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Contemporary Society in Bhutan:

Tradition, Modernity and National Identity.

Louisa Dorji

Abstract

The Kingdom of Bhutan, situated in the Eastern Himalayas and sandwiched between In-
dia and China, is relatively isolated and little-known internationally. It is visited by no more
than 7,000 foreign tourists per year. A landlocked country with a mountainous terrain and
a basic infrastructure, it has, nevertheless, undergone considerable development since the
1960s. The most significant developments in terms of infrastructure have been the building
of two main roads to connect the main towns on an east-west axis and a north-south axis,
the ongoing extension of the electricity supply to towns across the country and the provision
of telephone connections nationwide. In terms of social and cultural developments, a mod-
ern, English-medium education system was introduced in the late 1950s and employment was
provided for the graduates from this system in the growing bureaucracy. In recent years,
efforts have been made to develop a private sector in order to create new employment oppor-
tunities for the growing number of educated youths.

Modernization has brought little physical change to everyday life in the countryside. Sub-
sistence farming is still the norm, modern machinery is almost completely absent and a cash
economy is still in a rudimentary stage of development outside the towns. In the towns and
the countryside alike, people are still guided by the moral wisdom and psychological support
of the Buddhist monks, who hold a revered position in society. Traditional life is, therefore,
still very much in evidence. However, nowhere is left completely untouched by the de-
velopments that have been taking place inside and outside the country.

This article is based upon my own observations and interviews with people during the
many times I have spent in Bhutan since 1993. It gives a very general overview of how tradi-
tional and modern aspects of life are blended in contemporary Bhutanese society. It consid-
ers aspects of life and traditions that have scarcely changed in centuries as well as examining
areas where modern developments clash with traditional ways of life and create issues that
will need to be addressed into the future. The article also discusses the kind of policies a
modern, developing nation implements in order to strengthen a sense of national identity
based on traditional culture and values.
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Introduction

It is necessary to examine, very briefly, what we understand by the phrase “traditional
society”. In every country there are traditions passed down through generations that give
that country its unique character: traditional ways of building, traditional crafts, clothes,
food, and traditional ways of thinking. These traditions survive, in some form, however
altered, through the ages. Japan is always cited as a good example of a country that has
succeeded in preserving its traditions while, at the same time developing into a modern na-
tion. Bhutan, conversely is not a ‘modern’ developed nation. A traditional way of life —
subsistence farming in small isolated mountain villages — is still the norm. And yet, Bhu-
tanese people — whether they live in the city or in the country — are experiencing dilemmas
over how to adapt their social and cultural traditions to the demands of modern life.

What do we really mean by “modern” and what do we really mean by “traditional” ?
When we talk about modernity — and, perhaps most importantly, when we make our judg-
ments on it — are we referring to the physical signs of “progress” such as shiny high rise
buildings, or the latest Sony gadget, or are we contemplating more upon the changes in the
structure of society and the quality of our daily lives ? When we assess the pros and cons of
modern life most of us feel a little ambiguous about it. We may well be excited by the
modern conveniences but we may also feel a little panicky about the rapid pace of life in a
modern soclety.

Similarly, the word, “traditional” is loaded with ambiguous feelings. There are many
aspects of traditional life that we do not wish to return to: over-strict social values, the hard
work in the fields, the poverty of the majority of people and the lack of medical care, for ex-
ample. But the slower pace of life, closer relationships with the people around us, the close-
ness to nature: these are some of the positive aspects which make us feel nostalgia for the
past. Japanese, Europeans and Americans certainly feel a sense of nostalgia for a time gone
by when they visit Bhutan because these features are there in abundance.

When discussing modernity and tradition, it is necessary to differentiate between the eco-
nomic and technological changes that come under the term ‘development’ or ‘progress’, and
the social and cultural aspects of life that bind people together in a network of social rela-
tions and shape their perceptions, their thinking and their behaviour. These social and
cultural mindsets are the enduring psychological features that could be said to constitute
national identity. Economic changes are bound to force adaptations to established ways of
thinking and doing but they seldom require completely new philosophies. In Japan, typical-
ly ‘Japanese’ ways of social and cultural interaction have remained and adapted to rapid eco-
nomic and technological progress. In Bhutan, economic development and technological
changes have come slowly and social organization seems little changed in a century or more.

However, Bhutan has, since the late 1950s, been experiencing change in all spheres of life.
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Economic and technological changes, as well as government development policies in areas
such as education and employment have brought about significant social changes and new
pressures. Naturally, Bhutanese people are in the process of reflecting upon the changes in
society and adapting their thinking and their way of life but the result is, inevitably, a uni-
que, Bhutanese mixture of the traditional and the modern.

