
analysis in this study. We chose this anthology for thematic 
analyses as it allowed cross-examination of poems written by 
different writers. As these writers belong to the one community 
and share a common story, it would be more meaningful to 
examine the content and their poetic proposition. The anthology 
contains both verse and free verse poems of varying lengths. The 
shortest poem has 40 words (Figure 1), while the longest has 795 
words. We excluded the preface section of the anthology as it is the 
analysis and interpretation done by the editors. 
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Figure 1: Number of words per poem. The x-axis shows the poem index (as 
featured alphabetically in Dahal et al. (2022)), and the y-axis shows the word 
count 

 
 
To answer the research questions, we explored the themes 
reflected in the anthology through the mixed-method thematic 
content analysis approach (Neuendorf, 2018), structuring them 
following a process model of inductive category formation 
(Error! Reference source not found.). 
   
We used natural language processing (NLP) techniques to analyse 
the words used in the anthology quantitatively. NLP is widely 
adopted and used by technological giants like Google and 
Facebook to analyse text (Chowdhary, 2020). However, the 
demonstrated use of these techniques in Nepali language text 
processing is limited (Shahi & Sitaula, 2021). NLP is a broad term 
used to describe the process of using technology to understand, 
analyse and describe the content of documents statistically 
(Manning & Schutze, 1999). The technical discussion and review 
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of NLP are out of the scope of this paper; nonetheless, for 
reproducibility, we discuss the steps taken to analyse the 
anthology. 
 

 Content – The anthology "Post-resettlement 
Bhutanese Poetry" 

 

  

Establishment of a selection criterion – 135 
poems 

Theme definition 

 

  

Working through the material – Python-
generated keywords  

Code formulation 
new Sub-theme formulation from the codes 

 

  

Revision of the sub-themes after 10 – 50% of 
the material 

 

  

Final working through the material  

  

Building of main themes  
  

Thematic analysis and interpretation  

 
Figure 2: A process model of inductive category formation (Adopted with 
modifications from Mayring (2015)) 
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We used Python as a coding platform to read the electronic version 
of the anthology and converted the poems to a spreadsheet. The 
spreadsheet comprised the poem titles, pre-assigned poem themes 
and sub-themes, poets' names, nationality and gender, and the 
extracted words associated with each poem. We processed the 
content of each poem to tabulate line and word counts and 
generate overall statistics on word use.  
 
For the thematic analysis, we followed the process model of 
inductive category formation (Figure 2) and removed all stop 
words consisting of usual conjunctions, prepositions, adverbs, 
quantifiers, and punctuations. We also ignored words that are 
used only once in the entire anthology. After eliminating these 
words, each poem was reduced to a bunch of keywords ranging 
between five and 97 words. The elimination resulted in 976 
keywords in total for 135 poems. 
 
We classified these 976 keywords into 169 codes. We manually 
grouped the codes into 18 sub-themes, aligning them with the sub-
themes set by Dahal et al. (2022). We mapped the keywords of 
every poem to a sub-theme and counted the repetition of these 
sub-themes for each poem. We determined a sub-theme for the 
poem based on the most repeated sub-theme within the poem. 
Finally, we merged these sub-themes to produce five broad themes 
(also aligning with those assigned by Dahal et al. (2022)) for 
further analysis (Figure 3). 
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976 
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169 
codes 

 18 sub-
themes: 
Spirituality (A), 
cyberspace (C), 
diaspora (D), 
patriotism 
(DP), identity 
(I), life 
philosophy 
(JC), nostalgia 
(N), feminism 
(NB), 
progressivism 
(PB), ecology 
and global 
consciousness 
(PBC), love of 
nature (PP), 
marginalised 
voice (SA), 
society (SC), 
culture (SK), 
beauty (SR), 
social concern 
(SS), 
contemporaneit
y (SSA), 
and world view 
(VC) 

 Five themes 
(i) Spirituality, 
nature, and 
perpetuity 
(APS); (ii) 
Culture, society, 
and 
contemporaneit
y (SSS); (iii) 
Progressivism 
and patriotism 
(PDM); (iv) 
Feminism and 
marginalised 
voice (NSA); 
and (v) 
Worldview and 
ecology (BP) 

 
Figure 3: Schematic representation of theme formation 

 
 
In qualitative analysis, Dahal et al. (2022) assigned one poem to 
either one or up to four different sub-themes. Then, they re-
categorised the poems with similar themes into a broader thematic 
spectrum. Quantitively we only assigned one sub-theme for each 
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poem. In comparison analysis, we considered a quantitative 
classification to match the qualitative classification if either of the 
sub-themes matched. Technologically interested readers can find 
detailed methods and code in our manual. 
 
