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How Should Happiness Guide Policy? Why Gross National 
Happiness is not opposed to Democracy  

 
Johannes Hirata* 

 

1  Introduction** 
Gross National Happiness (GNH) as a political program 
carries with it the ambition to make a difference to real policy 
decisions. Whatever the precise understanding of GNH, it was 
always intended to be more than a purely theoretical concept 
and to make a direct difference to policy making and, what is 
more, to actual development paths. Yet, whatever policy 
recommendations we derive from our reflections on GNH, the 
question arises as to how these recommendations may 
legitimately find their way into reality. Certainly nobody 
suggests to forcefully impose any policy recommendations 
against universal public resistance, however sensible the 
policy in question might be. 
 
In the context of GNH, two problems in particular arise. First 
is the question of whether a happiness-based policy in 
particular and policy recommendations in general do not 

                                               
 
 
 
 
* Institute for Business Ethics, University of St. Gallen, Switzerland 
and Ibmec Business School, São Paulo, Brazil. 
** I appreciate precious literature recommendations and valuable 
comments on a first draft by Dorothea Baur as well as helpful 
suggestions by Dieter Thomä. I gratefully acknowledge financial 
support by the Swiss National Science Foundation and the 
hospitality of the Centre for Bhutan Studies (Thimphu, Bhutan) and 
of the Ibmec Business School (São Paulo, Brazil).Institute for 
Business Ethics, University of St. Gallen/Switzerland and Ibmec 
Business School, São Paulo/Brazil. 
 



Journal of Bhutan Studies 

 2

conflict with democratic principles. Second is the question of 
whether the claims GNH makes on each individual’s personal 
attitudes and behaviour are not illusory and/or illegitimate. I 
will treat these two questions in turn in this essay and will try 
to show that neither is the case. 

2 Does a happiness-based policy conflict with democratic 
principles? 
For good reasons, debates about policy interventions, however 
controversial they may be, nowadays take place under the 
premise of democracy. The literature that does not subscribe 
to this premise is outdated or marginal and cannot hope to 
get any substantive public approval. This seems to apply also 
to Bhutan where a democratic spirit and democratic practices 
have a long history (Galay 2001) and where the draft 
constitution contains an explicit commitment to fundamental 
democratic principles in its very first two clauses.1 At the 
same time, democracy is a very general idea that can be 
specified in many different ways. However, to the degree the 
name speaks for itself (from its Greek origin, “rule by the 
people”) it means that political decisions, institutions etc. 
must ultimately originate from, and be justified in terms of, 
the will of the people. 
 
With such a conception, it may appear at first sight that the 
formulation of policy recommendations by social scientists 
would be (ethically) illegitimate and (factually) ineffective. 
After all, those elected into power are supposed to execute the 
electorate’s mandate and not to implement policy 
recommendations that some more or less brilliant scientist 
has been able to convince them of. And since people naturally 
know what is good for them—and what will make them 
happy—democracy would simply demand that political 
representation mirror people’s preferences and that economic 
activity take place on free markets (since these would 
maximize total happiness). Against happiness policies in 
particular it might be argued that they have anti-liberal 
tendencies because they are illegitimately interested in 
people’s private lives. 
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Many writers on GNH would disagree (cf. the contributions in 
Ura & Galay 2004). They might argue, for example, that those 
elected into political offices should be inspired and 
conscientious leaders, not only mirrors of the median voter’s 
preferences,2 and that completely free markets often have a 
negative overall effect on people’s happiness. 
 
Whatever the precise stance and the underlying arguments, it 
seems clear that one needs a somewhat more refined concept 
of democracy before such arguments can be settled. While the 
space, and the author’s competence, do not permit a 
comprehensive elaboration of such a concept on these pages, 
a convincing concept of deliberative democracy as developed 
by political philosophers shall be briefly presented and 
defended here. 

2.1 Deliberative democracy 
Deliberative democracy can be roughly characterized as “a 
system that combines accountability with a measure of 
reflection and reason-giving” (Sunstein 2002:123). In other 
words, its most distinctive feature as a concept of democracy 
is that it bases democracy on reflective deliberation. In 
contrast, other views of democracy, such as that of the social 
choice theory, starts from the—allegedly value-free—premise 
that people’s tastes, opinions, preferences etc. are not to be 
questioned and that the good social choice mechanism is the 
one that produces the most consistent aggregation of 
preferences that satisfies some common sensical conditions of 
justice, in whatever way these preferences have been formed.3 
Deliberative democracy demands that choices must be made 
after a process of deliberation in which people exchange and 
justify their respective reasons for their preferences. Such a 
process makes it possible, without of course guaranteeing, 
that the preferences people will ultimately state (by vote, 
protest, acquiescence, or active affirmation) are better 
reflected and more sensitive to other people’s moral rights 
and interests. Deliberative democracy should not be 
understood as a procedure leading to, or requiring, 
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consensus. It is rather the very process of reflecting and 
justifying competing interests that should be considered an 
intrinsic procedural benefit of deliberative democracy. 
It may of course be argued that, since consensus is not 
required nor expected, deliberative democracy would boil 
down to the same thing as an aggregation of unreflected 
preferences to the degree that the participants of such 
deliberations fail to be impressed by the arguments of others. 
While this is perhaps technically correct, the premise that 
people will never change their stated preferences upon 
reflection and consideration of others’ moral rights and 
interests would be problematic. First because, as an empirical 
matter, people do regularly adjust their stated preferences 
upon reflection and after being exposed to opposing (or indeed 
supporting) arguments (cf. e.g., Sunstein 2002). Second and 
more important, assuming purely self-interested citizens who 
will never change their mind (that is, who never change their 
mind for moral reasons, as opposed to strategic ones) would 
be quite absurd for a number of reasons, the most important 
being that any discourse on good decision procedures—
including social choice theory itself—would become quite 
pointless and self-contradictory under this premise. There is 
little virtue to be expected from even the imaginably best 
decision procedures that are not complemented by any sense 
of morality on the side of the citizens. I will have to say more 
about this below. 
 
Another critique that has been directed at this model of 
democracy is that extensive deliberation is too costly as that 
it would ever be possible or desirable to submit each single 
decision to public deliberation. Apart from decisions 
restricted to a tiny community, the large majority of decisions 
will always be taken without much or any public deliberation. 
At most, a small subset of the (potentially) affected population 
will be able to participate. Due to this “constraint of 
deliberative economy” (Dryzek 2001:652), opponents argue, 
deliberative democracy is an unfeasible model for actual 
decision making. Ultimately, only more efficient authoritarian 
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models of democratic decision making would be viable 
alternatives. 
 
Fortunately, we do not have to choose between these two 
alternatives only (universal and permanent deliberation vs. 
authoritarianism). The critique just presented should be 
understood as a critique against a caricature of deliberative 
democracy, not against its spirit. Well understood, the 
criterion of deliberative democracy should not be whether 
each single decision is preceded by actual public deliberation, 
but rather whether deliberation can take place as and when 
the need arises and whether decisions anticipate, and are 
responsive to, contestation. Authority, in this conception, is 
not in itself antagonistic towards democracy. To the contrary, 
“democratic authority” (Warren 1996:47) must be a 
constitutive element of any conception of deliberative 
democracy that does not ignore people’s right to freedom from 
constant involvement in public deliberation. In particular, 
“democratic authority can exist when an institutionalized 
possibility of challenge allows individuals to suspend 
judgment” (ibid.) 
 
In this conception, then, policy makers or, more generally, all 
those that have been entrusted by society with decision 
making powers are not simply legitimized by fair procedures 
(of election, appointment etc.) to do whatever they deem right 
once they are in office. Rather, even when they have taken an 
office in a legitimate process, they should continue to remain 
under the scrutiny of the public and be under an obligation to 
justify their decisions. Paradoxically, it is precisely this 
continuous potential challenge that confers democratic 
authority: the very possibility to challenge judgments and 
decisions of officeholders—and the experience that they are in 
principle responsive to such challenge—lays the basis for a 
trust of the citizens in officeholders that allows the citizens to 
partially suspend their judgments on specific decisions 
(Warren 1996:57). It is not that citizens surrender their 
judgment to officeholders between elections, which would be 
pretty much the end of deliberative democracy. It is only that 
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they suspend their judgment on individual decisions, but 
their trust (or its absence) in decision makers is of course in 
its turn a judgment, as is their decision when to realize the 
possibility of challenging authority. It is these judgments that 
permit citizens to partially suspend judgment on specific 
issues (ibid.). Thus, authority is not antagonistic towards 
deliberative democracy, but, to the contrary, a constituent 
element of it. 

2.2 Policy recommendations and deliberative democracy 
Before this background we can now see how policy 
recommendations are after all reconcilable with deliberative 
democracy. The important thing to understand is that there is 
a place for policy recommendations within this concept of 
deliberative democracy, not in addition to it. In other words, 
expert policy recommendations must not bypass the 
democratic procedures that legitimise political decisions, they 
must become an input to the same. This implies that 
decisions based on policy recommendations must be open to 
contestation by the public, as all other decisions must be. 
 
Of course the roles of different actors would be differentiated 
in deliberative democracy. While all actors would be equally 
legitimate participants of the public discourse and would 
therefore be entitled to advocate or challenge specific 
decisions, some actors would have special privileges and 
responsibilities. To begin with, legitimately elected 
officeholders (including those appointed by elected 
authorities, such as ministers or judges) would have certain 
privileges that derive from the simple fact that they have been 
entrusted with decision making on behalf of the electorate. 
Again, this does not mean that, once elected, they are entitled 
to do whatever is just not illegal, but it does mean that they 
are entitled to take decisions without the need to seek explicit 
approval for every single decision, provided that they give a 
chance of challenge to potential opponents. Furthermore, 
special powers of decision or of influence should be 
accompanied by special responsibilities. Thus, a researcher 
who has extensively studied a particular societal issue will 
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rather easily make her voice heard in the media or by 
counselling politicians directly, and there would be nothing 
illegitimate about her giving advice to politicians on what she 
personally believes would be the best policy—as long as the 
public has a chance of challenging her advice. Similarly, 
newspaper editorial writers with considerable influence on 
public opinion have an obligation to particular prudence in 
their published judgments, but the exertion of their influence 
is not as such undemocratic or otherwise illegitimate as long 
as a proper degree of media independence and plurality is 
warranted. 
 
In short, what deliberative democracy requires is that any 
policy recommendation or, more generally speaking, any 
constructive political opinion is an input into, and not a 
substitute of, the democratic process, and that any decision 
taken by officeholders (which will almost inevitably be based 
on one or another policy recommendation) will in principle be 
responsive to public challenge. 
 
This characterization of the institutional preconditions for the 
reconciliation of democratic principles and policy 
recommendations also indicates the limits to form and 
content of policy recommendations that may be submitted to 
the democratic process. First of all, policy recommendations 
whose aim, or incidental effect, is to seriously undermine 
deliberative democracy would not be admissible in the same 
way as an unconstitutional political party would not be 
admissible in a multi-party democracy. “Not admissible” is of 
course meant in the sense of not being morally admissible 
rather than in the sense of being illegal. As long as such 
undemocratic policy recommendations are covered by the 
right to freedom of expression, they should not be suppressed 
by legal sanctions. Being not morally admissible should 
rather imply that such policy recommendations stand no 
chance of being seriously considered in a functioning 
deliberative democracy. 
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Second, when a particular policy recommendation is 
advanced, it should be justified by giving reasons why the 
society should want to adopt that particular policy, rather 
than by purely mechanical arguments based on alleged 
natural social laws. For example, it would be problematic to 
recommend a particular measure, even if it concerns the 
extension of democratic participation rights, based simply on 
statistical evidence that such a measure tends to increase 
citizens’ happiness (as in Frey & Stutzer 2002). Such a 
justification reflects a view of citizens as happiness functions 
and of policy makers as social engineers that have to fulfill 
some independent objectives. It fails to address the reasons 
the citizenry may or may not have to make the recommended 
cause their own (cf. Thomä 2003:155). One does not need to 
deny the existence of causal effects of certain policies on 
people’s wellbeing to demand that such policies always need 
to be justified also and ultimately in terms of the specific, 
contextual reasons people should have to advocate such 
policies in public deliberation. 
 
In addition to (i) the institutional preconditions and (ii) the 
formal and substantive criteria of admissible policy 
recommendations, the reconciliation of policy 
recommendations with deliberative democracy—indeed, 
deliberative democracy itself—requires (iii) an ethical 
predisposition—or simply: morality—on the side of the 
participants of public deliberation, including citizens, experts, 
multipliers and legitimate officeholders. While any democratic 
constitution of society must be able to withstand 
undemocratic and immoral attitudes of a minority, it cannot 
be built upon the assumption of the complete absence of 
morality. I shall try to explain what this implies for policy 
recommendations in general and for GNH related proposals in 
particular. 

2.3 The imputation of morality 
Saying that deliberative democracy requires morality does of 
course not mean that citizens must always do the good and 
never the bad, or that they must be always motivated by pure 
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benevolence. It does not, in other words, mean that citizens 
must be saints. It just means that they respect others’ moral 
rights for other than strategic reasons, i.e., to judge and act 
from the moral point of view. Morality, in this sense, simply 
means that I do not (ab)use the other only as a means in my 
strategic calculus, but that I care also about him or her as a 
vulnerable human being. The criterion is not whether I 
protect another person’s specific interest at any cost to 
myself, but whether I sincerely care about that person’s 
interest and allow it to become, in principle, a reason for me 
to act against my immediate interests. What is necessary in 
deliberative democracy, therefore, is a general readiness to 
critically revise one’s private preferences and/or to act against 
them in the light of others’ justified interests. 
 
Such a conception of democracy is not for the first time 
proposed here, but it may attract criticism from two sides. 
First, it may be criticized that it is unrealistic to expect that a 
significant portion of the citizenry is willing or able to take 
this moral point of view. Whatever the exact arguments of 
such a criticism, it will be either misdirected or simply wrong. 
It would be misdirected if it was meant to criticize the view 
that people would generally sacrifice their own interest for 
those of another. After all, morality in the sense just 
described does not at all imply that the pursuit of one’s own 
interests would in any way be illegitimate as such or that one 
should sacrifice one’s wellbeing for that of others. All it says is 
that the pursuit of one’s interests must be conditional upon 
its respecting the moral rights of others. In other words, the 
pursuit of one’s interests is prima facie legitimate and only 
needs to be justified, and possibly revised, when others’ 
legitimate interests are compromised. The criticism would be 
wrong if it was claimed that, as a matter of fact, people have 
no moral sense. This should be clear once the implications of 
such a claim are understood. The widespread absence of any 
morality would mean, e.g., that we could only communicate 
and interact strategically and would have to suspend any 
trust. The very business of science—defending theories and 
hypothesis by reasoned argument—would become pointless 
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in such a world—in fact, the very justification of the view that 
morality does not exist would become a performative 
contradiction, i.e., it would be an exercise of communicative 
(as opposed to strategic) rationality that is denying its own 
existence. The absurdity of such a claim has been nicely 
caricatured by Amartya Sen (1983:p.96): “‹Where is the 
railway station?› he asks me. ‹There›, I say, pointing at the 
post office, ‹and would you please post this letter for me on 
the way?› ‹Yes›, he says, determined to open the envelope and 
check whether it contains something valuable.” We certainly 
do not live in a world without morality. It would of course be 
futile to attempt to ascertain the exact degree of the 
prevalence of morality. Yet, in the absence of such estimates, 
we will certainly fare better being optimistic about human 
morality than pessimistic, preferring to impute rather a little 
too much morality than too little. 
 
Second, it may be criticized that it is illegitimate to require 
that people change their preferences. This criticism may be 
expected to follow from the standard dogma in economic 
theory that preferences are sacrosanct and not to be 
criticized. As long as negative externalities are internalized 
through the price mechanism, the argument goes, nobody’s 
preferences should be questioned since “a taste for poetry is 
no better than a taste for pushpins” (Frank 1997:1844, citing 
Bentham). This critique, too, is mistaken on several accounts. 
First, the very view that people have given preferences is 
highly implausible and problematic. Rather, human beings 
appear to be constructing their preferences themselves all the 
time, albeit not from scratch and within limits (Hirata 
2003:108). This implies that there usually exists no “genuine” 
preference from which an individual is manipulated away 
through outside influence. Rather, the construction of 
preferences will unavoidably be influenced by communication 
and interaction, and as long as the person is the master of 
her judgments, there should be no reason to fear that she is 
unduly manipulated. 
 



                                How Should Happiness Guide GNH Policy? 

 11

Second, it is not only that outside influences are not 
necessarily manipulative. People in fact actively seek outside 
orientation for the sake of rightly choosing their preferences. 
Most people want to live well and responsibly without having 
a complete and ready-made conception of either the good life 
or of legitimacy. Asking themselves how they want to live, who 
they want to be, and what their values should be, they often 
welcome the open-ended deliberation with others even if their 
preferences are challenged in the process. As a reflected 
economist once said, “life is at bottom an exploration in the 
field of values, an attempt to discover values, rather than on 
the basis of knowledge of them to produce and enjoy them to 
the greatest possible extent. We strive to ‘know ourselves,’ to 
find out our real wants, more than to get what we want” 
(Knight 1964:1). 
 
Third, declaring the questioning of others’ preferences 
illegitimate would mean doing away with the idea of ethics, of 
responsibility, rights, and duties altogether. The mere fact 
that a person compensates others for the damage he inflicts 
on them (i.e., the idea of paying for negative externalities) 
does not in itself legitimize the underlying preferences. As 
Brian Barry (1991:264) vividly argues in an analogous 
context, 
 

We will all agree that doing harm is in general not cancelled 
out by doing good, and conversely that doing some good does 
not license one to do harm provided it does not exceed the 
amount of good. For example, if you paid for the realignments 
of a dangerous highway intersection and saved an average of 
two lives a year, that would not mean that you could shoot 
one motorist per year and simply reckon on coming out 
ahead. (quoted in Neumayer 1999:40) 

 
The same case can be made for most negative externalities. A 
rich person may have no difficulties to compensate, say, a 
community of indigenous forest dwellers for their resettlement 
in a different location in order to build a weekend residence 
for himself. Yet, considering the alternatives, one might 
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question whether he should not want to put his fortune to a 
different use and content himself with a less “unsettling” 
weekend destination. Indeed, “the way people allocate money 
is not always optimal from a social point of view” (Thinley 
1999:20). Similarly, we do not only condemn sadistic 
practices but also the desire for such practices, and it is for 
the same reason that the law prescribes harsher punishment 
for homicide when it was committed with “malice 
aforethought” (murder) than when it was committed out of 
recklessness or negligence (manslaughter). The point I want 
to make is that preferences are not morally irrelevant and 
that we are right to demand justification for questionable 
preferences.4 
 
When it is recognized that moral demands can (realistically) 
and may (ethically) be made on citizens, there should be no 
reason to exempt policy recommendations from making moral 
demands. In fact, any policy recommendations that does not 
exclusively address purely opportunistic interests of the 
addressees—i.e., practically all serious policy 
recommendations—will automatically make some moral 
demands. After all, policy recommendations need to be 
justified by reference to some social benefit, not to the private 
advantage that politicians, or indeed voters, may expect to 
reap (“we recommend to abolish eco-taxes in order to make 
more profitable use of defenseless future generations’ 
assets”). Even the public choice school that portrays policy 
makers as purely self-interested agents does not seem to go 
that far in its own policy recommendations. 
 
Happiness-based policy recommendations potentially address 
people’s private ethos (i.e., prudence and morality) much 
more explicitly than policy recommendations based on other 
research, and Gross National Happiness in particular takes 
persons’ attitudes explicitly into the equation, as a key 
passage from Lyonpo Jigme Y. Thinley’s Millenium Meeting 
address emphasizes: 
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The knowledge of the self is important to attain individual 
liberty and freedom, to gain happiness. … I attach a slightly 
different meaning to concepts like freedom and liberty than is 
customarily done. We can gain freedom fundamentally 
through the destruction of delusion, aggression and desire. … 
Happiness depends on gaining freedom, to a certain degree, 
from this particular kind of self-concern [of ‘paying excessive 
attention to our selves, our concerns, needs and likes’]. 
(Thinley 1999:17-18) 

 
Yet, criticizing this as a weakness of the GNH approach would 
again be misguided. As I have just argued, every policy 
recommendation will rightly make some demands on the 
addressees’ ethos—so why not extend the audience to all 
citizens, rather than restricting them to policy makers? 
Indeed, it seems rather inconsistent that most policy 
recommendations—and their underlying theories—do not 
articulate any moral exigencies demanded from citizens. To 
be sure, moral demands alone will hardly make any 
difference, and there exists a danger in overestimating 
people’s receptiveness for moral demands, especially when 
not backed by “institutional backrests” (Ulrich 
2001/1997:319) that reduce the private costs of socially 
responsible behavior. Yet, just as policy makers are usually 
called upon to design good rules of the game (by appealing to 
their responsibility, not to their private advantage), so should 
ordinary citizens be called upon to act virtuously within these 
rules, and be it only for consistency (i.e., not arbitrarily 
excluding citizens from moral demands). Many citizens may 
in fact be eager to understand what virtuous action would 
exactly mean in the context of the recommended rules of the 
game, and explicitly addressing these concerns would enrich, 
rather than patronize or manipulate, public debate.5 
Complementing recommendations for better rules of the game 
by explicitly addressing the role of people’s private ethos 
should therefore be no reason for embarrassment, but rather 
a natural feature of any comprehensive political program or 
policy recommendation. 
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3. How exactly may happiness be expected to influence 
development? 
In light of the conception of deliberative democracy outlined 
above, one should not expect a simple “application” of GNH to 
societies that bypasses the democratic decision making 
process. Yet, the question of how GNH ideas may be expected 
to be transmitted into real-world decision making shall not be 
evaded here with a formal reference to the democratic 
decision making process. While deliberative democracy is a 
rather formal concept, it should be part of the theorist’s job to 
point out how this form might be filled with substance in 
different contexts or scenarios. While I shall not go very deep 
into this issue at this point,6 I will highlight four specific ways 
on different levels in which the concern with happiness, in 
particular as understood in GNH, may be expected to make a 
difference to development. 
 

3.1 Institutional level: provisions to reduce the frame-of-reference 
effect 
Both empirical evidence and theoretical reasoning strongly 
support the notion that poverty is relative and that, as a 
corollary, wellbeing depends on some social frame of 
reference. In particular, I suggest that this frame-of-reference 
effect is driven by at least three distinct social dynamics: 
 
(1) Positional competition (Hirsch 1976) leads people to spend 
money on a positional arms race for status or otherwise for a 
high position in a socio-economic hierarchy that alone can 
provide a valuable (“oligarchic”) privilege. Since the total 
supply of positional goods cannot be augmented by 
productivity gains, however, such competition is, from a 
social welfare point of view, a zero-sum game, and 
expenditures made for positional goods are thus social losses. 
 
(2) Secondary inflation makes a given functioning (Sen 
1985:10) more costly in terms of goods, just as primary (i.e., 
monetary) inflation makes a given good more costly in terms 
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of money units. For example, the deterioration of public 
transport in Los Angeles brought about by the surge in the 
number of private cars now practically obliges families to 
posses a car to function normally in society. Doing one’s 
grocery shopping, e.g., was once a matter of paying for a bus 
ride, but now involves the much higher cost of owning and 
operating a car. 
 
(3) Adaptive aspirations have the effect of reducing the 
satisfaction a person derives from a given functioning because 
exposure to superior goods lead to rising aspirations. For 
example, a state of the art personal computer from five years 
ago would not at all satisfy consumers today because they 
have come to expect better functionality. Similarly, our 
ancestors would not have considered themselves unhappy for 
not having a hot morning shower, but once we got used to it 
we take it for granted and do not derive any positive 
satisfaction from this comfort. 
 
All these effects may be tackled to some degree by smart rules 
of the game, and in fact are already being partially addressed 
(Frank 1999, Layard 2005). Positional competition, e.g., may 
be slowed down by limiting the hours people work; secondary 
inflation might be addressed by long-term policies (e.g., urban 
planning) that expose the secular choices societies confront 
rather than relying on piecemeal decisions of individuals 
(Hirsch 1976, Mishan 1979/1967, Schelling 1974); and 
adaptive aspirations can be addressed by limiting exposure to 
superior consumption goods (by reducing income inequality 
or by banning advertising towards children below the age of 
twelve, as Sweden has done). 

3.2 Individual level: educational effect of knowing about cognitive 
fallacies 
Apart from the just outlined social dynamics which occur 
even if, or precisely when, individuals decide rationally, 
happiness may be compromised by irrational behavior. 
Psychological research has gathered firm evidence that people 
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frequently commit cognitive fallacies when it comes to 
predicting happiness. For example, they often fail to 
anticipate that, and how rapidly, they will adjust to better 
performing computers or hot showers (Frederick & 
Loewenstein 1999). They overestimate the effect of a given 
change in their living conditions for the simple fact that their 
attention is drawn to them (“focusing illusion”; Schkade & 
Kahneman 1998). They also tend to overestimate their taste 
for diversity when anticipating future choices (Read & 
Loewenstein 1995). Publicly debating happiness may raise 
people’s awareness of these effects, and once people know 
about these cognitive fallacies they may be expected to make 
more prudent decisions, just as knowledge about nutritional 
features of different foods has been making a difference to 
people’s diets. 

3.3 Societal level: giving weight to (inter-) subjective arguments 
Prevalent discourses tend to selectively establish legitimizing 
justifications. Our modern time’s veneration of, some would 
say obsession with, objectivity, for example, obliges people to 
justify their judgments and decisions by reference to some 
objective arguments. What is more, people find it prudent in 
terms of their own interest—not only just with respect to 
others’ interests—to base decisions on objective rather than 
subjective criteria. For example, a majority of respondents in 
an experiment said that they would be more satisfied earning 
US$33,000 when their equally qualified colleagues earn 
US$30,000 than earning US$35,000 when their colleagues 
earn US$38,000,. At the same time, however, 84% (of another 
group of respondents) said they would choose the latter 
scenario (Tversky & Griffin 1991:114). Apparently, people do 
not consider their resulting subjective satisfaction to be a 
legitimate reason to act upon, perhaps because “the market 
culture teaches us that money is the source of well-being, 
[and people,] lacking privileged knowledge of the causes of 
their feelings, … accept conventional answers” (Lane 2000:70) 
Here, publicly and seriously debating happiness might help 
do away with the stigma of subjective arguments so that 
reasons are evaluated on their inherent merit and not on 
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insignificant formal criteria such as whether they are 
objective or subjective. 

3.4 Conceptual level: acknowledge role of personal attitudes for 
happiness 
Modern social sciences, with the partial exception of 
psychology, have come to restrict their domain of interest to 
living conditions, the rules of the game and social, economic, 
and political systems, as opposed to the inner life of the 
subjects that, after all, constitute such systems. This is also 
true for development theories and has been accompanied in 
most Western societies by an almost exclusive concern in 
public debates with citizens’ (negative) rights and freedoms at 
the exclusion of obligations and behavior-orientating norms. 
Development is seen basically as a matter of building an 
agreeable world around people who are assumed to be 
equipped with all those competencies and attitudes it takes to 
become thriving and well-adjusted citizens once favorable 
living conditions are established. As Scitovsky (1992/1976:4) 
noted, “we are accustomed to blaming the system or the 
economy and have gotten out of the habit of seeking the 
cause of our troubles in ourselves.” 
 
Unfortunately, however, the conditions of life are not always 
agreeable. While there are certainly many aspects of today’s 
“systems” that need to be rectified, people’s attitudes, 
characters, inner strength etc. are also a vital component of 
development. In fact, people’s inner life plays two constitutive 
roles in development. On the one hand, a certain moral 
posture (commitment to basic moral principles, a conception 
of the good etc.) is a requirement for any societal “system” to 
function well (Rawls 1999/1971, Hirsch 1976, Giannetti 
2002). On the other hand, some inner strength and positive 
attitudes are what allows people to live fulfilling lives even 
under not so agreeable living conditions. If public debates 
were centered around happiness rather than economic 
conditions, one might expect that people’s inner life would be 
taken into the equation of development. In this sense, GNH-
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inspired theories appear to be more complete than 
mainstream development approaches that are exclusively 
concerned with the living conditions, and not at all with living. 

4. Conclusion 
Happiness-inspired policy recommendations, I have argued 
here, are neither illegitimate nor illusory, provided that they 
are submitted as justified suggestions to the democratic 
decision making process. As all other policy 
recommendations, they have to prove themselves in the 
public discursive contest of arguments. One argument that 
might turn out to become a particularly convincing feature of 
GNH is its inclusion of the inner life into the domain of 
interest. While people’s inner life is perhaps no direct field of 
policy intervention, it would be an inconsistency and a gross 
omission to conceptualize and debate development without 
taking the role of personal attitudes, ethos, and values into 
account. 
 
There are a number of specific ways in which the shift in 
public debate from economic conditions to happiness may 
affect a society’s development path, i.e., policies as well as 
people’s private lives. I have here defended the view that the 
specific path of good development must be negotiated in a 
given society under the premise of deliberative democracy, 
and that such negotiation makes, and should make, some 
moral demands on the negotiators—the citizens. In other 
words, good development needs both, appropriate rules of the 
game and citizens who care about others’ moral rights. By 
addressing both sides of the equation, GNH brings us a big 
step further towards a more comprehensive conception of 
development. 
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1 The draft constitution as published on 26 March 2005 begins thus 
(after the preamble): “Article 1. Kingdom of Bhutan. 1. Bhutan is a 
Sovereign Kingdom and the Sovereign power belongs to the people of 
Bhutan. 2. The form of Government shall be that of a Democratic 
Constitutional Monarchy. Any other form of Government shall be 
unconstitutional and is prohibited.” 
 
2 The “median voter theorem” is based on the scenario of a binary 
decision (for or against a specific proposal) and says that the 
preferences of the median voter—i.e., the voter who has as many 
voters to his right as to his left in the distribution of approval 
intensities—will prevail as long as decisions reflect majorities. 
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3 Cf. the voluminous literature sparked by “Arrow’s impossibility 
theorem” (Arrow 1951). 
 

4 Furthermore, the very concept of externalities requires some moral 
concept of legitimate preferences. For example, I may find that 
factory noise is an illegitimate nuisance but that the noise of playing 
children should not be disliked in the same way. 
 
5 Moreover, many collective action problems seem to depend 
precisely on the public articulation of behavioral norms as a 
precondition for universal understanding. If a municipality puts up 
glass disposal containers for recycling purposes, for example, there 
would be little use if this measure was not complemented by a 
publicly justified articulation of the citizen duty to cooperate with 
glass recycling. The failure to communicate this expectation may 
undermine people’s confidence in general cooperation which in turn 
may stifle a latent readiness to cooperate on the side of each single 
individual. 
 
