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Ladakhi and Bhutanese Enclaves in Tibet* 

John Bray** 

Introduction 
Until the 1950s both Ladakh and Bhutan governed small 
enclaves of territory in Western Tibet. Ladakh’s enclave 
consisted of the village of Minsar (Men ser), near lake 
Manasarovar (Ma pham), and its surrounding land, while 
Bhutan governed the Darchen (Dar chen) Labrang and several 
smaller monasteries and villages near Mount Kailas (Gangs 
rin po che, Ti se). These enclaves were entirely surrounded by 
the territory of the Dalai Lama, but Ladakh (superseded by 
the government of Jammu and Kashmir after 1846) and 
Bhutan continued to raise revenue there for some 300 years. 
 
The status of these enclaves was ambiguous. By the 20th 
century both Kashmir/India and Bhutan claimed to hold 
their lands in full sovereignty. By contrast the Lhasa 
government acknowledged that Ladakh/Kashmir and Bhutan 
held certain rights, but it nevertheless tried to exercise its 
own authority as though the enclaves were no more than 
foreign-owned estates in Tibetan territory. These disputes 
were never fully resolved but came to an abrupt end in the 

                                              
* This article was first published in Recent Research on Ladakh 7 
(Edited by Thierry Dodin and Heinz Räther. Ulmer 
Kulturanthropologische Schriften Band 8. Ulm: Abteilung 
Anthropologie, Universität Ulm, 1997), pp. 89-104.  I have updated 
the references and made minor editorial amendments for this 
reprint, but the substance of the article remains unchanged, 
including the references to contemporary border issues as seen at 
the time of writing. 
** John Bray is President of the International Association of Ladakh 
Studies. His recent publications include articles in The Tibet Journal, 
Zentralasiatische Studien, the Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 
and an edited collection of papers on Ladakh for Rivista degli Studi 
Orientali. He is currently based in Kumamoto, Japan.  



Journal of Bhutan Studies 

 2

1950s when the Chinese government took over both sets of 
enclaves, without paying compensation either to 
Ladakh/Kashmir or to Bhutan. 
 
This paper is a preliminary discussion of the ambiguities 
surrounding the enclaves. It begins with an analysis of their 
common origins in the 17th century, and then discusses the 
disputes surrounding them in the 20th century, making 
particular reference to British records.1 The paper concludes 
with a discussion of the enclaves’ standing in the wider 
context of traditional and contemporary Himalayan politics. 

Origins 
Both sets of enclaves share a common origin in that they date 
back to the period when the Kings of Ladakh controlled the 
whole of Western Tibet (Mnga’ ris skor gsum). The link with 
Bhutan arises because of the Ladakhi royal family’s 
association with the Drukpa Kagyupa (’Brug pa bka’ rgyud 
pa) sect. This association dates back at least to the end of the 
16th century: in 1577 King Jamyang Namgyal (Jams dbyang 
rnam rgyal, r. c.1595-1616) of Ladakh, who stood in a 
priest/patron relationship with the Drukpa leader Padma 
Karpo (Padma dkar po, 1527-1592), sponsored the building of 
a tantra school on his territory.2 The Drukpa school also 
established close links with Zangskar, which was subordinate 
to Ladakh, in the same period.  
 

                                              
1 To my knowledge, the Bhutanese archives on this topic still await 
scholarly research.  
2 For a discussion of Ladakh’s early links with the Drukpa sect see 
Schuh, Dieter (1983), Frühe Beziehungen zwischen dem 
ladakhischen Herrscherhaus und der südlichen ’Brug-pa Schule 
(Archiv für zentralasiatische Geschichtsforschung, Heft 2, Sankt 
Augustin, VGH Wissenschaftsverlag; Schuh, Dieter (1983), “Zu den 
Hintergründen der Parteinahme Ladakh’s für Bhutan im Kreig gegen 
Lhasa”, in Recent Research on Ladakh,  Detlef Kantowsky and 
Reinhard Sander (Eds.), Munich: Weltforum Verlag, pp. 37-50. 
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In the early 17th century, the Drukpa Kagyupa split because 
of a dispute over the reincarnation of Padma Karpo. The two 
rival candidates were Pagsam Wangpo (Dpag bsam dbang po, 
1593-1641) who belonged to the ’Phong rgyas noble family; 
and Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal (Zhab drung Ngag dbang 
rnam rgyal, 1594-1651?) the abbot of Ralung (Rva lung) 
monastery, which lies to the east of Gyantse. The ruler of 
Tsang (Sde rid gtsang pa) decided in favour of Pagsam 
Wangpo, forcing Ngawang Namgyal to flee to the south. The 
Zhabdrung united the whole of what is now Bhutan under a 
single authority and is regarded as the founder of the 
Bhutanese state.3 The Zhabdrung established himself as the 
head of the Lho ’brug or southern branch of the Drukpa 
Kagyupa. Druk Yul (’Brug yul), the indigenous name of 
Bhutan, alludes to its association with the Drukpa Kagyupa.  
 
The Kings of Ladakh maintained contact with both the 
northern and the southern branches of the Drukpa Kagyupa.4 
Stagtsang Raspa Ngawang Gyatso (Stag tshang ras pa ngag 
dbang rgya mtso, 1574-1651), who was associated with the 
northern branch, became the foremost teacher of King Sengge 
Namgyal (Seng ge rnam rgyal, r. 1616-1642), and founded the 
monasteries of Hemis (Gsang snags chos gling), Chemre (Theg 
chog) and Wanla (De chog rnam rgyal). However, Stagna (Stag 
sna) monastery which was founded in circa 1580 was 
affiliated with the southern branch, and the King maintained 
close personal contact with the Zhabdrung. Sengge Namgyal’s 
brother, Prince Tenzin5 (Bstan ’dzin), went to Bhutan and 
rose to become the governor (rdzong pon) of Wangdi Phodrang 

                                              
3 For the history of Bhutan see inter alia Aris, Michael (1979), 
Bhutan: The Early History of a Himalayan Kingdom, Warminster: Aris 
and Phillips; Aris, Michael (1994), The Raven Crown: The Origins of 
Buddhist Monarchy in Bhutan, London: Serindia Publications.  
4 Schuh (1983).  
5 The name would be pronounced ‘Standzin’ in Ladakh. 



Journal of Bhutan Studies 

 4

(Dbang ’dus pho brang). In 1639 Standzin helped defeat a 
Tibetan army at a battle at Punakha in Bhutan.6 
 
Sengge Namgyal’s territories in Western Tibet included the 
area surrounding Mount Kailas which had long associations 
with the Kagyupa. These date back to the time of Milarepa 
who is said to have engaged in a magical contest with the 
Bonpo master Naro Bonchung for authority over the sacred 
mountain. It was finally decided that the one who reached the 
summit of the mountain first on the 15th day of the month 
would be the victor. Naro Bonchung began ascending the 
mountain before dawn, but Milarepa overtook him using his 
robes as wings and reached the summit as the first rays of 
the sun appeared.7 The two Kagyu schools with the closest 
association with Kailas were the Drigung (’Bri gung pa) and 
the Drukpa.8 
 
As a mark of respect to the Zhabdrung, the King offered him a 
series of monasteries near the mountain. The monasteries 
which Sengge Namgyal granted to the Zhabdung were: Dar 
                                              
6 Slob dpon Padma Tshe dbang [Lopon Pemala] ‘Brug gi rgyal rabs 
slob dpon padma tshe dbang gis sbyar ba. ‘Brug gsal ba’i sgron me. 
History of Bhutan. (Thimphu, 1994), p 151. Lopon Pemala cites the 
Lho’i chos byung, fo. 37b as the source for this episode. I am grateful 
to the late Michael Aris for assistance in reading Lopon Pemala’s 
text. 
7 The legends surrounding the mountain are described in a guide 
composed by the 34th ’Bri gung gdan rabs, Bstan ‘dzin chos kyi blo 
gros: Gangs ri chen po ti se dang mcho ma dros pa bcas kyi sngon 
byung gi lo rgyus mdor bsdus su brjod pa’i rab byed shel dkar me 
long. I am grateful to Tsering D. Gonkatsang for translating parts of 
this text on my behalf. Elena De Rossi Filibeck has published an 
edited transliteration of the text, with an annotated English 
summary: Two Tibetan Guide Books to Ti se and La phyi 
(Monumenta Tibetica Historica. Abteilung 1 Band 4. Bonn: VGH 
Wissenschaftsverlag, 1988). 
8 See also Petech, Luciano (1979), “The ‘Bri gung pa sect in Western 
Tibet and Ladakh”, in Proceedings of the Csoma de Kőrös Memorial 
Symposium 1976, Louis Ligeti (Eds.), Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 
pp. 313-325.  
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chen Bla brang dgon, Gnyen po’i ri rdzong, ‘Bri ra phug, Rdzu 
’phrul phug, Ge rdzong, Bya skyibs, Ye ri dgon phug, Gad ser, 
So mo rgyu, Shi ha ra.9 These are the territories which 
developed into Bhutanese enclaves in Tibet. In 1661 King 
Deldan Namgyal (Bde ldan rnam rgyal, r.1642-1694) 
confirmed all the existing rights of the southern school in his 
kingdom. His charter makes specific reference to the 
monasteries and associated properties on the ‘snow mountain 
Ti se’ (Kailas).10 
 
Ladakh’s close association with Bhutan was to have fateful 
consequences. In 1677 King Deleg Namgyal (Bde legs rnam 
rgyal) chose to take Bhutan’s side in a war with Tibet.11 This 
subsequently led the Lhasa government to invade Ladakh, 
and fighting continued from 1681-1683.12 Ladakh was 
defeated and the Sixth ’Brug chen Mi pham dbang po helped 
mediate between the two sides to negotiate the treaty of 
Temisgang (Gting mo sgang) in 1684. Among other provisions 
in the treaty Ladakh agreed to send a triennial lo phyag 
mission to Lhasa carrying a specified list of symbolic gifts,13 
                                              
9 Lopon Pemala, pp. 189-90. He does not give a source. Swami 
Pranavananda (Kailas Manasarovar, New Delhi: published by the 
author, 2nd ed. 1983, p.82) gives the following list of Bhutanese 
possessions in Tibet: ‘Tarchen, at the foot of Kailas, Nyanri and 
Zuthul phuk Monasteris of Kailas, Cherkip Gompa of Manasarovar, 
the villages of Dungmar, Ringung, Doh, Khochar, Gezon near 
Gartok, Itse Gompa, Gonphu Gesur, Sammar and a few other places 
in Western Tibet’. See also the list cited by Sherring below. 
10 The text is quoted, with a German translation in Schuh, Frühe 
Beziehungen (1983), pp. 51-54. 
11 Delek Namgyal seems to have taken over the reins of power while 
his father Deldan Namgyal was still alive. 
12 For the history of this war see Petech, Luciano (1947), “The 
Tibetan Ladakhi Moghul war 1681-1683”, Indian Historical Quarterly 
23, pp. 169-199; Zahiruddin Ahmad (1968), “New Light on the Tibet-
Ladakh-Mughal War of 1679-1684”, East and West 18, pp. 340-361; 
Luciano Petech (1977), The Kingdom of Ladakh c. 950 1842, Rome, 
Is.M.E.O.   
13 On the lo phyag mission, see Bray, John, “The Lapchak Mission 
from Ladakh to Lhasa and the Government of India’s Foreign Policy 
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and it ceded the whole of Western Tibet to the Lhasa 
government with the exception of certain enclaves. 

The Ladakhi Enclave at Minsar   
The Ladakhi enclave was the estate of Minsar which the King 
retained, ostensibly to meet the religious offering expenses of 
Lake Manasarowar and Mount Kailas.  
 
Minsar was a small settlement on the main trading route 
from Ladakh to Lhasa. The first Western reference to it comes 
from the early 19th century East India Company veterinary 
surgeon and explorer William Moorcroft who passed through 
in late July 1812.14 In Moorcroft’s description, Minsar had 
“but one house made of bricks baked in the sun, and five 
tents of goat herds”. However, he considered his stay there to 
have been profitable because he was able to buy a sample of 
Tibetan wool and he hoped that this would one day become a 
major trade item with the British. He recorded that the 
morning he spent there was hot and, with characteristic 
commercial astuteness, commented that this was “a 
circumstance in our favour as the sellers of wool are in the 
habit of wetting it under the idea as they pretend of its 
twisting the closer, but more probably to make it weigh 
heavier”. Moorcroft considered that day to be “the epoch at 
which may be fixed the origin of a traffic which is likely to be 

                                                                                               
in the Second Half of the Nineteenth Century”, The Tibet Journal 15, 
No. 4, pp. 75-96; Bray, John and Gonkatsang, Tsering D., “Three 
19th Century Documents from Tibet and the lo phyag Mission from 
Leh to Lhasa,” in Mountains, Monasteries and Mosques, John Bray 
and Elena de Rossi Filibeck (Eds.). Supplement No. 2 to Rivista degli 
Studi Orientali 80, Pisa and Rome, Sapienza, Università di Roma, pp. 
97-116. 
14 Moorcroft, William (1816). “A Journey to Lake Manasarovara in Un 
des, a Province of little Tibet”. Asiatick Researches 12 , pp. 375-534. 
On Moorcroft, see Alder, Garry J., Beyond Bokhara: The Life of 
William Moorcroft, Asian Explorer and Pioneer Veterinary Surgeon 
1767-1825, London: Century Publishing. 
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extremely beneficial to the Honourable Company”. However, 
makes no reference to Minsar’s links with Ladakh. 
 
In 1834 Zorawar Singh invaded Ladakh on behalf of Gulab 
Singh, the ruler of Jammu. After a series of battles, Ladakh 
finally lost its independence in 1842. Four years later, Gulab 
Singh became the first Maharaja of Jammu and Kashmir, 
including Ladakh. Jammu and Kashmir was a princely state 
within the Indian empire, and in theory the Government of 
India was responsible for its external relations. However, in 
1852 the Kashmir government signed an agreement with 
Tibet agreeing to fulfil the obligations of the 1684 treaty, 
including the triennial lo phyag mission to Lhasa. It appeared 
that it acted on its own initiative, without reference to the 
British.15 Similarly, the Kashmir Durbar inherited Ladakh’s 
claim to Minsar and continued to collect revenue from it. In 
1853, when Mehta Basti Ram was Wazir (governor) of 
Ladakh, this revenue amounted to Rs 56.16  
 
I have not been able to find any detailed Western description 
of Minsar in the second half of the 19th century, but British 
officials in Kashmir and Ladakh were certainly aware of its 
existence. For example, in 1900 R.L. Kennion, who was 
British Joint Commissioner in Ladakh, wrote a despatch 
discussing corvée transport obligations in Ladakh and 
Tibet,17 and he mentions that by ancient custom the annual 
mission sent from Ladakh to Minsar was allowed free 

                                              
15 An English version of the treaty is cited in Shakabpa, Tsepon W.D. 
(1982), Tibet: A Political History, New York: Potala Publications, p. 
238. 
16 Report of the Officials of the Government of India and the People’s 
Republic of China on the Boundary Question (Government of India, 
Ministry of External Affairs, MEA 29. February 1961) p. 59. 
17 On this topic see Bray, John (2008), “Corvée Transport Labour in 
19th and Early 20th  Century Ladakh: A Study in Continuity and 
Change,” in Modern Ladakh: Anthropological Perspectives on 
Continuity and Change, Beek, Martijn van and Pirie, Fernanda 
(Eds.), Leiden: Brill, pp. 43-66. 
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transport consisting of six baggage animals and one riding 
pony on both sides of the frontier.18 Kennion subsequently 
discussed whether Minsar should be included in the Ladakh 
land settlement (a detailed register of land ownership and 
taxation obligations), but the sole reference to Minsar in the 
preliminary report of the Ladakh settlement is as follows: 

 
According to the papers prepared in Sambhat 1958, 
the number of villages in Ladakh Tahsil is 110 in 
addition to which is the village of Masur, which lies in 
the midst of Chinese Tibet and has never been visited 
by State Revenue officials.19 

 
However, it appears that Kashmir was collecting revenue from 
Minsar throughout this period—for example, in 1905 the 
revenue amounted to Rs 297—and that Minsar was included 
in the final settlement report.20 Minsar was also included in 
the 1911 and 1921 Indian censuses: in the 1921 census it 
was recorded as having 44 houses, 87 men and 73 women. 
 
Meanwhile, the Tibetan authorities, while acknowledging 
Kashmir’s rights in Minsar, also made their own claims. In 
1929 E.B. Wakefield, an ICS officer, visited Western Tibet, 
and reported that Minsar paid taxes to Kashmir while at the 
same time fulfilling certain labour obligations to the Tibetan 
authorities: 
 

                                              
18 British Library Oriental and India Office Collection (OIOC), 
L/PandS/7/125. Copy of a note dated the 30th May 1900 by 
Captain R.L.Kennion, Assistant to the Resident in Kashmir for Leh. 
19 Mohamad, Chaudhri Khushi, Preliminary Report of Ladakh 
Settlement (Jammu, Ranbir Prakash Press, 1908), pp. 2-3. I am 
grateful to Martijn van Beek for locating this reference. 
20 Report of the Officials, p. 139. The source cited for the figure of Rs 
297 is a tour report of Faqir Chand, Wazir-Wazarat (governor) of 
Ladakh in 1905. It seems that there is no copy of the final 
settlement report in any British library, and I have yet to locate one 
elsewhere. 
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I was surprised to learn that the inhabitants of Minsar 
and the neighbourhood own allegiance not to the Dalai 
Lama but to the Maharaja of Kashmir. Formerly, I was 
told, the 40 families resident in the Minsar district 
used to supply eight men to the Tibetan army, but 
now, being subjects of the Maharaja of Kashmir, they 
are exempt from this duty, though they are still 
compelled to provide free transport for Tibetan officials 
travelling through their territory. Every year the 
Lumberdar of Rupshu, or some petty official, from 
Ladakh comes to Minsar to collect the tribute due to 
the Maharaja of Kashmir. The tribute consists of 60 
sheep, 20 goats, six yaks and 60 lambskins, whilst a 
sum of 60 rupees is paid half in rupees half in tankas, 
on account of the travelling expense of the Ladakhi 
official who collects the tribute.21 

 
Ten years later Dr Kanshi Ram, the British Trade Agent, 
visited Minsar. The local people complained to him that they 
were forced to buy tea from Tibetan officials at a price above 
the market rate, a form of taxation known as ‘Pujjar’: 
 

We left Chakra on the 21st and reached Minsar on the 
23rd September and had to stay there for two days 
owing to the transport difficulties. The Minsar Gobas 
who are the subjects of the Kashmir government 
represented to me that although they had a letter from 
the Wazir Ladakh to the effect that they should not 
take any pujjar, yet Jingshung22 was still pressing 
them to take six loads (gams) of tea and two loads of 

                                              
21 OIOC. L/P and S/4163. Narrative of the personal experiences of 
Mr E.B. Wakefield ICS in Western Tibet, 1929. Wakefield also refers 
to Minsar in his memoirs: Past Imperative (London: Chatto and 
Windus, 1966), pp. 60-61. 
22 This appears to be a reference to the gzhung tshong a government 
official who was  appointed by the Lhasa authorities and enjoyed 
wide trading privileges in western Tibet, including the right to 
requisition corvée labour for transport purposes. 
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grain as pujjar and requested me that I should 
represent their case to Jingshung. Upon this I saw 
Jingshung on the 25th September and represented the 
pujjar case of Minsar men to him. After a long 
discussion, he told me that it was a very old practice 
and he was sorry that he could not exempt them from 
it and assured me that he would now give only three 
gams of tea instead of six as I had approached him in 
this connection. I therefore did not approach him any 
more as the practice of giving pujjar is a very old 
custom. 23 

 
The question of double taxation evidently continued to be a 
problem. In 1940 Tsetan Phuntsog, a senior Ladakhi official, 
visited Minsar on behalf of the Kashmir government. 
According to his wife’s memoirs, he negotiated a satisfactory 
agreement with the Tibetan authorities, but she does not 
record the details.24 However, Abdul Wahid Radhu, a Ladakhi 
Muslim merchant, passed through Minsar in 1942 as a 
member of the lo phyag mission to Lhasa, and he mentions 
that the inhabitants complained that they still had to pay 
taxes both to Kashmir and to Tibet.25 
 
Abdul Wahid Radhu was one of the last representatives of an 
ancient trading tradition. Soon after his visit, the political and 
economic situation in the Himalayan region changed 
irrevocably. In 1947 India and Pakistan became independent, 
but were quickly locked in dispute over Kashmir. Pakistani 
forces invaded Ladakh as well as the Kashmir valley, and in 
1948 they came close to capturing Leh. The UN-brokered 
ceasefire in January 1949 froze the line of control between 
Indian and Pakistani troops, but failed to resolve the dispute. 

                                              
23 OIOC. L/PandS/12/4164. Diaries of the British Trade Agent at 
Gartok. No. 113A. Rai Bahadur Dr Kanshi Ram, BTA Gartok to 
Political Agent Punjab Hill States, Simla. 19 October 1939.  
24 Phuntsog, Sungkil (1988), “My Husband Kaga Thsetan 
Phunthsog”, Yarked, Rajpur: Moravian Institute, p. 68. 
25 Radhu, Abdul Wahid (1981), Caravane Tibétaine, Paris: Fayard. 
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Political conditions on the northern side of the Himalaya 
changed even more drastically with China’s invasion of Tibet 
in 1950 and the crackdown which followed the Lhasa 
uprising of 1959. 
 
In the late 1940s and early 1950s the Indian and Kashmiri 
authorities were preoccupied with their internal problems and 
with the threat from Pakistan, and therefore neglected their 
Tibetan enclave. It appears that Minsar stopped paying taxes 
to Kashmir during this period: India did not formally abandon 
its claim, but it missed an opportunity to consolidate it in the 
early 1950s when relations between India and China were 
relatively favourable.26 
 
However, in the course of talks with China in the early 1960s, 
India maintained somewhat belatedly that Minsar was ‘a 
Ladakhi enclave in Tibet and was held in full sovereignty by 
India’.27 The context of these talks was the dispute over the 
boundary between India and Tibet which led to the Sino-
Indian war of 1962-63. India referred to Ladakh’s claim to 
Minsar, and its historical relationship with Tibet, to bolster its 
argument that its own claims represented the ‘traditional’ 
boundary. 
 
The Sino-Indian boundary dispute remains unresolved. Since 
the 1960s the attention of the two governments has focused 
on the demarcation of the frontier and, more recently, on the 
prospects for mutual trade. The status of Minsar is no more 
than a minor footnote to these concerns, but one that has 
still to be cleared up. 

                                              
26 Personal communication from Phunchok Stobdan, Institute of 
Defence Studies and Strategic Analyses, New Delhi. 
27 Report of the Officials, ibid. 
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Bhutanese Enclaves 
After the treaty of Temisgang the Tibetan government 
confirmed Bhutan’s title to its lands in western Tibet.28 The 
most important Bhutanese property was Darchen Labrang at 
the foot of Mount Kailas.  
 
