Keynote Address at the Opening of the Second International
Seminar on Bhutan Studies, ‘Media and Public Culture in
Bhutan’

Sudhir Vyas*

The theme chosen for the seminar caught my attention right
away. It is timely and relevant, for with the compelling
changes that have been set in motion in Bhutan - the
impending transition from the security umbrella of an
enlightened Monarchy to the rough and tumble of democratic
governance, the impact of new instruments of information
dissemination, TV and the internet, two private newspapers,
and so on — we are witness to a definite concern expressed on
the influences that these may have on Bhutan’s public
culture, its national culture.

The term ‘Public Culture’ has obviously been chosen by the
Centre with a purpose. We are not talking here of that inner
refinement that characterizes a so—called ‘cultured’ individual;
rather, public culture would be that system of values and
norms that comprise the cultural component of national
identity, in the way in which the citizens of a nation,
individually and collectively, think, perceive and express
themselves, the way we educate our children, and the
instruments we employ for this purpose. It pervades and
defines our politics, society and rhetoric, and in that sense is
a source of identity.

The other element in the subject of our seminar is the media.
A fundamental institution of democratic governance, the
media reflects public opinion, but also plays a vital role in
creating and shaping it. Some may argue that the media, to
be truly free, should not be restricted by cultural constraints.

“ Ambassador of the Government of India to the Royal Government of
Bhutan.
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I am unable to agree with this view. An enlightened media
should strive to inform the public, to create and sustain as
wide a range of interests as possible and encourage debate —
all of which involve accurate and impartial presentation of
news and views and evaluation of conflicting ideas, but within
— and this is crucial - the public culture of the society it
serves.

Because the cultural roots of any society go deep in religion,
history and the environment, Bhutan, being a small society,
derives strength from its distinct cultural identity. And this
identity reflects in all aspects of public life: in the market and
in street corners, in cinema, sport, entertainment — and the
national media. Traditional religious performances are as
much a part of public culture as editorials in the newspapers.

Popular taste is an index of culture, but it changes and is
affected by new values emanating out of print media,
television, internet and cinema, reflecting the reach of
consumerism and global trends. Are we seeing a conflict
between a globalized, generalized, essentially western—
oriented culture and a regional, distinctively Bhutanese one
that we would wish to preserve and see develop?

In New Delhi, as you enter the building that houses All India
Radio, the following quotation by Mahatma Gandhi catches
your eye: “I do not want my house to be walled in on all sides
and my windows to be stuffed. I want the cultures of all lands
to be blown about my house as freely as possible. But I refuse
to be blown off my feet by any.”

No culture can flourish if it attempts to be exclusive. The
point then is to see public culture not as a given, static entity
but as a developing, living set of values that allows us to
respond to our environment meaningfully. The national media
in Bhutan in its myriad forms - traditional, folk, print or
audiovisual — has an important role to play in supporting
such a culture, besides reflecting it. What is then important is
the media’s code of ethics: it should not lose itself to the
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demands of the market and the politics of the day or, for that
matter, to cultural dogmatism and an urbanized syndrome. It
then promotes a culture of escapism that is limited and
partisan, that cannot be termed a public culture. How this
can be done will undoubtedly be the subject of many of the
presentations at this Seminar. It is not an easy task, but
under the guidance by His Majesty’s vision of maximizing the
Gross National Happiness of his people and given their faith
and firmly rooted traditional values that are constantly
reinforced in daily life, I, for one, am confident of its success.

I would have liked nothing better than to sit and listen to the
galaxy of distinguished speakers assembled here. If other
demands on time will not permit this, I will look forward to
reading the proceedings of the seminar in print, and I do hope
that the Centre will bring out a publication on these
important questions. It has been a privilege and pleasure for
me to be able to join this distinguished gathering this
morning and I thank the Centre for Bhutan Studies for giving
me this opportunity.

Thank you and Tashi Delek.
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Media in Bhutan: Now and Then
Dasho Kinley Dorji*

This group is largely Bhutanese media personnel. But we
understand, in the context of this media and culture seminar,
that we are also the custodians of Bhutanese culture. We
have a tendency to place ourselves into categories, giving
ourselves narrower roles in life. But it is time to climb out of
this box and take on the broader responsibilities that our
changing society demands of us.

