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A 17t Century Stone Inscription from Ura Village

John A. Ardussi

In traditional times, Ura was the south-easternmost of the
districts of central Bhutan called Bum-thang sDe-bzhi — ‘the
Four Districts of Bumthang.” Within the district are found
some of the oldest datable Bhutanese monasteries such as
Sombrang, connected to the Drigung Kagyudpa subsect of the
Lhapa, constructed ca. 1230 AD by the Smyos Lama named
Demchog (1179-1265).1

Before its incorporation into the Zhabdrung Rinpoche’s
centralized Drukpa ecclesiastic state during the mid 17t
century, Ura was apparently ruled by a line of petty kings,
known as the Ura Gyalpo, barely mentioned in Bhutanese
histories and about whom little is remembered today. At other
times in Ura’s history it was ruled, or at least dominated by
strongmen claiming Tibetan ancestry known as the Ura Dung
(Choekey: Gdung).? Remnants of those days are found in
hillside castle ruins of Gdung Nag-po and in the traditional
nomenclature of several homes in Ura that reflect their past
functional relationship to the house that once served as the
old royal residency, situated at the top of the hill.3 Today, Ura
is located just south of the lateral road leading to Mongar and
eastern Bhutan and is perhaps best known to tourists for its
annual yak dance (Yag Shoed) festival.

In May, 2002, during a visit to Bhutan for historical research,
I had the privilege of staying for a night in the village of Ura.*
The next morning we walked along an ancient pathway
leading westward through the center of the village. The
pathway winds among the homes, connecting them to village
fields to the south and west. As we passed by the home of the
Ura gup (Ch. Rged po) the traditional headman of Ura, I was
surprised to discover ourselves in the presence of a large, well
preserved prayer wall (Ch. Ma ni thang) (see Fig. 2, 3). The
wall is about 100 feet in length, 7 feet high, and divided into



two unequal sections. In the gap between them is constructed
a square chorten or stupa of typical Bhutanese style from
earlier centuries. Both the walls and stupa are constructed of
traditional piled, whitewashed cemented stone with slate roof.
At shoulder height along the wall is a continuous stone lintel
on which are inset a series of slate inscription panels, painted
maroon. Typically, such slate inscriptions contain Sanskrit
and Choekey (literary Tibetan) mantras, especially the six-
syllable mani prayer to Guru Rinpoche Om mani padme
Hum! Indeed, the splendid Ura prayer wall contains many
such panels in various states of preservation. The structure
conveys the overall impression of a treasured historical
monument that has been carefully maintained by generations
of local citizens.

Such prayer walls, though on a lesser scale, are found
elsewhere in Bhutan, such as on the way to Kyichu Lhakhang
north of Paro, and beside the Chendebji chorten on the
roadway to Bumthang. Small prayer walls also dot the
traditional foot trails connecting hillside villages and
monasteries in eastern Bhutan such as those of Dramitse and
Udzarong.

Except for the Chendiji prayer wall, which has an inscription
stone, these old monuments are often difficult to date or place
in any specific historical setting. Much to our good fortune,
however, the Ura mani wall contains a well-preserved
dedication inscription (Fig. 4), naming its founder as one of
Bhutan’s most famous civil rulers of the 17t century, the 3w
Druk Desi Minjur Tenpa (Ch. Mi ’gyur Brtan pa) (1613-1681).
The wall with its inscription stone are therefore important
historical relics. Although brief, the inscription provides some
tantalizing insights into the history of Ura and central Bhutan.



Original Text
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Inscription (line numbers added):

[1]Om Svasti // spyan ras gzigs dbang de la phyag [2] tsha]l]
lo // yig drug chos sbyin grangs med spel phyir du // dpon
[3] slob mi ’gyur brtan pas bkas gdams nas // shar gyi btsun
pa bla ma dbang [4] dang ni // kun bzang gsang bdag
bstan ’dzin chos dbang dang // bzo bo btsan (?) [5] khyab gu
ru rnams kyis brkos // do dam dkar brgyud bstan ’dzin rta
mgrin [6] gnyis // yon bdag ur sbas rgyal blon rnams kyis
byas // gzong gi bzo [7] bo a pha rgyal mtshan yin //
dge ’di’gro kun sangs rgyas thob par shog // [8] bkra shis //

Translation

Om Well-being! I bow in reverence to Lord Chenrezig
(Avalokiteshvara). In order to increase the countless number
of those reciting the Six-syllable prayer (the mani prayer), at
the command of Penlop Mingyur Tenpa, the monks of Shar
and Lama Wang, Kunzang, Sangdag, Tenzin and Choewang,
together with the craftsmen Tsankhyab and Guru, have
crafted (this mani wall and inscriptions). The laborers were
the two Kargyud (monks) Tenzin and Tamdin. The patrons
were the king and ministers of Ur-sbas (or U-ra sbas). The
chisel-scribe (gzong gi bzo zo) was Apha Gyaltshan. May the
virtue of this (deed) lead all sentient beings to Buddhahood!
Good fortune!



Historical Commentary

Other than the famous Desi himself, none of the names in
this inscription can be identified. They were local monks and
citizens who made no other mark worthy of the history books.
The project’s financial patrons were, as per custom, the local
chieftains, in this case the unnamed “king and ministers of
Ur-sbas.”

Ur-sbas or Ur-ra Sba are variants of an ancient name for Ura,
interpreted to mean “Ura the Hidden,” i.e. a Hidden Land or
“Beyul” (Ch. sbas-yul). Long before the advent of Drukpa
monks to the area, Bumthang was a center of Nyingmapa
Buddhist religious activity. The Nyingmapa were the Tibetan
sect that chiefly extolled the teachings of the 8th century
Indian saint Padmasambhava. It was his prophecies that
ordained the concealment of spiritual texts in such ‘Hidden
Lands’ in the Himalayan valleys as Bumthang, although Ura
is not specifically mentioned in any such text known to me. A
famous Eulogy to Bumthang was written in 1355 by the
Tibetan Nyingmapa saint Longchenpa (1308-1363). One
century later, Bumthang was also the birthplace of Bhutan’s
most famous native saint, Pema Lingpa (1450-1521). Local
legends also say that a descendant of the Tibetan king Thri
Srongdetsen took birth in “the Hidden Land of Ura Sba,”s a
notion further hinted at in Longchenpa’s Eulogy.®

The fact that the local king and ministers still apparently held
some measure of local authority, even though “at the
command” of the Penlop Mingyur Tenpa, tends to confirm
what we learn from contemporary Bhutanese sources that
such local rulers were generally left in power, having once
submitted to the overall authority of the Zhabdrung’s
government in the west. By contrast, we know that other local
lords of Bumthang, such as the Choekhor Poenpo (Ch. Chos-
’khor dpon-po) refused to submit and were either killed by the
Desi or escaped to Tibet.”

We know very little about the 3rd Desi Mingyur Tenpa’s early
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life. Bhutanese sources state only that he was a Tibetan of a
family known as Smin-khyud. Their ancestral estates may
have been in Lhobrak, not far from Bumthang.8 Like most
early Bhutanese officials, in early life he was a monk, and
was appointed to serve as resident lama at the monastery of
Dargye Goenpa in eastern Bhutan. He rose to initial
prominence in 1651, when, on the Zhabdrung’s retirement
from public life (and probable death), the 1st Druk Desi Tenzin
Drukgye appointed him to serve as Choetse Chila, that is to
say the Chila (Ch. Spyi-bla) of Trongsa Fortress, formally
known as Chos ’khor rab brtan rtse or Chos rtse for short.?

The title Chila (Ch. Spyi-bla) first appears in Tibetan Sakya
history, and seems to have designated a monk official
deputed to oversee monasteries in frontier districts. During
the 16t century, the Drukpa rulers of Ralung also appointed
a Chila to oversee their monasteries and estates in Bhutan
and S.E. Tibet. Prior to his assumption of the title Choetse
Chila, Mingyur Tenpa was also known by the title Mon
Drubdey Chila, i.e. ‘Superintendent Lama of the Mon
Monasteries’ in eastern Bhutan.!0

Thus, the position of Chila was originally monastic-
administrative in nature. When, as part of the Zhabdrung’s
initiative to extend government rule and collect taxes in what
is now eastern Bhutan, the role of monastic superintendent
became expanded into that of district governor, the title
Choetse Chila further evolved into that of Choetse Penlop.

In 1651, at the time of Mingyur Tenpa’s appointment, central
and eastern Bhutan were just being incorporated into the
centralized Bhutanese state. The initial thrust of the Bhutan
government was to found new monasteries in these lands.
Indeed, the Zhabdrung’s own father Mipham Tenpei Nyima
(1567-1619) had been instrumental in the spread of Drukpa
monasticism into eastern Bhutan.

Mingyur Tenpa was by disposition a forceful overseer of the

Zhabdrung’s interests. By 1667, when he was appointed to
the highest civil office in the Bhutanese government, that of
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Druk Desi, he had already accomplished the subjection of
Bhutan’s central and eastern districts and founded the great
fortress Dzongs from which the east was ruled. The account
of these campaigns is briefly recorded in a small 17t century
text called the Clear Mirror of History, and from a variety of
other contemporary sources.!! After 1667, the Desi initiated a
similar campaign to subdue territories in the west and
southwest, extending into Sikkim and the Chumbi Valley of
Tibet.12

The era of Mingyur Tenpa’s administration were years of
continued strife with Tibet. The final ‘retreat’ or death of the
Zhabdrung was known almost immediately to the Tibetan
authorities in Lhasa, with whom Bhutan had been at odds
since the Zhabdrung’s advent to Bhutan. The creation of the
mani wall from Ura surely falls within the context of the
Desi’s deeds to consolidate law and order within the emerging
state of Bhutan. We are told most aptly of this in the
biography his personal attendant Ngawang Samten (1631-
1709), where it is written:

Then for twelve years the great protector of the land Mingyur
Tenpa bore the burden of the two-fold religious system
[church and state linked together under common rule],
sealing up the borders against enemies by constructing strong
forts similar to Lcang-lo-can,!3 such that the enemy could not
bear to look (let alone attack). The extent of his authority
exceeded even that of the two previous Desi. He subdued
malicious beings and established them upon the path of
virtue. He filled all the districts beneath his rule with mani
walls, chortens, and temples. He produced in the eyes of
beings the nectar of merit. With force he placed them onto the
path of deliverance. He founded meditation hermitages among
the mountain peaks. He provided all manner of gifts of
support and sustenance to the monks in various monasteries,
just as in the times of King Dharmapala in India.14 And at the
behest of this great man the holy Dharma of the Buddha was
taught widely, most particularly the doctrines of the
Drukpa.1s



Conclusion

Given the Desi’s long career in eastern Bhutan, from 1651 -
1667, one might be tempted to date the prayer wall to that
period. Nevertheless, I am inclined to view its construction as
belonging to the years of his service as Desi, 1667-1680. For
it was only during that period that Mingyur Tenpa held the
title Penlop (Ch. Dpon-slob) that is found in the inscription.16

We may speculate further on his motive for sponsoring the
prayer wall, that it was a way to reestablish relations with the
village whose king he had recently defeated. Such religious
construction projects were a tool of diplomacy adopted also by
later Bhutanese rulers. During the 18t century, the 13t Desi
Sherab Wangchuk (1697-1765) cosponsored with the 7tk
Dalai Lama several major temple reconstruction projects, as a
way of repairing political relations between Bhutan and Tibet.
Their joint restoration of the Drukpa home monastery of
Ralung in Tibet was completed in 1749, followed in 1756 by
an extensive and costly restoration of Punakha Dzong for
which the Dalai Lama contributed about ten percent of the
cost, including bullion for a new golden cupola.6

The study of Bhutanese history is still in its beginnings.
Epigraphy, the study of stone inscriptions, while not a major
source of historical information for the country, will have an
important role to play given the extensive devastation of
Bhutan’s written archives as a result of periodic fires in the
dzongs. The 18t century legal code inscribed on slate outside
the Dzong Chung at Punakha is perhaps the most substantial
and accessible such monument. We know of a few other
dedication inscriptions as well. The passage cited above
suggests that Mingjur Tenpa himself ordered the construction
of numerous prayer walls. It is certainly possible that some
may still remain, with inscriptions useful to historians. We
hope that this small article will encourage Bhutanese

16 Yon-tan Mtha’-yas: 62.b-70.b). These events are also described in the 7™ Dalai
Lama’s biography (Dalai Lama 7: 409.b; 429.a, 439.b-440.a, 460.b). On the 18"
century rapprochement between Tibet and Bhutan, see Ardussi (1997).



students of history to tackle these projects at an early date.
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Formation of the State of Bhutan ("Brug gzhung) in the 17th
Century and its Tibetan Antecedents*

John Ardussi

Introduction

The relationship between religion and the state has remained
a perennial issue of the Tibetan cultural presence since the
7™ century. The question is how the definition and actuality
of that relationship evolved over fourteen centuries, both
theoretically and in the practical implementation of governing
structures. On what moral or normative religious grounds
have the various Tibetan governments justified their
existence? Conversely, what political assertions or
compromises have religious institutions made to achieve a
privileged, or at least defined and workable, relationship with
the entities of civil governance?

These are questions that in India and the West were framed
in the context of debate over political theory, by such authors
as Kautilya, Plato, Machiavelli, Montesquieu, Locke and a
host of others. In the Buddhism-dominated intellectual
universe of traditional Tibet, debates over politics and
government were more likely to be argued in the pages of
religious or quasi-religious tracts. Biography, poetry and
religious history were literary genres which Tibetans used to
expound views on government, often linking important events
and leaders of the present with archetypes, both good and evil,
from canonical antiquity and the early monarchy.! Prophecy
(including recovered gter-ma works and dream encounters
with deceased saints) was an especially potent Tibetan
cultural medium in which political criticism of contemporary
rulers could be articulated as an “authoritative voice from the
past.” In the extreme were certain itinerant prophets who, like

“ Reprinted from Christoph Cuppers (ed.) 2005. Proceedings of the
Seminar on The Relationship Between Religion and State (chos srid
zung ’brel) in Traditional Tibet; Lumbini 4-7 March 2000. Lumbini
International Research Institute, Monograph Series, vol. 4.
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their Biblical counterparts, sometimes described their visions
in voices deemed too politically strident, becoming thereby the
targets of imprisonment or assassination.i

Although the phrase ‘union of religion and state’ chos srid
zung ’brel was widely invoked as an abstract theory of
governance in Tibet, its actual implementation varied
considerably. ii During the 17-year period 1625-42, three
governments were formed in Tibetan cultural regions of the
Himalayas that endured into the 20th century, each with a
distinctive religion-state basis. We refer to the dGa’-ldan Pho-
brang government of the 5th Dalai Lama (1642), the state of
Sikkim or ’Bras-ljongs (1642), and the state of Bhutan
(1625/26) later called ’Brug-gzhung Phyogs-las-rnam-rgyal. In
the case of Bhutan, some fifty years after its founding in
1625/26 an elaborate theoretical justification of the state’s
mission was written, describing it as an earthly realm
founded by the Zhabs-drung Rin-po-che Ngag-dbang rNam-
rgyal (1594-1651), an emanation of the Bodhisattva
Avalokitesvara, to rule for the welfare and ultimate salvation
of his citizens in The Southern Land of Medicinal Plants.
Eighteen years later the 5t Dalai Lama’s regent, sDe-srid
Sangs-rgyas rGya-mtsho, published a similar manifesto on
behalf of the government in Lhasa.v Each claimed to have
inherited the mandate and chos srid zung ’brel mission of the
Sakya - Mongol government. By contrast, no such exalted
claims were made on behalf of the Chogyal of Sikkim, whose
small Nyingmapa kingdom became a territory of competition
between Bhutan and Tibet.

It is easy to overlook the influence that more than a century
of militancy between Bhutan and Tibet had on broader events
of the period 1616 to roughly 1736. It is our contention that
the two documents cited above were written and published as
essentially political statements, articulated in the language of
intellectual debate current in the greater Tibetan world, at a
time when Bhutan and Tibet were competing for influence
throughout the Himalayas. They were not intended as
unvarnished biography or history, but rather provided a
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framework of canonical and prophetic Buddha-vacana, words
of the Buddha on which to interpret and justify the political
events taking place on the ground." Yet, there is a more
complex story here. For how could two neighboring states
sharing the same scriptural etiology and constitutional intent,
whose heads of state were emanations of the same
bodhisattva, yet remain at war with one another for more
than one hundred years over such issues as boundary
alignments, control of trade routes, and the ownership of
statues?

The Historical Origin of the State of Bhutan

The founding of a centralized state in Bhutan was the
outcome of an unresolved dispute between competing
candidates for recognition as head of the Brug-pa sect in
Tibet. But at another level it was also a dispute over
competing theories of government. From the time of gTsang-
pa rGya-ras (1161-1211) until the 14thr Ra-lung hierarch
rGyal-dbang Kun-dga’ dPal-’byor (1428-1476), the 'Brug-pa
sect had been centered at Brug and Ra-lung monasteries
under the control of a single family, a branch of the ancient
rGya clan.Vi Although Ra-lung was one of the major family
religious establishments (gdan-sa) in central Tibet, at one
time granted the control of some 1,900 tax-paying estates by
the emperor Yestin Temur, it never achieved the formal status
of a myriarchy (khri-skor) within the Mongol classification,
and much of its erstwhile political authority fell away by 1360,
allegedly out of the abbots’ disinterest in secular affairs.vii

In the early 17t century, however, the sect was split in two by
a great court dispute that in today’s terms could be called a
‘constitutional question” “Who had the mandate to provide
continued leadership of the sect and control its material
patrimony, the descendants of gTsang-pa rGya-ras or his
reincarnations?” The first such reincarnation, called rGyal-
dbang ’Brug-chen, was Kun-dga’ dPal-’byor (1428-1476), a
scion of the rGya hierarchs of Ra-lung. But the next two
rebirths ’Jam-dbyangs Chos-kyi-grags-pa (1478-1523) and
Padma-dkar-po (1527-1592) did not belong to the rGya family,
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which declined to invest either of them with control of Brug
or Ra-lung monasteries. The two candidates for recognition as
the rebirth of Padma-dkar-po were Zhabs-drung Ngag-dbang
rNam-rgyal (1594-1651), a scion of the family who had
already been installed as Ra-lung hierarch, and dPag-bsam
dBang-po (1593-1641) who was a bastard son of the
powerful 'Phyongs-rgyas myriarch. After several years of low-
level skirmishing, the dispute came to a head over possession
of the so-called “self-created” (rang-byon) Kharsapani image of
Avalokitesvara said to have emerged miraculously from the
cremated remains of gTsang-pa rGya-ras. The entire ‘Brug-pa
community believed in the prophetic power of this image,
which had been used to certify Padma-dkar-po’s status as the
legitimate rebirth of ‘'Jam-dbyangs Chos-kyi-grags-pa and was
expected to identify his successor.x

The whole matter was brought before the court of the regional
strongman at bSam-grub-rtse, gTsang sDe-srid bsTan-
bsrungs-pa (d.1611?) and his successor Phun-tshogs rNam-
rgyal (1597-1621?). Both seem to have been offended by the
Zhabs-drung’s brusque behavior, and were heavily lobbied by
supporters of his opponent led by his tutor Lha-rtse-ba Ngag-
dbang bZang-po (1546-1615). When the court required the
Zhabs-drung to surrender the image he refused to do so, out
of family pride and certain that it would be used in a
politically contrived stunt to reject his position. In 1616 he
decided to take refuge with his patrons in what is now the
state of Bhutan, bringing the prophetic image with him.x

The Founding of the State of Bhutan

Before the 17t century, western Bhutan consisted of a small
number of agricultural communities, basically independent of
any higher civil authority but given to ever-changing factional
alliances and feuds over various issues, including sectarian
allegiance. With some variation, the social patterns were
similar in central and eastern Bhutan. However the
predominant religion there was Nyingmapa Buddhism, with
the exception of Merak in the far east which was allied to the
Gelugpa monasteries of Tibet. The '‘Brug-pa were predominant
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in western Bhutan, where more than a dozen branch
monasteries of Ra-lung predated 1600, and strong marital
alliances between the rGya family of Ra-lung and local valley
chiefs had been forged during the 14t century.x

From his new headquarters, the Zhabs-drung exchanged a
series of highly challenging letters with the young Sde-pa
Gtsang-pa Phun-tshogs rNam-rgyal, denouncing his enemies
and their claim to the sacred image.*i In what must be one of
the most openly aired cases of monastic infighting over a
contested rebirth, he laid out a detailed account of his
opponents’ alleged forgery, sectarian corruption, threats,
bribery and nepotism. Then, in a tone of conciliation, he
offered to terminate the black magic rites he had been aiming
at the gTsang court since the time of the former sDe-pa
bsTan-bsrungs-pa, if the two men could now come to a
mutual agreement. But this did not happen. Instead, in 1618
Phun-tshogs rNam-rgyal launched an army into Bhutan.
However, the Zhabs-drung won this battle by relying upon
sorcery and the support of Bhutanese village militias. With
this victory and several later ones over combined Tibetan and
Mongol forces, the Zhabs-drung established his reputation
among the local chiefs and in Tibet as a tough-minded leader
and powerful magus (mthu-chen) able to rouse the local deities
to his defense.xi

The Zhabs-drung’s original intent, the evidence suggests, was
to win his court case and return to Tibet. But by 1623, with
the dispute still unresolved, an alternate plan was needed.
The Zhabs-drung entered a three-year retreat to consider his
future, in a cave north of Thimphu.xv As he later explained to
attendants, one option was to follow the path of such former
saints as Mi-la-ras-pa and Lo-ras-pa, wandering and
meditating in obscurity as lonely mountain hermits. The
second was to follow the path taken by the Sakya
hierarch ’Phags-pa to found a new religious state.® Prophetic
guidance from the sacred image of Avalokitesvara and dream
encounters with his deceased father bsTan-pa’i-nyi-ma both
convinced him that he should found a new religious state
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ruled according to the Tibetan tradition of uniting religion
and secular government in a single administrative apparatus,
the so-called ‘“two-fold system’ (lugs gnyis). During the
eleventh month of the Wood-Ox year (1625/26), he emerged
from the cave and announced his decision to establish a new
government in the country then known as “Southern Mon
Land of Four Doors” (Lho-Mon Kha-bzhi).*

The Theoretical Foundations of the ‘Brug-pa State

The governing structures of the Bhutan state seem to have
evolved gradually out of precedents at hand and the
temporary arrangements of the Zhabs-drung and his small
entourage. Initially, it was perhaps something of a clone of
the situation at Ra-lung, i.e. a monastic gdan-sa with a few
officials and a network of patrons and properties. Other than
personal attendants and his Tibetan teacher Lha-dbang Blo-
gros, whom he appointed to serve as chief monastic preceptor,
the principal officer known for certain to have been appointed
by the Zhabs-drung was his Bhutanese patron bsTan-
'dzin ’‘Brug-rgyas (1591-1656), who was delegated the
responsibilities of civil administration.*i We shall say more
about this office in a moment. For several years the Zhabs-
drung operated out of small, pre-existing monasteries at Cheri,
Tango, and Pangri Zampaxvii, all located just north of the
present capital, Thimphu. It required about twenty-five years
to construct major fortified monasteries at Paro Rinchenpung,
Wangdue Phodrang, Trongsa, Punakha, and Tashichhodzong.
The theoretical foundations of the Zhabs-drung’s new
ecclesiastic state are presented in elaborate detail by his
biographer, gT'sang mKhan-chen, himself a refugee Karma-pa
monk driven out of Tibet by Mongol troops loyal to the 5th
Dalai Lama.*x We have said that this work was a political
document, to the extent that its purpose was to justify his
subject’s state-building mission and political position with
respect to Tibet. The archetypes of legitimate governance from
which the author drew were those that were accepted more or
less implicitly by the Tibetan intelligentsia, namely Buddhist
canonical and gter-ma precedents embedded within received
scripture, the hallowed kings of the early Tibetan monarchy,
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and the more recent example of the Sakya-Mongol alliance.
These sources provided a vocabulary of religious purpose and
governing process that could be combined, as needed, to
describe a variety of actual state entities. It is instructive to
see how they were differently interpreted in the case of
Bhutan and the dGa’-ldan Pho-brang government at Lhasa.

The precedents and arguments cited by gTsang mKhan-chen
to justify the Zhabs-drung’s state-building initiative can be
grouped into three categories, all deriving from the context of
Buddhism.

1. Legitimacy through Prophecy, Sorcery, and Karma

In gTsang mKhan-chen’s analysis, every significant event in
the life of the Zhabs-drung Rin-po-che had been foretold in
prophecy or pre-ordained through the workings of karma. The
fruition of these prophecies was offered as proof of his
incarnate status. For example, his flight from Tibet to Bhutan
was interpreted as the fulfillment of several prophecies,
including one of Padma Sambhava:

Seek out repose in the Southern Valleys,

On the border, through the Southern Door;

If you do thus you will gain as much success in seven days of
meditation as in seven years in the land of Tibet.xx

Other prophecies attributed to gTsang-pa rGya-ras were
interpreted as pointing to a reincarnate successor occurring
within the family line. But the Zhabs-drung’s enemies
opposed this reasoning, pointing to the fact that the last two
incarnates had been recognized outside the family.* The
Zhabs-drung then escalated his offensive, employing black
magical rites for which he had a growing reputation. He
prophesied the death in 1641 of his Tibetan rival dPag-bsam
dBang-po whom he branded “the false incarnation.” Gtsang
mKhan-chen suggests that his use of sorcery had caused
it.=i Earlier enemies who fell victim to his reputed magical
powers included the ’Phyongs-rgyas myriarch Ngag-dbang
bSod-nams Grags-pa, murdered in 1615 by a crazed Indian
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yogin, and the ruler of gT'sang Phun-tshogs rNam-rgyal and
his wife who both died c.1621 of smallpox blamed on the
Zhabs-drung. i

The death of his rivals and continued victories over invading
Tibetan armies were interpreted by gTsang mKhan-chen as
the fruition of karma and the fulfillment of prophecies that an
emanation of Avalokiteovara should establish a new state for
the welfare of its sentient inhabitants.®v In the Baidurya-ser-
po, Sde-srid Sangs-rgyas rGya-mtsho made similar use of
prophecy and gter-ma texts recorded by such writers as
Nyang-ral, to define an identical mission for the 5t Dalai
Lama in Lhasa. These were potent arguments that resonated
with Tibetan cultural norms, and were widely resorted to in
historical works of that era.=v

2. Scriptural Authority and Personality: The Bodhisattva as
Dharmaraja

Although the Zhabs-drung Rin-po-che’s government was
claimed to be modeled upon that of Sakya,=viin fact there
were significant differences in the actual organization. An
important difference was that the Zhabs-drung was an
independent entity. Unlike the figurehead Imperial Preceptor
or Di Shi of Sakya, his spiritual rule did not depend on an
external Mongol protector.=vii No military strongman granted
him authority in Bhutan in the way that the Mongol Gushri
Khan did for the 5th Dalai Lama. Nor did the Chinese emperor
play-act a “lama-patron” role in the guise of Manjusri as
happened in Qing Dynasty Tibet.=vii Bhutanese support for
the Zhabs-drung accrued gradually during his lifetime, in part
by willing patronage and in part by conquest and the
expulsion of rival Lamas.xxix

In gTsang mKhan-chen’s interpretation, therefore, the head of
state in Bhutan was himself simultaneously a Bodhisattva
and a Dharmaraja, the embodiment of a militant
Avalokitesvara taking command as its chief of state,
Lokesvara (Jig-rten mgon-po), in a world polluted by the “five
defilements” (snyigs-ma Ilnga). Scriptural authority was cited
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from texts in the Kanjur which interpreted the mission of
Ngag-dbang rNam-rgyal as that of turning the ten-fold wheel
of the Dharma in both a religious sense and as a Cakravartin,
that is to say as a monarch inspired by religion.=x In Tibetan
governments, however, where civil and religious authority
were more clearly separated, the archetypal role of
Dharmaraja or Chos-kyi-rgyal-po was interpreted as being
filled by the civil rulers. At Sakya this was the office of dPon-
chen.xxi For the 5th Dalai Lama, Gushri Khan and his
successors were specifically entitled Chos-rgyal of Tibet.