6 A more elaborate discussion of this question can be found, in 
German language, in Hirata (2005 [in print]) and, in English 
language, in Hirata (2006 [forthcoming]). 
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Towards a New Conceptualization of Gross National Happiness 
and its Foundations 

 
Dr Ross McDonald* 

 

Introduction 
As all reading this will be aware, Bhutan’s development 
philosophy aims to increase Gross National Happiness (GNH), 
a worthy and highly meaningful goal and anyone choosing to 
work in this area will find a widespread affirmation of this 
‘novel’ vision from almost all to whom it is mentioned. 
However, we would be making a serious error if we were to 
believe that national happiness constitutes a new goal. It has 
in fact been the primary goal of both Buddhist and non-
Buddhist cultures for millennia and indeed it is difficult to 
conceive of any form of social governance which does not have 
this as its central spoken or unspoken goal. Even those forms 
of social governance which have in practice produced massive 
suffering (those devised by Pol Pot, Hitler and Stalin come 
readily to mind) sought happiness - albeit for only a select few 
and typically through ill-conceived ideological assumptions. 
Across time and space, although we might premise social 
progress upon seemingly differing goals, such as wealth, 
fame, honour, love, equality, freedom or even racial purity all 
such alternatives ultimately gain a common legitimacy from 
an assumed association with enhanced fulfilment - and their 
failure to produce this is always their final undoing. On an 
individual level, the value of happiness as a super-ordinate 
outcome can be revealed in simple thought experiments 
where we ask ourselves if we would be willing to seek money 
if it did not lead to happiness, or fame even if it produced 
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personal misery. The answer is of course, a resounding no - a 
fact that reveals the pre-eminence of happiness in human 
motivation. 
 
Indeed, the desire for happiness is central to all western 
philosophical traditions with the possible exception of a stern 
stoicism and it is readily apparent in all of the world’s major 
religious forms where promises of bliss, joy and ecstasy draw 
millions of the faithful into a wide range of spiritual beliefs 
and practices. Thus Bhutan’s development philosophy 
accords with long established ideals in Western secularism, 
Christianity, Hinduism, Islam and Confucianism along with 
the vast majority of the world’s indigenous ‘faiths’ from Africa 
to the Americas and from the Pacific to Asia. To seek national 
happiness then is nothing new but rather a long standing 
tradition that only appears novel to modern secular societies 
as a function of the obscuring impacts of a modernist 
paradigm that confuses the means to happiness with the end 
itself. As we shall see in the pages that follow, this is 
particularly apparent in the ideology of free market 
globalisation which has diluted many of the wiser traditions 
listed above.  
 
But before venturing into this terrain we need to note a 
further and perhaps more fundamental obscuration central to 
modernisation and that is the critical disregard for a similarly 
foundational understanding common to all of the 
aforementioned traditions – that the achievement of 
widespread happiness is only possible via the prior cultivation 
of moral maturity.  

The Practical Inseparability of Moral Development and 
Happiness 
The inviolable connection between moral maturity and true 
happiness provides the intellectual foundation for almost 
every system of sustainable social co-ordination. In 
Christianity for example, the deepest fulfilment is 
characterised by generosity, compassion, mutual respect and 
the control of excessive appetites. This is readily apparent in 
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the central core of Christian doctrine, the Ten 
Commandments in which progress towards collective 
wellbeing comes from the cultivation of these moral 
sensibilities and the pro-social conduct that flows 
spontaneously from them. Likewise, for Muslims, the Five 
Pillars of Islam aim to inculcate a happy morality in which 
charity, peacefulness, fellow-feeling and the control of 
selfishness are the highest and most adaptive virtues. In 
Confucianism, the skilful state of wu-wei is characterised by 
respect, sympathy, service and generosity – attitudes 
inseparable from happiness. In Hinduism the cultivation of 
upeksa, mudita, maitri and brahmacarya represent the 
flowering of our potential for joy and the same is thematically 
true for Judaism, Jainism, Sufisim and of course all branches 
of Buddhism. Here, and particularly in Mahayana, the way to 
happiness lies in the simultaneous cultivation of mindful 
compassion and self-control. Evident in the articulation of the 
Four Noble Truths, the Three Roots of Evil, the Eightfold path 
and other insights is this central understanding that 
happiness demands a compassionate connection with, and 
contribution to the welfare of others. The same connection 
applies to indigenous worldviews. In Maoridom for example, a 
consciousness characterised by service to the collective, 
respect for the environment and the containment of self-
seeking represents the most accomplished and fulfilling mode 
of being as it does in almost every indigenous culture this 
author is aware of. And although in some of the latter cases it 
might be argued that a certain warrior-like violence is 
condoned, this does not represent a denial of the need for 
moral maturity but rather (as with Pol Pot et al) a failure to 
extend the moral precepts to sufficiently broad and diverse 
constituencies.  
 
This essential co-joining of moral improvement and progress 
towards both individual and collective happiness is equally 
central to the secular traditions that underpin the 
contemporary process of Western style modernisation. 
Aristotle for example, argued forcibly that progress towards 
the happiness he believed constituted the ultimate goal of 



Journal of Bhutan Studies 

 26

human existence, was only possible via the cultivation of 
moral virtue. A similar assumption underlies of all major 
schools of Western philosophical ethics, as in Kantian 
deontology for example, and is particularly explicit in that 
most influential of forms – utilitarianism.  
 
For Jeremy Bentham, The so-called ‘father’ of utilitarianism, 
both the ultimate value of happiness and the need for a prior 
moral accomplishment were self-evident. In attempting to 
devise a rigorous ‘hedonic calculus’, he and his followers (Mill 
and Rawls more recently) sought to systematically identify the 
increases and decreases in happiness that accrue to all 
affected by any particular course of action. In this scheme, 
the relative value of action can be theoretically charted by 
estimating its relative utility (its ability to induce lasting, 
contagious and deep happiness) and dis-utility (its contrary 
tendency to induce lasting, contagious and deep 
unhappiness) in order that social action be directed towards 
producing “the greatest happiness for the greatest number” – 
exactly the goal that Bhutan has set for itself. Explicit in this 
endeavour is the need to found an effective progress upon the 
twin foundations of maximised sympathy for others and 
maximum self-control – in other words upon the cultivation of 
moral maturity.  
 
Indeed even the great Adam Smith (that doyen of those who 
would deny the need for moral intentionality) clearly 
emphasised this same connection, a fact demonstrated by the 
conceptual ordering of his highly influential works. His three-
volume treatise begins with the Theory of Moral Sentiments, a 
systematic exposition of the need for sympathy and ‘human 
heartedness’ if progress towards the decent society is to be 
secured. 
 
All in all then, as the above sketch illustrates, not only is 
progress towards happiness the central aim shared by almost 
all social philosophies both historical and contemporary, but 
it is a progress utterly inseparable from the prior cultivation 
of self-restraint, respect and care for other constituencies. 
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This almost universal wisdom has however, been successively 
lost in the process of modernisation to be replaced by a less 
grounded understanding characterised by two fateful 
compromises. First the abandonment of happiness as the 
ultimate end to be sought – this being replaced by a series of 
subsidiary goals such as wealth and democracy. And second, 
the denial of any need for an intentional morality – this being 
replaced by a functional amorality in which progress is to be 
coordinated by forces beyond our own control predominantly 
the ‘invisible hand’ or the ‘market mechanism’. The impact of 
these obscurations is of tremendous importance and it is 
imperative that Bhutan see clearly how and why this loss of 
direction has come into being. 

The Loss of Direction in Contemporary Globalisation 
If we return to the historical roots of contemporary 
globalisation we can see that the predominant intention of the 
rational Enlightenment from which it emerged was explicitly 
to increase the happiness of nations through moral 
improvement. However, it did not take long for the integrity of 
this originating intent to be compromised and for the basic 
process of moral waywardness so characteristic of western 
expansion to begin. In essence the loss of direction stems 
directly from the rejection of an over-arching spiritual 
authority in the form of the Christian Church and the 
monolithic moral control it had exercised in European society 
from the fourth century onwards.  
 
In the two centuries preceding the 18th century 
Enlightenment, European Christianity suffered from an 
almost relentless decline in legitimacy, a crisis brought on by 
a complex interplay of factors but centrally involving a 
systematic increase in corruption and hypocrisy. The 
increasing tendency of those high in the ranks of the Catholic 
Church to seek material self-aggrandisement (through the 
use of mortgages, the enclosure of common lands, the selling 
of Indulgences and so forth) and to cling to untenable 
scriptural ‘truths’ (concerning gravity, the movement of 
planets, the nature of human physiology and so on) 
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condemned the church to a diminishing authority, Critically 
also, the split between the major orders of Christianity, the 
Protestants and the Catholics, following Martin Luther’s 
damning attacks on Catholic legitimacy, led to a hundred 
year war and a mutual derogation that left the credibility of 
both in irreparable ruins. Thus, by the end of the seventeenth 
century in Europe, religious authority had begun to wane and 
it was into the resulting ideological breach that the rational 
philosophers of the Enlightenment stepped.  
 
These philosophers, Paine, Hutcheson, Smith, Bentham, Mill 
and others argued cogently that there was a need for a radical 
new approach to human progress and that this should be 
based above all upon rational appraisal and the scientific-
technical improvement of society. Underlying the idealism of 
the age was the assumed primacy of moral improvement to 
individual development and the belief that this would be 
spontaneously forthcoming if only society could free itself 
from the corrupted influence of an irrational and morally 
compromised church. Happiness then, would be best served 
by facilitating personal freedom, a freedom in which 
individuals could decide for themselves what constituted 
acceptable behaviour. However, as history from that point on 
has clearly shown, such optimism was misplaced and without 
the restraining authority of a coherent institutionalised 
morality, individual freedom has tended easily towards 
neglect of others interests and the concomitant elevation of 
selfishness to a pre-eminent operational status. The 
permissive idealism inherent in Enlightenment individualism 
has then moved Western society away from a trajectory of 
rational self-improvement towards a deeply irrational culture 
of oblivious self-indulgence. 
 
The aetiology of this shift is highly complex involving 
numerous strands of influence, but in broad outline the 
source of the change is easy to identify. Simply put, the moral 
optimism of the 18th century was undermined by the ascent 
of an economistic philosophy propagated by the narrow 
interests of a rising commercial class primarily interested in 
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furthering its own material improvement. This elite managed 
to effectively transform the pro-social potential of 
Enlightenment doctrine into a compromised vision in which 
the cultivation of moral maturity was deemed unnecessary. 
This movement gained much strength from a partial reading 
of the key Enlightenment texts and in particular of the 
writings of Adam Smith. Thus, from the late Eighteenth 
century on, the key moral arguments of the great 
philosophers like Hutcheson, Smith and Bentham were 
selectively ignored and their theorising reshaped in order to 
provide justification for a much more exploitative and self-
seeking agenda. Key to this shift was the Wealth of Nations 
and its proposal that an Invisible Hand would faultlessly 
redirect self-seeking in such a way as to provide the greatest 
collective happiness possible. That this argument was never 
truly made by Smith was, and still is, unimportant to a 
business class intent on seeking ideological justification for 
its own immaturity. Thus, the contention that enacting a 
rational competitiveness in which no consideration of others’ 
well being is necessary provided the perfect cover for 
exploitation and self-indulgence. In a selective reading of 
Smiths philosophy, there is no need for intentional 
considerateness, generosity, respect or self-control as their 
opposites, inconsiderateness, meanness, disrespect and 
untrammelled self-indulgence will unerringly move society 
towards universal wellbeing via the magical mechanism of an 
‘Invisible Hand’. In fact, as this deeply irrational doctrine has 
become embedded, the claim has transformed into an even 
more extreme form in which the cultivation of any intentional 
morality is seen as being deeply disruptive to market 
functioning and injurious to the cause of widespread 
happiness.  
 
Furthermore, modernist post-Enlightenment doctrine has 
come to argue that happiness itself can be effectively ignored 
as an outcome as it can be faultlessly replaced by more 
proximate measures of market scale and expansion. This 
revisionist tendency is again founded on disingenuous and 
self-serving interpretations of such key thinkers as Smith, 
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Bentham and David Ricardo to produce an ideology in which 
all market expansion indicates an equivalent expansion in 
satisfaction. This effective substitution of means for ends is 
premised upon deeply irrational assumptions, such as the 
belief that all market exchange is freely entered into and that 
there are no ecological limitations beyond which economic 
expansion cannot proceed without enormous cost. With these 
falsehoods firmly institutionalised, the architects of modern 
economic globalisation have forged for us all a deeply 
problematic trajectory. 
 
The end result of this obscurantism has been the 
transformation of an integrated blue-print for simultaneous 
moral and material development into a morally chaotic 
‘progress’ that has polarised the world into unhappy and 
unstable divisions of indulgent wealth and indefensible 
poverty. Thus, we have come to inhabit a world in which a 
few hundred billionaires have more wealth than the poorest 
2.5 billion people combined, one in which 40,000 children die 
each day from preventable starvation while wealthy countries 
throw out 15-20% of all food as uneaten waste, and one that 
is likely to be witness to the destruction of up to 25% of all 
living species as we seek ever greater market growth. Under 
the current doctrine of market pre-eminence, toxic pollution 
is a rapidly growing problem and global food security is in 
steep decline driven by collapsing fish stocks, changing 
weather patterns and declining soil fertility. National 
governments’ ability to contain the amorality of market 
‘integration’ is on the decline as they become increasingly 
captured by the commercial imperatives that further embed 
gross inequalities in wellbeing. Millions are being driven into 
privation and dependence by the compete-or-die philosophy 
of the worlds dominating financial institutions. And of critical 
importance, morally restraining cultural systems the world 
over are being swept away in a torrent of commercial media.  
 
In sum then, post-Enlightenment modernity has lost its way 
as a direct function of its critical rejection of happiness as a 
conscious goal and of moral improvement as a necessary 
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precondition for any meaningful ‘progress’. That this is true is 
evident not only in the objective state of the world but more 
centrally in the utter futility of inconsiderate and exploitative 
means to securing greater happiness. Despite a dramatic 
acceleration in rates of material consumption in the post-war 
period, developed societies have achieved no significant 
advance towards greater national happiness. The well 
documented fact that greater material consumption cannot 
increase happiness after basic needs have been taken care of 
is clear testimony to the moral and practical bankruptcy of 
post-Enlightenment attempts to secure happiness through 
proxy measures and moral laxity.  
 
Currently, Bhutan’s national development policy stands in 
wise opposition to this trend seeking to maintain the explicit 
pre-eminence of happiness as a national goal. In its current 
formulation, Gross National Happiness is seen to rest upon 
four foundations – culture, governance, the environment and 
economy. The above discussion would suggest however, that 
the real foundation of happiness is a widespread morality and 
that if this is indeed the case, then Bhutan’s current model is 
incomplete in its failure to explicitly recognise the 
fundamental importance of this factor in determining the 
subsequent quality of cultural, governmental, environmental 
and economic interaction. It is important that this key insight 
be made foundational to policy making if Bhutan is to avoid 
the unhappy disorientation inherent in modernity. 

Towards a New Conceptualisation of Gross National 
Happiness 
Having noted that the cultivation of moral maturity has not 
yet been made an explicit part of the model of GNH to date, it 
is nonetheless clearly evident that implicitly the connection 
has been made. Thus, the four pillars are typically spoken 
about in ways that clearly assume morality. Thus, governance 
denotes good and progressive governance, culture a vibrant 
and meaningful culture, economy a just and productive 
economy and the environment a healthy and sustainable 
environment. Essentially then, the present formulation clearly 
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implies that happiness is founded on morally positive 
relations with the four domains central to securing on-going 
wellbeing. The implicit inverse of this conceptualisation 
accordingly claims that unhappiness comes from morally 
negative relations in these same domains  
 
In reality then, the four ‘pillars’ central to Bhutanese 
development represent overlapping domains of interaction, 
ones which are truly inseparable from each other, and from 
the broad level of moral development obtaining in a given 
population. With regard to the environment for example, it is 
clear that any population can interact with the surrounding 
ecological system in either responsible or irresponsible ways - 
ways that either recognise or fail to recognise the dependence 
of all on the overall health of that system and accordingly 
either tempers selfishness to accord with mature restraint or 
fails to do so, When the former orientation dominates the 
integral beauty of nature will be spontaneously respected, the 
rights of other sentient beings upheld and the on-going 
generatitivty of nature kept uppermost in considering the 
needs of present and future generations. Alternatively, a 
population can interact with the surrounding ecological 
system in ways that are disrespectful and exploitative leading 
to the integral beauty of nature being subjugated to selfish 
short-term interests, the rights of other sentient beings being 
denied and on-going generativity being undermined. The 
former orientation premised upon a positive morality will 
produce harmony and happiness in both the short and the 
long run, while the latter orientation will produce conflict and 
unhappiness both in the short and the long run. 
 
A similar conclusion applies to each of the other three 
domains of interaction. Thus, for example, relationships with 
culture can be considerate and respectful, or they can be 
exploitative and disrespectful. In the former case, the beauty 
and meaning of Buddhist culture will be sustained by those 
who appreciate its positive purpose and accordingly, 
relationship with existing cultural forms will be healthy and 
contributory. Thus, traditional wisdom, ideals and 
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meaningful practice can be continued into the future. 
Alternatively, the relationship with culture can be 
disrespectful and exploitative leading to the denial of its 
relevance, legitimacy and beauty. Insights and ideals will be 
rejected or engaged with only for personal gain – such as in 
the raiding of lhakhangs and chortens and the selling of 
cultural treasures for financial gain. Again, the former 
orientation premised upon broad considerateness and self-
restraint will be more productive of happiness and harmony, 
while the latter orientation will be produce unhappiness and 
conflict both in the short and long term.  
 
In the realm of governance the same principles apply. 
Governance can be dominated by moral maturity leading to 
contributory conduct both on the part of the governed and 
the governing. Such a positive orientation will produce 
policies that are non-corrupt, inclusive and caring whereas 
morally immature orientations will produce the opposite 
outcomes - corruption, favouritism, non-responsiveness and 
a lack of care. Once again, moral maturity will produce 
greater happiness and harmony than immaturity. Similarly, 
with regard to the economy, persons and populations can 
interact in ways that are considerate and contributory or in 
ways that are inconsiderate and exploitative. The former will 
engender a spirit of contribution, providing goods and 
services that are of genuine value in enhancing the quality of 
life and doing so in ways that are respectful of the dignity and 
rights of workers and consumers. If driven by less mature 
understandings, economic action will be more likely to 
produce unnecessary or even harmful goods and services in 
unsustainable and inconsiderate ways  
 
From the above analysis then, it should be apparent that the 
four interdependent domains identified in Bhutanese 
development policy are indeed critical to enhancing national 
happiness but that the determining factor is the degree of 
actualised morality evident in government and the population 
as a whole. Without broad considerateness and the 
containment of excessive selfishness, environmental, political, 
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social, cultural and economic relationships will be unhealthy 
and deeply harmful to the cause of national happiness. 
 
The implications of this are clear, namely that Bhutan’s 
developmental strategy must, as a pre-requisite priority, aim 
towards the cultivation of those mature, non-exploitative and 
unselfish attitudes upon which healthy and happy 
relationships with the surrounding world depend. This 
understanding returns us to a more grounded intuition 
regarding the essential inseparability of morality and 
widespread happiness and allows for a constructive re-
alignment of Bhutan’s current priorities with the original 
intent of the modernist paradigm that Bhutan now wishes to 
engage with. 

Of Reframing our Understanding of the Four Contributory 
Domains Happiness 
As we have seen, Bhutan’s development philosophy proposes 
a series of four discrete domains but further clarification is in 
order as, in reality these do not have an equal nor 
independent impact on national happiness. Rather, these 
elements exist in a more complex and subtle relationship 
wherein culture constitutes the most fundamental principle – 
effectively shaping all decision-making relating to the other 
three domains of interest. This is due to the simple fact that 
in any human collective, direction comes most fundamentally 
from the values that constitute the core of that collective’s 
shared ideals. In other words, it is the moral code inherent in 
culture that defines what constitutes progressive or regressive 
development. If a culture is dominated by ideals of sympathy 
and self-restraint then governance will be characterised by 
these same principles and will aim towards establishing 
social, economic and environmental policies that reflect and 
regenerate these considerate values. If on the other hand, a 
society’s shared ideals come to revolve around the denial of 
sympathy and self-restraint, governance will be characterised 
by these contrary ideals and will aim towards enacting social, 
economic and environmental policies that reflect these deeply 
inconsiderate values. Culture then is not just a co-equal 
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factor in an adaptive pattern of development it is the critical 
orientation that drives the whole pattern of collective 
development. 
 
The values that are enshrined in Buddhist culture must then 
be effectively applied by government and the degree of 
governmental ‘goodness’ measured by reference to its 
effectiveness in furthering these sovereign ideals. Thus, in 
Bhutan, it is government’s duty to pursue development 
policies that further the cultivation of widespread wisdom, 
compassion, sympathy, loving kindness and equanimity as an 
inseparable precondition for national happiness. If this can be 
done skilfully then development will be characterised by 
ecological sustainability, social harmony and economic 
balance but if governance succumbs to the compromised 
ideals of globalisation in its current form, then these 
relationships will instead be characterised by ecological 
unsustainability, social conflict and economic imbalance. If 
the latter were to obtain in Bhutan then governance, as 
measured by Buddhist ideals could not be deemed to be 
‘good’.  
 
In essence then, I propose that GNH model be reframed in 
accordance with the following diagram – one grounded in 
Buddhist morality and one that illustrates what might be 
termed a virtuous cycle of positive development conducive to 
the creation of Gross National Happiness. 
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The Positive of Gross National Cycle Happiness 

 
 
In the above diagram, Buddhist moral-cultural values 
determine government policy making in such a way that 
relationships with environmental, social and economic 
constituencies are mutually reinforcing and productive of a 
deep and growing national happiness. Central to this 
conceptualisation is the regenerative potential of such a 
virtuous cycle such that the direction of positive advance 
becomes self-reinforcing as balanced outcomes come to affirm 
the on-going legitimacy of existing culture – strengthening 
and continuing its influence on social development.  
 
This progressive cycle can be compared with a regressive, 
non-virtuous cycle of development, one detrimental to the 
creation of national happiness. Here we see the opposite 
potential in which morally immature values of inconsideration 
and self-indulgence come to perpetuate a similarly 
regenerating pattern of development, but one characterised 
by mounting social, economic and environmental malady. 
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The Negative Cycle of Gross National Unhappiness 

  
 
What this new conceptualisation implies is that if Bhutan is 
to have a reasonable chance of forging a culturally consonant 
pattern of genuine development, it must subject the process 
of modernisation to a critical analysis grounded firmly in the 
moral values of a considerate Buddhism. Hence, every major 
aspect of modernisation from media to money must be 
subjected to an evaluation that measures its worthiness 
directly in terms of its contribution to, or detraction from the 
moral maturity upon which sustainable happiness rests. .  
 
The challenge then fundamentally relates to the maintenance 
perspective and wisdom – that most foundational of Buddhist 
values and the one from which all moral accomplishment 
stems. In its current form, economic globalisation advances a 
moral insensitivity that is profoundly ignorant of its own 
ideological confusion. The only meaningful way to counter 
this is through education and the maintenance of moral 
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clarity. So what are the implications of this for Bhutan’s 
future? I would argue that once the foundational importance 
of morality is accepted that the government has little choice 
but to implement on-going means of public education 
designed to clarify the unhappy impacts of western-style 
modernisation and counter these with culturally consonant 
means to a happier development. In saying this however, I am 
aware immediately of how this might be received by 
enthusiastic modernisers both inside and outside of Bhutan 
who may immediately sense in this recommendation a 
patronising and controlling moralism. However, this 
perception must be challenged as it is at base, an argument 
for further embedding the moral chaos that is productive of 
so much misery in the global order. In response the question 
must be asked of whether the current trajectory of increasing 
ecological collapse and economic privation is in any way 
justifiable. It can indeed be argued that people ought to be 
free to determine their own morality, but this freedom has to 
operate within reasonable limits – bounded by some degree of 
consideration and self-control.  
 
Ideally of course, any institutional imposition on the 
individual is undesirable but that is not the aim here. The 
point rather is to facilitate a willing acceptance of the need for 
self-restraint in order that the wellbeing of those beyond the 
furthered. This takes us to an important observation - that all 
human collectives need to socialise their members and 
inculcate those values that promote social harmony and well-
being. The error often made by advocates of a purified 
freedom is to assume that members of modern and 
modernising societies can be truly free from such influence. 
Nothing could be further from the truth. In reality, the 
expansion of modern globalising culture is premised upon a 
highly systematic socialisation through which the values of 
negligent individualism are propagated. Central to this is the 
unstinting drive to inculcate values of material accumulation 
and social comparison. Commercial television, magazines, 
radio and above all, advertising, all constitute tremendously 
powerful forces intent on encouraging disconnection from the 
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environmental and social impacts of excessive personal 
consumption. It should be clear to any observer of the current 
order that an institutional shaping of values is very much a 
part of globalisation and its agenda. To deny this is simply 
naïve. The choice for Bhutan then is not between institutional 
imposition and freedom, but rather between conflicting types 
of institutional socialisation – one intent on forging an 
irresponsible sense of moral disconnection, the other intent 
on forging a sense of responsible moral connectedness. 
 
So how would a more progressive Buddhist socialisation 
work. In essence it must accord with the main tenets of a 
Buddhist sensibility and particularly with the realisation that 
forcible imposition rarely constitutes a workable means to 
moral improvement. Rather, we should recall that Buddhism 
is explicit in its recommendation that personal development 
can only truly occur when practice is chosen freely and the 
fruits of that practice experienced in such a way that its 
legitimacy is realised. Thus, Buddhist morality must be made 
available as a framework that has much to offer individuals 
and communities in their own strivings for happiness and 
care must be taken to ensure that its wisdom is not washed 
away in a torrent of distraction and sub-conscious 
commercial socialisation.  

Forging a Balanced Development in Bhutan 
Over the coming years Bhutan will be challenged to balance 
two radically differing worldviews, an indigenous one in which 
self-restraint and non-accumulation lead to happiness and a 
foreign one in which self-indulgence and accumulation lead to 
happiness. In all such situations, the former can only prevail 
if it is institutionally facilitated and the latter institutionally 
contained. It has been suggested above that in order to 
maintain the values of a positive development, an on-going 
education be facilitated and I will return to the specifics of 
this in a moment. Firstly though, some comments on the 
containment of modernity’s corruptions are in order.  
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It is well known that the major socialising effects in modern 
culture come from the commercial imperatives of corporations 
and their control of the critical media through which public 
‘reality’ is shaped. In a previous paper1, I argued that 
commercial television is the central mode of consumerist 
socialisation and that its introduction into Bhutan represents 
the single biggest threat to the virtuous cycle outlined above. 
This conclusion was based on the well-documented impacts 
of commercial television on community cohesion, personal 
appetite and moral clarity. If Bhutan genuinely wishes to 
forge a more constructive path to genuine happiness then it 
must seek to control the degenerative impact of this medium. 
This argument applies not only to the actual content of 
television programming and its celebrations of sex, violence 
and possessiveness but most of all to the direct 
manipulations of advertising. The values central to modern 
entertainment stands in direct opposition to Buddhist values 
and if these are to survive, the onslaught of televisions 
contrary influence must be contained in one way or another. 
How this might be done is a difficult issue and it is clear that 
Bhutanese officials are grappling with it. However, I would 
have to say that recent attempts to censor certain channels 
seem somewhat poorly targeted – taking Indian soap operas 
to task for example, but not ‘shoot-em-up’ American movies. I 
would suggest that a more simple solution be applied, one 
which would involve a strict limitation of the hours of 
broadcast, say to four hours per day. This suggestion is based 
upon the understanding that the most dramatic impacts of 
television lie in its constant absorption of the viewers 
attention and its ability to obviate understandings of larger, 
more grounding realities. The current 24 hours of multi-
channel broadcasting permits an unprecedented socialisation 
that is deeply damaging to Bhutan’s stated agenda. Rather 
than engage with a complex censorship of particular 
programmes, I would suggest a simpler and more effective 
solution and allow broadcasting of imported programming 
only between the hours of 6 and 10pm. In this way it can be 
included in Bhutanese life without wholly undermining 
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cultural values to the extent that it is almost certainly doing 
at the moment.  
 
This I believe is a critical challenge and one in which the 
opposing ideals of Buddhist and modern culture are inherent. 
Given the state of the current global order it is beyond doubt 
that Western style development is completely unsustainable 
and wholly indefensible in its polarisations of rich and the 
poor. The resource base of the planet is sufficiently limited 
that encouraging more rapid consumption of what remains is 
reckless in the extreme. Television is the mode through which 
enhanced appetites are propagated and although it might 
indeed be argued that individuals ought to be free to be 
shaped into these maladaptive priorities, such a perspective 
is defensible only to the extent that a Buddhist morality is 
suspended. The argument is similar in form to the 
government’s recent laudable decision to ban smoking in the 
Kingdom. This decision recognises the negative effects of 
smoking on well being and denies individuals the right to do 
themselves and others harm through indulging the habit. A 
similar restraint can be applied to the television habit where 
again I believe there is a clear need for protective measures to 
be taken if Buddhism is to remain vital and vibrant.  
 
Noting the need to contain the dissolving morality of modern 
individualism is only half of the strategic picture though, and 
simultaneously Bhutan would be well-advised to implement 
strategies through which Buddhism’s authority can be 
maintained. Central to this is the generation of a thorough 
understanding of just how consumerism is impacting the 
world and why it cannot produce widespread happiness in 
either the short or the long term. Such wisdom must involve a 
clear comprehension that the root problem of modern 
globalisation lies in the disconnection it cultivates in the mind 
of the modern consumer – one that that renders all 
consumable goods and services devoid of history and future. 
It is indeed one of the hallmarks of modern consumer culture 
that products are removed from their social and ecological 
context and such a ‘forgetting’ is central to the expansion of 
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globalisation in its current form. If Bhutan as a nation is not 
to become party to the destructiveness of the modern world 
then it must freely and consciously decide that widespread 
privation and ecocide are not acceptable outcomes - a 
decision that can only emerge from a morally connected 
understanding of globalisation and its discontents. Thus a 
widespread understanding of the dynamics of global trade, 
finance, environment, society, culture, debt, governance and 
happiness must be encouraged if Bhutan’s newly 
democratising government is to find the pubic support 
necessary for national restraint. This facilitation of national 
understanding can be engaged in a variety of ways only a few 
of which are sketched below. 

Public Education through the Media 
Although the negative effects of imported commercial 
television have been noted, it should be equally apparent that 
the medium has much to offer if it is utilised as an 
instrument for broad-mindedness as opposed to narrow-
mindedness. This was the original intention in setting up the 
Bhutan Broadcasting Service (BBS) which was designed to 
provide a counterweight to the influence of imported 
programming. In its current form it does much that is useful 
for the continuation of Bhutanese culture through its popular 
radio and television offerings but its potential is perhaps 
being under-utilised to the extent that it does not contribute 
to a questioning of the hegemonic nature of incoming 
commercialisation. I suggest that BBS take on a wider role as 
an agency concerned not only with the promotion of existing 
culture but also with a critical questioning of the consumerist 
culture that seeks to replace it. There are a host of valuable 
documentaries that would be readily available to Bhutan if 
she were to show an interest. The global media network TVE 
for example is a non-profit distributor of high quality 
educational documentaries that has agreements with scores 
of countries allowing them to access and broadcast a huge 
range of programming exploring the current state of global 
society and environment. If these programmes were 
selectively broadcast in conjunction with the current range of 
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excellent indigenous programming, then Bhutan could go a 
long way towards cultivating the perspective necessary for 
walking a middle path of reasonable and sustainable 
development. This would be particularly so if such 
programming were skilfully integrated with current affairs 
programming encouraging public debate on the conflicting 
values and impacts of indigenous versus foreign style 
development. 