Results and Discussion 
Word-level Analysis  
Breaking down the poems into words allowed us to visualise the 
most used words in the anthology, as shown in Figure 4. The most 
frequently used words were 'र'/and (465), 'म'/I (448), 'छ'/is (346), 

'पनि'/also (286), 'मेरो'/my (244), 'हो'/is/yes (215), 'अनि'/and (167), 

'मलाई'/me (167), 'तर'/but (147), 'यो'/this (145), 'त्यो'/that (133), 'नतमी'/you 

(120), 'छु'/am (115), and 'नतम्रो'/your (112). These words might not 

explain much about the thematic set-up of the poems, but they 
reflect how common word choices are made by different poets. For 
example, relational pronouns, topping the list of most repeated 
words, are expected because poems are generally written in the 
first or second person. Personification leads to further addition to 
pronouns. The repeated presence of ‘I’ and ‘you’ shows the 
narrator, actor-addressee relation, and the subject of love. The 
pronominal usage of ‘I’ and ‘you’ (personal subject pronouns), ‘my’ 
and ‘your’ (possessive determiner), and ‘me’ (object pronoun) may 
also signify the holistic self in place and time (Cotter, 2011). The 
pronominal usage by the Bhutanese poets depicts the writing style 
and presentation of free-verse poetry akin to contemporary Nepali 
poetry. 

https://github.com/khem1123/Nepali_NPL/blob/main/BookF.ipynb
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Figure 4: Word Cloud of the poems included in Dahal et al. (2022). The size of 
the word shows the frequency of the words used across all the poems. The most 
repeated words are centered. 

 
Keeping verbs, conjunctions, prepositions, adverbs, and 
quantifiers aside, what do the most repeated words exhibit? 
Primarily they show concepts of human relation, time, quantity, 
love (mind), self (ownership), and wh-questions. Figure 5 shows 
that some of the most repeated words after the elimination of the 
stop words are 'बेला'/moment (25), 'माया'/love (24), 'सपिा'/dream (21), 

'संसार'/ world (19), 'हात'/hand (18), 'पािी'/water (17), 'खुसी'/happiness 

(16), and 'साथ'/company (15). The repeated words indicate the 

themes and poets' emphasis on the subject of their interest. Most 
of them express love, which is either personal (humanistic), love 
for the homeland, or that for nature. These words indicate human 
life and emotion, sufferings and trauma, expectations, and 
aspirations (dreams).  
 
The words like land, hills, soil, country, mother, and home indicate 
the land from where the people were forced to flee and their 
longing to return there from exile. Words, language, and poems 
show affection for art and literature. Resettled Bhutanese are in 



The Bhutan Journal 4(1) 

 

 

35 

the crisis of losing their ethnic language and culture after being 
exposed to the western world (Im & Neff, 2021). The question of 
cultural disintegration and losing traditional values, language, and 
religious practices have become a grave concern for people living 
in resettlement. So, this has often found a place in Bhutanese 
writing (Timalsina, 2020).  
 

 
 
Figure 5: Word Cloud after elimination of stop words. The font size of the word 
shows the frequency of the word used across all the poems. The most repeated 
words are centered 

 

The words referring to animals, plants, authority, identity and 
ecology reflect the concepts, objects, and interests of the poets. We 
observed that the poets do not pick words from far away hills or 
out of fantasy but from ordinary walks of life, self (human body), 
close relationship, nature, occupation (career), personal feelings 
and emotions, love, time, space, and experiences of life. 
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The repeated words show interconnections across poems at the 
micro-thematic level (Figure 6 and Figure 7). So, the value of a 
poem does not solely rest in the pleasure it gives or the grandeur 
of aesthetic beauty it presents but also in the connections they 
establish with different aspects of life.  
 
Code-level Analysis 
By categorising the keywords into codes, we established 
interpretable concepts to analyse the content. ‘Time’, ‘relation’, 
‘body’, ‘space’, ‘object’, ‘people’, ‘feeling’, ‘life and death’, ‘home’, 
‘beauty’ and ‘love’ were some of the most frequent codes (Figure 
6). For instance, words like moment, day, night, twilight, month, 
year(s), last year, now, and future- speak about time-concept. 
Time intersects in almost all facets of life, be it growth, learning, 
career, travel, advancement of age, or occasions of joy or 
troublesome moments.  
 
The second most frequent code was ‘relation’. We found many 
kinship words like father, mother, brother, sister, uncle, son, 
daughter, baby, and friends. These words indicate the collectivistic 
nature of Bhutanese society and emotional attachment to family 
life. Bhutanese families who faced forcible exile have undergone 
traumatic experiences of family segregation, broken relationships, 
and loss of loved ones in unusual circumstances.  
 
Interestingly, we encountered several repetitions of words 
referring to body parts like eyes, face, hand, feet, mouth, stomach, 
heart, head, mind, fingers, lips, skin, chest, tongue, and ears. 
These words, which do not include synonyms, may mean vision, 
taste, sensibility, love, beauty, pain, hunger, or work- depending 
upon the context. The poets could have used the words either 
literally or figuratively. 
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Figure 6: Histogram of 30 most repeated codes  

 
Similarly, we found several words adhering to the concept of 
quantity (number), dimension, natural object, power and 
authority, pain and suffering, farming, travel, discrimination, 
identity, and ecology. Words like field, plough, mud, soil, paddy, 
terrace and sickle tell us about rural farming practice - a means of 
livelihood adopted by Bhutanese before being exiled.  
 