Thus, civil governance was a key difference. The Zhabs-drung
answered to no higher authority, but chose to create a
subordinate administrative position called sDe-srid (the so-
called Deb Raja’ of British Indian sources), which was
originally quasi-monastic. The Zhabs-drung was clearly above
the sDe-srid and his successors always had the theoretical
(though seldom exercised) right to simultaneously fill both
positions.=xii The first Bhutanese sDe-srid had been a monk
at Ra-lung, and came from an old and prominent Bhutanese
family with ancient ties to Tibet. His role under the Zhabs-
drung was to manage the civil responsibilities that began to
grow in complexity after 1626, and to organize the war efforts
against his Tibetan and local enemies. Owing to the
termination of the Zhabs-drung’s family line and the fact that
his death in 1651 was kept a secret for more than fifty years,
however, the position of sDe-srid began a long evolutionary
drift towards greater independence until, by the late 19th
century, the notion of its subordination to the Zhabs-drung
and his incarnate successors became thoroughly
challenged .xxxii

Other differences between Sakya and Bhutan are explained
by contrasting temperament of their founders. The mercurial,
multi-faceted Zhabs-drung Rin-po-che demanded a bigger
historical role than the scholarly Sakya Pandita or his
compliant nephew Phags-pa. He was intolerant of Bhutanese
who would not submit to his government, and many
opponents were expelled from the country.=xv Unlike Sakya,
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the launch of the state of Bhutan took place in a foreign land
and in a state of war with both internal and external enemies.
The resistance of sectarian rivals was interpreted by the
Zhabs-drung’s apologists as proof of the need for an
aggressive, forceful ruler. An obscure text from the Kanjur,
the Tantra on the Arising of the Wrathful Lord’s Yogic Powers
provided the necessary archetype of a “hands-on” Bodhisattva
who, in extreme circumstances, resorted even to the killing of
enemies to make his earthly kingdom safe for the Dharma.=xv
In Tibet, where Gushri Khan served as defender of the faith,
the Dalai Lama’s persona did not require such a militant
interpretation.

Nowhere is the issue of personality more succinctly
highlighted than in two poems, whose stylistic origins have
deep indigenous roots. Sakya Pandita was the author of a
famous (some might say egotistical) verse called “Commentary
on the Eight I's” (nga brgyad-ma’i ‘grel-pa), which included
the passages

I am a linguist, I a logician, I an unequalled destroyer of
pernicious talk;

I have an unrivalled discerning intellect;
Such a one is the man of Sakya, [I, Sakya Pandita], of whom
other scholars are [mere] reflections.xxxvi

Four hundred years later, in clear imitation of this poem and
with no pretence to humility, the Zhabs-drung Rin-po-che
wrote a declaration of victory over the Sde-pa gTsang-pa
Phun-tshogs rNam-rgyal known as “The Sixteen I's” (nga bcu-
drug-ma):

I am he who turns the wheel of the dual system (of spiritual

and secular law).

I am everyone’s good refuge.

I am he who upholds the teachings of the Glorious 'Brug-pa.

I am the subduer of all who disguise themselves as '‘Brug-pa

I achieve the realization of the Sarasvati of Composition.
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I am the pure source of moral aphorisms.

I am the possessor of an unlimited view.

I am he who refutes those with false views.

I am the possessor of great power in debate.

Who is the rival that does not tremble before me?
I am the hero who destroys the host of demons.
Who is the strong man that can repulse my power?
I am mighty in speech that expounds religion.

I am wise in all the sciences.

I am the incarnation prophesied by the patriarchs.
I am the executioner of false incarnations.xxxvii

Thus, the archetypes of Bodhisattva and Dharmaraja, of
scholar and wrathful lord, could be adopted as needed, to
underpin the reality of events taking shape in the physical
world of human affairs.

3. The “Social Contract’ and Code of Laws

In every major Himalayan state where traditional Tibetan
cultural values held sway, including Bhutan, it was the
declared obligation of the civil head of state to maintain law
and order so that its subjects could devote themselves to
leading a moral life and strive for a better rebirth in the next.
Various clichés were passed down to epitomize the workings
of good government, such as “the ability of an old woman to
safely carry a load of gold” through the realm.=ii Gtsang
mKhan-chen neatly presented this interrelationship,
summarizing canonical passages that might be called the
Buddhist equivalent of a ‘Social Contract”

The happiness of sentient beings is dependent on the
teachings of the Buddha, whereas the teachings of the
Buddha, too, are dependent on the happiness of the
world... .xxxix

From this theoretical interdependence and common purpose
was interpreted the government’s right to administer civil law.
In the ideal ‘two-fold system’, “religious laws are to be as firm
as a soft silken knot, and civil laws as firm as a golden
yoke.”® In a similar formulation from Bhutan, the burden of

government was to be “as firm as a golden yoke upon the
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necks of citizens, whose households are countless as the
stars in the sky.” i Thus, in the highly conservative societies
we are studying, benign yet firm minimalism was perceived as
a government virtue, and this is reflected in the parsimony of
their law codes. Since the time of Srong-btsan sGam-po, legal
and moral principles were laid down in succinct groups of ten,
thirteen, sixteen, or twenty-one “prescripts”(zhal-lce bcu-drug,
etc.) which became the starting point for all later formulations
such as the expanded administrative law codes of later
centuries.xli Thus in Bhutan, the civil law code as we know it
from the version published in the Lho’i chos’byung, was a
fairly complex document that included many detailed policies
on taxation, trade, social affairs, and prescribed behavior for
the administrative class.xlii

The Founding of the Sikkim Kingdom

A few words need to be said about Sikkim. This small country
had been known for centuries in Tibetan writings as a Hidden
Land of Padma Sambhava, the Valley of Rice (’Bras [jongs). In
1642, the same year as the Sth Dalai Lama’s installation in
Tibet, the first Chogyal of Sikkim named Phun-tshogs-rnam-
rgyal got himself installed at Yuksam Nor-bu-sgang, thereby
founding a hereditary princely line of Tibetan ancestry.xiv The
original territories were not very extensive, and power had to
be shared with the heads of native Lepcha and Bhutia
families who supplied ministers and consorts to the royal
court. The three Tibetan Lamas who conducted his
enthronement ceremony were all Nyingmapa, and like gTsang
mKhan-chen are said to have fled from Tibet to escape
Mongol depredations.xlv

Unlike Bhutan, however, although the Sikkim state was ruled
under the Chos srid zung ’brel principle and the Chogyal of
Sikkim was treated as a local Dharmaraja and reincarnation,
he made no grand claim to fulfilling the legacy of Sakya, or to
being an emanation of Avalokites§vara on a par with the Dalai
Lamas of Tibet. Instead, both rulers were initiates and
disciples of the Tibetan Nyingmapa Lama gTer-bdag Gling-pa,
founder of sMin-grol-gling monastery in Tibet, and of Lha-
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btsun Nam-mkha’-jigs-med who performed the Chogyal’s
coronation. From these spiritual ties there arose a cordial
relationship between the two governments which brought the
Chogyal and his descendants as frequent visitors to the
Potala. Although the Bhutanese tried several times to gain a
permanent foothold in Sikkim, Sikkim became an
acknowledged client state of Tibet by the early 18th century,
which it remained even after the British established a Political
Officer at Gangtok a century later.x Thus, in spite of sharing
in the common Tibetan heritage of scriptural precedent and
political archetypes, the political form that Chos srid
zung ’brel took in Sikkim’s case was vastly different from the
situation in Bhutan.

Conclusions

In reviewing what has been written above, it appears evident
that any description of the relationship between religion and
state in traditional Tibet must take place at several levels. In
the abstract, Tibetan historians and apologists adopted a
common set of political models based on canonical sources
and idealized interpretations of the early Tibetan monarchy.
Although providing a kind of ‘constitutional’ basis and
legitimacy, this level of description remains too abstract for
real political analysis, and seems always to have been applied
after the fact. Below this level, the principal structural
differences between Bhutan, Sakya, and later Tibetan
governments arose from historical events, an important
differentiation being the nature of the power relationship
between civil administrators and spiritual heads. Finally, as
would be expected, individual personalities were critical in
determining the shape and direction of the state-religion
relationship.
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superiority based on spiritual attainment, whereupon Khri Srong-
lde-btsan enthrones and bows before him (Nyang-ral Chos-’byung: p.
283. I thank Heather Stoddard for bringing this passage to my
attention). The theory’s application to the kings of gT'sang is stated
in the preface to the anonymous Law Code of Karma bsTan-skyong
dBang-po, p.13: “He is ’Jam-dpal-dbyangs, protector of religion and
the state; a wishing jewel to his subjects!” Thus is lauded the King of
Upper gTsang” (chos srid skyong la ’jam dpal dbyangs /
mnga’ ’bangs rnams la yid bzhin nor / mtshan smos gtsang stod
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rgyal po yin /).

v refer to the biography (LNDRR) of Zhabs-drung Rin-po-che Ngag-
dbang rNam-rgyal (1594-1651), written c.1675 by gT'sang mKhan-
chen ‘Jam-dbyangs dPal-ldan rGya-mtsho, a Tibetan Karmapa
scholar and refugee from the Mongol-led sectarian purges after 1642.
I disagree with Michael Aris’ interpretation of the prolixity of this
work as being due purely to the idiosyncrasy of its author (Aris
1979: 203ff). The “complicated categories of Buddhist thought”
adduced to describe the Zhabs-drung’s activities, though taxing to
the reader, were at the very core of the author’s justification of his
subject’s political role, having one foot in the world of srid and one in
that of chos.

v By this I mean chs. 22-23 of the Baidirya Ser-po, completed in
1698. The effulgent style of this part of the work, its fascination for
prophecies and panegyric tone in praise of the Dalai Lama-cum-
Avalokitesvara and his earthly fulfillment of the Buddha’s twelve
deeds, clearly reflect the style and content of the earlier work by
gTsang mKhan-chen. (Vostrikov 1970: 174 notes the criticism
leveled against the excesses of this part of the Baidirya Ser-po by
other, later Gelugpa historians).

vi In the Baidirya Ser-po, the sDe-srid never acknowledges or
responds directly to the written barbs launched against the Tibetan
government in gTsang mKhan-chen’s work. But both he and the
Fifth Dalai Lama were intimately aware of events in Bhutan, and
never lost an opportunity to celebrate a calamity occurring in the
Bhutanese capital. It should be kept in mind that Sangs-rgyas rGya-
mtsho was appointed sDe-srid only in 1679, replacing his
predecessor Blo-bzang sByin-pa who was removed from office
following a major defeat of Tibetan forces in Bhutan during the
previous year, of which he was overall commander.

vii The background was first sketched out in E. Gene Smith (1968):
1-4. See also Aris 1979: 208ff and Ardussi 1997. Two other sects
centered in gTsang were also founded by members of a rGya lineage:
the 'Ba’-ra-ba and the gNas-rnying-pa (see Roerich, Blue Annals:
692f).

vii, LNDRR Nga: 107.a; Padma-dkar-po, Chos ’byung bstan pa’i
padma rgyas pa’i nyin byed: 304.a-b; but see Petech 1990: 58 fn.

ix Padma-dkar-po, Sems dpa’ chen po padma dkar po’i rnam thar
thugs rje chen po’i zlos gar, ff. 20.b-21.a (contained in his Collected
Works, vol. 3). On the early history of this prophetic image, see
Padma-dkar-po, Gdan sa chen po ra lung gi khyad par ’phags pa
cung zad brjod pa ngo mtshar gyi gter, ff. 6.b-8.a (contained in his
Collected Works, vol. 4). The Zhabs-drung’s father had consulted the
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image in private, years earlier, receiving confirmation of his own son
as the rebirth. It was also claimed that the previous Ra-lung
hierarch, Ngag-dbang Chos-rgyal had received a communication
from the image specifically denying the validity of the 'Phyongs-rgyas
candidate, whose supporters were now demanding a more public
process (LNDRR Ga: 14.b-17.b; Nga: 103.a).

x The image became a sacred relic in Bhutan, still kept at the
Punakha Dzong (Aris 1979: 209f). At some point Ra-lung monastery
replaced this image with another rang-byon Kharsapa&i image of its
own, which was still on exhibit there during the early 20t century
(Kah-thog Si-tu’i dBus gTsang gnas yig: 271).

xi See Ardussi (2000).

xi LINDRR, Ca: 5.a-7.b. I am preparing a translation of these letters
and related documents for a forthcoming publication.

xiii Of course, this assessment emerges most clearly from Bhutanese
records. But there are numerous snippets in Tibetan sources that
portray him as having a partisan and combative nature.

xiv The events of the retreat are detailed in LNDRR Nga: 52.b-61.b,
65.b-67.a; Lho’i chos ’byung: 29.b.

xv LNDRR Nga: 52.a-b: rim gro pa zhabs ’bring du gnas pa rnams la
zur tsam re gsungs te da ni kho bo sngon mi la ras pa dang / lo ras
kyis dka’ ba spyad pa ltar /’jig rten ’di’i g.yeng ba thams cad spangs
nas / ’'tsho ba bcud len dang dka’ thub ras rkyang la brten / mi med
lung stong gi ri khrod ’ba’ zhig tu nges pa med par ’grims nas / ’brug
pa gdung brgyud gang du bzhud / gang na bzhugs / mthong ba lta
ci smos / thos pa’i mi yang mi ’dug / phal cher med pa ’dra zer ba
dang / yang bar ’gar gangs brag ’di lta bu zhig na bzhugs pa
mthong ’dug zer ba dang / gang na yang mi 'dug zer ba sogs / skye
bo tha mal pa’i spyod yul du mi snang ba / lha’i drang srong lta bu
lo ras las mi zhan pa zhig byed dgos / yang na sangs rgyas kyi bstan
pa lugs gnyis kyi ’phrin las rgya chen pos ’dzin pa / chos
rgyal ’phags pa lta bu zhig byed dgos gsungs /.

xvi The terms ’Brug-gzhung and ’Brug-yul had yet to be coined.
Foreign travelers and some map-makers during this period were still
applying the name ‘Potente’ to Tibet, and not to Bhutan, of which
they were nearly unaware.

xvii On the career of ‘Obs-mtsho-ba bsTan-’'dzin '‘Brug-rgyas, see Aris
1979: 244ff, and Ardussi 2000.

xviii |Cags-ri, rTa-mgo and sPang-ri Zam-pa (earlier spelled dPang-
ring Zam-pa).

xix Gtsang mKhan-chen was a prominent monk and accomplished
painter at the gTsang-pa court, before having to flee Tibet. His
younger brother was killed by Mongol soldiers supporting the 5th
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Dalai Lama, and he considered the chaos in Tibet as a sign of the
prophesied time for men of religion to flee to the border regions. In
about 1645, after many harrowing experiences, he and his older
brother found their way through the snowy passes into northern
Bhutan. These events certainly influenced his thinking about the 5th
Dalai Lama and the Zhabs-drung, whose biography was his last
major writing before his death in 1684. His Collected Works once
filled thirteen MS volumes (see the autobiography of gT'sang mKhan-
chen: Bstan pa ’dzin pa’i skyes bu thams cad kyi rnam par thar pa la
gus shing rjes su ’jug pa’i rtogs brjod pha rol tu phyin pa dang gzungs
dang ting nge ’dzin gyi sgo mang po rim par phye ba’i gtam, stod-cha:
269.a-270.a, 280.a-b; smad-cha: 420.a-449.b).

xx LNDRR Nga: 8.b Lho rong lho sgo bas mthar bsti gnas tshol // de
Itar byas na bod yul mi lo bdun // bsgom bsgrub byas las gnas der
zhag bdun sgrub thag nye // (citing a gter-ma text called Gsang ba
nor bu’i thig le’i rgyud.

xxi LNDRR Nga: 101.a-102.a

xxii LNDRR Nga: 111.b: padma dkar po’i skye ba su yin pa de bsdad
yong / ma yin pa de shi ’gro ltos shig ces dang /. Dpag-bsam dBang-
po’s tutor and arch enemy of the Zhabs-drung, Lha-rtse-ba Ngag-
dbang-bzang-po also died from psychic injury attributed to Ngag-
dbang rNam-rgyal (LNDRR Ga: 122.a-123.a; Ca: 4.a; Lho’i chos-
’byung: 19.b-20.a).

xiii On the 'Phyongs-rgyas Sde-pa’s murder see LNDRR Ga: 123.a
(the date is given in the biography of Lha-rtse-ba, Mnyam med lha
rtse ba chen po’i rnam par thar pa rab bsngags snyan pa’i sgra
dbyangs brgya pa: 37.a, where his death is attributed to illness,
however). The smallpox at the court of Gtsang was ascribed by the
Bhutanese to Ngag-dbang rNam-rgyal’s black magic (LNDRR Nga:
29.b-31.a).

xxiv E g, LNDRR Nga: 100.a-b. A similar line of reasoning was used by
apologists for the kings of gTsang, to show that the karmic auspices
for their rule had been arranged from the Dharma Realm by the
deceased religious kings of early Tibet, for the welfare of sentient
beings in 16th century Tibet (Law Code of Karma bsTan-skyong
dBang-po: 15).

xxv Baidurya ser po: 345-395. See also Ahmad 1970: 143ff. As this
paper was being finalized, I received a copy of Kapstein 2000, with
whose comment at p. 266 fn. 120 I wholly agree.

xxvi The continuity between the state of Sakya and that of Bhutan is
argued by a number of Bhutanese writers (e.g. Rje Yon-tan mTha’-
yas (SDE-SRID 13: 16.b-17.a) who treats Ngag dbang rNam-rgyal’s
government as a natural successor to those of Sakya and Phag-mo-
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gru). The theoretical foundation of Yellow Hat rule has been partly
analyzed by Zahiruddin Ahmad (“The Historical Status of China in
Tibet,” Journal of the Oriental Society of Australia 9, pt. 1/2 [1972-
73]: 99-107).

xvii Petech claims that ““Phags-pa as the political leader of Tibet was
simply “invented” by [emperor] Khubilai because he was the religious
chief who offered the best guarantees of intelligent subservience to
the aims of the new ruler of China.” (Petech 1983: 185).

xviii David Farquhar (1978): 9-10.

wix One of those was Blo-gros rGya-mtsho, the Lama of Me-rag, a
Gelugpa branch monastery in eastern Bhutan since the days of dGe-
’dun-grub (1391-1475). His expulsion by the Zhabs-drung was one of
the chief causes for Gelugpa invasions of Bhutan before the
founding in 1681 of a replacement monastery at Tawang, in Kameng.
xxx LNDRR Nga: 95.a-96.b. Chapters 19-21 of his biography are
structured around the theme of his turning the ten wheels of the
Tathagata and of the Cakravartin king. The canonical source
primarily cited is entitled Sa’i-snying-po-’khor-lo-bcu pa’i-mdo (Skt.
Dasacakra-ksitigarbha-stitra).

xxi On the role of the dpon-chen at Sakya, see Petech 1983: 192ff;
Petech 1990: 44. Another element of comparison between Sakya and
Bhutan were the succession problems of their respective spiritual
heads. The Zhabs-drung’s original intent to be succeeded by male
heirs was frustrated by the dearth of suitable candidates, somewhat
complicating the picture sketched here (see Aris 1979 and Ardussi
1999 for more details). In Sakya, the situation was just the opposite,
with too many sons of the chief families competing for appointment
as Di Shi (see Petech 1983: 192).

xxii The most effective successor to combine both roles was the
Fourth sDe-srid bsTan-’'dzin Rab-rgyas (1638-1696), on whom see
John Ardussi 1999.

xodil Aris 1979: 244ff.

xxxiv The ancestors of two aristocratic Tibetan families were among
those driven out, the Pha-lha and sKyid-sbug (the family of Pho-lha-
nas’s wife).These expulsions did not include the Nyingmapa, however.
Contrary to Leo Rose (Rose 1985: 73, fn 1), the '‘Brug-pa of Bhutan
have always accommodated the powerful, local Nyingmapa
establishment, both spiritually and as a key element of their political
success.

w=xv - Mgon-po-dngos-grub-’byung-ba’i-rgyud. In addition to the
opposition from the governments of gTsang and Lhasa, internal
sectarian rivals included primarily the Lha-pa (some-time followers
of the Dalai Lama) the gNas-rnying-pa, the '‘Ba’-ra-ba and the Lama
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of Me-rag in eastern Bhutan. Independent testimony of this struggle
is found in records of the ‘Ba’-ra-ba monks, the autobiography of the
Sth Dalai Lama, works of sDe-srid Sangs-rgyas rGya-mtsho and
those of the Zhabs-drung’s Tibetan 'Brug-pa rivals.

xxvi Leonard W.J. van der Kuijp, Contributions to the Development
of Tibetan Buddhist Epistemology, Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner Verlag,
1983, p.103, 306: Sgra pa nga yin rtog ge pa nga smra ba
ngan ’joms nga 'dra med // sdeb sbyor nga mkhas snyan ngag nga
nyid mngon brjod ‘chad la ’gran med pa // dus sbyor ngas shes phyi
nang kun rig rnam dpyod blo gros mtshungs med pa // de ’dra gang
yin sa skya pa ste mkhas pa gzhan dag gzugs brnyan yin // (the
original work is entitled Nga brgyad ma’i ’grel pa from vol. 5 of the
Collected Works of the Great Masters of the Sa skya sect of Tibetan
Buddhism. Tokyo: The Toyo Bunko, 1968). My translation differs
slightly from van der Kuijp’s. The Nga brgyad ma’i 'grel pa may itself
have been based on a kind of repartée style of poetry competition
from early Tibetan society (see, for example, the “I Song” competition
between king Khri Srong-lde-btsan and Padma Sambhava noted
above (Nyang-ral Chos-'byung: 283, and another one at pp. 386ff).
xxvii Translation by M. Aris 1979: 214; the original text is from
LNDRR Nga: 31.a-b: lugs gnyis ’khor lo bsgyur ba nga // nga ni kun
gyi skyabs su bzang // dpal ldan ’brug pa’i bstan ’dzin nga // nga
ni ’brug par brdzus rnams bcom // rtsom pa’i dbyangs can grub pa
nga // nga ni legs bshad ’byung khungs btsun // mtha’ bral lta ba’i
bdag po nga // nga ni lta log mkhan sun byin // rtsod pa’i mthu
stobs bdag po nga // nga mdun mi ’dar brgol ba su // bdud
dpung ’joms pa’i dpa’ bo nga // nga nus bzlog pa’i mthu chen su
// ‘chad pa’i ngag gi dbang phyug nga // nga ni rig gnas kun la
mkhas // gong ma’i lung bstan sprul pa nga // nga ni 'dra min
sprul pa’i gshed //.

xxxviii Law Code of Karma bsTan-skyong dBang-po: 15, 20.

xxxix LNDRR Nga: 119.a: de nas yang sems can gyi bde skyid sangs
rgyas kyi bstan pa la rag las pa dang / sangs rgyas kyi bstan
pa’ang ’jig rten gyi bde skyid la rag la / de phyir lugs gnyis kyi
khrims / byang chub sems dpa’i spyod yul gyi thabs kyis yul rnam
par ’phrul pa bstan pa’i mdo dang / ’khor lo bcu brda sprod pa chen
po’i mdo las ’byung ba ltar legs par bca’ ba mdzad de /. Cf also
Petech 1990: 44 and the sources cited there for similar statements
relative to Sakya. A similar formulation comes at the beginning of an
old text on the legal and moral codes of Srong-btsan sGam-po: e ma
sgron skal gnyis pa bzhin / gsar du shar ba’i du bzang por / mchod
yon nyi zla zung gcig gi / bka’ khrims stobs kyi ’khor los bsgyur /
mnga’ ’bangs dus bde’i dpal la spyod / skyid pa’i nyi ma dgung nas
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shar / ’di ’dra’i skal bzang mthong rnams skyid / sngon bsags bsod
nams mthu las ’ongs / (Sngon byon chos rgyal srong btsan sgam
pos mdzad pa’i khrims yig la ma phyir bgyis pa’i zhal lce bcu gsum,
contained in Tshe-ring bDe-skyid 1987: 77).