In some respects its history was similar to Minsar’s: two 
governments claimed control over it, and its inhabitants were 
caught in the middle. However, Darchen had greater religious 
significance than Minsar because it was—and still is—the 
traditional starting point for pilgrims wishing to make the 
circuit of Mount Kailas. Moreover, Darchen was also the site 
of a trading mart in the summer months from mid-July to 
early September. Indian traders from Almora district 
purchased wool in exchange for cloth and other Indian goods. 
 
The Bhutanese official in charge of Darchen was known as 
the Gangs ri rdor ’dzin. He was normally a senior lama who 
served in Darchen for a fixed term, and a Bhutanese legal 
code of 1729 mentions the post as one of the highest offices of 
state.29  Many British accounts refer to the rdor ‘dzin as the 
‘dashok’ (drag shos), a title which referred to his ranking in 
the Bhutanese hierarchy. In addition to his religious duties, 
he was responsible for regulating prices in the Darchen trade 
mart and arbitrating in disputes. The numbers of pilgrims 
varied from year to year, but they were a source of revenue to 
the lama in charge of the monastery, and he remitted part of 
his earnings to Bhutan. 

                                              
28 F. Williamson, Political Officer Sikkim in the early 1930s, says 
that he made a copy of the Tibetan document confirming Bhutan’s 
title. Letter from F. Williamson, Gartok, 6th January 1934. OIOC, 
L/PandS/12/4175. No. 1340. Williamson’s letter is reprinted in 
Snelling, John (1990), The Sacred Mountain, 2nd ed., London: East 
West Publications, p. 423. 
29 dPal ‘brug pa rin po che mthu chen ngag gi dbang po bka’ khrims 
thams cad las rnam par rgyal ba’i gtam. See Aris, Michael (1986), 
Sources for the History of Bhutan, Vienna: Arbeitskreis für tibetische 
und buddhistische Studien, Universität Wien, p. 147.  
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Bhutan claimed that Darchen and associated estates were 
completely independent of Lhasa. This claim led to frictions 
between the rdor ’dzin and the two Garpons (sgar dpon) of 
Gartok who were the Lhasa government’s senior 
representatives in western Tibet. As will be seen, there are 
several references to such frictions in 20th century Western 
sources, and they no doubt occurred in earlier times as well. 
 
The first Western traveller to visit Darchen was William 
Moorcroft, who went there in August 1812, Moorcroft’s 
description reflects the fact that his prime interest was in 
trade: 
 

There are four houses of unburnt brick or stones, and 
about twenty-eight tents, amongst which that of the 
servant of the Latáki agent is apparently the best. 
Sixteen years ago the old pundit says this was a place 
of consequence. There we may find many Juarí and 
Dhermu merchants with grain and three tea 
merchants, who say they are acquainted with Pekin, 
which they call the capital of Maháchín: but they 
themselves reside two months journey beyond Pekin.30 

 
Nearly a century later, under the terms of the 1904 Lhasa 
convention, Britain secured the right to station a Trade Agent 
in Western Tibet. Unlike their counterparts in Gyantse and 
Yatung, all the British Trade Agents in Western Tibet were 
Indians. They spent every summer in western Tibet, but did 
not stay there in the winter. Their reports and official diaries 
are among the main British sources on western Tibet during 
this period, and occasionally refer to Darchen.  
 
British officers from the Indian Civil Service (ICS) also made 
sporadic visits to Western Tibet. The first to do so was 
Charles Sherring, the District Commissioner of Almora, who 
                                              
30 Moorcroft, William (1816), “A Journey to Lake Manasarovara in Un 
des, a Province of Little Tibet”, Asiatick Researches 12, pp. 375-534. 
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went there in 1905. Sherring reported that Darchen’s political 
status of the region was already a source of controversy: 
 

Here in the very midst of Tibetan territory we found an 
administration ruled by the Ruler of Bhutan, 
independent of the Gartok viceroys and of Lhasa itself. 
Apparently the whole is in the nature of a religious 
endowment, in which the Bhutan representatives will 
not now tolerate any interference, and so far have 
matters gone in the past that the retainers of the 
Darchan ruler have met those of the Garphans and 
blows have been exchanged, even firearms brought 
into use. During the last three years the appointed 
officer, who bears the title of Dashok, has been absent 
from Darchan without intermission, and his faithful 
servant has done the work in the ordinary course of 
events...... His work is an important one, as he is the 
head administrator of Darchan; of two monasteries, 
Nendiphu and Zutulphu (Jamdulphu of the maps) 
which are situated on the holy way round Kailas; of 
the Jaikep (Jenkhab) gompa on Lake Manasarowar; of 
the very important place Khojarnath; of Rungung and 
Do on the upper Karnali river; of Gazon near Gartok; 
and four monasteries Iti, Gonphu, Gesur and Samur 
in the Daba Jongpen’s territory.31 

 
In 1905 minor disputes between Bhutanese and Tibetan 
officials were of no great concern to the British. However, 
King Ugyan Wangchuk of Bhutan evidently expected things to 
change after the Treaty of Punakha which he signed in 
1910.32 Under the terms of this treaty Britain was to 
administer Bhutan’s foreign relations which, in principle, 
might have been expected to include its dealings with Tibet. 

                                              
31 Sherring, Charles A. (1906), Western Tibet and the British 
Borderland, London; rpt New Delhi: Cosmo publications 1974, p. 
278. 
32 See Aris (1994). Contemporary British records referred to Ugyan 
Wangchuk as the ‘Maharaja’. 



Ladakhi and Bhutanese Enclaves in Tibet 

 15

In December 1912 the King referred to the Bhutanese 
possessions around Mount Kailas in a letter to Charles—later 
Sir Charles—Bell, the Political Officer in Sikkim.33 The 
Tibetan government was levying salt tax from the people living 
in the area, and the King contested its right to do so. 
 
At the same time, with a touch of optimism, he mentioned an 
even older dispute. The fifth Dalai Lama had taken away most 
of the lands belonging to the Bhutanese owned monastery of 
Tö ling Tsurpo (Tib?), a day’s journey from Lhasa. Could the 
British government put pressure on Lhasa to return this 
property? Bell duly consulted his superiors in the 
Government of India Foreign Department on both issues. 
Their conclusion was that it was ‘unnecessary to consider the 
question of supporting the Maharaja unless and until serious 
contingencies of graver importance should arise’. 
 
The tax issue remained unsettled, and in the 1920s the Lhasa 
government intensified its efforts to increase its revenue: 
among other expensive projects it wished to set up an army 
trained on British lines.34 The Tibetan government’s 
agricultural department, the So nams las khungs, began to 
register the residents of the Darchen area, who were mainly 
pastoral nomads, and to tax them accordingly. The King of 
Bhutan continued to object and engaged in ‘acrimonious 
correspondence’ with the Tibetan government.35 
 
In 1927 the murder of Nathi Johari, a trader from Almora 
district, created a further source of tension.36 He was among 
                                              
33 C.A. Bell to Secretary of the Government of India Foreign 
Department, Gangtok, 1st May 1913. Oriental and India Office 
Collection (OIOC), L/PandS/ 12/2223. 
34. For the background to the Tibetan government’s revenue policies 
see Goldstein, Melvyn (1989), A History of Modern Tibet, Berkeley: 
University of California Press. 
35 F. Williamson, Ibid. 
36 Lt Col. J.L.R. Weir, Political Officer Sikkim, to Foreign Secretary of 
the Government of India, Gyantse 30th July 1930. OIOC. 
L/PandS/12/4163 1165. 
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a group of traders who had stopped for the night at Larchen 
Dik, some 15 miles from Darchen, when they were attacked 
by bandits. Nathi Johari was wounded, and carried to 
Darchen, where he died. He had been a British subject, and 
the Government of India was therefore keen to secure the 
punishment of the murderers. The Garpons duly put pressure 
on the lama in charge of Darchen monastery (the incident 
took place during an interregnum between rdor ’dzin). 
However, the Bhutanese pointed out that the attack had 
taken place outside their territory, even though Nathi Johari 
had subsequently died within it. In any case they had little 
prospect of capturing an unidentified bandit. The Garpons 
were not satisfied with this reply: the case dragged on for 
several years, and was never satisfactorily settled. 
 
In 1930 Bhutan’s appointment of Tobdan La (Stobs ldan lags) 
to administer Darchen led to further tensions.37 He was a 
layman rather than a monk, and the Lhasa authorities 
claimed that his appointment was contrary to established 
practice. Tobdan La’s forceful approach to the tax issue 
further antagonised them: he took back as Darchen subjects 
a number of people who had previously been registered by the 
So nams las khungs. The Garpons responded by forcing these 
subjects to give up their Bhutanese ‘nationality’, and beat 
some of them severely. Eventually, Lhasa succeeded in 
securing Tobdan La’s withdrawal. The Garpons appointed a 
Tibetan official, the former Ta tsam (Tib?) of Barkha to be in 
charge of Darchen. 
 
In 1932 King Jigme Wangchuk of Bhutan appealed to 
Frederick Williamson, the Political Officer Sikkim to take up 
the Darchen dispute during a forthcoming visit to Tibet.38 
Williamson thought that the matter was ‘really a religious one’ 
and the British should intervene as little as possible. 
However, he responded to the King’s request because he was 
‘extremely pressing’ and because he thought the atmosphere 
                                              
37 Williamson (1934). 
38 Ibid.  
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in Lhasa was ‘favourable to the receipt of friendly 
suggestions’. Williamson duly brought up the matter in 
Lhasa. 
 
In his report Williamson pointed out that the tax issue ‘raises 
the question whether Darchin is Bhutanese territory, as His 
Highness of Bhutan would claim, or whether it is merely an 
estate in Tibetan territory held by him, as the Tibetan 
government would claim’. However, he added that this point 
had been ‘avoided by both sides’. It appears that they 
continued to avoid it thereafter, although the Tibetan 
government responded to Williamson’s initiative by sending a 
conciliatory letter to the King of Bhutan. 
 
Darchen came up again in the reports of the British Trade 
Agent in 1937.39 He had two concerns. The first was that the 
Darchen Labrang had flogged the servant of a Johari trader 
for assaulting a Tibetan beggar. The Agent claimed that the 
Labrang had no right to punish a British subject without 
reference to him. The second issue was that the Labrang had 
been levying a tax of Rs 2 per head on Johari and Darma 
traders since the previous year again without the Agent’s 
knowledge. The Labrang officials responded to both 
complaints by claiming that they had the authority to do as 
they wished because they were subject to Bhutan rather than 
Tibet: they therefore were not bound by any British 
agreement with the Tibetan authorities concerning judicial 
authority or taxes. 
 
Bhutan continued to administer Darchen until 1959 when it 
was taken over by Chinese troops. Ten years earlier Bhutan 
had signed a treaty with the newly independent Indian 
government on similar lines to the Treaty of Punakha. On 
Bhutan’s behalf, India raised the question of the Bhutanese 

                                              
39 British Trade Agent Gartok to Political Agent, Punjab Hill States, 9 
September 1937. OIOC. L/PandS/12/4103. 
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enclaves with China in 1959 and 1960, but the latter refused 
to discuss the issue.40 
 
Since then there has been no public discussion of the 
Bhutanese enclaves. Bhutan does not maintain formal 
diplomatic relations with China, but in recent years it has 
held a series of meetings with Chinese diplomats to discuss 
the two countries’ common boundary. It is understood that 
the two sides have reached broad agreement on the main 
issues, but there has been no formal settlement. 

Conclusion: The Wider Context 
The fact that Ladakhi and Bhutanese enclaves existed in 
Tibet was not in itself unusual. In the pre-modern period 
political linkages in the Himalaya consisted of a web of inter-
relationships with many ambiguities. For example, many of 
the smaller kingdoms on Tibet’s southern and eastern 
borders belonged within Lhasa’s religious orbit, but at the 
same time found it convenient to acknowledge the temporal 
power of the rulers of India and China. The dividing line 
between political and religious obligation was frequently 
unclear. 
 
As discussed in an earlier paper, Ladakh’s triennial lo phyag 
mission to Lhasa—which is itself a product of the 1684 treaty 
of Temisgang—is one illustration of this ambiguity.41 The 
mission brought a specified set of offerings to Tibet; it was 
timed to arrive at the annual smon lam celebrations in Lhasa 
and therefore acquired religious connotations. The Tibetans 
apparently understood the mission to be an acknowledgement 

                                              
40 ‘Note given to the Foreign Office of China, 19 August 1959’ in 
Notes, Memoranda and Letters exchanged and Agreements signed 
between the Governments of India and China, 1954-1959 (November 
1959-March 1960), etc, (New Delhi, Ministry of External Affairs and 
Commonwealth Relations). See also Parmanand (1992), The Politics 
of Bhutan, New Delhi: Pragati publications, p. 163. 
41 Bray, John, “The Lapchak Mission”; Bray, John, and Gonkatsang, 
Tsering D., “Three 19th Century Documents”. 
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of Ladakh’s tributary status in the political as well as the 
religious sphere. However, Ladakh simultaneously paid 
tribute to the Moghuls in the 17th and 18th centuries, and 
was later fully incorporated into a princely state within 
Britain’s Indian empire. By the early 20th century the lo 
phyag had no direct political significance although it served a 
useful commercial purpose and was allowed to continue into 
the 1940s.  
 
The Ladakhi and Bhutanese enclaves are a variation on a 
similar theme. In both cases the origin of the enclaves was 
‘religious’, but at a time when there was no precise boundary 
between the ‘religious’ and ‘political’ spheres. Another 
example of overlapping political jurisdictions was Nepal’s 
traditional entitlement to certain extra territorial rights in 
Tibet, notably the right to try Nepalese subjects in Tibet (and 
their mixed-race descendants) accused of criminal offences.42 
 
The traditional Tibetan state could accommodate such 
anomalies relatively easily. However, tensions became more 
acute in the first half of the 20th century when the Tibetan 
state was slowly becoming more centralised. As noted above, 
the increased requirement for taxes brought Lhasa into 
conflict with Bhutan over Darchen and indeed with certain 
Tibetan aristocrats over their own estates. In that respect the 
frictions of the 1920s and the 1930s were part of a process 
which was taking place all over Tibet. These frictions and 
contradictions were never fully resolved before the Chinese 
destroyed the traditional Tibetan political system in its 
entirety. 
 
At first sight it seems unlikely the Ladakhi and Bhutanese 
enclaves could have survived into the ‘modern’ world, even 
without Chinese intervention. Perhaps the nearest surviving 
equivalents in the region are the 95 Indian enclaves (chhit) in 

                                              
42. See Uprety, Prem R. (1980), Nepal-Tibet Relations 1850-1930: 
Years of Hopes, Challenges and Frustrations, Kathmandu: Puga 
Nara. 
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northern Bangladesh and the 130 Bangladeshi equivalents in 
north east India.43 A total of some 100,000 Indian citizens are 
stranded in enclaves totally surrounded by Bangladeshi 
territory, and some of these are no larger than a few acres. 
The chhits’ boundaries date back to pre-independence and 
indeed pre-British times: they are a consequence of the 
confusing and frequently overlapping boundaries between the 
lands of the Maharaja of Cooch Behar and the Zamindar of 
neighbouring Rangpur. In 1947 Cooch Behar acceded to India 
while Rangpur became part of East Pakistan and later 
Bangladesh.  
 
The India/Bangladesh example demonstrates the problems 
associated with small landlocked enclaves, and serves as a 
reminder that unexpected historical anomalies may indeed 
survive into the early 21st century. It took more than 60 
years after partition before India and Bangladesh were able to 
reach formal agreement on their common frontier.44 
 
On a similar note, China has yet to reach formal agreement 
on Tibet’s boundaries with India and Bhutan. The latter have 
no hope of enforcing any residual claims to sovereignty over 
their Tibetan enclaves, but it is conceivable that they might 
yet seek compensation when negotiating a final boundary 
settlement. In this respect it may be that the history of the 
enclaves is still not entirely closed.  

                                              
43. For the history of the enclaves, see Whyte, Brendan R. (2002), 
Waiting for the Esquimo: An Historical and Documentary study of the 
Cooch Behar Enclaves of India and Bangladesh, Melbourne, School 
of Anthropology, Geography and Environmental Studies.  
44 As the reprint of this article was going to press in late August 
2011, it appeared that the Indian and Bangladeshi governments 
were at last coming close to resolving the problem of the enclaves 
along their common border. See Menas Borders, “India and 
Bangladesh Finalising Land-swap Talks”, 21st August 2011, 
www.menasborders.com. 
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Population History and Identity in the Hidden Land of 
Pemakö* 

Kerstin Grothmann** 

Introduction 
This study explores the history of migration by different 
Buddhist peoples from eastern Bhutan, the neighbouring 
Tawang area and the Tibetan plateau to the ‘hidden land’ 
(Tib. sbas yul) of Pemakö, and the circumstances that 
induced migrants to leave their homelands. The descendants 
of these diverse migrants who settled in the southern part of 
Pemakö - the Tuting, Geling and Singa Circles of Upper Siang 
District, Arunachal Pradesh - became officially classified as 
the Memba and Khamba1 ‘Scheduled Tribes’ (hereafter ST) by 
the Indian administration during the early 1950s, in order to 
incorporate them all into the newly independant Indian state. 
 
These ST categories were constructed on the basis of 
supposed common group origins and spoken language, and 
thus convey the impression that Upper Siang’s Buddhist 
population consists of two different groups, both of which are 
internally homogeneous.  However, both written sources of 
the British and post-independence Indian administration and 
my own fieldwork data demonstrate clearly that Pemakö’s 

                                              
* Fieldwork data on the Buddhist population of Upper Siang District 
was gathered in 2009 as part of the project “Between Tibetanisation 
and Tribalisation: Towards a New Anthropology of Tibeto-Burman 
Speaking Highlanders in Arunachal Pradesh”, directed by Prof. Toni 
Huber (Humboldt University, Berlin) and funded by the Deutsche 
Forschungsgemeinschaft. I would like to thank Toni Huber for his 
helpful comments on the draft version of this article. 
** PhD Candidate, Tibetan Studies, Humboldt University of Berlin. 
Correspondence:   k.grothmann@gmail.com 
1 Khamba is the spelling used by the Indian administration. The 
common transcription of the Tibetan term is Khampa (Wylie: kham 
pa), which will be used herein. 
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Buddhist population traces its origins back to a wide variety 
of homelands. Moreover, the ST labels are themselves 
exonyms that carry certain stereotypes and negative notions, 
especially the label Memba. Thus, both the Memba and 
Khampa labels meet with disapproval by local peoples so 
labeled. 
 
The present study retraces the various migration histories 
and movements of Pemakö ancestor populations. This allows 
some preliminary explanation of the autonyms used by these 
migrants themselves, in contrast to the generic exonyms, 
such as Memba and Khampa, that external agents have 
applied to them. We can also demonstrate that, in large part 
due to the religious status of the region as a hidden land, 
Pemakö became an ethno-linguistic melting pot for migrants 
from many different places. This diverse group nevertheless 
developed a common Buddhist identity vis-à-vis their non-
Buddhist neighbours, while simultaneously maintaining clear 
group boundaries among themselves according to place of 
origin and/or residence. 

The Pemakö Region 
The spatial extent of the Pemakö region can only be 
approximately determined. It stretches down from the 
mountain range of Gyala Pelri and Namche Bawar in the 
north, on either side of the south and south-west flowing 
Tsangpo River2 until the McMahon Line as defined on British, 
Tibetan and Indian maps after 1914. The western boundary 
seems to follow the mountain range with the Tamnyen La, 
Deyang La, Pepung La, and Doshung La connecting Pemakö 
and Kongpo. The eastern boundary approximates to the 
southwards flowing Tsangpo, the Shumo Chu, the Kangri 
Karpo pass down to Tashigong in the Yang Sang Valley area 
that is bounded by the right bank of the Yang Sang River 

                                              
2 From around Tuting, where the river enters the lower hill regions of 
the Himalaya, the Tsangpo is known as Siang (earlier also Dihang), 
and from the plains of Assam it becomes the Brahmaputra. 
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between Tashigong until Jido.3 This area forms the southern 
part of Pemakö and, with three of its five major pilgrimage 
sites, constitutes the main pilgrimage area of Pemakö as a 
holy place.4 
 
Although Pemakö is often imagined and presented as an 
isolated region, accounts by British explorers and officers of 
the Indian administration show that it was rather a dynamic 
hub for peoples both from the Tibetan plateau and the lower 
hill regions to the south. They came there in search of new 
places to settle, or on pilgrimage, or traversed the region on 
trade and tax collecting missions. The imagined isolation of 
Pemakö might have emerged from the scarcity and nature of 
material from the past, which mainly focus upon religious 
aspects of its exploration and opening as a hidden land. The 
Tibetan Buddhist concept of hidden lands in itself already 
conveys the idea of isolation and inaccessibility. 
 
Observations at Phe in 1924 by the British naturalist Frank 
Kingdon Ward reveal a lively movement of people through 
Pemakö: 
 

The Mönbas were now crossing the Doshong La in 
hundreds, a few Kampas, Pobas, and Kongbas with 
them; we also saw three Lopas - presumably the 
people we call Abors - who had come 25 marches. They 
had all come to get salt, bringing rice, curry, vegetable 
dyes, canes […], maize, tobacco, and a few 
manufactured articles such as coloured bamboo 
baskets, garters, and so forth. […] By the end of 
October traffic ceased, […] but at this time not a day 
passed without fifty or a hundred people coming over – 
men, women, and children – and Pe, with its camps, 
and supplies, and people coming and going, presented 

                                              
3 The Yang Sang River is known by the local population as Nyigong. 
4 Interview with Tashi Lama, October 2009. According to him these 
southern pilgrimage places are Riutala, Ditapuri and Pematseri. The 
other two in the northern part are Kündeling and Buddha Tsebum. 
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a lively scene. Between one and two thousand must 
have crossed the Doshong La in October, which made 
Pemako appear quite thickly populated. But it is not. 
The area of Pemako cannot be less than 20,000 square 
miles, and probably a third of the population come to 
Pe for salt each year. Most of the remainder go to 
Showa.5 

 
Measured against Kingdon Ward’s estimation of Pemakö’s 
spatial dimension, the region might have been sparsely 
populated but, as he notes himself, the number of people 
coming to Phe only comprised a third of the population. The 
rugged mountain area of Pemakö allows little space for 
settlements and farmland. In relation to these stretches of 
inhabitable land, the population density was higher only 
along certain river valleys. Up to the end of the 1950s, these 
valleys functioned as the major transport arteries between the 
Tibetan plateau and the lower hill regions. Apart from these 
main routes, the region is criss-crossed by trails connecting 
the various villages within the Pemakö region. Due to the 
increasing number of migrants flowing into Pemakö since the 
beginning of the 20th century, the native inhabitants of the 
region were, by degrees, displaced from their settlement 
areas, which often resulted in armed conflicts. 
 