Such a seminar gives us a new perspective of the Bhutanese
media. The media was previously understood as newspapers,
radio, and television. Then came the broader purview of film,
music, and the new electronic media like internet. Our
scholars now remind us of the centuries-old media that we
had in Bhutan- the mani walls, prayer flags, the festivals and
dances. This concept gives us a new depth of values to draw
on as we develop the Bhutanese media today.

Media is not a distant, neutral phenomenon. It is not just
technology. When we talk about Bhutanese media, we talk
about ourselves. And we are expressing values all the time.
We are cultivating the public mind. We are performing a
public function.

When we talk about the role of the media, particularly in our
vulnerable society, we have to be conscious of our blatant and
inherent biases, be it religious, political, eliticism, gender,
age, and numerous other faults.

Role

Media must help society to understand change and, in the
process, define and promote the right values, including public
values. As this seminar reminds us we are responsible for

* Editor-in-Chief, Kuensel
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culture, happiness, liberty, spirituality, even survival of
society.

Thus the concept of public service media. In the past they
talked about public service broadcasting, then of the public
service media. Public service means balancing state control
and the lowest common denominator that we see in the
commercial media. In Bhutan public service must be a goal of
all media, not just state-owned media. And this means
reaching the people on their terms.

We talk of the role of media after 2008. In essence this role is
not new. The role of media in democratic governance has
always been to provide the public space for the people’s views
and to initiate public discussion. As a developing country, of
course, we keep in mind our own priorities like our relations
with other countries.

We look at trends in the media. Media is very much a part of
the evolution of public culture. It is a force that helps shape
public culture. The small explosion of the Bhutanese media
that we see is good but that reminds us immediately of the
need for professionalism. Someone asked what freedom of
expression meant. In one word, freedom means responsibility.

We have to understand media in the context of GNH. GNH
requires that the people make important decisions. The role of
the media is to give them the information, to empower them,
to make those decisions.

Culture

This seminar also focused on culture. Today we are trying to
understand culture, the living traditions that are evolving in
Bhutan.

As we recognise the value of variety, our multiple community

identities, we see the pluralism that we sometimes deny
ourselves. The ways in which diversity is recognised and
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valued in civic and political domains raise important
questions for contemporary pluralist societies. National
culture in Bhutan, as someone said, can be seen as an
amalgam of its different community cultures.

When we talk of culture, uncomfortable issues come up. We
saw this during the public consultations on the draft
Constitution. The most vibrant debate has surrounded the
issues of religion, language, dress. One of the scholars was
quoted saying, “defining culture is an act of politics”.

Through all this we hear the question, is Bhutanese culture
strong enough to withstand the forces of change?

We talk of public culture which has always revolved around
community life and religion. It has been pointed out that
technology changes the contours of existing public spheres.
We see a new significance and visibility in economic, political
and civic domains.

In Bhutan public culture is often understood as national
culture and has, for more than three centuries, been
synonymous with national identity. Public culture is changing
every day and change is giving birth to a new cultural
identity. Our culture, our identity now includes discotheques,
nightclubs, pool rooms, the process of urbanization. But,
through all this, we must watch the change in values more
than the external changes.

The general consensus is also that public culture is perceived
to be under threat from globalisation. And the mass media is
a culprit.

Trends

On trends in media and culture I'll mention just the issues
that are addressed by the seminar. Today there is a strong
move to promote Dzongkha, more than ever before. The
strength of Dzongkha is the realisation that it is important for
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survival. Significantly the new Bhutanese politics will be
played out largely in Dzongkha.

Some academics are also concerned that Dzongkha is
borrowing too much... a suicidal trend because excessive
borrowing could mean death. Others worry that Dzongkha is
not borrowing enough, that some universal words are
acceptable.

There is also the proliferation of the music and film culture.
But these are catering to the masses and, therefore, reflecting
the lowest common denominator. And we have plagiarism on
a massive scale in our media industries.