1l Chos khrims dar gyi bdud pa ’jam la dam pa / rgyal khrims gser
gyi gnya’ shing lji[d] non che ba / (Law Code of Karma bsTan-skyong
dBang-po: 24).

xli Dmangs mi khyim gnam gyi skar ma lta bu grangs kyis mi chod
pa rnams kyi gnya’ ba rgyal khrims gser gyi gnya’ shing btsan pos
mnan../ (SDE-SRID 13: 36.a);

xii LNDRR Nga: 119.a-b; Lho’i chos ’byung: 103.a-104.b; Uray 1972.
On the Phag-mo-gru law code, see Dung-dkar Blo-bzang ’Phrin-las
1982: 77).

i The Zhabs-drung received high praise from gTsang Mkhan-chen
for his suppression of banditry and other forms of civil disorder
(LNDRR Nga: 146.a-b). The date of promulgation of Ngag-dbang
rNam-rgyal’s legal code is uncertain. Lho’i chos-’byung: 105.a-114.b
contains the full Bhutanese code current c.1729 (now edited and
translated by Michael Aris in Sources on the History of Bhutan,
Vienna: 1988). The author of the Law Code of Karma bsTan-skyong
dBang-po: 24 states that he had consulted a Bhutanese law code as
one of the precedents for his study, which, if we accept as predating
the events of 1642, confirms the existence of a Bhutanese code from
that era.

xliv History of Sikkim: 37-40.

xv The three Lamas were Lha-btsun Nam-mkha’ "Jigs-med (b.1597),
whose biography has been printed in India, Kah-thog-pa Kun-tu-
bzang-po, and Mnga’-bdag Phun-tshogs Rig-’dzin (b.1591), a prince
of Guge (of whom a biography is said to exist).

xvi This relationship is made explicitly clear in the History of Sikkim,
where (in the Tibetan version) the Sikkim ruler is referred to by
Tibetan authorities as Sa-spyod, implying a rank well below that of
Rgyal-po, Chos-rgyal, or Sde-pa.
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Poverty Alleviation: A Buddhist Perspective

Peter D. Hershock®

Poverty cries out for attention, so powerfully and so
insistently, that to ignore it would seem unthinkable. And
indeed, poverty alleviation figures prominently on virtually
every  governmental, non-governmental, and inter-
governmental agenda. But in spite of this, poverty persists,
and, depending on which measures are used, can be
documented as both spreading and deepening.

The generic answer to the problem of poverty has been
development. Although its broadest connotation is simply
that of expanding or realizing potential, development has over
the past half century come to mean primarily the expansion
of economic potential and secondarily the realization of social,
cultural, and political potentials. But after five decades of
steady, and at times extremely rapid, growth of economic
activity and development initiatives, poverty has not been
eliminated and the degree to which it has been alleviated in
global terms is very much open to contest.

For example, the United Nations Development Program
(UNDP) estimated in its 2000 Global Development Report that
2.8 billion people now live on less than $2 per day—a level of
income that is marginally adequate for meeting basic
subsistence levels of nutrition, clothing, shelter, medical care,
and education. Roughly 1.2 billion live at less than $1 per
day—an income level that is generally used to benchmark
“absolute poverty.” These figures are distressing: roughly 45%
of the global population is barely able to meet its basic
subsistence needs; roughly 20% live in such abject conditions
that they have no possibility of living minimally dignified lives.
But the global situation may, in actuality, be much more dire.
Statistics like those just cited can misleadingly suggest that

* Coordinator, Summer and Outreach Programs, Asian Studies
Development Program, East-West Center, Hawaii
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poverty has been effectively eliminated in developed countries
and that great progress has been made in rapidly developing
countries like China where the percentage of the population
living on less than $1 per day has dropped from roughly 45%
to less than 16% over the past thirty years. According to US
Census Bureau estimates, however, roughly 20% of all
American children and 13% of the general population live in
poverty. And perhaps more tellingly, 35% of the population
will drop below the poverty line for some period of time in the
course of any given year—an indication of the precarious
nature of basic economic security in what is broadly regarded
as the most wealthy country in the world.

The light shed by such statistics on the correlation between
economic development and poverty alleviation has been
interpreted in a variety of ways. But what they make
undeniably manifest is the fact that economic development
does not, in and of itself, lead to the alleviation of poverty. On
the contrary, even where economic growth and development
has been most successfully valorized—as in the U.S.—poverty
can actually deepen. What is less clear is what would happen
if poverty alleviation, not economic growth and development,
were made primary. That is, would poverty alleviation,
skillfully enough understood and practiced, be capable of
promoting sustained economic growth and development? It is
my own conviction that it would, but in ways that would
fundamentally reshape and redirect global patterns of social,
economic, and political interdependence.

I want to suggest that poverty alleviation is crucial to any
truly sustainable development process and, in fact, is an
eminently effective and efficient driver of any such process. In
contrast, any development process that does not actually
alleviate poverty will tend to accommodate and eventually
institutionalize it, effectively making more and more room for
the poor as the benefits of economic expansion flow decisively
elsewhere. In making a case for such an understanding of the
relationship between poverty alleviation and development, I
will draw on resources from Buddhist thought and practice,
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particularly in identifying the meaning and conditioned
origination of poverty.

Buddhism and Poverty

It is a basic teaching of Buddhism that, for the purpose of
ending or resolving suffering, all things should be seen as
having no-self or essential nature. Put somewhat differently,
no thing should be seen as literally existing or “standing
apart” from all other things in self-sustained independence.
On the contrary, all things should be seen as arising
interdependently (pratitya-samutpada) and as ultimately
empty (sunya) of any permanently abiding essence.

Poverty, then, does not truly exist. It is not an independent
existent and is neither self-originating nor self-sustaining.
Rather, poverty obtains because of a particular confluence of
conditions, a particular pattern of relationships that emerges
and is sustained over time. Given their most robust readings,
the teachings of interdependence and emptiness direct us
toward seeing that this pattern of relationships is not
ultimately divorced from the patterns of relationship through
which each of us has come to be both who and as we are.
There is ultimately no dividing line, no ontological break,
between the pattern of relationships that are constitutive of
poverty and those that are constitutive of each and every one
of us. In short, we cannot divorce ourselves completely from
the conditions that give rise to poverty. In some degree, we
are intimate with the poor and their suffering. If we believe
otherwise, that can only be a function of our own ignorance of
the horizonless interdependence that obtains among all
things. This ignorance is itself a primary condition for
suffering.

In the Ina Sutta (Anguttara Nikaya V1.45), the Buddha stated
that, “poverty is suffering.” Indeed, poverty is suffering of a
particularly egregious sort. The first part of the sutta details
the consequences that ensue from material poverty: debt,
interest payments, being hounded when falling arrears, and
bondage. Falling into poverty means losing the ability to meet
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one’s own needs. If this condition persists, one is subject to a
pattern of dependence on others that is associated with
shouldering burdens in excess of meeting one’s own needs
and, finally, with punishing isolation from others.
Unalleviated, poverty results in being deprived of even the
most basic freedoms.

In the second part of the sutta, the Buddha poses an analogy
that makes it clear that poverty is not solely or even most
crucially about material deprivation. “In the same way,
monks, whoever has no conviction with regard to skillful
mental qualities, no sense of conscience with regard to skillful
mental qualities, no sense of concern...persistence...[or]
discernment with regard to skillful mental qualities is...said
to be poor, destitute, and without means.” (Anguttara Nikaya,
VI1.47) There are at least two important implications of this
passage. First, it draws an analogy between the debts,
interest payments, hounding, and bondage that result from
material poverty and the full range of compounding and
ultimately freedom-curtailing experiential outcomes
associated with unskillful qualities of attention. Most simply
put, ignorance begets suffering. But in addition, the passage
also suggests that in the broadest, and finally, most
important terms, all poverty can be traced to unskillful
(akusala) patterns of awareness. In short, poverty is
ultimately rooted in deficient and/or misdirected patterns of
attention, both resulting from and resulting in ignorance and
unskilled qualities of relationship.

The Ina Sutta thus depicts material deprivation as less a
cause of conflicted patterns of interdependence than as a
particular result of them. The terms for poverty and the poor
most commonly used in the Pali canon—daliddata and
dalidda—are very telling in this regard. Conceptually, these
terms center on vagrancy and begging. They point to such
severe breakdowns of normal patterns of social and economic
interdependence that one no longer has either a place to call
one’s own or any means of meeting the most basic
requirements for food, shelter, and clothing. At the same time,
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the early canon endorses in the most positive terms possible
the benefits of the homeless life of the monk or nun in which
one’s basic subsistence needs are met through ritualized
seeking of alms. It is not the mere fact of material lack that
determines if a person is poor or living in poverty, but rather
how he or she experiences this lack—as being left wanting or
with contentment. The facts of a situation are less crucial
than its meaning.

This reading of poverty is given broad support in the positive
virtues that are associated with the “homelessness” of
monastic life. The early canon is replete with passages
extolling the simple life of absolutely minimal material
possessions and few wants—a life that is explicitly ordained
for members of the Sangha and which is appicchata or
“content with little.” In keeping with this implicit valorization
of ‘poverty’, texts like the Rattaphala Sutta renounce material
wealth and the complicated patterns of desire associated with
it, while holding in highest esteem “noble wealth” (ariya
dhana) that is centered on building up faith (saddha), moral
clarity (sila), and wisdom (panna) and is conducive to
sustained Buddhist practice and the realization of freedom
from suffering.

The rhetorical strategy of critically inverting the meaning and
valorization of poverty and wealth to foster appropriate
practice reflects the Buddha’s commitment to making the
fullest possible use of situational resources in his teaching.
For instance, when teaching members of the brahmin caste,
the Buddha similarly reframed the meanings of “brahmin”
and “sacrifice” in order to turn this audience away from
troubling patterns of relationship and identity. Using as
points of departure familiar elements of their own lives—
elements that presently commit them to cycling in samsara—
the Buddha would skillfully guide his brahmin audience
toward moving in the direction of nirvana. Beginning with
what is intimately apparent—the situation of a particular
audience, as it has come to be (yathabhutam)—the Buddha
discloses how this place, this situation, can be understood as
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already part of the noble Path itself. In these cases, as in
similar teachings on matters ranging from the personal to the
political, the Buddha’s aim is to enjoin others to vigilantly
reorient existing relational patterns, effectively revising their
dramatic disposition or meaning to incorporate them into
Buddhist practice. Such teachings are, in other words, object
lessons in how to work with karma—that is, with outcomes
and opportunities conditioned by abiding patterns of value-
intention-action—to achieve enlightening ends.

It would be inappropriate, then, to make too much out of the
different valence given to poverty and wealth in different
canonical contexts or to insist upon reconciling them entirely.
The teachings recorded in (especially) the early canon do not
provide strict definitions, but rather injunctions and
directions for practice. Their primary function is to encourage
and direct the systematic conversion of the meaning of our
situation from samsara to nirvana, from want to contentment,
from bondage to liberation. This said, however, the canon
does offer sufficient resources to construct an understanding
of poverty and its alleviation that is clear, sustainable, and
karmically astute. Two texts from the early canon are of
particular help in this regard: the Sakkapanha Sutta and the
Cakkavatti-Sihanda Sutta.

The Sakkapanha Sutta gets to the heart of the development
dilemma—the fact that good intentions often (and quite
ironically) seem to result in ill effects. The sutta centers on a
discussion between Sakka, the ruler of the gods, and the
Buddha. As a ruler of the gods, Sakka is in a particularly
good position to observe that, even when people wish to live in
peace, without hate, hostility, or malignity, they are seldom
able to do so for long. In spite of their good will and intentions,
conflicts arise, hate and hostility come into play, and trouble
and suffering continue unabated and are even exacerbated. In
response to Sakka’s question about why this is so, the
Buddha lays out a sequence of conditions upon which such
unfortunate turns of events pivot. The most readily apparent
condition is the persistence of jealousy and greed, which
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depends upon the persistence of fixed likes and dislikes,
which are rooted in craving desires, which are fed by dwelling
upon or thinking continuously about things. This tendency to
dwell on things is itself a function of mentally proliferating
impediments (papanca). The key to living in sustained peace,
“realizing final nirvana...blazing a trail, exhausting samsara,
passing by all suffering...” is nothing other than “cutting
through papanca.” (DN 14.3.33)

Sakka naturally asks how it is that the tendency for
proliferating impediments can be undermined or ended. The
answer provided by the Buddha is both marvelously direct
and subtle. He takes as cases in point immediate experiences
of pleasure (somanassa), displeasure (domanassa), and
equanimity (upekkha). There are, he says, two basic ways in
which each of these can play out—two distinctive directions
in which pleasure, displeasure and equanimity can dispose
our immediate situation and about which we should be
vigorously mindful. One way is toward increasing
unwholesome eventualities (akusala dhamma) and decreasing
wholesome eventualities (kusala dhamma). The other is
toward decreasing eventualities that are unwholesome and
increasing those that are wholesome. It is in the latter case
that pleasure, displeasure, and equanimity can be deemed
excellent and papanca fails to arise. That is, the proliferation
of situational blockages does not occur so long as things are
headed in a wholesome direction, proceeding in a wholesome
manner, in such a way that unwholesome factors decrease.

Crucially, the Buddha does not indicate that the rise of
wholesome (kusala) factors is itself enough. Rather, the
decrease of unwholesome (akusala) factors is also necessary.
In terms of the present discussion, this cautions that while
economic growth and development might be “positive” in and
of themselves, poverty may not be eliminated by these alone.
Alleviating poverty must, at the very least, be vigoroulsy co-
implicated with development. Moreover, mindfulness with
respect to what factors or eventualities arise from any given
confluence of conditions or relational dynamics must be
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continuous and unwavering.

The relational and attentive quality being referenced is simply
and effectively indicated through the use of the adjectives
kusala and akusala. As used in Buddhist discourse, the
connotations of kusala and akusala significantly exceed that
suggested by their common translation as “wholesome” and
“unwholesome.” Kusala refers to qualities of action and
engagement that are skillful to an exemplary degree. It does
not mean being “good enough,” but rather good to a virtuosic
or expert degree—so profoundly appreciating a particular field
of endeavor and the unique complexion of a given situation
that there obtain no impediments to enhancing the situation
through what appear to be effortless contributions. In the
Sakkapanha Sutta, it is stated that to the extent that pursuit
of pleasure, displeasure and equanimity is conducive to turns
of events that are kusala and that decrease propensities that
are akusala, they should be sought after; if not, such pursuit
should be abandoned. Elsewhere in the canon, similar claims
are made with respect, for example, to bodily comportment
and reasoning. This, the Buddha informs Sakka, is the
practice by means of which papanca is ended and the way of
buddhas firmly taken.

There is significant convergence between the claim made in
the Sakkapanha Sutta that situational blockages, trouble,
and suffering derive from allowing things to turn in an
akusala fashion and the declaration in the Ina Sutta that
poverty occurs with akusala patterns of attention and
relationship. This suggests seeing poverty itself in terms of
situational blockages or the proliferation of impediments to
relating freely. Poverty is an erosion of the attentive and
situational resources needed, in any given situation, to orient it
as a whole toward the resolution of suffering. Poverty is thus
rooted in the asravas or out-flows which drain away
attention-energy into polluting or wasteful activities, the
elimination of which the early canon repeatedly identifies with
the attainment of ultimate freedom as a realized arhant.
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Such a reading of poverty is consonant with much of the
imagery of Mahayana Buddhist teachings on bodhisattvas
and buddha-realms, as well as with Mahayana emphases on
skillful means (upaya), the perfection of offering (dana), and
realizing the emptiness or mutual relevance of all things. But
it is also deeply embedded in the early canon’s explicitly
critical engagement of issues surrounding governance and
right rule—a context that itself points to the meaning of
sustained consonance between practice and polity, between
Dharma and the institutions of daily life. In the Agganna
Sutta (Digha Nikaya 27), for example, there is recounted a
narrative of human and worldly origins in which it is made
quite clear that there is no essential good to be found in
currently prevailing social, political, or economic institutions.
All such structures resulted from originally akusala patterns
of value-intention-action—that is, from karma which resulted
in ways of being present that were habitually and profoundly
prone to trouble or suffering. As such, they are open to
critique to the precise extent that they institutionalize rather
than disestablish akusala dispositions—dispositions that
compound rather than finally and meaningfully resolve
suffering. Nowhere in the early canon, however, is the
dynamic interplay among karma, institutions, and policies for
governance and development more clearly illustrated than in
the core story of the Cakkavatti-Sihanda Sutta (Digha Nikaya
26).

The sutta opens with the Buddha addressing a group of
monks, exhorting them to practice mindfulness with respect
to body, feelings, mind, and mental objects, in this way
insuring the building of wholesome conditions and merit. In
keeping with the teaching strategy outlined above of working
with situationally relevant resources, the sutta ends with the
Buddha detailing what is meant, for monks and nuns, by
such mundane values as “length of life,” “beauty,”
“happiness,” “wealth,” and “power.” Within this narrative
frame, the Buddha relates an historically and karmically
sweeping tale that explicitly addresses the meaning of sound
governance and that pointedly lays bare the root conditions
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and ultimate consequences of poverty.

This inner tale begins during the reign of King Dalhanemi, a
wheel-turning king ruling in accordance with Dharma and in
whose kingdom all beings live cooperatively, attractive in
appearance, long in life, and refined in customs and tastes.
The story chronicles, over eight “generations”, the gradual
slide of this idyllic world into increasing trouble and suffering,
reaching a nadir when society collapses into a degenerate
free-for-all in which children curse their parents, respect is
ridiculed, family members murder one another as readily as
they do strangers, and in which addictions to crude
sensations and abusive relationships become celebrated as
norms. With each step into this moral abyss, the vitality and
beauty of the people decreases, going from a lifetime of
80,000 years in the time of King Dalhanemi to a mere seven
years.

This fall begins with a governance and policy failure on the
part of Dalhanemi’s heir seventh removed: he makes the
mistake of not fully consulting with his ministers and
advisors and acting on his own thinking alone. In particular,
he fails to properly respond to evidence of poverty in the
capital city. A well-intended series of responses ensues, each
bringing about greater and greater trouble. The more he tries
to control the behavior of the people, the further things spiral
out of control instead. For example, after he has
(inadvertently) allowed poverty to rise to the point that theft
occurs, he decides to give money to the thief so that he can
support his family without crime. But when people hear of
this, they interpret it as meaning that theft is rewarded with
money from the king! So theft rises. The king then decides to
behead a thief as a warning to all who would steal. But people
see this use of a well-honed sword and get the idea that if
they kill the people from whom they steal, no one will be able
to report their crime! From here, things go steadily from bad
to worse with each attempt to rein in the unwholesome
behavior of the people.
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This trend only turns around when a few people refuse to
endorse or participate in what have become the “norms,”
“institutions,” and “ideals” of society. Retreating from a
society that they see as imploding—further membership in
which would only embroil them in evidently unwholesome
karma—they eventually recognize one another as of like heart
and mind, forming a community of their own based on the
shared practice of good deeds for the sake of other beings and
centered on coursing freely along the four immeasurable
relational headings (brahma-vihara) of loving-kindness,
compassion, joy in the good fortune of others, and equanimity.
Their efforts consolidate and the negative spiral of social,
political, economic and cultural degeneration is reversed.
After twelve generations or periods in which increasingly
wholesome values-intentions-actions prevail, the realm is
blessed with the arising of the fully enlightened Buddha
Metteyya (Maitreya).

There are three very interesting themes in this apparently
simple moral tale. First is the crucial role of poverty in
bringing about social collapse and the identification of poverty
with the breakdown of contribution-mediated mutual
relevance. That is, poverty and the potential for social
collapse arise when people are not in position to contribute to
the welfare of others or to be appreciated and contributed to
in turn. Second is the correlation among decreasing vitality
and lifespan, increasing ignorance about our interdependence,
and the collapse of the life of the community to which it leads.
In remarkably simple language, this points toward
meaningful interrelationships among the loss of personal and
cultural memory and history, the loss of a capacity for
concerted attention and long-term commitments, and
dramatic or moral distraction. Finally, the story makes it very
clear that the strategy of securing ourselves against trouble
and crisis through institutions of control eventually becomes
self-defeating, crossing the threshold of its own utility to
establish conditions in which further controls become
increasingly imperative. In a society that has suffered the
total social, economic, and political collapse that ensues when
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poverty is not truly and sustainably alleviated and then
eliminated, the ultimate corrective does not lie in increasing
capacities for control and autonomy, but in systematically
cultivating the conditions of appreciative and contributory
virtuosity.

According to the framed narrative, poverty manifests when
people are not able to work in and contribute to their
community in a meaningful way. At a deeper level, however,
this also means that the community at large is incapable of
properly appreciating the resources—the  distinctive
difference—of precisely these people. The poor are people who
cannot make a meaningful and valued difference. Poverty,
then, consists of contributory impasse and implies a failure to
appreciate—that is, to sympathetically understand and add
value to—our ongoing patterns of interdependence. The
breakdown of appreciative and contributory mutuality is a
relational breakdown, a function of disrupted or disoriented
interdependence.

As the sutta makes clear, both felt community and its
objective expression in abiding social institutions are
compromised when interdependence devolves into ignorance-
conditioned patterns of dependence and independence, and
they disintegrate with the breakdown of robust patterns of
mutual contribution. Resisting or reversing such devolution
and disintegration cannot hinge on simply meeting individual
(or even collective) needs or wants; success finally hinges on
how these are addressed—that is, on the values underlying
our strategies for redressing the erosion of relational capacity
and effective offering. Successfully alleviating poverty is a
function of realizing and sustaining patterns of
interdependence that enhance the capabilities of both
individuals and communities for relating freely in
contributing to one another’s welfare. True poverty alleviation
at once results from and results in bodhisattva action.

The strategic implications of this are expressed in the
narrative climax of the Cakkavatti-Sihanda Sutta. Poverty,
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and the kinds of social malaise that are at once primary
evidence and consequences of it, is not best alleviated
through either state welfare or legal and technological
controls that address only “the poor.” Such efforts eventually
only exacerbate the root conditions of poverty. They effectively
deny the relational locus of poverty, identifying poverty with
the poor rather than with a breakdown of full and liberating
mutuality. Sustainable poverty alleviation entails fostering
increased capacities for—and commitments to—giving
appropriately to others, building up the personal and
communal resources needed for relating freely, in the context
of realizing the horizonless emptiness or mutual relevance of
all members of the community or society.

Taken together, these insights drawn from the early Buddhist
canon suggest at least superficial compatibility between
Buddhist understandings of awakening and social prosperity,
and currently predominant growth-oriented, free-market
models of development. There is, for example, substantial
resonance between the Buddhist focus on alleviating poverty
by enhancing appreciative and contributory virtuosity and
Nobel laureate Amartya Sen’s definition of “development as
freedom” or increased relational capacity. Buddhism, however,
is unique in focusing on poverty and its alleviation in terms of
karma or value- and intention-conditioned relational
dynamics. Because of its irreducibly relational focus,
Buddhist approaches to addressing poverty are ultimately
systemic in scope. That is, they involve paradigmatic critique
of existing practices and institutions—a critique of their root
values and assumptions.

Trade, Development, and the Erosion of Productive Diversity

I would like to offer one take on the significance of this
difference by looking at the karmic implications of the
relationship among trade, development, and productive
diversity.

In keeping with the teaching of karma, we might begin
assessing the poverty alleviation potential of trade—as it is
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now predominantly carried out by especially developed
nations and multinational corporations—through considering
the dramatic implications of their root motive: increasing
material wealth through expanding market share and
accelerating profit. Given relatively free reign, to what kinds of
situational dynamics—what patterns of relational tension and
release—do market-domination and profit-seeking lead?
Patterns of relationship aimed at amassing material wealth—
rather than, for instance, generating noble wealth or
alleviating poverty—are not likely to be conducive to equitably
enhanced relational or contributory capacity. On the contrary,
they will tend to create and then institutionalize sharply
inclined slopes of competitive advantage that preference
corporate interests at market expense. Simply put, evenly
distributing profits is not as profitable as establishing a
market topography that permits and promotes inequitable
distribution. Moreover, market-domination—a primary means
to this end—is similarly likely to streamline and concentrate
production practices in ways that are at once efficient and
toxic for both natural ecosystems and self-sustaining, local
production regimes.

As demonstrated, for example, in the era of European colonial
expansion and in the early 20t century emergence of massive
industrial monopolies in the U.S., the natural outcome of this
process of controlling the topography of advantage (and trade)
is a remarkable concentration of power in very few hands.
And this is by no means a now defunct historical trend.
Globally, the kind of economic interdependence that, over the
last quarter century, has resulted from intensive waves of
market integration is clearly characterized by a widening gap
between rich and poor, with roughly 80% of global resources
and wealth being controlled by and benefiting less than 20%
of the world’s population. At least at the levels of national,
regional, and global economies for which there is significant
comparative data, currently prevailing patterns of trade
promote developmental inequality.

There has been a tendency to view the rise of developmental
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inequality as a function of already developed nations taking
too little responsibility for ratcheting up the developmental
cycle elsewhere and, perhaps, even taking severe advantage of
less developed economies. In other words, the tendency has
been to call into question the intentions of the developed
world and of the multinational corporations to whom
disproportionate profit flows through rapidly integrated
markets and global patterns of trade. Indeed, there may be
cases where major players steering the process of growing
global interdependence can rightly be charged with unduly
selfish strategies and even morally deficient motives. But
because of the wide array of such players and the complexity
of national or corporate intentionality, this provides very little
critical leverage, despite its rhetorical appeal. An intentional
analysis also falls short in not being readily conducive to
generating deep and critical historical perspective. The
intentions of even close associates are at times difficult to
ascertain. Those of actors greatly distant in time or
temperament are naturally much more so. Moreover, charges
of deficient motives can be dismissed as an inversion of the
“ad hominem” argument: they indict those presently
benefiting most greatly from prevalent patterns of
globalization, rather than the system of values informing and
orienting such patterns.

To rephrase this in Buddhist conceptual terms, the karma of
presently prevailing patterns of global trade may be deflected
in accordance with self-centered or equity-denying intentions
held by major economic players: the most highly developed
nations and increasingly powerful multinational corporations.
But karma is always a complex function of values-intentions-
actions. Focusing exclusively on intentions amounts to
permitting a critical blindspot—a range of potentially crucial
phenomena left entirely out of consideration, especially when
the karma in question is not individual, but collective or
systemic.

I have argued with respect to technology that such a critical
blindspot arises through a confusion of technologies with the

47



tools to which they give rise, and an inappropriate tendency
to evaluate technologies in terms of how well these tools serve
us as individuals. In consequence, technologies are effectively
exempted from critical attention—that is, the values that
technologies embody and render ambient in societies
deploying them are critically occluded by the individual uses
to which tools are put. And because these tools are designed
and redesigned with the overarching mandate of increasing
utility and user-friendliness, this leads to blindly endorsing
continued technological development and deployment in a
particularly vicious form of critical circularity. The effects of
technology on the character and direction of relationships
(personal, communal, national, international, and global) are
functionally ignored.