The spatial extent of settlement areas was closely connected 
with expansion of the Tibetan state’s territorial control in 
Pemakö. By acting as the agents of the Tibetan 
administration the Buddhist population of Pemakö 
established themself as a powerful community, one collecting 
taxes from other non-Buddhist groups beyond the border 
(McMahon Line) agreed upon by British-India and Tibet, and 
controlling exchange and interaction between the Tibetan 

                                              
5 Kingdon Ward (1926: 109). Abor is an Assamese term to collectively 
label different ethnic groups inhabiting the Siang Valley. These 
groups are nowadays also known as Adi. 
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plateau and the lower hill regions to the south.6 This 
situation alerted the British authorities. In the context of the 
advance of Chinese troops towards Tibet at the beginning of 
the 20th century, they feared loss of the region as a 
convenient buffer zone between their Himalayan hill territory 
and the Tibetan plateau. In order to exercise better control 
over their virtually unadministered territory, the British 
administration conducted several expeditions to Pemakö with 
the aim of building friendly relations between the 
administration and the population, as well as stabilising 
relations among the different ‘tribal’ groups.7 In addition to 
gathering much geographical and natural history data, 
British explorers recorded whatever facts they were able to 
obtain about the local populations. The integration of the 
wide range of local peoples under British-Indian 
administration lead to pragmatically simplified classifications 
using exonyms at the time; previous attempts to base such 
classifications upon local autonyms elsewhere in British 
Himalayan territories had resulted in thousands of identities 
being generated.8 
 
British classifications of Pemakö peoples were created 
according to the larger regions where migrants were thought 
to have originated from and the languages spoken in these 
regions. The establishment of the category ‘Tshangla-speaking 
Memba’ and ‘Tibetan-speaking Tibetans’ forms the basis for 
                                              
6 Huber (2011) surveys the Tibetan economic and political activities 
from 1900-1950 in the Eastern Himalaya and shows how the rulers 
of Powo and the Tibetan Government extended their influence and 
control from Pemakö southwards beyond the McMahon Line. 
7 See Reid (1942: 181-266), for a summary of British-Indian 
administrative history of the Sadiya Frontier Tract between 1885 
and 1941. 
8 Anderson describes the example of Ladakh, “[…] about which the 
British had so little knowledge that they decided in 1911 to let the 
population have full freedom to identify themselves as they pleased. 
Imagine the horror of the bureaucrat when the actual counting 
started to show that they had on their hands 5,934 "major groups" 
[…] and 28,478 secondary identifications” (2011: xvii). 
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the contemporary classification of Upper Siang’s Buddhist 
population. The long-term result has been that, up to the 
present day, a variety of Pemakö groups are subsumed under 
these ST categories with an ascribed name that in many 
cases have no corrolation with their autonyms nor their own 
sense of origins and history. 

The ‘Hidden Land’ Concept as a ‘Pull Factor’ for Migration 
In Tibetan and Himalayan Buddhist narratives, hidden lands 
or sbas yul are places that were once concealed by 
Padmasambhava along the southern and southeastern slopes 
of the Himalaya including northern parts of present-day 
Nepal, Sikkim, Bhutan and Arunachal Pradesh. According to 
traditional Buddhist interpretations, this region is a zone 
where the civilised Buddhist world meets the non-Buddhist 
and therefore uncivilised world of ‘tribal’ peoples. The hidden 
lands are presented as places of refuge and preservation in 
times crisis. Only when these times of crisis have arrived, a 
predestined Buddhist master will receive a description of the 
exact position and spatial extent of the hidden land, which 
can then be opened with particular religious rituals as a 
precondition to explore the place. Such an exploration is not 
a single act, often it is carried out by successive Buddhist 
masters accompanied by a retinue of disciples and lay 
practitioners. For those who believe in the existence of the 
hidden lands, and who have profound faith in Buddhism, 
these places serve as a refuge where they will re-establish 
social order and preserve Tibetan Buddhist culture for future 
generations, but also can gain spiritual accomplishment.9 
 
Hidden lands are presented as earthly paradises in traditional 
narratives. Their environmental conditions are highly 
favourable for large populations subsisting on an agro-
pastoral livelihood, because fruits and grains and all kinds of 
animals are avialable there without limit, and as long as no 

                                              
9 On characteristics of hidden lands, see Sardar-Afkhami (2006), 
Childs (1999) and Brauen-Drolma (1985). 
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animal is injured, meat will be there in abundance. In 
addition, the settlers will find all other kinds of material 
goods, such as agricultural and houshold implements, 
weapons, medicines and minerals. It is said that everyone 
who had overcome attachment to one’s own family, friends 
and material wealth and already gained spiritual merits will 
find the hidden land and live there in comfort. 
 
Although Pemakö is described as just such an earthly 
paradise, its mundane reality is very different. To reach the 
place the traveller has to cross high and snow covered 
mountain passes that often cannot be crossed during winter. 
Many routes are not accessible for horses or yaks, thus 
everything must be carried by people upon their own backs. 
After crossing the mountain crest the traveller descends into 
a rugged landscape covered with dense forest and subtropical 
plants. Trails are often overgrown or blocked by landslides, 
and cane suspension bridges are washed away by the 
enormous power of mountain streams. In addition to 
demanding travel, the exhausted traveller faces a subtropical 
climate with illnesses caused by the heat and humidity,10 or 
bites from insects and other venomous reptiles. In addition to 
this, newcomers were often received with hostility by local 
populations defending their territory against these intrusions 
with poisoned arrows. Once migrants made their way into 
Pemakö, they realised that space for settlements or farmland 
was very limited and that every plot of usable land had to be 
wrested from the jungle. These conditions certainly do not 
make Pemakö appear like an attractive place to settle. 
However, over the last centuries larger groups as well as 
individuals from eastern Bhutan, the Tawang region, Poyül 
and Kham abandoned homes and societies for the arduous 
and dangerous journey to Pemakö and the hardship of 
settling there. Why would they do so? 

                                              
10 Chöje Lingpa (1682-1720/1725) one of the famous Tertöns active 
in Pemakö, suffered from a rheumatic disease caused by the 
subtropical climate and passed away shortly afterwards. See Sardar-
Afkhami (2006: 152). 
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Mongol Invasions and the Beginnings of Migration, 17th-
18th Centuries 
There is little direct information on the earlier migration 
movements to Pemakö. However, hagiographies of Buddhist 
masters present their lives and activities in the context of 
historical events that first motivated them and their followers 
to explore the hidden land of Pemakö. The period when the 
exploration of Pemakö began was marked by regional political 
turmoil and military conflict. The invasion of Central Tibet by 
Gushri Khan’s Mongol troops, and the ensuing power struggle 
between the King of Tsang and the Gelugpa school using 
Mongol military assistance, resulted in 1642 in the Fifth Dalai 
Lama (1617-1682) ruling over a new Tibetan state. In 1657, a 
combined force of Tibetan state and Mongol troops attacked 
Bhutan “along the border between sPa-gro and bKra-shis-
sgang and were assisted by some of the traditional leaders 
within the country who were disaffected with the new ’Brug 
pa regime”.11 Some years later, in 1717, the Dzungar Mongols 
in their turn sacked Lhasa where “they behaved as savages 
and rapacious masters, looting all and sundry and even 
ransacking the tomb of the fifth Dalai Lama”.12 
 
Being prisoners of such unstable political times, not only did 
many people feel their existence was threatened, but also that 
moral values and religious fortunes were in decline. Political 
turmoil, sectarian struggles and armed conflicts were all 
interpreted as clear indications that the decline of Buddhist 
teachings and civilisation has arrived. The Nyingma school in 
Tibet, in particular, suffered suppression during this period, 
and among its Buddhist masters, as well as masters from the 
Kagyü School, awareness of a hidden land refuge in Pemakö 
spread widely. In the mid-17th century revelations of the 
treasure discoverer Rigdzin Jatsön Nyingpo (1585-1656), for 
instance, Pemakö was presented as the ultimate place to 
realise positive religious destinies, where “(t)hose who enter 
this realm […] realise the ‘vajra-body’ and dissolve into 
                                              
11 Aris (1979: 124). 
12 Snellgrove and Richardson (1995: 217). 
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rainbow light upon death. Merely taking seven steps towards 
Padma bkod guarantees rebirth in this pure realm after 
death.”13 From this point on, guided by revealed descriptions 
and instructions of how to find and ritually open the hidden 
land of Pemakö, several treasure discoverers accompanied by 
individuals or small groups travelled into the border region of 
southeasten Tibet to gradually explore the area of Pemakö.14 
 
These exploration activities, including the opening of sacred 
sites, establishment of new settlements and the required 
infrastructure were carried out in successive waves, 
sometimes supported by neighbouring populations who 
provided manpower and other vital necessities.15 Through 
these movements in and out of the region, and the networks 
of people involved, the news of Pemakö’s successful 
exploration spread widely. Thus, by by the mid-18th century, 
a recognisable group of migrants from eastern Bhutan and 
adjacent Mönyül already appear to have become settled in 
Pemakö.16 During the following centuries, numbers of 
migrants increased. Reported motivations (called “push and 
pull factors” in migration studies)17 for migrations include 
worsening of living standards due to heavy taxation, labour 
exploitation, as well as foreign invasions and natural 
disasters. For several individuals Pemakö, with its rugged 
landscape and rule by the semi-independent kingdom of 
Powo, also offered a good place to hide from criminal 
prosecution. 
                                              
13 Sardar-Afkhami (2006: 146). 
14 For details see Sardar-Afkhami (2006), Erhard (1999a, 1999b), 
Lazcano (2005). 
15 Based upon Tibetan language sources, I have illustrated such an 
ongoing process of migration in the exploration of the hidden land of 
Pachakshiri, nowadays known as the Menchukha Valley (West Siang 
District of Arunachal Pradesh); see Grothmann (2012). 
16 For example, the Nyingma master Kunzang Wöser Garwang 
Chimed Dorje (b. 1763) was born into a Mönpa family from Pemakö. 
17 Childs (2012) discusses trans-Himalayan migration from an 
anthropological point of view and identifies different push and pull 
factors that have induced migration. 
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Migration from Eastern Bhutan During the Early 19th 
Century 
According to historical socurces, Orgyan Drodül Lingpa 
(b.1757), recognised as the 5th reincarnation of the Kagyü 
master Gampopa, was a key 18th century religious figure 
actively involved in the exploration of Pemakö.18 By the end of 
the 18th century, due to his priest-donor relation with the 
king of Powo who controlled the region of Pemakö, Orgyan 
Drodül Lingpa travelled down the Tsangpo gorge.19 In a dream 
he received instruction to build a temple on a nearby hill. The 
foundation to Rinchenpung was laid in 1806 and the temple 
became the centre of religious life in Pemakö.20 It is reported 
that he, “[…] took under his wing […] [a whole] assemblage of 
inhabitants of Klo and Mon”21 and his teachings and activities 
became widely known. Today, a larger group of Pemakö’s 
population correlates its migration history with the agency of 
Orgyan Drodül Lingpa. 
 
According to local Pemakö oral traditions, there was an 
important Lama in Lhasa whose name was Gampopa. His 
fame had spread widely in Tibet and at the time when he 
went to Pemakö many people from eastern Bhutan 

                                              
18 Although he was recognised as the 5th reincarnation of the Kagyü 
master Gampopa, he received teachings and initiations from 
Nyingma masters that enabled him to open hidden lands and 
perform rituals to repel military invasions. During 1788-1792, Tibet 
was threatened by the Gorkha from Nepal, which finally led to a war. 
On the eve of these events, Orgyan Drodül Lingpa travelled to sacred 
sites in Central Tibet and participated in rituals to ward off this 
invasion. He returned afterwards to Powo where he invigorated ties 
with the Kanam Depa, Nyima Gyalpo, the ruler of the Powo kingdom. 
19 See Sardar-Afkhami (2006: 153f). When Chöje Lingpa (b. 1682) 
travelled to Pemakö in 1717, he received a note from the Powo ruler 
saying: ”This Padmo-bkod belongs solely to the people of Ka-gnam; it 
is not a place that the inhabitants of dBus and gTsang may enter”; 
see Ehrhard (1999a: 237, n.12). 
20 See Ehrhard (1999a: 229) and Sardar-Afkhami (2006: 154f).  
21 Ehrhard (1999a: 229). 
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accompanied him.22 These people not only “were encouraged 
by the legendary reputation of these ‘hidden lands’”, the 
reason “to flee there in the 19th century [was] to escape from 
oppressive taxation in the area of eastern Bhutan and 
elsewhere”.23 Local oral accounts describe this situation as 
follows: “The Mön king was very cruel. People had to work 
very hard for him. They started to look for a new place to live 
and so left Mön and thus they came to Pemakö. First a few 
came and later more and more followed.”24 On their way, 
these migrants were held up by local non-Buddhist 
populations described as ‘Lopas’ (Tib. klo pa), who only 
allowed them to pass through their territory after paying a 
toll. Being unable to pay, the migrants had to stopover and 
their journey was delayed for almost two years.25 After their 
arrival in Pemakö the migrants leased a plot of land near 
Metog from the local Lopa, but the land was covered with 
trees and bamboo and inhabited by demons and spirits. After 
these evil forces were expelled from the land the migrants 
used the wood and bamboo to build houses and they 
cultivated the land. The good news circulated and more than 
one hundred households followed.26 
 
In 1913, roughly a century after this major Bhutanese and 
Mönpa migration movement occurred, George Dunbar visited 
the Pemakö region and reported that: “About a hundred years 
ago a band of emigrants from Darma [i.e. Bhutan] crossed the 
main range, it is conjectured by the Doshung La, and settled 
in the valley about Marpung, which is probably the oldest 

                                              
22 Interview with Tashi Lama, October 2009. He is in his 70s and 
counts himself as the sixth generation of these migrants. 
23 Aris (1980: 9). 
24 Interview with Wangden Lama, October 2009, noting here that far 
eastern Bhutan and the adjacent Tawang region were traditionally 
designated as Shar Mön or “eastern Mön”. See also the similar 
testimony in Menbazu shehui lishi diaocha (1987-I: 21f). Thanks to 
Afia Adu-Sanyah for working with me through the Chinese material. 
25 See Menbazu shehui lishi diaocha (1987-I: 21) and (1987-II: 74). 
26 See Menbazu shehui lishi diaocha (1987-I: 21). 
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settlement.”27 From Marpung these migrants gradually spread 
“ousting the earlier inhabitants from the best land on either 
bank of the river, but permitting them to remain on their 
holdings in the unproductive tracts lying immediately below 
the gorge and about the 29th parallel”.28 Even though these 
migrants counted themselves at the time as the fourth 
generation settled in Pemakö29, their ties with Bhutan seem 
to have remained strong in certain respects, since they once 
in their lives went back to Bhutan to pay respect to the 
Trongsa Penlop.30 
 
The historical timeframes in the above accounts correspond 
to what Bailey was also told in 1913 by a man from Kapu, 
who claimed his grandfather to be one of the original 
migrants from Bhutan about hundred years earlier, but 
which Bailey interprets as “just another way of saying ‘a long 
while’”. Bailey’s impression was that this time period “had not 
been so long that the immigrants were truly settled”.31 
However, in the early 1880s, Kinthup, one of the Pandit-
explorers, reports several settlements and monasteries 
between Pemaköchung and Mayum, and we can assume that 
at the beginning of the 1880s the Buddhist migrants had 
established them as a recognisable group in the region.32 By 

                                              
27 Dunbar (1916: 93). Here the place name “Darma” refers to 
Bhutan. The British commonly used the term “Dharma” or 
“Dhurma” for the ruler and country of Bhutan. For example, J. D. 
Hooker (1854: 136) wrote: “The Bhotanese, natives of Bhotan, or of 
the Dhurma country, are called Dhurma people, in allusion to their 
spiritual chief, the Dhurma Rajah.” 
28 Dunbar (1916: 93). The 29th parallel is approximately on the 
McMahon Line near Geling. 
29 See Dunbar (1916: 105). 
30 See Dunbar (1916: 110). 
31 Bailey (1957: 74). 
32 Kinthup was sent by the British to Pemakö to explore the course 
of the Tsangpo. Being sold into slavery by his travel companion in 
1881, he stayed almost one year at Tongkyuk Dzong. From there he 
escaped to Marpung in 1882, serving the head of the local 
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the start of the 20th century, their settlement area stretched 
from Payi to Kopu on the right bank of the Tsangpo gorge, 
and from Pango to Mayum on the left bank. 
 
Several of the non-Buddhist groups were engaged in conflicts 
with Memba settlers over the limited resources of land and 
food, and according to the situation they formed alliances 
among each other that were renounced as quickly as they 
were tied.33 Bailey reports that, “[a]bout the year 1905 the 
Abors raided up the valley and burnt the village of Hangjo 
below Rinchenpung and penetrated as far as Giling. Up to 
this time the Powo administration had allowed the frontier 
villages to settle their accounts with the Abors as best they 
could, but now became alarmed and sent troops down the 
Tsangpo valley to help their subjects on the frontier”.34 These 
battles and the victory over the local non-Buddhist 
populations are still part of Memba memories in Pemakö.35 In 
order to consolidate their authority, the Powo administration 
established an outpost, the Kala Yong Dzong, at Nyereng in 
the Yang Sang Valley around 1908.36 This military takeover of 
the valley and the outpost offered security for Buddhist 
pilgrims and settlers coming down from the Tsangpo and 
Chimdro Valley. During the following decades, this Powo 
Tibetan influence in the form of tax collection and trade 
control extended as far south as the villages of Karko and 
Simong.37 Nevertheless, the main areas of settlement were, at 
least up to the beginning of the 1940s, located on the upper 
stretches of the Tsangpo Valley and, as Godfrey reports after 

                                                                                               
monastery there for almost another year. For a brief account of his 
journey from 1880-1884, see Bailey (1957: 19ff.). 
33 Bhattacharjee (1975: 17ff) describes several of these incidents. 
34 Bailey (1914: 2). 
35 Interview with Wangden Lama, October 2009.  
36 See Bailey (1914: 2-3), and Dunbar (1916: 93) for the year of the 
construction of the Dzong. 
37 See Huber (2011). 
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a flight over the area up to Namche Bawar, only few scattered 
“Bhutia” villages were recognisable further down stream.38 

Migration from Tibet during the 20th Century 
During the early 20th century, various waves of migrants 
from parts of the south-eastern Tibetan plateau, a region 
generally known as Kham, first began to arrive in areas 
immediately adjacent to Pemakö, such as the Mishmi Hills to 
the southeast and Chimdro to the east. In 1906/07, Noel 
Williamson reported a Tibetan settlement as established in 
the upper Dibang River area of the Mishmi Hills, whose 
settlers-originally arriving there for trade-came from the 
“province of Darge” [i.e. the Derge kingdom] in Kham at an 
unknown date.39 In 1913, the British Mishmi Expedition 
explored the upper Mathun Valley and came across a colony 
of Kham Tibetans settled at Mipi. They were refugees from a 
devastating flood in the Yidong Valley of Pome which had 
occurred around the turn of the century, and arrived in the 
Mishimi area via the neighbouring region of Chimdro.40 A 
further group of about two thousand Tibetans from parts of 
Kham, Derge, Powo and elsewhere arrived in the Mishmi hills 
again via Chimdro around 1902/03, guided by Jampa 
Jungne, the head of Riwoche monastery in Kham. Jampa 
Jungne interpreted imperial China’s western expansion onto 
the eastern Tibetan Plateau at the time as a sign to depart for 
Pemakö, and thus escape military invasion and colonisation. 
Disillusioned after conflicts with the local Mishmi 
inhabitants, and convinced that this place was not the hidden 

                                              
38 Godrey (1942). 
39 Williamson (1908: 1). From his geographical coordinates for the 
“province of Darge”, Lat. 32N, Long. 99E, it is clear he refers here to 
Derge. The Tibetan names from Williamson’s informants indicate the 
rivers they crossed to reach the Mishmi Hills included the Tsangpo 
(“Singpo”), Yangtse (“Dri”), Salween (“Jiama Nu-Chu”) and probably 
the Mekong (“Tsai La Chu”). 
40 See Morshead (1921: 28), also Bailey (1914: 4-5), Bailey (1957: 
106) and Bentinck (1913: 107) for various reports on the flood and 
the refugees. 
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land they sought, the majority of the settlers returned to Tibet 
around 1909.41 
 
The numbers of migrants arriving around the Pemakö region 
from eastern Tibetan regions such as Chamdo, Dragyab, 
Gonjo and Derge gradually increased, and they mainly settled 
in the Chimdro valley and around Metog Dzong.42 With their 
fellow countrymen on the southern side of the mountain 
range, these Tibetan migrants established extensive trade 
relations with several groups in the Abor Hills.43 During the 
same period, the Yang Sang Valley within Pemakö became the 
centre of Buddhist activities, where Buddhist masters and 
their disciples wandered through the hills discovering 
religious treasures and establishing several pilgrimage sites 
that seasonally attracted larger groups of pilgrims. Following 
the introduction of Indian administration several of these 
pilgrimage places fell into neglect because “[n]o Tibetans from 
across the border come nowadays for worship as they used to 
do in large numbers in the past”.44 
 
However, the number of permanent Tibetan settlers in 
Pemakö continued to increase. While stationed at Tuting, 
Hranga noted in the 1950s that, “By enquiry I found that 
these villages came into being some 46 years ago […]. Some of 
the Khambas (and I think most of them) came from 
Chimdru.”45 In 1944, James was told by the Head Lama Pema 
Yeshi that his father was the one who started the Khampa 
colony in the Yang Sang Valley. At that time Pema Yeshi was 
                                              
41 On these refugees, their plight and their travels, see Bailey (1914: 
3), Bailey (1957: 36-7), Williamson (1908: 2) and Bhattacharjee 
(1983: 32). Although Jampa Junge (1856-1922) upheld the 
teachings of the Kagyü school, as many other masters of this school, 
he received teachings from important Nyingma masters and was an 
accomplished treasure revealer. 
42 Interview with Sonam Paldan, October 2009. 
43 See Furze (1932: 6), who described these Tibetan activities in 
1932 as an entirely new phenomenon. 
44 Hranga (1954A: 5). 
45 Ibid. 
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a small boy. Around 1954 Lama Pema Yeshi died and his 
position as Head Lama was taken over by his son Sangtapji.46 
Whereas in 1944, only two permanent Tibetan settlements 
were reported at Nyereng and Tasigong with 23 houses in 
total,47 in 1956 the Buddhist population, most of them being 
Khampa, consisted of around 350 people and they had 
established several villages, small monasteries and nunneries 
in the valley.48 
 
Not everyone coming down the Tsangpo or Yang Sang Valley 
was attracted merely by the pilgrimage sites. Until the mid-
1930s, the kingdom of Powo enjoyed a certain degree of 
independence from the Central Tibetan administration. It is 
also said that the 26th Kanam Depa of Powo had a penchant 
for shady characters and surrounded himself with them, and 
the region became infamous for its marauding gangs.49 The 
wilderness of Pemakö, and the fact that the southern part 
was controlled by the British and later Indian authorities, 
offered a good hideout for criminals, outlaws and tax fugitives 
as is reported in British and Indian administrative 
documents.50 
 
The last major migration movement into Pemakö was set in 
motion around 1949/50 by China’s invasion in Tibet. In the 
beginning of this exodus, the majority of these refugees came 
from eastern Tibetan regions hoping to return to their homes 
after some time, thus they established temporary settlements 
around Metog Dzong and the Chimdro Valley. The situation in 
Chimdro must have been tense at that time and most likely 
due to a constant influx of new refugees, in January 1959 a 
“land dispute between the Rekho Khambas and the Riwoche 

                                              
46 See James (1948: 3) and Hranga (1954: 25). 
47 See Williams (1944: 16). 
48 See SS. Pandit (1956). 
49 On the History of Powo see Schwieger (2002) and Lazcano (2005). 
50 For examples, see James (1948: 3), James (1949: 41) and Hranga 
(1954: 23). 
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Khambas caused [a] massacre of the former by the latter”.51 
Therefore more and more refugees desired to move further 
south into the Yang Sang Valley where not only the main 
pilgrimage sites are located, but also land was available. 
However, after the establishment of the Indian administrative 
post in Tuting in 1953, entering Indian Territory became more 
difficult and people crossing the border usually had to ask for 
permission. But not only Tibetan refugees have asked for 
permission to settle permanently on the Indian side.52 A 
number of Pemakö residents from north of the McMahon Line 
went down on permits to visit the holy places and their 
relatives, and in fear they might settle in Indian Territory, the 
Dzongpön of Pemakö requested the Indian administration not 
to allow any of his people to settle south of the border without 
his approval, to which the Indian officer agreed, since the 
Mishmi and Abor groups already had the feeling that Tibetans 
were encroaching on their land.53 
 
The escape of the Dalai Lama in 1959 was a final signal for 
thousands to follow him into exile, and many from the nearby 
region of Kongpo and Pome also set out to Pemakö in the 
hope of reaching an earthly paradise with an unending 
supply of food, rivers of milk, and where people didn’t have to 
work to make a living. Often these refugees encountered 
Chinese troops on their way and many lost their lives or were 
captured and brought back. But those who were able to 
escape were welcomed by the local Buddhist population who 
provided them with food and shelter, as did the Indian 
Army.54 On the eve of the Sino-Indian War in 1962, many of 
the Memba and Tibetan families who had been settled in the 
Tsangpo Valley above the McMahon Line for generations, 

                                              
51 Jayal (1959: 6). 
52 See Jayal (1957: 6ff) and Jayal (1959: 6), who cites only a few 
cases, while it is quite likely the de facto number of illegal 
immigrants was much higher. 
53 See Jayal (1957: 8). 
54 See Tibet Oral History Project, Interview #92 with Cho Lhamo, 
2006. 
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abandoned their homes and also sought refuge in India. This 
flow of refugees was finally stopped by the outbreak of the 
war in October 1962. From the mid-1950s until January 
1962, the Indian administration registered 7004 refugees 
entering the Siang Frontier Division via Mechukha, Manigong 
and Tuting/Geling.55 Most of them were eventually evacuated 
to different Tibetan settlements around India, but around 
1000 were allowed to settle temporarily in Tuting. The reason 
for all those who decided to settle permanently in southern 
Pemakö was the sacredness of the land, as I was informed. 
 