In Bhutan today, modern influences from both outside and within the country are being
blended by the Bhutanese people into new cultural forms. This article, focuses on the peo-
ple and their way of life today. We begin with the monks, whose monasteries are at the
heart of Bhutanese culture. This is followed by a description of the daily life of the far-
mers, whose way of life has, indeed, changed little over the centuries. Next, we will consid-
er the youth of Bhutan: how they are educated and the jobs that are available when they
graduate. Fourthly, we will look at life in the capital city, Thimphu, which has experi-
enced the greatest change over time. Finally, the position and role of the monarchy in Bhu-
tan is discussed. Having examined the traditional roles and lives of the different groups in
Bhutanese society, and considered how they are affected by modern pressures and influences,
this article concludes by considering how the government of Bhutan is involved in the con-

scious creation and consolidation of a modern national identity.

The Monks

The monks and their monasteries are the essence of Bhutanese culture. The official reli-
gion of Bhutan is Mahayana Buddhism, the same as that practiced by Tibetans. There are
about 3,000 monks in Bhutanese monasteries today. Each family will aim to send one son
to the monastery. They join at any time, from around the age of six.

It would be useful to take as an example the case of one twenty-five-year-old monk named
Chorten. His name means ‘stupa’, the building where religious treasures are stored. He
was born inside the stupa of the temple of Chorten Kora, Tashiyangtse, in the far east of
Bhutan. His father was a ‘lama’l an ordained monk(] a ‘rimpoche’l this means ‘precious
one’, or, in other words a recognized teacher[Jwho originally came from Tibet but who went
to Bhutan after 1959, when the Chinese Communists annexed that country. His father was
a typical preacher of the Nyingma sect, and had practiced ‘emptiness yoga’. The Nyingma
believe that since we can take nothing with us when we die, we should not place value in
material belongings. As a monk, he spent his time wandering throughout Bhutan preaching
Buddhism, and giving moral advice and spiritual help to the people. He never owned more
than one ‘gho’0 the traditional dress of Bhutanese men which looks like a knee-length
kimono[] though he was given many as gifts. He simply passed the extras on to the people
who came to ask for his blessing.

Chorten himself is in the middle of a 3-year retreat, near Taktsang, the ‘Tiger’s Den’ tem-

ple, which is well known throughout the Tibetan Buddhist world. Meditation is considered
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the gateway to enlightenment. Taktsang was built on the face of a steep cliff, at a height of
3000 metres — truly a feat of engineering even by today’s standards It is built on the spot
where Guru Rimpoche meditated. (Guru Rimpoche was the monk[a reincarnation of
Buddhal who brought Buddhism from India to Tibet and Bhutan in the Seventh Century.
At that time the Tibetan king, Tsongtsen Gompo converted to Buddhism. The legend
says that a wicked demoness was terrorizing the whole area of the Himalayas and so Tsong-
tsen Gompo built 108 temples in the same day all over the Himalayas in order to pin her
down. The Jokhang temple, in Lhasa, was built on her heart. The temple known as the
Kichu Lakhang, not far from the Tiger’s Nest, in the Paro valley is one ofo the oldest in
Bhutan. It is said to have been built to pin down the left foot of the demonesg.D Today it is
as busy as ever. People come to spin the prayer wheels that take their prayers up to the
heavens.

The history, culture and religion of Tibet are all important sources for an understanding of
the culture of Bhutan. Mahayana Buddhism came to Bhutan from Tibet. Bhutan’s written
history is mostly the history of the Tibetan monks who came either to escape the consequ-
ences of religious disputes or power rivalries in Tibet or simply to preach in a country where
the people, from around the seventh century, welcomed and revered them. The most re-
vered monk was the Shabdrung Nawang Namgyal who arrived in Bhutan in 1616 and is
credited with uniting the country by means of his moral authority, rather than through milit-
ary conquest. The system was similar to the Tibetan rule by the Dalai Lama: a theocracy.
Temples were built all over Bhutan for the two main sects, Nyingmapa in the east and
Kagyupa in the west.