Similarly, it is particularly dangerous to neglect assessing the
values underlying global patterns of trade through assuming
their “value-neutrality” and focusing instead on how trade
patterns are used by various actors. Indeed, while many
economists ostensibly view trade as a technology, they
actually treat it as a tool used by individual entrepreneurs,
corporations, countries, or regional associations (the EU or
ASEAN, for example). Trade is thus assumed to be properly
and adequately assessed in terms of how well it meets the
individual needs and interests of those engaging in trade.
Many economists then stress the fact that although global
trade does tend to bring about increased inequality, it also
makes both the rich and the poor richer. From this, they
conclude that while the benefits may be greater for some than
others, current patterns of global trade are good for each and
every one of the world’s people. What they cannot conclude,
at the risk of committing the fallacy of composition, is that
what is good for each and every one of us, must be good for
all of us. The effects on a whole may be something entirely
other than the sum of effects on all its parts.

Like technologies, presently prevailing patterns of global trade

are not value neutral and cannot be accurately or adequately
assessed by measuring (even in statistical aggregates) their
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impact on individuals as such. Neither can their ill effect of
fostering developmental inequality be traced solely back to
unjust motives in how they are used. Rather, contemporary
patterns of trade can only be critically evaluated by seeing
how the constellation of values structuring global trade affect
how we relate, as individuals, as countries, and as members
of expanding global communities. At the center of this
constellation, I would argue, are the related values of control
and choice that structure the operation of markets.

Global trade presently apportions unequal benefits to the
already developed and advantaged and disproportionately
exports the costs of economic growth to those least able to
bear these costs. On one hand, this means that the present
system of trade fosters a growing “capacity gap” that results
in the vast majority of the world’s population being in a
relatively poorer and poorer position both to contribute to
others and to be contributed to by them. Although they may
be better off over time in absolute terms, in relative terms
they will always be worse off. On the other hand, by bearing
the cost burden—for example, in terms of environmental
degradation—of benefits they do not receive, it is practically
assured that their capability for responding to the challenges
of their own situation will prove increasingly inadequate. As it
is currently configured, global trade will never bring about
true poverty alleviation because poverty is its primary by-
product.

This admittedly iconoclastic claim is not in any way a claim
about the intentions of those who have initiated and
sustained the kinds of global trade we now experience in
everyday ways. Neither is it a claim—Ilike that central to
Marxist critiques of global capital—that rests upon an
assumed historical necessity or developmental teleology.
Rather, it is simply a claim about the history of how things
have come to be, as they have come to be. It is a claim about
how large-scale patterns of relationship are systematically
oriented toward the demise of productive diversity through
growing trade focused on increasing wealth through market
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domination and accelerating profit, making wuse of
technologies biased toward the strategic value of control to
promote market freedoms centered on choice. Like the efforts
of the hapless king in the Cakkavatti Sihanda Sutta who tries
to restore social order and prosperity through the increasing
exercise of control, the intentions of those promoting more
extensive global trade may be quite positive. But the values
embedded in their strategies for poverty alleviation—contrary
to their explicit intentions—are sending things spiraling
further and further away from their ostensive goal. In effect,
they are good for economic growth and marketization. But
they also make the elimination of poverty impossible.

These “ironic effects” of global trade are in large measure a
result of the corrosive effect of dense and extensive market
operations on small-scale production ecologies. From the late
19th century onward, the development of global capitalism
and competitive market-driven production has been marked
by a decisive shift from local-to-local exchanges to local-
global-local transfer currents. Whereas the rate and density of
local-to-local trade exchanges turned on naturally variable,
vernacular negotiations of needs and values, the velocity of
local-global-local transfer currents could be subjected to
relatively overt control through price manipulation. In effect,
production could be used to drive demand. This enabled
global capital to engineer an extremely rapid spread of
markets and the conversion of an unprecedented range of
goods and services into mass-produced and mass-consumed
commodities. The result has been the consolidation of a
globally coordinated economic system that is very well suited
to meeting individual needs and wants, benefiting some more
than others, but clearly benefiting all in easily quantifiable
ways.

A significant cost of this consolidation, however, has been the
rapid growth of global production monocultures that disrupt
and erode local ecologies of production and consumption—
those porously bounded domains within which interlocked
producers actively and sustainably contribute to one

50



another’s welfare. Locally, this means a loss of the range of
productive differences that allow members of a local
community to make a difference for one another. In Ivan
Illich’s terms, this brings about the “institutionalization of
entirely new classes of the poor,” or what in Buddhist terms
could be referred to as the systematic depletion of the
appreciative and contributory resources required for
sustained bodhisattva action.

It should be stressed that this was not an explicitly intended
effect of rapidly consolidating markets and production
regimes. Rather, the linking of rapid economic growth with
increasing poverty can be traced to values embedded in the
technologically triggered efficiencies that dissolved geographic
and related temporal constraints on the expansion of markets
and that also powerfully affected the content (and karma) of
those markets. Global trade ceased being limited to highly
durable goods, typically of high unit cost. Trade in luxuries—
for example, in silks, spices, and precious metals and
stones—continued to be important. But the overall scope of
global trade spread to include ever-greater kinds and
quantities of non-luxury and subsistence goods. The
economic logic is not particularly complicated. Expanding
markets require expanding consumer bases—an expansion
that can be driven only so far by falling prices associated with
efficiencies in production and transportation. Sustained
market growth is only possible if the range of goods traded
undergoes similar growth. Especially once markets have
become global, trade expansion can only be stably realized
through increasing trade density.

The growth imperative of heightened trade density has
resulted practically in the commodification of all subsistence
goods and services, effectively displacing local production
regimes and vernacular negotiations of value. Importantly, as
the range of goods transferred into a local economy nears the
point of natural saturation, meeting all extant needs, further
market growth depends on the creation of new needs and
desires, and new problems to be solved. This has been
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accomplished through aggressive advertising regimes that
systematically extend the spectrum of goods perceived as
necessary and/or desirable; through the increasingly detailed
problematizing of daily life; and through the emergence of
industries that commodify an increasingly broad array of
previously “non-economic” services. Simply put, the
continued increase of market density pivots on creating new
kinds and numbers of both problems and wants.

Recommending the expanded and dense markets that result
from intensive commodification and advertising are reliability,
standardized products and product compatibility,
convenience, and heightened possibilities for exercising
freedom of choice. The monetary medium of global transfers
of goods and services also guarantees that wage-earning
employment invariably is fostered by expanding markets. In
fact, the transition from barter to cash is crucial to
marketization processes. Markets are fueled by consumption
and consumption is facilitated by the use of cash and credit.
In advanced market economies, then, employment tends to be
high and relatively inclusive, at first available and then
necessary not only for adult men, but also for women and
previously marginalized minority populations.

Greater employment opportunities for all—especially women
and minorities—as well as greater access to the goods and
services offered by the market, can and have been celebrated
as signs of successful development and as key to poverty
alleviation. Futures that traditionally have been somewhat
narrow in prospect have been manifestly widened. Choices
have multiplied. And there is certainly no reasonable
argument against this in principle: the professional
opportunities now open to women and minorities, for example,
mark a real, significant, and entirely welcome enhancement of
their possibilities for social contribution.

But focusing on the positive effects on individual members of

communities or individual classes is, all the same, to
dangerously restrict our ability to evaluate how such changes
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affect qualities of relationship more broadly. It is to fail
questioning whether we are better or worse off if increasing
choice is taken as definitive—both necessary and sufficient—
for increasing freedom. Indeed, once the critical bias toward
individuals is abandoned, it manifestly follows that if the poor
are invariably worse off in relative terms as a result of the
historical pattern of economic development sketched above,
then they are in some significant degree also relationally
disadvantaged.

It is not just that “old growth” production ecologies are
replaced by more efficient systems. Their replacement
signifies a loss of overall local productive diversity: the
depletion of the personal and community resources required
for responding to changing circumstances and meaningfully
meeting local needs. People lose the distinctively different
positions from which they were able to contribute directly to
their own and others’ welfare—a loss of capacities for
innovation, for shared improvisation, for on-site learning, and
for appreciating (literally adding value to) their situation. The
globalization of both production and consumption values and
practices brings with it an erosion of the differences that
allow people to truly make a difference for one another. This
is not—as feared by some early advocates for resisting or
reversing globalization—because everyone is made “the same”
and differences are completely erased. Rather, it is because
the meaning of difference is radically altered as diversity is
systematically translated into mere variety. Differences
remain, but they no longer are relevant in the sense of
contributing to making a meaningful difference.

For many, this statement will seem overstated, if not simply
false. Although it is easy to idealize village life or pre-
industrial Arcadias, these are generally agreed to be just that:
idealizations and fictions that bear little resemblance to what
were often sordidly narrow ways of life. The Buddha’s own
description of his insight into interdependence as like coming
across a lost and forgotten city is interesting in its association
of urban life with vibrant appreciation of the interdependence
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among all beings. There is much to recommend contemporary
urban life in terms of creative opportunities and lifestyle
innovation, but also in terms of overall material security,
longevity, and the availability of specialized expertise.

Yet, as made clear in the chronicle of socio-political collapse
and urban decay that lies at the center of the Cakkavatti-
Sithanda Sutta, there is nothing essentially liberating about
urban environments. The fact that they promote
specialization and a proliferation of new types of relationships
does not mean that they necessarily promote increasing
capacities for relating freely or exercising the kind of creativity
that is both virtuosic and liberating. Following the analysis
forwarded in the Sakkapanha Sutta, like pleasure,
displeasure and equanimity, freedom can be conducive to
either wholesomely virtuosic eventualities or the opposite. At
least as understood in Buddhist terms, fully addressing the
suffering that arises with poverty requires distinguishing
between the disparate karma—the disparate patterns of
outcome and opportunity—that result from exercising
virtually unlimited freedoms of choice and from contributing
freely.

The kind of trade and development now dominant in the
world, and which underlie most poverty alleviation strategies,
are functionally dependent on institutionalizing and valorizing
consumption. Although workers engaged at any given point of
the production and marketing process can intellectually or in
abstract terms see their efforts as contributing meaningfully
to the welfare of those who consume market-delivered
commodities, the signal and culminating economic event and
the answer to poverty is simply increased consumption. Trade
finally signifies only a transfer of possession and the freedom
it affords is the freedom of choosing between market-delivered
alternatives. While such a freedom may well lead to a
decrease of eventualities that are experienced as akusala or
unwholesome, unskillful, and inexpert, it does not lead to the
increase of eventualities that exhibit increasingly wholesome
and skillful expressions of appreciative and contributory
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virtuosity.

This is not primarily a function of deficiencies on the part of
workers or consumers, but rather a dynamic necessity of
present-day markets, based on the karma they establish
through their embedded values. Because of the demands for
expanded and increasingly dense markets, global scale trade
compresses the utility of consumed goods or services to the
smallest unit measure possible. Through the advertised
inculcation of desire and through the constriction of the
popular imagination, conditions are realized such that
individual acts of consumption only fleetingly answer needs.
The classic example of this is, of course, the institution of
fashion (the history of which long predates the contemporary
market, but at vastly restricted scales). Fashion effectively
seeks to establish strict temporal, spatial, and cultural limits
on product usefulness. But the phenomenon is quite general,
and it is finally such compressions of utility that “open” the
space required for multiplying choices. As a consequence of
this, most goods, once acquired, are used very briefly, if at all.
Even goods used frequently are seldom used to the point of
being functionally worn out. Obsolescence—real or
perceived—is crucial to growing markets. Yet, as markets
become increasingly extensive and dense, consumers
necessarily begin functioning as producers of waste. Or, more
graphically stated, they begin to serve as organs of
elimination by means of which the (material and experiential)
residue of profit making is summarily disposed.

Poverty: The Most Egregious Economic Externality

This brings us to the crux of why growth driven economic
development ironically brings about greater poverty. The
imperative of growth driven economic development is to
maximally extend and deepen market operations. This is an
imperative to commodify as many existing types and patterns
of goods and services as possible, but also to create new
wants (both desires and perceived needs) and new kinds of
problems (open to market solution). Necessarily associated
with the ratcheting up of commodity consumption are rising
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income and employment levels and general progress in terms
of broad human development and security. Material poverty,
as measured by low income, lack of access to goods and
services, and restricted life and livelihood choices, is clearly
mitigated, even if populations at the lower end of the income
spectrum are—in relative terms—disproportionately
disadvantaged by rapid growth and development.

Also associated, however, with the maximization of market
extent and density is a minimizing of the gap between
consumption and waste. Starkly stated, the cost of being able
to choose among almost infinite arrays of goods and services
as a market-enabled consumer is the loss of meaningful
opportunities for appreciation or adding value. This
qualitatively affects a wide range of relationships. It means
the loss of sustained opportunities for caring-about and
caring-for one’s situation and those with whom it is shared. It
means the loss of opportunities for creative enhancement, or
for contribution in more general terms. It also means the loss
of opportunity for edifying conduct—for endeavors that add
value to oneself or that effectively put one in a more valuable
position.

If poverty is understood in Buddhist terms as a chronic
condition of contributory impasse rooted in the breakdown of
appreciative and contributory mutuality—an occlusion of
emptiness or mutual relevance in social, economic, and
political terms—then virtually alloying consumption and the
production of waste cannot help but generate poverty. It
cannot avoid systematically converting diversity into mere
variety and eroding our personal and communal capabilities
for making meaningful differences to and for one another.

The karmic implications of consumption-to-waste driven
production of poverty are most clearly and powerfully
illustrated in the dynamics of the attention economy that
began consolidating over the past quarter century in post-
industrial societies and that is now a global phenomenon. In
this still emerging economy, it is no longer material goods,
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services, or information/knowledge that are the most basic
resource commodities, but attention itself. Lasting goods and
services are no longer the focus of production, but rather the
production of inherently fleeting meanings. In such an
economy, “value-added” signifies nothing more or less than
attention captured. As attention is systematically exported
from local contexts (family and community, for example),
primarily through intensive mass media consumption, it is no
longer available for appreciating and contributing to one’s
immediate situation. It is, with respect to contributing to the
welfare of one’s family, neighborhood, or local community,
attention wasted.

In much the same way that the conversion of capital to
money allows its maximally fluid distribution, the attention
economy effectively converts awareness from a qualitatively
complex relationship to a minimally structured—that is,
minimally committed—energy source. As the attention
economy grows, personal and community capabilities for
sustained appreciative and contributory virtuosity diminish.
World Health Organization projections of an epidemic
increase of depression in developed and developing economies
(already rated as the most important factor of morbidity and
lowered life quality of women in the developed world) is a
particularly chilling commentary on the correlation of
prevailing development processes, their social ramifications,
and the erosion of meaning-making capability.

The consumption of mass media commodities lies at one end
of the spectrum of goods and services afforded by global
markets and growth-driven economic development, and
exhibits with particular force the ironic effects of market- and
growth-driven strategies for poverty alleviation. The range of
choices provided by the mass media for directly managing or
controlling the content of one’s experience, while not infinite,
is practically unlimited. In consequence, acts of mass media
consumption have an undeniably high probability of being
effective at literally alleviating the experience of (especially
material) poverty. Such acts manifestly and immediately
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make life more bearable. And, indeed, this is part of the
problem with such acts. They are literally immediate: they
absorb attention energy and with minimal opportunity for
building relational capacity, convert it to waste. They close
the space needed for sustained cultivation of virtuosity. By
exporting attention from the locally current contexts in which
it could be turned to the cultivation and consolidation of
appreciative and contributory resources, mass media
consumption establishes conditions that prohibit eliminating
poverty. As is the case with all patterns of consumption that
lead to the contraction of opportunities for adding value to
our immediate situation, media consumption institutionalizes
conditions under which bearing poverty will be unavoidable.

It should be noted that the effects of such patterns of
consumption—the karma that they establish—are much more
pronounced for the poor than for the rich. This is not only
because the poor are circumstantially disposed to pay greater
attention to cheap and readily available mass media
commodities as a way of managing their experience. For
example, the poor are much more likely to avail themselves of
fast food and to bear the health and aesthetic costs of doing
so. Being poor also means being positioned only to purchase
commodities of the sort that immediately decrease in value
the moment they are purchased.

This is most obviously true of fast food. Unlike a gourmet
meal that might be remembered for a lifetime, spur increased
culinary creativity, or open new imaginative vistas, fast food
is almost immediately and entirely converted to (low quality)
bodily energy and waste products. But the same is true of
groceries, clothing, household goods, appliances, and so on.
The instant these goods are purchased, they decrease in
value—a fact that anyone wishing to sell even a one-day old
automobile well understands. The rich, however, are able to
invest. That is, they are able to purchase goods (for example,
works of fine art and jewelry, stocks and bonds, and
businesses) and services (for example, elite wuniversity
educations or life-skills training) that have, at least, the
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potential to increase in value over time. The ability to invest is
one of the reasons that micro-loans work as well as they do.
Micro-loans allow the poor to cut sufficiently through the
contributory impasse in which they find themselves to realize
real gains in both absolute and relative terms. Whether this
investment is carried out wisely or unwisely will, of course,
determine the economic outcome. But in terms of
immediately broadening or deepening the capacities for
relating freely that are experienced by the poor, micro-loans
are remarkably effective. The experience of Hindu
untouchables that have followed the example of B. R.
Ambedkar in converting to Buddhism suggests that the
removal of conceptual limits to investing in one’s own
capacity for self-enhancement can be just as, or more,
effective in exiting the severest kinds of contributory blockage
as micro-loans.

But such approaches will, at best, serve to alleviate the
poverty of specific populations or members of populations.
Alone, they will not address the total structural conditions
that presently insure that while poverty may seem more
bearable in relative terms, it will be no less widespread or
karmically debilitating. Insofar as such approaches do not
address the social, economic, cultural, and political systems
that have institutionalized the conditions of poverty, they will
not be capable of truly eliminating poverty in the fullest sense.
The key to doing so is to take overall patterns and qualities of
relationships and the values inflecting them as the basis for
evaluating prospects, policies, and practices for poverty
elimination. Alleviation, while it may be better than nothing,
is by no means good enough.

Some Practical Implications

As evidenced in the cautionary tale embedded in the
Cakkavatti Sihanda Sutta and in the Sakkapanha Sutta,
whether a particular strategy or practice for relieving poverty
is finally constraining or liberating depends on whether it is
directed in alignment with ignorance (avidya), fixed habit
formations (samskara), and craving desires (tanha), or with
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wisdom (prajna), attentive mastery (samadhi), and moral
clarity (sila). Development, in the broadest, Buddhist sense,
should consist of movement toward realizing patterns of
relationship that serve to bring increased productive
diversity—that is, patterns of mutual contribution that
appreciate or add value to an irreducibly shared situation.
Development is then consonant with, and is deepened
through, cultivating wisdom, attentive mastery, and moral
clarity.

As stated earlier, such a view of development can be seen as
an implication of the traditional Buddhist valorization of
bodhisattvas (enlightening beings) and skilled relational
attunement (upaya). In Chan Buddhist terms, development
should bring about increased commitments and capacities for
“according with any situation, responding as needed” (Ch.:
sui-shih-ying-yung). This suggests seeing the path of
liberating trade and development as a particular
manifestation of the path of realizing the emptiness of all
things—that is, realizing the potential of all beings for mutual
relevance or meaningful difference. It is a path that can be
taken up anywhere and traveled without end. Truly liberating
trade and development promote opening ourselves to one
another in that utterly proximate way needed to truly make a
difference for one another. They mean committing to
extending/enhancing community rather than
expanding/deepening markets. They mean achieving high
contributory and productive diversity, not high commodity
variety and consumption density. Only in this way is it
possible for each and every one of us to realize that the very
place in which we find ourselves is a place of immeasurable
meanings and value. This is the ultimate meaning of fully
alleviating or eliminating poverty.

What, however, is the practical relevance of such an
extraordinarily ambitious goal? Is it possible to translate the
“ultimate meaning” of fully alleviating poverty into policies
that will concretely and appropriately transform existing
practices and institutions? That such a translation process
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should not prove impossible is given indirect warrant by
Nagarjuna’s assertion that while there is a crucial difference
between conventional truth (lokasamvritisatya) and ultimate
truth (paramarthasatya), it is only on the basis of everyday
practices (vyavahara) that ultimate meaning can be taught
(Mulamadhyamikakakarika, Ch. 24). That is, the ultimate
truth or meaning of poverty must be expressible in everyday
practices.

A useful general framework for carrying out such a
translation can be gleaned from the fourth chapter of the
Lotus Sutra. Here, there is recounted a story in which a
wealthy father skillfully draws his long wayward son back
into the family and a position to be able to claim his rightful
inheritance. The son has been so long absent and has fallen
into such poverty that he no longer recognizes his ancestral
home or his father. Homeless and indigent, he first thinks to
go begging at an estate that—unknown to him—is actually his
own inheritance. But on seeing his father and the work being
carried out on the premises, and fearing being drafted into
forced labor, he thinks it better to go to the village of the poor
and seek work and subsistence there.

Recognizing his son at a glance, but also his son’s lack of
readiness to return to his rightful place, the father initiates a
gradual process of drawing his son out of poverty and back
into the family. This process consists of bringing out his son’s
talents and innate virtues in the context of a scaled series of
work activities, with each new activity entailing both greater
responsibilities and greater opportunity for building up a
sense of valued placement as a contributing member of a
complex and thriving business and trade community.

It is an important point of the narrative that the son is poor
as a function of his own ignorance. His poverty is a result of
not understanding the true nature of his connection with his
father—hence his departure from the family as a youth—and
of being ignorant of any meaningful connection whatsoever
with his family and its estate. In less metaphorical terms,
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poverty arises through values-intentions-actions that occlude
awareness of the interdependence among all things and that
thus inflects interdependence in an akusala or unwholesome
manner. But the narrative also makes clear that poverty is
not just a result of the values-intentions-actions of the poor.
The father, too, has no idea of the whereabouts of his son
until he appears, as if by accident. The village of the poor in
which the son thinks to take refuge from forced labor for the
wealthy—a refuge that he sees as at least guaranteeing his
subsistence needs—is clearly a “world apart” from that of his
family and its businesses. The ignorance is mutual and the
karma for the occurrence of poverty is shared.

The shared karma between those who are poor and those who
are wealthy is not limited to the arising of poverty. It also
extends to the alleviation or elimination of poverty. The
turning point is when the son’s good karmic roots bring him
into view of his father who recognizes him instantly, seeing
beyond the conditions of poverty masking his son’s true
nature or relational capabilities. Poverty arises, takes root,
and persists only to the extent that its conditions are ignored
by those not yet poor. Poverty does not just happen. It is not
a simple function of purely natural conditions like a drought.
Poverty is a complexly afflicted quality of life that is always in
some degree inflicted. As the Lotus Sutra story stresses
through the trope of forgotten paternity and as was central to
the drama of the Cakkavatti-Sihanda Sutta, since the poor are
afflicted with poverty only because they are not properly
attended by those not yet poor, poverty is inevitably at once
ironic and tragic.

The solution to poverty given metaphorically in the Lotus
Sutra has two major dimensions: first, discontinuing
ignorance of the poor and making a place for them within the
overlapping and integrated contributory networks of the local
socio-economic and natural ecosystems; and secondly,
providing the poor with clear avenues for mounting
contributions to those ecosystems. An important element in
the Lotus Sutra narrative is that alleviating and eventually
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eliminating poverty involves drawing the poor into
increasingly responsible positions that allow them to make an
ever more significant difference for others, but also for
themselves.

There is much that is policy relevant in such an
understanding of the basic dynamics of poverty alleviation.
First, and very much in keeping with the karmic liabilities
that formed the ironic core of the depiction of social collapse
in the Cakkavatti-Sihanda Sutta, poverty alleviation cannot be
accomplished through one-time, one-way gifts or welfare state
supports. More positively framed, the provision of material or
financial welfare (in the form of simple handouts) does not
establish sufficient relational connections between the poor
and those who are not for the poor to truly benefit. By
themselves, material or financial means for exiting poverty are
not enough. Much more important, in actuality, is the
provision of concrete and well-defined contributory
opportunities for the poor.

As illustrated in the Lotus story, it is not that the poor are
unaware of the world that has set them apart. They can
approach that world—the world of full employment and
business and trade, for example. But they cannot imagine
how they would fit into such a world—not, at least, without
being even further disadvantaged. As poverty deepens, it
begins effecting an atrophy of imaginative capacity that
renders the poor less and less capable of seeing the
possibilities in a given situation. Poverty means being in a
poor position to appreciate present opportunities, to see how
a situation can be opened up for sustained flourishing.

It must be immediately stressed, however, that this
imaginative atrophy is not primarily rooted in any lack of
individual intelligence, creativity, and insightfulness among
the poor. It is function of relational constriction—the systemic
shrinking and closure of relational possibilities that is a
signal manifestation of the suffering associated with
deepening poverty. In the Cakkavatti-Sihanda Sutta, this is
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metaphorically represented in the rapidly decreasing lifetimes
and vitality that accompany poverty-triggered social collapse.
Increasing poverty brings with it decreasing relational scope,
shorter spans of sustained attention, and eventually severe
crises of commitment.

As is true for addressing the atrophy of physical abilities, the
counteractive to poverty-induced relational constriction and
imaginative atrophy is to steadily build up strength through a
clear and open pathway or trajectory of incremental capability
development. This need not mean a top-down, expertly
designed program for the “improvement” of the poor. Such
plans—Ilike those of the hapless king in the Cakkavatti-
Sithanda Sutta—can very easily backfire if the values
embedded in them are not consonant with the needs of those
who are intended to benefit from them. Indeed, if the problem
is an atrophy of relational imagination and creative capability,
it is quite clear that this cannot be “given” to the poor. The
task is to provide concrete and clear relational openings for
the poor to develop their appreciative and contributory
resources, while at the same time drawing them into
sustained attention training, building the basic resources
needed to develop and sustain appreciative and contributory
commitments.

A major implication of this is that there must be a clear
absence of structural limits, from the perspective of the poor,
for building and exercising appreciative and contributory
virtuosity. There must, in other words, not be any
institutionalized ceilings that cap the enhancement of both
commitments to and resources for offering. Insuring, for
example, that the poor have ready access to low wage jobs,
but nothing more, may alleviate the worst of material poverty
but will not bring about the ultimate elimination of poverty.
Providing education through secondary school is valued and
valuable to the extent that it leads to enhanced employment
opportunities—opportunities to offer new abilities and
knowledge. But if such employment opportunities are not
available and people are effectively forced to work in
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capacities that are not challenging, their imaginative capacity
will again atrophy and their poverty will become further
entrenched.