Ever since then, Tuting became the biggest settlement for 
southern Pemakö’s Buddhist population. Nevertheless the 
main areas of distribution, with the Memba settling in the 
Tsangpo Valley between Tuting and Geling, and the 
Khampa/Tibetan in the Yang Sang Valley, seem to remain the 
same up to the present day. 

Exonyms and Autonyms for Pemakö’s Buddhist 
Population 
As evident from the previous sections, the Buddhist 
population of Pemakö is a varied mixture of peoples whose 
ancestors have arrived at different times, from many places 
and for a wide variety of reasons. This diversity is not 
reflected in the present-day official classification. As a 
starting point for my research, I asked my local interview 
partners from the region about the differences between 
Memba and Khampa and at first they almost all responded in 
the same manner: “There are no differences. We have the 
same tradition. We are all Buddhists, only the tribe is 
different and the language.” This statement leads to the 
assumption that they are more or less the same people and 
that classification as Memba or Khampa based on different 
language and ‘tribe’ is not really a matter for their concern. 
However, in reality this classification is actually rejected by 
many of them. Why? 

                                              
55 See SoTR 1962. 
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To address the above cited statement, it can be noted that 
Buddhism has for centuries served as a standard marker for 
Tibetan plateau and high Himalayan peoples when defining 
themselves against outside groups.56 This is the case for 
Pemakö’s Buddhist peoples, for whom Buddhist identity 
functions as both an internally unifying reference and the 
central reference of differentiation towards non-Buddhist 
neighbours.57 Of more specific importance in the above cited 
statement is the point that tribe and language are different. 
“The sense of common religion”, as Ramble has observed of 
high Himalayan identities, “was radically opposed to the very 
strong divisive tendencies of regionalism.”58 This tendency of 
regionalism or territorial affiliation is a major aspect of 
identity formation among Tibetan and Himalayan societies, 
and accordingly terms designating the place of residence 
and/or origins most frequently become the name of groups. 
Sometimes place-based autonyms also derive from particular 
characteristics of places. For instance, the Memba of 
Mechukha Valley in north-central Arunachal Pradesh call 
themselves Nänag, meaning “inhabitants of the holy place”, 
since they believe their valley to be the hidden land of 
Pachakshiri. 
 
As for the use of exonyms for local populations, this has often 
been determined by the contact history of outside agents with 
a given region, and by the amount of specialist knowledge 
that these agents possessed. Since most of the early 
European explorer-administrators entered Pemakö from the 
south, and thus had their initial contacts with the non-
Buddhist groups in that zone, they got to know of Buddhist 
groups further north under the locally used exonym Memba. 
George Dunbar, for example, adopted the name Memba by 
which his Tangam informants referred to their Buddhist 

                                              
56 Ramble (1997: 380). 
57 See for example Huber (1999), Ramble (1997), and Shneiderman 
(2006). 
58 Ramble (1997: 383). 
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neighbours.59 Dunbar was told by his Tibetan interpreter that 
Tibetan-speakers call these people “Dukpa” (i.e. “Drukpa”),60 
referring to the land of Bhutan (Drukyül), its inhabitants 
(Drukpa), and its dominant Buddhist school the Drukpa 
Kagyü. He nevertheless translated it as “savages” and 
expressed doubts about whether it was a confusion with the 
word “Drokpa” (i.e. Tib. ‘brog pa), “as this term seems to be 
properly applied to the Nomads of Southern Tibet”.61 We can 
contrast Dunbar with Frederick Marshman Bailey, himself an 
accomplished Tibetan speaker and widely travelled 
throughout the eastern Himalaya and Tibet; he clearly 
distinguished between these two terms and commented on 
Pemakö’s population and their language thus: 
 

The descendants of these first immigrants now form to 
a large extent the population of the valley; they are 
called Mönbas or Drukpas indiscriminately: the former 
name means an inhabitant of the Tibetan district of 
Mönyul near Tawang, and the latter means Bhutanese. 
They still speak a dialect of Mönba, the language 
spoken near Tawang.62 

 
Although Bailey connected the distinction of these two groups 
to their places of origin, he did not take this into account and 
decided to designate them all as Memba because of their 
spoken dialect: 
 

They appeared however to be in the process of 
destroying the thin barrier which divided Drukpas 
from Mönbas. They dressed in similar clothes, talked 
in the same language […]. Their racial origins were 

                                              
59 See Dunbar (1916: 93). 
60 The common transcription for the Tibetan word‘brug is Druk, 
sometimes also Drug. Drukyül (Tib. ‘brug yul), Drukpa (Tib. ‘brug 
pa), Drukpa Kagyü (Tib. 'brug pa bka' brgyud). 
61 Dunbar (1916: 102), who also noted in passing that it might refer 
to the Drukpa Kagyü School. 
62 Bailey (1914: 2). 
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becoming obliterated by their need to distinguish 
themselves from the Lopas, who lived in isolated 
villages throughout the same country.”63 

 
As opposed to Bailey’s supposition here, one can counter that 
if indeed dress style and language differences disappeared, it 
was more likely to be the result of an internal assimilation 
process among these various migrants, rather than “their 
need to distinguish themselves” from their Lopa neighbours. 
Buddhist identity already fulfilled this later requirement, and 
all Buddhist migrants in Pemakö seem to have developed a 
common Buddhist identity vis-à-vis their non-Buddhist 
neighbours. In contradiction to this common Buddhist 
identity stands the label Memba, a local phonetic variant of 
the generic term Mönpa, meaning “one from Mön”.64 
 
The term Mön/Mönpa has a long and complex attested 
history of use as an exonym,65 and quite possibly an equally 
long period of use as an autonym. In the context of Pemakö 
identities within a frontier zone between high plateau 
societies and those in Himalayan hill tracts to the south, its 
connotations within a more widely-spread (and represented, 
at least in elite texts) pre-modern Tibetan Buddhist cosmology 
and geography are important. From this traditional 
perspective, the frontier region is a zone within which the 
‘civilised’ Buddhist world meets and mixes with the 
‘uncivilised’ non-Buddhist world. Everything beyond this 
frontier zone remains completely beyond civilisation, as 
benighted, barbaric and wild to varying degrees.66 Even 
though in the course of their histories, many Himalayan 
populations designated as Mönpa (as both exonym and 
autonym) were influenced by and converted to Buddhism, a 

                                              
63 Bailey (1957: 74). 
64 Variant forms of Mönpa in use include Memba, Menba, Moinba, 
Mönba, Mumpa, and Mempa. 
65 Aris (1979: xvi), Aris (1980), Pommaret (1999), and Bellezza (2008: 
21f). 
66 See Huber (2011: 259-261). 
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lasting stigma of being ‘not yet completely civilised’ remains 
associated with the name when it is used by or reflected upon 
by outsiders. Its use can connote condescending attitudes 
towards these groups, and ranges them potentially close to 
various non-Buddhist Himalayan populations collectively 
labelled as Lopa which most emphatically means 
“barbarians”.67 These discourses have clearly remained a 
sensitive point among Buddhist peoples of Pemakö. 
 
Practising Buddhist religion and having a classical script, the 
Bhutanese migrants in Pemakö perceived themselves as a 
proper ‘civilised’ society, and it is thus quite unlikely that 
they would have accepted Memba as their autonym. My local 
informants noted that “The Adi used Memba for all the 
Buddhist people and the Indian Government had better 
connection with the Adi and so they adopted the name 
Mönpa.”68 Another informant clearly stated that, “We call the 
tribal Lopa. It carries the notion of lower caste. So the Lopa 
call us Mönpa. It’s also a little bit degrading.”69 Thus, 
concerning Bailey’s adoption of the name Memba for 
classifying Pemakö peoples, there is good reason to believe he 
borrowed it from some of their non-Buddhist neighbours. 
 
The current Tshangla-speaking70 population of southern 
Pemakö explicitly use the autonyms Drukpa and Tshangla as 
terms of self-reference, the first relating to the place of their 
                                              
67 For some further elaborations on the term Lopa, see Huber (2011), 
Huber (1999: 179-81), and Huber (1997: 226). 
68 Interview with Tashi Lama, October 2009. The term Adi comprises 
a large number of Arunachal’s non-Buddhist groups formerly 
referred to as Abor. 
69 Interview with Wangden Lama, October 2009. 
70 Interview with Tashi Lama, October 2009. Tshangla is also known 
as Sharchopkha. Linguistic studies support this clear distinction. 
See Andvik (2010: 6f) who says that the languages spoken in 
Pemakö and eastern Bhutan are almost identical with only very few 
differences, and that it differs from the language spoken in the 
Tawang arera, which is designated as Northern Monpa by Andvik 
(2010) or Dakpa by van Driem (2001). 
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origin and the second to the language they speak. They 
distance themselves from the name Memba/Mönpa, not only 
due to its derogative connotations, but also because it clearly 
designates for them inhabitants of the Tawang Corridor 
region, as opposed to Bhutanese. The same objections were 
voiced by my informants in the Mechukha Valley to the west 
of Pemakö, whom the Indian state labels as Memba. Thus, 
whatever else it may mean to outsiders, Memba/Mönpa is 
locally viewed as a distinct referent of residence or origins, 
and one that is undoubtedly Buddhist. Another autonym now 
used by sections of the Tshangla-speaking population is 
Lama. This term is actually an exonym ascribed to them by 
their non-Buddhist neighbours. But since it carries no 
negative connotations, many migrants adopted Lama as their 
autonym following their arrival in Indian-controlled areas of 
Pemakö during the late 1950s and early 1960s, and 
subsequently insisted that they be registered under this name 
as an ST category.71 
 
A certain group of Pemakö’s population call themselves 
Metog-Tshangla. The combination of the place of residence 
and a spoken language indicates the mixed parentage of the 
people using this autonym, one parent descending from the 
earlier Tshangla-speaking migrants and the other from the 
later arriving Tibetan-speaking eastern Tibetan migrants who 
settled in the area around Metog Dzong, and thus both 
languages are native to them. 
 
The official ST category Khampa (i.e. Khamba) has been 
applied by the Indian administration to all Buddhist peoples 
in Pemakö whom they could not simply identify as Memba. 
During an earlier period of British rule, these people were 
referred to as Tibetans, regardless of their regional origins. 
However, due to the growing number of migrants arriving 
from eastern Tibet, the term Khampa became increasingly 
used in official reports and documents, although it was not 
consistently applied only to those who de facto came from 
                                              
71 Interview with Tashi Lama and Tenzin Drolma, October 2009. 
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that region. Thus, as an ST category Khampa came to 
subsume all Tibetan-speaking people regardless of their 
region of origin on the Tibetan plateau.72 Even though local 
Tibetan-speaking families might have been settled in Pemakö 
for several generations, since the majority arrived in Upper 
Siang District between 1959 and 1962, the label Khampa is 
associated with Tibetan refugee status. Strategically, many 
families have opted to officially register some of their 
members as ST Khampa and other members as Tibetan 
refugees. This decision-making also seems to hold true for 
some Tshangla-speaking families. Having both ST and refugee 
status within the one family gives access to advantageous ST 
policies and benefits from the Indian state, but also benefits 
provided by the Tibetan Government in Exile. 
 
The last term of self-reference to be mentioned here is the 
term Pemaköpa, literally “one from Pemakö”. This autonym 
refers to current place of residence. Most of Pemakö’s 
Buddhist peoples with a record of several generations of 
settlement there, regardless of ancestral origins and 
language, use this general term of self-identification vis-à-vis 
Tibetan groups from other regions, and to the same effect it is 
applied to them by Tibetans. 
 
Although the present study primarily focusses upon the 
Buddhist population of southern Pemakö under the Upper 
Siang District within Indian-administered territory, a few 
remarks should be made on the classification of those settled 
in the northern part of Pemakö within Chinese-administered 
territory. This region is known today as Motou County, and 
located in the Nyingtri Prefecture of the present-day Tibet 
Autonomous Region. During the first census of the People’s 
Republic of China in 1953/54, “[…] officials tabulated over 
four hundred different responses to the question of minzu 
[ethnic group] identity”, and of these later only fifty-five, plus 
                                              
72 Jayal (1957: 6) designates all those as Khampa who “migrated 
here [Yang Sang Valley] a century ago from the Tibetan provinces of 
Po, Kombo, Zayul, and Kham Nangche, and also from Bhutan”. 
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the Han majority group, were officially recognised.73 These 
minzu groups were investigated by Chinese anthropologists 
and linguists working for China’s “Ethnic Classification 
Project”, resulting in a series of fifty-six official descriptive 
volumes. The volume on the so-called Menba ethnic group 
describes peoples inhabiting both the Cuona (Tsona) County 
north of Tawang, and the Motuo (Metog) County of southern 
Kongpo. It identifies the origins of the Metog Menbas to be in 
both eastern Bhutan and the Tawang area, where they are 
known as Drukpa. The authors of the study explain that after 
migrating and settling in Pemakö these people have called 
themselves Menba, and they were therefore classified by the 
Chinese state as the Menba ethnic minority, or Menbazu in 
modern Chinese.74 As mentioned above, it is certainly 
unlikely that Menba/Mönpa was really ever used as a self-
conscious autonym by anyone residing in Pemakö. It seems 
more likely that Chinese researchers have adopted the 
exonym used by neighbouring Tibetans, just as they did with 
the Tibetan term Lopa to provide a blanket exonym as an 
official minzu label for all the non-Buddhist peoples of the 
frontier region.75 Tibetan-speakers in Pemakö whom the 
Indian administration classifies as Khampa, have all been 
officially subsumed under the general minzu label Zangzu or 
“Tibetan” by the Chinese state. 

Conclusion 
The practice of states imposing their own category identities 
or exonyms upon subject populations with complex ethno-
linguistic pedigrees and self-perceptions is a widely known 
phenomenon. This study of Pemakö provides yet another 
example of its dynamics. Official category identities tend to 
erase or distort history, and this is perhaps one of their 

                                              
73 Mullaney (2010: 2). 
74 See Menbazu shehui lishi diaocha (1987-I): 20). 
75 However, to avoid the well-known derogatory pre-modern meaning 
of Lopa (spelled klo pa), the official spelling of the minzu label in 
Tibetan script was altered to lho pa which simply means 
“southerner”. 
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advantages for new states seeking to forge novel national 
identities which transcend messy and conflicted (and often 
contested) pasts. On the other hand, in places like Pemakö, 
official category identities carry negative connotations as well 
as contradicting the popular identification practice of place-
based ancestry. To date, local resentment and rejection of 
ascribed labels have been dealt with creatively by Pemakö 
peoples, including demands to be scheduled under more 
positively connoted ST labels such as Lama, or the adoption 
of double identities as members of both a Scheduled Tribe 
and the Tibetan refugee population. 

Glossary of Tibetan Names and Their Spellings 
Chamdo chab mdo 
Chimdro, Chimdru spyan ’brug 
Chöje Lingpa chos rje gling pa 
Druk, Drug ’brug 
Drukpa  ’brug pa 
Drukpa Kagyü  ’brug pa bka’ brgyud 
Drukyül ’brug yul 
Derge sde dge 
Deyang La bde yang la 
Doshung La rdo gzhong la 
Dragyab bra g.yab 
Dri ’bri 
Drokpa ’brog pa 
Dzongpön rdzong dpon 
Gampopa Orgyan Drodül Lingpa sgam po pa o rgyan ’gro    

’dul     gling pa 
Geling  dge gling, dge ring 
Gelugpa dge lugs pa 
Gonjo go ’jo 
Gyala Pelri rgya la dpal ri, skya lha 

pad ri 
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Jampa Jungne ri bo che rje drung 
byams pa’i ’byung gnas 

Jiama Nu-Chu (Gyamo Ngül Chu) rgyal mo rngul chu 
Kagyü bka’ brgyud 
Kanam Depa Nyima Gyalpo ka gnam sde pa nyi ma 

rgyal po 
Kangri Karpo gangs ri dkar po 
Kham khams 
Khampa khams pa 
Kongpo kong po 
Kunzang Wöser Garwang Chimed Dorje kun bzang ’od zer 

gar dbang ’chi med rdo 
rje 

Lopa klo pa 
Manigong ma ni sgang 
Mechukha sman chu kha 
Metog Dzong, Motou me tog rdzong 
Mön, Mon mon 
Mönpa, Memba, Menba mon pa 
Mönyul mon yul 
Namche Bawar gnam lcags ’bar ba 
Nänag gnas nang 
Nyingma rnying ma 
Nyingtri nying khri 
Pachakshiri sbas chags shing ri  
Paro spa gro  
Pemakö, Pemako pad ma bkod  
Pemaköchung pad ma bkod chung 
Phe phad 
Po spo 
Poba spo ba 
Pome spo smad 
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Powo spo bo 
Poyül spo yul 
Rinchenpung rin chen spung 
Rigdzin Jatsön Nyingpo rig ’dzin ’ja’ tshon snying 

po 
Riwoche ri bo che 
Tamnyen La gtam snyan la 
Tashigang bkra shis sgang  
Tawang rta dbang 
Tertön gter ston 
Tongkyuk Dzong stong ’jug rdzong, stong 

mjug rdzong 
Trongsa Penlop krong sar dpon slob 
Tsangpo gtsang po 
Tsai La Chu rdza chu 
Tuting tu lding 
Yang Sang yang gsang 
Yidong yid ’ong 
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Under the Influence of Buddhism: The Psychological Well-
being Indicators of GNH 

Tashi Wangmo* and John Valk** 

Introduction 
Measuring human well-being is important in determining 
whether people’s lives improve or worsen over time. Today 
many countries focus on Gross Domestic Product (GDP) as a 
basis to measure economic well-being, but focus on economic 
growth fails to capture the overall well-being of the people 
(Kusago 2007; Stiglitz, Sen, and Fitoussi, 2009). Alternative 
measurements such as Genuine Progress Index (GPI) and 
Human Development Index (HDI) have been introduced to 
measure the non-economic aspect of well-being.  GPI and HDI 
include important factors that contribute to healthy living but 
are still calculated based on monetary values (Hargen 2002; 
Kusago 2007).  
 
Gross National Happiness (GNH) is the central development 
philosophy of Bhutan (Planning Commission 1999). This 
unique philosophy aims at maximising well-being and 
minimising suffering by balancing economic needs with 
spiritual and emotional needs.  Bhutan’s fourth king, Jigme 
Singye Wangchuck, coined the term “Gross National 
Happiness” in the late 1980s arguing that “Gross National 
Happiness is more important than Gross Domestic Product” 
(as cited by Ura 2008, para.1). His vision was to create a GNH 
society: “an enlightened society in which happiness and well-
being of all people and sentient beings is the ultimate purpose 
of governance” (as cited by Ura 2008, para.2). 
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GNH is premised on the notion that happiness pursued and 
realised within the context of the greater good of society offers 
the best possibility for the sustained happiness of the 
individual. Yet, society as a whole cannot achieve happiness if 
individuals compete irresponsibly for it. To this end, GNH 
recognises that happiness ought to be realised as a collective 
goal; it cannot be left as an individual goal: “GNH stresses 
collective happiness to be addressed directly through public 
policies in which happiness is an explicit criterion in projects 
and programmes” (Thinley 2005, p.7). If a government’s policy 
framework and its goals are adverse to happiness, happiness 
will fail as a collective goal (Ura 2008). In the GNH context, a 
government concerned with the happiness of its citizens must 
create an enabling environment for people to achieve 
happiness. The Bhutan-Vision 2020 strongly reaffirms the 
notion of Gross National Happiness as the central 
development concept for the country. 
 
Since the adoption of the concept of GNH, the government 
has consistently sought to address development beyond 
income or economic growth. Challenged with listing every 
factor that contributes to the happiness of its people, the 
government chose to focus on four major areas as the pillars 
of GNH: cultural promotion, equitable economic development, 
good governance, and environmental conservation (Planning 
Commission 1999). These four pillars constitute the broad 
strategic framework through which national development 
processes are actualised for the maximisation of GNH.  
 
Measuring what really matters to people and framing policies 
in accordance with the needs of people would help realise the 
goal of GNH. Without some kind of measurement system, 
however, GNH cannot guide practical policies and programs 
(CBS 2008). What was needed was a specific and relevant 
development index that takes into account the core principles 
and dimensions of GNH. In November 2008, coinciding with 
the coronation of the fifth King of Bhutan, Jigme Khesar 
Namgyal Wangchuck, the Government of Bhutan adopted the 
GNH index: “The purpose of the GNH index is to reflect GNH 
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values, set benchmarks, and track policies and performances 
of the country” (Ura 2008, p.1). The Government of Bhutan 
states that the country is now ready with a set of 
mathematical formulae to measure human well-being and 
government performances towards achieving GNH (as cited by 
Dorji 2009). 
 