The Public Education System 
The value of education was noted early in Bhutan’s five year 
planning process and the majority of the Kingdoms 
population now have widespread access to education. This is 
a very valuable advance but as many in Bhutan have pointed 
out, there is a considerable emphasis on an Anglo-Indian 
curriculum, one that enshrines the values of competitiveness, 
individual achievement and the technical mastery of 
numeracy and literacy. Alongside this largely imported 
system, is an indigenous monastic form in which more 
traditional emphases on self-understanding and moral clarity 
are uppermost. It is not surprising that these educational 
systems seem to produce different outcomes and that the 
former has been associated with a lesser respect for Buddhist 
knowledge and tradition. I would suggest that if a truly 
Buddhist path to happiness is desired, then it is important to 
explore the reasons why imported education seems to hinder 
an appreciation of existing culture.  
 
Much of this may have to do with a radical under-emphasis 
on Buddhism as a way of understanding and orienting to the 
world around. Problem solving in the realms of language, 
mathematics and science are all of critical importance but 
this is equally true with regard to the interactions between 
environment, economy, governance, culture and self and 
these themes could usefully be integrated into the 
mainstream curriculum to much greater effect. The moral 
quality of these interactions is absolutely central to Gross 
National Happiness and I would suggest that these issues be 
brought into the heart of the national curriculum in order 
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that students gain the skills to debate and evaluate GNH as a 
national goal and the various means by which their own 
conduct might contribute to (or detract from) that goal. If 
these themes could be integrated at all levels of the education 
system then the understanding of happiness, morality and 
the four interdependent domains of culture, governance, 
environment and economy could be greatly advanced and the 
quality of national debate significantly improved. (In part this 
suggestion is based upon the striking observation that most 
‘ordinary’ people I speak to in Bhutan have little to no idea of 
what GNH means). 

Open Policy Formation. 
In the day-to-day functioning of government, it is critically 
important that policy formation continue to be seen as an 
opportunity for education and debate over the direction of 
national development. An excellent precedent for this has 
already been set in the system of national five year plans 
which are widely available for public perusal and comment. It 
is particularly apparent in the current process of 
democratisation where the National Constitution has been 
made available to almost the entire population for their 
consideration and input. As has been constantly reiterated in 
this paper, a national consensus for a restrained and decent 
form of achieving national happiness can only be practically 
successful if the majority accept and internalise its 
foundational legitimacy and this can only be ensured if there 
is a broad understanding of GNH and its moral foundations 
on the part of the vast majority.  
 
Given that Bhutan is in the process of decentralising its 
traditional monarchic power base, it is particularly important 
that the broad populace who will determine national policy 
through the democratic process be familiar with the moral 
grounding of national policy and the reasons for its 
development. Policy making should be driven by a spirit of 
genuine openness and resist any temptation towards 
dogmatism or force. After all, if the cultural framework from 
which GNH emanates is indeed sufficiently profound to direct 
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a more meaningful form of national development then it must 
be capable of standing up to scrutiny and open debate. If in 
fact it is valid, it can only be strengthened by such open 
exploration and so facilitating this within the broad polity 
would be time very well spent for Bhutan’s future.  

Summary and Conclusion 
This paper has argued that Gross National Happiness is not 
the novel vision that many imagine but rather the central 
common goal of societies and cultures around the world. 
Further, it has been argued that all such sociologies have at 
their heart a moral code that insists upon the cultivation of 
sympathy and self-restraint if the goal of widespread 
happiness is to be achieved. The exception to this is 
globalisation in its modern form, an ideology that has 
removed itself from these explicit foundations to counter-
intuitively propose that pursuing the means of individual 
accumulation can somehow substitute for an explicit pursuit 
of collective happiness and that in this pursuit no moral 
intentionality is required. This contrary perspective is both 
logically false and practically disastrous.  
 
If Bhutan is to achieve the national happiness it seeks then it 
must reject this dissolving rationalisation as it constitutes 
little more than an opaque excuse for responsibility-free 
governance and morally oblivious self-indulgence. But as 
things stand the development philosophy of the Royal 
Government is only partially complete in pointing to four 
domains important to achieving national happiness. The true 
foundations of GNH are mutual sympathy and self-restraint 
as these determine the quality of relationship in each of the 
four domains listed above. 
 
It is essential then that Bhutan recognise the fundamental 
nature of the development challenge that now faces the 
country and see the centrality of the conflict between 
opposing moral world views, one of which insists that the 
traditional strengths of generosity, compassion, loving-
kindness and equanimity be enhanced, the other that they be 
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abandoned. If they are abandoned then Bhutan joins the host 
of nations that are forcing upon the world an unhappy and 
troublesome future. If they are maintained then Bhutan can 
rightfully accept the praise showered upon GNH by so many 
around the world. Buddhist restraint is deeply inimical to 
modernist economy which seeks to overthrow it and replace it 
with a wholly negligent freedom. Bhutan may prone to 
accepting this corruption not through any rational analysis of 
its worthiness but rather through the suspension of any 
critical judgement grounded in her own cultural inheritance. 
This can only be avoided if Bhutanese policy makers 
consciously place culture and its continuation at the heart of 
development and utilise its on-going wisdom in orienting 
responsibly and happily to the changing currents of modern 
times.  
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Folktales and Education: Role of Bhutanese Folktales in Value 
Transmission 

 
Dorji Penjore* 

Abstract 
This paper begins by introducing Meme ‘Haylain’ Happiness, a 
concept drawn from a Bhutanese folktale about an old man, Meme 
Haylay Haylay, who exchanges his turquoise for a song, and happily 
returns home singing the song. It challenges whether we are ready to 
pursue happiness in our daily life like Meme Haylay Haylay who had 
realized that more happiness would flow from singing a song than 
from guarding a turquoise. The paper then explores the roles of 
Bhutanese oral tradition in educating children who could not avail 
either monastic or modern education. It argues that modern education, 
which mostly provides secular, pluralistic, egalitarian and market 
values necessary for running economic, political and legal institutions 
and machineries of modern nation-state is deficient in many ways; 
and it is the oral tradition which fills this gap by inculcating universal, 
humanistic and Bhutanese values. It also discusses the main 
functions of the Bhutanese folktales which are of trivial events, but 
embedded with multi-layered meanings of great moral and social 
importance, with experiences drawn from daily life. The common 
motifs of the tales are chosen to relate them to daily realities of 
Bhutanese people. Lastly, this paper comes out with some policy 
recommendations to promote, document, disseminate and study the 
Bhutanese folktales through mass media such as press, radio, TV, 
internet, and film industry. These are the surest means of preserving 
and promoting our unique culture. 

What is Meme ‘Haylain’ Happiness? 
One of the most popular Bhutanese folktales, “Meme Haylay 
Haylay and his Turquoise” provides secret on how to find 
human happiness, or foolishness, as most would argue. 

 
                                               
 
 
 
 
* Researcher, The Centre for Bhutan Studies, Thimphu 
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Meme Haylay Haylay and his Turquoise1 

Once upon a time there lived a poor old man called Meme 
Haylay Haylay. One day he went to dig a meadow. As he 
uprooted a stand of Artemisia plants with a great effort, he 
found a big, round, shinning turquoise. The turquoise was 
quite heavy that a man of his age could hardly lift it with one 
hand. He stopped digging and went home, carrying the heavy 
stone in his cane basket. 
 
On the way he met a man leading a horse with a rope. 
“Where are you going, Meme Haylay Haylay?'' the horse-man 
asked. 
 
“Don’t say Meme Haylay Haylay any more,” the old man 
replied. “Meme’s fortune is burning today. As I was digging a 
meadow, I found this turquoise.” 
 
Before the horseman saw the jewel or uttered a word, Meme 
Haylay Haylay threw a proposal, “Will you exchange your 
horse with the stone?” 
 
The horseman stood speechless, for who in the world would 
barter a turquoise for a horse. 
 
“Don’t joke, Meme Haylay! Your turquoise is priceless, 
whereas my horse is worthless,” the horseman replied. 
 
“Priceless or worthless, you talk too much. Let there be a less 
talk. If you are for the trade, take this stone and hand over 
the rope,” Meme Haylay Haylay said. 
 
The horseman lost no time in throwing the rope and went his 
way carrying the stone, feeling happy. Meme Haylay Haylay 
went his way, feeling happier than the horseman. 
 
That was not the end of Meme Haylay Haylay’s business.  
 
On the way, he met a man with an ox and exchanged his 
horse with the ox. He then bartered his ox for a sheep, the 
sheep for a goat, and the goat for a rooster. 
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He last met a man singing a melodious song. Tears of 
happiness swelled Meme Halay's eyes as he listened to the 
song. "I feel so happy by merely hearing the song. How 
happier I would feel if only I know how to sing myself," he 
thought. 
 
“Where are you going, Meme Haylay Haylay?” the songman 
asked him. 
 
“Today, don’t say Meme Haylay Haylay,” the old man replied.  
 
“Meme’s fortune is now burning. As I was digging a meadow, I 
found a turquoise. I exchanged it for a horse, the horse for an 
ox, the ox for a sheep, the sheep for a goat, and the goat for 
this rooster. Take this rooster and teach me how to sing. I like  
your melody so much.” 
 
After learning the song, Meme Haylay Haylay parted with his 
rooster and went home singing the song, feeling the happiest, 
richest and most successful businessman in the world. 

 

*** 

The audience’s reactions to the above story are mixed since 
there are many versions of the story. Variations resulted more 
from how people preferred to interpret and less from their 
frail memory. Two versions differ sharply in how they end. In 
the above version, Meme Haylay Haylay returns home singing 
a song, feeling so happy. In the second version, Meme Haylay 
Haylay meets a man playing a flute and exchanges his rooster 
with the flute. While playing the flute, he steps on a pad of 
fresh cow dung and slips. When he gets up to his feet, he 
discovers he can no more play the flute. He ends up 
possessing nothing. In another version, he learns how to sing 
a song and forgets it after skidding over a cow dung.  
 
Whatever the versions, Meme Haylay Haylay, like the great 
Buddhist saint Drukpa Kunley, satirizes the conventional 
business practice of profit-making. Drukpa Kunley attacked 
the “abuse of authority by privileged hierarchs, exploitation of 
the ignorant and superstitious, preoccupation with peripheral 
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religious concerns, wealth, and fame, and many other forms 
of ‘spiritual materialism;’” he worked “to free the human 
spirit’s divinity from slavery to religious institutions, and 
moral and ritual conventions,” believing that “total 
renunciation and detachment, including detachment from 
…religious institutions, were necessary conditions for perfect 
happiness," and used “sex,” “outrage and laughter" etc as "the 
skillful means" "to shock people out of their lethargic 
acceptance of the neurotic status quo of their minds, and out 
of their attachment to conventional forms.”2  
 
Meme Haylay Haylay makes a mockery of his barter 
counterparts -- horseman, ox-man, sheep-man, goat-man, 
rooster-man, and song-man -- who bartered their happiness 
for material possession. Perhaps Meme Haylay understood 
the futility of finding happiness through wealth accumulation, 
and that more happiness would flow from singing a song than 
from guarding a turquoise. But most people portray Meme 
Haylay Haylay as a foolish man who is not to be emulated. A 
bad business is often compared to Meme Haylay Haylay’s 
business, and a common sense holds that one should not 
emulate Meme Haylay Haylay. When the tale ends, audience 
has to make a choice between Meme Haylay Haylay and his 
barter counterparts. The great Buddhist master, Shantideva 
wrote: 
 

The goal of every act is happiness itself, 
Though, even with great wealth, it's rarely found.3  
 

Individuals and families, societies and nations, dreams and 
visions, systems and institutions, ideas and ideals can be 
divided into two camps: Meme Haylay Haylay and his barter 
counterparts. Are we winning like Meme Haylay Haylay, or 
squandering like his barter counterparts in pursuing 
happiness? In which camp do we belong? Are we ready to 
adopt the Meme ‘Haylain’ (my word) way of finding happiness 
in our daily life? But Meme Haylay Haylay is an alien, a 
misfit; everywhere outnumbered as in the story! 
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Introduction to traditional education 
Bhutan is still an oral society. This is not surprising since “up 
to 70 per cent of the world's peoples are oral cultures, 
meaning they require or prefer to communicate through 
narrative presentations, storytelling and other traditional art 
forms.”4 Modern education was introduced only in the late 
1950s, and before that, the monastic education system that 
provided Buddhist education was accessible only to a few 
privileged families. Women were excluded, with exception of a 
few nuns.5 But folk composition, narration, acquisition, 
memorization, and the daily use of indigenous knowledge 
through oral mediums have been a continuous process. It is 
the today’s equivalent of universal education. Children who 
could not avail either monastic or modern education for 
various reasons have always resorted to the traditional 
education system. Farmers use the oral tradition to express 
their ideas, values, norms, beliefs, superstition, culture (or 
indigenous knowledge system), and to pass them onto their 
children orally, and through active participation in and 
passive observation of both formal and customary socio-
religious, cultural and political institutions and events. They 
have used this indigenous learning system to acquire and 
acquaint with the local knowledge required for interactions 
with man, nature and spirits. 
 
Bhutan’s success in education is mostly attributed to modern 
education system. The contributions made by family and 
communities are seldom mentioned because un-priced family 
services are always taken for granted. Every child has a 
family, but students share one school. A family supplements 
for any deficiency that any elder family members discover in 
children’s values and characters through use of proverbs and 
folktale morals as pedagogic tools. Parental influence starts 
from the day a child is born, while school comes later when 
foundations have already been laid. Most rural households 
have one or more family members in bureaucracy, business 
or schools. But the secular, pluralistic and egalitarian values 
(understood synonymously with modern values) they 
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represent are mostly out of place in villages. These values, 
which are necessary for effective running of economic, 
political and legal institutions and machineries of modern 
nation-state, do not evolve from within; they are imposed 
from without, without much relevance in their daily life. 
 
Modern education is limited to imparting cognitive, linguistic 
and vocational skills, and promoting pluralistic and 
egalitarian values. It rarely transmits important cultural and 
social values, knowledge, and behaviours. Indigenous 
knowledge systems of families and communities, age-old 
institutions and rituals that punctuate life cycle richly 
supplement deficiencies of the modern system. Most 
Bhutanese children grow up hearing folktales from their 
grandparents or parents, and this rich oral tradition is 
instrumental in shaping their personality in their formative 
stages. Modern education may succeed in creating an efficient 
machine out of man for the market, but in creating value-
based, socially responsible and civil individuals, oral tradition 
plays an important role. Certainly there is a potential for 
schools to be neutral institutions in promoting universal and 
humanistic values in overcoming serious incongruities 
between what is taught and what is socially and politically 
valued. But the market has always enjoyed the upper hand. 
 
Similarly, rural oral societies have played a big role in 
preserving our unique culture. In doing so, people do not 
make concerted effort; they do it by merely living their daily 
life. Any action, work or participation in daily life is equivalent 
to living the culture, and more so the transmission of the 
culture and values to the next generation.  

Functions of Bhutanese folktales 
Some of the Bhutanese oral literary genres are srung 
(folktale), glu gzhas (folksong), dpe gtam or dpye gtam 
(proverb), gtam rgyud (legend), blo ze (ballad), tsang mo 
(western equivalent of quatrain?), gab tshig (riddle), dgod bra 
(joke). Folktale is the most popular and widely available folk 
literary genre. Known as srung, trun, krun etc in different 
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dialects, village elders are repositories of folktales of different 
versions. They have perfected the art and committed to 
memory by repeated narrations to their children, close 
relatives or other children.  
 
Bhutanese folktales exist for life’s sake, serving multi-purpose 
functions for individual, family, society and community. 
There are multi-layered meanings embedded in tales. Most 
folktales are of trivial events, but of great moral and social 
importance, with experiences drawn from their daily life such 
as farming, fishing, hunting, religion and rituals, cattle 
business, adventures with domestic and wild animals, 
interactions with human companions and spirits such as 
ghosts, life and death battles with man-eating demons, 
business journey to other villages, conflict and conciliation 
with rulers etc.  
 
This paper discusses four main functions of the Bhutanese 
folktales – their roles and functions in children’s education, 
entertainment and communication, as repository of history, 
language, culture and values, and their spiritual functions. 
Some common features and their relation to every day life of 
the people are discussed next. 

1. Education of children 
Of many functions, the most important one is the education 
of children. Poet Schiller wrote "Deeper meaning resides in 
the fairy tales told to me in my childhood than in any truth 
that is taught in life." The Bhutanese extended family system 
functions as a school where grandparents, parents, elder and 
other family members educate and prepare children for their 
adult life. Folktales serve as an inherent vehicle for 
intergenerational communication that prepares and assigns 
roles and responsibilities to different generations in their 
communities. Values are acquired through maintenance of 
and direct participation in social, cultural and religious 
institutions. Education is not only acquired, but lived 
through. They are more of pedagogic devices and less of 
literary pieces, deliberately composed to inculcate values into 
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children with no formal instruction on what and what not to 
do. Distilled folk wisdoms like proverbs for example validate 
values and beliefs, which are reinforced practically in adult 
life. Folktales make children imagine and create their own 
mental pictures, and this mental exercise leaves deepest 
impression on them, imprinting folktales’ rightful place in 
their imagination. Folk wit and wisdom are not taught 
through formal arrangement, but through direct observation 
in earlier stage and direct participation in events themselves. 
To children, entertainment is the end, and values inculcation 
comes as a by-product without their being aware of it. To 
parents, value transmission is the main objective and the 
entertainment is a by-product. Scolding parents distill 
folktales into proverbs and use them to guide children’s 
behaviours, thoughts and actions. 
 
Listening to folktales momentarily transports the audience, 
mostly children, to a different world; later reflection connects 
the folktale world to the real world that they would soon face 
as adults. It is when they first understand and link these two 
worlds that values so imparted are used in their interactions 
with man, animals, physical world and spirits. These 
wisdoms are not ordinary one; they have been time-tested 
through many years of interaction or experience with the real 
world. The morals of tales are packaged into proverbs. “A 
confederation of frogs can kill even a tiger” for example is a 
distillation of the folktale, “Come on Acho Tag! Jump!”6 
Stories express moral or practical wisdom and provide an 
insight into the adult world. It is common for village elders to 
quote from some well-known folktales: like in the tales, you 
will end up getting nothing, or don’t behave like a tiger in the 
tale. Child is exposed to knowledge, experiences, morals, 
customs, rituals and belief that they are supposed to live 
through as adults through tales. Tales also introduce social 
customs, institutions, and organizations, and their processes. 
Characters that do not observe some basic social values are 
punished. Some of the values are the respect for ruler, 
parent, senior, superior, master, old person, teacher, lama, 
monk etc.; help or advice for children, subject, junior, 
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subordinate, disciple, student etc. One popular lozey provides 
clue to some important social values: 

  
My friends who have been companions since I was a child 
Do not be remiss, please listen to me once; 
Before I return from the east to the west 
These are the things you have to keep in your minds: 
First, to serve the lords who are above 
Second, to perceive the adversity of subjects who are below 
Third, in between, for oneself to be successful 
You must strive carefully, my friends.7  

 
When old people stay at homes with children during the day, 
the former nursing the latter, and often narrating folktales, 
parents and adults are out in the fields. But folktale narration 
is the replication of what elders are experiencing in field even 
as tales are being told. Children will soon face the life 
portrayed in stories as adult. This prepares children for adult 
life. It warns about the danger of wild animals, and cultivates 
universal values such as compassion, generosity, and 
honesty, while disapproving attributes such as cruelty, greed 
and dishonesty. Usually narrated in late evening or before 
children go to sleep, the timing is appropriate since plots or 
memorable scenes often come in dreams. This helps in 
drawing lessons from tales. It is also a sleeping pill. 

2. Entertainment and communication 
The images of the world portrayed in folklore are often harsh 
and dangerous so that children learn lessons. There was a 
little space for interaction between two communities 
separated by swift rivers and high rugged mountains. Various 
languages and dialects were another barrier for easy 
communication. The forms of entertainments are limited to 
playing traditional sports like archery, khuru, degor, kap etc 
on special days such as losar (new year) and duchen (sacred 
Buddhist days). Women were mere audiences without any 
traditional sports, except for singing and dancing folksongs. 
And worse, there was no institutionalized or formal sport for 
children. In absence of any form of sports and games, 
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folktales come as great relief for entertainment-hungry 
children.  
 
The oral tradition (“the use of words in highly stylized form”) 
acts as communication tools and strategies for social 
interactions, playing an important role in social life. 
Communication is not restricted to surviving generations; 
future generations can communicate with the dead through 
folktales despite it being a one-way communication. 

3. Repositories of culture and values 
Oral tradition is a source of the country’s culture and values, 
providing insights into history of villages or regions. As 
society that has just evolved from an oral medium, and when 
a literary medium is in its infancy, information on different 
villages and people, their habits, norms, beliefs, traditions 
(ethnography etc) still exist in oral form, and they have been 
never committed to writing. For example, it is impossible to 
conduct a research of a particular village without assistance 
of goshey, nyenshey, and lapshey (village elders who can 
understand, listen, and converse). Folktales help in instilling 
a sense of belonging, patriotism and identity to their village. 
The settings and plots are designed to increase children's 
awareness and diversity of the culture and geography. 
According to William P. Murphy “the folk were seen as the 
repository of the old customs and manners of an earlier stage 
in the nation’s history, reflecting the unique spirit and genius 
of the nation.”8  

4. Folktales and spiritual needs 
Folktales also serve the spiritual needs of the people. Some 
Bhutanese folktales are similar to those in neighbouring 
countries, mostly Tibet, India, and Nepal. Some definite 
influences came from the Jataka Tales – stories depicting life 
and activities of previous incarnations of Lord Buddha. These 
stories arrived in the country through Buddhist texts, school 
textbooks, pilgrims and travelers, mostly the Tibetans. They 
are transmitted to people by monks and lay monks. These 
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tales explaining sublime Buddhist teachings through parable 
are told and retold to farmers. 

Features of Bhutanese Folktales 

1. Society and social structure 
Bhutanese folktales provide clues to the ancient society, 
social hierarchy, organizations and their processes. It is 
peopled with characters like good and bad kings and queens, 
princess and princesses, ministers, lamas, rich people, 
businessmen, traders, astrologers, monks, the poor. These 
characters, including the world of animals and spirits, engage 
in social, political and economic competitions. At the apex of 
social and political hierarchy are the kings, who are 
supported by wise ministers and retinue of loyal courtiers. 
Persons working as court servants are held in highest esteem. 
The protagonist – usually a poor boy – soon to become king 
himself is seen serving the king. Lamas, monks, gomchens, 
astrologers, rich men, cattle traders, businessmen fill the 
second stratum. They are mostly assigned secondary roles to 
move the plot. In the last group are the poor people and their 
children, hunters, fishermen, farmers, tseri-cultivators, 
beggars, shepherds, orphans etc. They are normally given 
protagonists’ roles.  
 
The social system is not rigid since any clever and kind-
hearted poor boy or orphan ends up becoming a king. The 
king is as much a subject of ridicule as he is of respect. 
Everyone aims to become a king, and it is not difficult given 
the stupidity and foolishness of a cruel king when placed face 
to face with a shrewd and clever protagonist. So the kings 
together with rich people are often reflected in bad light. A 
poor boy is seen waking up inside dzong surrounded by 
servants and later crowned king.  
 
In other societies, oral literary forms serve manipulative 
functions of privileged social groups whereby plots of folktales 
usually authenticate their privileges. This is not true in 
Bhutanese context where folktales are really folk, peasant, or 
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farmers' tales. If every folktale upholds interests of respective 
vested groups, then existing Bhutanese folktales serve 
farmers' interests. The king and the rich people normally 
represent bad qualities in contrast to ordinary people, the 
poor and orphans who all represent good qualities. At least in 
folktales, the social, economic and political hierarchy is 
overturned or subverted. The poor boy becomes the king, and 
the king is reduced to an ordinary subject in disgrace; and 
worse, the king meets a cruel death.  

2. Farming tseri and mothers’ trick to transform lazy sons 
In many folktales, farming is the common motif, and tseri 
(shifting cultivation?) the main activity. The wetland is never 
mentioned. This shows that tseri cultivation must have been 
a dominant farming activity in ancient times when there was 
no modern irrigation system to convert dry land into rice 
terraces. Tseri cultivation was widely practiced until it was 
banned in the early 1990s for environmental reasons. In the 
stories, a lazy-boy-turned hero displays his strength and 
skills in clearing forests; old man and woman go to clear 
forests for tseri cultivation and adventure with wild animals 
follows. Crops cultivated are rice grown in dry land, millet, 
barley, buckwheat, and maize. In some stories the types of 
crops grown are not specified. Clearing forests is considered a 
difficult job, and so a lazy boy is deaf to his mother’s advice to 
clear the forests. For instance, in “The Lazy Boy and the 
Fish”9 the king plans to take the lazy boy's wife as his queen. 
She is not an ordinary girl; she comes out of a fish. The king 
orders the boy to clear forests to sow one uwa10 of millet. 
Usually a man could clear forest to sow one phuwa of millet, 
and thousands phuwa11 equals one uwa.  
 
Another common motif is the trick mother use to transform 
her lazy son into hardworking man or hero. As it is often the 
case in farming society, young boys avoid the twin tasks of 
farm work and load carrying. This attitude forebodes ill for 
the family where human labour is the backbone of livelihood. 
Men, more than women, are the main source of farm labour. 
Lazy son is not only degrading to person himself, but also to 
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family and society. The boy, a protagonist, is too lazy even to 
eat breakfast cooked by his mother, forget getting up early; 
layers of dirt cover his skin; and his legs are red after sitting 
near hearth most of the time. The mother’s advice and 
scolding are compared to pouring water on stones. One 
morning, the mother comes out with an idea: when the boy is 
sleeping, she keeps a dried beef at the attic. As smell of beef 
draws many cawing crows, she wakes him and literally forces 
him to climb up to the attic. The boy wakes up lazily and 
finds meat in the attic. He takes the meat and exclaims, 
“Mother, I found this!” The mother replies that if he can find 
meat in the attic, he can find anything outside. She packages 
advice through a popular proverb: it is better to get up than to 
sleep; it is even better to go out than to merely get up. But the 
boy is still lazy. Next morning, the mother keeps butter 
outside the house and wakes him up, “Wake up! Wake up! Go 
and see why dogs are barking and fighting outside. The boy 
goes out and finds butter. From that moment, the boy begins 
to believe his mother and himself. 
 
The next day is a different day for him. He begins to work, 
clear forests, burn it, plough land, sow seeds, and reap 
enough grain to last for one life time. He then leaves his home 
and mother in search of adventure. During his journey to 
unknown destination, he does impossible task of subduing 
demons, defeating other heroes, and solving obstacles and 
problems faced by villages or communities. The story often 
ends with the boy becoming the king. The moral of such story 
strikes young men and women who are by nature not hard-
working and instill a sense of self-belief. It holds the common 
wisdom that even a lazy boy is capable of becoming a rich, a 
hero or a king. The boys shake off their laziness after hearing 
the story. 

3. Characters in disguise 
One interesting characteristic of Bhutanese folktales is roles 
played by disguised characters in plot development. 
Characters are disguised as fish, dog, frog, deer-bone or bird. 
They usually appear to heighten the plight or suffering of 
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protagonists’ who are already going through difficult time. 
But protagonists never reject or abandon them; good or bad, 
they take good care of and accompany them. Plot develops 
into this template: when protagonists are away, disguised 
characters show their real identities and begin to clean 
house, make fire, and cook delicious food. Handsome man 
appears out of frog, beautiful girl out of fish, lovely son out of 
bird etc. Suspicious protagonists pretend to go out to work 
and stay hiding inside the house. Assuming that protagonists 
are out, disguised characters show their real identities in the 
form man, son or girl. They leave their body skins, feathers or 
scales behind. Protagonists usually come out of hiding and 
begin to burn the body skins, scales or feathers much against 
others’ protests. It is followed by ‘Why did you play this trick 
to me?’ The other replies, “It isn’t the right time to burn it; 
you’ll suffer for this. Since you have anyway burned it, throw 
its ashes all over the house and fields.” Ashes do wonder. 
Next morning, they wake up inside a dzong and ashes get 
transformed into gold, silver, clothes, grains, meat, pork, 
cattle, yaks, horses, sheep, goats, chicken. They either marry 
or live together happily thereafter. Protagonists had the 
potential to become more powerful and richer, but their 
hubris spoils them. It was a deliberate plot. The disguised 
characters while moving the plot provide a valuable lesson 
that an adversity is a disguised prosperity. That whatever be 
the present pains resulting from the farm work, good times lie 
ahead. This lessons strike deep inside childhood memory in 
their formative stage, especially children of poor people and 
orphans.  

5. Journey for cattle business 
The Bhutanese term for rich is phyug po, meaning ‘the one 
with cattle’. As in the past, cattle are the main form of wealth 
even today in rural Bhutan. In folktales, cattle business is 
one common motif. Plots are woven around protagonists’ 
journey to buy cattle in other lands. Normally, two 
characters, mostly the rich and the poor man's sons, 
representing two opposite values, travel to distant lands. 
During the journey the rich man’s son tries to deceive his 



                    Role of Bhutanese Folktales in Value Transmission 
 

 61

poor friend. First he attempts to get his money, and later to 
get his cattle even at the extent of killing his friend. But he 
himself gets deceived in the end. The values embodied by the 
rich man’s son are negated as he lands in trouble. He is 
either transformed physically into an ugly man or returns 
home as a poor man. On the other hand, values represented 
by the poor man’s son always enjoy the upper hand. To 
validate the poor boy’s values, even circumstances are made 
to favour him. This only confirms the Bhutanese sayings - as 
you blow the fire in one direction, the fire burns your beards 
from opposite direction. Normally, they make a bet. The poor 
man’s son either wins the bet or gets all the rich man's 
money, or rich man’s son’s cattle and returns home with a 
hundreds of cattle. The honest poor man’s son becomes rich 
without much effort. While it is every human’s aspiration to 
become rich, becoming rich through socially unacceptable 
means is rejected. There is no honour and glory in getting 
rich through deception and falsity. 
 
In many folktales, tshomen or king or queen of tshomen 
invites protagonists to reciprocate their gratitude for saving 
their sons or daughters from humans. They are awarded with 
a norbu – wish-fulfilling jewel. After acquiring the jewel, 
protagonists never wish for palaces and wealth to equal the 
kings. If they want, the whole world could have been at their 
command: they could raise army and conquer the whole 
world. But that is not what parents want to teach their 
children. In one story, the protagonist refuses to accept even 
the wish fulfilling jewel; he rather wants to be with his 
companions, the dog and cat. In “The Statue which Spoke” an 
avaricious astrologer who lives on the goodwill of his rich 
neighbour tries to deceive her into getting her jewel, and as a 
consequence, he meets a tragic death. 
 
In the stories how rich man became rich is not shown. He 
was already rich when the story began. The poor struggle for 
a simple living by digging the land, growing crops and 
guarding it from wild animals. But how the rich man became 
rich is indirectly shown through his son who always 
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represents bad qualities like wickedness, avariciousness, 
cruelty, deception, and dishonesty. These qualities made 
them rich. The poor becomes rich through right reasons, good 
causes, and justifiable means.  

6. Klu, ghosts, spirits, talking trees 
The Bhutanese interaction with the outside world is three-
dimensional. Beside humans, physical entities like wildlife 
and invisible forces play an equally important role. In 
folktales, humans interact more with animals, trees and 
spirits like ghosts than human counterparts. This can be 
easily understood since rivers and mountains that separate 
different communities limit human interactions with other 
communities. There is a strong belief in the forces of chosung 
(protecting deity), existence of migoe (yeti), tshomen (mermaid 
or water spirit), bjachung (mythical bird), druk (dragon), 
sondre (malevolent spirits of the living), shindre (malevolent 
spirits of the dead) etc. There is communication between man 
and a pantheon of deities and spirits of both Buddhist and 
pre-Buddhist faith, Bon, who are considered as forces behind 
prosperity, well-being, good fortune (bde legs); long life (tshe 
ring); health (nad med) free of epidemics; riches (longs spyod) 
and bumper harvests free of famine; timely rainfall free of 
drought; and elimination of pernicious influence (gdon) that 
leads to poverty, illness, early death, epidemics, famine, and 
drought. Folktales reinforce the belief in these forces. 
 