It is in connection with employment that the karmic liabilities
of understanding freedom in terms of choice come most
clearly into focus. Poverty alleviation initiatives that center on
job creation are strategically committed to providing
employment options and increasing individual and gross
national income levels. Such options and income increases
are measurable in purely quantitative terms, and this would
seem to imply that poverty alleviation is or can be measured
similarly. However, options are not the same as opportunities
and—especially as defined in Buddhist terms—poverty is not
essentially a function of low income. The sheer number of
available jobs—the vast majority of which may be low-wage
and unskilled—is not a measure of the qualitative possibilities
for relational enhancement that are indicative of robust
employment opportunity and the sustained enrichment of
appreciative and contributory resources on which the promise
of poverty elimination ultimately depends. Being free to
choose among (typically low-wage) job options is not the same
as being personally enabled and structurally empowered to
relate freely in the context of any given situation, as it has
come to be.

Poverty alleviation must, that is, be both driven by and
measured in qualitative, relational terms. Globally, perhaps
the clearest mandate for moving in this direction is given in
the Bhutanese development agenda of increasing gross
national happiness, not merely gross national product. This
agenda effectively insists that happiness, and not growth,
serve as the signal value of development. Although the
specific concept of happiness to which appeal is made will
clearly affect the karma associated with such a development
agenda, it nevertheless represents a decisive turn away from
the quantitative value of growth toward a value—and hence a
pattern of outcomes and opportunities—that is irreducibly
qualitative.
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Issues of Measurement

This raises, of course, serious questions about measurement.
How might a qualitatively oriented poverty alleviation
initiative be reliably and accurately evaluated? What
measures might be used to gauge even relative success and
failure? Here, it is perhaps sufficient to simply argue for the
possibility of measuring poverty alleviation in irreducibly
qualitative terms since the most virulent critics will insist that
any such measurements will unavoidably be subjective in
nature and thus inevitably open to objective contest.

As Thomas Kasulis has pointed out in the context of working
through the heuristic implications of distinguishing between
intimacy and integrity oriented cultural dispositions,
evaluations that are explicitly both qualitative and objective
are entirely familiar. They form the core of judging, for
example, gymnastic, musical, and artistic competitions.
Doing so requires intimate knowledge of the activity being
judged—a knowledge that is experientially and relationally
acquired and conditioned, and yet that is also profoundly
consensual. The same will inevitably be true of judging or
evaluating qualitatively driven poverty alleviation initiatives.
The most reliable, insightful, and objective judges will be
those who have mastered the relational capacities and
resources relevant to the qualities or values in question.

Given the dynamics of poverty generation and elimination—at
least as understood in the Buddhist terms that have been
suggested in this paper—it would seem that skill in offering
would be one well-defined relational nexus through which a
poverty alleviation initiative might be qualitatively and yet
objectively assessed. The skilled performance of offering, in
other words, can be reliably indexed in terms of appreciative
and contributory virtuosity.

This said, however, care must be taken to keep in mind the
implied caution given in the Sakkapanha Sutta: even such
valued qualities of relationship and experience as happiness
and equanimity can, under certain conditions, be conducive
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to unwholesome or akusala turns of events. An ironic and
tragic contemporary instance of this might be the use of a
Buddhist-inflected political rhetoric of offering by the military
junta in Myanmar to encourage participation in manifestly
unskillful attempts to establish national security and order.
Finally, policies are only as virtuosic as the values-intentions-
actions through which they are concretely embodied. The
ultimate direction and dynamics of poverty alleviation depend
crucially, then, on both the virtuosity and the virtue of those
framing and enacting policy—their wisdom, attentive mastery,
and moral clarity.

The ultimate antidote to poverty—the key to its skillful
alleviation and final elimination—is the “noble wealth” that
results from a clear and committed practice of benefiting and
resolving the suffering of all sentient beings. To some degree,
this will almost always entail “facing the world and going
crosswise’—Chan master Linji’s way of summarizing what his
great-grandfather in the Dharma, Mazu, referred to as the
practice of “benefiting what cannot be benefited, and doing
what cannot be done.” The conventional reality of our
situation, as it has come to be, is that poverty cannot be
globally eliminated. Ultimately, however, that is precisely
what we must do, moment by increasingly virtuosic moment.
The path of poverty alleviation may be endless, yet we must
vow to travel it all.



Television, Materialism and Culture: An Exploration of Imported
Media and its Implications for GNH

Dr Ross McDonald*

Introduction

I recently spent two weeks in Thimphu, hosted by the Centre
for Bhutan Studies. While there, among other explorations, I
sought out general views about television and its impacts on
Bhutanese life. Almost everyone I spoke to welcomed the
medium which was introduced in 1998. Cable television,
dominated by Indian and American programming, was
generally seen as a positive advance with the potential for
educating, entertaining and symbolically connecting Bhutan
to the modern world. I encountered few contrary opinions —
from government ministers to cable operators and from shop
owners to students, the view was the same. The few
dissenting exceptions, came in the main from foreigners
posted on temporary contracts within the country. For them,
the arrival of 45 channels of commercial television symbolised
the beginning of the end for Bhutan’s unique identity and
culture.

It was a curious division of opinion and as is the case in most
such divisions, both sides posses some truth. It is certainly
true, as the Bhutanese will testify, that television is an
absorbing and fascinating medium. It does connect the viewer
with worlds that were previously beyond their ken and it is
fantastically entertaining. But there is indeed another, less
visible side to television — a more complex aspect that can
only be untangled by appreciating the commercial intent that
hides behind the layer of apparently harmless entertainment.
When the function of global television is connected with the
ideology of globalising capitalism, it reveals itself to be a force
intent on distraction and cultural reformation. It is this
aspect that those long exposed to television and its effects,
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may seek to warn Bhutan of. The unease though, is often
only vaguely felt rather than clearly articulated and so is
often minimally helpful in empowering Bhutanese policy
makers to make wise decisions regarding television and its
management. The aim of this writing is to attempt a clearer
and more useful articulation of this trepidation.

This paper then explores the broad nature of commercialised
television and how it impacts individuals, communities and
cultures. Central to understanding these dynamics is an
appreciation of the critical role television plays in globalising
capitalism - that of consumer creation. The consumer is the
necessary ideal of capitalism - a type convinced that well-
being necessitates accumulating ever greater volumes of
goods. As a social entity however, the consumer has been
proven to be a highly dysfunctional type. Its basic psychology
revolves around a complex of dissatisfaction, social isolation
and immunity to larger ethical sensibilities. It is hardly a type
to encourage in any society aiming to forge a sustainable and
happy collective life.

A capitalist system aims to render the market and those who
control it, free from all forms of constraint. To maximise its
potential, capitalism must achieve the submission of any
ideological forms that act to impede its cultivation of
consumption. In this important sense, any cultural form
promoting material restraint is perceived to be a barrier to
“progress”. Liberation from such cultural confines requires
removing the mass from traditional referents and authorities
— a function that television achieves with remarkable finesse.

Thus, the recent arrival of commercial television in Bhutan
represents more than the introduction of a merely benign
technology. Global television brings with it a deeper process,
one that systematically cultivates social isolation and the
dissolution of all contrary cultural priorities. If Bhutan is to
judiciously negotiate a happy balance of tradition and
modernity, policy makers must become much more aware of
the dramatic cultural impacts this medium seeks.
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Part One - The Impacts of Television Viewing

Television and Cultural Distraction

The most obvious power of television in modern society
relates to its ability to capture and retain attention. In effect,
television removes the viewer’s consciousness from the
immediate social and physical environment - and often for
highly extended periods of time. When television is on, social
interaction is curtailed. Conversation becomes fractious and
partial, even superficial when it comes to cohere around
referents to what is being viewed. For whatever time viewers’
attention is captured by the small screen they forgo the verbal
interaction that allows for sharing, learning and building
collective perspective. As most with a television set will attest,
there is little in everyday conversation that can compete with
televisions hypnotic attraction. Doris Lessing the South
African novelist captures the socially disruptive power of
television in her autobiographical account of its arrival in her
household in 1950s London:

Before I left Denbigh Road I saw the end of an era, the death
of a culture: television arrived. Before, when the men came
back from work, the tea was already on the table, a fire was
roaring, the radio emitted words or music softly in a corner,
they washed and sat down at their places, with the woman,
the child, and whoever else could be inveigled downstairs.
Food began emerging from the oven, dish after dish, tea was
brewed, beer appeared, off went the jerseys or jackets, the
men sat in their short-sleeves, glistening with well-being. They
all talked, they sang, they told what had happened in their
day, they talked dirty — a ritual; they quarrelled, they shouted,
they kissed and made up and went to bed at twelve or one,
after six or so hours of energetic conviviality... And then from
one day to the next — but literally from one evening to the next
— came the end of the good times, for television had arrived
and sat like a toad in the corner of the kitchen. Soon the big
kitchen table had been pushed along the wall, chairs were
installed in a semi-circle and, on the chair arms, the
swivelling supper-trays. It was the end of an exuberant verbal
culture. (1985: P342)

The collapse of verbal culture is most apparent in those
70



nations most saturated by television, where its attractions
appear capable of pushing out even the most intimate of
social relationships. In the United States, the most televised
nation on earth, half of the population now report watching
television while eating dinner, and more than a third watch
while eating breakfast or lunch.. Indeed, in the United States,
people devote more time to watching television than they do
to talking with their spouses (four to six times more) and
playing with their children (an average of twenty minutes
each day compared with four hours of television viewing). In
Britain, a nation almost as media saturated, 46% of people
say that at the end of a working day all they want to do is
watch television. And increasingly, television viewing is being
done in isolation. In the United States studies suggest that
from one third to one half of all viewing is done alone and
American teenagers watch less than 5% in the company of
their parents. 32 % of British three year olds now have a
television in their own room (See Bunting, 2003, Putnam,
2000).

Television’s sensational ability to capture our attention has
reached the point that it is the number one leisure time
pursuit in much of developed world with people giving it
increased time with each passing year.

The absorption that television commands clearly involves a
withdrawal from intimate social connectedness but this
disruptiveness is not just limited to the home, it is clearly
visible in broader patterns of community vitality, or what has
become known in western parlance as ‘social capital’. Social
capital refers to the overall health of social connectedness —
feelings of common purpose, common identity and common
commitment. Healthy communities are characterised by high
levels of social capital and regular mutual contribution. It is
unfortunate then, that by all recent accounts, watching
television is deeply implicated in the literal collapse of positive
civic participation in almost all of its forms.

Foremost in a large body of work documenting these
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relationships is the authoritative work of Robert Putnam. In
‘Bowling Alone’, his encyclopaedic survey of “the collapse of
American community” in the latter half of the 20t century,
Putnam charts a dramatic decline in virtually every
measurable dimension of civic participation. From voting to
visiting friends, from having neighbours to dinner to joining
clubs and giving money to charity, Americans have, since the
arrival of television in the late 1950s, demonstrated a
dramatic withdrawal from collective participation in their
communities’ lives. In dozens of specific indices, the pattern
is the same — a steady increase in social capital during the
immediate post-war period until 1957, the point at which
television saturated the country. From this point on, all
measures of commitment begin to fall off markedly. In
explaining the source of this civic disengagement Putnam
writes

Considered in combination with a score of other factors that
predict social participation (including education, generation,
gender, religion, size of hometown, work obligations, marriage,
children, income, financial worries, religiosity, race,
geographic mobility, commuting time, home ownership and
more) dependence on television for entertainment is not only a
significant predictor of civic disengagement, it is the single
most consistent predictor that I have discovered. (2000: p.231
- original italics)

In fact Putnam goes further to conclude that from the
evidence

More television watching means less of virtually every form of
civic participation and social involvement. .. Other things
being equal, each additional hour of television viewing per day
means roughly a 10 percent reduction in most forms of civic
activism. (p.228).

Televisions power to force social withdrawal relates directly to
its attentional attractiveness. We literally become unwilling or
unable to ‘pull ourselves away’ from its captivating immediacy.
And indeed this is the whole purpose of commercial television
- to grab more and more attention. In seeking to do this, both
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programming and advertising become ever more sensational
and intrusive — and increasingly difficult to extract oneself
from. In fact attentional capture has been so perfected that
the American Psychiatric Association considers commercial
television viewing to be a formally addictive disorder - as the
behaviour tends to become habitual, compulsive, increasingly
ungratifying and difficult to break. Driven by commercial
imperatives, the cuts and edits and sound bites become
shorter and more sensational. Sex, surgery and violence
become more explicit. The lifestyles and special effects
become more fantastic and above all, the pace of change
constantly accelerates. Each advance is driven by the
competitive need to maintain audience attention from
moment to moment and hence to be able to sell audience
mindshare to business.

There are numerous implications that follow from this
tendency to take the person ‘out’ of an interconnected social
world, but one must be noted immediately. To the extent that
attending to television removes the individual from active
social interaction, it weakens their ability to contribute to on-
going lived culture in its traditional forms. Bhutanese culture
only has meaning to the extent that its unique
representations provide the dominant living discourse of daily
life. When individuals become lost to television, giving
attention to it in essential isolation, they fail to participate in,
and so sustain, the living culture around them. The danger is
that they might come not to care for its slow celebrations, nor
attend to the complex and subtle lessons that tradition has to
teach them. All around the globe people forego local dialects
for the international language of ‘cool’ and the young in
particular, are targeted by increasingly intrusive
representations idealising priorities wholly foreign to their
parents’ culture. David Korten explains the threat in the
following words:

(Corporate) techniques have an elegant simplicity. They centre
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on manipulating the cultural symbols in which our individual
identities and values are anchored. Before mass media, these
symbols were collective creations of people relating to one
another and expressing their inner feelings through artistic
media. They represented our collective sense of who we are.
The more time we spend immersed in the corporate-controlled
and packaged world of television, the less time we have for the
direct human exchanges through which cultural identity and
values were traditionally expressed, reinforced and updated.
Increasingly, those who control mass media control the core
culture. (1995: p.155)

The effects of commercial television should not be
underestimated and it is interesting to note in this context
that in surveying the collapse of community more deeply,
researchers have uncovered a telling dynamic. The decline in
civic participation that comes with televisions arrival reflects
an overwhelmingly inter-generational shift. Closer analysis of
the downward trends observable across the developed world
reveal that older generations (those who might be said to have
come to maturity before television permeated the collective
consciousness) have maintained very high levels of
community contribution. The overall trend to withdrawal
comes from those raised, at least in part, by commercial
television. These televised-to generations exhibit an ever-
greater reluctance to identify with, and commit to, active
community life.

In a very important sense then, televisions effects suggest
that in seeking to capture mindshare ever more effectively,
the medium tends towards an erosion of social and cultural
engagement — and that this effect extends beyond the simple
metric of time spent passively in front of the set. This lack of
engagement threatens to atrophy both culture and
community as these depend wutterly on continuous, self
regenerating participation by the majority. If social and
cultural needs are not attended to, they cannot be maintained.
The message embedded in numerous inter-generational
studies is that television has been a central player in a
dynamic that has seen the failure of a more community
oriented culture to transmit itself from one generation to the
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next.

Much of televisions potency in these realms comes from its
cultivated reliance on speed and sensation. Pre-television
cultures operate at a pace that is wholly different from that of
the flickering screen. Reflected in the light of televisions
excitements, traditional ways can come to seem comparatively
dull and constraining. For Bhutan, where the transmission of
cultural understanding entails cultivating a slow and subtle
appreciation of life, there is a distinct risk that all things
traditional will be deemed boring, out of date and irrelevant
by a new generation drawn into the contrary attractions of
speed, change and easy sensation.

Television and Enhanced Materialism

The impacts of television do not stop at mere distraction from
active cultural participation for while distracted, attention is
shifted to forging a wholly new set of cultural associations.
The public mindshare that television programmers capture is
not an end in itself but rather a means by which broadcast
organisations earn their commercial revenues. The majority of
these revenues come from selling audience attention to
businesses in order that they can attempt to mould and
shape new desires in the viewer. But in order to fully
understand this logic we must take a brief detour into the
broad history of capitalism as a hegemonic social
arrangement.

The historical expansion of capitalism has necessitated a
balance between maximising the means of producing
commodities and maximising the capacity to absorb that
production through greater consumption. Via a complex
interplay of human, physical and virtual technologies, the
capacity to expand production has proved to be immense,
meaning that now most segments of the global market are
saturated by over-production. In the last half-century the
central question for capitalism has become not how to
produce goods, but how to distinguish and dispose of them
once produced.
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The solution has come in the form of techniques of mass
persuasion, technologies forged to stimulate demand and
drive consumption - in short, commercial advertising. We
now occupy a world dominated by the symbols, brands and
suggestions of advertising. And as a competitive form, it
constantly seeks evermore sensational means of capturing
attention. As Todd Gitlin says of advertising

...the ironic challenge for television networks is how to “break
through the clutter”. But of course the clutter is not a force of
nature; it is an artefact of the frenzy of competition. The
clutter consists of nothing but the sum of all prior attempts to
break through the clutter. So the clutter of images and
manufactured sounds is the engine that drives ads into
hitherto virgin spaces. (2002: p.89).

Thus, advertising is constantly forced towards new and more
incisive formulations for convincing the broadest possible
number that greater consumption of ever more goods is
essential to well-being. In the global economy, billions of
dollars are spent annually on developing advertising
techniques, more than is collectively spent on global
education. Legions of highly trained psychologists build
careers in the fields of consumer persuasion, bringing rafts of
research to bear on the micro processes of manipulating
product appeal, image and loyalty.

What these researchers have come to appreciate in this
constant drive for persuasive perfection is that particular
traction is to be gained from forging positive associations
between products and our most basic human needs. The vast
majority in society want love, acceptance, respect and esteem
from others. They want romance, happiness, success and a
sense of positive purpose. And given the fundamental nature
of these felt needs - they are literally the lowest common
denominators of human motivation - people will give
inordinate attention to the means by which they might be
satisfied. Knowing this, television advertising around the
world has come to be suffused with carefully crafted
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suggestions that happiness, social acceptance, success and
respect are all necessarily associated with very high levels of
material consumption. In the parade of advertising, those
who have what we do not always appear happier, more
popular, and more successful that we are. Stimulating
feelings of comparative deprivation has become a dominant
strategy in expanding markets. Compared to the levels of
fulfilment displayed in advertising and in mainstream
programming, the life of the average viewer can only seem
bland and unfulfilled. And while television’s content works to
inculcate this basic feeling of distance from how things might
ideally be, it simultaneously offers up its ways for bridging
that gap — the consumption of endless material products. Of
this process Clive Hamilton, director of the Australian
Institute says

Modern consumer capitalism will flourish as long as what
people desire outpaces what they have. It is thus vital to the
reproduction of the system that individuals are constantly
made to feel dissatisfied with what they have. The irony of this
should not be missed; while economic growth is said to be the
process whereby peoples wants are satisfied so that they
become happier — and economics is defined as the study of
how scarce resources are best used to maximise welfare — in
reality economic growth can be sustained only as long as
people remain discontented. Economic growth does not create
happiness, unhappiness sustains economic growth. Thus,
discontent must be continually fomented if consumer
capitalism is to survive. This explains the indispensable role
of the advertising industry. 2003: (p.79).

Although each separate advertisement targets its appeals to a
distinct offering, the unrelenting message throughout them
all is that consumption and possession represent the only
true routes to lasting fulfilment. Of the materialism that
results psychologist Tim Kasser says.

...The minds of materialistic people become saturated with
shows and ads exhibiting levels of attractiveness and wealth
well above the norm, and thus beyond the level of attainment
of the average viewer...Put in terms of discrepancy theory, ads



create an image (being like the person in the ad who has the
product and a great life). Marketers and business people are
banking that advertisement-induced discrepancies will
convince us to buy the new improved detergent or take out a
lease on the new car, so that our discrepancies can be
reduced, and so their bank accounts can be enlarged. (2002:
p-54)

In Kasser’s extensive empirical work, the materialism that
television directly shapes, has been found to be a deeply
dysfunctional mode — one associated with depression, anxiety,
insecurity, physical illness, social isolation, a lack of empathy
and a general dissatisfaction with life. In summarising a life-
time of research on its nature he writes

Existing scientific research on the value of materialism yields
clear and consistent findings. People who are highly focused
on materialistic values have lower personal wellbeing and
psychological health than those who believe that materialistic
pursuits are relatively unimportant. These relationships have
been documented in samples of people ranging from the
wealthy to the poor, from teenagers to the elderly, and from
Australians to South Koreans... The studies document that
strong materialistic values are associated with a pervasive
undermining of people’s well-being, from low life-satisfaction
and happiness to depression and anxiety, to physical
problems such as headaches, and to personality disorders,
narcissism and anti-social behaviour. (2002: p.22)

That materialism is a singularly unprofitable route to
happiness is evident also in the considerable literature that
attests to consumptions inability to significantly boost
national happiness. The extensive researches of a
considerable numerous scholars points to the clear
conclusion - that beyond a very basic level of wealth (one
essentially enabling security and sustenance), increases in
consumption have no significant ability to increase happiness.
Rather progress towards this ultimate goal comes from
cultivating other satisfactions including friendship, self-
understanding and a sense of positive contribution - ones at
best unaffected by materialist fixations and at worst wholly
undermined by them. (see for example McDonald 2003,
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Diener and Seligman, 2004)

It is important to note the significant implications of this
misdirection of purpose, for as capitalism moves to securing
consumption on the basis of unconscious and false
associations between products and effective need satisfaction,
it moves beyond the pale of ethical legitimacy, even as defined
in its own narrowly curtailed terms.

Ideologically, the ethical defence of free market capitalism
rests upon claims of uncontaminated ‘consumer sovereignty’.
In this framework, the consumer is the ultimate authority as
they are uniquely qualified to make the most rational
decisions as to what their needs are and how they might best
be met. The ethical role of business then, is one of pure
service to society as it works to deliver ever more efficient
means for meeting genuine public needs. However, with the
introduction of associative advertising, business violates this
arrangement by actively cultivating the needs its aims to
satisfy. The famous economist J.K. Galbraith (1958) calls this
the Dependence Effect and notes

The direct link between production and wants is provided by
the institutions of advertising and salesmanship. . . These
cannot be reconciled with the notion of independently
determined desires for their central function is to create
desires — to bring into being wants that previously did not
exist. (in Hoffman and Moore, 1984: p. 441)

With this shift towards cultivating demands in order that
consumers serve the predominant profit interests of business,
capitalism loses much ethical authority. By falsely
insinuating materialism as the necessary means to satisfying
our deepest common needs, it creates an inefficient illusion
that is deeply damaging to the individuals true capacity for
happiness. Indeed to the extent that an unconscious and
excessive materialism prevails, it effectively blocks rather
than facilitates the effective satisfaction of our most essential
non-material needs.
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Television and Ethical Suspension

If commercial television is to fully activate consumerism it
must also distract consumers from the effects of that lifestyle
on the larger interconnected whole. Despite its claims that it
is an educational instrument, television is primarily used for
entertainment and distraction. Soap operas, movies, celebrity
trivia, sex, game shows, reality TV and sports typically
constitute the most popular television fare. Although it is true
that television contains many news channels and
documentaries these too have largely succumbed to the
pervasive imperative of retaining consumer attention. The
result is evident in the relative decline of integrative analysis
and the relentless rise of the shrinking sound bite. On the
whole, complex perspective is increasingly removed in
mainstream programming as disconnected sensationalism
comes to dominate the ‘news’. Graphic disasters, explosions,
particularly horrifying crimes, celebrity happenings and other
such easily digestible fare, amply satisfy the fleeting demand
for disposable information. Indeed, as global media ownership
becomes concentrated in the hands of fewer competitive
players - the Rupert Murdochs and Conrad Blacks of the
world - the line distinguishing propaganda from perspective
and fact from fiction, becomes increasingly difficult to discern.

It is fair to say then, that the larger and more complex issues
raised by capitalisms attempts to maximise consumption are
not suited to televisions mode. What perspective is made
available gets quickly washed away by the larger torrent of
which it is only a small part because, as David Korten points
out
Television has been wholly colonised by corporate interests.
The goal is not simply to sell products and strengthen the
consumer culture. It is also to create a political culture that
equates the corporate interest with the human interest in the
public mind. In the words of Paul Hawken, “Our minds are
being addressed by addictive media serving corporate
sponsors whose purpose is to rearrange reality so that viewers
forget the world around them. (1995 pp. 157-157)

In essence, television cannot afford to do more than give the
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most fleeting attention to the broad impacts of consumerism.
Consider the ecological situation for example. It is an
unfortunate but inescapable truth that we live on a planet
that is limited in its capacity to regenerate resources and
recycle waste. The modern growth-fixated economy fails
utterly to acknowledge these limits - for as soon as they are
admitted, the ethical legitimacy of endlessly expanding
consumer appetite evaporates. Looking at even a few of the
most prominent environmental indicators strongly suggests
that the global ecosystem is under severe stress as it tries to
cope with excessive industrial throughput. These trends are
however, rarely brought together and connected to
materialism. Thus, through televisions unreality we are
allowed to ignore the fact that our current levels of
consumption demand destroying the ecological integrity that
future generations depend upon.

The clear moral implications of behaving in this manner are
strategically avoided as capitalism continues to focus solely
upon expanding market capacity in the name of short-term
profit. What we see here is the basic failure of capitalism to
engage a sufficient ethical restraint. In fact we see more than
this, that this ethical suspension is critical to the capitalist
system - and particularly critical in the mind of the consumer.
For the consumer to consume maximally they must be freed
from any debilitating concerns including ethical ones. It does
not pay to connect poor coffee farmers to the price paid for
the luxury beverage in the consumer’s hand, nor global
warming to the ‘bigger and better’ four wheel drive. And it is
hardly constructive to connect images of battery farming with
a romantic dinner for two.