The GNH index is an attempt to measure how well citizens are 
doing economically, socially, and emotionally.  The GNH index 
consists of nine domains: psychological well-being, cultural 
diversity and resilience, education, health, time use and 
balance, good governance, community vitality, ecological 
diversity, and living standard. The nine domains contain a 
total of seventy-two indicators. The Centre for Bhutan Studies 
(2008) states that these nine domains are the components of 
happiness and well-being in Bhutan. 
 
GNH is a holistic approach towards development.  It seeks to 
complement inner happiness with outer circumstances. It 
addresses both material and non-material well-being.  
Although material wealth is associated with physical well-
being, one’s mental state or inner well-being is not 
conditioned by material needs alone.  Well-being arises when 
sustainable and equitable economic development is balanced 
with environmental and cultural preservation, and good 
governance (Rinzin 2006; Thinley 2005). This has been 
referred to as the “middle path,” which is derived from 
Buddhist principles of avoiding extremes and taking a 
balanced view (Planning Commission 1999). 
 
Policymakers in Bhutan recognise that “simply imposing 
development models from outside which do not take religion 
and tradition into account will not only serve to diminish 
existing culture, but will also meet with limited success” 
(Planning Commission 1992, p.66). Buddhism has long 
played an important role in the political, economic, and social 
lives of Bhutanese. The Bhutanese worldview, including its 
social, cultural, and political ethos, is rooted in Buddhism.  
Bhutanese culture and development policies are greatly 
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influenced by Buddhism.  Scholars such as Lokamitra (2004), 
Hewavitharana (2004), and Tashi (2004) have argued that 
Buddhism can help achieve the goal of GNH. 
 
Since the philosophy of GNH is anchored in Buddhism, a 
question arises regarding the extent to which Buddhism 
influenced the GNH index, and its domains and indicators.  
In particular, do the indicators reflect Buddhist principles?  
In responding to this question, this article will seek to do two 
things. First, it will look briefly at some key foundational 
doctrines of Buddhism which might lie behind the GNH index 
and indicators: the Four Noble Truths, Karma, and the six 
perfections or paramitas to highlight Mahayana Buddhist 
principles of happiness. It will use as sources Thogme 
Zangpo’s Thirty-Seven Practices of Bodhisattava (Gyalse 
Laglin), and the teachings of His Holiness the Dalai Lama and 
Sogyal Rimpoche. 
 
Second, it will focus on one of the nine GNH index domains – 
the psychological well-being domain. This domain has three 
classifications (general psychological distress indicators, 
emotional balance indicators, and spirituality practices 
indicators) and includes eleven of the seventy-two indicators, 
to determine the extent to which they reflect Buddhist 
principles of happiness.   A high degree of Buddhist influence 
might then support the notion put forth Lokamitra (2004), 
Hewavitharana (2004), and Tashi (2004) that Buddhism can 
assist in achieving the goal of GNH. 

Buddhist Principles of Happiness 
There is a general assumption that income and happiness are 
directly related. Happiness research findings defy this 
generalisation, however, and show that increasing incomes 
are not accompanied by increasing happiness (Hirata 2006).  
The Buddha discovered this 2500 years ago.  He did not reject 
outright the idea of possessing wealth but recognised that for 
the layperson a certain degree of wealth is essential to live a 
happy life.  He did stress, however, that living an ethical and 
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moral life more so than wealth but would bring genuine 
happiness.  He rejected greed in accumulating wealth, being 
enslaved to materialism, and treating wealth as the ultimate 
goal (Wijeyawansa 2009). 

1. Buddhist View of Happiness 
According to the Dalai Lama (2001), “the purpose of spiritual 
practice is to fulfill our desire for happiness” (p.30).  
Buddhism indeed has much to say about happiness. Sogyal 
Rimpoche, a renowned Buddhist teacher, states there are two 
kinds of happiness: one based on material comfort and 
pleasures; the other on inner contentment and peace (Dorji 
2010). The two are the physical and mental components of 
happiness, with the mental experience or the inner force 
playing a more powerful role. A very pleasant environment 
will make little difference if we are mentally depressed, but 
inner peace or mental happiness will make it easier to face 
any challenge (Dalai Lama 2001). Tashi (2004) asserts that in 
Mahayana Buddhism happiness springs from an altruistic or 
compassionate mind.  Since human minds are often agitated 
by afflictive emotions, the results frequently are negative 
actions, which in turn cause suffering. The essence of 
Buddhism therefore is to tame, transform, and conquer the 
human mind, for it is the root of everything – it is the creator 
of happiness and suffering. 
 
There is a similarity between the Buddha’s teachings and 
Aristotle’s concept of happiness (eudiamonia). Aristotle 
indicated that if we want to be happy, we should cultivate and 
practice virtues through wisdom.  Most of his ethic is devoted 
to an account of virtuous activities that he states constitute 
happiness.  He describes happiness as “doing well combined 
with virtue or self sufficiency of life or the pleasantest life with 
safety or prosperity of possessions and bodies with power to 
protect then and use them in action” (Irwin 1999, p.3). He 
also believed that power and fortune are aspects of happiness 
because they are the best providers of safety. 
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The idea that happiness requires fortune, however, conflicts 
with what Buddha taught: that fortune, power, and 
possession are all material and subject to change. They are 
therefore not a source of genuine happiness but a cause of 
suffering. The Dalai Lama states that Buddhists aim not 
merely for temporary happiness but for long-term results – 
they are also concerned with life after this life. This means 
that ultimate happiness in Buddhism is Nirvana, the 
cessation of suffering, the end of the cycle of birth-and-death.  
He further adds that spiritual practice, the practice of 
dharma, can bring both long-term happiness and more inner 
strength day by day (Dalai Lama and Hopkins 2000).  
Buddhist teaching employs innumerable skilful means 
through which happiness can be achieved at the individual 
and collective levels, one of which is the Bodhisattva path 
(Powers 1995).  
 
In his search for the meaning of life, the Buddha discovered 
the Four Noble Truths. They are the very foundation of all 
Buddhist beliefs, explaining the truth of suffering and the 
way to overcome it. The first noble truth recognises that 
suffering is the essence of human existence: suffering from 
birth, old age, sickness, and death as well as the pain from 
separation, grief, and despair. The second noble truth 
explains that desire or craving is the cause of all suffering: 
craving for pleasure, for individual existence, and for release 
from our present situation. The third noble truth states that 
suffering can cease by overcoming craving or desire. The 
fourth noble truth prescribes the way to overcome desire by 
following the Eightfold Noble Path (Easwaran 2007). 
 
The most common belief among Buddhists is that we can 
never escape from our own Karma, the law of cause and 
effect, whether in this life or the next.  Certain key aspects of 
a person’s birth are thought to be karmically determined, 
such as one’s social status, physical appearance, character, 
and personality.  But not all things are determined by one’s 
karma: humans do have freedom to choose (Harvey 2000).  
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Buddhist philosophy explains innumerable ways to achieve 
positive Karma. Actions motivated by greed, hatred, and 
delusion result in bad Karma, while actions motivated by 
their opposites – non-attachment, loving kindness, and right 
understanding – result in positive Karma.  Good intentions, 
therefore, must find expression in right actions, and right 
actions are basically those that are wholesome and harm 
neither self nor others. Tashi (2004) states that in order to 
accumulate merits and to be happy, our actions can be 
summed up under three principle causes: 1) developing the 
attitude of not harming, 2) cultivating the attitude of helping 
others, and 3) being content.  
 
The principle of interdependence is one of the most important 
principles of Buddhism (Negi 1999; Flanagan 2007; Dorji 
2009). Buddhism teaches that we are all interdependent; 
what we do affects those around us.  To create happiness, it 
is important that we not only reflect on the interrelationship 
of all things but also see ourselves clearly as a part of one 
larger system of causal relationships.  Genuine happiness can 
be generated from developing a compassionate heart focused 
also on animals and the environment because they too are 
part of the same world.  The root of all Buddhist practices is 
the heart of loving kindness and compassion (Gyatso 1984; 
Dalai Lama 2000 and 2001). 

2. The Six Perfections (paramitas) 
Mahayana Buddhism’s teachings on the six perfections 
(paramitas) shed light on how to achieve happiness.  These 
paramitas, based on the Thogme Zangpo’s 12th century text, 
are as follows: generosity (dana); ethics/virtues/morality 
(sila); patience/tolerance (kshanti); perseverance (virya); 
meditative concentration (dhayana); and wisdom (prajna).  
These six teachings stress inner cultivation, an ethic that 
focuses directly on daily life through which one accomplishes 
genuine happiness (Wright 2009). 
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According to Thogme Zangpo all worldly or ultimate 
happiness comes from the practice of Dharma, which in effect 
is the practice of virtues.  Dharma is the inner realization that 
can minimise human suffering (Gyatso 1984). Virtues are 
actions that bear the fruit of happiness; ill deeds cause 
suffering and unhappiness. According to Buddhism, 
ignorance, desire, and hatred are the main cause of suffering, 
which are known as the three poisons and to which all 
sentient beings are subject (Dalai Lama 2000). The three 
poisons can be resisted and virtues cultivated through 
training in the six practices which naturally generate virtuous 
actions leading to happiness. 
 
The first practice is generosity, which is the first principle of 
happiness. Mahayanists maintain that happiness comes from 
a compassionate and altruistic mind and the practice of 
compassion is training oneself in the perfection of generosity.  
This practice refers to unconditional love, a selfless 
generosity, and giving which is completely free from 
attachment and expectation.  Internally, it means overcoming 
our emotions (greed and hatred) and being generous with 
others; giving one’s material goods, time, or wisdom to others 
(Das 1995). 
 
The second practice is ethics/morality/virtue (Sila). Right 
speech, action, and livelihood, which form the part of 
Eightfold Noble Path, fall under ethical practice.  The Dalai 
Lama (2001) states that “ethics means avoiding the ten non-
virtuous actions” (p.34): killing, stealing, sexual misconduct, 
lying, divisive speech, harsh speech, gossip, greed, malice, 
and wrong views.  These ten non-virtuous actions lead to bad 
Karma and suffering.  Avoiding them brings good Karma and 
happiness. We can enjoy greater freedom, happiness, and 
security through our virtuous behaviour and no longer create 
suffering for ourselves and others; we become virtuous and 
harmless in our thoughts, speech, and actions. The Dalai 
Lama states that the aim of ethical practice is to transform 
motivation and mental disposition and become better human 
beings. The more we succeed in training our hearts and 
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minds the more we will be able to cope with adversity and our 
actions will be naturally ethical, which leads to goodness and 
happiness. 
 
The third practice is patience and tolerance. Patience in 
Buddhism entails strength to face the challenges and 
difficulties of life without losing composure and inner 
tranquility. Bodhisattvas are challenged to endure, tolerate, 
and bear any hardship without retaliation or negative 
thoughts. Endurance and tolerance do not imply defeat but 
make the mind stronger. With patience, the mind will be calm 
and clear, enabling one to make better decisions.  Through 
the practice of patience, inner peace can be maintained under 
any circumstance, and thus genuine happiness can be 
experienced. 
 
The fourth practice is joyous effort or enthusiastic 
perseverance (virya).  It is the quality of persistent effort or 
working hard towards achieving a goal. Zangpo points out 
that one must strive diligently to free oneself and all sentient 
beings from suffering.  Without putting in right effort, we can 
be disillusioned and thus fail to achieve any goal. The Dalai 
Lama states that with joyous effort and enthusiastic 
perseverance, we can regard failure as another step towards 
success, danger as an inspiration for courage, and affliction 
as an opportunity to practice wisdom and compassion. Thus, 
to achieve happiness, one must put in right effort to be 
compassionate, virtuous and ethical at all times.  
 
The fifth practice is meditative concentration (dhyana). 
Meditative concentration is very important in developing 
mental qualities and overcoming the three poisons.  Zangpo 
indicates that through hearing the dharma teachings, 
meditating day and night, and developing a heart of loving 
kindness and compassion, sentient beings can be liberated 
from suffering.  Buddhism greatly stresses the taming of the 
mind because the mind can be transformed and meditation is 
the means to transform it. Tashi (2004) speaks of the 
usefulness of meditation in destroying the root causes of 
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suffering and providing an antidote to them.  Meditation aims 
at taming the mind so that it does what we want it to do.  
According to John Milton, “the mind is its own place and, in 
itself, can make heaven of hell, and a hell of heaven” (as cited 
by Williams 2008, p.24). We stabilise our mind and emotions 
by practicing meditation, by being mindful and aware in 
everything we do. When we train the mind in this way, all 
mental distortions and misperceptions are eliminated; we 
achieve focus, composure, and tranquility. Concentrating 
deeply makes us realise the cause of confusion and suffering 
and helps us directly experience inner joy. 
 
The sixth practice is wisdom (prajna).  Wisdom is the key to 
everything; it will help us find the path to happiness.  
Without wisdom we easily succumb to the three poisons.  
Wisdom is therefore necessary to cultivate other practices 
(Zangpo, n.d.). Wisdom does not refer to mere intellectual 
understanding. According to Ron Liefer (1997), mere 
intellectual understanding of reality will not change habitual 
negative thoughts, speech, and action because the intellect 
serves the ego: we cannot achieve wisdom without seeing 
through the trickery of ego.  Through wisdom one will be able 
to distinguish between what is ethical and unethical, virtuous 
and non-virtuous.  We see the essential nature of reality with 
utmost clarity; our perception goes beyond the illusive and 
deceptive veils of material existence (Rink 2010). Thus, 
overcoming the three poisons by understanding the true 
nature of reality and developing qualities of generosity, 
morality, patience, and meditating with joyous effort is said to 
generate the highest level of happiness in Buddhism.  
 
The teachings on the Four Noble Truths indicate that 
happiness is beyond material well-being and that the real 
essence of happiness lies within us. Some may wonder 
whether a focus exclusively on getting rid of desire would 
inhibit worldly progress. The path to overcoming attachment 
and achieving worldly progress, such as accumulating wealth, 
appear to be poles apart. But Buddhism does not say that 
one must relinquish the material life.  It does stress, however, 
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the greater importance of having a good heart, of not harming 
others, of being compassionate and morally disciplined, and 
of exhibiting loving kindness, generosity, patience, and a 
joyful desire to practice virtues. These positive qualities can 
reduce suffering and give happiness to self and others. 

Buddhism and the Psychological Well-being Indicators  
Psychological well-being deals with emotions and feelings 
which are subjective experiences. The measure of the 
psychological well-being of citizens is extremely important in 
a country pursuing GNH because mental or psychological 
well-being influence the overall well-being of people.  A GNH 
state therefore needs to minimise those mental conditions 
that can be disruptive.  The Bhutanese government attempts 
to measure psychological well-being by assessing the socially 
destructive attitudes and symptoms of psychological distress 
and the prevalence of practices that combat them. 
 
Ekman, Davidson, Ricard, and Wallace (2005) agree that 
psychologists and Buddhists alike believe that emotions 
strongly influence people’s thoughts, words, and actions, and 
that they help people in their pursuit of transient pleasures 
and satisfactions. Earlier psychologists were largely interested 
in negative emotional states such as depression and anxiety 
but have now begun to focus on positive emotions to evaluate 
overall well-being (Ryff and Singer 1998). To measure 
happiness, the absence of negative experiences is not 
sufficient; positive feelings must also be exhibited (Hirata 
2006).  The psychological well-being domain under the GNH 
index similarly includes both positive and negative emotions. 
 
People experience moods and emotions which have an 
enormous range of effects on their well-being. To gain an 
understanding of people’s psychological state, something 
must be known about their subjective experiences. The 
psychological well-being domain of the GNH index thus 
assesses people’s subjective experience based on eleven 
indicators. These indicators have been grouped into three 
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broad categories. The emotional balance category comprises 
both negative (jealousy, selfishness, frustration, suicidal 
thoughts) and positive (generosity, calmness, compassion) 
indicators. The spiritual practice category comprises 
meditation, prayer recitation, and taking account of Karma 
indicators. The general mental health category focuses on 
such matters as depression, anxiety and low confidence. 
 
Larsen and Fredrickson (1999) point out that “the content of 
a person’s emotional life strongly influences his or her 
judgments of the quality of that life” (p.40). Buddhist 
teachings are directly or indirectly based on the workings of 
the mind and hold strongly that it is the emotional and 
mental state of people that influence their well-being or 
happiness. In Buddhism mind, awareness and consciousness 
are synonyms and the mind in Buddhism includes all 
perceptual, conceptual, and emotional states, both conscious 
and unconscious (Abhidhamma 1987; Negi 1999). The 
emotional/mental states therefore are all mind related 
subjective experiences.  Here we can determine the extent to 
which the indicators under the psychological domain reflect 
Buddhist principles of happiness. 

1. Psychological Well-being Measures 

a. Emotional Balance  
Diener and Lucas (1999) state that although emotions are 
momentary influences and do not reflect a stable state of 
happiness they do provide insight into a person’s life 
situation. Research indicates that a variety of causal factors 
contribute to these emotions (Berenbaum, Raghavan, Le, 
Vernon, and Gomez, 1999). Buddhist teachings similarly 
maintain that these emotions do not occur on their own.  
Buddhism places the mind at the centre of all experiences.  
The Buddhist tradition therefore places emotions at the core 
of individual and universal happiness. 
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i. Negative Emotions 
Negative emotions in Buddhism arise out of ignorance, desire, 
and hatred. Humans suffer because of their own negative 
emotions. These are negative because they harm self and 
others.  As we ignore the reality around us and cling to the 
self or “I”, we get angry for things we do not like, jealous when 
others succeed, and frustrated when we fail. An extreme 
reaction is suicidal thought and action.  All of these negative 
emotions, from the Buddhist perspective, fall under unethical 
actions: actions that occur through the mind. These actions 
are distorted, confused, or afflictive. Jealousy, selfishness, 
frustration, and suicidal thoughts arise due to covetousness, 
ill will, and wrong view. The four negative indicators form part 
of the ten non-virtuous actions and are afflictive regardless of 
their degree or the context in which they arise. 
 
Jealousy, as the first negative indicator, is often defined as a 
feeling of resentment when others succeed. Harris (2004) 
points out that jealousy (dhrad-dog) is likely to arise over 
perceptions that a potential rival poses a threat to what one 
perceives to be valuable in oneself or in an important 
relationship. Jealousy in Buddhism is defined as “a 
disturbing emotion that focuses on other people’s 
accomplishments such as their good qualities, possessions, 
or success, and is the inability to bear their 
accomplishments, due to excessive attachment to our own 
gain or to the respect we receive” (Berzin 2004, p. 1).  Mullen 
(1995) points out that men and women experience different 
types of emotions when they are jealous.  These include pain, 
distress, oppression, anxiety, sadness, apprehension, anger, 
restless, distress, humiliation, shame, agitation, and betrayal.  
All of these are negative and against happiness or well-being.   
 
The Buddhist Abhidhamma text classifies “jealousy” as part of 
hostility and calls it “immoral”; it is opposite to compassion 
and appreciative joy.  Lama Zopa Rinpoche (1973) states that 
“rejoicing is the best remedy for jealousy and envy” (p.1).  
Buddhist teaching maintains that we must rejoice for the 
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success and happiness of others.  We cannot achieve GNH if 
we are jealous of others.  Jealousy is therefore opposed to 
GNH values. Since jealousy is directly opposed to the 
psychological well-being of people, it is appropriate that it be 
an indicator of GNH.  
 
Selfishness, as the second indicator, refers to an 
unwillingness to share due to cravings for the self.  
Selfishness (serna) in Buddhism originates from attachment 
and greed: “it is an extension of attachment and resists the 
spirit of generosity” (Negi 1999, p.93).   The Abhidhamma text 
terms it “immoral consciousness” (p.96).  Buddhists believe 
that replacing selfishness with generosity will attain inner joy.  
In particular, the paramita of ethics emphasises restraining 
self-centeredness and to rooting it out completely.  According 
to the Dalai Lama (2000), “the ethic of restraining self-
centeredness is crucial” (p.101).  A selfish attitude according 
to Buddhism obstructs the path towards achieving 
Bodhisattva, and thus genuine happiness. Selfishness gives 
rise to negative Karma, leading one to be reborn in the lower 
realms. Similarly, since the concept of GNH supports the idea 
of interdependence, selfishness is opposed to the GNH values.  
 
The third indicator, frustration, occurs when an impulse or an 
action is thwarted by an internal or external force.  There is 
no exact term for frustration in Buddhism, but is related to 
the term gopa which is translated as “agitation”.  Negi (1999) 
describes gopa as a mental factor that “disturbs the inner 
calm and focus of the mind” (p.44).  Gopa forms part of the 
twenty secondary delusions in the Abhidhamma.  In the 
Bhutanese national language the word ouggam holds 
equivalent meaning to frustration.  Ouggam literally means 
pressurising the breath; oug is breath and gam means 
pressure.  When we pressurize our self, we get frustrated and 
this comes out as anger, causing suffering to others and 
ourselves.  Frustration is without doubt a negative emotion 
because it disturbs the peace of mind causing anxiety and 
stress which, like jealousy and selfishness, arises out of 
attachment and desire. In Buddhism, any emotion that arises 
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out of ignorance, desire, and hatred is afflictive and non-
virtuous. In a GNH society that seeks to maximise the 
happiness and well-being of people, frustration is a negative 
trait and opposed to the concept of GNH because it obstructs 
the path towards happiness.  Since frustration has a negative 
impact on well-being, it is necessary to determine if such 
emotions occur frequently among people. Therefore, it is 
appropriate to have it as a negative indicator of psychological 
well-being. 
 
The fourth indicator, suicidal thought, usually occurs when 
one is no longer able to bear suffering in life.  According to 
Buddhism, suicide is an unwholesome act since it is 
encouraged by a mind filled with greed, hatred, and delusion 
(Dhammananda, n.d.).  Killing is one of the ten non-virtuous 
acts in Buddhism. According to the Dalai Lama (1981), 
suicide will not solve one’s problems.  Buddhist teachings on 
Karma maintain that death by suicide only leads to another 
cycle of rebirth in the same condition.  In the next life the 
person will have to take another body that again will be the 
basis of suffering.  In order to get rid of all the difficulties we 
experience, we need to get rid of the fundamental cause 
(greed, hatred, and delusion) that gives rise them.  Buddhists 
therefore discourage suicide and encourage constructive 
living, using this life to diligently practice virtuous action, 
thus changing the present and the future for the better.  
 
Research indicates that suicide and attempted suicide are 
associated with “elevated levels of anger, anxiety, guilt, 
sadness, and shame” (Berenbaum, Raghavan, Le, Vernon, 
Gomez, 1999, p. 279).  Depression is found to be the main 
cause of suicide.  The most common factors that push youth 
to commit suicide, according to Bhutanese psychiatrist 
Nirola, are peer and parental pressures, competitive 
scenarios, and failure to get a job, among others (as cited by 
Dorji 2010). This indicates that suicidal thoughts occur 
because of what Buddhism calls the three poisons, leading to 
further afflictive emotions. Suicidal thoughts similarly are 
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against the essence of GNH and therefore a negative indicator 
of psychological well-being.  
 