Comparison Between Quantitative Classification and 
Original Qualitative Classification 
Among 135 poems, 68 poems were quantitatively classified into 
the broad theme of culture, society, and contemporaneity (SSS), 
12 poems into worldview and ecology (BP), 42 into spirituality, 
nature, and perpetuity (APS) and five into progressivism and 
patriotism (PDM). The big five boxes in Figure 7 show each of the 
poems included in these broad themes.  
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The smaller boxes inside the broader themes show further 
classification of the poems into the mentioned 19 sub-themes in 
the method section. The box size for each poem indicates the 
number of keywords within the poem.  
 
The color blue in Figure 7 means the broad themes matched the 
initially assigned qualitative themes. Only 60 poems in the 
quantitative analysis matched the original themes. Most of the 
matched poems were included in the SSS-theme. Only 24 poems 
matched the original sub-themes (not shown in the figure).  
 

 
Figure 7: Quantitative classification of poems in the anthology: The first 
classification level (big box) is the broad theme, followed by a sub-theme (small 
box) for each poem. The title of the poem is shown inside the colored boxes. The 
box size for each poem indicates the number of keywords within the poem. The 
poems in blue boxes, assigned into broad quantitative themes, matched the 
initially assigned qualitative themes  
 

 
The 45% match – between the quantitative and the original 
qualitative classification – is not particularly high. A poem can be 
qualitatively classified into multiple sub-themes and themes, 
whereas quantitively, we limited a poem to only one sub-theme 
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and one broad theme. This classification results from systematic 
choice rather than the shortcoming of the algorithm. We could also 
have quantitatively classified each poem into multiple sub-themes 
and themes to increase the match percentage, but we did not go in 
that direction because the choice of the categorization logic would 
make results vague and difficult to interpret. 
 
When analyzing a poem, one may investigate its structure, tone, 
rhythm, diction, symbol, or imagery.  A poem is condensed writing 
with a concise and interpretive meaning. A poem, as a whole, may 
mean one thing to one reader and entirely different to another. 
This variation in meaning arises because words are not static in 
meaning. Poetry involves figurative language (Dancygier & 
Sweetser, 2014; Dobrovol'skij & Piirainen, 2021), making the 
words deviate from their literal meaning. There is a common view 
that the beauty of poetry or its aesthetic and transcendental value 
comes from figuration.   
 
In the subjective analysis, the editors focused on the poems' 
voices, namely their matter and content, rather than figuration. 
Analyzing words alone doesn't make much sense in the poetry's 
artistic realm or the poet's greatness. The point of breaking down 
poems into words is to find out if they can indicate what themes 
they align to. For example, the choice of words (diction) for love 
and war poems (heroic poems) is highly likely to differ. In the 
same context, words are likely to vary across different thematic 
spectrums- migration, diaspora, spiritualism, nature, 
environmentalism, feminism, or the subject of a broader world 
event. 
 
The quantitative analysis showed poets' expressions about their 
lives, socio-cultural connections and migration, some 
disconnections between their past and present, and a sense of loss 
of identity. Deprivation of necessities, poor living standards and 
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dire health conditions, uncertain and gloomy future, and shattered 
dreams characterized life in exile. Through the thematic content 
analysis, we found reflections and recollections of the life spent 
back home, in exile, and subsequent journey to resettlement. 
Resettlement offered many opportunities, including a chance to 
acquire citizenship. Nevertheless, the question of identity (who we 
are) has always been debated and vividly expressed in the poems. 
 
  
Conclusion 
Through quantitative analysis, we found 45 % conformity to 
themes assigned by subjective analysis. Both word and sub-
thematic level analysis showed a close connection between 
Bhutanese writers and their life struggles, migration, and socio-
cultural norms and values. We employed NLP to examine the word 
composition of poems, writers' word choices and vocabulary 
richness, and the prediction of the text's theme. Although NLP 
could enrich the analyses of literary text by providing 
supplementary information, it could not be a substitute for 
subjective analyses because computers and programs can accept 
the command to perform tasks but do not own the language.  
Letting computers think, create, process, and communicate with 
humans is one of the essential aspects of NLP, but NLP in the 
Nepali language is not developed enough to serve the purpose. 
 
In contrast to the traditional practice of analyzing literary pieces 
through subjective analysis and intuitive reasoning, this study 
showed the use of NLP to analyse words to examine if they can 
contribute to the poems' themes. Cross-examination of words 
across the poems provided a unique possibility to analyse the most 
used words and their frequencies. This study only examined the 
predictability of themes based on NLP. Whether or not NLP can 
be used to predict the figurative meaning in the text is a matter of 
further research.   
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