In discussing this tendency to distraction, Michael Billig
notes a basic complicity on the part of the consumer to deny
any ethical challenge to their own indulgence. This is most
effectively achieved by severing all connection to the
processes of production that brings goods to the consumer in
a competitive global economy.
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The very term consumer -capitalism exemplifies absent-
mindedness. If commodities are to be consumed as items of
pleasure and as confirmations of the identity of the consumer,
then the consumer must routinely not think about the labour
relations involved in the production of what they are
consuming. This means forgetting about the social relations
which lie behind the commodities...The economically
determined pursuit of pleasure demands a repression of the
ego in order to push out of consciousness those sociological
realities and an incipient sense of conscience which would
spoil the consuming party. (1999: p320-321)

Ethical dilemmas can only “spoil the consuming party” and so
they are willingly avoided. But it is not only in denying the
relationships to the environment or production that
capitalisms impacts are negated. Television is most notably
silent concerning its own role in undermining the consumer
sovereignty so necessary to capitalisms legitimacy.

In capitalist ideology, the market must always grow as this
maximises the potential for profits. Throughout its broad
history, but particularly in the past forty years, capitalism
has managed to engineer a radical social transformation in
much of world, as its advance has pushed aside traditional
restraints. In the process, the ethical ideals of cultural and
democratic governance have been forced to the sidelines. Now
mainly free of larger institutional control, global capitalism
recognises no restraint to its expansion and intensification.
Critically, given the resulting centrality of the consumer to
capitalisms purpose, it seeks to avoid confronting any deeply
incriminating associations. Television cultivates the ideal
state of ethical suspension necessary for global business to
continue its unsustainable throughput. The consumers it
cultivates become maximally greedy, wholly oblivious and
ultimately harmful to the collective interest. Furthermore,
they have become mindless of their own indignity. As Peter
Hershock so vividly puts it

As markets become increasingly extensive and dense,
consumers begin to function as producers of waste. Or, more
graphically stated, they begin to serve as organs of elimination

82



by means of which the residue of profit seeking — whether
material or experiential - is summarily disposed. (2003:
PP.47-48)

The many Bhutanese who point to the pleasures of television
and it’s brilliance in their lives are right to do so. But as the
above evidence suggests, there is a less obvious and more
worrisome process at work beneath the endlessly absorbing
surface of sleek entertainment. While it distracts, imported
television threatens to act as a severe corrosive in Bhutan,
dissolving lived culture and its priorities, to replace them with
a particularly profitless fixation on material accumulation.
The impact may not be apparent as yet, but it is the
undeniable end-point sought. Given this, it is a medium that
the Bhutanese should handle with considerable care.

Part Two - Television, Materialism and Gross National Happiness

It is well known that the Royal Kingdom has declared its
intention to seek a form of development that allows for a more
meaningful expansion of human capacity than mere
consumerism - and that its ultimate aim is to achieve high
levels of Gross National Happiness. GNH has come to be
contrasted with GNP or Gross National Product, the
conventional western measure of market scale. In clarifying
the difference, Bhutanese officials have reiterated an essential
insight - that economic growth is not a balanced goal in and
of itself, and that if pushed too far, this mode is destructive to
both the individual and the collective interest. Currently,
GNH is a loosely developed ideal, but it has been consistently
associated with basic Mahayana Buddhist principles of
material moderation and spiritual accomplishment. The
Second Noble Truth of Buddhism states that all suffering
comes from desire, and the subsequent Noble Truths explain
the means to diminishing appetite in order to achieve
happiness. To the extent that the ideals of GNH are
consistent with the ideals of Bhutanese Buddhism, it
represents a framework fundamentally opposed to the
ideology of globalising capitalism.
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But in order to clearly see the essential conflict, some further
elaborations on Buddhist sensibilities are in order, as is a
clearer exposition of the exact meaning of GNH. To begin with
the latter, it is evident that the concept has an immediate and
intuitive appeal. But despite the fact that numerous articles
on Bhutan’s plans to achieve GNH have appeared in serious
newspapers and magazines around the world, the concept
has advanced little beyond broad outline and uncritical
support. If Bhutan is to forge a truly unique middle way
between modernity and tradition, it must more consciously
articulate the principles inherent in its national policy of
facilitating Gross National Happiness.

Some useful articles have been written on these issues,
explaining most commonly that GNH ultimately rests on four
pillars — good governance, living culture, a sustainable
environment and a healthy economy. But how exactly these
factors might relate and inter-relate has not been specified.
This poses a problem for developing the conscious precision
necessary to effectively meet the shifting challenges
globalisation presents. Television provides a useful and
urgent case study in how a philosophy grounded in GNH
might be operationalised.

When considering GNH in broad terms, it is clear that the
priority of happiness is linked to a balanced conception of
material and non-material maturity - one uniquely Bhutanese
and explicitly Buddhist in form. In this sense happiness
becomes inseparably involved with a whole constellation of
other accomplishments. As Peter Hershock writes

84



In the Majhima Nikaya, for example, it is said that “with
mindfulness comes wisdom, with wisdom comes tireless
energy, with tireless energy comes joy, with joy comes a
tranquil body, with a tranquil body comes happiness, with
happiness comes attentive mastery, with attentive mastery
comes equanimity.” — as well as the other immeasurable
relational headings (brahmavihara or appamanna) of
compassion, appreciative joy and loving-kindness. (2003:
p-54)

Happiness then is an integral aspect of a much more
complete maturity. It is a worthy end state to seek,
particularly for others, but it exists only as a co-product of a
more pervasive transformation. Happiness is part and parcel
of being generous and respectful, as it is of being non-violent
and wise. To seek GNH then, is really to seek the fullest
possible development of the individual’s potentials for clarity,
wisdom and positive contribution. Inherent in this process is
the corollary need to undo the restraints or ‘poisons’ that
prevent maturity’s flowering. In classical Mahayana
Buddhism the most important hindrances are greed,
ignorance and harmfulness and Bhutan’s cultural heritage
revolves around practices designed to minimise the impacts of
these dysfunctional tendencies. Volumes of Buddhists texts
speak to the complex dangers of these three hindrances and
attest to the need to keep them under control. Those poisoned
by them, consumers in modern terms, are trapped in
immaturity and unhappiness and spread these ailments
among others. From a Buddhist perspective and thus from a
GNH perspective, cultivating excessive consumerism is wholly
inappropriate.

The issue of commercial television is not primarily one of
whether it insinuates materialist orientations, nor of whether
these are deleterious to the individual — the answer is clear on
both points. Rather the immediate issue is whether Bhutan
has the will to seriously engage with the realities of television
and prevent it from undoing the fabric of Bhutanese life. To
maintain cultural sovereignty is to maintain the pre-eminence
of ones own culture and the ethical insights that lie at its core.
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Where the core referents that inform indigenous purpose
come to be dominated by foreign criteria (like capital gain)
then a culture begins a slow and usually unremitting decline.

Commercial television then, should not be allowed to enter
the Bhutanese consciousness unchallenged on any terms but
its own because ideological systems always win by their own
referents. Television broadcasts its own justifications — that it
is wanted, informative and fun — and to argue against it in
these terms is difficult, if not churlish. Only when television is
challenged by more holistic terms does it reveal its weakness,
both as an ideology and as an ethical force. In order to
grapple with television or any other aspect of the global
economy, Bhutanese officials have to continue to see the
issue clearly in terms of their own cultural priorities. After all,
television draws mass numbers away from reflection and the
cultivation of interconnectedness. Attentiveness, the pre-
requisite for skilful advance is shattered by televisions
intrusiveness. And desire, that most foundational problem, is
enflamed and enraged by its manipulations. The deficiencies
are obvious when tested in Buddhist terms, but largely
invisible when viewed in televisions own terms.

If engaged culture is co-existent with maintaining indigenous
sovereignty, then what about the other pillars of GNH, what
for example is the role of good governance in the context of
television? It is logical to suggest that in general, good
governance in a Buddhist culture must involve acting to
empower and sustain the grounding necessary for clarity,
wisdom and positive contribution to flourish and inform
decision-making. This of course represents nothing new for
Bhutan as traditional governance has always involved a close
co-operation between monastic and civil authorities. In the
Bhutanese context, government must eventually rule on the
propriety of television in terms of its potential to help or
hinder an advance towards the sustainable maturity
necessary for GNH to prevail

When it comes to commercial television and advertising,
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Bhutan needs to keep in mind that globalising capitalism is a
highly combatative cultural form and that it inevitably seeks
cultural re-arrangement to achieve its global expansion. The
demands on government correspondingly require high
degrees of vigilance in order that the more invasive intrusions
be identified and contained. In the face of aggression,
protection becomes a necessary governing virtue. If the deep
and humane values of Bhutanese life are to be sustained,
then the strident call to abandon them in the name of a
grasping self-interest must be countered. Commercial
television aggressively seeks it mindshare, and seeks to draw
it away from the more functional reflections of Buddhism. The
most basic requirement of Buddhist ‘good governance’ in this
context would involve protecting the public consciousness
from any expansion in foreign televisions calculating
manipulations. If television is to play a positive role in any
context it must be governed effectively, and by criteria that
counter its constant movement towards complete attentional
capture. Within a framework of GNH this could be done in
any number of ways. Pressure to allow satellite broadcasting
to spread commercial television beyond the towns can be
resisted. Licences can be limited and advertising can be
controlled. There is no reason why these things or others
cannot be done if deemed pragmatic by reference to higher-
order outcomes.

With regard to the other components of GNH - the
environment and the economy, we can again see how the
engagement of cultural values and sensibilities are essential.
The economy and the environment have come to be linked in
an unfortunate opposition in recent times. This opposition
reflects the limited capacities of the biosphere to cope with
unsustainable levels of production and consumption. In a
limited natural system, economic growth comes at an
environmental cost, and environmental integrity comes at an
economic cost. From this essential trade-off, an inevitable
conclusion follows - that beyond a finite capacity for
expansion, further short-term material consumption can only
come at the cost of long-term sustainability. For a perspective
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that recognises interconnectedness and seeks the well-being
of all sentient beings, a restraint of material desire is
necessary if all are to thrive. To deny the need for moderation
in consumption, in the present context, is to deny
Buddhism’s legitimacy. It is exactly the end-point consumer
capitalism seeks.

In the final analysis then, we return to a basic point. Among
the four pillars that support GNH, economy is distinguished
by its singularly unrestrained nature and its corresponding
tendency to corrupt its companions. The state of the global
commons is illustrative of the miseries that occur if its
aggressiveness goes unchallenged. As economy expands it
devours ecological sustainability, corrupts responsible
governance and hollows out the core of all restraining culture.
If Bhutan is not to fall prey to the global imbalance, the
actively destructive force of material consumption must be
contained in order that the complimentary goods of ecological
health, social harmony and wise culture are allowed to make
their contributions to national happiness.

GNH is a dream that can only thrive to the extent that the
Buddhist culture that informs it continues itself to thrive.
Globalising capitalism uses television and its attention
grabbing power to shape attitudes detrimental to Buddhist
accomplishment. As such, it must be engaged with and
restrained. Television represents not a merely beguiling and
entrancing medium, but a major cultural intrusion. Simply
put, it represents a fundamental threat to the on-going
viability of Buddhist culture and all the higher attainments
(including GNH) it seeks to facilitate. In closing, it is
appropriate to remind ourselves of Neil Postman’s sober
warning with regard to the medium

When a population becomes distracted by trivia, when
cultural life is redefined as a perpetual round of
entertainments, when serious public conversation becomes a
form of baby-talk, when, in short, people become an audience,
then a nation finds itself at risk; culture-death is a real
possibility. (1985: p.161).
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Bhutanese Public Policy in the ‘Century of Interdependence’

Peter D. Hershock®

Summary

The 21st century promises to be the “century of
interdependence.” Yet, growing interdependence is no
guarantee or either greater equity of sustainable and just
development. In order to insure that increasing
interdependence leads to extending and deepening public
good, public policy must appropriately respond to and
coordinate the complex dynamics that characterize 21st
century social, economic, political, and cultural realities.

This position paper proposes forging a coordinative approach
to public policy that is systematically informed by Buddhist
conceptual resources and that is consonant with the Royal
Bhutanese Government’s commitments to sustainably
enhancing personal, communal, and national happiness.
Such an approach would alloy the differing strengths and
insights afforded by Bhutan’s various ministries and
knowledge communities under an analytically forceful, yet
unifying policy aim. In particular, it would orient public policy
toward building personal, communal, and national capacities
for contributing freely and skillfully in directing the process of
integration into global systems toward the consolidation of
public good.

The key indices of this coordinative approach to public policy
are poverty alleviation and enhanced diversity.

The preliminary implications of this coordinative approach to
public policy will be briefly examined with reference to a
single crucial policy domain: education.

* Coordinator, Summer and Outreach Programs, Asian Studies
Development Program, East-West Center, Hawaii

89



I. Imperatives for a New Approach to Public Policy

The 21st century is poised to be known as the “century of
interdependence.” The rate and scale of changes taking place
with present-day patterns of globalization are historically
unprecedented, bringing about systems of interdependence
that at once open and integrate societies worldwide. These
systems are increasingly not only complicated, but complex.

Complicated systems resist predictive analysis and overt
management because of the sheer quantity of variables
involved. Given time and resources, however, the behavior of
complicated systems can be (within accepted statistical
parameters) accurately predicted and managed. By contrast,
complex systems exhibit behaviors that in principle (and not
simply in practice) could not be unanticipated. Complex
systems do not simply aggregate the characteristics of
previously existing relational systems (or sub-systems). They
represent qualitatively distinct orders that are greater (or
other) than the summed characteristics of their component
parts. Complex systems generate novel behaviors by virtue of
their recursive structure, by means of which histories of the
situational outcomes of their own behaviors feed-forward into
shaping future behavior. Coherently responding to complex
systems and complex change thus involves commitment to
coordinated trajectories of innovation.

A major consequence of this complex process of opening and
integration has been a shrinking of possibilities for safely and
effectively externalizing the costs of growth and development.
Contrary to common fears, globalization has not resulted in
worldwide homogeneity. Instead, it has sharpened differences,
especially with respect to the desired outcomes, opportunity
domains and cost distributions of rapid change and
deepening interdependence. In spite of increasing
institutionally-mediated  cooperation, robust normative
consensus remains elusive and social, economic and political
conflict remains acute. Indeed, a global transition is now
underway from an era in which social, economic and political
troubles could effectively be treated as problems that can be
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solved independently, to an era in which independent
solutions have rapidly compounding, ironic consequences,
giving rise to predicaments that express competing and often
contrary goods and interests.

Problems can be solved within agreed upon horizons of
factual relevance, without challenging or contravening
existing norms and values. By contrast, predicaments force
confronting disparities in the meaning and limits of relevance
and can only be interactively resolved, through the
negotiation of shared goods, interests, and commitments.

Together, the emergence of complex social, economic and
political patterns of interdependence and the shift from
problems to predicaments pose the need to go beyond factual
cooperation to meaningful coordination in articulating,
realizing, and sustaining public good. Globally, public policy
has yet to systematically respond to and meet this need. In
large part, this can be seen as a legacy of the historical
dominance of rational choice theory and realism in modern
governance practices, and their impact on policy-making.

Rational choice sets limits to cooperation based on the
assumption of wultimately disparate interests held by
essentially independent agents. Competition is structurally
basic to rational choice theory. Realism asserts the ultimate
objectivity of the context for decision-making and the
subservience of values to power in effecting change.

Overtly peaceful and secure co-existence and co-operation are
clearly preferable to outright conflict. But based on the
assumption of essentially competing values and interests, co-
existence and cooperation at best result in the tolerance of
difference. Global realities now command going beyond mere
tolerance to the harmonization of differences through
patterns of diverse interdependence that promote self-
sustaining mutual contribution. This is possible only on the
basis of deep and fully coordinating consensus on the
meaning of shared welfare.
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Where change is relatively slow and interdependence
relatively weak, the failure of public policy to meet needs for
meaningful coordination may only result in negligible
compromises of public good. But where change is rapid and
emerging interdependence strong, resulting compromises of
public good can be both widely evident and severe.

In the U.S., for example, where the effects of globally opening
and integrating societies are arguably most mature, public
policy has demonstrated troubling impotence with respect to
stemming the erosion of public good. The U.S. Census
Bureau estimates that 20% of all American children and 13%
of the general population live in poverty, with 35% of the
population dropping below the poverty line at some point
during each year. Roughly 28% of all Americans have no
health insurance, while for minorities this can be as high as
45%. In China, where economic growth has been at record
levels since market liberalization, income disparity is now
also near a global high and environmental degradation
globally threatening. Worldwide, the World Health
Organization recently affirmed that depression is the single
most important factor in morbidity and early mortality for
women in the developed world (and is projected to be such for
all developing and developed societies by 2010). Insofar as
depression is most strongly correlated with an experienced
absence of opportunities and abilities to contribute to one’s
own welfare, this is a scathing indictment of the failure of
public policy to coordinate social, economic, political and
cultural dynamics in such a way as to insure meaningful lives
and livelihood for all.

In the absence of an overarching policy aim capable of
coordinating policy formation and implementation across
sectors and, ultimately, across societies, public policy will be
increasingly prone to generating ironic consequences and
deflecting growing interdependence from contributing to and
consolidating public good.
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II. Forging a Coordinative Policy Paradigm

The presuppositions that underlie dominant approaches to
public policy work against the attainment of meaningful
coordination in the form of robust social, economic, political,
and cultural diversity. It is now relatively common for
knowledge communities in various sectors of society to affirm
that the driving conditions for troubling developments within
a given sector often lie outside that sector. Nevertheless, there
is little effort to comprehensively coordinate policies across
sectors. Troubling developments within sectors are most
commonly treated as problems that can be factually
addressed and solved without reference to the dynamics,
norms, and patterns of interest proper to other sectors.
Solutions in one sector thus tend ironically to result in the
proliferation of problems in other sectors and, finally to
deepening predicaments with respect to both the means and
ends of continuing change.

Where this becomes apparent, it is most common for the
goods proper to one sector to be subordinated to those of
another. This may result in rationally cooperative policies, but
not in the robust coordination needed to resolve predicaments
of the depth and scale as those arising with 21st century
patterns of global interdependence.

A. Buddhism as Resource

Buddhism offers a promising body of resources for addressing
complex change and meeting the need for meaningfully
coordinated public policy. ! This is especially true in
predominantly Buddhist societies. But much as the concepts
and methods of Western science and democratic governance
have global relevance, the concepts and practices proper to
Buddhism can be seen as having widespread and particularly
timely salience in a world of increasingly complex, meaning-
sensitive interdependence.

The root practices of Buddhism aim at developing keen and
caring insight into the interdependence of all things for the
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purpose of enabling sentient beings to author liberation from
trouble and suffering (dukkha). Buddhist insight into the
nature of interdependence stresses how values-intentions-
actions (karma) shape and orient the patterns of outcomes
and opportunities that structure the dynamics of
interdependence. It is the engagement with interdependence
as both dynamic and dramatic (or value- and intention-laden)
that underlies the particular promise of Buddhism as a body
of resources for crafting coordinative public policy in light of
complex and predicament prone realities.

Recent developments in ecological systems theory and
complexity theory also promise much in the way of resources
suited to framing policy in an increasingly interdependent
world. These theories do not, however, provide a sufficiently
robust account of the role of values and intentions in shaping
situational dynamics, treating interdependence as an
essentially factual, rather than dramatic, phenomenon. To
the extent that complexity theory recognizes the possibility of
“downward causation” and hence the role of history and
values in shaping systemic change, it perhaps comes as close
as possible to Buddhist approaches to interdependence
within the purview of realist commitments to the ultimately
objective (rather than non-dual) nature of reality.

Contrary to purely factual approaches to understanding
interdependence, Buddhist insight into interdependence is
coeval with insight into the moral complexion of change. In
Buddhist terms, understanding implies responsibility. This
alliance of the real and the moral assumes particular force in
light of the Buddhist teaching that, for the purpose of
resolving trouble or suffering (dukkha), all things be seen as
impermanent. Seeing all things as impermanent is to see that
whether a situation can be changed is not ultimately in
question, but only in what direction change is occurring, in
accordance with what values-intentions-actions.

In traditional terms, interdependence is most often
represented as directed toward either samsara (the
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persistence, if not intensification, of dukkha) or nirvana (the
meaningful and liberating resolution of dukkha). Seeing all
things and situations as dynamically interdependent is also
to see them as mutually altering. It is to see that each thing
contributes to the meaning of all other things and that
revising the meaning of all things and all situations is thus
always possible. No situation is intractable. Given the further
insight that all things are empty (sunya) of any essential
essence, even the most troubling outcome is also an
opportunity for liberating engagement.

It is the function of Buddhist practice, most broadly
understood, to establish and systematically cultivate the
values-intentions-actions needed to realize wisdom (prajna),
attentive mastery (samadhi) and moral clarity (sila), for the
purpose of resolving trouble and suffering. In widely accepted
Buddhist terms, wisdom grows out of caring and skilled
insight into and engagement with interdependence. Attentive
mastery develops as sustained, focused, and yet flexible
attunement to situational dynamics. Moral clarity arises with
mature appreciation of the currents of value-intention-action
shaping a given situation and how to direct these currents
toward liberating interdependence.

Wisdom, attentive mastery and moral clarity are both means
and ends of Buddhist practice. They can also be seen key
dimensions for coordinating public policy and public good in
the context of complex change and strong interdependence.
This coordinative function can be illustrated in terms of
traditionally cited outcomes of sustained and well-directed
Buddhist practice. First, deepening practice is said to result
in both the rise of kusala dhamma or wholesome and
virtuosic eventualities and the demise of those that are
akusala or unwholesome and unskilled. Conduct that is
kusala is not just “good enough” or factually sufficient; it is
good to the point of excellence. Maturing practice means
skillful excellence in attending to things, as they have come to
be (yathabhutam), as opportunities for realizing liberating
patterns of relationship. Secondly, those faring well on the
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path of Buddhist practice are said to suffuse their situation
with compassion, loving-kindness, equanimity, and joy in the
good fortune of others—relational qualities that harmonize
and aptly direct situational dynamics away from conflicts of
interest and disparate perceptions of the good toward
immediately and profoundly shared welfare.

Importantly, the relational qualities fostered by Buddhist
practice are not represented as merely subjective or even
inter-subjective attainments. Ultimately, they are situational
transformations. This follows from the fact that dukkha arises
through particular patterns of conditions. The trouble and
suffering to be resolved by Buddhist practice are results of
blocked and/or errant patterns of relationship. Buddhist
practice finally means exercising skillful and transformative
insight into relational dynamics, appreciating and
contributing to all that comes to be, as it comes to be, in
order to change the way things are changing. Buddhist
practice involves the ongoing orientation of complex change.

Policy guided by rational choice and realism valorize freedoms
of choice and independence or autonomy. The benefits of this
in situations of acute inequity or injustice are undeniable.
But as stressed by the teachings of no-self (anatta), emptiness
(sunyata) and interdependence, valorizing autonomy is
eventually conducive to further and deepening dukkha. It
restricts caring insight into interdependence; works against
diversity or realizing robust, self-sustaining contributions to
shared welfare; and favors blindness with respect to the ironic
consequences of self-interested choice.

Policy formulated in keeping with the commitments of
Buddhist practice subordinates freedoms of choice to relating
freely, fostering patterns of relationship that culminate in
appreciative and contributory virtuosity directed toward
increasingly refined and meaningfully shared public good.
This means going beyond simply solving problems within
particular horizons of factual relevance. It means
systematically confronting and resolving predicaments as
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they arise, most fundamentally by activating the emptiness
(sunyata) of all things, their capacity for limitless mutual
relevance. Public policy shaped according to the dynamics of
Buddhist practice does not reject circumstances, as they have
come to be, but rather works with and through them to reveal
their ultimately opportune nature.

B. Alloying Buddhist Practice and Gross National Happiness in
Bhutanese Public Policy

The ultimate aim of policy formulated in keeping with
Buddhist practice is to enhance personal, local and national
capacities for relating freely and demonstrating virtuosity in
resolving trouble or suffering (dukkha), however they should
arise. But for this ultimate aim to be realized, it must have
real-world traction in all the activity domains of contemporary
life.

In Buddhism, ultimate truth (paramartha) is said to be
expressible only in terms of conventional realities (samuvritti).
Likewise, ultimate policy aims can only be realized by way of
conventional practices, even if these practices cannot by
themselves generate ultimate policy aims. For ultimate aims
to have real-world traction, they must be embodied in real-
world practices. Ultimate public good should not be seen,
then, as a transcendent ideal above and beyond concrete,
societal circumstances, but as expressed directly in these
circumstances as their core disposition or meaning.

Policy-making must work with existing and emerging
interdependencies as patterns of outcomes and opportunities
shaped by consistently sustained systems of values-
intentions-actions. Thus, policy making must be guided by
research that is attentive to the factual dynamics addressed
by the social sciences, but also by humanistic research that
is attentive to currents of meaning and alternative
interpretations of factual dynamics. In both cases, research
must be guided by the overall commitment to elicit resources
within the conventional situation for expressing ultimate
policy aims. This is only possible on the basis of a fully
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coordinative approach to the making of policy.

Significant progress in this direction has been made in
Bhutan through the inspired challenge posed by His Majesty,
King Jigme Singye Wangchuck, to orient development
activities toward increasing Gross National Happiness. By
stating that Gross National Happiness (GNH) will be more
important than Gross National Product (GNP), His Majesty
explicitly subordinated quantitative to qualitative criteria for
policy evaluation, and implicitly called for a fully coordinated
approach to policy formulation and implementation.

The 5th 5-Year Plan anticipated the need for coordinated
public policy by departing from the emphasis of prior 5-Year
Plans on sector divided objectives to emphasize cross-sectoral
aims. In addition, from this time forward, Bhutanese
planning has been more visionary in aspiration, stressing the
need for proactive policies in keeping with such broad values
as sustainability, consolidating and conserving cultural
identity, and decentralization. From the 6t 5-Year Plan
onward, GNH has served as an umbrella for identifying
emerging, proactive concerns and commitments related to
environmental and cultural conservation, good governance,
and equitable economic development.

To date, however, GNH has lacked the kind of traction needed
to drive development practices and to establish clear
trajectories for policy formation and innovation. Fully and
effectively operationalizing GNH has become an objective of
both ministries and knowledge communities and led, in 2004,
to the hosting of an international conference on that theme by
the Centre for Bhutan Studies.

At the same time, there have been limited, but promising
efforts to infuse policy formulation and institutional
development with Buddhist concepts and traditional
Bhutanese values. Perhaps the most fully articulated of these
efforts is that undertaken by the Judiciary. Efforts have been
made to use traditional Buddhist teachings and texts to
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inform not only the spatial practices of the courts (though the
incorporation of specifically Buddhist architectural and
iconographic elements), but also to ground jurisprudence
practices in Buddhist textual traditions. Recently, Buddhist
training (one year-long) for judicial professionals has been
undertaken and efforts are ongoing to establish the
compatibility of contemporary judicial institutions with
Buddhist traditions.