The life of the monks has changed little over time. They receive an entirely traditional
education, learning to read, understand and chant the Tibetan scripts, and to perform the tra-
ditional dances and rituals. They still have time for play, though. A high proportion of
the monks in Bhutan are children and they spend their free time playing games in the cour-
tyards of the monastries just as the children in the lay state schools of Bhutan do. Each
monastery has its own reincarnated lama who arrives there as a very young childd as young
as three[] Ile receives a special teaching, just as the Dalai Lama did, to prepare him for the
day he will take over as head of the monastery. Whereas the usual monks wear red, he is
adorned in special yellow robes which are often made of silk.

In Bhutan, monks are free to leave the monastery at any time, without any stigma, and
many of them do. It is at this point, however, that they become aware of how ill-equipped
they are for life in modern Bhutan. They have missed out on the western-influenced educa-
tion provided by the state. This education includes teaching in the medium of English so
that all young Bhutanese are fluent in English. As a result, they cannot find any job in the
government service or in private companies except rather menial, poorly paid ones. If they
remain in the monasteries, however, they receive immense respect and are in great demand

to perform rituals and give blessings. Most people in Bhutan today would still prefer to go
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to a monk if they fell sick, rather than to a doctor.

The Farmers
30

Ninety percent of Bhutan’s population of 657,518 is engaged in subsistence farming. The
country covers an area of 47,000 km? — about the size of Switzerland, which has 6 million
inhabitants. In such a sparsely inhabited country the houses are widely dispersed over the
mountainous terrain. Each family has its own house and land. They grow rice, corn, mil-
let, wheat and buckwheat, as well as a variety of vegetables of which chillies are the most
important. Chillies, cooked whole with cheese provide the traditional breakfast, lunch and
dinner. Farming is done by very traditional means. A bullock pulling a wooden plough is
still a common sight. Bhutanese farmers work almost every day of the year in their fields.

Everybody in the countryside wears traditional dres;. The men’s ‘gho’ looks like a
Japanese kimono but is pulled up and belted tightly at the waist so that a large pouch is
available for tucking in the things they need to carry. The shirt, called a ‘fegu’ is worn
underneath the gho and folded out to form a white collar and wide cuffs. No Bhutanese
man is without his knife, carried in the fold of his ‘gho’ and used for all the daily chores.
The women wear a ‘kira’ which is a woven cloth wrapped around the body, belted very
tightly at the waist and pinned at the shoulders with elegant brooches. They also wear a
shirt underneath, called a ‘wonju’ and a colourful silk jacket, called a ‘tegu’ to complete the
look. Men and women always carry a small wooden cup tucked inside their ghos and kiras
since they are usually offered some home-distilled millet wine whenever they visit friends or
as part-payment for help at harvest or other occasions.

Even today, in the cogntryside, money is not strictly necessary, though it is becoming more
integrated into daily 1ifé? Most people grow enough food for their own consumption and
they often barter with the surplus. However, more and more farmers are experimenting
with cash crops, such as potatoes, apples and vegetables for the markets in the two main
towns, Thimphu and Phuntsoling. This is encouraged by the governmeni. Farmers are dis-
covering more and more reasons for acquiring money. For example, they usually need to
give their children some funds when sending them off to school, even though most basic
costs are covered by the government. In addition, the government levies a land tax and
operates a basic life insurance scheme, so money is necessary at least to pay these charges.
Loans are also available from the government for such necessities as repairing a roof, replac-
ing the traditional wooden shingles with corrugated iron[] promoted to reduce environmental
damage in the forests] Money needs to be found to repay these loans. The women weave
their own clothes. A woman’s kira takes one year to weave at home. In the past they kept
silk worms and did the spinning and dying themselves using natural dyes but now they
mostly buy Indian silk cocoons and spin and dye the thread or they buy spun and dyed

thread. For women with access to the town markets, it is becoming more and more possible
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to make extra cash from weaving.

In Laya, the highest village in Bhutan at 4000 metres, they depend heavily on the yak for
their livelihood. They survive mostly on yak milk and cheese, yak hair for tents, clothes,
and hats and they use yak dung for their fires. They come down to Punakha, at 1,800
metres, once or twice a year to exchange these yak products as well as dried rhododendron
leaves[] which are used to make incencel for rice, salt and flour. A generation ago this
would be pure barter but nowadays money is involved. The cconomy of Laya also benefits
greatly from an income generated by tourisrr/l.ﬂ