The protagonists’ adventure with animal is also a common 
motif, and animals play a big part in plot development. That 
animals, rocks and trees cannot speak but only in folktales 
draw children’s attention, and helps in remembering and 
understanding stories clearly. Animal characters include 
domestic animals like cow, ox sheep, goat, chicken, cat, dog, 
and rat, and wild animals like snakes, deer, barking deer, 
porcupine, monkey, langur, sparrow, crow, bear, tiger, 
leopard, fish, frog, hoopoe etc. 
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One interesting mythical-animal character is a migoe or yeti, 
abominable snowman. Rational minds reject its existence, but 
it is a common sense reality for Bhutanese farmers. Their 
encounters are not only confined to Bhutanese stories,12 but 
also in Bhutanese mountains. In one story,13 the yeti abducts 
a woman as his wife and even bears the beast’s children.  
 
In one story,14 a man leaves his pregnant wife home and goes 
to hunt in forests with his friend. At night, he decides to take 
a shelter beneath a tree and asks the tree spirit to give him 
refuge and protect him from any harm. His friend does not 
bother to ask for the shelter and sleeps beneath another tree. 
At night, the man hears different tree spirits talking: “A child 
is born in a village; it’s time to write the child’s fate and then 
feast on the family offerings. Aren’t you going?” one spirit 
asks. “I can’t go; I have a guest to protect him tonight,” his 
host tree replies. After some time spirits return and his host 
tree spirit asks, “What offering did the family make? And 
what fate did you write to the child?” “It was a waste of time. 
The poor mother is alone, and there is no offering at all. 
Angry, we wrote the child’s destiny that he should be killed by 
a tiger,” the spirits reply. Soon, the man realizes that the poor 
mother must be his wife. He rushes home and finds that he 
was right. As allotted, a tiger kills the boy. As asked, the tree 
spirit saves him, while a host of malevolent spirits kills his 
friend for not seeking a refuge of the tree spirit. 
 
The story teaches that the physical world does not belong to 
the man alone, and every tree, water body, rock, cliff, and 
mountain have owner. Spirits take care of trees, which are 
important to humans, while spirits draw their partial 
livelihood from human’s offerings made during birth, sickness 
and death rituals and rites. There is a mutual 
interdependence between physical world and man. 

Policy Recommendations 
The objective of preserving and promoting Bhutanese culture 
features in most past five-year development plans long before 
the cable TV, that triggered an urban discussion on its 
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negative impacts on children, was introduced in 1999. 
Traditional culture, the one that the government is promoting 
to a few sections of urban populations in Thimphu and urban 
areas through its various initiatives is largely intact in rural 
villages even without government's effort. One can take 
comfort that about two-thirds of Bhutanese populations are 
farmers. But this demographic strength cannot withstand 
forces of change as tentacles of motor roads clasp even 
baeyul, the hidden lands. For example the government was 
deaf to genuine community complaints that the Nangar-Ura 
by-pass motor road would destroy some sacred nyes which 
are of national importance. Deprivation of modern 
development services such as road and electricity was a 
blessing in disguise despite people having to transport 
backbreaking iron, steel, cement and other commodities on 
draught animals and on their backs. Electricity, while 
illuminating village nights, also brings in TV and host of other 
gadgets that are far removed from genuine needs of people.  
 
But we have desperately failed to use the strength and 
wisdom of the urban populace and promote them in schools 
through curriculum and to larger population through mass 
media like TV, radio, press and film. This failure can be 
largely attributed to the government and public failure to 
recognize and appreciate values and wisdom represented by 
the people. The concept of ‘folk’, meaning farmers and rural 
peasant groups, has been assigned a lesser, peripheral 
importance without much relevance. This paper presents 
three concrete policy recommendations for bringing our rich 
oral traditions into the centre of our life. 

1. Archiving and documentation 
Walls of rural Bhutanese houses may have once echoed and 
re-echoed with folktales narrations, but frequency of 
narrations today has become ever fainter and lesser. There is 
a huge gap between the original folktales reservoir, what can 
be narrated today, and what was documented or committed 
to writing. School children take lesser interests in listening to 
parents’ stories when they have worldwide choices of better 
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stories to listen, read and watch in textbooks and mass 
media. So people’s ability to recollect or narrate folktales is 
under threat as there are lesser occasions to narrate them. 
Death of any village elder is a loss of one important 
irreplaceable heritage, and one important task ahead is to 
document all available folktales and knowledge that exist in 
oral form. A few books on Bhutanese folklore have been 
published not through government’s initiative or support, but 
through effort and initiative of private individuals.15 One can 
find one or two copies of these books in every schools library 
amidst heaps and shelves of folktales books from other 
countries. The government must initiate a major programme 
to document and archive existing folktales, folksongs, 
proverbs, myth, legends etc.  

2. Promotion through mass media 
Mere archival or documentation is of less use if they are not 
promoted through various mediums. Communication media 
can be exploited to educate and disseminate folktales. There 
is a tremendous potential to reach and reorient public about 
richness of Bhutanese folklore given the proven efficiency of 
mass media like TV in commercial advertisement. 
 
For wider Bhutanese audience, no media is more effective 
than radio. National radio service, Bhutan Broadcasting 
Service Corporation (BBSC) enjoys a broader and larger 
audience. Broadcast in four languages, Dzongkha, 
Sharchopkha, Lhotshamkha and English, it is popular 
because of its affordability, reliability and effectiveness. 
Different ministries and departments have been using it to 
educate farmers on farm techniques, health, hygiene, 
sanitation, family planning, child immunization, and 
STD/AIDS to the public. BBS could develop on the existing 
story narration radio programme (mostly foreign stories) by 
including Bhutanese tales. Similarly, there is another story 
programme in Sharchop service where stories narrated by 
farmers are broadcast. It is a popular programme. Kuensel, a 
bi-weekly national newspaper, presently has a literary page 
for children consisting of poetry, short stories (fiction), essays, 
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reflections etc mostly contributed by students. But Bhutanese 
folktales do not have any space. Like Dzongkha edition of 
Kuensel which publishes poetry, tsangmo and lozey. Kuensel 
needs to publish folktales and other oral literary genre for 
wider readership. 
 
BBS-TV is widely blamed for its inadequate national 
programmes to balance foreign programmes telecast in more 
than 50 foreign channels. The public demand here is not to 
rival foreign programmes with similar forms and contents, 
but to produce unique programmes about the Bhutanese 
people, by the Bhutanese producers, for the Bhutanese 
audience, something that cannot be produced by other TV 
channels. This initiative, besides promoting folklore and 
inculcating values, will help fight intrusion of foreign 
programmes into Bhutanese homes.  
 
If Bhutanese film industry is guilty of one sin, it is the failure 
to adopt and adapt oral traditions, and rampant borrowing of 
foreign forms, themes and stories. The nascent film industry 
is a servant of the market which is largely dictated by 
commercial interests and tastes of urban audience who are 
exposed to Bollywood and Hollywood films. Films are 
produced for literate urban audience, and producers never 
think of entertainment of rural population. There is a huge 
potential for the Bhutanese film industry to raise its 
standards and relevance by adopting and adapting timeless 
stories from oral traditions. The first motion picture, “Gasa 
Lamay Singye” is about a mediaeval historical true story 
(folklore). It drew success solely from the story. Similarly, 
Dzongsar Jamyang Khyentse Rimpoche’s “Travellers and 
Magicians”, the first international Bhutanese feature film, 
explored the theme from Bhutanese traditional story, and 
drew parallel to the modern themes. There are many unique 
themes and stories in folklore, lozey (ballad), myth, legends, 
and namthars (hagiography) that are not yet listened to. For 
example, The Ballad of Peme Tshewang Tashi16 can make a 
great film, and so will Gelong Sumdar Tashi.17  
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Internet provides one efficient means of disseminating 
Bhutanese folktales. Folktales of different countries can now 
be accessed in the internet. Website should be encouraged to 
post Bhutanese folktales; and interested individuals, 
especially students, should be encouraged to document, and 
posted in the web.  

3. Incorporate it into curriculum 
Including folktales in the curriculum is an important process 
of cultural orientation of children as they grow and learn 
away from homes. This helps in reinforcing whatever they 
learn orally from parents at homes, and in clarifying notions 
that parental education is irrelevant or relevant only in 
villages, while those taught in schools are useful globally. 
Schools are the right targets of folklore dissemination since 
students who acquire secular, egalitarian, and market values 
are the biggest agents of change. After they complete 
education to join government service or business, their role as 
parents and agents of change would be severely tested. 
Vigorous enforcement of oral tradition in schools will help in 
balancing modern values they acquire in schools.  
 
But it does not mean folktales are not studied in schools. 
English and Dzongkha textbooks taught in primary schools 
have some space for folktales and stories. This is further 
reinforced by the 'values education' initiated in the late 1990s 
to provide holistic education. This initiative incorporates 
values as “an integral part of teaching and learning like all 
other areas of learning.” Textbooks and teacher’s manuals 
have been developed to ‘help teachers in schools to impart 
values education explicitly to our youth,” with a clear aim “to 
realize our roles in imparting true values, become role 
models, steer the young minds and show them the true 
Bhutanese way of life,” and “leave no room for misguided and 
misinformed individuals in our country.”18  
 
For this paper, I have analyzed Teaching Learning To Be – 
Suggested Values Education Lessons, Section I, a teaching 
manual for imparting values education to students from 
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classes PP to VIII. The manual has identified 25 values such 
as “love for the family, friends and animals; obedience, 
gratitude, friendliness, fairness, punctuality, responsibility, 
honesty, and loyalty, personal hygiene (cleanliness), 
obedience to parents and teachers, friendliness, thankfulness 
to parents and teachers, love for plants, respect for teachers 
and friends, love for friends, care of properties, respect for 
friends and family, helpfulness, generosity, respect and 
gratitude.” 

Table 1: Folktales and stories prescribed for value education lessons19 
Values/qualities Class Story Remarks 
Love of the family PP201 Untitled story (squirrel as 

a pet) 
West 

Love of animals 1 Androcles and the Lion West 
Love for friends and 
family 

4 She Truly Loves India 

Obedience 4 The Naughty Turtle India 
Thankfulness 5 The Rats and The 

Elephant 
India 

Friendliness 6 The Three Dolls 
Watch Your Company 

West 
West 

Fairness 6 The Dignity of Labour 
(Story of George 
Washington) 

West 

Punctuality 2,5 The Monkey and the Fox 
Why the Hippopotamus 
has Tiny Tail 

West 
West 

Responsibility 3 The Responsible Son India 
Honesty 1,7,8 Dishonest Shopkeeper 

The Truthful Cow 
Honesty is the Best Policy 

West 
India 
West 

Responsibility 6, 7 The Ant and the Cricket 
A Treasure Box 
The Tale of a Rich Young 
Man 

West  
West 
West 

Loyalty 7 The Loyal Mongoose West 
 
The manual is deficient on following grounds:21 
 
a. Story-telling methodology has been identified to impart 12 

values. Out of 20 stories chosen to “show them the true 
Bhutanese way of life” and teach Bhutanese values and 
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morals, not one Bhutanese folktale is selected; 
 
b. All folktales or stories are either from the west or India as if 

Bhutan is bankrupt of stories. Besides Dasho Sherab Thaye’s 
Bhutanese folktales in Dzongkha compiled in the early 1980s, 
there are a few compilations written in English, beginning 
with Kunzang Choden’s Folktales of Bhutan (1994). The above 
manual was published only in 2001; 

 
c. The fables or stories with animal characters like lion, turtle, 

and hippopotamus etc have been chosen; the reality is these 
animals are never seen by Bhutanese at the early age. The 
animals like cat, dog, cow, horse, donkey etc would have been 
more effective, and there are many Bhutanese tales with these 
animal characters; 

 
d. The first story is about a pet, squirrel. Squirrel is a wild animal 

and it is very unnatural for children to consider squirrel as a 
pet in Bhutanese houses;  

 
e. Human characters like Mother Teresa (to teach the love for the 

poor) and George Washington, the first US president (to teach 
the dignity of labour) should have been replaced by Bhutanese 
figures whom students know or are familiar with; 

 
f. While all stories irrespective of their origins convey universal 

values, they cannot fully inculcate Bhutanese values; 
 
g. Stories have been segregated to impart particular value or 

theme, while the reality is that most folktales weave around 
many themes and values. Narrating or teaching folktales in 
Dzongkha which integrates rural values have more value than 
theme-specific stories; 

 
h. The medium of instruction is English, forgetting that national 

language Dzongkha or 19 or so regional dialects are values by 
themselves; 
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i. Imparting values like “love” for the family, friends, plants and 

animals is limited in the sense that ‘love’ – a Christian concept 
(popularized by Christmas and birth day celebrations) – is 
different from Bhutanese concept of jamba and tsewa 
(compassion and affection?); 

 
j. Science will be more effective than folktales in promoting 

cleanliness or hygiene; 
 
k. Students should be made to narrate home-learnt folktales in 

classes, and they should be lectured less. It should not be 
taught, rather student should be rather made to enjoy, 
focusing on value inculcation through entertainment, not on 
examination; 

 
l. There is no space for children’s imagination if a teacher tells, 

“today, our story is about the importance of respect for 
family,” and begins to narrate a theme-specific story. 
[Bhutanese] grandfathers never spell themes or values; they let 
values sink into grandchildren’s minds as they grow. Values 
are understood or learnt as they grow, unlike theme-specific 
stories which are studied and tested in examination; and 

 
m. Lastly, there is no room to impart basic Buddhist values. 

Thomey Sangpo’s “Gyalsay Laglen” (37 Practices of 
Bodhisattva) is taught in classes 9 and 10, but by then it is too 
late.  

 
This paper concludes with a hope – HOPE – that folk wisdom 
will find a small space in our school and life’s curriculum 
even as we enter the cyberspace. 

 

*** 
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The Positive Impact on Gomchen Tradition on Achieving and 
Maintaining Gross National Happiness 

 
 Khenpo Phuntsok Tashi* 

 
 

Dhammapiti sukham seti vippasannena cetasa 
Ariyappavedite dhamme sad ramati pandito. 

 
Happily he lives who drinks of the dharma 

--From the Dhammapada 
 

Introduction 
Everything that exists does so with a dependence on 
combining factors. Happiness or freedom from suffering and 
the causes of suffering is no exception to this rule even 
though it is a non-material object or state of mind. In fact, 
happiness entirely depends upon the several positive causes 
and conditions that arise from both the grosser and subtler 
levels of mind, and it cannot be transferred from one person 
to another.  
 
Happiness must be cultivated through right effort and an 
understanding of the causes and conditions which lead to 
happiness. This cannot be accomplished in a vacuum and 
requires a dependence upon the kindness of fellow sentient 
beings for this attainment. Sometimes as a part of this 
dependence, our happiness or positive state of mind is 
fostered by the help from a spiritual friend, someone who has 
experience in the cultivation and maintenance of this mental 
state. Such a friend or guide can give good direction and 
advice on how to attain this goal of Gross National Happiness. 
The gomchen or lay priest community is a unique source for 
                                               
 
 
 
 
* Director, National Museum of Bhutan, Paro 
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this type of consultation. It has been a traditional spiritual 
and cultural support for the Mahayana-oriented Bhutan. As 
the country increasingly faces the challenges, the gomchens 
will play an ever greater role in promoting the Gross National 
Happiness.  
 
The Buddhist doctrine guarantees that anyone can 
successfully bring about transformation through right effort, 
right motivation, and an understanding of causes and 
conditions arising dependently. Freedom from suffering is 
assured if one follows the correct path and holds the correct 
view, but this is something that one needs to be taught. The 
knowledge leading to such transformation does not come 
spontaneously out of nowhere. Fortunately, gomchen is 
qualified to impart this knowledge for purifying karmas to the 
lay people. If they can learn from him, then they will be able 
to eliminate the obstacle forming ignorance and turn negative 
circumstances into better ones for themselves and others. 
This benefits the overall well-being and happiness of the 
community and results in fewer negative circumstances to 
disturb the communal mind.  
 
Because the gomchens are foremost dharma teachers with 
several lay practitioner in communities that are positively 
effected by their spiritual teachings and services, the 
gomchens are clearly in a special position to exert a beneficial 
influence on the peoples interactions with, and attitudes 
towards the four basic pillars of GNH such as (1) economic 
self-reliance, (2) cultural promotion, (3) environmental 
preservation, and (4) good governance.  
 
In this presentation regarding the gomchen’s role in 
promoting GNH, some key background information 
concerning the gomchen tradition will be discussed, followed 
by demonstration of gomchen’s role in effecting the four 
pillars of GNH.  
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Gomchen Overview 
In Bhutan, there are three primary types of dharma 
practitioners: monks, nuns, and gomchen. Monks and nuns 
stay in a monastic community, whereas the gomchen is free 
to stay either in a monastery or in a village. The gomchen is 
also permitted to marry and start a family and live within the 
lay community where he can serve as a spiritual support for 
the society. 

Gomchens Role 
Gomchen means "great meditator". This is a title, which refers 
to the lay priests in Bhutan, but in other Himalayan regions, 
the lay priests are referred to as Ngagpa which means "tantric 
practitioner". So the "great meditators" of Bhutan have played 
a big role for centuries in promoting and maintaining the 
spiritual well-being of their communities. The role of gomchen 
is similar to that of monks and nuns in the ways that they are 
helpful to others, but they have an extended role that goes 
beyond what a monk or nun can usually do within a lay 
community. The main difference between a gomchen and the 
monks and nuns has to do with ordination and the fact that 
gomchens can choose the family life for themselves while still 
acting as spiritual guide for others. A familiarity with family 
life on the part of gomchen opens many possibilities for the 
gomchen to serve their particular lay communities in ways 
that are not common for monks and nuns.  
 
While the gomchen observes the five precepts and is trained 
in all arts of ritual, Buddhist philosophy, meditation, 
astrology, and medicine, his capacity is mainly that of 
dharma teacher to the lay community. 
 
It is the gomchen who provides teachings and instruction on 
dharma practice to the lay community and can open the 
minds of people to the attainment of greater happiness in 
their lives through the study and realizations of certain 
Buddhist principles. Because gomchens are educated dharma 
teachers with right motivation to assist others, they are well 
respected and highly regarded in their communities. Many 
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people come to them for advice in regards to a full range of 
issues. The gomchen advises and provides spiritual services 
on almost any aspect for life, including education, family 
relations, marriage, birth, death, business, healing, and even 
farming from planting to harvest.  
 
When people are successful because of the gomchen’s wise 
and meaningful advice which is rooted in dharma, this 
promotes faith in the Buddhist principles and culture and 
further enhances the societal structure in which the gomchen 
can serve a useful purpose. For example, someone could 
become ill or have a sick family member who needs the 
healing service of the gomchen. They request the service from 
the gomchen in particular because they feel a need for a 
spiritual type of healing. So if gomchen does a special puja for 
them and the sick become well, then people develop even 
more faith in the Buddhist principle that all obstacles are 
temporary and are capable of being transformed through a 
spiritual means. Thus, more conviction is developed 
concerning the Buddhist doctrine which contends that all 
suffering is due to dependently arising causes and conditions 
which are later experienced as karmic circumstances.  
 
So when the gomchen shares his spiritual understanding and 
abilities with members of the community, and educates them 
in the dharmic approach to life’s challenges, not only does 
their faith in the gomchen increase, but their faith in their 
own ability to change increases.  
 
After witnessing the example of the healing gomchen, some 
might ponder the following thought; "If gomchen is following 
dharma and is motivated by pure bodhicitta to help others 
and he can effect a positive change, then why can't I also 
learn how to do this?" 

Education and Training 
The gomchen tradition was started in Bhutan during the 8th 
century when Guru Rinpoche introduced vajrayana 
Buddhism into Bhutan. Guru Rinpoche was himself a fully 
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enlightened being, unsurpassed teacher of dharma, and a 
gomchen as well. He was able to reach into the minds of 
countless scores of lay people and successfully turn their 
hearts and minds toward dharma practice. He had an 
assistant named Haminatha from central Bhutan and he was 
a student of the Guru and was the first official gomchen, and 
Khandrom Monmo Trashi Kheudren was the first female 
gomchen. So the gomchen tradition actually begins at this 
point in history.  
  
Under Guru Rinpoche’s guidance, gomchen Haminatha 
accompanied Guru Rinpoche to Tibet. Being highly skilled 
and trained in all the arts, Haminatha helped construct the 
Guru Rinpoches treasure boxes that were used to guard 
precious dharma texts and objects. 
 
As a result, generations of gomchens were trained in the 
same arts such as painting, calligraphy, etc. In addition to 
the arts, the young gomchens were trained in astrology, 
medicine, sacred dance, and drawing mandala. They develop 
competency in all ritual arts and spend years becoming 
competent at using ritual instruments such as short and long 
trumpet, vajra and bell, drum and cymbal. Then they learn 
how to set altar and make tormas.  
 
There are two ways that a young gomchen can train for this 
path. One way is to study individually as a student of an 
older established reliable gomchen who can direct their minds 
to successfully train in all areas of the gomchen path. In this 
case, the youngster is like an apprentice and learns directly 
from the master who can lead him through the training from 
start to finish. Many children of established gomchens train 
this way directly from the father and assist him in rituals as 
he goes to different villages to meet their requests. The fathers 
teach their children all arts of ritual, the Buddhist texts, mind 
training and meditation.  
 
If a parent is a non-gomchen, then they can bring their child 
to a relative who is a gomchen to request the gomchen 
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education and training, or they can request a non-relative 
senior gomchen to take their child as a novice gomchen for 
individual training.  
 
The other way that gomchen can receive training is by being 
enrolled in a monastery school. Many parents see this as a 
good choice for their son’s education since the parents see the 
gomchen path as highly regarded since it honours the 
dharma and is a path which is able to provide a good living 
for their child in later adult years. It is an appealing choice for 
education since every aspect of the gomchen path provides 
ample opportunities for the accumulation of merit and 
helping the mother sentient beings. So many parents have a 
desire to see their child focused on this spiritual type of 
education which is a departure from the ordinary education 
which is more focused on worldly concerns. 
  
The focus of the gomchen education is mind training and 
training in bodhicitta, so their children will learn how to be 
non-violent, disciplined, compassionate, and contented. This 
type of education is designed to promote confidence and a 
positive responsible attitude towards self and others in the 
society. This pleases the parents and makes them very happy 
to know that the correct causes and conditions are being 
sown for the happiness of their children. Parents want good 
things for their children and the gomchen path leads to 
higher rebirths through the lifelong commitment to dharma 
practice and meritorious action in the form of communal 
service. This alone gives the parents much peace of mind, and 
they are happy to know that their child is on a noble and 
highly respected path.  
 
The parents are also aware that if the child enrols in initial 
monastic training for gomchen path, he will certainly learn 
how to read and write as this is a requirement for studying 
sutras and writing calligraphy and poetry. In fact, later, the 
gomchen will be reciting the Buddha’s canon in the homes of 
villagers as a part of rituals. So there is a firm emphasis 
placed on reading in the gomchen’s education. Each gomchen 
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is required to read within one day, a volume of text that 
contains five to six hundred folios. So the parents then feel 
confident that gomchen training will result in a high level of 
literacy for their child.  
 
Since the gomchen path is the path of meditation and 
imparting the dharma to others, from an early age, gomchens 
are educated and trained in the Buddhist principles. They 
study from the three following sutra texts: Shantideva’s 
Bodhicharyavatara, Chandrakirti’s Madhyamika, and 
Vasubhndu’s Abidharmakosh. They gain a thorough 
knowledge of these texts and as well as others, but their main 
training is in tantric practice and in training the mind.  
 
Mind training is taught from the beginning step by step. This 
is a particular focus of the gomchen education since it 
promotes happiness as a result of dispelling ignorance and 
therefore eliminating the afflictive emotions and misguided 
desires which are negative causes and conditions that lead to 
more suffering within cyclic existence. So mind training is 
required for every individual to bring happiness for them and 
others.  
 
What is the purpose of mind training for gomchen? 
Gomchens train for enlightenment because they are 
motivated to serve the benefit of all sentient beings. In this 
way, they cannot afford to have any afflictive emotions 
causing disturbance for themselves and others. They must 
have realizations of peace and equanimity by disciplining the 
mind. After they have learned to be thoroughly calm and 
content, and have had certain spiritual realizations, then the 
gomchen will pass this technique on to others who also wish 
to learn the mind science of peace and happiness.  
 
Gomchen knows that this mind training is a means by which 
happiness can be attained, and they are glad and feel 
fortunate to be in a position to teach these same techniques 
to the lay community. The gomchen’s motivation is to assist 
others to become enlightened and this includes all sentient 
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beings having the true un-fabricated happiness that does not 
come from transitory material attachments. Those types of 
attachments to the material grosser levels of relative 
existence, even if seemingly very pleasurable for a moment, 
will ultimately lead to suffering due to their impermanent 
nature. So gomchen wants to pass on the techniques of 
lasting contentment to others after he has practiced them and 
knew them so thoroughly. He can teach the same techniques 
to others who are interested to learn.  
 
What makes the gomchen training special is that the 
gomchen is not training for his own personal happiness and 
acquisition of material objects. Many ordinary careers train in 
just this way with an emphasis on competition. 
Unfortunately, one person "wins" while another has to "lose" 
because of the others bid to 'get ahead' or 'go up' in the world. 
Most people feel that this is the way to effectively improve 
their life circumstance. 
 
The gomchen’s goal is the opposite of this view: he always 
puts the countless mother sentient beings first before him 
and then tends to their needs for peace of mind and ultimate 
spiritual well being. If the beings are struggling to make a 
living, he advises them and does pujas for their increased 
good fortunes and removal of hindrances.  
 
Gomchen trained in how to alter weather patterns will even 
go into retreat during the summer in order to make prayers 
for farmers to bring rains if the farmers think that this is 
needed for yielding better crops. Then gomchen can also stop 
the rains if the farmers make this request. If the lay people 
want instruction in meditation, gomchen is there to show 
them the way into this path.  
 
So gomchen can serve a multitude of external and internal 
needs of the people with a focus on the fulfilment of their 
wishes.  
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A part of the gomchen training is to do Ngondro practice. This 
is done in order to purify physical and mental obscurations. 
And then the gomchens go into retreat for one year so they 
can do the tantric practices that will help purify their own 
karmas so they can be better benefactors to their 
communities. The gomchen knows that his responsibility to 
others happiness depends upon his own enlightenment for 
the sake of all sentient beings. By engaging in tantric 
practices and doing the retreats, he will further purify his 
awareness so he can improve his service to others.  

Tantric Practices 
There are two tantric practices that gomchen train in. The 
first one is called kerim. This is the part of deity yoga that 
focuses on seeing oneself as the deity and transforming ones 
ordinary consciousness and sense of identity into that of the 
particular deity. This type of meditation helps the practitioner 
overcome the feelings of being simply 'ordinary' and aids in 
extracting more of his potential for enlightenment. The second 
practice is dzogrim. Here, the practitioner sees himself as the 
deity but practices no attachment to the deity form. Instead, 
he is realizing the emptiness within the deity form.  
 
These two practices then serve as a means by which the 
practitioner can attain an inseparable unity of method and 
wisdom. If the mind can realize the emptiness of the deity 
while maintaining the form, then this serves as the eventual 
cause for the omniscient mind. So if the gomchen can train in 
this way by doing retreats, then he will attain some spiritual 
realizations that will make him a better dharma teachers for 
others to follow. He will want to teach the methods for 
enlightenment to others, so it is imperative for him to do 
intensive practices that can quickly result in the omniscient 
mind of buddhahood.  
 
The gomchen’s practice of doing retreat and performing 
rituals are for the happiness of all sentient beings. Here the 
gomchen education differs vastly from the modern 
mainstream education. Senior gomchens always encourage 
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and give advice to the younger gomchens about how to be 
devoted to happiness for not only for the local people and 
town areas, but also for all mother sentient beings. So 
gomchen understands very well that he has a responsibility to 
be a good example in the mind of society. The countless 
sentient beings are an object of devotion for gomchen and he 
sees that through them there is a source to accumulate merit. 
Because of the kindness of these sentient beings, he is able to 
serve their need for happiness.  
 
So a high gomchen is sometimes a lama or rinpoche to whom 
people can come for the instructions on the path of 
enlightenment. They know that he is always there to help 
them further their spiritual realizations on the path of 
enlightenment, and this causes a feeling of devotion on the 
part of the lay people. In this way, the gomchen can be a sort 
of refuge for the lay people because they will regard gomchen 
as a protector of their happiness and spiritual well being. 
When people know that the gomchen is there to serve them 
with the pure heart of bodhicitta, then this automatically 
relaxes the communal mind and creates an atmosphere of 
peace.  

Gomchen as Consultant  
Gomchens have always been a consultant and counsellor for 
the lay people. It is a well established fact that in Bhutan, 
before the modern education system, the gomchen was 
usually the most educated person in a town or village, and 
was needed for a variety of services. Gomchens had to be a 
sort of "jack-of-all-trades" and fulfil a variety of requests.  
 
Today just as in the past, students, farmers, business people, 
civil servants, and various others come to the gomchen for 
help and advice. They are searching for some understanding 
where their karmas are leading. They will ask for the 
invocation of luck if they are feeling unlucky. They will ask for 
relationship advice if a couple is having some obstacle. If they 
are in business, they will request some type of divination to 
see where their fortunes are heading. There are countless 
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requests and reasons. So the gomchen becomes a consultant 
for persons from the full range of society.  
 
When he gives a divination or imparts some wise and helpful 
advice, then people usually relax because they trust that the 
gomchen has some special insight due to his spiritual 
realizations and constant maintenance of the meditation life 
path. This trust puts the lay people automatically at ease and 
promotes their happy states of mind.  
 
Gomchens can do predictions for a person or use clairvoyance 
to see what career path, business activity, or relationship best 
suits them. In doing so, he can help them make a better 
choices for themselves in life and thereby avoiding more 
suffering. The gomchen can also advise specific spiritual 
practices for persons which will help them avoid hindrances 
and eliminate more negative states of mind. 
  
This advice from the gomchen increases the lay person’s faith 
in maintaining dharmic practices and meritorious activities 
when they see for themselves that what the gomchen has 
advised has indeed helped them with given karmic 
circumstances. Then people return to the gomchen again and 
again for advice because he is helpful to them. This is 
evidenced by the fact that in Bhutan, people usually want to 
get counselling from a high gomchen before embarking upon 
any important life matter.  
 
Gomchens are also in a unique position when it comes to 
giving advice to the lay people regarding family matters since 
many gomchens are married with family. Parents who have 
difficulties or concerns about their children will find a 
sympathetic and able advisor in a gomchen who has his own 
children. He will have a clearer understanding of how the 
parent feels because he too is a parent and familiar with some 
of the karmic challenges of the family life.  
 
The lay people who need spiritual advice in the way of 
relationships will also find an able counsellor in the gomchen 
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who is married and is familiar with the psychology of 
marriage relationships in particular. Because the gomchen is 
married, the persons needing advice in this area will feel more 
relaxed in seeking advice from him. They will feel more 
comfortable approaching him for advice because they know 
that he understands some of the karmic challenges with 
relationships. 
 