Jealousy, frustration, selfishness, and suicidal thoughts are 
negative emotions that affect individual and the societal well-
being. Negi (1999) asserts that “the distorted emotional states 
have achieved such a pervasive status that our era may 
become known in history as the Age of Emotional Epidemic” 
(p.2). The effects of negative emotions are clearly visible in 
society: increasing crime, substance abuse, suicide, and 
divorce are all symptoms of emotional dysfunction.  Research 
also indicates that individuals with emotional disturbances 
are prone to induce negative effects upon those with whom 
they have ongoing relationships (Berenbaum et al 1999).  
Besides evaluation of the frequency of negative emotions, it is 
important for the government to know the reasons or the 
conditions that give rise to these negative emotions.   The four 
indicators are directly opposed to the essence of GNH and 
therefore it is appropriate to have them as indicators, in order 
to minimise or eliminate the presence of such negative 
emotions in a country. 

ii. Positive Emotions  
The process for accomplishing happiness in Buddhism 
involves uprooting the negative emotions and enhancing the 
positive ones.  The three indicators – generosity, calmness, 
and compassion – are positive because these emotions bring 
happiness to self and others.  They can replace the three 
poisons and hence are considered positive indicators of 
psychological well-being. 
 
Generosity is the act of giving and a means to overcome greed 
and selfishness. In Buddhism, the practice of generosity 
(dana) brings happiness to others. Generosity is a moral 
practice that relates to positive virtues such as compassion 
and loving kindness, the cultivation of which leads to mental 
development and spiritual happiness. In a GNH society, 
people must help each other to promote a healthy 
environment. Helping does not necessarily mean giving all 
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your possessions to others but it does entail sharing a part of 
your wealth and being helpful in many ways. Happiness 
derived by the act of generosity, which does not get included 
in the Gross Domestic Product (Hewavitharana 2004), should 
be included in the evaluation of GNH. The whole idea of 
generosity supports the concept of interdependence which is 
the core principle of GNH and Buddhism. Therefore, 
“generosity” as an indicator of psychological well-being is 
coherent with and appropriate to the concept of GNH. 
 
Calmness refers to clarity of mind and entails patience and 
tolerance.  Calmness is opposed to anger which is one of the 
three poisons in Buddhism. The Buddhist practice of patience 
and tolerance (kshanita paramita) stresses the importance of 
having a calm and composed mind at all times.  Patience 
involves strength to face the challenges and difficulties of life 
without losing composure and inner tranquility.  When we are 
calm we develop a tendency not to harm others and we are 
usually at our best when we are calm.  Tranquility gives rise 
to clarity from which understanding and wisdom grow 
(Graham 2007).  A calm mind is therefore essential for living 
a happy and healthy life.  On the other hand, constant fear 
and anger affect our own health and overall well-being.  
According to Horton (2010), mental calmness can lead to 
inner peace and success.  Calmness is therefore a virtue 
consistent with GNH ideals.  
 
Compassion is a wish to relieve the suffering of others and is 
central to Buddhist practice.  It is the most essential and 
important trait for bodhisattvas within Mahayana Buddhism.  
Compassion in Buddhism arises out of empathy towards the 
suffering of others but also from understanding and realising 
the meaning of emptiness, the law of Karma and 
interdependence: viewing self and others as devoid of inherent 
meaning. Compassion thus leads to the practice of loving 
kindness, and helps to overcome afflictive emotions such as 
hatred, jealousy, and selfishness, which are considered 
negative under the psychological well-being indicators.  It can 
be a powerful means to creating a GNH society. The CBS 
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(2008) holds “compassion” as sympathy for the suffering of 
others which is necessary to establish a compassionate 
society.  Therefore, compassion as an indicator is very much 
coherent with the GNH values. 
 
Overall, emotions such as compassion, calmness, and 
generosity have a positive impact on physical well-being, on 
decision-making process, and on the potential for leading a 
happy life. Further, each of the three indicators is clearly 
related to the Buddhist paramitas. 

b. Spiritual Practices  
Indicators under this section (meditation, prayer, karma) 
consist of Buddhist ritual practices to overcome negative or 
afflictive emotions.  Practicing them with sincerity can hold 
negative emotions at bay.  
 
Buddhists consider meditation an important method to calm 
the mind and a means to destroy the three root causes of 
suffering (desire, hatred, and ignorance). According to 
Rimpoche (2002), meditation is the key to finding happiness 
and peace of mind. Tashi (2004) points out that the important 
egalitarian aspects of meditation are its accessibility to 
everybody, with little or no cost involved.  Researchers have 
shown that Buddhists who meditate may be able to train 
their minds to feel genuine happiness and control aggressive 
instincts (Connor 2003). Study has found that meditation 
tames the amygdale, the part of the brain involved with fear 
and anger. Even brief courses of meditation with very short 
periods of the simplest meditative practices are associated 
with better psychological and physical health (Levenson et al 
2004).  The CBS does not link meditation to Buddhism, but it 
is implicit that the indicators are inspired by Buddhist 
teachings.  
 
Regular meditation alleviates a range of conditions including 
stress, anxiety, depression, poor sleep, and coping with 
chronic pain.  It can also reduce inflammation, improve 
immunity, and lower blood pressure.  According to Lutz, 
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Lewis, Johnstone, and Davidson (2008), the long-term goal of 
meditation is to weaken egocentric traits so that altruistic 
behaviours might arise more frequently and spontaneously.  
Rimpoche (2002) states that the gift of learning to meditate is 
the greatest gift you can gift yourself in this life, for it is only 
through meditation that you can undertake the journey to 
discover your true nature, and so find the stability and 
confidence you will need to live and die well.  
 
The practice of meditation will have a positive impact on the 
well-being of people, which directly contributes to the essence 
of GNH. Having meditation as a GNH indicator signifies the 
importance given to it by the government. Meditation has 
recently been introduced in Bhutanese schools. Overall, the 
indicator of mediation is coherent with GNH values.  Further, 
since Buddhism greatly stresses the importance of 
meditation, the indicator seems to have been influenced by 
Buddhism. 
 
Prayer is a religious practice that seeks to connect a person to 
some greater power and is a component of most religions.  
The word “prayer” in Bhutanese is thuen, which literally 
means the recitation of mantras.  Buddhism emphasises the 
recitation of prayer-like mantras. A mantra is “a word, a 
syllable, a phrase or a short prayer that is spoken once or 
repeated over and over again (either aloud or in a person's 
head) and that is thought to have a profound spiritual effect 
on the person” (BBC 2006, p.1).  Mantra literally means “that 
which protects the mind from negativity” (Sogyal Rimpoche 
2002, p.71). According to Sogyal Rimpoche, mantra is the 
essence of sound, and the embodiment of the truth in the 
form of sound.   Each syllable contains spiritual power and 
vibrates with the blessing of the speech of the Buddha.  There 
are mantras that are thought to subtly alter one’s mind and 
make a connection with a particular Buddha or enlightened 
being.  Buddhists believe that when certain mantras are said 
many times, they arouse good vibrations within the person; 
they awaken our inherent inner capacities of strength, 
compassion, and wisdom (Lewis 2006).  



Journal of Bhutan Studies 

 72

In addition to reciting mantras, a majority of the Bhutanese 
Buddhists pray to local deities. It is a popular belief in 
Bhutan that deities can protect us from evil forces.  In a real 
sense, this is uncharacteristic of Buddhism for the Buddha 
never prayed to anyone.  But Bhutan was largely a Bon 
country prior to the entry of Buddhism and Bonism 
emphasised worshipping deities.  Bhutan’s national 
newspaper Kuensel reports that Bonism mixed with 
Buddhism is still prevalent in the country (Wangchuk 2005).  
Many pray and perform rituals to appease local deities (yu-
lha), summoning deities and spirits residing in mountains, 
valleys, lakes, forests, streams, and cliffs invoking them to 
assist and protect people from misfortunes (as cited by 
Wangchuk 2005).  Though not distinctively Buddhist (Powers 
1995), praying to deities has been absorbed by Bhutanese 
Buddhists long ago and is now considered an integral part of 
their culture.  
 
Prayer recitation in Buddhism itself is a form of meditation.  
The CBS does not mention how prayer recitation is consistent 
with GNH values but the benefits of prayer recitation and 
meditation maybe the same, for both practices require 
mindfulness and concentration. In this sense, prayer 
recitation too is coherent with GNH. Prayer in the form of 
mantra accords with Buddhist principles, while prayer to 
deities is a local Buddhist practice. Therefore, the indicator of 
prayer recitation seems to have been influenced by Buddhism 
with traces of local beliefs.  
 
Karma is a very important Buddhist principle that guides the 
Buddhist psyche. The law of Karma provides the basis for 
ethics (sila.) Karma as one of the GNH indicators clearly 
implies that Buddhism has influenced the indicator. The 
literal meaning of “taking account of Karma” is being morally 
responsible for our own actions.  When a person takes 
account of Karma in daily life, he/she is being aware and 
morally responsible for their actions.  When we understand 
the law of Karma, we are discouraged from performing non-
virtuous or unwholesome actions which cause suffering.  
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Realising that Karma conditions and determines our 
happiness, we will refrain from unwholesome behaviour, to 
avoid the negative effects of these actions. Similarly, 
understanding that virtuous actions bear the fruit of 
happiness, one is encouraged to practice wholesome actions.  
The law of causality therefore promotes moral and ethical life. 
 
For a country pursing GNH, it is important to take account of 
Karma on a daily basis because Karma promotes healthy and 
ethical living, ideal for a GNH state.  According to CBS, “for 
Bhutanese, an understanding of the dynamics between 
causes and effects are critical to each individual’s pursuit for 
happiness as it tends to provide a clearer understanding and 
cultivation of GNH values” (p.1).  Understanding that the real 
reason for our sufferings is our own Karma (action through 
body, speech, and mind) serves as an antidote to all our 
afflictive emotions.  Karma promotes the sense of helping 
each other and living in harmony with all forms of life.  It is 
therefore important that a GNH society take account of 
Karma daily to promote wholesome actions for a happy 
society.  The indicator of taking account of Karma daily is 
thus a reflection of Buddhist principles and is consistent with 
GNH values. 

c. General Mental Health  
The general mental health indicator assesses the mental 
health of people and seeks to monitor mental stress problems 
such as depression, anxiety, low confidence, and 
concentration levels.  The CBS (2008) asserts that mental 
health is an important indicator for the health status of a 
population.  Studies have revealed that mental stress can 
negatively affect well-being.  Studies also point out that stress 
may alter the immune system and increase susceptibility to 
disease (CBS 2008).  
 
From the Buddhist perspective, psychological distress such 
as depression, lack of confidence, and anxiety are the result 
of our own afflictive emotions.  According to Gyatso (2009), 
the overriding cause of mental stress is self-cherishing – 
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seeing one’s own physical and mental pleasure as more 
important than that of others.  People who have the tendency 
to use more self-referential terms (I, me, myself) tend to have 
more health problems and earlier deaths (Dalai Lama 2009).  
According to Buddhism, it is our own ego – a focus on “I” – 
that causes us to suffer.  Since causes of mental distress lie 
in the mind, the cure is also in the mind.  Buddhist teachings 
maintain that meditating on emptiness can get rid of the 
notion of “I”. Thus, mental distress similar to other negative 
emotions is a result of ignorance, desire, and hatred.  
 
The mind drives every action that occurs through the body, 
speech, and mind.  The causal factor therefore lies within us.  
It is our ability to deal with emotions that influences the 
mental state.  Since mental stress obstructs the path towards 
happiness, it opposes the goal of GNH. It is therefore 
important to assess the stress levels of the population to 
identify the risk group.  Intervention by government and 
offering remedy (for example, offering counselling) and 
monitoring changes over time can help people pursue 
happiness. 

Conclusion 
From the very beginning of its development plan, Bhutan 
chose to ensure the preservation of its culture, tradition, and 
natural resources. This came to be called the philosophy of 
GNH, where spiritual and emotional well-being is afforded 
equal importance to economic well-being.  GNH recognises 
that economic development without spiritual and emotional 
well-being will not bring happiness to people.  The adoption of 
the GNH Index, with its seventy-two indicators, became a 
means to measure whether Bhutanese society is progressing 
towards GNH.  The GNH index is now the most important tool 
in guiding the performance of the government towards 
achieving the goal of GNH. 
 
The ultimate goal in Buddhism is to achieve genuine 
happiness.  Inspired by this belief, Bhutan is the only country 
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in the world that officially pursues the state of happiness.  
The government believes that happiness is in the end what 
matters the most and seeks to create condition for people to 
pursue happiness.  Happiness is not only worldly pleasure 
derived from physical comfort but also an inner state of mind, 
which can be cultivated through the practice of compassion, 
generosity, ethics, meditation, patience, and wisdom. This 
can bring happiness to the individual and to society. 
Although GNH stresses collective happiness, Buddhism states 
that peace must first be developed in the individual mind 
before it can contribute to others and the happiness of the 
society.  Thus, in the words of Master Shantideva, it is not 
primarily the outer conditions of our life that determine our 
happiness or suffering, it is our own mind that creates the 
cause for happiness or success.  
 
Humans experience many emotions, and narrowing them 
down to eleven indicators is not an easy task. There is a 
strong relationship between emotions and well-being. The 
intensity of pleasant and unpleasant emotions influences the 
degree of psychological well-being.  Studies have also shown 
that emotions play an integral role in affecting the overall 
physical health. Emotions also have powerful effects in 
shaping and regulating social interactions and influencing 
how one appears to others. Like the mind-transforming 
practices in Buddhism, the key to a nation’s progress lies in 
tracing problems and solutions to the root causes.  The 
indicators under the psychological domain reflect Buddhist 
principles of happiness and their coherence with the 
Buddhist influenced concept of GNH. 
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Culture, Public Policy and Happiness* 

Sangay Chophel** 

Abstract 

This paper explores the relationship between culture and 
happiness by analysing work from different disciplines as a 
way of shedding useful insight on policy issue. It discusses the 
role of public policy in furthering happiness. In addition, this 
paper discusses contemporary literature on identity, values, 
diversity, and public policy in relation to happiness and well- 
being, and corroborates some of the claims made in this paper 
by using the data from Gross National Happiness survey 
conducted in 2010 wherever it is applicable and warranted1. 
This paper makes limited use of the data insofar as it relates to 
culture and happiness under discussion in this paper. To make 
extensive use of the data is beyond the scope of this essay. 

Introduction 

What culture truly means and constitutes is highly contested 
as culture is a dynamic and constantly changing process. The 
definition of culture should make sense to the individual in the 
milieu in which a person lives to give a real sense of direction 
and meaning in life. The importance and relevance of culture 
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present form. The views expressed in this paper are not those of the 
Centre for Bhutan Studies. 
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1 The survey was conducted using multistage sampling method from 
April to December 2010, where careful attention was paid to sampling 
urban and rural areas. All the 20 districts were covered and 7142 
respondents were interviewed. Sampling weights are applied to the 
data for analysis shown in this paper. 
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cannot be relegated to an inferior role in the field of 
development. Rather it should be given its due place as the 
benefits of culture, and its elements, are many, with primary 
benefit being solidarity and interactive learning. 
 
The cultural milieu in which one lives can strongly affect one’s 
happiness and quality of life. As culture influences, and is 
influenced by, the policies of the government, one of the 
policies of the government should be to create conditions 
conducive to vibrant culture and happiness. 
 
This paper is an attempt to succinctly explore the relationship 
between culture and happiness, and the role of public policy in 
furthering happiness. Key concepts of culture in relation to 
happiness and well-being will also be discussed. 

Identity and Happiness 

Culture and tradition are sources of identity. In some countries 
such as Bhutan it exerts a pervasive influence on identity. 
‘Bhutanese traditions’ is a broad term that includes rituals, 
customs, dress, code of etiquette, religious ceremonies, and 
customs, among others. It is considered very important by a 
majority of respondents in Bhutan to maintain ‘Bhutanese 
traditions’ as shown in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. Importance of maintaining Bhutanese traditions as % 
of respondents 

 
 

Source: 2010 Gross National Happiness survey data 
 
Identifying oneself with a group or groups is essential for 
overall well-being. A sense of identity is also known to correlate 
with social capital (Putnam 2000). People form associations 
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but needs to seriously reflect on the relative importance of one 
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Identity is often grouped into two types: singular identity and 
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there is no such thing as fixed identity. The teachings of 
anatman or non-self see identity not as a fixed state or quality, 
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cultural differentiation - that is, as processes that are 
purposeful or value-laden. 
 
A false conception of identity that is fixed, which undercuts 
freedom of identification and smothers diversity in culture, as 
opposed to identity as fluid and changing leads to flawed public 
policy and adversely affects the happiness of the citizens. 

Diversity and Multiculturalism 

Diversity is a value in itself, which contributes to well-being 
and coordination of public policy. It also expands choices. 
Hershock (2006) argues that diversity is useful in resolving 
conflicts as it creates conditions and qualities conducive to 
promoting differences, which arises from a complex pattern of 
values-intentions-actions, that makes a difference in realising 
shared welfare in the interdependent world in which we now 
live. 
 
Ura (2007) cautions that diversity may threaten solidarity, 
especially if diversity is developing too fast. In this regard if 
diversity develops rapidly it could lead children astray because 
of their difficulty in understanding the meanings of their local 
cultural values, customs and traditions. If the pace of diversity 
matters, then at what pace diversity should be allowed to 
develop needs be critically analysed and arrived through public 
deliberation and reasoning. 
 
Closely related to diversity is the concept of multiculturalism, 
which supports diversity and widens individuals’ freedom. 
Nevertheless, multiculturalism has been criticised from 
conservative as well as from liberal fronts. Conservatives argue 
that multiculturalism opposes the maintenance of unified 
national identity whereas liberals stress that it undermines 
liberal principles of equality and impartiality - recognising 
group-specific rights means denying the equal treatment of 
individuals (Kukathas 1998 cited in Ayirtman 2007). Sen 
(2006) argues that lack of clear understanding of what 
multiculturalism means and its pros and cons is related to 
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conflicts in the contemporary world. He distinguishes 
multiculturalism from “plural monoculturalism” stating that 
“two styles existing side by side without the twain meeting, 
must really seen as plural monoculturalism.” Hence, for 
something to be called multicultural, two or more styles or 
traditions should contribute to each other in the process of 
creating a new one. 
 
What is required is to see culture as neither static nor uniform, 
which also applies in the context of multiculturalism. This 
helps to address and educate people about cultural differences. 
In the anthropological literature, discussions of cultures long 
out of touch with others makes it clear that isolated cultures 
are always in decline (losing their own cultural legacies) and 
that cultures thrive inter-culturally. 
 
What is made challenging by cultural contact is the difficulty 
in identifying any local culture as indigenous as cultural 
contact is seen to lead to hybridisation of behavioural modes 
(Sen 2006). However, some consider the concept of indigenous 
and non-indigenous people as applicable only to colonised 
nations, because the term has roots in the colonial period (Ura 
2007). Several states in Asia have rejected the concept of 
indigenous rights as the policies related to it would have 
radical consequences, because in the first place it is difficult 
define who indigenous people are (Kingsbury 1998 cited in Ura 
2007, p.61). 
 
Hybridisation and changes to cultural practices, symbols and 
images are facilitated by sophisticated modern technologies, 
and other resources. But how such resources are used 
determines whether it enhances or hampers them. What is 
important is that technology be effectively used without 
distorting or damaging them. 
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Values and Happiness  

Values indicate what is right and important in life, and 
influences our behaviours. There is no doubt on the 
importance accorded to values as more than 70% of the 
respondents report family life, responsibility, spiritual faith, 
compassion, friendship, generosity, reciprocity, and freedom 
as very important as it is evident from Figure 2. The importance 
that people assign to values can indicate the direction society 
might be heading in terms of steering the course of societal 
well-being. 
 
Figure 2. Importance of values as % of respondents 

 
Source: 2010 Gross National Happiness survey data 
 
Values need to encompass individuals’ relationship with all 
sentient beings and the natural environment to create a more 
just and harmonious world. Traditional socio-cultural norms 
have a positive impact on values and behaviour. For instance, 
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regenerating the natural environment. Further, people are not 
allowed to pollute the area where the deity resides otherwise it 
is believed to cause death and sickness in the community. 
Peoples’ connectedness to nature is confirmed by the fact that 
92.89% of the respondents agree that besides human beings, 
nature is also the domain of spirits and deities (see Figure 3). 
Though such beliefs can always be questioned the act of 
following it contributes to the conservation of environment. 
Values drive the development of society and contribute to 
happiness. 
 
Figure 3. % of respondents agreeing that nature is the domain 
of spirits and deities 

 
Source: 2010 Gross National Happiness survey data 
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The meaning and difference between intentions and values 
needs to be clearly understood to pre-empt troubles and 
problems. Though the intention maybe good, the underlying 
values of action may not necessarily be good2 (Hershock 2006). 
Hershock (2006) argues that conflicting and competing values 
gives rise to predicaments, such as climate change and world 
hunger, which can be addressed only with a global deepened 
resolve, not technical solution - an issue public policy needs to 
give careful attention. 
 
Is there a relationship between life goals and subjective well- 
being? Headey (2006) showed that pursuing life goals that are 
non-zero sum (non-competitive) in nature, such as family life 
and altruism, promotes life satisfaction and pursuing zero- 
sum goals, such as material wealth and career success, 
reduces life satisfaction, using data from the long-running 
German Socio-Economic Panel Survey. Attaching high value to 
spirituality and practicing it by performing meditation and 
reciting prayers is known to bring about positive changes in 
the brain and eventually increase one’s happiness. Davidson 
et al. (2003) found that subjects who meditated showed 
positive, predictable changes in the brain and immune 
function compared to their counterparts who did not meditate 
by examining their brains. 
 
There is also a relationship between economic growth and 
postmaterialist values. Inglehart (1999) showed that a gradual 
intergenerational shift in values takes place in societies that 
have surpassed a certain threshold of income, using data from 

 
2 To illustrate what this means Hershock cites one instance of how 
one of the descendants of Dharma King Dalhanemi governs the 
country. During the reign of this descendent a class of needy grows. 
This leads to poverty and for the first time someone commits theft. In 
order to stop theft, he gives money to the thief. When people hear of 
this incidence they also start stealing. As a warning to stop thievery 
he beheads a thief. What thieves then do is kill people from whom they 
steal so that no one may report their crime. In this story the values 
embedded in his strategy for realising this end (his intention to stop 
theft) is liable to repercussions. 
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World Values Surveys, which covered more than sixty societies 
representing almost 75 percent of the world’s population. 
Inglehart (1999) further states that while economic growth is 
conducive to the spread of postmaterialist values, neither an 
individual’s values nor those of a society as a whole will change 
overnight (in fact it takes long periods of rising economic 
security). 
 
Postmodern values are regarded to promote tolerance between 
groups and gives priority to environmental protection and 
cultural issues over economic growth when these goals conflict 
(Inglehart 1999). However, we need to be cautious as economic 
development could alter values and erode traditional socio-
cultural norms as it increases consumption and material 
desires. To avert such desires and increased consumption, 
sound policies should be framed that do not encourage such 
behaviours, and, for that matter, sound policy of the 
government as a whole should be in place. Further, Buddhist 
values should be promoted and practiced by individuals as 
these prevent increase of consumptions. Aversion to greed and 
desire is seen as one of the prerequisites to enlightenment in 
Buddhism.  