Thus far, however, Buddhist concepts and teachings have
mostly been marshaled only to mitigate the untoward effects
of modernization and to qualify externally-derived institutions.
They have not been systematically mobilized to critically
assess existing institutional paradigms. Nor have they been
used innovatively to articulate distinctively Buddhist and/or
Bhutanese institutional paradigms suited to contemporary
circumstances.

Truly Bhutanese paradigms for public policy and public good
can be developed by alloying the conceptual resources and
aims of Buddhist practice with the visionary development aim
of enhancing Gross National Happiness. Doing so would
enable all ministries and knowledge communities to
undertake systematic revisions of their own structures and
practices to activate an analytically forceful and coordinated
approach to realizing and sustaining public good. The crucial
first step in such an effort to skillfully alloy public policy and
public good is to develop a conception of happiness that is
sufficiently clear and resolute to enjoy decisive traction in the
complex world of contemporary realities.

Much debate has taken place regarding the nature,
measurability, and institutional implications of happiness. In
the absence of a highly resolved, consensual definition of
happiness, operationalizing GNH is unlikely to advance
beyond the ambit of inspirational rhetoric and cosmetic
adjustments to policy. A certain ambiguity in the nature and
meaning of happiness is to be appreciated in deference to the
multiplicity of perspectives within Bhutan. But the real world
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traction needed to resolve the complex predicaments
associated with rapidly opening and integrating societies
cannot be expected of a vague conception of happiness.

A clear working definition of happiness as a public good can
be derived from the traditional location of happiness (sukkha)
in the maturation process of Buddhist practice. In the early
Buddhist canon, the causes and conditions of the arising and
resolution of dukkha are described with unparalleled
thoroughness and clarity. Happiness (sukkha) appropriately
appears most often in descriptions of the process of
awakening or liberation. This process originates with
mindfulness, which brings wisdom, which brings tireless
energy, joy, a tranquil body, happiness, attentive mastery,
and equanimity, compassion, loving-kindness, and joy in the
good fortune of others.2 Happiness arises as a pivotal phase
in a process of increasingly refined and highly attuned
presence and relational enhancement. The ultimate meaning
of happiness is an environment suffused with relationships
focused on the realization of clear and abiding mutual welfare.

In terms of personal practice, happiness links bodily
tranquility or the absence of stress with attentive mastery or
the capacity for freely, flexibly, and yet concentratedly
attending to one’s situation, as it comes to be, the result of
which is transformative and liberating emotional maturity.
Happiness comes with mindfully expressing caring insight
into the interdependence of all things in zealously skillful
attentive action. Happiness is appreciation turning to
contribution.

Dukkha is ultimately a function of disrupted and disoriented
relationships that are personal and communal, but also
national and global in scope. Dukkha means relationships
that are devaluing, that resist meaningful participation, and
that thus erode diversity or the presence of self-sustaining
patterns of mutual contribution to shared welfare. To the
extent that the process of Buddhist practice resolves dukkha,
happiness or sukkha can seen as a pivotal occurrence in
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personally, locally, nationally, and globally opening and
revising the meaning of relationships to bring about resolutely
liberating and enriching interdependence. In terms useful for
public policy, then, happiness arises then as the alleviation of
poverty through enhanced diversity.

C. Poverty Alleviation and Diversity as Indices of Personal,
Communal and National Happiness

The Buddhist canon supports seeing poverty as the result of
akusala or unskilled and unwholesome patterns of attention
and relationship that bring about the proliferation of
blockages or impediments to relating freely.3 Poverty marks
an erosion of the attentive and environmental resources
needed, in any given situation, to orient that situation toward
the resolution of trouble or suffering. Contrary to widely
prevalent understandings, poverty does not primarily consist
in the presence of lacks or wants. Rather, poverty marks the
closure of contributory possibilities.

In circumstances or societies where material needs are poorly
met, material lack and want can assume tragic prominence.
But, simple lack and need alone are insufficient conditions for
poverty. Poverty arises when the poor are unable to do
anything effective to meet their material needs. Material
conditions like drought or global economic downturns can
contribute to this inability. But much more crucial is the
ignorance—or severely restricted appreciation—of the poor by
those not yet poor. This ignorance effectively denies the value
(or potential for offering) of the poor and blocks their ability to
contribute as needed to their own and others’ welfare. In
societies where material needs are comfortably met, and
where at least modest contributions to factual welfare are
open to all, trouble and suffering more commonly pivot on
inabilities to contribute in ways experienced as truly
meaningful. Here, poverty takes the generic form of
depression. In all societies, however, poverty means forcible
isolation from the possibility of offering or contribution.

Poverty alleviation means realizing and sustaining patterns of
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interdependence that enhance the capacity of individuals,
communities, and nations for relating freely in contributing to
one another’s welfare. This means taking seriously the
relational locus of poverty, resisting the temptation to identify
poverty with the poor, and seeing it instead as a breakdown of
full and liberating mutuality. Poverty alleviation necessarily
entails systemic change driven by clear and resolute insight
into the values and intentions that have been shaping and
directing interdependence toward a troubling erosion of
mutual and equitable contributions to shared welfare. Ending
poverty means realizing heightened diversity.

Diversity is often misused as a synonym for variety or
multiplicity. In ecological terms, diversity measures the
resilience of a self-sustaining ecosystem and is tied directly to
the extent and depth of interdependencies by means of which
individual species convert situational resources in ways that
contribute to one another’s welfare. Indeed, individual species
are or come to be as a complex function of what they mean to
one another. These meaningful interdependencies are the
basis of which ecosystems arise and are able to respond to
stress. Ecological diversity is not a function of numbers of
fundamentally competing species, but of the density and
depth of contributory relationships.

A Buddhist conception of diversity can be derived from the
concept of emptiness (sunyata). Given that all things have no
essential nature, arising in complex interdependence and
interpenetration, each thing can be seen as a nexus of
contributions from and to all other things. Diversity arises
with self-sustaining systems of relationships through which
each thing appreciates or draws out the value of their
situation as a whole, for the benefit of all others. Each thing
ultimately is what it means for all other things. Insofar as all
things are empty (sunya), they are all ultimately the same.
But they are the same precisely because of how each uniquely
expresses the contributory force of all others. Thus, diversity
in this Buddhist sense implies equity, but not strict equality.
Heightened diversity means heightened equity in the maximal
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appreciation of situational resources, relating freely in
mutually beneficial contribution to shared welfare.

Poverty alleviation and heightened diversity can be seen as
key indices of increasing personal, communal and national
happiness. Together, they index the tranquility of the “body
politic” and the opening of new and meaningful possibilities
for relating freely in the focused and flexibly attentive
realization of truly common goods.

III. Coordinating Happiness and Public Policy: Some
Concrete Issues

If indexed by poverty alleviation and diversity, and interpreted
in broadly Buddhist terms, happiness can effectively
coordinate policy-making across all sectors of society. This
coordination means, first of all, arriving at definitions of each
policy domain that are consonant with both Buddhist
teachings and contemporary realities. This would require
innovative interpretations of Buddhist texts and concepts, as
well as detailed understanding of grassroots realities and
trends, and would reflect both social scientific and
humanistic research undertaken by individual ministries and
knowledge communities.

This research would be informed by a succinct, but rich
working definition of happiness as a quality of enriching
relational development. The discussion of Buddhist happiness
presented in this paper can be seen as a synopsis of such a
working definition. Included in this working definition would
be concise definitions of poverty alleviation and diversity: the
key indices of personal, communal and national happiness.
The working definition would constrain the process of policy
domain definition, but in ways that should bring about a
convergence of concerns and creativity among the agencies
involved.

Representatives of drafting agencies would meet in committee
to jointly clarify the definitions of each policy domain and
would use these clarified definitions to further inform the
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working definition of happiness as an ecological whole
synthesizing the domain definitions. The imperative of this
recursive process would be to insure that the pivotal values-
intentions-actions shaping each of the policy domains are
brought into mutually beneficial relationship. This will insure
the diversity of the working concept of happiness,
contributing substantially to its real-world traction and
resilience under conditions of accelerating opening and
integration of Bhutanese society into global patterns of
interdependence.

It is imperative that these policy domain definitions be drafted
in light of both national and global dynamics. That is, they
must be sensitive to global trends affecting the interplay of
different activity domains. In Buddhist terms, they should
include incisive, deeply historical analyses of the karma
(values-intentions-actions) that have been and continue to
drive global practices associated with each policy domain. In
some cases, emerging contemporary realities may recommend
a shift of previously existing institutional boundaries and
associated policy domains.

This working concept of happiness would differ in several
specific ways from “gross national happiness.” GNH is often
described as resting on four pillars: the promotion of
environmental conservation, cultural preservation, equitable
economic development, and good governance. The broad and
encompassing nature of these four developmental domains
has the merit of including virtually all development activities
under the rubric of GNH. Nevertheless, they map only
imprecisely onto existing institutional structures for making
and implementing public policy. More importantly, GNH
seemingly rests on an insulating “glass ceiling” supported by
these four development pillars. GNH is thus often seen as
corollary result of development activity, but not as an
analytically forceful driver of that activity.

By deriving a robust working concept of happiness through
the coordinated input of all relevant policy-making agencies,
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GNH will gain functional specificity and complexity. At the
same time, the recursive nature of this process insures that
the structure and meaning of these agencies will both be
informed by and inform the working concept of happiness.
Additionally, this working concept would emphasize the
complex relational nature of happiness. As indexed by poverty
alleviation and diversity, happiness necessarily links all levels
of relationship from the personal, communal, regional, and
national to the global. This makes explicit the Buddhist
realization that truly liberating happiness is never merely
‘mine’ or ‘yours,’ but irreducibly ‘ours.’

GNH is a rhetorically powerful idea that contrasts powerfully
from the more common development measure of GNP. But by
implicitly focusing on the national level, the term raises
immediate questions of categorical relevance and
measurement. Given that happiness consists of a quality and
direction of relationship, the concept of nation involved in
GNH should also be glossed in fully relational terms as a
responsive interface merging local with regional and global
patterns of relationship. In this sense, the nation is empty
(sunya) of any essence and consists of characteristic ways of
relating the local and the global. This character-driven
operational definition of nation is consistent with GNH
emphases on religious and cultural identity, as well as the
continued eminence of monarchial leadership. But by
positioning the nation as a negotiator of smoothly and
properly oriented patterns of interdependence among the local
and the global, the nation is also represented as the leading
edge of growing or intrinsically developing Bhutanese identity.

A. Toward a Coordinative Bhutanese Education Paradigm

Education recommends itself as an exemplary policy domain
for illustrating the initial phases of crafting public policy in
terms consonant with a coordinative conception of happiness.

Presently, education in Bhutan is carried out in three distinct
settings, composing a cooperative approach reaching
equivalently distinct parts of Bhutanese society: monastic
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education; modern education; and, Dzongkha medium
education. These educational streams are intended to serve
different populations in Bhutan, and have comparatively
independent aims. Together, they aim to insure the
development of competencies needed in a society opening to
and integrating with global dynamics.

The monastic stream is the traditional form of education in
Bhutan and has the well-defined aim of preserving Bhutan’s
rich religious traditions. Modern education, originally
formulated on European and post-colonial Indian models, is
essentially structured according to a now globally standard,
competency-oriented education paradigm. Its original intent
was to foster Bhutanese self-reliance in terms of technical
and professional expertise. Dzongkha medium education
developed as an alternative to the modern stream as a way of
reaching populations whose needs were not well-served by
modern or monastic education models, and for the purpose of
preserving Bhutanese cultural traditions. Recently,
boundaries between these educational streams have become
somewhat porous, with religious and cultural elements being
infused into the modern stream and with the monk body
undertaking limited social-educational outreach (related, for
example to HIV/AIDS awareness). Nevertheless, as attested
by the perceived, continued need for the innovative and
insightful capstone program for Graduates Orientation, there
is a clear lack of confidence that the mainstream modern
education programs adequately prepare students to
participate in and guide Bhutan’s further opening and
integration into the global community.

Although the last decade has seen a policy shift toward
“wholesome education” attentive to the needs of students as
whole persons, education in Bhutan remains practically
wedded to a globally dominant educational paradigm focused
on inculcating standardized competencies in all graduating
students. While the call for educating whole persons
evidences recognition of the shortfalls of this paradigm, it
does not go beyond asserting the need to balance mental,
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emotional and physical education. The relationship among
“wholesome education,” the three distinct formal streams of
education in Bhutan, and happiness as an overall
development aim is at best vague. To date, happiness has had
little, analytically forceful traction in driving or directing
educational change.

The following brief comments on education are offered as an
illustration of how each policy domain might undertake a
revision of its own structures and practices in accordance
with a coordinative policy aim of happiness, as outlined
above.4

The globally dominant educational paradigm can be
characterized as orienting education toward engendering
individual and collective competencies that embody highly
context-dependent abilities to take part in reproducing (and
incrementally extending) contemporary norms and practices.
This paradigm is increasingly misaligned with contemporary
realities, as outlined earlier in this position paper. These
realities practically command a shift toward educational
practices suited to engendering virtuosity in improvising
context-revising, anticipatory norms and practices. Such a
paradigm would not center on preserving or modestly
reforming abilities to fit into current and anticipated social,
economic, political and cultural conditions, but rather on
cultivating the complex sensibilities and skills need to
virtuosically accommodate and direct conditions that could
not have been anticipated.

Educational systems aimed at fostering the acquisition of
presently relevant skills and knowledge are suitable only in
the context of relatively slow and predictable change. They are
ill-suited for responding to the imperatives and opportunities
of rapid change and global diversity. In effect, competency-
biased education contributes to significant friction between
available attentive and responsive resources and changing
realities and needs, and can introduce considerable drag in
the overall pattern of societal development.
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The complex and accelerating change characteristic of 21st
century patterns of interdependence suggest the merits of a
shift away from a focus on objective knowledge and
competencies to an educational paradigm focused on
relational maturity and exemplary skills in shared meaning-
making. Buddhist education, in its broadest terms, offers a
coherent model for undertaking such a paradigm shift.

The central aim of Buddhist education or training is the
expression of relational virtuosity in resolving trouble or
suffering (dukkha). Because dukkha announces relational
disruption or discord, and because values-intentions-actions
(karma) play a pivotal role in shaping relationships, the
liberating virtuosity aimed at in Buddhist education implies
consummate skill in negotiating and revising the meaning of
a given situation, for the purpose of enabling all participants
to contribute freely to the realization of truly shared welfare.
This skill, because of the changing nature of all situations,
necessarily implies fully realized excellence in improvisation.
In sum, Buddhist education is not primarily or substantially
preparation for problem-solving, but rather training in
liberating predicament-resolution.

Virtuosity serves to bridge the traditional (and in the
dominant model of education, firmly segregated) categories of
knowledge and wisdom. Virtuosity is an expression of
situationally specific contributory genius—an utterly fluid
and skillfully productive power of live engagement. But more
than that, virtuosity connotes a stunningly graceful capacity
for dramatic immediacy and innovation. Virtuosity is relating
freely within situation-specific limitations to bring about a
coordinated appreciation of all that is present. In Buddhist
terms, virtuosity is emptiness expressed as liberative action.

The means and ends of Buddhist training or education, in the
very broadest sense, have been wisdom, attentive mastery
and moral clarity. As educational aims, caring and effective
insight into interdependence, focused and yet flexible
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awareness, and clarity of response in dramatically or morally
complex situations force a reconfiguration of curricula that
takes relationships as primary. This marks a significant shift
away from curricula focused on building individual cognitive,
emotional and physical competencies. The “whole person”
educated in competency-focused curricula is a person in
substantial isolation from others and the demands of complex
realities. Indeed, in keeping with the Buddhist teaching of no-
self—that is, the irreducible relationality of persons—the
identification of independent cognitive, emotional, and
physical abilities must be seen as ontologically prejudiced
and counterproductive. Curricula focused on relational
virtuosity will, at the very least, center on coordinating
activities that bring students together in the shared
realization of complex ends. They would also introduce
students to the full range of activity domains comprised in
and informing Bhutanese society. These would run the gamut
from parenting activities through home-making, trade work,
technical and professional activity, and both secular and
sacred leadership. Stress would be placed on revealing
interdependencies and hands-on experience.

According to such a paradigm, educational progress will not
be measured or determined strictly or even primarily in terms
of what is known, but in terms of how students are present—
bodily, mentally, emotionally, and spiritually. The more highly
educated persons and communities become, the more readily,
relevantly, and responsibly they will be able and inclined to
demonstrate truly appreciative and contributory virtuosity.
Education can be measured, then, in terms of personally and
communally achieved and sustained happiness in the
relational terms outlined above.

The particulars of effecting such a shift of educational
paradigms must vary from locale to locale. Moreover, such a
shift is not a one-time event, but rather the initiation of
commitment to a particular trajectory of ongoing and ever-
expanding innovations. In the case of Bhutan, a central
concern will be to break with the educational aim of
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“preserving” Bhutanese culture in segregated curricula.
Preservation is equivalent to sterilization and forestalls
further growth and evolution. Education focused on virtuosity
is simultaneously committed to cultivating creativity and
responsibility. Education in Bhutan should further the
growth of cultural and religious traditions in complex
interplay with contemporary realities. This means conserving
tradition, but also improvising through tradition to respond to
contemporary needs and to continuously revise what is meant
by shared welfare and public good.

Education practices aimed at cultivating appreciative and
contributory virtuosity need not eschew science any more
than they need be in tension with the conservation of cultural
and religion traditions. But such practices would radically
reframe priorities within curricula to reflect a commitment to
promoting mindful and energetic attunement to relationships
and interdependencies in such a way that student (as well as
teacher, parent, and social) stress is reduced. Only on the
basis of tranquil students and student bodies will they be
able to go beyond cooperation in a spirit of competition to
true coordination in concentrated attention to the possibilities
for infusing all Bhutanese environments with equanimity,
compassion, loving-kindness and joy in the good fortune of
others.

Education practiced along these lines will change the way all
social, economic, political, cultural, and spiritual activity is
undertaken and understood. As such, it would play a crucial
part in driving all development activities toward engendering
greater happiness in all the complex interdependencies
linking the personal, the communal, the national and the
global.

1 It should be noted that this position paper attempts to present
Buddhist practice and concepts in a generally useful manner, with
minimal appeal to particular Buddhist traditions. This “generic”
formulation of Buddhism recommends itself in the present context
due to the finally global ambit of policy coordination. Apologies are,
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nevertheless, extended in advance for any loss of interpretative
precision and depth pursuant to this presentation of Buddhism in
general terms.

2 For an illustrative passage, see Majjhima Nikaya 118.29ff.

3 See, for example, the Cakkavatti-Sihanda, Ina, and Sakkapanha
Suttas.

4 A more substantial paper discussing the revision of educational
practices based on Buddhist insights into contemporary realities is
available from the author on request. Similar treatments are
available on health and environmental policy.



Indo-Bhutan Relations Recent Trends*

Tashi Choden*

Introduction

The Kingdom of Bhutan is often described as being physically
small with limited economic scope and military might. In spite
of these limitations, Bhutan has earned the reputation of
being a peaceful country where the development of threats
from militancy, terrorism, and economic disparity within itself
has virtually been absent. In this sense, Bhutan has thus far
been more fortunate than many of its neighbours in the
South Asian region.

This has been in part owing to its self-isolationist policy up
until the second half of the 20t century, and the preservation
and promotion of a strong sense of identity that has ensured
social cohesion and unity. Having never been colonized, nor
feeling any direct impact of two world wars and the cold war,
Bhutan has been spared the conflicts and turmoil such as
that of the legacy of hatred and mistrust generated by the
partition of British India into present-day India and Pakistan.

Nevertheless, Bhutanese have historically been sensitive to
issues of security with frequent disturbance occurring from
internal warring factions prior to unification and
establishment of the monarchy in 1907. External threat was
present during the 17t and 18t centuries with several failed
attempts at invasion from the Tibetans; 19t century Bhutan
saw the loss of the Assam and Bengal Duars to British India.!
As such, preserving its sovereign independence and territorial
integrity has always been a matter of great importance for
Bhutan.

This paper was presented in the Regional Conference on
“Comprehensive Security in South Asia,” Institute of Foreign Affairs,
Kathmandu, Nepal
“ Researcher, The Centre for Bhutan Studies, Thimphu
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By the early half of the 20t century, developments in the
Himalayan region prompted Bhutan to re-evaluate the
usefulness of its isolationist policy. Within this context,
Bhutan began to develop political orientation towards its
southern neighbour - nurturing a close relationship with
India was one way of enhancing its own territorial security
while at the same time enhancing the prospects for
socioeconomic development. As for India with its contentious
state of relations with China, Bhutan’s strategic location
between the two ensured the service of a buffer state that
could enhance its own security.

The initiation of Indo-Bhutan friendship as it stands today, is
credited to the efforts of Indian Prime Minister Pandit
Jawahalal Nehru and His Majesty Jigme Dorji Wangchuck,
the third King of Bhutan. Their meeting in the 1950s sparked
the dialogue for development cooperation. Looking back over
the decades since then, and under the continued guidance of
the present king His Majesty Jigme Singye Wangchuck,
Indian assistance has greatly expanded in every field of
Bhutan’s development and socioeconomic growth. To this day,
India continues to provide the largest and most diverse
assistance to Bhutan among all other donors. Often cited as a
“shining” example of friendship and cooperation between a
large country and a small neighbour, relations between the
two continue to grow at all levels.

I. A Background on Indo-Bhutan Relations

Recorded historic relations between Bhutan and India date
back to 747 A.D., when the great Indian saint
Padmasambhava introduced Buddhism in Bhutan, which has
since then permeated all aspects of Bhutanese life. Aside from
such shared cultural and religious heritage, other areas of
interaction developed during the British rule in India, which
include several Anglo-Bhutanese skirmishes and battles that
were consequently followed by treaties and agreements. It was
within this period of interaction with the British that trade
between Bhutanese and Indians was also recorded to have
taken place for the first time (1873).
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China’s invasion of Tibet (1910-12) and subsequent claims
made on Bhutan resulted in the signing of the Treaty of
Punakha in 1910 with British India. Although this treaty
served to expel any claims that China might have tried to
make, it did not define Bhutan’s status technically or legally;
for the Bhutanese, this was a source of uncertainty over its
relations with India at the time that the British rule was
nearing an end. After India’s independence in 1947,
‘standstill agreements’ with Sikkim, Nepal and Tibet were
signed to continue existing relations until new agreements
were made; for Bhutan, its status became clearer following
Nehru’s invitation for a Bhutanese delegation to participate in
the Asian Relations Conference in 1947. Following this, the
negotiation for a fresh Indo-Bhutan Treaty started in the
summer of 1949.

The basis for bilateral relations between India and Bhutan is
formed by the Indo-Bhutan Treaty of 1949, which provides for,
among others, “perpetual peace and friendship, free trade and
commerce and equal justice to each other’s citizens.”2 The
much speculated Article 2 in the Treaty, in principle, calls for
Bhutan to seek India’s advice in external matters, while India
pledges non-interference in Bhutan’s internal affairs.

The geopolitical scene in the entire Himalayan region and
Indian sun-continent underwent great change following the
proclamation of the People’s Republic of China in 1949 and
the takeover of Tibet by the People’s Liberation Army in 1950.
These events, plus the presence of Chinese troops near
Bhutan’s border, the annexation of Bhutanese enclaves in
Tibet and Chinese claims all led Bhutan to re-evaluate its
traditional policy of isolation; the need to develop its lines of
communications with India became an urgent necessity.
Consequently, Bhutan was more inclined to develop relations
with India, and the process of socioeconomic development
began thereafter with Indian assistance. For India’s own
security too, the stability of Himalayan states falling within its
strategic interest was a crucial factor to consider. With border
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tensions between India and China escalating into military
conflict in 1962, India could not afford Bhutan to be a weak
buffer state.

Based on this backdrop, Indo-Bhutan relations began to take
on concrete form following state visits made by the third king,
His Majesty Jigme Dorji Wangchuck to India, and by Prime
Minister Jahawalal Nehru to Bhutan between 1954 to 1961.
Besides emphasizing India’s recognition of Bhutan’s
independence and sovereignty in his public statement in Paro,
Nehru’s visit in 1958 was also significant with discussions
initiated for development cooperation between the two
countries.

Formal bilateral relations between Bhutan and India were
established in January 1968 with the appointment of a
special officer of the Government of India to Bhutan. The
India House (Embassy of India in Bhutan) was inaugurated
on May 14, 1968 and Resident Representatives were
exchanged in 1971. Ambassadorial level relations began with
the upgrading of residents to embassies in 1978.

Beginning with India, Bhutan began to diversify its relations
in the international community, thereby projecting its status
as an independent and sovereign nation. With India
sponsoring Bhutan’s application for UN membership in 1971,
the leaders of the two countries demonstrated that Article 2 of
the Indo-Bhutan Treaty was not a restricting factor in the
exercise of Bhutan’s foreign policy.

II. Areas of Cooperation
Development Assistance and Economic Relations

Planned development in Bhutan began in 1961, with the first
two Five Year Plans (FYP) wholly financed by the Government
of India (GOI). Over the years, Indian assistance has
increased steadily from Rs. 107 million in the First FYP to Rs.
9000 million in the Eighth FYP. Road construction by the
Indian Border Roads Organization started in the first FYP
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(1962-66); the second FYP (1966-71) focused on public works,
education, agriculture and health. While Bhutan’s source of
foreign aid has diversified significantly since it became a
member of the United Nations, India continues to be the
major donor of external aid to Bhutan - Indian assistance
accounted for about 41 percent of total external outlay during
the 8th FYP (1997-2002). Over the last four decades, India has
provided assistance mainly in the social sectors such as
education and human resource development, health,
hydropower development, agriculture, and roads. In addition,
India also provides partial or full grant assistance and
gradually, economic relations have evolved with cooperation
extending towards mutually beneficial projects such as in
hydropower development and industrial projects.