The gomchen is often a meditator for other people and serves 
in this role without bias since his intention to help comes 
from pure bodhicitta.  

Female Gomchens 
The gomchen’s wife and family life can make the lay people 
feel at ease. The gomchen’s wife is the female counterpart of 
the gomchen and therefore is also a type of gomchen too. The 
gomchen wife plays an important role in supporting the 
gomchen and his spiritual work for the community. In doing 
so, she is developing spiritually through the ways that she 
helps maintain the spiritual focus of her family. The female 
gomchen raises her children according to Buddhist principles 
and encourages them to engage in spiritual practices and to 
gain a spiritual education. She is also engaging in dharma 
practices and performs pujas with her husband. Then the 
female gomchen will also do retreats and meditation in 
addition to all the household matters such as cooking, 
cleaning, etc. So she is a good example of how a person can 
run a household, raise children, help her partner and still do 
several dharma practices. She maintains a home that has a 
foundation in dharma.  
 
All this is possible due to the female gomchen’s devotion to 
service and maintaining the spiritual well being of the family. 
She is an example of action bodhicitta in that she is 
constantly generous in granting the wishes of others and in 
maintaining her commitment to dharma practice and in 
supporting the gomchen lama as he tends to the various 
needs of the community. 
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The female gomchen receives training from her husband and 
becomes proficient in chanting, performing ritual, and 
meditation. She is frequently the motivating force giving an 
early education to her children in how to read and write 
Buddhist text. So she is an example of the positive state of 
mind which comes as a result of commitment to dharma and 
can inspire many of the lay persons to keep doing their own 
dharma practices.  
 
When they see how busy the female gomchen is, but how she 
still manages to do dharma practice, then they feel that they 
too can make dharma practice a natural flow within the 
structure of their own home lives. She gives them inspiration 
through her life example and shows how a mother can play a 
key role in integrating dharma into the lives of her children 
from a very early age. In this way, she is responsible for 
promoting the earliest gomchen training for her children 
because she knows very well that they can live to serve others 
happiness as in life through a commitment to boundless 
bodhicitta and through living to impart dharma teachings and 
services to the whole community.  
 
When the gomchen takes on novices for training, then the 
female gomchen has added duties regarding the novices since 
the gomchen lama is now responsible for the food and shelter 
of the novices. So the female gomchen engages in the work of 
supporting the novices as they get education from the senior 
gomchen. She is providing a positive structure for their 
learning and is doing so because she believes it will help 
maintain the well being of the community to have highly 
trained gomchens. So as a part of service to the community, 
she serves the needs of the novice gomchens as well. 

The Importance of Retreat  
Retreat is a key part of mind training for dharma 
practitioners and an integral to the life of gomchens. They 
usually do retreat for a short period of time in the summer 
while farmers are working in the fields. During the retreat 
they dedicate merit to the welfare of local people and for all 
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sentient beings. Gomchens divide the day and night into six 
periods during which they fully dedicate to peace and 
happiness of the people.  
 
As a part of their daily routine, every morning the gomchens 
perform purification prayers to counter any defilement that 
might have occurred as a result of the persons working in the 
fields. Gomchens try to negotiate with local spirits for 
cooperation by making prayer for the sake of peoples 
happiness. Therefore, in direct conscious ways as well as 
those more subtle consciousness, the material and 
psychological well being of the community is being served by 
the gomchen’s pure intention to help, and by the very power 
of his prayers. The community appreciates this effort and 
pure intention on the part of the gomchen to maintain good 
conditions for them as they farm, so they bring offerings to 
provide for basic needs during the gomchen’s retreat. In doing 
this, a harmonious mutual symbiosis is attained. Because the 
gomchen is being helped by those he is helping, the gomchen 
makes even more intense efforts to bring about favourable 
conditions on behalf of others. So both the gomchen and the 
community he is serving become even more contented 
through their faith in the dharma.  
 
For gomchens, the life purpose is to become enlightened for 
the sake of all mother sentient beings. So the retreats serve a 
purpose in allowing the gomchen an opportunity to become 
more detached to outer appearances of reality and gain 
spiritual power and insight as a result of tantric meditation 
practices. The retreats motivate the gomchen to put more 
effort into achievement of supreme happiness because of the 
resultant realizations and spiritual developments that emerge 
during the retreat time.  
 
There are many stages of doing retreat. The first retreat is 
called Ngondro. This is a preliminary practice which starts 
from the point of going for refuge to the three jewels to 
engaging in guruyoga. It is a complete training for both 
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physical and mental purification and is a year long 
undertaking.  
 
Then the next stage is a three year retreat which focuses on 
the three roots: lama, yidam, and khandro. After completing 
this retreat, the gomchen will be authorized to lead the major 
ceremony. The three year retreat is highly desirable 
undertaking because it is an opportunity for one to gain 
profound experiences of spiritual insight and develop more 
spiritual power based upon wisdom realizing emptiness and 
the pure awareness. After this retreat even an ordinary 
gomchen will be able to give teachings to people and will be 
able to show others the correct path to enlightenment.  
 
Retreat centers for gomchen are typically found in the high 
mountains and solitary places. These are locations that are 
difficult for most people to traverse easily. The location choice 
is in accord with a religious text which asserts that retreat 
place should be located at least one mile from the village and 
town preferably in an elevated place such as a mountain. 
Only then does the location meet the requirement for gonpa 
which means 'solitary place'.  

Retreat Etiquette 
In keeping with the requirement of having the retreat in a 
solitary place, there are certain retreat etiquettes and 
disciplines to be observed by both the retreatants and 
nonretreatants. For example, when people pass nearby a 
retreat area, they should be mindful about this and make 
efforts not to see the gomchen in retreat. Visitors are not 
allowed to enter beyond the certain place. However, if 
someone wants to leave offering items for the gomchen, he is 
advised to leave at this at the entrance with a message that 
the offering items come from a certain persons. Names of 
deceased can also be left so the merit can be dedicated for 
them.  
 
Being able to make offerings to the gomchen retreatants who 
are seriously on the path to full enlightenment fulfils the need 
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for the accumulation of merit on the part of the lay people 
and promotes their happiness. For them, the offering is the 
aspiration to do far reaching positive actions. By having the 
gomchen there to accept such an offering, their wish has been 
actualized. Similarly, the gomchen retreatant feels fulfilled in 
being able to use this life in a very appropriate way and not 
wasting the rare opportunity of a precious human life. Both 
gomchens and lay people enjoy happiness by acknowledging 
themselves to be the luckiest ones amongst millions of 
human beings because they recognize the preciousness in 
this life and do not want to waste the opportunities for 
spiritual realizations and the dedication of accumulated 
merits.  
 
During the retreat, gomchens are not allowed to cut their 
hair, nails, or shave off moustache and beards because the 
whole body is transformed into certain deity. They are only 
allowed to meet three people for entire retreat. These being 
their root lama who is the guiding teacher during the retreat, 
a food carrier and a doctor.  
 
Communication with these three people is done by writing on 
a slate to convey the message or by talking at a particular 
time depending on how the gomchen retreatant and the root 
lama have set the rules at the beginning of the retreat. Some 
retreat persons prefer not to speak for entire three years.  
 
What is the reason for this silence? It is because ordinary 
speech is being transformed into divine speech of a specific 
deity. Also, the ordinary body and mind are also transformed 
into the deity’s body and mind. This is in accord with specific 
deity tantric practices that are being used to purify the 
gomchens body, speech, and mind. Therefore, the retreatant’s 
body is generally not allowed to be shown to other people 
unless those people are themselves blessed.  
 
During retreat time, gomchens enjoy genuine happiness and 
bliss without attachment by practicing the dharma. Moreover, 
the gomchens fully dedicate their realizations and prayers to 



      The Positive Impact of Gomchen Tradition on Achieving and  
                                       Maintaining Gross National Happiness 
 

 91

the happiness of all mother sentient beings in the three 
realms.  
 
When the lay people witness the blissful transformation of the 
gomchens mind due to doing retreats, the lay people get 
inspired to renounce the mind of attachment and have fewer 
destructive self-grasping worldly desires. They realize through 
the example of gomchen retreatants, that true happiness and 
contentment cannot be attained through an attachment to 
wealth and the accumulation of materials. So they seek to 
have the same happiness that gomchens are experiencing by 
listening the dharma teachings and instructions for practicing 
as directed by the gomchens. 

Ceremony/Puja 
Ceremony is one of the most important activities in the life of 
gomchens. That is why gomchens are trained from an early 
age in the practice and theory of a wide variety of ritual arts 
and performance. The four different types of pujas they are 
trained fall into the four categories of peace, increase, power, 
and subduing. The most popular request from the lay people 
is to perform pujas promoting their happiness and success. 
People strongly believe in invoking luck and becoming 
successful by means of performing pujas. An individual needs 
so many outer conditions and circumstances to be met in 
order to attain what is perceived to be happiness, that in 
addition to material accumulation, people are still seeking 
spiritual help to attain more of whatever object they feel will 
bring them the most happiness and success. This is because 
people’s desire has no limit, and they are always searching for 
the means to become satisfied.  
 
By invoking the pujas, people may feel that a positive cause 
and condition has been set into action through the gomchen’s 
prayers and this has the effect of making people feel more 
comfortable, more psychologically balanced. They feel more 
contented because although they had a desire, it was directed 
through a dharmic action and resulted in the accumulation of 
more merit. Some positive spiritual force was put into action 
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through the ritual and prayers done by the gomchen on their 
behalf.  
 
There is such a demand for these pujas that sometimes trains 
of gomchens travel in the morning into huge towns and 
village communities because every available gomchen has 
been invited by a household. For the entire day, the 
gomchens are engaged in performing pujas in that particular 
household in order to bring peace and happiness by 
dispelling any obstacle and negative force.  
 
Gomchens also try to help others through an effort to prolong 
the life by invoking the long life Buddha through performing 
puja. Similarly, if people become sick, gomchens are invited 
to perform Medicine Buddha puja. If households lack 
economic resources, then gomchens will perform the God of 
Wealth puja in those houses in order to invoke the blessing 
for increased material resources.  
 
If there has been a loss of earth blessing which results in 
infertile soil which will not yield crops, the gomchens insert 
holy vases underneath the earth in order for the soil to 
produce abundant of crops.  
 
Gomchens can also control evil spirits that may be haunting 
and causing disturbances. To keep the evil spirits from 
harming others, the gomchen uses methods to subdue them 
and expel them from the location of disturbance and 
emancipate them into the sphere of dharmakaya.  
 
Gomchens also perform a public service by conducting 
funerals for the lay population. They can aid in directing the 
consciousness of the deceased during the intermediate state 
to the pure land. In the vajrayana tradition, it is known that 
the consciousness of the deceased wanders in the 
intermediate state for 21 days and is like a feather being 
blown about by the force of karma. But here in this 
intermediate state there is a special chance to realize the pure 
primordial wisdom or clear light mind.  
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If the consciousness is able to realize this pure state even for 
a brief second, there is a chance that the consciousness of 
the deceased can go on to a higher rebirth. The gomchen is 
experienced with the subtle stages of consciousness during 
the intermediate state and can help direct the consciousness 
during its transit from one phase to another. During the time 
when a person is sick and about to die, rinpoches and 
gomchens usually try to direct the consciousness onto the 
correct route through prayers and the transference of 
consciousness. If the enlightened lamas spiritual power and 
strong intention conjoin with the faith of the deceased 
person’s consciousness at the correct exact moment, then the 
consciousness of the deceased is able to realize the 
dharmakaya nature, the pure primordial wisdom which is 
beyond life and death. If this occurs, then the mind of the 
deceased becomes a Buddha who can manifest anytime and 
anywhere in accordance with the wishes of the sentient 
beings. This consciousness has become a wish fulfilling jewel 
for all others, and the gomchens and rinpoches who facilitate 
this outcome accumulate great merit which they use to 
continue benefiting others.  
 
The surviving relatives and friends of the deceased feel very 
relieved that the gomchen can offer this service to their loved 
ones for whom they have affection and attachment. After 
gomchen has finished with the prayers and ritual, the 
surviving relatives and friends naturally feel a loss and 
saddened, but they also feel contented knowing that they did 
their best to help the consciousness of the deceased gain a 
higher rebirth. This thought alone helps them maintain some 
small happiness even amidst their loss.  
 
Gomchens also lead the public ceremonies like festivals and 
weddings in the villages and towns. During the festivals, 
gomchens entertain the community by demonstrating many 
variety of sacred dances. In some villages, the lay people 
sponsor the conduction of prayers for world peace, like the 
annual one billion times recitation of the six-syllable mantra 



Journal of Bhutan Studies 

 94

"Om Mani Padme Hum" and recitation of the Vajra Guru 
mantra. In some instances, villages sponsor the fasting prayer 
and rituals in spring in order to make confession because 
they may have taken the lives of insects and worms, and 
other sentient beings during the summer farming work. It 
relieves the minds of the farmers to know that they can make 
a confession and have prayers done by gomchen on their 
behalf in order to alleviate any possible ill karmic effects due 
to the negative action of taking life. By conducting the pujas 
and doing these types of prayers, the gomchen is able to help 
lessen the guilty burden on the mind. This helps to unstress 
the emotions of those who may have unintentionally harmed 
an animal while trying to make a living ploughing a field.  
 
In addition to the summer retreats and prayers, the gomchen 
also do winter pujas in Bhutan when there is more leisure 
time for farmers and other laypersons. During this time, the 
gomchen devotes much time to the publics need for religious 
ceremonies such as Tshog Bum puja or the hundred 
thousand offerings of tshog, and to Nyungney or the fasting, 
as well as the Zhingdrub or actualization of pureland 
ceremony. People from all sections of the community come for 
these ceremonies conducted by gomchen. Many elderly people 
will come to recite the six syllable mantra and during the 
session, they will observe the five precepts. The ceremonies 
can last for a week or more. 
 
The community gathers at a local temple or builds a 
temporary shelter for the pujas ceremony. The atmosphere is 
alive with socializing and shared sense of purpose in invoking 
the puja. This pulls the community together in a united effort 
to do a dharma practice that will benefit all sentient beings 
and invoke blessings for the entire community. This cohesion 
due to a shared desire to do dharma practice knits the 
community together even tighter and creates an atmosphere 
of happiness in joining together to do meritorious actions 
being lead by the gomchen lama.  
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The head gomchen will give teachings during the winter on 
various Buddhist philosophical topics and practices including 
such topics as the laws of cause and effect and dependently 
arising conditions, the significance of puja, how to develop 
the inspirational bodhicitta mind for the benefit of all sentient 
beings, and transformation of consciousness through the 
tantric method of deity visualization, and the benefits of 
virtuous practice. At the end of the pujas and teachings, the 
merit is dedicated, and some lay persons hearts are so moved 
that they even become gomchens after realizing the benefits of 
a spiritual life.  
 
The pujas and teachings are happy events where the minds of 
lay people can be turned towards the dharma and the 
virtuous activities. Sometimes people feel so happy and 
privileged when they realize the preciousness of their human 
life and their access the triple gem, that they will cry from joy 
when they receive the teachings from the gomchen lama. The 
teachings and subsequent realizations become a basis for the 
sober contentment of their minds. This has a further impact 
on their society because there is less crime and destruction 
where the minds of people are at peace. The quality of life 
automatically improves when the people feel contented, and 
the presence of the gomchen lama working on the behalf of 
the community provides the means for this to be maintained 
through his constant commitment to ceremonies and 
teachings. 

Dharma Teaching 
Gomchens also give teachings after they come out of retreats. 
At the conclusion of the retreat, it is typical for the lay 
community to receive teachings from the gomchen. The lay 
people have an interest for these post-retreat teachings 
because several of them are also doing ngondro practice and 
guru yoga in addition to their daily work. Many lay people do 
not know how to read the religious texts, so they are 
appreciative if the gomchen can give them instructions 
regarding the visualization of deities. So lay people try to seek 



Journal of Bhutan Studies 

 96

a gomchen lama as their spiritual guide, one who has 
completed the three year retreat.  
 
After this retreat, the gomchen lama has merited some 
spiritual authority and can give public teachings. Even if the 
gomchen lama is not well versed in Buddhist canon, he still 
retains spiritual authority due to his realizations and spiritual 
powers. What is truly necessary for the gomchen to be an 
authentic spiritual guide is that he has the genuine pure 
bodhicitta in his heart. Then he can lead others through the 
path of liberation by communicating his actualized 
compassion and Buddha nature. This is the main reason that 
Bhutanese people develop and maintain respect for gomchen 
because he has the correct motivation and spiritual means by 
which to lead them to the experience of peace and happiness 
in their own minds. If the lay people have faith in this, then 
they will be able to use gomchen to help them develop a deep 
respect for the Mahayana tradition and its methods for 
developing the special insight of wisdom realizing emptiness. 
Step by step, the gomchen lamas can lead the student’s 
minds towards the actual realization of the primordial state.  
 
Gomchens teach the lay community that there is a method 
for becoming free from the negative conditions of the cyclic 
existence, and this is appealing to the community when they 
have many hardships or challenges to face in their lives. It 
routes their minds in a positive direction to know that there is 
a means by which one can become free from samsara and 
that the gomchen has promised to help them accomplish this. 
This is the primary purpose of the gomchen-lama’ s life: to 
help free others from suffering through external acts of 
compassion and kindness while simultaneously using the 
subtler methods of giving mind training directions and 
transmissions to his lay students. 
  
For this type of instruction, gomchens are more easily 
available than the high lamas and rinpoches who live in the 
monastic community. To get a teaching from a rinpoche or 
lama in the monk community, one have to go to the 
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monastery to make an appointment and submit a request for 
the teaching. The gomchen, on the other hand, lives within 
the lay community and is a constant presence so it is easier 
to go directly to him. Then he will give some oral teachings or 
transmissions directly to them. If the gomchen has regular 
students and sees them all the time, he is also familiar with 
where the student is with his/her practice and realizations 
and can help them direct their minds through the best 
methods that are suitable for them. Because the gomchen is 
immediately available and an integral part of the lay 
community, he can efficiently dispense the spiritual teachings 
that people need and would otherwise find difficult or 
impossible to obtain. When the lay community knows that the 
gomchen lama is a spiritual constant in their community and 
that they can always go to him for teachings and 
transmissions, then people feel hopeful that they can make 
unlimited progress with their dharma practice and will not 
have a limited approach to how much spiritual progress they 
will be able to make in their lifetime. It boosts their 
enthusiasm for dharma practice, and decreases their worry, 
to know that there will not be a stop line drawn for their 
spiritual studies and practices. They will feel happy knowing 
that there is lamas who can help them become enlightened, 
perhaps within this very lifetime.  

The Practice of Generosity 
Usually gomchens come out from their summer retreat 
beginning of October and start going for alms for a few weeks 
if they stay in the villages. Normally gomchens go around the 
village from house to house making prayers for the different 
households. Then the householders give a donation to the 
gomchen in appreciation for the beneficial prayers. The 
householder’s donation is typically some portion of grain. 
Then the gomchen also makes a prayer in gratitude for the 
householder’s kindness and generosity. Both the gomchens 
and monks do this type of right livelihood. They do not 
compete or demand for something, but accept whatever is 
freely given and are satisfied with it.  
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By going for alms, the gomchens allow the householder to let 
go of the self-grasping attachment to material objects. This 
opportunity allows the householder to develop more 
bodhicitta and perfect the meritorious action of generosity. So 
the gomchen is able to make a right livelihood and the 
householders are able to accumulate more merit by 
supporting gomchen as he also supports their wish for more 
happiness for their households.  
 
In the Mahayana tradition, there is a special emphasis placed 
upon the Six Paramitas, or Six Perfections. The Perfection of 
generosity is one of these. It is important that Buddhists 
practise the perfection of generosity, moral or ethical 
discipline, and concentration. In Pali, these are respectively 
referred to as dhana, shila, and samadhi. According to 
Theravada doctrine, it is imperative for every Buddhist to 
practice this trinity if one is to become liberated from the 
samsaric world. But it must be noted that this type of 
liberation is the self liberation from the suffering of samsara. 
For the full enlightenment to occur, it is necessary for the 
practice of this trinity to be motivated by the desire to benefit 
the countless mother sentient beings.  
 
The generosity that is being taught by the gomchen clearly 
falls into the category of perfecting this quality for the sake of 
all sentient mother beings because he is motivated to lead 
others to the full enlightenment while simultaneously 
improving their immediate living conditions. By allowing the 
householders to give donation, he is helping them to secure a 
better karmic condition for themselves which may manifest in 
this lifetime as more wealth, or may occur in the following 
lifetime as a more comfortable living circumstance. So 
gomchen cares for the comfort of lay populace and has an 
empathetic understanding of their living conditions and 
knows how to help the lay persons transform this concern 
into something positive they are wishing for. Gomchen is just 
there at the doorstep of each household, aiding the lay 
community to literally opening their own door to a positive 
transformation of living circumstances.  
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Service  
What is the most generous act that one being can do for 
another? Perhaps it is showing them the way to attain a true 
state of contentment free from all suffering. This is what 
Buddha Shakymuni taught and therefore, is the focus of the 
gomchen’s life purpose since he is a dharma teacher. His 
main objective is to help to lead the minds of people into a 
better state of awareness, and ultimately to enlightenment. 
Performing this service is his life commitment to all sentient 
beings, and he knows that the dharma is the only correct 
means to accomplish this end. All other methods for trying to 
establish lasting happiness fail due to some basic 
misperception about reality. So he tries to educate the people 
of his community about the causes and conditions that lead 
to happiness and ultimately enlightenment because he is 
committed to their spiritual health.  
  
The gomchen lama is familiar with inner nature of the mind, 
and how the mind works. This insight comes from his 
meditation practice as a spiritual realization. He knows full 
well what some people may not be completely aware of; that 
self-grasping desires are difficult to eliminate but they must 
be dispelled if peaceful happy states of mind are to prevail. 
The self-grasping desires are dependent upon ignorance not 
only about the impermanence of self, but also about the 
dependently arising causes and conditions. This ignorance 
must be uprooted through mind training and the 
development of ultimate bodhicitta if the goal of 
enlightenment is to be attained.  
 
So gomchen, by doing pujas and external acts which lead 
peoples minds into a communal contentedness is really 
offering people a chance to accumulate merit that will 
positively direct their own causes and conditions into a 
manifestation of happiness. By constantly offering chances 
for the accumulation of merit, the gomchen is helping to 
habituate the minds of his lay community towards benefiting 
others, not just persons in their own villages and towns, but 
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all mother sentient being, and being less self-grasping which 
is a root cause for suffering and the repeated cyclic rebirths. 
As the minds of people get more and more habituated towards 
the virtuous dharma activities and developing bodhicitta, they 
naturally feel better because the fetters of self-grasping 
loosen. The self-grasping cannot stand up to the strength of 
bodhicitta because self-grasping is a temporary, ignorant 
contaminated state while ultimate bodhicitta is pure and 
boundless. 
 
Then, because they do dharma activities and feel better, they 
want to engage in even more dharma practice because their 
minds are being habituated towards the spiritual means of 
happiness.  
 
If they ask the gomchen for further teachings in mind training 
and he gives them transmissions, the self-grasping mind may 
fall away more quickly and the person will experience fewer 
and fewer afflictive emotions over time. This is very good for 
the community of people feel motivated to do this spiritual 
work with the gomchen lama because it means that there will 
be a less afflictions in the society. The atmosphere becomes 
less aggressive and competitive when many members of the 
community are practicing at least an inspirational bodhicitta. 
This improves the quality of life for everyone when the 
majority of persons in a community want to practice 
bodhicitta. But this is why the gomchen is living in the 
community in the first place. His purpose is to assist in the 
happiness of others by teaching them how to develop the 
bodhicitta which will help liberate the mind.  
 
How many other societies in the world have someone whose 
sole occupation and ambition is to serve the complete 
happiness and well being of others with the purest intention 
born of bodhi mind? Maybe there really aren't so many who 
want to do this type of job, but this is the gomchen’s job, and 
it is the most fortunate and auspicious endeavour! 
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Gomchens Influence on the Four Pillars of GNH 
In Bhutan, the gomchen is an integral part of every 
community and serves as a spiritual constant since his 
dharma service extends to all areas of life within the given 
communities. There are gomchens in every village and town 
throughout the country and thus their influence is far 
reaching. This influence of the gomchen as a spiritual guide 
promotes and helps to maintain the four basic pillars of GNH 
as shown in the following areas of economic self-reliance, 
environmental preservation, cultural promotion, and good 
governance.  

Economic Self-Reliance 
In the area of economic self-reliance, the gomchen, being a 
dharma teacher, is himself an example of right livelihood and 
can give training and advice in this direction. Right livelihood 
is directly related to the topic of economic self-reliance 
because the causes and conditions stemming from one’s 
choice of work can lead to either happy or miserable 
circumstances. For example, a prevalence of corrupt 
occupations will result in turmoil and disturbance for the 
environment and the society, and this will immediately 
undermine the spiritual well-being of the entire group 
because society is an interdependent entity. Its happiness as 
a whole rests upon the shoulders of all the individuals who 
form it.  
 
According to the Dhammapada, right livelihood is in line with 
benefiting others and decreasing that which is harmful. This 
means that the right livelihood is to be directed at improving 
conditions for others while simultaneously providing for the 
basic living requirements that support the human physical 
existence. But happiness is related to more than just taking 
care of the needs of the human body. If this were true, then 
happiness would be an empirical state and have little to do 
with the nature of the mind and the human ability to use 
effort to transform the ignorant states into a clearer 
perception of reality.  
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So what can help bring about a positive state of mind in 
career or economic development? Desire must be examined. It 
is what drives us to want things, including happiness. It is 
the desire that must be correctly routed if a positive result is 
to emerge. If there is too much self-grasping at the root of 
anything, including economic self-reliance, then a state of 
suffering will follow from any dharmic action. For example, 
someone may want to make money because he needs it but, 
is unwilling to put the welfare of others first. He is attached to 
the idea of making money and this is what is directing his 
choices at the moment. It is as if the desire for money has 
taken over his concern for others and completely obscured 
his ability to see the preciousness of other sentient beings.  
 
During the moment of obscuration, he might believe that 
selling drugs would be a fine way to accomplish his wish for 
more money. Perhaps it could provide him a lot of cash very 
fast. Maybe he is thinking along these lines, but if he chose to 
take this action, the consequences for himself and society 
would be very negative. Besides being illegal and potentially 
resulting in his imprisonment, someone could get sick or die 
as a result of the drug sellers selfish focus on only making 
money without regard for the well-being of other sentient 
beings.  
 
If others are harmed in process of making livelihood, it is 
because one is not practicing bodhicitta and putting the well-
being of others first. Since right livelihood means much more 
than just making money and acquiring material possessions, 
happiness coming from right livelihood implies much more 
than just providing for the needs of the physical body alone. 
The truth is that everyone wants a comfortable life and 
happiness. This is a deep desire, but in order to obtain the 
opposite of a miserable life, one must engage in the virtuous 
acts that will positively formulate the correct causes and 
conditions leading to this happy state. Of course, all of this 
positive activity can be directed by the mind, and this is the 
truest form of self-reliance in that one must train ones own 
mind in the direction of virtuous choices in relation to one’s 
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economic viability in order to obtain an occupation which is 
in line with the dharma. This type of occupation will at the 
very least have a positive state of mind as one of its many 
benefits.  
 
The gomchen lama can advise others as to the right livelihood 
and best use of their own talents and skills to attain this. He 
can in fact, use his special insight to give guidance as to what 
area of occupation would yield the best result for an 
individual. If a person has faith in this advice from the 
gomchen lama, then he/she can bring a spiritual view into 
their daily lives, and their attitudes towards work change. If 
the gomchen lamas students gain spiritual values and 
appreciation for right livelihood, then they can work in the 
world in such a way as to put their spiritual values into 
action in their given vocations. If there is an emphasis on 
bodhicitta in the workplace because this is an integral 
practice of right livelihood, then the workplace also becomes 
less competitive and aggressive. There are fewer afflictive 
emotions to disrupt the work in progress and this promotes a 
more efficient work place. For example, if something goes 
wrong, the employees maybe less likely to fight amongst 
themselves or with their employers because this is a self-
grasping behaviour not in line with practicing bodhicitta 
which is an inseparable part of right livelihood.  
 
Since the spiritual life occurs here and now in reality and 
everyone has to make a living, it is reasonable that if more 
employees try to bring spiritual values to the work place, 
instead of a competitive "cut throat" attitude, and actually use 
their occupations as a means for their dharma practice, the 
result will be a more pleasant atmosphere for work. If 
someone is competent at his/her work and also carries a 
pleasant cooperative attitude of bodhicitta, they are probably 
more likely to get more job opportunities such as promotion 
because their employers realize that they are easier to get 
along with, less egotistical, and have better attitudes towards 
their work than the most. The selection of the correct right 
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livelihood and spiritual guidance by the gomchen lama can 
help lead to this result.  
 
Also, a senior gomchen can directly train others in right 
livelihood and economic self-reliance by training them to be 
gomchens. When senior gomchens are training the novices, 
they are helping them to obtain literacy skills as well as those 
in the arts and in the area of medicine and healing. Later, a 
high level of skill and competence in any one of these areas 
alone would be a cause for employment and means by which 
one could become economically self-reliant. But in reality, 
economic self-reliance starts very soon in the life of even a 
novice gomchen. Some of them can even support themselves 
after a year into the training because they assist the senior 
gomchen when he goes to various houses to conduct pujas. 
The householders then give a donation to the novice because 
he helped conduct the puja. In this way, the young novice can 
begin providing for his own basic needs while being taught by 
the senior gomchen. This builds confidence and self-esteem 
on the part of the young novice who is able to get training, do 
virtuous actions to benefit others happiness and to be in a 
position to support his own economic needs. So from very 
early on, gomchen novices are fortunate: they have the benefit 
of a direct simultaneous economic and spiritual development. 
This is a reason that several poor parents used to send their 
children to the gomchen community. They knew their 
children would be able to do well economically and train in a 
noble, respected dharmic path.  
 
So not only is the gomchen a living example of right 
livelihood, but also a shinning example of economic self-
reliance. This is a good role model to pay attention to because 
as markets get more competitive and consumerism covers the 
planet, Bhutan is more exposed to outer modern influences. 
Sometimes these influences seem very good on the surface 
because they offer immediate access to a more luxurious 
lifestyle with increasing material goods, but if the intention to 
acquire these goods is linked with a self-grasping attitude and 
very little bodhicitta, any happiness from them is temporary 
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and will quickly wear off, leaving the person to still want 
more. Buddha Shakyamuni spoke at Jetvana grove and 
verified this when he said that, "Even a rain of gold could not 
satisfy your desires--for the smallest taste of enjoyment leads 
to the suffering of more desire. A truly wise person 
understands this." (Dhammapada). 
 
By practicing right livelihood, the correct view is kept in line 
with bodhicitta and leads to greater awareness about wanting 
happiness for all, not for just one. Promoting the happiness of 
others while maintaining economic self-reliance, is the best 
way to approach one’s work. This is why the gomchens are 
successful and bring happiness to countless others: they are 
motivated by the pure bodhicitta and wish to share this same 
key to success with others.  