Public Policy and Happiness 

Any decisions that we make should be based on reason and 
supported by empirical data if available. In case of public 
issues, laws and policies should be framed through collective 
discussion that needs to be justified to the public who are 
source of political authority. Richardson (2010) contends that 
governmental legitimacy can be achieved only by combining 
two normative ideas: “the idea that laws and policies must not 
be simply arbitrary but must be based on reasons, and the idea 
that the process whereby reasons are brought to bear on 
lawmaking must be structured so as to assure equal concern 
and respect for each citizen.” Further, he mentions that this 
basic lesson needs to be integrated within four important 
strands to arrive at a more satisfactory interpretation of 



Culture, Public Policy and Happiness 

 91 

democracy: republican, liberal-egalitarian, populist, and 
rationalist3. 
 
One measure of happiness, then, becomes the degree to which 
public policy making demonstrates diversity (in terms of age, 
sex, occupation, ethnicity, views, etc) in deliberation. 
Deliberation should not be based only on quantitative data but 
also on values. If right policies are framed and implemented, 
then it is likely that society would navigate towards happiness. 
This entails formulation and implementation of programmes 
and projects based on these policies. Even programmes and 
projects should be subjected to democratic consensus. 
 
For deliberation to be truly vibrant, it requires giving public 
some space. Deliberators can be brought together in a forum 
where they discuss issues of common concern. This can create 
a direct link between citizens and public or elected officials, 
who can benefit from the deliberation and voice their concerns 
in larger bodies, such as national assembly (Gastil 2010). Such 
forums should be initiated even at the community level and in 
the media and connected to the policy making process to yield 
better public decisions.  
 
Gastil (2010) lists four requirements of deliberation: authority 
and institutional space; resources to invest in high-quality 
deliberation, where deliberative forums require planning, 
facilities, participant recruitment, cooperation of experts, and 
gathering of informational resources; participants with the 
right attitude and abilities to work together effectively; and 
believing that deliberation can bring benefits, such as 
cultivating deliberative skills and habits, sense of citizenship, 
shaping civic culture, and creation of better public policy. 
 

 
3 These strands represent, respectively, the values of freedom as non-
domination, equal basic liberties, and, in the case of the last two, 
respect for autonomy. See “Public Opinion, Happiness, and the Will of 
the People: Policy-making in a Democracy”, pp. 27-36, for detailed 
explanation of these strands.  
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Identity influences the way we think and reason, although 
there are other factors too. Identity is of particular relevance 
here. It is important not to allow a sense of belonging to a 
particular community and its cultural norms to influence our 
reasons as it often does. On the contrary, it is important to 
nurture cultural interrelations to improve public policy and 
advance development. 
 
In order to create conditions conducive to happiness, 
appropriate policies should be framed and revised when 
necessary. The decision makers assume an important role in 
the implementation of these policies, as they are at the helm of 
decision making. 
 
Policies need to encompass values. The development of a 
national educational curriculum in Bhutan that incorporates 
the values of Gross National Happiness is a good example. 
Policy intervention at the national level has more impact and 
influence than that at the community level. The recent practice 
of meditation in all schools in Bhutan is an unprecedented 
initiative. The challenge for Bhutan is to incorporate values 
into the private sectors as value laden initiatives and 
interventions are still in its infancy, if not lacking. Eco-village 
initiative known as Future Vision Ecological Park in Tatuí in 
the state of São Paulo, Brazil, which is based on a humanistic 
vision of maximum utilisation of human and natural resources 
and harmony with nature, has its influence and reach only 
within their realm, that is, at the community level, but not at 
the national level. 
 
Public policy is not a panacea for all our problems, especially 
in the private sphere of life. Hence, people should be nurtured 
towards becoming responsible citizens. An analysis of the 2010 
Gross National Happiness survey data shows that women 
worked on average 8 hours 18 minutes a day compared to men 
who worked on average 7 hours 37 minutes. Since women 
worked longer hours than men mean self reported happiness 
level (on a scale of 0 to 10) of women was lower than men. The 
mean self reported happiness level of men is 6.2 whereas that 
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of women is 5.9 (see Table 1). The survey data also reveals that 
an increase in work hours is positively related to an increase 
in stress level (see Table 2). It would be in the interest of the 
government to reduce the stress level of women; therefore, men 
should share responsibilities in household work activities such 
as cooking, washing clothes and looking after children. This is 
an instance where responsibility complements public policy. 
 
Table 1. Relationship between work hour and self reported 
happiness by gender 
Sex Mean self reported 

happiness 
Mean work 
hours 

Male 6.2 7:37 
Female 5.9 8:18 

Source: 2010 Gross National Happiness survey data 
 
Table 2. Relationship between work hour and stress 
Mean work hour Stress level 
8:19 Very stressful 
7:58 Somewhat/moderately 

stressful 
7:51 Not at all stressful 

Source: 2010 Gross National Happiness survey data 
 
A keen interest and concern about happiness allows 
individuals to gain prior knowledge of the effects of cognitive 
fallacies, and the ability to select and consume goods that 
results in happiness and that last longer (Hirata 2006). Taking 
happiness as a policy objective, as Bhutan does, would orient 
public policy that is conducive to collective happiness of the 
society; governmental decisions will strive to avert the adverse 
effects of adaptive aspirations and competition, minimises 
negative externalities, reduces work hours, and hinder 
implementing things that cost the happiness of the citizens, 
and give priority to ethics and justice when conflict arises 
(Hirata 2006). 
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When happiness is considered seriously, individuals exercise 
their choice to choose things that generate happiness. The 
thing that generates happiness varies across individuals; it 
could be pursuing hedonic activities or practising enlightening 
spiritual practices, such as meditation, because how one views 
happiness differs across people. However, one should be 
conscious enough to choose things that are free from negative 
externalities and have collective benefits. There are, however, 
limits or boundary within which choices are made. 
 
These boundaries are often decided by the government and 
also dictated by societal norms. The challenge is to expand 
choices, and to empower people to be agents of their collective 
actions. 
 
It has been argued that the happiness maximisation view fails 
to deal with conflicts of interest, but we have to very clear that 
happiness maximisation is also about the prevention of 
conflicts of interest. In a happiness-oriented society all things 
that matter in life, such as rights, liberties, and other 
democratic principles, would be subsumed under the condition 
for happiness, and given their due place in public policy. 
 
One of the weaknesses of such an objection lies in the 
understanding of the meaning of happiness from a narrow lens 
that is confined only on individual interests. Happiness is not 
a function of individual, subjective well-being (the typical 
Western bias); it is a function of relational harmony, where 
people relate and mutually contribute to each other. 
 
One of the practical methods to resolve value conflicts or 
conflict of interests is to apply the method proposed by 
Richardson (2010) about how policies should be made in a 
democracy. It is as follows: “any policy making process should 
throughout be disciplined, in the sense that its deliberations 
respect the limits of the possible, rather than being led off on 
tangents by mere wishes; second, any policy-making process 
should also encourage a practically intelligent approach to 
public problems, one wherein public deliberations are flexibly 
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open to refashioning collective ends and aims in light of 
unexpected obstacles; and third, any policymaking process 
should be designed so as to reduce the danger of bureaucratic 
domination, both by remaining accountable to the people and 
their democratic representatives and by providing mechanisms 
whereby agency decisions can continue to contribute to forging 
- or hammering out - the will of the people.” A happiness-
oriented approach lists many dimensions that are flexible 
enough to respond to all sorts of conflicts among various 
aspects of what matters. This will help to identify value 
conflicts and provide opportunity to refine dimensions of what 
really matters, using public input and avoiding bureaucratic 
domination at the same time4.  
 
There are again two arguments cited often against 
maximisation of happiness5. The first objection is that 
maximising average happiness neglects people whose lives are 
barely worth living, and the other is that maximising aggregate 
happiness implies government to adopt policies that take into 
account the capacities of the people to adapt to the 
circumstances in which they find themselves, even though the 
circumstance maybe adverse (some people may report being 
happy though they are suffering adverse circumstances, for 
example, battered wives who report they are happy because of 
their capacities to adapt to such circumstances). 
 
The first objection, I believe, has to do with the individualistic 
notion of happiness, which is indifferent to the needs of those 
‘whose lives are barely worth living’. The second objection has 
not taken into account an informed evaluation of happiness 
using judgement; it should be rational and make sense to 
reality. What approaches such as happiness indices do instead 
is guide policy making and individual goals. In addition, 

 
4 See “Public Opinion, Happiness, and the Will of the People: 
Policymaking in a Democracy”, pp. 55-59 for detailed explanation of 
how Gross National Happiness can be put to work in policy making.  
5 See Bates, Winton (2009), “Gross National Happiness”, Asian-
Pacific Economic Literature, pp. 2-3, for the arguments against 
maximising aggregate happiness.  
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utilitarian approaches help to identify how well policies, 
institutions and rules serves peaceful cooperation6 among 
individuals pursuing their diverse goals in life (Yeager 2001 
cited in Bates 2009). Measuring happiness does not mean 
aggregate happiness has to be maximised by any means; what 
is more important to measure are the dimensions of happiness 
and revise whenever necessary. This is because of the lack of 
perfect method to aggregate indicators into a single index and 
to identify and address value conflicts among what matters. 

Conclusion 

An attempt has been made to explore the relationship between 
culture and happiness, and how public policy can further 
happiness. The paper has also emphasised the need to create 
a culture of deliberation. 
 
It has been explained that seeing culture and identity as static 
and fixed runs the risk of creating problems and framing flawed 
public policy. This adversely affects the happiness of people.  
 
Cultural diversity aligns well with multiculturalism but 
underlines the need for mutual contribution. Since individual 
lives in relation to each other, happiness cannot be seen as a 
function of individual, subjective well-being, confined only on 
individual interests. When happiness is seen dynamically as 
exerting a relational quality any conflicts of interest can be 
given due place on a common platform to deliberate and find 
ways to resolve the conflicts. A crucial measure of happiness is 
the degree to which public policy making demonstrates 
diversity in deliberation, which should be based on reason.  
 
Policies need to encompass values as it drives the development 
of society, and as individuals we need to be responsible citizens 
recognising that public policy cannot solve all our problems. 

 
6 This social cooperation serves as a means to attain the ends of 
society by helping each other to attain their individual ends (Hazlitt 
1998 cited in Bates 2009). 
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To further happiness, government needs to avert the adaptive 
aspirations and positional competition, as research has shown 
they adversely affect happiness. Government also needs to 
minimise negative externalities, reduce work hours, and other 
aspects that are known to affect the collective happiness of 
people. 
 
In policy making, it is important to identify and measure (to 
track progress and guide public policy) dimensions or 
conditions of happiness and refine and revise whenever 
necessary to address value conflicts among what matters and 
in view of the lack of perfect method to aggregate indicators 
into single index. 
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Trend of Bhutan’s Trade during 1907-26: Export 

Ratna Sarkar* and Indrajit Ray** 

Introduction 
Though the Bhutanese trade with India had been in a 
flourishing state during the sixteenth-nineteenth centuries, it 
got added impetus at the debut of the twentieth century 
because of successive international and domestic events in 
this Himalayan kingdom. Political activities around Bhutan, 
especially by Russia, made the British interested to forge a 
trade relation of India with that country. While an outside 
impetus had thus been burgeoning for her trade to make a 
break through, the election of the Tongsa Penlop, Ugyen 
Wangchuck in 1907 as the first King of Bhutan added further 
fuel to it as he was a supporter of trade and development in 
the domestic economy. It is, therefore, expected that trade 
flourished in Bhutan under the reign of King Ugyen 
Wangchuck (1907-1926). The objective of this article is to 
analyse this trend of trade in general, and that of export trade 
in particular. 
 
The organisation of the study is as follows. In section I we 
analyse the trend of merchandise export of Bhutan to British 
India during the reign of King Ugyen Wangchuck. Section II 
explains the destination of export trade of Bhutan. Section III 
makes an attempt to analyse the composition of exports. The 
main findings are summarised in section IV. 

Section I: Trend analysis for 1907-25 
We present the export series for 1907-08 / 1924-25 in Table 
1 along with its 3 yearly moving averages.  
 

                                              
* Visiting Faculty, Department of Lifelong Learning and Extension, 
University of North Bengal.Correspondence: ratsar2006@yahoo.co.in 
** Professor, Department of Commerce, University of North Bengal 
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Table 1: Export trade of Bhutan during 1907-1925  
                                                                                                  (in Rupees.)                                

Year Merchan- 
dise 

Merchandise 
Exports 
3-yearly 
moving 
average 

Year Merchandise Merchandise 
Exports 
3-yearly 
moving 
average 

1907-
08 

341,452 - 1916-
17 

1,328,103 1,622,861.00 

1908-
09 

300,377 278,643.33 1917-
18 

1,938,250 1,391,217.33 

1909-
10 

194,101 229,404.33 1918-
19 

907,299 1,123,004.67 

1910-
11 

193,735 359,582.33 1919-
20 

523,465 867,849.33 

1911-
12 

690,911 801,113.33 1920-
21 

1,172,784 849,936.33 

1912-
13 

1,518,694 1,425,861.00 1921-
22 

853,560 1,145,393.00 

1913-
14 

2,067,978 1,918,924.67 1922-
23 

1,409,835 1,076,580.33 

1914-
15 

2,170,102 1,946,770.00 1923-
24 

966,346 1,043,850.67 

1915-
16 

1,602,230 1,700,145.00 1924-
25 

755,371 - 

   Total 18,934,593  
Source: Various issues of Accounts Relating to the Trade by 
Land of British India with Foreign Countries for twelve months, 
April 1907 to March 1925 
 
For better understanding of the series, the above series are 
plotted in Fig 1 
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Figure 1: Bhutan's Export Trade during 1907-25 
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Three distinct phases are discernable in the series, i) 1907-08 
/ 1914-15, ii) the war period of 1914-15 / 1919-20, and iii) 
the post-War period of 1919-20 / 1924-25. The first sub-
period clearly witnessed a more-or-less steady expansion of 
Bhutan’s export business. In Rupee terms, it underwent as 
much as 76.51 per cent annual rate of growth on the average 
for seven consecutive years. Achieving such a high rate of 
growth, her export touched at two million rupees in 1914-15 
from a meagre base of about Rs.341 thousand in 1907-08. 
There should not be any dispute, therefore, against the 
hypothesis that the King Ugyen Wangchuck’s regime gave a 
boost to Bhutan’s export trade in the early twentieth century. 
 
World War I, however, applied a break to this development 
possibly because most of Bhutan’s traditional products were 
no felt-need articles in war zones. War needs having then 
predominated over civilian requirements, Bhutan’s export to 
British India decelerated by more than 15 per cent per 
annum during 1914-15 / 1919-20. 
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The post-War period, however, gives some relief to Bhutan in 
this respect. From Rs.523 thousand in 1919-20 her export 
trade to British India increased to Rs.1.17 million in 1920-21 
and further to Rs.1.41 million in 1922-23. Falling trend is 
visible thereafter. During the Post-War period under study 
Bhutan could not therefore attained her pre-war peak of 
export, viz. Rs.2.17 million. 
 
Intra-period oscillations in the actual series are, however, 
removed in the series of moving averages presented in column 
3 of Table 1. This series points out that Bhutan’s export rose 
steadfast from Rs.279 thousand in 1908-09 to Rs.1.95 million 
in 1914-15, and then decelerated again steadily to Rs. 868 
thousand in 1919-20. The series finally revived to Rs.1.04 
million in 1923-24. This moving average series, which has 
iron out annual fluctuations to a good extent, shows that 
about 18.31 per cent annual rate of growth was achieved in 
Bhutan’s export during 1907-08 to 1924-25. This high rate of 
growth in export indicates that the King Ugyen Wangchuck 
was able to introduce dynamism in Bhutan’s external 
business.  
 
There is, however, poor goodness of fit for the time series over 
the entire study period 1907-25. We have, therefore, fitted 
one time trend for each sub-period. The following linear trend 
model has been tried to this end.  
 
                     X t = α + β t + u t   ………(1) 
 
where Xt represents Bhutan’s merchandise export, t denotes 
year and ut is the disturbance term. While the above model is 
fitted well for the data of the pre-war period 1907-08 / 1914-
15 and war period 1914-15 / 1919-20, the goodness of fit is 
poor from the view point of R2 and F statistics when fitted on 
the data for the Post-War period. For this period we suppress 
the intercept to try the model  
 
                  X t = β t + u t ………….(2) 
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and the observed trend is found significant from the viewpoint 
of relevant statistics.  
 
Model 1 is fitted for the pre-War and the War period and 
Model 2 for the post-War period. We present below the 
estimated models along with relevant statistics.  
 

Xt^ =  - 592.901       +         0.311 t………..(3) 
          (S.E.=120.655)       (S.E.= 0.063)          R2 = 0.801 
          (t = - 4.914        ( t = 4.922       F = 24.224 (Sig = 0.003) 
          Sig = 0.003)       Sig = 0.003)      DW = 0.793 
 
 Xt^ =   532.985       -     0.277 t………..      (4) 
            (S.E.=176.364)      (S.E.= 0.092)   R2 = 0.694 
            (t = 3.022         (t = - 3.014       F = 9.085 (Sig = 0.039) 
            Sig = 0.039)      Sig = 0.039)       DW = 2.448 
                   
  Xt^ =   0.00049 t………….(5) 
             (S.E.= 0.000)                       R2 = 0.917 
             (t = 7.410                            F = 54.915 (Sig = 0.001) 
             Sig = 0.001)                         DW = 2.192 
 

        Xt^  represents the estimated value of X in period t 
 
Equations 4 and 5 have been found not to suffer from the 
problem of auto-correlation from the viewpoint of the Durbin-
Watson (DW) statistic. Since the observed DW value is here 
more than 2, we have tested negative autocorrelation for 
Estimations 4 and 5. Their values of (4- DW) are 1.552 and 
1.808 respectively as against the range of 0.390-1.142 for dL-
du. The Durbin-Watson Test is, however, inconclusive with 
regard to Estimation 3 as its observed value, viz. 0.793, falls 
within the inconclusive range of its tabulated value of 0.497-
1.003. To settle the issue we opt for the von Neumann test of 
autocorrelation. This value is worked out at 0.91 as against 
the appropriate tabulated value of 0.79. 
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The values of R2 and F are, however, found highly significant 
for the estimated time trends of all sub-periods. While R2 is 
found at 0.801 for the trend of the pre-war period, 0.694 for 
that of the War period and 0.917 for that of the Post-War 
period, their respective observed F statistics attain the level of 
significance at 0.003, 0.039, and 0.001. The estimated 
relationships are, therefore, highly reliable. 
 
The estimated slope coefficients, however, indicate that the 
export trade of Bhutan annually increased at a rate of 41.02 
per cent during 1907-08 /1914-15 but decelerated at 19.63 
per cent during World War I. A growth rate of 0.05 per cent 
per annum prevailed during the Post-War period. This growth 
rates are calculated at the mean export values of the 
respective periods. 

Section II: Destination of Export 
Bhutan’s exports were destined to two regions, viz. i) Bengal, 
and ii) Assam and Eastern Bengal. Her destination-wise 
exports during 1907-08/ 1924-25 are presented in Table 2. 
 
Table 2: Destinations of Bhutan’s merchandise exports  
                                                                                                 (in Rupees) 

Year Bengal Eastern  
Bengal 
and 
Assam 

Year Bengal Eastern  
Bengal and  
Assam 

1907-
08 

9,738 331,714 1916-17 367,263 960,840 

1908-
09 

8,029 292,348 1917-18 568,985 1,369,265 

1909-
10 

7,266 186,835 1918-19 349,011 558,288 

1910-
11 

14,873 178,862 1919-20 308,535 214,930 

1911-
12 

28,030 662,881 1920-21 342,126 830,658 

1912-
13 

90,495 1,428,199 1921-22 545,458 308,102 

1913-
14 

301,342 1,766,636 1922-23 743,019 666,816 

1914- 311,414 1,858,688 1923-24 807,889 158,457 
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15 
1915-
16 

379,617 1,222,613 1924-25 718,516 36,855 

   Total 5,901,606 13,032,987 
Source: Various issues of Accounts Relating to the Trade by 
Land of British India with Foreign Countries for twelve months, 
April 1907 to March 1925 
 
In the period under study, Assam and Eastern Bengal 
predominated over Bengal in the export trade of Bhutan. In 
aggregate, the former absorbed her products worth of Rs. 
13.03 million in this duration as against absorption of 
Rs.5.90 million by Bengal. This indicates an important aspect 
of the export strategy during the tenure of war (1914-1919). 
We have narrated above that Bhutan’s trade routes were 
historically developed with Assam and Eastern Bengal. 
During the eighteenth-nineteenth centuries, the destinations 
of those routes were confined to Hajo in Assam and Rangpur 
in Eastern Bengal. Our findings indicate that the new 
administration of Bhutan sought to promote her export on 
the basis of traditional markets without much effort for 
market diversification. It should, however, be noted that 
changes began to take place from 1919-20 onwards. In that 
year, Bengal’s intake was about Rs.94 thousand greater than 
that of its counter part. The gap rose rapidly in the years to 
follow. In 1924-25 Bengal shared about 95 per cent of 
Bhutan’s export to British India. It thus seems that Bhutan 
sought to diversify her export trade from the traditional 
markets during the post World War period.  
 
While Bhutan’s aggregate series of export received a setback 
on account of World War I from 1915-16 onwards, this 
adverse effect was delayed in her export to Bengal. Column (2) 
of Table 2 shows that her export to Bengal increased almost 
steadily up to 1917-18. Remaining depressed only for two 
consecutive years, viz. 1918-19 and 1919-20, it bounced back 
in 1920-21, and attained the pre-war peak within a year 
thereafter. The story was different for Assam and Eastern 
Bengal. The relevant series got depressed from 1915-16 in 
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conformity with the movement in the aggregate series. It was 
not able to revive any further. Initially it was the adverse 
effect of World War I; later on, Bengal prevailed over it in the 
export map of Bhutan. 

Section III: Composition of exports 
Commodity composition of Bhutan’s export trade is shown in 
Table 3. 
 