This is not to say that the people do not know how to trade. In the past they did a bust-
ling trade with Tibet. Bhutanese caravans used to travel back and fore right up to the
1950s. The Tibetans needed chillies and other food items. The Bhutanese returned with
salt, the mysterious “cats eye” jewels, rugs and huge Tihetan silver coins. Such trade came
to an official end when the Chinese arrived in Tibet and the Bhutanese closed their borders.
However, it is impossible to actually close such mountainous borders and, even today, whilst
most trade is done officially with India, unofficially such items as Chinese pottery, plastic
plates, jewellery, thermos flasks and green canvas army shoes make their way to Thimphu.
Goods from India and Bangladesh — mostly items of clothing — reach Tibet on the backs of

small groups of friends crossing over at night.
The Youth

The lives of the people living in the mountains of Bhutan are actually changing drastically
as a result of changes at the centre. The young people are leaving home and depopulating
the countryside. The government is committed to educating all children. A modern,
western-influenced, English-medium education has been provided only since 19588? At that
time, government representatives used to travel to the villages to find the children and bring
them back to the boarding schools that were being set up in the main towns. In the early
decades, children starting school at the age of 7, commonly found themselves in the same
class as 13 year-olds who were being given a chance to catch up and get an education despite
a late start. Now, more and more primary schools are being built right in the villages but,
even now, the nearest school can be a day’s walk away, or moregz.u

Education is undoubtedly a worthy objective, but the problem that the farmers face is a se-
rious one. Once the children have received an education — and got used to being away
from their home high in the mountains, where life is indeed very harsh — they prefer to mi-
grate to the capital city, Thimphu. So parents of, on average, 8 children find only one or
two left at home to help with the farming. Conversely, the city is facing a population in-
crease with all its attendant problems.

For today’s generation of young people, competition is tough. Until recently, anyone gra-

duating from the later grades of high school or from university, would have expected to get
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a job within the government bureaucracy. Nowadays, that cannot be guaranteed. Private
companies exist but cannot yet offer the same security that comes with a government job.
The youth of Bhutan are facing insecurities of a different kind from those of their parents:

these are modern insecurities about employment and future opportunities.
City Life

As might be expected, it is in the city where modern influences are most apparent. There
are no shiny high rise buildings, no Mc Donald’s and no traffic lights yet. But television
broadcasting came to Bhutan in 1999, just in time to celebrate the 25™ anniversary of the
king’s coronation. The broadcasts reach only the city and its limits and there are not
enough programmes to fill more than a few evening hours per day. Thimphu inhabitants
can watch the news and a few newly-made Bhutanese dramas. Prior to the inauguration of
the television broadcasting service, however, many city-dwellers had already begun to put up
satellite dishes. Prior to that, most of them owned a television set and video player and the
video rental shops were doing a good business. Once the Bhutan Broadcasting Service had
introduced its own television service, the government decided to grant licences for the provi-
sion of cable tv services. Suddenly Thimphu's inhabitants found themselves linked up to ab-
out 40 international channels for the price of 350 Ngultrum(] $US80 The Bhutanese gov-
ernment has not shown itself averse to receiving influences from the outside world. Mostly,
such influences are seen as a force for good. However, concern has recently been expressed
in the national newspaper, Kuensel, as to the averse effects television may be having on Bhu-
tanese society and some researchers are focusing on the topi]c.

Thimphu is still a very small city. It has a population of about 50,000 but that popula-
tion is swelling rapidly. A few years ago it was only 30,000. More and more young peo-
ple are arriving to go to newly opening private schools that cater to those who could not get
into the one junior college in Kanglung, in the east. Those who have already graduated
want to stay and get a job with the government. Others come looking for work or the com-
forts of city life. The city is the ‘honey pot’. This is a common phenomenon all over Asia.
Cities like Dehli and Shanghai are predicted to double the size of their population in the
next few decades. But, whereas in many Asian countries it is the poverty in the countryside
that forces unskilled farmers to leave, in Bhutan it is mainly the success of the national
education policy that has caused the influx. This creates tensions that are, in some ways,
different from those in other Asian cities. They are tensions which need to be addressed
urgently by the government.

Signs of modernity, then, are mostly to be found in the city. However, we should be care-
ful not to judge the condition of the country just by its city. Anyone visiting Bangkok,
Thailand, today would undoubtedly judge Thailand to be a modern country. However, just

one statistic reveals the limits of this impression. In Thailand today, of all the cars sold,
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800 of them are used in Bangkok. The countryside is barely touched by the physical
aspects of modernization. This is also the case in Bhutan. But that is not to say that socie-
ty outside the city is not facing changes, the higgest one being the depopulation of the coun-
tryside by the educated youth.