Environmental Preservation 
A gomchen lama has a lifestyle with few needs beyond the 
basics because he is on this spiritual path of meditation, and 
service to others needs. Therefore, his demands from the 
environment are very little. In fact, as a part-time retreatant, 
he is very much in partnership with the earth and the 
elements. His spiritual occupation and objectives are in 
harmony with the natural flow of seasonal changes. For 
example, in summer, the gomchen must do a retreat in order 
to intensify his spiritual powers in order to do pujas and 
prayers that help others while they are working in the fields. 
He prays for their negativities to be dissolved so that their 
work in the fields will be successful. Then if the farmers need 
rain and have a strong faith in the gomchen, the gomchen 
can help produce this much needed rain. The gomchen serves 
as a spiritual link between them and the environment. Also, 
when soils in the fields are no longer fertile and seemed to 
have run out of the power to produce crops, the gomchen 
does rituals and buries a blessing vase under the soils in 
order to restore the power to grow crops. All of this is being 
done with the motivation of pure bodhicitta and so gomchen 
is able to accomplish miracles in the environment. When 
ordinary people witness what the gomchen has been able to 
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accomplish in this way, they have respect for him and also 
become aware of how sensitive the environment is.  
 
The environment is alive and responds favourably to 
bodhicitta. This is why an enlightened gomchen lama can 
direct weather and restore blessings to the soil. He 
understands the true state of phenomenon and can use his 
pure bodhicitta to implement a change on the grosser levels of 
matter in order to benefit others. But this ability to 
manipulate weather in the service of sentient beings requires 
a clear and thorough understanding of the workings of 
phenomenon, spiritual powers coming from realizations, and 
an extremely strong and pure bodhicitta.  
 
Gomchen lamas extend bodhicitta to all mother sentient 
beings because they are devoted to the full enlightenment of 
the countless beings, and this is what the gomchen lamas 
teach to their students because this is what the Buddha 
taught. The gomchen lama’s devotion extends to all areas of 
the environment and the sentient beings who dwell there. 
Even the tiniest insect has the gomchens full bodhicitta heart 
devoted to its liberation from samsara. This tiniest insect is to 
be cherished and held dear because even he has the Buddha- 
nature and a wish for happiness. There is awareness even in 
the mind of an ant. If one observes an ant, one will see that 
the ant struggles for food and will often try to carry a huge 
load on his back. He carries this to his home he has made for 
himself because he must also be protected from the elements. 
In his home are other ants, and they form a community of 
beings there who all want to be fed and protected. While they 
are simply trying to survive, they are desiring to be free from 
hunger, harsh weather conditions; in short, they are trying to 
counter their suffering with actions that bring about a desired 
result. This proves that the ants have an awareness and are 
also striving for liberation from their karmic conditions even 
though they are confined to the animal realm and have no 
conscious realization of reasons for their present life within 
the animal realm. What is important is that they have 
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Buddha nature that will be actualized at some point during 
their rebirths.  
 
This is why gomchen lamas and other dharma practitioners 
have respect for the life in the environment. Wherever there is 
life, there is Buddha nature and the forests and rivers are full 
of this potential for enlightenment. The gomchen lama 
imparts this value of respect and care for the environment 
which has a myriad of interdependent layers. If one layer of 
the ecosystem is disturbed, then other dependent layers will 
suffer. This is a fact that can be seen in the world today in 
other places where deforestation has taken place and toxic 
chemicals have been poured into the sky and water. Many 
sentient beings have died and suffered immensely due to the 
desire that have been allowed to obscure the precious 
bodhicitta. It is only through mindfulness, intelligence and 
kindness, that the environment will be preserved and 
maintained as clean and beautiful. Bhutan is a hopeful 
example of such a clean well preserved place, a "pureland" to 
all who come to visit, especially to those who are coming from 
developed countries. They see Bhutan with amazement and 
are deeply impressed. It seems almost impossible to their 
minds that the earth could be so unpolluted here, but then 
again, Bhutan is also the only Buddhist country in the world, 
and the centuries old spiritual values of Mahayana Buddhism 
are deeply rooted within the culture and minds of Bhutanese 
people.  
 
Another way that the gomchen lamas help promote the 
preservation of the environment is by doing their retreats in 
solitary places. For the retreats to occur, the environment 
must be very pure and undisturbed. Because Bhutan has a 
strong gomchen tradition, there is a constant influx of 
gomchen for meditation retreats, and many of them must do 
the three year retreats. This means that the areas where 
gomchens do their retreats should be regarded as holy places 
and maintained with this view. This assures that the 
gomchen retreat places will always preserve the land around 
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the retreat location because they must be kept pure and free 
from the disturbance of modern progress.  
 
If too much land is compromised in the way of modern 
development, this will also compromise the lifestyle of 
gomchen as well because the tantric retreats require a 
specified environment that is far from any urbanized place 
with an abundance of worldly activities and concerns. If 
gomchens are not able to do successful retreats, then they 
will not be able to have the types of spiritual realizations that 
will benefit the happiness of the others who depend upon 
their services for pujas, prayers and advice. So the 
preservation of the gomchen tradition and the preservation of 
the environment in Bhutan are inextricably linked due to the 
constant need for retreats.  

Cultural Promotion  
Bhutan has an indisputably unique culture: this is the one 
and only Buddhist country in the world. High regard for the 
Buddhist spiritual tradition has been a hallmark of Bhutan, 
and the country’s cultural identity rests upon this as its 
foundation. The gomchens play an enormous role in 
enriching the countries cultural promotion due to their 
training in all the arts, ranging from calligraphy, poetry, 
astrology, and thangka painting to the ritual arts of puja 
ceremony, torma-making, and sacred dance, only to name a 
few.  
 
What distinguishes gomchen the most, however, is the 
constant conducting of pujas. They have a seemingly endless 
stream of requests from lay people for this service. The lay 
people often go to the gomchens for this service rather than 
going to the monastery because the gomchen lives in their 
community and is therefore readily available. Getting a monk 
to do the puja might take a week. Because people know that 
the gomchen is readily available to them and is motivated to 
do service for them, they sometimes arrive at his house even 
in the middle of the night and ask him to come do a ceremony 
or prayers right away. Sometimes when a person is dying they 
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need the gomchen lama to attend to the person to help the 
dying person with the transference of consciousness. Of 
course, the gomchen is happy to do this, to be "on call" 
because he is motivated by pure bodhicitta to help all 
sentient beings.  
 
The other type of puja that gomchen lamas do quite often is 
called Ka-go. This is a specialized type of puja for driving evil 
spirits away from the places which are causing a disturbance. 
The reason that gomchens are busy with this is because they 
have the correct tantric background for providing this service, 
and most of the regular monks do not. High lamas have the 
ability to provide this service, but are not always so accessible 
if they are in monasteries while almost every gomchen knows 
how to do Ka-go and are easier to access.  
To perform this subduing type of puja, the gomchen lama will 
do prayers and communicate with the spirit. The gomchen 
tells the evil spirit to quit harming the persons in that 
environment, to be compassionate and use bodhicitta and 
that the spirit could have a better rebirth if he stops doing 
this or even become enlightened in the next lifetime. This is a 
reasonable way to speak with the spirit because it is a 
sentient being endowed with Buddha nature, but still 
suffering within samsara. Even this evil spirit craves 
happiness just like any other sentient being and is probably 
acting in very destructive ways due to the intensity of its 
suffering.  
 
If the spirit does not respond to reasoning because it is 
suffering from too many obscurations, the gomchen lama will 
resort to a tantric practice to expel it. This method 
implements chag-jah, ngag-dah, and lha-gom which are hand 
mudra, mantra, and deity meditation respectively. The third 
element of the method, lha-gom, is very powerful and highly 
effective because it is the transformation of the gomchen lama 
into a wrathful deity form. This wrathful form maybe 
Yamantaka, Vajrapani, or whichever specific yidam the 
gomchen wants to use for this purpose. The wrathful deity is 
used in this case because the evil spirit needs a form it can 
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perceive. When the gomchen transforms himself into the 
yidam, this is seen by the spirit. For example, if Yamantaka 
appears, the evil spirit sees the wrathful deity with all his 
weapons of compassion. At this point, the evil spirit is sent 
into the dharmakaya by the gomchen lama. This is how the 
gomchen lama can handle two cases at once: he can relieve 
the suffering of those who have been disturbed by the evil 
spirit and also relieve the suffering of the evil spirit as well. 
This is a satisfying outcome because the gomchen lama 
respected both parties equally and treated them both with 
bodhicitta.  
 
In addition to providing puja services, the gomchen lama 
promotes culture by being a dharma teacher and giving mind 
training and empowerments to several lay people. By doing 
this, he is helping to keep the Buddhist spiritual values 
flourishing in Bhutan. This is essential to Bhutanese identity 
because Buddhist spiritual values are woven into every aspect 
of life. The gomchen lama is a cultural symbol of these values 
because he is on the path of enlightenment and this is what 
motivates him to continue with his immeasurable service to 
all sentient beings. Wherever there is a gomchen lama, 
bodhicitta abounds and the potential for enlightenment can 
be actualized if the student is ready for the transformation of 
mind. 

Good Governance 
For Bhutan, good governance is possible due to the fact that 
Bhutan is a country whose cultural foundation rests upon a 
solid base of Mahayana Buddhism. The basis of the 
Mahayana vehicle is ethical conduct fuelled by bodhicitta, 
and the moral virtues are attended to by a mindfulness 
stemming from a motivation to help all mother sentient 
beings. This same quality of mindfulness is integral to good 
governance as seen in the qualities of honesty, accountability, 
efficiency, and reliability. These four qualities are in line with 
the teachings of the Buddha who gave a code of moral 
discipline for all those seeking at least liberation from 
suffering. In the Mahayana vehicle, it is imperative that moral 
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discipline be accompanied by the practice of bodhicitta 
because liberation from suffering is not just for ones self but 
for all the mother sentient beings. In this way, bodhicitta 
keeps the moral discipline glued in place because the desire 
for virtuous conduct, and positive outcome for all comes 
straight from the hearts indestructible drop. Good governance 
should come from the heart because this is where the wisdom 
mind rests.  
 
Honesty is necessary for good governance and should be at 
the base. It is the direct opposite of lying, cheating, and 
stealing. If these negative actions are occurring, then society 
is harmed along with the perpetrator of such misconduct. It is 
a situation where everyone loses ultimately. Society loses 
something material in various forms such as embezzlement, 
misuse of funds, fraudulent contracts, deliberate 
misinformation, or withholding information. But society is 
also damaged in an immaterial way due to loss of trust and 
peace of mind. This results in scepticism or the state of mind 
where there is always doubt. This is the most damaging. 
While the material loss may be restored, stolen money 
returned, or lies confessed and apologies made, it is much 
harder, almost impossible, for the doubt to be erased from 
people’s minds. Their peace of mind has been destroyed, and 
this is the opposite of promoting happiness.  
 
Of course the perpetrator has several negative consequences. 
If he is caught, he could be punished by the law, even 
imprisoned and fined. Or if not indicted by the law, at the 
least, his name and face become a public disgrace, and an 
object of embarrassment to those whom he represents. The 
name of his region and the title of his government position 
will then be associated with misconduct. In short, there will 
be a stain on his name, his region, and his post.  
 
The stain also extends further. Each action forms an imprint-
a type of karmic identifier in the mental continuum. This will 
yield a negative result if the imprint stems from a non-
virtuous action and the doer of the misdeed will experience 
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suffering as a result. So whether or not the perpetrator of the 
non-virtuous action ever gets "caught" and his misdeeds 
become public ally known, he will still suffer from the 
negative impact of his own misdeed. The karma may ripen in 
the next life in the form of far less favourable circumstances 
than the ones in which he found himself when he chose to 
perpetrate the negative acts. So he can "go out of the frying 
pan and into the fire" quickly without a conscious realization 
of what has just happened. In this way, his self-grasping 
desire towards whatever the attractive temporary gain was, 
not only failed to serve others but failed to serve himself as 
well. This is why it is so important to practice bodhicitta as a 
support for ethical conduct. It is the precious bodhicitta 
which puts other sentient beings’ happiness first before ones 
own misguided self-grasping desires. Bodhicitta is a means by 
which the selfish desires can be restrained, reduced, and 
even dissolved. Only by habituating one’s mind to feeling very 
close to others and recognizing their innate Buddha nature, 
can mindfulness be maintained regarding the best service 
towards others’ happiness. 
 
The quality of being accountable is key to good governance as 
well as honesty, which is actually a part of accountability. 
Honesty is inseparable from accountability because in order 
to be responsible, one must be able to clearly distinguish 
between "right" and "wrong", to think rationally, and be 
willing to be answerable. Being answerable means that 
decisions are being made which will have a result and that 
there are factors involved which must be carefully examined 
so as not to have some undesirable, or negative outcome. 
Maintaining a mindfulness and constant bodhicitta is 
important for policy-makers because they are the ones who 
are making decisions on behalf of others, and their choices 
have an impact on the tangible and intangible well-being of 
the public. 
 
Efficiency is another desirable quality which is also linked to 
accountability. When decisions are being made, and the 
factors are being examined, there should be a careful 
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consideration of what resources are being consumed during 
this process. The desire, of course, is for a maximum result 
with a minimum waste. Time and money are two resources 
that will be subject to this scrutiny. If too much time or 
money is being wasted, then this is a misuse of those 
resources, and it is similar to stealing because the loss 
cannot be recouped. If one were to approach efficiency with 
mindfulness, however, one would be careful about these 
resources not being abused or stolen because it means that 
somewhere, someone is being negatively affected. If the 
funding for policy projects come from taxing the public sector, 
then the public will suffer due to delay in the policies that are 
supposed to benefit them. Also, if a policy plan is not properly 
structured and correctly executed, then this is not equitable. 
The public deserves to get a fair return for its efforts to 
comply with government rules. If this does not happen, then 
there is some gain at the expense of others whose happiness 
is supposed to be served by the policies. But a mindful 
efficient policy-maker would not want this type of loss to 
occur because it indicates a lack of concern for others within 
the very system that is established to promote a good 
standard of living for others. A policy-maker motivated by 
bodhicitta would want to use great care with the public 
resources and be a guardian for the well-being of the people.  
 
If the people know that their policy-makers have a concern for 
the use of their resources and are motivated to serve them 
unselfishly, then this is what makes the public to have faith 
in those who would govern them. So reliability, or 
trustworthiness, is a quality of good governance that 
embodies the other three good qualities and further connotes 
that there is steadfastness and integrity involved. If people 
feel that their government has a stable system which 
efficiently executes beneficial policies, and that the policy-
makers structuring these policies are honest, wise and 
accountable, and have their best interests at heart, then the 
populace will feel very content and proud of their government.  
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Bhutan is a country that already has a good governance in 
many ways, and there is a true concern for the tangible and 
intangible happiness of the people. So far, it is the only 
country in the world that has developed a government 
programme, Gross National Happiness (GNH), that considers 
human happiness to be a relevant factor in governance. But 
this is not so surprising given the fact that Bhutan is strong 
in Mahayana Buddhism, and that this vehicle of Buddhism 
expounds an ethical concern for all mother sentient beings.  
 
The gomchen lamas’ role in promoting good governance is 
very basic: he gives the dharma teachings that lay down the 
spiritual values for a predominantly Mahayana Buddhist 
culture. By giving teachings on bodhicitta to the lay persons 
in his community, he is helping to foster an aspiration to 
perform virtuous acts and accumulate merit then dedicate it 
for the well-being of all mother sentient beings. The gomchen 
lama promotes kindness and compassion for others every 
time he gives a teaching and transmission. If his students 
have faith and are devoted to doing their dharma practices, 
they will develop an increase in wisdom and have special 
insights into the true nature of reality. The more spiritual 
realizations that the students have, the more they are able to 
understand that there is no possibility of enlightenment 
without the boundless quality of precious bodhicitta. So 
bodhicitta becomes a spiritual value integrated into the 
cultural mind of a community wherever a gomchen lama is 
living and serving others needs for happiness.  
 
Since many gomchen lamas live with lay communities across 
Bhutan, there is likelihood that some of his students will 
become leaders and policy-makers. If this happens they will 
carry their dharma practice politics. They may regard their 
political positions as wonderful opportunities to benefit others 
well-being on a large scale, and regard themselves as 
instruments for others’ happiness.  
 
The political life, if properly motivated by bodhicitta for 
others, can almost manifest miracles. This is due to the pure 
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boundless quality of an awakened heart. Money and power, 
however, are limited and subject to impermanence. They 
cannot be relied upon to solve all the problems of a society, 
and they do little to provide the causes and conditions for any 
true lasting happiness. If money and power alone could do 
this and solve many problems of a society, then the more 
developed countries would have very few problems. But the 
opposite appears to be the case. In fact, nowadays, some of 
the western countries want to study Bhutan’s programme of 
GNH in order to understand why there is a lack of satisfaction 
in their own societies. They want to find out what is 
"missing", and why a less developed country such as Bhutan 
enjoys a greater happiness than more economically advanced 
countries do. 
 
Maybe what is missing is the awakened heart. Under the 
dynamic leadership of King Jigme Singye Wangchuck, the 
GNH programme grew out of a concern for the physical, 
mental and spiritual well being for the Bhutanese people. The 
programme is an example of mindfulness in action and 
embodies the Buddhist principle of bodhicitta which is taught 
by rinpoches and gomchen lamas. Where there is a lama, 
there is a teaching on bodhicitta. Fortunately for Bhutan, 
there are still several lamas across the country and their 
teachings can be felt in the fabric of the culture.  

Conclusion 
Because the numbers of gomchen lamas are strong in the lay 
communities of the present day, their influence of dharma 
teachings and spiritual services are still tightly woven into the 
texture of Bhutan’s Buddhist culture. The gomchen lamas 
still impart the teachings of the Buddha today exactly as they 
have always done for centuries. Their awakened hearts have 
been reliable and withstood the test of time. Some may 
wonder just how a gomchen lama can fit into a modern 
sophisticated world with all its progress. Some may look at 
him and think that the gomchen lama is like an antique, 
something to be associated with Bhutan’s cultural past more 
than with its future. But this is not the case.  
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Nowadays, samsara may look different because it involves 
more technological advances, more modern progress, and 
more sophisticated advertisements that pull on the desires of 
human beings, but this is still just the same old samsara, 
and the gomchen lama still has the same job. He will 
continue on with his enlightenment for the sake of all 
sentient beings and try to turn them all towards freedom from 
suffering. This is his purpose in life and what he has vowed to 
do with his true awakened heart. Such a pure devotion to the 
happiness of all mother sentient beings must have an 
influence on the GNH of Bhutan because the programme and 
the gomchen lama meet on a common ground of bodhicitta, 
the source of both relative and ultimate happiness. 
 

May bodhicitta, precious and sublime, 
Arise where it has not yet come to be; 
And where it has arisen may it never fail 
But grow and flourish more and more. 

  
--One of the great Himalayan meditators on happiness. 

References 
 
Keith. Dowman, (1999) The Divine Mad man, California: Dawn 

Horse Press 
H.H The Dalai Lama (1999) The Hearts of the Buddha’s Path 
Ralston Saul. John, (2002) On Equilibrium, Penguin, Canada. 
W. Burns. George and Street. Helen, (2003) Standing without 

Shoes: Creating Happiness, Relieving Depression, 
Enhancing life 

Rinpoche. Paltrul (1994) Words of My Perfect Teacher, New 
Delhi: Vistaar Publication 

Lama. H.H The Dalai, The Art of Happiness 
Rinpoche. Sogyal, (1992) Tibetan Book of Living and Dying. 
Kinga. Sonam, et al (eds) (1999) Gross National Happiness, 

the Center for Bhutan Studies. 



      The Positive Impact of Gomchen Tradition on Achieving and  
                                       Maintaining Gross National Happiness 
 

 117

Powdyl. T.S (1988) “Gross National Happiness, A Tribute”, in 
Gross National Happiness, Kinga. Sonam, et al (eds) 
(1999), the Center for Bhutan Studies. 

Phontsok Tashi. Khenpo (2003) “The Role of Buddhism in 
Achieving Gross National Happiness”, in Gross National 
Happiness, Karma Ura and Galay (eds), Thimphu, The 
Centre for Bhutan Studies 

H.H The Dalai Lama, Kindness, Clarity, and Insight 
Motilal Banarsidass Publishers Private Limited, Delhi.  
Surya Das. Lama, Awakening the Buddha Within, Broadway  
 



 
 

119 

The Buddhist Truth of Happiness 
Spirituality1 and Development – the case of governance in 

Bhutan2 
 

Diederik Prakke* 

A telling anecdote 
 

‘Although my father is highly educated, he is very religious’. I 
hold this as a key quote from a young Bhutanese since I first 
visited Bhutan back in 1990. ‘Although my father is highly 
educated, he is very religious’. It’s concise and powerful like a 
mantra. The word although indicates that it is self-evident to 
the speaker that education and spirituality are opposites. His 
father knows about the universal law of gravity, but in 
meditation still magically pretends that he can learn to fly. 
Daddy has switched the light of logic on, but still reserves 
some dark corners to cherish a superstitious belief. The 
speaker seems embarrassed that education didn’t cure his 
father’s spiritual obsession. Or would he be proud that his 
father combines tradition and modernity? Possibly he secretly 
even adores that his daddy despises ‘Western indoctrination’, 
even though he masters the Western way of thinking.  

 
In any case, the quote makes clear that modern life is not 
necessarily experienced as fundamentally spiritual, as it was 
in all traditional societies. In this paper I re-explore the 
possibility and potential of creating spirituality-inspired 
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societies, that however build on the irreversible achievements 
of modernisation. I am struck how in Western Europe we 
attempt to be neutral in terms of religion (over-aware of the 
past wrongs of colonialism and aggressive conversion) and 
therefore are silent, in our professional life, about what really 
inspires us. We take out the heart of the working place. This 
approach employs and addresses mainly the brain, paying 
less attention to the body and the soul, and is therefore not 
spiritual (which is about joining body, speech and mind). 
Thus our approach is actually everything but neutral, but 
spreads a materialistic worldview, that has become the 
dominant, impoverished global paradigm of our world today. 
 
And I am frustrated to see (after I personally stumbled across 
Buddhism and was taken by surprise by its profundity) how 
most Bhutanese have no clue about the jewel they hold in the 
palm of their hands. I can accept that people choose to 
disregard spirituality, setting other priorities in their lives. 
But I feel thwarted that a clumsy and shallow presentation of 
Buddhism puts off open-minded Bhutanese who are actually 
in search of the very inspiration, meaning and fulfilment that 
Buddhism can help you find3. 

Contents of this paper  
I hope this paper serves a dual (not dualistic) purpose: 
 
1. In general: To promote that people take genuine spirituality 
as the basis, path and purpose of development, rather than 
as a ‘specialism’ to be protected, conserved, ignored or 
disposed of. 
 
2. In particular: To support a profound and unleashed 
Buddhist approach to governance in Bhutan. While in line 
with the deeper nature and aspirations of Bhutan, I believe 
this vision nonetheless differs in crucial respects from 
practice until date. 
 
So this paper is about the potential relevance of spirituality to 
development, and how this differs from the presently 
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dominant global business and governance culture. In order to 
bring this about, I first highlight the way my view differs from 
the general direction and background of the GNH debate so 
far. I write the present document so that the reader can 
consider new perspectives, rather than proof myself right. I 
therefore provide limited evidence and both present the ‘hard 
core’ of my argument as well as ‘side issues’ that, if 
demonstrated wrong, would not undermine the central thesis 
of my discourse.  
 
Next I finger-paint what spirituality is about and then discuss 
why I bring in particular Buddhism into the debate, at least 
for the case of Bhutan. To apply my view of spirituality I focus 
on a particular country, because I do not believe there is a 
‘one-size-fits-all’ blue print to put spirituality centre-stage 
globally. I zoom in on Bhutan, because I believe this country 
has a vital and unique potential (and therefore a duty) in 
expounding this vision. I discuss the developmental 
challenges of Bhutan, as I see them. In meeting these 
challenges I envision a key function for spiritual paths 
(whether these be religious or secular) that give life meaning 
and purpose. I discuss how Buddhism may be a key to 
balanced development, rather than an awkward ‘thingy’ or 
some excess baggage being dragged along from the past. I 
conclude this paper with some proposals or dreams for 
applications. I brainstorm about what others and I can do in 
the coming years to enhance joy, liberation and wisdom in 
Bhutan. 

The way my view differs 
My conviction that Buddhism (or other traditions addressing 
the spiritual level) should be central to the GNH debate 
differentiates my paper from most contributions at the 2003 
Seminar in Bhutan. In the mean time the 2005 Conference in 
Canada has taken a tremendous leap forward in 
acknowledging (and expressing) the central role of spirituality. 
This recognition should be further consolidated (and its 
implications carried through) to let the GNH discourse 
contribute true alternatives to what is currently mainstream 
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development. Below I highlight differences between the first 
international conference and my own vision, noting that the 
rerouting I advocate is in many respects in progress4. 
 
1. A large number of early contributions5 focussed on 
(pseudo-) scientifically measuring GNH, by putting it into a 
(single) formula. If done too quickly and mechanically, this 
quantifying approach trims GNH down into an amalgamation 
of statistical hocus-pocus, cutting off the possibility of any 
real re-orientation, thus strangling any chance of true 
transformation. Hastily limiting GNH-ing into an amateur 
counting exercise risks to entirely lose what I find refreshing 
and inspiring about the concept. 
 
I do see the need to quantify individual aspects beyond the 
GDP, as focussed information forces policy-makers to wake 
up to facts they traditionally turn a blind eye on. Yet simple-
minded abracadabra lures you into falling asleep, relying on 
an autopilot with a disturbing track record. Fortunately the 
Canadian Conference has meanwhile convincingly bypassed 
and shut the door to such short-sighted quick fixes. 
Nevertheless the larger challenge ahead of us remains to 
allow the spiritual dimension in work and governance on its 
own terms. If done skilfully and properly this would prove to 
even the most hardcore sceptics that spirituality in a true 
sense is neither arbitrary, nor wishy washy or impractical. It 
is in this area that I focus my contribution. 
 
2. That summons me to share a first hint of what I believe 
‘doing things spiritually’ means in practical terms. It isn’t a 
matter of throwing the boring accounts and singing hallelujah 
all day long in an empty office. It means two things to me: 
That we see and approach each other and the world as 
essentially spiritual, rather than as brains and matter 
respectively. That implies the same result-orientedness and 
fun we hopefully already have, but adds a profound sense of 
connectedness. And secondly it means that we employ and 
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train our intuition just as much as we currently engage and 
develop our intellect.  
 
We will discover that the heart is indeed subjective (in the 
sense that its observations appear in our heart), but that its 
messages are in no way arbitrary. Currently most societies 
deny or underestimate how decisive a role intuition plays. By 
not developing the heart, most people do not systematically 
separate between genuine observation and projection, 
between accurate sensing and mental garbage (which is a 
twisted replay of past experiences of the observer, rather than 
a reflection of qualities of the observed). Paradoxically the end 
result of this situation is that subconscious prejudices 
secretly continue to dominate our decisions and behaviour, 
without ever being disciplined or checked. 
 
3. Another chunk of 2003 papers discussed subjective self-
assessments of happiness. By emphasising the subjectivity of 
fleeting emotions such papers seem to suggest that there is 
nothing objective and value-free about inner psychological 
and spiritual development. And self-assessment data give you 
nice details on the moods of the day in society (something 
populist politicians have a sense for already), but non on your 
target. Taking subjective self-assessment data as the basis of 
GNH policy-making is like driving a car merely by looking in 
the rear-view mirror. You adjust your course based on the 
volume and duration of applause, rather than on progress 
towards your aim. Even in democratic institutions a true 
leader is not the one who follows public opinion blindfolded, 
but a person who influences it in the direction of her Vision6. 
‘Satisfaction’ is nice-to-know information to assess your 
room-for-manoeuvre, but it doesn’t make daring choices 
about the society you want to help create.  
 
To my understanding it is crucial to recognise and 
acknowledge that lasting happiness is rooted in a foundation 
that can be nurtured, and that is in no way shaken by the 
craze of the day. And I am not saying that happiness-research 
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data are irrelevant to ‘spiritual policy-making’, but I point out 
that such information cannot replace a vision. 
 
4. Until the 2005 Conference there was little consistency 
between the various environmental best practices, economic 
and cultural reflections and innovations in good governance 
that made their way into the GNH debate. Though happy 
about such initiatives, I feared that they would completely 
scatter the discourse and ‘hijack’ the GNH-brand. As ransom 
the hijackers would require Mrs. GNH to learn Old Speak and 
worry away about everything that everybody else already 
worries about. After all, the most effective way to shipwreck a 
refreshing idea is not even to fight or ignore it, but to 
‘integrate’ it into a misty multitude of vague and rusty ones. 
Be sure this would drown the GNH discourse in an 
underwater jungle, at best to be remembered with a pitying 
smile by a bunch of hardcore hippies. Even the most creative 
collection of brainwaves will not get mainstreamed into a 
comprehensive, undeniable and authoritative body of 
knowledge, unless there is a red thread through the heap of 
chops. And what do I propose to make that binding force? Of 
course I advocate as red threat that all contributions should 
have a vital spiritual dimension - which absolutely does not 
require that the GNH-debate should be orchestrated by any 
institutionalised religion7. 
 
5. Until and inclusive the 2005 Conference trendy concepts 
like constitutional (multi-party, one-man-one-vote) 
democracy, decentralisation, (blindfolded, rule-based, 
professionalised) uniform justice, secular public 
administration, individual free choice, and free-market 
competition were hardly questioned and by implication 
accepted as inherently universal ideals8. They were (as 
customary) assumed to be by default superior ideologies, 
rather than simply potent strategies (which is the way I look 
at them). They were inferred to be inevitable and value-free 
principles, rather than valuable options that come in useful 
in certain cases. And they were regarded as untouchable 



                                             The Buddhist Truth of Happiness 

 
 

125

truths, rather than as factors to be weighed and balanced 
against other legitimate concerns.  
 
At the risk of being deemed an ultra-conservative I like to 
make a strong appeal to carefully reflect whether (or at least 
when) such concepts are truly applicable. Whereas a 
therapist should fundamentally make his client heal himself, 
a surgeon should not take that approach. Similarly I believe 
doing justice is assisting parties to reconsiliate, rather than 
letting them throw dirt at each other. I hope to meet a 
friendly, inspiring human being at the counter in my 
municipality building, rather than a neutral robot. I value a 
mortgage advisor who assists me to choose my own bank, but 
I don’t want my doctor to leave it to me to diagnose my 
disease and to pick the appropriate medicine. When you buy 
a car you’re damn right to look at the price, but I trust you 
don’t select your wife through public tender. In short: Let us 
ponder if our choices still make sense or if we are afflicted by 
an overdose of decentralisation fever, freedom myth, 
participation dogma, democracy hallucination, equality 
paranoia or regulation illusion9. For Bhutan such reflection 
seems particularly opportune as that country is in the 
process of adopting a Constitution, and the draft Constitution 
may not be entirely compatible with Buddhism10. 
 
6. Some (but not all) papers that mention Buddhism refer to it 
as cultural glue to mould a strong society. In this perspective 
Buddhism is a means to make people accord to the 
establishment, rather than (as I prefer to conceive of it) as a 
tool for personal and social liberation and transformation.  
 
7. At the same time most GNH-papers with a Buddhist slant 
approach Buddhism merely as a philosophical and moral 
system with do-it-yourself recipes for life. Morality and ethics 
are indeed included in the lower teachings of Buddhism, but I 
do not see that as the part with most immediate relevance to 
(Bhutan’s) challenges. I believe many societies are longing for 
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inspiration, insight, meaning and love that Buddhism is able 
to satisfy. 
 