These projects are taken up outside of the FYP programmes
with many major works awarded to Indian companies.
Important projects invested in under Government of India-
Royal Government of Bhutan (GOI-RGOB) cooperation
include the Chhukha (336MW), Kurichhu (60MW), and Tala
(1020MW) Hydro Power Projects; the Penden and Dungsam
Cement Projects; and the Paro Airport Project. A
Memorandum of Understanding for preparing a detailed
project report for the proposed 870 MW Puna Tsangchhu
Hydropower Project was also signed between the two
governments in September 2003. With the huge Indian
market for electricity currently facing domestic supply
difficulties, Bhutan has high potential to offer supply relief to
India — presently, approximately ninety percent of electricity
generated in Bhutan is exported to India, and this only
translates to 0.5 of the total demand. Other mutual benefits
generated by the Indian assisted and Bhutanese government
owned projects include assured business opportunities in the
manufacturing and other industries in both India and Bhutan.

Trade and Investment

A new era in Bhutan’s foreign trade commenced following the
closure of trade routes between Bhutan and Tibet in 1960,
and the construction of roads linking the Bengal-Assam
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plains to Phuentsholing, and Phuentsholing to Thimphu and
Paro in 1962.

Over the period of 1981-2001, Bhutan’s exports to India
accounted for an average of 86.5 percent of its exports, and
imports from India accounted for an average 79 percent of the
total imports. Bhutan’s main items for export to India are
electricity, mineral products, product of chemical industries,
base metals and products, and wood and wood products with
hydropower generation being the most important area of
comparative advantage. Imports from India include a wide
range of items including machinery, mechanical appliances,
base metals, electronic items, foodstuff and other basic
necessities and consumer items.

Besides trade, Indian involvement extends into many other
areas of Bhutan’s private and public sector activities. In the
area of Foreign Direct Investment, Bhutan has so far pursued
a conservative policy, and the first and only foreign investor
in Bhutan for almost two decades since 1971 was the State
Bank of India (SBI). The SBI has worked in collaboration with
the Bank of Bhutan (BOB) since its identification as partner
in management and share holding in the capital of BOB, in
addition to imparting banking expertise. BOB’s collaboration
with SBI was last renewed on January 1, 2002 for a period of
up to December 31, 2006.

In addition, Indian nationals operate a range of small-scale
trading and service activities on licenses issued by the
Ministry of Trade and Industry in Bhutan. Such ventures
include small shops trading in a variety of products like
grocery, auto parts and furniture, as well as scrap dealers,
distribution and dealership agencies. Indians in Bhutan also
run hotels/restaurants, saloons, tailoring and cobbler
services. On a larger scale, Indian investment in Bhutan
exists in the manufacturing and processing industries,
construction, service, engineering, steel and electronic
industries, and consultancy. Indian companies such as the
Jaiprakash Industries and NHPC carry out major works for
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the Tala and Kurichhu Power Projects respectively. Similarly,
many other Indian and Bhutanese companies (or joint
ventures) benefit from the current requirements of massive
power projects and manufacturing industries.

Although there is no in-depth study available on the level of
informal trade between the two, it has been noted3 that such
activities are tolerated in practice partly because of the open
and porous border between Bhutan and India. Another
informal but common practice is the operation of a wide
range of businesses by Indian persons using the licenses of
Bhutanese nationals as indigenous fronts. These include
anything from small shops trading in petty consumer items to
large-scale investment businesses such as construction.

The prevalence of small-scale Indian investment as well as
business fronting is understandably concentrated in southern
Bhutan owing to proximity of bordering Indian towns. The
border town of Phuentsholing is the center of commercial hub
in the country from where the exit and entry of goods as well
as travelers largely takes place; the Indian town Jaigoan
under Jaipalguri district is “just across the fence” where
tailor-made foods suited to Bhutanese needs are especially
stocked. Although statistics are not available, it is apparent
that the business community in Jaigoan has prospered in
large part owing to the level of trading activities with
Bhutanese businessmen and other customers. (CBS et al:
2004, pp 79-189).

Labour Relations

Beginning with the inception of development plans in the
1960s, Bhutan’s requirement of semi-skilled and unskilled
labour has been filled in by expatriates, particularly Indians,
first in road construction and then in other sectors such as
mining, agro-based industries and hydropower projects with
the shift in development priorities. This dependence sprung
from the lack of in-country experience and skills in road
construction as well as technical skills and equipment. Indian
personnel and labourers were recruited in large numbers,
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mainly from neighbouring Indian states. While Indian
labourers found employment on Bhutanese roads, Bhutanese
labourers (who were mostly farmers) were spared the sole
brunt of undertaking the construction works. Currently, the
public road maintenance is entrusted mainly to Project
Dantak?, and at any given time it has an average 2000 Indian
labourers working on roads in various parts of Bhutan.

Considering that the modern system of formal education in
Bhutan was initiated only after 1955, and that it was a few
decades before the first generation of qualified Bhutanese
entered the civil service, many Indian personnel were
recruited by the Bhutanese government to fill in
administrative posts and others related to development
programmes in the 1960s. While Bhutanese nationals have
gradually replaced Indians in these posts, many continue to
serve in both public corporations and the civil service to this
day.5> However, a turning point has come where the successes
of modern education have helped to gradually replace Indian
expatriates in various professions such as teaching, health
and medics, engineering, accounting and administration.

Additional Areas of Cooperation

India’s assistance towards Bhutan’s security and defense
arrangements, specifically in training and equipping the Royal
Bhutan Army, was prompted by several factors that include
Bhutan’s location in India’s strategic defense system, the
Chinese occupation of Tibet, the 1962 border war between
India and China and perception of increasing Chinese threat.
Besides training and courses for army personnel conducted
by the Indian Military Training Team (IMTRAT) in the past,
Bhutanese army cadets continue to be sent to the National
Defense Academy (NDA) in Pune, and the Indian Military
Academy (IMA) in Dehra Dun, India. The presence of IMTRAT
can be seen when one travels between the districts of Paro,
Haa and Thimphu in western Bhutan. The headquarters of
the IMTRAT in Bhutan is located in Haa District, which is
adjacent to Tibet’s Chumbi valley. Its establishment in
Thimphu includes the Friendship Hospital, locally called the
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IMTRAT hospital, which offers invaluable services to
Bhutanese patients as well. In addition to building schools
and hospitals in the country, an important defense
consideration has been the construction of extensive roads by
India’s Border Roads Organization, called Project DANTAK in
Bhutan.

The benefits of Indo-Bhutan relations are also prominent in
other areas such as education and culture where there is a
high level of interaction. The Indian government provides
about fifty scholarships annually to Bhutanese students for
their higher studies in India. A significant number of Indian
teachers contribute to education in Bhutan with many of
them posted to teach in remote areas in Bhutan. In addition,
Sherubtse College in eastern Bhutan has developed into a
premier institution for tertiary education in Bhutan with its
affiliation to the Delhi University in India. The exchange of
cultural troupes and artists between Bhutan and India has
also become a regular activity under the bilateral cultural
exchange programme. In 2001 a cultural exhibition titled,
“The Living Religious and Cultural Traditions of Bhutan” was
hosted by the Indian government at New Delhi and Kolkata;
consequently, a six-month Festival of India was held in
Bhutan from June to November 2003 — the main purpose of
these initiatives has been to strengthen the ties of friendship,
and to create awareness among the people of the many areas
of commonalities between the two countries.

Other areas of cooperation include bilateral civil aviation
dating back to 1983 when Bhutan’s national airline Druk Air,
began commercial operations to India with flights from Paro
to Calcutta and later from Paro to Delhi in 1988. An Air
Services Agreement signed with India in September 1991
granted Druk Air Fifth Freedom Rights; following a new
commercial agreement in May 1998, these Rights were
provided on concessional terms. A Government of India
notification that same year qualified Druk Air to avail of fuel
at bonded rates, and its fuel continues to be supplied by the
Indian Oil Company. By 2000, Druk Air was also granted
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permission to use Bagdogra as a diversionary airport for
refueling, technical halts and during bad weather conditions.
With permission from the Department of Civil Aviation in
India, Druk Air inaugurated flights on the Paro-Bodhgaya
sector on 11th November 2003, thus offering services to
Bhutanese making their annual pilgrimages.

In the international fora too, India and Bhutan can be seen to
be supportive of each other. While Bhutan has not always
voted identically with India on every issue, thereby expressing
its own choices, it has maintained a consistent pattern of
support to India on many occasions and significant issues. To
name a few, these include the vote on the Comprehensive
Test Ban Treaty (CTBT), the establishment of Nuclear
Weapons Free Zone in South Asia, India’s aspirations to be a
permanent member of the UN Security Council, India’s
candidature to various international bodies, negotiations in
the WTO, and the importance of India in the success of
SAARC. 6

A strong tradition of official visits at various levels has further
enabled views to be exchanged and areas of cooperation to be
enhanced between the two countries. Besides everyday
people-to-people contact at the informal level, ministers,
parliamentarians, civil servants as well as representatives of
the business community all make regular official visits. His
Majesty King Jigme Singye Wangchuck himself has made at
least fourteen visits to India since 1971, with the most recent
one being in September 2003.

III. Some Issues of Concern

While India and Bhutan share an extraordinarily warm
friendship, issues such as the state of relations with China
continue be a cause of some concern to both countries.
Considering the importance of Bhutan’s economic relations
with India, the liberalization policies in India and its
implications for Bhutan is an additional development to take
into account. More recently, the illegal presence of militants
using Bhutan as a base and hideout while rebelling against
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the Indian government resulted in the Bhutanese army taking
military action to flush out the insurgents.

Relations with China

In light of the contentious state of Indo-China relations, it is
no secret that Bhutan with its strategic location figures into
India’s security interests. Therefore, whatever course Indo-
China relations may follow in the future, it is likely that these
bear implications for Indo-Bhutan relations as well. While it
may not be realistic to expect that Indo-China relations will
normalize in the immediate future, it is not something that
should be considered impossible over the course of time.
Some confidence building measures are being taken by both
sides, for example by discussing the boundary issue, with
regular exchange of high level visits, and with agreements
made to enhance cooperation in areas such as culture, trade,
science and technology. In the long term, normalization in
Indo-China relations and consequently, the degree to which
strategic considerations influence India’s policy towards
Bhutan is a possibility that should be considered. And even
as current geo-political and geo-economic realities ensure
that India will continue to be one of the most critical elements
in Bhutan’s foreign relations, Bhutan has to consider the
reality of China to its north. As such, Bhutan maintaining
friendly relations with China without undermining its own
relations with India is a challenge that deserves careful
consideration.

India’s liberalization policies

Up until the 1990s, Bhutan has enjoyed more or less
protected status in its trade relations with India. With
economic liberalization on the rise in India, however, Bhutan
is facing a gradual loss of this status, and unless Bhutanese
industries are able to remain competitive they could lose their
market share in the increasingly open market in India.
Bhutan has already felt the impact of the reform in India’s
subsidy policies that has resulted in a gradual phasing out of
subsidies and a decrease in its budget for assistance to
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Bhutan. Bhutan will also have to face the effects that would
be brought on by India gradually moving toward privatizing
its power, petroleum and other traditional public sectors.

Military operations against Indian militants

Over the last decade or so, the illicit establishment of camps
by the United Liberation Front of Assam (ULFA), National
Democratic Front of Bodos (NDFB) and the Kamtapuri
Liberation Organization (KLO) militant outfits? in the dense
jungles of south-east Bhutan has been a matter of great
concern and security threat for Bhutan. In addition to
hampering businesses and the implementation of
development activities in many parts of the country, the
presence of these militants was a potential cause of affecting
the friendly relations enjoyed by Bhutan and India.

In consideration of the close ties between Bhutan and India,
and recognizing that the militants (despite their actions) are
nonetheless Indian citizens from the neighbouring states of
Assam and West Bengal, the Bhutanese government
repeatedly urged the militants to leave the country peacefully.
But in spite of the Bhutanese government having spent
almost six to seven years to find a peaceful solution® to the
problem, it was apparent by the last months of 2003 that the
militants had no real intention of leaving Bhutan until their
own objectives had been fulfilled®.

In December 2003, with the talks with the ULFA and NDFB
having failed, and the KLO not even responding, the
Bhutanese government’s repeated attempts at a peaceful
solution came to an end. On the morning of 15t December
2003, the Bhutanese army finally launched military
operations to flush out the militants. Even as security forces
took over all thirty of the militants’ camps into the second day
of offensive, the combing process and the implications of the
operations have brought forth the reality, that the long spell
of peace and tranquility that has been the proud inheritance
of the present Bhutanese generation can no longer be taken
for granted. (CBS et al: 2004, pp 79-189)
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Although the operation was considered successful, Bhutan
has come to realize the need to be wary of possible
repercussions following such an action. Having long kept the
military option at bay in consideration of possible retaliation
against Bhutanese from the militants as well as their relatives
and supporters from Assam, Bhutanese have recently had to
be much more cautious than usual while traveling through
Indian territory.10

Concluding Remarks

Aware of its small size, lack of advanced technology and
military defense capabilities, Bhutan has had to rely on
alternative security measures such as “national identity for
cultural cohesion, and neutrality to renew its long-term
security”!! An added bonus to this strength has been its
natural location in the Himalayas along the lines of India’s
strategic security interests, and consequent prospects for
internal growth.

However, such a location has been a factor not only of
strength but also its vulnerability. Being a landlocked,
mountainous country, Bhutan’s trade routes and access to
the sea pass through India and it is thus largely dependent
on the latter for its economic security. While Bhutan has
diversified its political and economic relations and has
attained a good level of socio-economic development, the
reality of its position and shared borders with India means
that destabilizing elements from external sources continue to
pose threats to its stability. These have been evident from the
spillover effects of militancy from Assam, and of cross-border
economic migration driven by regional poverty.

As the world globalizes and traditional barriers are broken
down, Bhutan too is being swept into the process. Along the
way, its traditional strongholds of national identity and
cultural cohesion will continue to face increasing challenges,
just as its long spell of internal peace and tranquility was
challenged by issues manifesting out of regional situations
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like poverty, economic migration and militancy.

As Bhutanese, however, one can take pride in the fact the
leadership, in particular the present king, has guided the
country along a unique development path of its own without
submitting incorrigibly to external influences. And while the
illicit presence of the ULFA-NDFB-KLO militants on
Bhutanese soil was a shared concern of both India and
Bhutan, Bhutanese leaders were clear on their stand that
such immediate security threat to its sovereignty would be
taken in its stride. Thus, the military operations launched by
the Bhutanese army to flush out the militants in December
2003 not only provided assurance of Bhutan’s capability to
safeguard its own security, it was also another commitment
made toward the maintenance of strong Indo-Bhutan ties.

Ever since Bhutan and India embarked upon the road of
friendship and cooperation, the two countries have
demonstrated that a journey of peace and mutual benefit
between two neighbours can be pursued, even in a region
where the level of economic disparity, terrorism and conflict is
high. We can perhaps look at such a relation as a model of
friendship and cooperation between close neighbours.
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territory would be prosecuted under the National Security Act; and
the government would hold talks with the leaders of the militants to
reach a peaceful solution.

9 Prior to the final round of talks with the militants in December
2003, the Bhutanese government had held four rounds of talks with
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the ULFA, reaching an agreement during the 3rd round that camps
would be removed and their cardres reduced in phases; however,
camps were soon relocated and cardre strength increased. In two
rounds of meeting with the NDFB, they gave no commitment to leave
Bhutan and thereafter refused to come for further talks; as for the
KLO, correspondences made by the Bhutanese government to
remove their camps were flatly ignored, and talks scheduled to be
held with a high-level delegation was instead attended by junior level
leaders of the outfit.

10 Trade routes to at least twelve of twenty districts of Bhutan have
to pass through Indian territory in Assam.

11 Quoted from Karma Ura’s “Perceptions of Security” pp 59-79, in
Dipankar Banerjee ed., South Asian Security: Futures. Colombo:
Regional Centre for Strategic Studies, Sri Lanka, 2002.
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H.H. Khenpo Jigme Phuntsho: A Tribute and a Translation

Karma Phuntsho*

With the demise of Khenpo Jigme Phuntsho Jungnye on the
evening of 6 January 2004, the Buddhist world lost one of its
greatest luminaries and Tibet one of her foremost leaders.
Aged 70, Khenpo Jigphun had been admitted to the 363
Military Hospital in Chengdu, the capital of China’s Sichuan
province with heart problems on 29 December 2003. He has
been suffering from ill health for a number of years and also
from the pressure of Chinese restriction on his movements
and religious activities.

Most of us who have come across Khenpo Jigphun may
remember him as the formidable lama who hung his rosary
on his ears and held his puppy at his chest even when he met
the Dalai Lama. But to the thousands of Tibetan Buddhists,
whose life he has shaped and whose hearts his message
touched, Khenpo was a modern day Manjushri walking in
human flesh. A scholar, monk and gter ston, Khenpo Jigphun
was a champion of Buddhist revival in Tibet following the
liberalization of religious practice in 1980.

Khenpo Jigphun was born in 1932, the third day of the first
month of Water Bird year in the Golok Sertar region of Kham,
where the open expanse of grasslands bestrewn with yaks
and nomadic tents render a landscape that is both stupefying
and enlightening. His biographers have it that he came out of
his mother’s womb in a meditation posture and recited as
soon as he was born the mantra of Majushri, Om ah ra pa tsa
na dhi, the mantra which he was to chant over 13 billion
times throughout his life. He adopted Majushri as his
personal deity and he is said to have had visions of him
several times including one in 1987 when he visited
Wutaishan, the holy mountain abode of Majushri in China.
Like most of his visionary experiences, this event unfolded

“ Cambridge University
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with an extemporaneous hymn of celebration. Such acts of
extemporary composition or revelation of religious teachings,
dgong gter or Mind Treasure marked his entire life making
him the foremost gter ston of modern times.

He was recognized in 1937 as the reincarnate of Terton
Sogyal alias Lerab Lingpa (1856-1926), the Nyingma guru of
the 13t Dalai Lama Thubten Gyatsho and became a monk at
Nubzur Gonpa, a branch of the Palyul monastery in Sertar.
However, he received his formal religious training at
Changma Rithro in Dzachukha under Thubga Rinpoche
undergoing much hardship. Finishing his education, he
became the abbot of Nubzur at the age of twenty-four but his
religious career was soon interrupted by the Chinese invasion
of Tibet. Following the occupation, many of Khenpo’s people
succumbed to the severe famine that resulted from Mao’s
policy of Great Leap Forward. By 1959, the revolutionary
spirit of the Red army escalated into the madness of the
Cultural Revolution, a tragedy that wiped out almost the
entire cultural heritage and religious civilization of Tibet.
Compulsory lessons on Communist ideology replaced
religious training, political denunciation sessions took place
instead of religious gatherings and communal farming
supplanted the traditional way of life.

Khenpo however succeeded in eluding the Chinese authorities
throughout the tumultuous period herding a small flock of
goats and sheep in remote mountains, engaging in meditation
and teaching Buddhism to a small circle during the nights.
Despite all their efforts, the Communist officials could not
bring Khenpo to a denunciation stand to publicly renounce
his religious faith and accept the party lines. According to a
story, when the Chinese caught Khenpo, his face
miraculously swelled, which the Chinese authorities feared to
have been caused by some infectious disease and thus let
Khenpo return to the remote mountains. Another story
reports Khenpo’s power to make himself invisible whenever
the Chinese soldiers came in search of him.
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With the relaxation of religious restriction at end of 1970s,
Khenpo resumed his religious activities of teaching and
writing. A major educational achievement was the founding of
Larung Gar Buddhist Academy in 1978 in Sertar with the aim
of providing an ecumenical training in Tibetan Buddhism.
The slopes of Larung Gar were soon hosts to a rapidly
expanding shanty town built by the community of disciples
who flocked around him. Registered as an educational
establishment rather than as a monastery, Larung Gar
became a renowned hub of Buddhist scholarship. At its
height in the turn of this millennium, it had close to 10,000
monks and nuns, and produced hundreds of young erudite
Khenpos who spread Khenpo’s teachings far and wide. The
monastic sprawl spread over hills with its three quartiers for
lay disciples, nuns and monks each forming a community on
its own. Almost two thirds consisted of nuns and Khenpo’s
niece, Muntsho, who was recognised as a sprul sku, headed
the nuns.

A very committed monk, Khenpo also undertook in 1980s a
project of ‘cleansing’ Buddhist institutions by evicting from
his centre all corrupt monks and nuns, and persons who
betrayed their teachers during the Cultural Revolution.
Simultaneously, Khenpo travelled extensively across Tibet
and China teaching Buddhism and rediscovering hidden
treasures. In 1989, Khenpo left China to visit India at the
invitation of H.H. Penor Rinpoche. During his visit to India he
taught at various monasteries, including the Nyingma
Institute in Mysore. At Dharamsala, the Dalai Lama resumed
the connections they had in their previous lives by receiving
teachings from Khenpo for a couple weeks.

It was during this trip that Khenpo’s entourage also made a
brief sojourn to Bhutan. In the midst of a sgrub chen in
Kyichu Lhakhang, conducted by H.H. Dilgo Khyentse
Rinpoche and attended by His Majesty and The Royal Queen
Mother, Khenpo had one of his spontaneous revelations of
dgongs gter. The ‘rediscovered’ tract is a discourse of seven
verses praising Bhutan, her King and the people in an elegant
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and vibrant poetry. It also touches on Bhutan’s future
prospects in a figurative style that is typical of gter ma
prophecies. Ever since, Khenpo had been an ambassador for
Bhutan speaking highly of the beautiful country, the pious
people and the rich and thriving Buddhist culture. Many
Bhutanese monks have become his disciples and one, Lam
Nidup of Shingkhar, has even become a well-known person in
Khenpo’s centre.

The following year, Khenpo toured Europe and North America
at the invitation of Buddhist centres there. However, the
sophisticated and materialistic West did not appeal to his
deeply spiritual inclinations. While on the West Coast,
Khenpo is reported to have even broken down in tears in
middle of his sermon, lamenting the commercialization of
Buddhist teachings in the West. The act of imparting
profound teachings such as Dzogchen by selling tickets
saddened him beyond all measure.

On his return to Tibet, Khenpo came under constant Chinese
government scrutiny and surveillance allegedly for the link he
had made with the Dalai Lama during his trip to India. Beside,
the number of his Han disciples gradually increased as
devotees from mainland China, Taiwan, Singapore and Hong
Kong poured in. Of almost 10,000 followers in 2001, over
1000 were Han Chinese. Although Khenpo was never involved
in politics, his soaring influence on both Chinese and Tibetan
public disturbed Beijing, which was then bitterly smitten by
the Falun Gong. In August 2001, the People’s Liberation
Army and Public Security Bureau marched into Larung Gar
and demolished over 2000 cottages and evicted thousands of
members including all Han disciples on the grounds of
security problems. A ceiling of 1400 monks and 500 nuns at
one time was imposed and Sertar was closed to foreign
visitors. Soon after that Khenpo was hospitalised in Chengdu
for his deteriorating health.

The community at Larung Gar continued under the
supervision of Khenpo’s senior disciples, with frequent
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skirmishes between members and the PSB who were residing
there. In autumn, 2002, Khenpo returned to Larung Gar, still
suffering from failing health. Upon his return, the nomadic
people from surrounding regions flocked again in spite of
Chinese restrictions. Although the scar left by the Chinese
crackdown on both the landscape and peoples’ mind was still
very fresh and clear, Larung Gar revived to full life. His health
very weak and voice very frail, Khenpo Jigphun resumed
teaching an audience of over seven thousand people.
Disseminating the words of the Buddha was his mission in
life and this he did until his last breath. By doing so, Khenpo
has left an indelible mark on the history of Buddhism and the
Nyingma tradition in particular.

In a press conference in Washington, Khenpo was asked the
purpose of the long and tiring journey he made from his
remote hermitage in Kham to the US. Khenpo plainly replied,
“to bring peace and happiness to the people”. Asked how he
was going to achieve this, Khenpo said unpretentiously, “I ask
people to develop a kind and compassionate heart”. To
another journalist who asked what Khenpo would do if he
were depressed, Khenpo candidly replied, “Whether I am
happy or sad, I pray to the Three Jewels”. So great a master
and so simple a message, thousands of people the world over
pray for his swift reincarnation.
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A Song of an Adventitious Traveller: A Discourse to the Religious
King of Bhutan
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May Padmasambhava, who is the embodiment of the
benevolence of all Buddhas and the one singly heroic in
destroying the misfortunes of degenerate age, along with his
line of saints, bless Your Majesty.
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The glory of the ruling Monarch is higher than the sky. The
people live in freedom, peace and righteousness. Everyone
enjoys the beneficence of profound Mahayana. It is very
joyous to be in this Buddhist kingdom.
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The white round snow mountain is indeed magnificent, but
the bitter-sweet light of the friend is not reliable. Should the

rays from the west embrace it for long, it will be reduced to a
mass of water.
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If the cloud of blessings is obtained through the meditative
practice of Padmasambhava, the essence of Three Jewels, and
the supreme deity Vajrakila, the majestic mountain will
endure until the end of the world.
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Due to the force of terrible incidents of the past, should a srog
bdag spirit become a threat to life, it is hard to find in this
world a savoir other than the gem of mankind, the heart
emanation of Majushri.

134



:1”qr:*':Ig%ﬁ'agq‘mq«xx@@@ﬂéﬁgﬂ lgf'qg%'gg'&%a’ﬁﬂ'&’&:'q‘ﬁy y
(ﬁ'q«rS‘@'@%ﬂ«lﬂ%’g’mﬂﬂ@ﬁ'&ﬂ ﬁw%ﬁ'&!ﬂﬂgﬂNw&gaméﬁiﬂgﬂ |

If the golden victory banner of Kagyu teachings, on the tip of
which rests the wish fulfilling jewel of the Nyingma, is held

high, the virtues of both spiritual and secular endeavours will
increase like the waxing moon.
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Through the power of the truth of the Three Jewels and of my
sincere affection, may the good increase spontaneously and

the auspiciousness, which pacifies all adversities, bless this
land.
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These seven verses concurring with the seven jewels of a
universal monarch were written just as they appeared in the
vision of Ngawang Lodoe Tshungme, during his meeting with
the King of Bhutan and his retinue at a yang ’dul temple of
the religious emperor Songtsen Gampo, on the 22nd of 7th
month, Iron-Horse Year of 17t Rabjung. The scribe was
Khenpo Sod Dargay.

‘Jigs med Phun tshogs ’Jung gnas (2002), Chos rje dam pa
yid bzhin nor bu ’jigs med phun tshogs ’byung gnas dpal
bzang po’i gsung ’bum, Serta: gSer ljong Bla ma rung INga
rigs Nang bstan Slob gling, vol. III, pp. 111-2
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