Table 3: Commodity-wise Bhutan’s exports to British India  
                                                                                                    (in Rupees) 

Year Live 
animals 
and allied 
products 

Forest 
products 

Manufa-
ctured  
Goods 

Agricultural 
products 

Miscella- 
neous** 

1907-
08 

102,104 
   (29.90)* 

183,158 
(53.64) 

37,343 
(10.94) 

656 
(0.19) 

18,191 
(5.03) 

1908-
09 

109,090 
(36.32) 

119,200 
(36.68) 

56,936 
(18.95) 

2,513 
(0.84) 

12,638 
(4.21) 

1909-
10 

69,774 
(35.95) 

91483 
(47.13) 

21,453 
(11.05) 

1,097 
(0.57) 

10,294 
(5.30) 

1910-
11 

77,252 
(39.87) 

82,054 
(42.35) 

13067 
(6.74) 

2391 
(1.23) 

18971 
(9.79) 

1911-
12 

206,942 
(29.95) 

83,910 
(12.14) 

268,672 
(38.89) 

32,037 
(4.63) 

99,350 
(14.38) 

1912-
13 

263,122 
(17.33) 

106,365 
(7.00) 

857,505 
(56.46) 

220,534 
(14.52) 

71,168 
(4.69) 

1913-
14 

486,833 
(23.54) 

205,243 
(9.92) 

951,648 
(46.02) 

320,997 
(15.52) 

103,257 
(4.99) 

1914-
15 

571,317 
(26.33) 

169,991 
(7.83) 

973,426 
(44.86) 

355,819 
(16.40) 

99,549 
(4.59) 

1915-
16 

482,653 
(30.12) 

157,924 
(9.86) 

658,687 
(41.11) 

168,735 
(10.53) 

134,231 
(8.38) 

1916-
17 

533,477 
(40.17) 

224,276 
(16.89) 

314,732 
(23.70) 

144,992 
(10.92) 

110,626 
(8.33) 

1917-
18 

842,681 
(43.48) 

292,308 
(15.08) 

423,269 
(21.84) 

183,836 
(9.48) 

196,156 
(10.12) 

1918-
19 

366,039 
(40.34) 

131,625 
(14.51) 

104,758 
(11.55) 

243,632 
(26.85) 

61,245 
(6.75) 

1919-
20 

207,368 
(39.61) 

162398 
(31.02) 

15,035 
(2.87) 

104,726 
(20.01) 

33,938 
(6.48) 

1920-
21 

351,403 
(29.96) 

335,378 
(28.60) 

296,088 
(25.25) 

143,467 
(12.23) 

46,448 
(3.96) 

1921-
22 

177,668 
(20.80) 

438,911 
(51.37) 

37,723 
(4.42) 

155,789 
(18.23) 

43,469 
(5.09) 
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1922-
23 

408,464 
(28.97) 

652,017 
(46.25) 

128,129 
(9.09) 

144,103 
(10.22) 

77,122 
(5.47) 

1923-
24 
 

232,782 
(24.09) 

593,397 
(61.41) 

18,754 
(1.94) 

85,366 
(8.83) 

36,047 
(3.73) 

1924-
25 

152,427 
(20.18) 

468,912 
(62.08) 

5,752 
(0.76) 

64,433 
(8.53) 

63,847 
(8.45) 

Total 5,641,396 
(29.79) 

4,498,550 
(23.76) 

5,182,9
77 
(27.37) 

2,375,123 
(12.54) 

1,236,547 
(6.53) 

Source: Various issues of Accounts Relating to the Trade by 
Land of British India with Foreign Countries for twelve months, 
April 1907 to March 1925 
N.B. *The bracket terms represent the percentage share in 
aggregate. 
          ** It includes tea, precious stones etc. 
 
In the aggregate export for the duration 1907-08/1924-25, 
the product groups live animals, forest products and 
manufactured goods predominated with their respective 
shares at 29.79 per cent, 23.76 per cent and 27.37 per cent. 
This export composition signifies a primitive profile of the 
Bhutanese economy in the period under study. Her export 
activities in the early twentieth century show that her people 
enjoyed comparative advantage in rearing domestic animals, 
and in the collection and gathering of forest products. 
 
Figure 2 exhibits relative importance of the above three 
products over the period 1907-08/1924-25. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Trend of Bhutan’s Trade during 1907-26 

 109

Figure 2: Bhutan's export of live animals, forest products and 
manufactured goods 
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The above diagram shows that forest products occupied the 
most prominent position in Bhutan’s export during 1907-
08/1909-10, and again during 1921-22/1924-25. The 
product group, live animals and allied products, occupied the 
place of prominence during 1916-17/1920-21, and the 
manufactured goods during 1911-12/1915-16. It should also 
be noted that in all periods when live animals failed to be the 
most prominent item of export, they occupied the second 
position of prominence. Importance of this product lines was 
thus clearly visible in the entire period of study. The nature of 
manufactured goods’ export should also be emphasised here. 
They occupied the place of prominence only for five years 
after the Punakha Treaty, notably during 1911-12/1915-16. 
For the remaining years their export series was very erratic. It 
was, for example, about Rs.423 thousand in 1917-18, Rs.15 
thousand in 1919-20, Rs.296 thousand in 1920-21 and Rs.38 
thousand in 1921-22.  
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Table 3 also gives us insight into the nature of changes that 
took place in the composition of export during the study 
period. For the first three years of this period the annual 
average share was highest for the forest products, viz. 45.82 
per cent, followed in order by the export of live animals (34.06 
per cent), manufactured goods (13.65 per cent), 
miscellaneous products (4.85 per cent) and agricultural 
products (0.53 per cent). Similar average for the last three 
years of the study period confirms that forest products 
retained their place of prominence, and that their share in the 
country’s aggregate export got up by about 11 per cent. Also, 
the export of live animals retained their second position in the 
latter period. These signify that Bhutan geared up her export 
promotion during the reign of King Ugyen Wangchuck on the 
basis of her age-old comparative advantage with British India.   
 
We now turn to discuss product-wise importance in each 
classification. Among the live animals and allied products 
Bhutan exported horses, ponies, mules, cattles, sheep and 
goats, other animals, provisions, musk and hides and skins. 
Product-wise value and quantity of export in this 
classification are given in Table 4.  
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Table 4: Export values of live animals and allied products  
                                                                                                                                                       (in Rupees) 

Year Horses, 
Ponies, Mules 

Cattle Other 
animals 

Sheeps and  
goats 

Provisions Musk Hides and  
Skins 

1907-08 48,598 
(596)* 

5,018 
(286)* 

8,894 
(3,003)* 

- 
(-)* 

11626 
 (291)** 

25,172 
(582)*** 

2,796 
(221)** 

1908-09 46,908 
(525) 

4,561 
(217) 

8,654 
(2,871) 

- 
- 

16,342 
(399) 

27,624 
(692) 

5,001 
(231) 

1909-10 33,109 
(545) 

6,638 
(233) 

9,691 
(3,486) 

- 
- 

6,283 
(202) 

12,507 
(335) 

1,546 
(142) 

1910-11 39,258 
(618) 

3,748 
(87) 

14,942 
(4,301) 

- 
- 

6,809 
(151) 

11,847 
(318) 

648 
(154) 

1911-12 62,153 
(891) 

4,735 
(153) 

33,374 
(10,435) 

- 
- 

56,370 
(1,685) 

47,714 
(992) 

2,596 
(382) 

1912-13 102,765 
(1,372) 

9,583 
(297) 

20,968 
(8,096) 

- 
- 

48,264 
(1,235) 

77,223 
(1,440) 

4,319 
(1,043) 

1913-14 126,546 
(1,131) 

46,964 
(2,284) 

75,951 
(8,862) 

- 
- 

106,463 
(2,042) 

117,189 
(1,955) 

13,720 
(2,043) 

1914-15 173,033 
(1,496) 

57,792 
(3,110) 

74,861 
(8,936) 

- 
- 

85,766 
(2,057) 

155,139 
(2,870) 

24,726 
(1,126) 

1915-16 87,574 
(657) 

84,267 
(3,394) 

112,496 
(11,226) 

- 
- 

78,715 
(1,804) 

88,612 
(1,770) 

30,989 
(1,045) 

1916-17 151,777 
(1,239) 

71,755 
(2,534) 

94,644 
(9,454) 

- 
- 

65,922 
(1,237) 

103,773 
(1,924) 

45,606 
(1,294) 

1917-18 207,422 
(1,959) 

72,288 
(2,995) 

230,589 
(11,299) 

- 
- 

83,927 
(1,535) 

104,090 
(1919) 

144,365 
(1,417) 

1918-19 108,421 
(601) 

18,663 
(660) 

93,268 
(7,951) 

12,912 
(2,177) 

51,649 
(982) 

56,459 
(845) 

24,667 
(951) 

1919-20 37,097 
(155) 

17,050 
(321) 

39,112 
(4,993) 

14,922 
(1,312) 

33,296 
(615) 

12,714 
(238) 

53,177 
(682) 

1920-21 91,607 18,405 28,343 12,182 22,616 164,063 14,187 
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(584) (370) (4,601) (1,173) (335) (2,255) (1,009) 

1921-22 53,270 
(385) 

17,720 
(457) 

20,351 
94,367) 

10,648 
(1,242) 

21,733 
(314) 

42,943 
(685) 

11,003 
(1,015) 

1922-23 105,455 
(921) 

73,683 
(1,395) 

32,327 
(5,573) 

15,110 
(1,746) 

54,299 
(672) 

88,512 
(1,339) 

39,078 
(1,312) 

1923-24 74,594 
(581) 

21,967 
(6090 

41,930 
(7,058) 

21,562 
(2,961) 

50,513 
(716) 

16,505 
(461) 

5,711 
(1,726) 

1924-25 46,625 
(254) 

22,270 
(707) 

27,656 
(4,574) 

12,510 
(1,556) 

32,885 
(426) 

5,727 
(103) 

4,754 
(1,454) 

Total 1,596,212 
(14,510) 

557,107 
(20,109) 

968,051 
(121,086) 

99,846 
(12,167) 

833,478 
(16,698) 

1,157,813 
(20,723) 

428,889 
(17,247) 

Source: Various issues of Accounts Relating to the Trade by Land of British India with Foreign 
Countries for twelve months, April 1907 to March 1925 
N.B. *The bracketed terms represent quantity in number 
         ** The bracketed terms represent quantity in cwt. 
         *** The bracketed terms represent quantity in oz. 
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Horses, ponies and mules appear to be the most important 
item of export in this category. The Bhutia Tangun, a very 
high quality breed of pony, was reared in Bhutan. Also 
crossbreeding the Bhutanese pony and the Tibetan ass, it 
obtained a variety of mules that was in great demand in the 
plain. During the War, these animals were extensively used 
for the transportation of materials, which created an 
extensive export market for Bhutan. From Rs. 46 thousand 
during the pre-war period (1907-08/1911-12), the annual 
average export value of this article increased to Rs.146 
thousand during 1914-15/1918-19. This represents a growth 
of as high as about 31 per cent per annum. The cessation of 
war, however, cast a depression in the series which rolled up 
annually by about 9.68 per cent.  
 
The next in importance comes musk that grew in export 
rightly from 1911-12 onwards, and got further acceleration 
during the war period. Compared to an annual average of 
Rs.46 thousand for 1907-08/1913-14, its export rose to 
Rs.102 thousand per annum during the war period with an 
annual growth rate of 20.15 per cent. In the post-War period, 
the average export value was Rs.55 thousand which was still 
greater than the pre-War average level.  
 
The export of other animals, provisions and cattle came then 
in order of importance, and their export series behaved in a 
very similar way as the previous ones, namely a more-or-less 
steadfast growth from 1911-12 through the period of War and 
then a perpetual decline. Relative to their pre-war levels, their 
annual exports expanded respectively by 65.29 per cent, 
17.20 per cent and 70.86 per cent during the War but 
retarded by 13.44 per cent, 9.27 per cent and 9.68 per cent 
after the War. Even after the post-War debacles, however, all 
these series could retain their bottom lines above their 
respective pre-war levels. The importance of these articles in 
Bhutan’s export trade may be rationalised by her comparative 
advantage in animal husbandry on the strength of her 
pastoral society. It also generated competitive edge to 
provisions such as butter, ghee, dry fish etc. as they were by 



Journal of Bhutan Studies 

 114

and large the by-products of this sector. Another by-product 
of animal husbandry, viz. hides and skins, was not, however, 
a regular article of export during the study period. Prior to 
1913-14, they were not at all exported. The Great War created 
their market in British India, and once the War was 
concluded, their exports again went into oblivion. It should be 
noted that the export series of cattle excluded sheeps and 
goats, which are shown separately in Table 4 and their export 
was stable only during the seven year period of 1918-
19/1924-25 (vide column 8 of Table 4).  
 
Among the forest products Bhutan exported fruits, 
vegetables, nuts, lac, firewood, wax, timber, and caoutchouc. 
Table 5 reports their values and quantities of exports. The 
exports of fruits, vegetables, nuts, lac, and firewood are seen 
to have increased in all three phases of the pre-War, the War, 
and the post-War. In the case of fruits, vegetables, and nuts, 
the annual average value of export rose from Rs.51 thousand 
in the pre-War period to Rs.101 thousand during the war 
period, and further to Rs.280 thousand during the Post-War 
period showing annual growth rates of 16.16 and 32.11 
respectively. Similarly for lac, the growth rate is observed at 
about 0.63 per cent per annum during the War period and 
17.29 per cent during post-War period, and for the firewood 
these were 87.90 per cent and 64.81 per cent in the 
respective periods. 
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Table 5:  Export values of forest products 
                                                                                                                                                             (in Rupees) 

Year Fruits, vegetables  
and nuts 

Lac Firewood Wax Timber Caoutchouc Bamboos 

1907-08 67,150 
(33,737)1 

68,215 
(2,850) 2 

880 
(163) 3 

17,798 
 (369) 2 

20,930 
(18,832) 4 

8,185 
(60) 2 

- 
(-) 1 

1908-09 46,211 
(22,715) 

25,229 
(1,515) 

1,220 
(224) 

24,112 
(492) 

22,250 
(18,317) 

178 
(2) 

- 
- 

1909-10 46,716 
(19,996) 

20,824 
(1,595) 

670 
(86) 

11,264 
(242) 

11,509 
(17,774) 

500 
(7) 

- 
- 

1910-11 26,996 
(12,926) 

19,236 
(1,515) 

2,254 
(363) 

15,197 
(309) 

10,752 
(11,791) 

7,619 
(65) 

- 
- 

1911-12 32,495 
(11,438) 

25,525 
(1,907) 

1,492 
(220) 

11,977 
(257) 

9,838 
(14,929) 

2,583 
(45) 

- 
- 

1912-13 43,367 
(10,154) 

31,417 
(1,589) 

2,032 
(3,975) 

20,134 
(318) 

6,430 
(6,769) 

2,985 
(32) 

- 
- 

1913-14 96,628 
(12,099) 

45,105 
(2,461) 

6,316 
(503) 

25,155 
(409) 

30,287 
(44,537) 

1,752 
(15) 

- 
- 

1914-15 97,036 
(10,924) 

14,298 
(722) 

7,855 
(642) 

22,011 
(407) 

28,251 
(33,595) 

540 
(5) 

- 
- 

1915-16 81,427 
(6,195) 

17,988 
(957) 

8,863 
(723) 

22,770 
(474) 

26,876 
(115,450) 

- 
- 

- 
- 

1916-17 92,217 
(11,120) 

69,790 
(2,489) 

14,962 
(1,156) 

26,833 
(536) 

20,474 
(32,086) 

- 
- 

- 
- 

1917-18 192,094 
(10,750) 

35,248 
(1,187) 

8,030 
(725) 

13,040 
(246) 

43,896 
(85,061) 

- 
- 

- 
- 

1918-19 43,102 
(5,497) 

37,299 
(1,116) 

26,900 
(810) 

9,001 
(185) 

15,323 
(13,440) 

- 
- 

- 
- 

1919-20 111,830 
(4,214) 

613 
(13) 

36,200 
(1,330) 

4,930 
(97) 

8,825 
(6,915) 

- 
- 

- 
- 

1920-21 115,174 142,484 37,200 10,765 29,755 - - 
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(5,874) (3,272) (1,323) (303) (21,595) - - 

1921-22 304,921 
(6,450) 

72,661 
(1,566) 

36,075 
(1,741) 

14,705 
(302) 

10,549 
(12,125) 

- 
- 

- 
- 

1922-23 394,562 
(10572) 

138,109 
(1,427) 

67,737 
(1,567) 

8,778 
(160) 

27,556 
(30962) 

- 
- 

15,275 
(73,500) 

1923-24 421,101 
(5353) 

49,453 
(872) 

88,250 
(1,722) 

6,618 
(205) 

13,960 
(11,,980) 

- 
- 

14,015 
(76,150) 

1924-25 331,487 
(4114) 

5,516 
(31) 

99,400 
(1,826) 

3,735 
(101) 

15,544 
(12,670) 

- 
- 

13,230 
(73,500) 

Total 2,544,514 
(204,128) 

819,010 
(27,084) 

446,336 
(19,099) 

268,823 
(5,412) 

353,005 
(508,828) 

24,342 
(231) 

42,520 
(2,231,150) 

Source: Various issues of Accounts Relating to the Trade by Land of British India with Foreign 
Countries for twelve months, April 1907 to March 1925  
N.B. ‘-‘ indicates nil. 
         1The bracketed terms represent quantity in number 
        2 The bracketed terms represent quantity in cwt. 
        3 The bracketed terms represent quantity in tons 
        4 The bracketed terms represent quantity in cft. 
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An opposite direction of change, however, occurred in the 
series of wax. During the pre-war period, its export value was 
Rs.18 thousand per annum on the average. It rose about 0.73 
per cent per annum during the war period and fell about 
10.17 per cent per annum during the Post-War period. 
Timber export, on the other hand, grew steadily during the 
War period, but it could not be sustained thereafter. As 
against a growth rate of 11.42 per cent per annum during 
1907-08/1913-14, it decelerated annually by 6.25 per cent 
during the post-War period. There were also certain articles of 
irregular trading in this list. For example, caoutchouc was 
exported only during pre-War period (1907-08/1914-15), and 
the bamboos during the last three years of the study period.  
 
In so far as manufacturing goods were concerned, Bhutan’s 
trade largely involved transit trade. Table 6 shows that 
Bhutan’s export of manufactured goods concentrated mainly 
on cotton and woollen piece goods.  
 
Table 6: Export of manufactured goods  

Year Cotton Goods  Woolen piece goods Arms and 
Ammunitions 

Value 
(in Rs.) 

Quantity  
(in cwt.) 

Value 
(in Rs.) 

Quantity  
(in cwt.) 

Value 
(in Rs.) 

1907-08 18,212 134 19,131 5,600 - 

1908-09 30,346 185 26,590 7,235 - 

1909-10 4,444 29 17,009 5,294 - 

1910-11 - - 13,067 3,777 - 

1911-12 6,792 54 261,880 55,974 - 

1912-13 1,111 16 856,394 191,905 - 

1913-14 8,309 71 943,339 190,871 - 

1914-15 9,645 78 963,781 198,008 - 

1915-16 6,155 53 652,532 151,188 - 

1916-17 1,082 8 313,650 45,432 - 

1917-18 206 2 423,063 29,259 - 

1918-19 1,884 9 101,314 9,679 1,560 
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1919-20 3,120 13 10,705 347 1,210 

1920-21 61,015 112 223,084 18,869 11,989 

1921-22 141 2 34,767 - 2,815 

1922-23 21,258 53 97,641 - 9,230 

1923-24 344 - 18,350 - 60 

1924-25 - 18 5752 - - 

Total 174,064 837 4,982,049 913,438 26,864 

Source: Various issues of Accounts Relating to the Trade by 
Land of British India with Foreign Countries for twelve months, 
April 1907 to March 1925 
N.B. ‘-‘ indicates nil. 
 
The source confirms that most of the exported cotton piece 
goods were of Indian and foreign origins. The woollen piece 
goods were, however, domestically produced. This industry 
got raw materials from domestic sources since, as we have 
noted, animal rearing was the mainstay of livelihood in this 
country. There were also exports of arms and ammunitions 
during 1918-19 to 1923-24 up to an amount of about Rs.12 
thousand per annum.  
 
Bhutan exported some agricultural products also to British 
India, but not in a significant way. Table 7 shows Bhutan’s 
export of agricultural goods. Agricultural products shared 
only 12.54 per cent in the country’s total export value. The 
central reason behind the poor state of agriculture was, 
indeed, her hostile physiographic and climatic conditions. 
Among various agricultural products, spices were the most 
important article, followed by grain, pulse and seeds (vide 
Table 7). This table shows that Bhutan could only export 
spices throughout the period of study. In the initial phase up 
to 1914-15 there was a steady upward trend in its export 
peaking at Rs.355 thousand. But it gradually fell in 
importance thereafter. In later years, other commodities came 
into the fray; for example, seeds from 1918-19 onwards, 
wheat, gram and pulse from 1922-23, and rice since 1924-25. 
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Bhutan’s agricultural exports thus started diversifying at the 
fag-end of the study period. 
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Table 7: Export values of agricultural products 
                                                                                                                                                 (in Rupees) 

Year Spices Seeds Wheat Gram and  
pulse 

Rice  
husked 

Rice 
unhusked 

Other rain  
crops 

1907-08 656 
  (38)*  

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

1908-09 2,513 
(185) 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

1909-10 1,097 
(86) 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

1910-11 2,391 
(156) 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

1911-12 32,037 
(2,376) 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

1912-13 220,534 
(16,903) 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

1913-14 320,997 
(26,416) 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

1914-15 355,819 
(23,427) 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

1915-16 168,735 
(9,074) 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

1916-17 144,992 
(7,629) 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

1917-18 183836 
(7,529) 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

1918-19 217,827 
(5,915) 

25,805 
(1,812) 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

1919-20 84,516 
(3,523) 

20,210 
(752) 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

1920-21 107,915 35,552 - - - - - 
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(4,590) (1,698) - - - - - 

1921-22 103,822 
(3,424) 

51,967 
(2,086) 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

- 
- 

1922-23 117,094 
(3,324) 

22,269 
(1,664) 

140 
(10) 

1,117 
(156) 

- 
- 

- 
- 

3,483 
(362) 

1923-24 41,013 
(1,494) 

31,783 
(1,803) 

250 
(16) 

3,177 
(367) 

1,169 
(146) 

- 
- 

7,974 
(778) 

1924-25 13,536 
(450) 

35,427 
(2,271) 

- 
- 

3,255 
(358) 

2,360 
(327) 

495 
(121) 

9,360 
(1,378) 

Total 2,119,330 
(116,539) 

223,013 
(12,086) 

390 
(26) 

7,549 
(881) 

3,519 
(473) 

495 
(121) 

9,360 
(2,518) 

Source: Various issues of Accounts Relating to the Trade by Land of British India with Foreign 
Countries for twelve months, April 1907 to March 1925 
N.B. ‘-‘ indicates nil,  
         * The bracketed terms represent quantity in cwt. 
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Section IV: Conclusion 
We are thus inclined to conclude that during the reign of King 
Ugyen Wangchuck, Bhutan’s export expanded significantly 
attaining an annual growth rate of 77 per cent during 1907-
08/1914-15. Although the growth was checked during World 
War I, it took again an upturn since 1920-21. 
 
There are three other major observations in this respect. 
Firstly, Bhutan promoted export during this period on the 
basis of her traditional line of comparative advantages. This 
follows from the fact that her traditional item of export, viz. 
live animals, continued its place of prominence, and that its 
share improved by 11 per cent. Secondly, the direction of her 
export underwent changes during the study period. As 
against a clear predominance of Assam and Eastern Bengal in 
her trade prior to 1920, Bengal became the most favourite 
direction thereafter. Thirdly, exports of all articles did not 
move uniformly during the study period. This was mainly due 
to the World War I which altered the demand pattern for 
those products in British India. For the requirement of War, 
certain articles were in high demand, for example, horses, 
ponies, mules, and other animals. Certain other products 
such as cotton goods fell in demand in view of resource 
crunch during the emergency of War.  
 
 