8. Many papers implicitly or explicitly refer to culture and 
religion as a specific sector to be preserved. In this view 
culture is a soft-sector next to e.g. health, agriculture or 
trade. I allot religion a much larger role, as the inspiration, 
the foundation, path and purpose of development. In my view 
spirituality can and should be takes as the foundation rather 
than as a segment of society. I’m not interested in just 
facilitating that monasteries and festivals are maintained, but 
that there is vision, inspiration and heart behind what people 
do. Besides, as I discuss later, the very intention to ‘preserve’ 
a living tradition kills and mumifies its life force11. 
 
9. And most papers that focus on Buddhism refrain from 
applying this philosophy to the actual current society, but 
focus only on personal spiritual development. They refrain 
from expressing a humble, honest personal perception of 
what is positive and (especially of what is) negative in society, 
and coming up with recommendations to public or private 
actors. The ‘Buddhist’ papers deal rather with individual 
salvation than with creating enlightened society. 
 
10. And finally, in looking at society, previous contributors 
have avoided the sharp points. They have stated quite a lot of 
what is awe-inspiring and tremendously good in Bhutan, but 
have not added the fundamental pains and sorrows of that 
country as well. In my view it is vital to fully acknowledge and 
touch the shadow that each person and nation has, simply 
because it is inseparable from the sunny-side, and because 
liberation can only be achieved by embracing one’s shadow. I 
try to do this in a way that opens rather than closes hearts on 
all sides of the dividing lines. And I try to be neither arrogant 
nor aggressive, but begin to speak straight, simple, fearless, 
frank and without mothering or excuse. 
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In the section ‘Challenge of Bhutan’ I elaborate further on 
what I see as the shadow of Bhutan, but at this point it 
seems obligatory to note that it includes what is popularly 
referred to as ‘the Southern Bhutanese problem’12. Without 
belittling this problem in any way, I should say that I 
personally regard it as ‘only’ a (dramatic) manifestation of an 
integral but problematic aspect of Bhutanese society, which 
also surfaces through other tensions and challenges. The 
reason why I name this particular issue here is that I believe 
this subject has led to most tension and misunderstanding 
between ethnic Bhutanese and other people in this world13. 
Exploring ‘the Southern problem’ usually creates ‘cat-and-
mouse’ dynamics in which one party accuses the others, and 
the defendant denies, ignores or indulges in counterattack. I 
hope to contribute to the healing of this very open wound 
within and outside Bhutan, by touching it in a way and at a 
forum where it is obvious and tangible to all parties that I 
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want nothing but good, and uphold a deep connection to 
Bhutan. 
 
In analytical terms my most fundamental recommendation is 
to take spirituality as the foundation of the GNH discourse, 
rather than as a sector (as part of culture - see illustration14). 
The ‘ReThinking’ conference, based on Lyönpo Jigme 
Thinley’s pivotal paper, took culture (presumably including 
spirituality) merely as a pillar of GNH15. The pillar model 
simultaneously over-estimates and under-estimates 
spirituality. It underrates spirituality in the sense that in 
truth it isn’t just another area next to trade and agriculture. 
Spirituality is more than that, because it is the foundation of 
all enlightened action. And the pillar model overvalues 
spirituality in the sense that that model assigns it a ‘private’ 
domain. In many ways it is correct to only cherish spirituality 
as far as it leads to practical compassionate action. Religion 
isn’t anything in itself unless it bears fruits in other areas of a 
person’s life. 
 
The second conference made the step from merely reflecting 
on what GNH may mean, to practising it. In this sense the 
‘ReThinking Development’ conference joined heaven and 
earth, and went beyond dreaming about heaven alone. With 
this paper, however, I call people to regularly take a step 
aside while taking this forward leap. I do not want to be an 
obstacle to actually doing something, but I do want to keep 
the question alive where (and how) we are going. If we forget 
that, we might as well continue the good old common road to 
development (and/or to an environmental holocaust). 
 
Or, to put it more bluntly: I am by far more afraid that the 
GNH discourse will become too instrumental than that it will 
stay too vague and unpractical. I am more afraid and alert of a 
debate that throws about facts and figures to conceal the 
absence of a View or the confidence to express it. The debate 
will not become vague if spirituality is powerfully pronounced 
as the foundation. On the contrary, the debate may become 
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vague if it continues beating around the bush in terms of 
spirituality. Then the discourse falls back to swimming on dry 
land, increasing the urge and neurosis that it should show 
tangible, measurable results to be taken serious by the ‘real’ 
world. If we don’t dare to connect to the spiritual stream that 
is always present in society… then we might indeed continue 
wasting lots of time, hibernating on statistics in the outskirts 
of the ‘real’ world. So let’s be proud and humble in declaring 
that GNH is about creating an enlightened society on (in the 
case of Bhutan) the foundation of Buddhism.  
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Spirituality and development 
As stated above the current dominant worldview is deeply 
non-spiritual – so much so that few of us have any clue at all 
of how profoundly different (yet more practical, accurate and 
effective) a mystical vision would be. Our materialistic outlook 
is unique in history, while we mistakenly take it to be self-
evident and imperative. Below I like to finger-paint what the 
world may look like if we redevelop (but now knowingly) what 
is called a ‘sacred outlook’. I will attempt to sketch how 
radically different we may perceive and therefore relate to 
reality. Or, to put it differently, I will point out how little 
actual reality there is to the mental constructions that we 
normally call reality16. Unless we open our minds and allow 
ourselves to reconnect to a larger and livelier picture, we will 
remain, to put it in the words of a Buddhist master, oblivious 
of the ‘cosmic orgasm’ going on all around us. We miss so 
much of what makes life worth living, also missing out on 
that what can make our actions powerful, accurate and 
dignified. 

So first (before discussing what to do about it) the challenge to 
sketch what perceptions we cut ourselves off from. I love one 
of the scenes of the Monty Python movie ‘The Meaning of Life’. 
An upper-class British gathering is conversing over high tea, 
when Death enters the room. He tells them that they will all 
die in minutes, but they do not see him and only vaguely 
catch his message. After a moment of disorientation, the get-
together starts chattering about the subject of death. They 
discuss how absolutely impossible and imprudent it would be 
to die just now, and joke how absurdly inappropriate it would 
be. Who would do the dishes, and take their poodle out for a 
stroll?  

 
Death warns again, and the party keeps on ignoring the 
reality of it. Then Death takes them away, and they turn into 
shadows. But the most brilliant (astounding) feature of the 
movie is that they just keep on yapping away! Really, they are 
so completely self-absorbed, immune and cut off of actual 
reality, that they even manage to miss their very own death! It 
is both hilarious and outrageous. 

 



                                             The Buddhist Truth of Happiness 

 
 

131

What this story aims to hint at is how the facts and figures 
we normally cast our minds on are but drops in the ocean. 
The bigger picture is spiritual: unknowing and absence of 
control. It’s not so much that our mental constructions and 
reasonings are faulty - but they acknowledge only a tiny slice 
of reality. So let’s keep on making development policies, 
strategies, and plans and define objectively verifiable 
indicators. But in the mean time let’s not forget that these 
efforts only perform a supporting role in a much, much larger 
play.  
 
We may collect poststamps, watch football and follow the Dow 
Jones, but there’s something cooking behind all that. To ‘be 
spiritual’ we don’t need to stick to limiting dogma’s, lull 
ourselves to sleep with reassuring illusions, throw ourselves 
undignified at the feet of a master, swim with dolphins, or 
half-close our eyes to seem holy. But we can humbly and 
simply open up to a much bigger sense of surprise and 
appreciation, acknowledging that institutionalised religion is 
just one possibility to be spiritual. What I’m trying to say is 
that we all deserve to experience ourselves as partaking in a 
dance that extends so much beyond the minutes of our 
weekly meeting, beyond our laptop screen or what have you. 
 

In our society we are shy to see and proclaim that we are 
embedded in a spiritual context. In trying to conform to the 
‘no-nonsense’ norm, we withhold ourselves a deeper sense of 
connection. We limit ourselves to a materialistic worldview. 
This, however, also has a bearing on what we do, and on the 
decisions we take. In other words, materialism has a social 
impact as well, next to the purely individual consequences.  

Two examples of short-sighted decisions 
I was perplexed to understand that in France symbols of 
religion are now forbidden in schools and public offices. That 
seems like throwing away your child with the dirty bath water. 
The French wanted to promote Muslim integration and fight 
gender suppression in the name of Islam, but apparently 
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found a truly targeted intervention too confrontational. That 
would imply explicitly having a value system, a conviction you 
stand for. So the Western solution is to take the whole heart 
out, not only the cancer. However, I believe we can only offer 
true tolerance and freedom of faith and religion, if we embrace 
our own belief without embarrassment, if we have one. In the 
name of religion horrendous crimes have been committed, but 
this has not stained or contaminated the heart of the human 
longing to dedicate himself to that what is good. 
 
Another example of decision-making from too narrow a 
perspective comes from my own country. Our current 
immigration policy compels second generation immigrants to 
choose to maintain only one nationality. I see such a rule as a 
sign of being disconnected from reality, from actual 
psychological and spirituality reality. There may be valid 
arguments to take a stronger stand to limit asylum seeking, 
and I am not against implementing tough and unpopular 
measures as such. Yet this denies that people can only 
become whole by integrating the background they come from. 
A person can only be truly Dutch, if he also values his non-
Dutch roots. Likewise a person can only be truly unbiased 
and beyond sectarian favouritism in the spiritual realm, if he 
connects to the tradition (or individual path) written in his 
destiny. Not seeing such ‘hidden’ truths is a dust particle of 
proof that the life force in our society is in ashes (ashes from 
which luckily new life is designed to appear). 

 
Reflecting on examples of short-sighted decisions that result 
from not recognising reality (see box17) I conclude that the 
Western split between life (and more in particular work) and 
spirituality is unfortunate, if not catastrophic. Of course 
people are free not to have a connection with any religion or 
meaning-giving dimension at all, but people who do should be 
encouraged (and at least feel free) to engage that inspiration 
in their life and work. If you take the ‘spiritual’ dimension 
away, what remains is intellectual speculation and 
materialism. In trying not to impose any philosophy, 
development co-operation and science currently preach that 
the material world is all there is. You may separate state and 
church, but you shouldn’t separate work and spirituality. 
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Until this point I indicated how spirituality is the larger 
picture, and how this view may yield more comprehensive 
and wise decisions. That is a somewhat ephemeral and far-
fetched argument to pay attention to spirituality (it is indeed 
an example of spiritual reasoning itself). But there are also 
more mundane, obvious and socially pressing reasons to pay 
attention to spirituality. One of them is its potential to 
address the frustration and despair expressed in terrorism, 
crime and social disintegration. People turn to destructive 
conduct only if they can’t find meaning and a dignified 
position in society. They turn to radical deeds in a desperate 
attempt to escape from the sense of futility and deathlike 
evenness that comes from having no self-respect or hope to 
climb the social ladder. The hardest terrorists are people 
whose material situation is bearable, but who have no sense 
of dignity and purpose. People scarred by childhood sorrows 
and a deprivation of love, care and meaning. People without 
access to ‘the American dream’, who are doomed to stay 
second or third rank world citizens regardless of what they 
do. 
 
And those who cause most social problems long for meaning 
most. The more sensitive a person is18, or the more desperate 
a person’s perspective, the larger the chance that he turns to 
drugs or crime. Of course I won’t suggest that establishing 
churches and temples is the fast track to halt crime and 
terrorism. But I do see an increasing need for positive identity 
and meaning in a world that seems to be merging into a 
uniform global village. Whereas superficially religion seems at 
the root of many conflicts, I believe spirituality has much 
more potential to healing them. I dare say that fundamentally 
the challenge of our century is a spiritual challenge. It is a 
challenge of meaning, identity, and connectedness. Accepting 
spirituality as the central challenge does not mean we have to 
run into the slums and back streets of this world with a 
Bible, Koran or Buddha statue in our hands. But it does 
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imply that we identify with people on all sides of the divides 
we have created in this world, as spiritual beings. 
 
We are not just allowed to integrate spirituality back into our 
lives, we simply cannot afford not to do it. The very idea of 
separation at the level of the individual is based on a 
misunderstanding. Since a few decades there is global 
support for the idea that basic education is a fundamental 
human right. Nowadays not sending your children to school is 
much more criticised than imposing over a decade of 
intensive indoctrination (‘Dumbing them down’ as John 
Taylor Gatto calls it). How different do we look at spirituality 
and religious upbringing! When I tell friends about the 
traditional Tibetan way to raise a Tulku (a person recognised 
as reincarnation of a realised teacher), they’re likely to be 
disapproving how that system of tutoring ‘imposes choices on 
the child’. And sceptical of the actuality that this method has 
proven to produce incredible wisdom, social engagement and 
inner freedom.  
 
I do not particularly wish to idealise East over West (or 
tradition over modernity), but I do like to point at 
contemporary biases that have become so common and 
dominant that we fail to notice their relativity. Whereas we 
are (luckily) wary of religious fanaticism, we seem insensitive 
to the much more disastrous results of materialism. Should 
we not regard spiritual integrity at least as much as a 
fundamental human right (and parental duty) as basic 
education? 

Why Buddhism? 
Above I have advocated revaluing religion. But why zoom in 
on Buddhism in particular and why connect it to the GNH 
debate? Buddhism has much to say (and even more to offer in 
terms of experience to those who practice it) about happiness. 
It says that knowing and living the truth, is true happiness. 
The happiness that Buddhism seeks does not depend on the 
subjective and passing experience of psychological ups and 
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downs (as measured in self-assessment research on 
happiness). In final instance it also doesn’t look at outer 
phenomena (such as economic growth, environmental 
protection, or education levels) to assess development. 
Buddhism looks at the spiritual development of people and 
society, expressed as wisdom and love19, which is an 
absolutely objective fact, even though it occurs inside people 
and may therefore not be unambiguously perceptible to the 
untrained eye. 
 
So I bring in Buddhism because it points at truth, the truth, 
which is at the same time the basis for true and stable 
happiness. We often talk of ‘Buddhist’ truth, but actually 
truth is merely truth, regardless of the denomination of the 
path you walked to find it. So that’s why I put ‘Buddhist’ in 
the title of this paper in quotes. You may have come by air to 
Halifax, but that doesn’t make Halifax an aeroplane. You may 
get to see the truth through Buddhism, but the truth itself 
isn’t Buddhist. Just like the law of gravity isn’t a Western 
truth, the luminous essence of mind is the truth, rather than 
a Buddhist version of it.  
 
Probably other religions and wisdom traditions point in the 
same direction, and I focus on Buddhism in first instance 
simply because it is obviously intimately interrelated with 
Bhutan. In fact I personally believe that Bhutan’s significance 
to the world at large lies in its Buddhist heritage and 
tradition.20 As far as I am concerned it’s great that Bhutan 
also houses Hindus, Christians and increasing numbers of 
non-religious folks, but to the larger world I believe Bhutan’s 
contribution lies in being a Vajrayana Buddhist Kingdom. The 
country is soaked for centuries in Buddhism, and even those 
who do not consciously know (or misconceive) its philosophy, 
are profoundly affected by it. 
 
Buddhism is of interest also because it pre-eminently offers 
non-religious paths for inner development. More than many 
other religions, one can study and practice Buddhism without 



 Journal of Bhutan Studies                                        
 
 

 
 

136

accepting any dogma. If humanity has secularised and 
become suspicious of obscure believes, Buddhism is a 
relatively ‘well-digestable’ way to reconnect to basic 
spirituality. Whereas Buddhism has at times undoubtedly 
served to maintain feudal societies and social injustice, it also 
has an impressive tradition of proclaiming truth in an 
uncompromising manner. This feature again is of particular 
interest to Bhutan, where culture and tradition make certain 
issues hard to debate open-mindedly. When proven to belong 
to a genuine Buddhist tradition, however, the Bhutanese 
accept and take pride in their ‘crazy wisdom’ Saints, who act 
as ‘Fierce Destroyer of Illusion’ (a title of a recently diseased 
Buddhist master who lived for years in Bhutan)21. 
 
And last but not least, I bring in Buddhism because I have 
become a Buddhist. When I first visited Bhutan I loved to see 
the ceremonies, regarding them as an exotic, animistic and 
naive relic of the past. Back in the Netherlands I visited some 
of the many small Buddhist groups, increasingly impressed 
by their wisdom, which (at least sometimes) went beyond 
holding on to groovy flower-power hippie dreams. At some 
point in 1991 I was completely captivated, ashamed and 
shocked reading a book by the Tibetan teacher Chögyam 
Trungpa Rinpoche. His book gave a sharp description of the 
functioning of the human mind, in which I found all my 
personal secrets displayed, whereas I had assumed that a 
Tibetan meditator would only have some sweet and moralistic 
advise to the backward herdsman in the valley below his 
cave22. 
 
Participating in the second GNH conference was exciting and 
gratifying for me, as it brought together Bhutan and 
(Shambhala) Buddhism, which are two key elements of my 
life. The conference created a ground (or Mandala) that 
allowed the Bhutanese participants to experience what our 
world can look like if we take unbiased spirituality as our 
point of departure. For years in Bhutan I tried in vane to get 
friends exited about the possibility of a modern spiritual 
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society, as I intuited it. But attempting to share that heart-
vision felt like trying to show a blind friend through a narrow 
window a distant mountaintop. My vision met with vacant 
looks and seldom seemed to land. This second GNH 
conference, however, simply dropped a sizeable bunch of 
Bhutanese right on that mountaintop. And they visibly 
enjoyed it, whether or not aware how much deliberate 
preparation underpinned the natural spontaneity of the 
conference. 

Challenge of Bhutan 
Of age Bhutan is a religion-drenched society, yet currently I 
sense an increasing tension, in which Buddhism often 
emerges as a conservative force rather than as a 
transformative boost to development. A better understanding 
and personal experience of Buddhism may reconcile the 
artificial contradiction between boldness and brightness of 
the educated generation on the one hand, and spiritual 
integrity on the other hand. In fact I believe that embracing 
Buddhism may be a key medicine to transform the latent 
tensions present in societies like the nation of Bhutan. 
 
At this very moment, however, many young Bhutanese loose 
interest in Buddhism, because on the superficial level that 
they get to see Buddhism ignores the questions of their 
modern life. You could almost say that an educated 
Bhutanese who still adheres to old traditions must be kidding 
himself. If you just see some superstitious rituals and hear 
sweet moralistic teachings, be honest, how impressed can you 
truly be? You must be trying to hold on to some illusion of 
grandeur and nationalistic superiority, if you maintain that 
that is better than anything imported from the West. 
 
Above I claim that Buddhism presents potential solutions, 
but I haven’t discussed to which problems. So let me share 
some personal perceptions on Bhutan’s current assets and 
challenges, on the understanding that these are impressions 
and conclusions rather than judgements. My views change 
over time, and I will not even try to prove myself right. I just 
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offer the reader food for thought, informing you of how 
Bhutan comes across to a certain Dutch Buddhist. This 
particular guy lived in the Himalayan Kingdom for most of the 
nineteen-nineties, and is still connected to Bhutan through a 
Bhutanese lady, with whom he cares for their two children.23 
 
What I see as the key challenge for Bhutan is to overcome its 
particular way of hierarchically binding people: Children to 
their parents and subjects to the nation-state. To put it in 
Vajrayana language: Based on ignorance every society has its 
own style of torturing and mutilating its children, which is 
karmically passed down from generation to generation. Of 
course this happens next to passing down the best of life and 
love. Or rather than co-emerging: The life force and the 
poison are intermingled. Today, you can’t accept one if you 
don’t accept the other. You don’t accept Bhutan if you don’t 
accept its shadow. But you can have an aspiration of 
purifying, cleansing. In Bhutan children are often seen as 
property of their parents - both by the parents and by the 
children themselves. The message of basic goodness and the 
news of liberation can sink in much deeper. In the future I 
hope that the care Bhutanese children will give to their ageing 
parents, and the gratitude citizens will feel towards their 
rulers, no longer has any trace of obligation, but becomes an 
act of total freedom. 
 
And then back to Buddhism, which in my view should be 
spreading just this message. In Bhutan it strikes me how 
little both laymen (including government servants) and many 
monks and nuns know about Buddhism. Some of them know 
quite a bit about the daily rituals and the local natural 
deities. And many have a deep devotion for their revered 
incarnate lama’s. Although this may be called ‘blind-faith’, I 
do not look down at it at all, specially when the devotees are 
still deeply rooted in Bhutan’s traditional rural culture. As a 
Jesuit Father said about the Bhutanese ‘I don’t try to convert, 
because they live in the Holy Spirit’. Or in the words of a 
Bhutanese lama ‘They are so pure in their innocence’. 
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Buddhism is in its core not an intellectual affair, but a matter 
of a completely open heart. So this ‘blind faith’ is congruent 
with what the Buddhist teachings attempt to help you 
develop. 
 
Yet for the younger, educated generation it usually doesn’t 
work the same way. People of that generation have developed 
their intellect, their curiosity. If their questions about 
Buddhism or their questions about life are not responded to 
by Buddhism, they are bound to loose interest. To many 
youngsters Buddhism is no more than a cultural form (see 
endnote iii). I then feel sorry that they do not enjoy the fruit of 
a tree so close to them, but actually I do not consider this as 
a problem. Let them search fulfilment in their lives through 
other means. Let them watch sports on TV without the 
illusion that it is something spiritual, or let them practice 
sports, which can actually lead to spiritual experiences. At 
least that is no worse than anybody else on this planet 
wasting his or her life. 
 
I first see a problem when young people search but cannot 
find a truly satisfying purpose in life, or when people try to 
conserve Bhutan’s Buddhist heritage in an unskilful, at times 
doctrinaire manner. The latter is unfortunately what I see 
happening, with the best intentions. I see it happening when 
people actually still sense that there is something worth 
preserving to Buddhism, but when they do not know exactly 
what it is.  
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Developmental challenge of Bhutan

Searching but not
finding ground

Sensing profundity

Presence of
spiritual energy

Sticking to rituals
and coming to
shallow notions

Intuition and
earthiness

Blind devotion

Allowing unbiased
thinking

Sensing hypocrisy

Discarding
spirituality

Original balance

Underestimating

Distancing

New balance: Revalue / integrate

Tension

The mechanism seems to work like this. Karma attended 
primary school and learned to pray, yet intellectually he 
doesn’t know what this is all about. However, he feels 
connected and inspired and wants his children to experience 
this too. He feels frustrated because something in Buddhism 
is dear to him, but he cannot let his enthusiasm spark to his 
very own children. It’s like Karma’s children do not long to eat 
his best medicine, and so he starts trying to shuffle it down 
their throats. As long as Karma can’t explain and prove to his 
kids what exactly is so great about Buddhism (and he can’t as 
long as he doesn’t precisely know for himself), his only option 
is forcing.  
 
But generally this will be counterproductive, because his 
children experience him as needlessly intruding. Even if they 
yield temporarily to his power, Karma’s approach sows 
resistance for the future. The problem is not that the 
medicine isn’t good enough. The problem is that as long as 
Karma himself doesn’t quite know what exactly is so good 
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about it, he can’t rouse genuine curiosity. Or compare it to a 
jacket passed down through generations. If the jacket is too 
tight, but re-tailoring is not allowed, the next generation will 
put it aside. This generation will shop for a new jacket, but is 
in for bad buy as nobody is clear about what exactly wasn’t 
OK about the old coat. 
 
To my perception (and to my dismay) this happens a lot in the 
area of culture, tradition and Buddhism in Bhutan. The 
younger generation doesn’t automatically adopt old 
conventions. In response the older generation feels 
disrespected, and starts pushing for obedience and 
compliance, using the best arguments they guess may 
constitute the heart of Buddhism. Yet here blind-faith 
becomes a problem. Whereas the Buddha ran away from 
home to achieve liberation from suffering, attachment and 
untruthfulness, the uneducated interpretation of Buddhism 
has it that being a good citizen is a matter of doing what you 
are told to do. In this case the attempt is to use Buddhism to 
draw people together socially, rather than to liberate them 
and empower individuals to take their own innate freedom. In 
short, tradition becomes empty and oppressive, rather than 
warm, personal and liberating.  
 
In a slightly better case, Buddhism is not misused to make 
you abide by the rules, but is misrepresented as a self-
improvement project. ‘Just try a little harder and you will 
become a Buddha’. Rather than saying that you already 
possess basic goodness (as Buddhism teaches in truth) the 
Buddha is then said to accept you if you admit your sins, bow 
down and try harder to be nice. You are still denied your 
Kingdom, are still encouraged to become other than who you 
are already, thus making you prone to disappointment.  
 
And to mention another common misunderstanding: 
Buddhism is not a love-and-light approach either. Nor does 
Buddhism propose living a slow motion version of reality, 
promoting that you glide through this world with half-closed 
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eyes. In fact tantra is said to go faster, rather than slower, 
than the desperate chaos of samsara. Much like Freud in the 
West, it is said in tantric Buddhism that you should ‘kill your 
father’, which stands for going your own way, free from the 
fetters of expectations and reward. 
 
If Buddhism is reduced into an attempt to suffocate and 
make you predictable24, it is no wonder that people start to 
look elsewhere for fulfilment in their lives (which, as I said 
before, is not the basic problem). The problem I mentioned 
comes when modern searchers don’t find true happiness 
elsewhere. Some find another religion and are happy with it: 
Great. But others try alcohol, drugs, sex or machismo, 
craving for satisfaction. The most sensitive among them have 
to take an extra dose, because they see through their own 
deception, and can’t cover up that deep down they know they 
didn’t find it yet. And they have no clue that there is an 
answer much bigger and much closer to them than they 
expect. Because to them the Buddhist lama’s on their thrones 
don’t seem very near, nor are the moralistic stories of their 
teachers and parents very appealing25. And to me that is a 
problem, an ironic problem. Young boisterous people roaming 
in a Golden Palace looking for gold (meaning), but finding 
none because the gold is covered by a thin layer of moralistic 
narrow-minded ‘Buddhist’ dust… 
 
The tension I perceive underlying society in Bhutan is not 
particularly something to be afraid or exceedingly ashamed 
of. However, its consequences can sometimes be far-reaching 
(more Buddhist understanding could e.g. have limited and 
reduced suffering in Southern Bhutan). But according to 
Buddhism the root cause of suffering is basic unawareness 
(an unfortunate misunderstanding) rather than original sin. 
The challenge is to look at it and accept it honestly without 
deception or denial. In Bhutan this is extra challenging, 
because people are generally very bonded to their society and 
government. Even a dispassionate open-ended question can 
be interpreted as an attack. However, especially if Bhutan 
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takes the challenge of setting a shining example (which is not 
the same as setting a ‘model’) to other societies (which I 
believe Bhutan should), it is important to address these 
shadows. 
 
And that brings me to a final possibility that Buddhism may 
hold for Bhutan. The basic practice of shiné (or shamatha) 
meditation is exactly designed to bring about the kind of 
equanimity that is needed here. Shiné, peaceful abiding, is 
about looking at what goes on in your mind (and in the world) 
without judgement, but with tremendous curiosity and 
softness, willing to bear witness and be surprised at any 
moment. More shiné may in the long run make topics that are 
now highly loaded more readily debatable. Bearing witness in 
a dispassionate (to the facts) yet loving (to the people) way 
ultimately heals more than aggressively pressing for 
acknowledgement and change from the outside. 
 
On my wife I have seen the double blessing the Buddha 
Dharma stores for the Bhutanese. While for years she took 
my interest in Buddhism for an escapist cult for frustrated 
Westerners, at some point she decided to participate in a 
retreat. She had never doubted being a Buddhist in heart and 
bones, but wasn’t impressed with for example intellectual 
deliberations about the non-existence of ego. Practising shiné 
meditation for a month(!) she experienced a path to develop 
her own mind, and at the same time deepened her ties with 
her own cultural background. So now both of us share this 
positive frustration/inspiration that most Bhutanese seem to 
unknowingly crave for a treasure that’s right in the palm of 
their hands. So I sincerely wish Bhutan and the Bhutanese 
many healing and opening experiences, through Buddhism or 
any other means at hand. 

Dreams 
Below I share dreams I have for myself, and dreams I hope 
may sprout in the minds of Bhutanese (be they in government 
service or working in the private sector). I used to be afraid to 
share such thoughts, believing it might be perceived as a 
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foreigner trying to push an external agenda onto Bhutan. But 
my experience is that the more roundabout I present my 
ideas, the more resistance I raise. In that case people sense I 
have some further ideas which I hold back. That ‘secrecy’ may 
raise more suspicion and irritation than the thoughts 
themselves. So on this note I feel free to brainstorm 
straightforwardly on what may be done to face the challenges 
described above. 

 
When our family returns to live in Bhutan probably in a year 
from now, we will be curious to see whether we can be of 
help. No stronger: I will be dying to see whether I can reach 
and benefit anybody with the burning believes that are closest 
to my heart.  
 
However, some developments that we would love to contribute 
to are already taking shape. I rejoice very much in the 
production of the movie ‘Travellers and Magicians’ cast 
recently by a boisterous lama (Dzongsar Khyentse Rinpoche) 
in Bhutan. And at the ReThinking Conference I was delighted 
by the movie ‘The Words of My Perfect Teacher’, which is a 
movie about him. Moreover, I heard that one of his brothers 
(Garab Dorji Rinpoche) has established meditation centres in 
a number of Bhutanese towns were lay-people come to 
practice, whereas otherwise meditation is often only practised 
by monks in Bhutan. And at the moment I first drafted this 
paper I was looking forward to hear how the visit of the Dutch 
rock group Bløf to Bhutan turned out. I don’t know the band 
well, but have sung a beautiful ballad of theirs in a music 
school band that I joined some years ago to become more 
fully alive myself. And that is what the spiritual dimension 
simply comes down to: Ways and means to help and hearten 
people to come alive26. 
 
Below I summarise some ideas in a table (with some 
fragmented comments below it). The telegram-style of the 
table illustrates that it is about dreams rather than about 
solid plans. Dreams for which I hope to meet with enthusiasm 
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and further ideas during and after the Conference. If we 
develop plans that depend on establishing networks (and 
possibly fund raising), this is the time to start preparations. 
 
 
Brainstorm – Private 
 
• More Travellers, lay-meditation and 

Bløf 
• Series at schools and monasteries 
• Retreats for laymen / government 

staff 
• Youth camps 
• Prison visits with meditation 

instruction 
• Practice evenings and Dharma 

classes 
• (Private) monastic curricula 

enrichment 
• Inter-religious exchange 
• Songs and poems in training & 

workshops 
• Participate in government 

brainstorm… 
 

 
Brainstorm – Public 
 
• Weekly opening meditation 

and prayer 
• Meditation before meetings 
• Study groups 
• Workshops on applications 
• Twist in debate on sensitive 

issues 
• Dualistic democratic system? 
• Nationality law? 
• Seek more direct guidance 

from (and dialogue with) 
Buddhist teachers 

• School and institute curricula 
review… 

 

 
Example: Curricula review – What 
 
• Current 
• Experience 
• Good boys & 

girls 
• Eternal values 
• Happy ever 

after 
• Conditionally 

OK 
• Asceticism 
• Power and 

magic 
 

• Future 
• Experience! 
• First liberate 
• Change 
• Dance 
• Basic 

goodness 
• Middle way 
• Magic as 

reality 

 
Example: Curricula review – How 
 
• Consultation: Decide with 

whom 
• Workshops: Decide what to 

strife for 
• Woking groups: Develop how 
• Tests and feedback system 
• Teachers’ training 
• Implementation and 

continuous learning 
 

 
The Upper-left box (‘Brainstorm – Private’) lists ideas of 
possible activities I may support or undertake personally, or 
in collaboration with organisations and individuals27. The 
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‘Brainstorm – Public’ (to the right) suggests measures that the 
government of Bhutan may undertake to revive Buddhism as 
a living experience and basis of its own functioning. When 
suggesting ‘meditation’ as week opening (in government 
offices) or before meetings, I think in the first place once 
again of formless ‘shiné’ practice, because it is highly 
experiential and does not require faith. Provided that free will 
isn’t tempered with, daily meditation practices, retreats, 
rituals and for example talking circles could enrich the 
development of adults and children, adding the levels of 
Buddhist teachings that I indicated are currently obscure to 
the average Bhutanese.  
 