The Monarchy

The existence of the Bhutanese monarchy serves to illustrate clearly how, when we talk
about tradition and modernity, all is not what it may seem. Nothing could be more tradi-
tional than to be a country with an absolute monarch. However, the Bhutanese monarchy
is, actually, very new. Just as the monarchy was going out of fashion elsewhere in the
world, the Bhutanese monarchy was created, in 1908. The idea was copied from the British
in nearby Calcutta. It seemed an ideal way of recognizing the power which had, in reality,
become concentrated in the hands of one man: the Tongsa Penlop, Jigme Namgyal Bhutan
had been united and ruled since the early Seventeenth Century by the Shabdrung and his
reincarnations. Like in Tibet, he was the religious leader of the country. He wrote the
laws. Two men were then chosen to supervise the affairs of the country. The “Je Khen-
po” was responsible for all religious affairs and temporal affairs were supervised by the
“desi”. The desi appointed two “Penlops.” The Paro Penlop administered the western
districts and the Tongsa Penlop represented the government in the east of the country. Gra-
dually, the strongest of these penlops took over the real power. A knighthood was bes-
towed upon the Tongsa Penlop by the British in recognition of his assistance as an in-
termediary in their negotiations with Tibet. This recognition from outside the country
helped give him the claim to legitimacy within Bhutan. Bhutan is now in the reign of its
fourth king from the same family. However, even today the king and the “Je Khenpo”

have their separate domains, the temporal and the religious.

A National Identity

The concept of monarchy may be an old one — even if it is newly created — but the con-
cept of “nation-building” is quite new, especially in Asia where precise borders were non-ex-
istent before the western colonialists drew them. If we look at Southeast Asia after inde-
pendence, from the late 1940s on, the countries there have all been engaged in a process of
nation-building. Benedict Anderson, in his book, “Imagined Communities” shows how
national-rather than many local-“traditions” have been deliberately created where they did
not actually exist before, in order to instill a sense of cultural similarity and, therefore, a
single national identity in newly independent natiorl;.D

Bhutan was never colonized but, with a relatively short history as a monarchical system

and, as it opens up to global influences, the process of nation-building through an attention to
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“cultural preservation” is a major theme in government departments. Many of the concepts
introduced by the Bhutanese government reflect themes introduced in Thailand in the Twen-
tieth Century as a means to instill a sense of national identity in all its people. In recent
years a variety of cultural concepts have either been introduced or reinforced. These in-
clude ?the ‘motto’ called the “Tsawa Sum” or ‘Three Main Concepts’— “Country, King,
Peopfég. The traditional etiquette known as O“Driglam Namzhag” is being given renewed
cmphasis in school and in government ofﬁctj;? Instead of G. N. P, the King talks of his
country’s “Gross National Happiness” quotient. This phrase has impressed the UN and
NGO representatives in Bhutan and is now regularly quoted in official documents so that it is
beginning to take on the form of an official and uniquely Bhutanese ideology for develop-
ment.

Any modern nation state needs a substantial body of traditional art, literature and folk cul-
ture to define its identity. In the field of the arts, orally transmitted tales and folk history
are now being written down. Schools in the traditional arts and crafts of Bhutan are
flourishing, with government support. Language is at the crux of issues of national identity
and in Bhutan there is a carefully considered language policy. Dzongkha, the national lan-
guage is being developed to cope with modern demands and to ensure that it is not over-rid-
den by English, which is in common use in Bhutan. Dzongkha has recently been given re-
newed attention in the government. It is now supposed to be used as the first language in
governmental affairs. Since Bhutan has 14 or more dialects, Dzongkha is not automatically
the language of choice for many functionaries. They are now more accustomed to using En-

140
glish as the working language.

Concelusion

In Bhutan, then, the traditional and the modern quickly fuse. Bhutan may be a land-lock-
ed country but its people are by no means isolated. The fact that a high percentage of its
young people speak fluent English gives them access to all the knowledge of the outside
world. Like young people everywhere, they are loath to be held back by anything. The
modern media is available to them through satellite and they enjoy the same music and tele-
vision programmes as youngsters everywhere. The Bhutanese government, on the other
hand, is using the same modern media to promote the importance of the traditions of a coun-
try that has a rich culture and history, without attempting to block out foreign influenced] as
has been the case in many other developing countriesl] The Bhutanese government’s poli-
cies are guided by a two-pronged approach to development: economic and technological im-
provements on the one hand, balanced and complemented by a policy of ‘cultural preserva-
tion’ which centers on the promotion of traditional, Buddhist interpretations of social and en-

150

vironmental harmony.
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