Under ‘application workshops’ I list some topics that may be 
debated freely after the personal practice of meditation starts 
to take definite effect on people. So I list automatic results 
that I expect to flourish, rather than plans I propose striving 
for. Although the fruit is desirable, I do not suggest 
mimicking the leaves and the flower to get to the crop. We 
may just wait to see what sprouts spontaneously some time 
after we sow the seed.  
 
Take for example the debate on sensitive issues, such as e.g. 
the significance of Dodup Rinpoche to Bhutan, or the 
Southern Bhutanese (refugee) issue. So far I observe that 
discussions on issues like these, generally lead to cat-and-
mouse-play dynamics. One party becomes the prosecutor, the 
other the defendant who denies all charges. Once the debate 
takes such a dualistic turn it is generally no longer fruitful. It 
is then more about proving oneself right and over-powering 
the other party, than about respect and acceptance. It is no 
longer truly open and people dig themselves in rather than try 
to shift perspectives and look from new angles. Debate then 
arrives at a deadlock that isn’t quickly overcome by trying 
harder to be nice and flexible. Personally I usually do not 
manage to stay impartial amidst a fire with others who get 
entangled in the heat of debate. Therefore the best may 
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simply be to leave those issues alone to ripen, simply 
acknowledging that they are there. 
 
Under the bullets ‘Dualistic democratic system?’ and 
‘Nationality law?’ I refer to questions that I do not pretend I 
have easy answers to. Bhutan is in the process of approving a 
groundbreaking new constitution, choosing to adopt a 
dualistic multi-party system. Multi-party democracy is, 
among others, a system aiming to reduce the changes of 
abuse of power by ill-intended politicians. I do not have an 
easy and absolute alternative, but I find this a remarkable 
and short-sighted choice for a Vajrayana Kingdom (see also 
‘The way my view differs’ and its endnotes). In the West it is 
common to try solving motivational issues through checks 
and balances in systems, and by making leaders answerable 
to large constituencies. In other words the standard approach 
of the West is to reduce the chance of abuse of power by 
using the relatively stable, educated mass as an anchor. 
 
In contrast, in a Vajrayana Kingdom, I could equally well 
imagine paying explicit attention to whether leaders make 
themselves sub-ordinate to spiritual guidance, or form parties 
with a clear spiritual identity28. Just like a Tulku who refuses 
to be enthroned can be regarded as rejecting responsibility, 
the adoption of multi-party democracy may be viewed as 
‘dumping’ responsibility on the population. ‘Buttom-up 
participation’ can be an excuse for the King and government 
not to present a Vision. At least it clearly ‘bets’ on control 
from below, rather than on guidance from the top. Implicitly it 
tends to discard the possibility and relevance of strengthening 
true(!) spiritual guidance of individuals and governments29. In 
contrast (or in addition?) I suggest practising and speaking 
more about spirituality and linking it to the day-to-day work 
of the government. Bhutan may draw more on its Buddhist 
teachers seeking both guidance and dialogue. 
 
In the lower two boxes I elaborate on the last option I 
mentioned in the brainstorm: The possibility of reviewing the 
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curricula of schools and institutes on Buddhist contents. 
Taking advantage of international experiences in this regard, 
the education sector in Bhutan could develop a curriculum 
that engages body and speech as much as it currently 
employs (conceptual) mind. And, to honour the principle of 
‘practice what you preach’ similar initiatives could be 
developed within the civil service. 
 

The left of these two boxes wonders in what respect the 
emphasis and key messages may shift (presenting a 
comparison), whereas the right box suggests steps in a 
participatory process of such a review. In terms of giving 
education a Buddhist colour, I believe the rituals (such as 
morning prayers) can well be maintained. This is the reason 
why both the ‘Current’ and ‘Future’ columns in the ‘What’ list 
start with the words ‘experience’. I am not suggesting that the 
tea of Buddhism can be drunk without any cup, so the 
experience (which in final instance is more important than 
the philosophy) needs to be conveyed as per a particular 
cultural tradition. It is only in the underlying messages that I 
suggest changes, e.g. from accepting people if they are good 
citizens, to an unconditional recognition of the basic good 
nature of all beings (see the concepts in the ‘Current’ and 
Future’ columns). Changes that pay heed to my belief that 
true spirituality can simultaneously completely embrace the 
wisdom, scepticism and curiosity of modernity, and be very 
orthodox and uncompromising in keeping the essence of 
Vajrayana Buddhism. 

Dedication 
I look forward to exchanging further ideas (particularly on 
how I may contribute to the above dreams). To be truthful to 
my own call to stand up for one’s spiritual connection, I like 
to end this paper with a supplication. 
 

The ones who are Nobly born as Mukpo clan, 
Who defeat the eclipse of the Great Eastern Sun, 
And sharpen the blade of primordial presence, 
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They are victorious over all their enemies, the forces of 
materialism. 
They see the Tiger Lion Garuda Dragon Vision, 
They are fearless in the midst of barbarian arrogance, 
They tame the untameable beings, 
They inspire the savages of the setting Sun, 
Into the sophistication of the Great Eastern Sun; 
I pay homage to the Sakyong and the Sakyong Wangmo. 
 
Radiating confidence, peaceful 
Illuminating the Way of discipline, 
Eternal ruler of the three worlds, 
May the Great Eastern Sun be victorious! 
 
Ki ki, so so! 

 

Endnotes 
                                               
 
 
 
 
1 In this article I use the term ‘spirituality’ more often than the term 
‘religion’. With spirituality I refer to personal experiences (be they 
spontaneous or cultivated) of inspiration and connectedness. It is 
about showering (if not drowning) yourself in the understanding that 
all beings deserve to be loved unconditionally. These are experiences 
that everybody has access to, regardless of whether one practices 
any religion. Religion on the other hand has a connotation of being 
linked to an institution, in fact usually an organisation that outlines 
ethical rules to its members. Moreover, in religion the follower opens 
himself to the blessings of (a) God or elders on the path, and in 
‘exchange’ normally commits his life to a particular way of service.  
 
Whereas spirituality can exist without religion, and (sadly enough) 
religion without spirituality, it seems that one only experiences the 
full power if the two are combined. One may for example, regardless 
of whether (and if so which) religion one follows, benefit from 
meditation, but to benefit fully from the insights and blessings that 
earlier masters hand down to us, one has to devote oneself to them 
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(which often implies ‘officially’ becoming a Hindu, Buddhist, or 
Taoist).  
 
Interestingly enough such dedication is not required to obtain love 
and acceptance for who you are in essence. Dedication is not a 
compensation for being fundamentally not-OK (left alone that it is a 
trick to buy God(s) over and thus ensure yourself a seat in heaven). 
It is merely a pre-condition to take full advantage from the path that 
God or the elders show (and which they earned through their 
complete dedication). Rather than a repayment to the giver, religion 
requires you to ‘pay forward’ (to the rest of human kind and the 
world).  
 
To me, organisations that maintain power over their followers by 
instilling fear and dependence exploit and abuse feelings of guilt, 
inadequacy and superstition. Often such organisations prescribe 
tight norms and adamant values that deter relaxation and (physical) 
joy, whereas I believe that taking delight in this life is ‘mandatory’. If 
we don’t dare to embrace the good that comes to us (even if it is 
because we see others suffer), then what example do we set to our 
children? Unless we ourselves gratefully celebrate the good we get, 
our life example will invite future generations ad infinitum to live for 
others rather than for themselves. 
 
2 In the ‘tradition’ of my 1999 paper ‘Placing the Hamburger in the 
Mandala’, the present paper could also be named ‘A HappyMeal with 
ema’, with ema being the Dzongkha word for the ever popular 
chuilli’s in Bhutan (see the headers). Whereas ‘The Hamburger’ dealt 
with not fearing modernisation, ‘The HappyMeal’ elaborates more on 
how to base a society on Buddhism. 
 
3 In a 1998 debate on good governance a young Bhutanese claimed 
that Buddhism needn’t be taught in Bhutan, because it was 
‘ingrained’ in its people. I fully subscribe to the ‘ingrained’ part of the 
statement, but not to the conclusion that Buddhism can therefore be 
left implicit in Bhutan today. Yes, the essence of Buddhism is deeply 
ingrained (or karmically sown) in the minds of all Bhutanese 
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through centuries of uncorrupted devotion and intense meditation 
practice. But even so this profound and precious seed needs to be 
nurtured, especially in a time of pungent transformation. In fact, 
because the seed is so rare and good, it would be a shame to waste 
it, and in my view this hard-earned, fortunate karmic condition calls 
for extra careful tending. Even though the seed is perfect and potent, 
I believe it is also as fragile as a rich and abundant rainforest, full of 
vitality and health. Once the forst is uprooted and the topsoil eroded, 
this rich jungle nontheless turns into a desert… 
 
4 The Preface to the 2003 conference papers (published in Gross 
National Happiness and Development, Karma Ura & Karma Galay, 
CBS, 2004, ISBN 99936-14-19-x) notes that ‘the concept meant 
different things to different participants’ (which I accept as a fact). 
But it goes on to claim that ‘Mainly this was a matter of emphasis’, 
and I believe that that assertion is courteous wishful thinking. 
Whereas I am happy that all interpretations were welcome until 
date, I believe that it is imperative and vital that leaders of the 
discourse as well as leaders who take inspiration from it, make 
deliberate choices about their View. Without a View the debate is a 
loose collection of grains of sand, with a View it can be a runway to 
liberation (or a highway deeper into confusion, if the View is 
dualistic). 
 
5 Starting with 1998 and 1999 letters to the editor of Kuensel, 
Bhutan’s National Newspaper 
 
6 In his electoral campaign Henry Truman, then low in the polls, 
commented something linke ‘Mozes did not rely on the polls to lead 
his people through the Red Sea’. In other words: A leader first states 
his Vision and then looks for allies and supporters, rather than the 
other way around. 
 
7 With the latter remark I hope to even pacify a Conference 
participant who came to me to express that he opposes my proposal 
to re-link inspiration and work (which is not the same as re-
marrying church and state). Irritatingly enough he introduced his 



 Journal of Bhutan Studies                                        
 
 

 
 

152

                                                                                                 
 
 
 
 
point by casually ‘verifying’ that I am what he called a ‘recent 
convert’ (with the connotation of being a naïve hallelujah freak). To 
use imagery this person is familiar with: He (knowingly or intuitively) 
attempted to blow me away (as a person) before fighting my view. 
Apart from hurting my ego, this exchange made me realise that it 
isn’t common knowledge that we have to be willing to change, to 
effect change. Simple as it sound: You have to change to change. In 
the mentioned manipulation my friend regarded fresh inspiration as 
an embarrassing stage, whereas I regard it as the saving grace for 
our planet. I hope I will still have the devotion of a ‘recent convert’ at 
the time I die. 
 
8 The below table (though still cryptic) gives some more details on 
specific inadequacies I see as inherent to the quoted concepts. (This 
does not make these approaches worthless, but just undermines 
their claim of universalism, just like a spoon is not a bad utensil 
because it doesn’t cut). 
 
Concept Shortcoming 
Multi-party, one-
man-one-vote 
democracy 

Obviously in many countries democracy has 
prevented evil dictators from coming to 
power. In many (e.g. African) countries the 
(partial) imposition of parliamentary 
democracy is not the quickest and most 
secure road to better governance (though it is 
the only modality under which the US still 
dares to give allies a leg up into power). 
Bhutan is clamped between the world’s 
largest democracies, which have 
governments that are not only enticing. 
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Professionalised 
justice and in-
court settlement 

Quite implicitly modern justice takes away 
the job of doing justice (and reconciliation) 
from the people concerned. And worse: It 
wastes abundant time and money on 
professionals (prosecutors and defendants) 
whose job it is to put maximum blame on the 
other party. Though this is done in words 
that the people concerned hardly 
understand, it certainly does not lead to 
reconciliation – which I see as the true aim of 
a justice support system 

Blindfolded, 
uniform justice 

Refers to ‘Symbol of Justice’ (blindfolded 
Lady holding a scale). This system of justice 
rules out corrective interventions like the 
famous verdict of King Solomon, and more 
recently the ways Dzongda’s corrected erring 
citizens 

Rule-based policy 
making and 
implementation 

Refers to the conception that through 
systems (such as laws and rules) future 
mismanagement can be curbed. In real life it 
is much more useful to invest in the 
development of people, rather than 
attempting to steer them through rules. 

Happiness as free 
choice 

Some define poverty as lack of choice. At 
least it is important to question which 
choices we talk about. The lifestyle I choose 
influences others in time (effects of global 
warming) and space (purchase of child 
labour products, support to ambiguous 
regimes, pride boosting envy at the West) 

Free market 
competition 

This ideal often expresses a belief that the 
human mind is egoistic by nature, which is 
at best only part of the story. Money is only 
one motivator for people to give their best, 
and open tendering ignores the often positive 
aspect of stable, long-term and intimate 
relationships between clients and suppliers. 
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9 The story of King Democratia (written by Godfried Bomans) 
illustrates the limitations of democracy in an amusing way. This 
King was born with a vacant brain. In fact, if you beat His Head with 
a spoon, It produced a beautiful gonging sound. But King 
Democratia loved his people, and genuinely wanted to serve them 
well. Whenever confronted with opposing views He distressed which 
view to adopt, because He knew enough to know that His Thoughts 
about such a dilemma were not dependable. Troubled by His 
Indecisiveness He consulted his councillor. When asked how the 
King should take decisions the councillor smiled. ‘But that isn’t 
difficult at all, Your Majesty’ he replied. ‘Just request one group to 
make their point and listen. Then send them away. You then 
summon the other group, listen to them and send them away as 
well!’ With smuggish confidence the councillor smiled at King 
Democratia, with an air as if he had now settled the problem. When 
asked what else to do, the councillor replied that this was all, and 
that nothing else was needed. Confused and desperate The King 
then asked his councillor ‘But which of he two parties then, should I 
agree with?’ At that point the councillor’s smile expanded into a 
malicious grin and with a twinkle in his eyes he bend over to The 
King and whispered in His Ear: ‘The biggest’.  
 
10 I make some further brief remarks on this issue in the section 
‘Challenge of Bhutan’ and in some endnotes. A more exhaustive 
discussion, however, would require a paper exclusively dedicated to 
the (one-sidedness of the) paradigms underlying current Western 
justice and governance concepts. I hope others will further elaborate 
on this issue, also because (as I mention in the main text) Bhutan is 
in the process of adopting a Constitution. The draft Constitution 
seems to rely (at least in part) on ‘theistic’ (in the remarkable sense 
Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche used this term) conceptions that are 
incompatible with the ‘nontheistic’ philosophy of Buddhism. 
Personally I also hope that (in the Constitution and especially in the 
debate around it) the View, considerations and choices behind the 
articles will become much more pronounced. 
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11 At some stage I even felt Culture should be taken out as a GNH 
pillar altogether. I emphasise the tea (what is to be transmitted) over 
the cup (the particular tradition of transmission). Just the very label 
of ‘Culture’ puts many people in a narrow-minded and conservative 
‘preservation mood’, which then easily transgresses into promoting 
and imposing one dominant sub-culture over others. Culture made 
it back on my personal radar-screen due to seeing the crucial 
importance of culture in my multi-cultural marriage. While my wife 
is more eloquent in English than in Dzongkha, she can only express 
her deepest emotions in the latter language. She almost becomes a 
different self when she speaks her first language. The language of 
her infanthood evidently connects her to her identity in a way that 
nothing else can. So I acknowledge Cultural (and Social) identity as 
a pillar in the sense that everybody should be encouraged to connect 
and take pride in his or her own cup. Obviously this automatically 
leads to what is called ‘an inclusive approach’, rather than an 
approach in which one sub-culture is favoured and imposed over 
others. 
 
12 An eminent outer aspects of this problem is that specially in the 
early ’90 many Southern Bhutanese left Bhutan and settled in 
refugee camps in Nepal. Today these camps still house about a 
hundred thousand people (whereas the total population of Bhutan is 
estimated just over sevenhundred thousand). 
 
13 When commenting on a draft of this paper, my Bhutanese wife 
recommended that I take out my reference to the refugee issue, as it 
seemed obnoxious and stupid to drag it into the GNH debate, which 
is so positive and passionately dear to me. But I believe I precisely 
need to mention the Southern Bhutanese issue here, because the 
invitation and cultural pressure is so large to ignore and avoid it on 
this happy occasion. And the more it is denied, the more I have to 
salute this shadow, if I am to look Bhutan straight in the eyes and 
take it completely serious. I refuse to inwardly write Bhutan and its 
government off as a lost case (and I pride myself for choosing to do 
so). Through this paper I choose to speak up calmly because the 
timing seems right (and addressing the wound lead to healing rather 
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than only to pointless pain), and because I have personally 
experienced that covertly addressing sensitive issues raises more 
suspicion than it evades (…). 
 
14 To elaborate on the relationships between the pillars (and the 
foundation) I below depict them in a Logical Framework. Of course 
this is a brainteaser, rather than a final proposal. 
 

Spiritual integrity
(=GNH)

Psychological
wellbeing (is not GNH)

Economic wellbeing Socio-cultural identity Good governance
(to citizens)

Environmental
sustainability

Spiritual governance

Wholesome education

Restorative justice

Urban wellbeing

Rural wellbeing

Dignified health, living
and dying

Efficient and transparent
service

 
 
The green box (Spiritual integrity (=GNH) symbolises the overall 
objective of Bhutan, and the yellow box (Psychological wellbeing (is 
not GNH) the purpose or aim of all government efforts. The aim is 
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sought for through the planned results in the red boxes, which each 
are to be achieved through a set of activities (some of which are 
listed in the white boxes). In my further notes I start at the level of 
the planned results (red boxed).  
 
I put the environmental sustainability pillar under the economic 
wellbeing pillar, to show that environmental preservation is a 
sustainability condition for material wellbeing. As a last result I put 
good governance (which I see as an ‘internal project’ of the 
government), which again has the advance of the spiritual 
foundation (within governance) as a condition or sub-component. 
The advancement of spirituality countrywide I imagine as an aspect 
of socio-cultural identity, which is practised e.g. through wholesome 
education. The main results (material wellbeing and socio-cultural 
wellbeing) all contribute to psychological wellbeing of the population, 
which is only a conducive condition for GNH or spiritual integrity. 
 

Spiritual integrity
(=GNH)

Psychological wellbeing
(is not GNH)

Economic wellbeing Socio-cultural identity Good governance
(to citizens)

Environmental
sustainability

Spiritual governance

Wholesome education

Restorative justice

Urban wellbeing

King
Cabinet

Assembly Finance

EducationRural wellbeing

Dignified health, living
and dying

Efficient and transparent
service

Health

Trade
Communications

Communications
City corporations

Court

Agriculture GNH
Directorate

Finance
CBS

Assembly
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In this second image I suggested which government parties might be 
responsible for which activity or objective. Worth pointing out is that 
I believe the government cannot (and should not attempt to) achieve 
GNH or spiritual integrity, because this is up to individual people. 
 
15 A note to rule out possible misinterpretation. I have a high esteem 
of Lyönpo Jigme Thinley, so my questionmarks to the basics of the 
GNH concept are not meant as a hidden attack to (any person 
within) the Bhutanese government. In fact I have good memories 
ever since I first met with Lyönpo in a village in 1990. Although he 
may not remember them, these moments and a few later encounters 
have boosted my esteem of the government of Bhutan. 
 
16 Needless to say that my picture will be highly shoddy because I 
am not a master established in what is called the View, but only a 
defective practitioner who has read and glimpsed further dimensions 
to The Truth. 
 
17 Probably someone else with further opened spiritual eyes than 
myself, may have a completely different take on these two examples. 
I give these examples not so much to pretend that I am an 
unmistaken oracle transmitting the only possible message from 
Mother Earth. I rather share these examples to show that, even 
while not-knowing, we have to have the bravery to make affirmative 
connections between inner intuitions and outer practical situations.  
18 Worth noting in this context is the emerging of the concept of 
‘Highly Sensitive Persons’ (HSP) in the field of psychology. Perhaps 
there is not only increasing attention for the characteristics and 
demands for such persons, but an actual rise in the numbers of 
HSP’s themselves. If true, this would make paying attention to 
spirituality all the more important. 
 
19 Here I refer to what is referred to in Buddhism as two inseparable 
wings of a bird: Wisdom (the female principle, connected to the sun 
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and emptiness) and compassion (the male principle, symbolised by 
the moon of skilful means or action). 
 
20 Let me add a ‘geo-political’ argument in favour of focussing on 
Buddhism (in Bhutan or elsewhere), and let me present these 
thoughts simply in the terms and language in which I think. 
 
Whereas further crumbling down in the West, Christianity (and in 
particular the Pentacostal type of churches) is exploding in Africa. I 
am delighted that these churches are full of love and joy. My worry 
though is that this approach is pedantic, self-satisfied and too 
sugary in promising salvation. Although the West is blind to this 
movement, I believe Africa is rising, not due to development co-
operation but by means of religion. The more African Christianity - 
though currently imported from America - (re-) connects to the soul 
of Africa, the more I think this sweeping advance is a critical hope 
for our planet.  
 
Meanwhile I am expectant and curious whether within the Muslim 
world the mystical and blazing manner of professing Islam will 
become more mainstream. While Muslim cultures cope with vast 
perversion (it’s not completely co-incidental that terrorists abuse 
Islam of all religions), there is also so much potential and depth in 
the cultures still alive.  
 
As for the Buddhism: The general image of Buddhism is that of a 
friendly way of life without many obvious historical excesses, and 
therefore a ‘religion’ worth the benefit of the doubt. Buddhism gets 
sympathy rather than admiration. And that’s what it currently 
deserves; the time of impressive empires and imposing social 
achievements has passed. Today there is no swaying example of a 
country where Buddhism is the central scorching force for 
progressive movement in a direction that truly differs from 
mainstream development. I would love to help create such an 
example, not to outsmart other religions, but to contribute this 
particular inspiration and possibility to humanity. 
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21 Ngöshül Khyenpo Rinpoche. A similar willingness to get to the 
bottom of the truth speaks from the poem ‘I want it all’, by Thich 
Nhat Hanh (1954, quoted in ‘Being Peace’). From this poem: 
[…] 
 
This morning my brother is back from his long adventure. 
He kneels before the altar and his eyes are filled with tears. 
His soul is looking for a shore to put an anchor, 
My own image of long ago. 
Let him kneel there and weep, 
Let him cry his heart out. 
Let him have his refuge for a thousand years. 
Enough to dry his tears. 
 
Because one of these nights I shall come. 
I have to come and set fire to this small cottage of his on a hill. 
His last shelter. 
My fire will destroy, 
Destroy everything. 
Taking away from him the only life raft he has, after a shipwreck. 
In the utmost anguish of his soul, 
The shell will break. 
The light of the burning hut will witness, gloriously, his deliverance. 
I will wait for him beside the burning cottage, 
Tears will run down my cheeks. 
I shall be there to contemplate his new existence, 
And hold his hand in mine, 
And ask him how much he would want. 
He will smile at me and say that he wants it all. 
Just as I did. 
 
22 Now I am an increasingly devoted student of Sakyong Mipham 
Rinpoche, who addressed the participants at the opening of this 
second GNH conference. The Sakyong touches me and draws me out 
through his teachings and especially through his life example. By 
fully manifesting both in the West and again in Tibet, and engaging 
in the full vitality of life (next to being a Buddhist teacher he also is 



                                             The Buddhist Truth of Happiness 

 
 

161

                                                                                                 
 
 
 
 
for example a marathon runner) he wakes me up to the full width 
and depth of life. Recently he made spontaneous visits to important 
Buddhist monasteries and teachers of the so-called crazy wisdom 
lineage, showing a fearless direction and complete dedication to both 
East and West. To me hearing of the Sakyong’s actions is always a 
bit of a painful shock and a welcome fresh breath at the same time, 
knocking me out of a cosy Buddhist cocoon in which I exclude the 
vastness of this world and the Buddhist vision. 
 
23 My personal perception of Bhutanese society had a number of 
stages, which I often see back in the way other foreigners relate to 
Bhutan.  
1. At first I saw Bhutan and Buddhism as picturesque, but naïve 
and backward.  
2. Then the profound dimension of Buddhism captured me.  
3. In step three I romanticised: I tried seeing the whole government 
of Bhutan as implementing completely enlightened policies. I was 
setting myself up for a disillusion in the  
4. Fourth stage, being a resentful acknowledgement that not 
everything was perfect.  
5. Currently I consider myself as mostly in the fifth stage, in which I 
see both unique and fantastic practices and opportunities, as well as 
problems, pain, wrongdoings and challenges. 
 
24 A specific feature of Bhutan in this regard is that the government 
plays such a big role in development. Much of what is appreciated 
today was forced on the people a few decades ago. Disadvantage of 
the irrefutable success of ‘forced’ or ‘top-down’ development is that 
the population is rather passive, and the government easily self-
contented. A challenge for the government is to step back into a 
serving role, rather than sticking to a position of control. The 
government cannot make the mind of the people, but it can allow 
people to express themselves and appreciate that. The Bhutanese 
government aims to empower and liberate the human mind and 
spirit, and is challenged to stimulate and let go more on the level of 
self-expression (on the level of freedom I am happy that many 
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Bhutanese recognise that freedom without duties is another form of 
slavery). 
 
25 Above I haven’t talked much about the many wonderful, free and 
alive characteristics of Bhutan, which I also recognise and enjoy 
profoundly (I had my reasons to work so many years in the country). 
To get a balanced picture, I should praise the fun, laughter, 
earthiness, singing and dances in the villages (and in fact even at the 
ReThinking Conference), the peace in the mountain retreats, the 
sacredness of many a shrine room, and the stunning beauty of the 
Himalayas themselves. And I would have to indicate how much 
Bhutan does change over time, and for the better. While living in 
Bhutan (as an ambitious idealist) I was often frustrated how little 
change took place after the façade of friendly smiles. Yet looking 
back over a fifteen years period, I do see enormous growth in 
genuine openness to new ideas.  
 
However, altogether I do not exhaust myself trying to sketch a 
balanced picture in this paper, because it is not about passing a 
judgement on Bhutan. 
 
26 On this level Buddhism isn’t all that different from other religions, 
and paradoxically Bhutan may maintain its own identity best by 
fearlessly opening itself to the larger world. Earlier this year I 
attended a moving Christian service in Nairobi, realising that this 
service had made a round trip to the USA. Africa’s most precious 
contribution to the world is probably its music (as much as Bhutan’s 
contribution can be Vajrayana Buddhism), which awakens the life 
force in the stiff and frozen hips of even a man like me. But to get in 
that Nairobian Church, the music first travelled with the African 
slaves to Louisiana and Virginia. Having been assimilated in the US, 
white missionaries brought Pentecostal Christianity and its gospel 
songs back to Kenya…  
 
For a Buddhist, knowing the doctrine of non-self, this isn’t even all 
that surprising. You become yourself, by opening yourself to others 
without any hesitation or prejudice. 
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27 The reader may conclude that, although I am absolutely a 
foreigner to Bhutan, I am not too hesitant to play a role in the most 
‘private’ aspects of Bhutan. I feel it is inappropriate to shy away from 
playing a role (insignificant or magnificent as it may be), for two 
reasons.  
 
In the first place Bhutan already looks at the West (where I come 
from). Young Bhutanese either admire or despise Western lifestyles 
(which both binds them to the West), and think and act in Western 
academic concepts. If they are already infected by these sometime 
dubious blessings then let them also see how some Westerners take 
the eastern heritage completely to heart.  
 
And secondly the West has picked up Buddhism in a vibrant way 
that can enrich and re-ignite the latent Buddhist inspiration in the 
East. Although the Buddhist gene is perfectly encoded (or ingrained) 
deep in the Eastern mind, Eastern societies are not Shangri-La. 
Tibet for instance was (according to e.g. Chögyam Trungpa 
Rinpoche) an easy catch for the Chinese because Tibetan society at 
large had become a rather self-snugged, backward and degraded 
civilisation. Western Buddhists don’t have something fundamentally 
alien or superior to offer to Bhutan, but may be instrumental to re-
igniting appreciation for its own spiritual heritage.  
 
28 Similarly I believe (like Amnesty International) that it is not 
appropriate only to grant Bhutanese citizenship to children who 
have both a Bhutanese father and a Bhutanese mother (see also the 
box with examples under ‘Religion and development’). However, I do 
acknowledge Bhutan’s legitimate desire to remain a Buddhist 
country in a region where the Bhutanese are an insignificant 
minority. Therefore Bhutan is in a dilemma to which there may not 
be an easy way out. And that illustrates once again that this listing 
records actual dilemma’s rather than rhetorical questions. 
 
29 The issue of power is intriguing (see also endnotes viii and ix). 
Vajrayana Buddhism offers moving examples of Saints who kept 
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themselves sharper than any control mechanism ever could have 
commanded. However, the history of Zen and Vajrayana in the West 
also illustrates how easily even genuine masters get trapped by sex, 
alcohol and extravagance when acquiring positions of veneration. Yet 
even such shortcomings of great practitioners do not make me 
sceptical about the ultimate potential and integrity of all human 
beings. Therefore I do not blindly promote (as ‘the West’ in general 
seems to) a ‘flat-thinking’ control mechanism to tightly inspect all 
leaders. Or at least I wish to also pay attention to trusting and 
strengthening intrinsic powers, rather than only debate external 
control mechanisms.  
 
Closer surveillance on government servants to observe that they 
truly serve seems valuable in Bhutan, although it breaks with the 
culture of respect or even devotion for leaders. I learned to see the 
enormous positive side of devotion, but won’t promote blind 
adoration. Therefore ‘Control versus Trust’ remains a dilemma I have 
no absolute answers to. Nonetheless I believe that promoting a true 
spiritual inspiration within governance is at least as important as 
checking. 
 
It is interesting that both the King of Bhutan and my teacher 
Mipham Rinpoche are enthroned as ‘Sakyongs’, or ‘Earth Protectors’. 
Whereas the King of Bhutan is to lead a nation in a spiritual way, 
Mipham Rinpoche’s challenge is to provide spiritual guidance to a 
global community of individuals. The difference between those two 
missions isn’t too big, if we believe the story of the Buddha. 
According to the Shambhala tradition, the King of Shambhala 
requested the Buddha for spiritual teachings that were relevant to 
him as a Ruler, because he did not want to let his people down by 
renouncing his Kingdom and becoming a monk (as the Buddha’s 
students did until that point). In response the Buddha taught this 
King the Kalachakra teachings, and the King established an 
enlightened society in which spirituality was the basis for 
governance and all citizens practised meditation. From this account 
I conclude that Bhutan should designate a central role to spirituality 
on a very practical level, not only for the benefit of its own citizens 
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but ultimately in the first place to serve humanity at large as (at this 
moment) last and only Vajrayana Buddhist Kingdom. 
 
 