Today we are mistaking sensationalism for freedom of speech.
That is why I stress the responsibility of the media.

Advertising

We talk about advertising. Our friend from Holland tells us
that his company functions from an old Church. It strikes me
that our monasteries need to start doing some -effective
advertising before they lose touch with the people,
particularly the youth. I mean, of course, healthy advertising.

It would be a wonderful counter to trained commercial
advertisers whose sole aim is to inflame our desires. In the
Buddhist context this desire is the cause of suffering. We all
agree that it is wrong but we do it anyway.

Advertising in Bhutan faces new challenges every day. We do
not advertise alcohol but what do we do when our elite and
international representatives take part in the Tiger Beer golf
tournament? We criticise the petty gambling during the fetes,
but what do we say about the large-scale online gambling
approved by the government?
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Response

What should our response be to all this? Let us first get a
perspective. I believe that we do have a powerful counter if we
learn from our own intuitive capabilities. I use the example,
somewhat intrepidly, of Gross National Happiness. We have
sold it quite well, even before we have refined the product at
home. We have given Bhutan a brand name that is even
better than Shangri-la and, of course, I am all for it.

One of our scholars gave us the provocative advice to ban
advertising on television. It’s a great idea but advertising is
here. And the only answer is to produce our own advertising,
target our own audiences and, most important, do it with
professionalism.

The bottom-line is education, not just by the education
ministry but by the media. We learnt that the advertising
budget worldwide far supersedes the education budget. When
we talk about media literacy we must begin with media
professionals, in raising standards and professionalism.

And we start with our youth. But, as we have been reminded,
someone has to do some real hard work. Who will do this
hard work? We, the media.

Government

At the helm of all this is the government. What is the role of
the government... especially an all pervasive government like
ours? I am a little concerned about the calls for government
help and subsidy. Seeking subsidy means trading
independence. State support is necessary but in the form of
legislation, infrastructure, newsprint, licensing fees, events
and functions, advertising, and other accepted forms.

But the government has a critical role. Our government today
requires a more comprehensive media vision. We saw, for
example, the sudden start of television that caught society by
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surprise and are understanding the impact only now.

The studies presented here, on the impact of media and
impact of television, are not new. They have been done over
and over again in other countries. We claim to learn from the
mistakes of others but we do not do the home work and
sometimes do not learn from our own mistakes.

The ICT centres around the country sound pragmatic and
ideal, particularly in an era of decentralisation. They could
foster new community culture and enrich our public culture.
But, even as the Bumthang centre changed from NCPC to
NTC to CMC, it has not been able develop local content, to
provide practical information like the price of potatoes in
Phuentsholing. Someone suggested that the centre could deal
with basic problems like low computer literacy.

Law

The media law is to be approved by the National Assembly.
There is a misconception that the media law will guarantee a
free media. It is the Constitution that guarantees freedom of
expression, freedom of media, and also gives government the
mandate to provide access to information.

The media law will touch on important issues like licensing to
ensure that there is no media monopoly, it sets rules for
foreign ownership and investment because the media is
considered a sensitive industry in every country.

With the media law will come regulations and the regulatory
body, BICMA, which actually needs more independence.
BICMA will have important functions including the
monitoring of print runs, distribution figures, and viewership
statistics. It will need to monitor the powerful medium of
advertising.

Corruption in media is a major issue everywhere and so is the
relationship between media owners, advertisers, editorial
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teams, and management.

But the media law will not solve our problems. It is important
for the media to set our own standards and codes. Among
advisory bodies a media council could play an important role
and help diffuse many problems before they go too far. Codes
of ethics and practices must be established by media
themselves.

A relevant question is, who is the government? A seminar like
this must acknowledge that is it us who must take the
initiative. We are a highly inter-connected society. Many of us
have multiple identities as decisions makers, media
professionals, government officials as well as critics both
inside and outside the system. It is the media that should
take healthy initiatives to the government.

I emphasize the interdependence, in fact the synonymity,
between media and culture. Our scholars have described this
as the means and end, the medium and the message.
Together they represent public culture. And we might ask
what kind of a cultural identity — and inevitably — national
identity do we present today?

In conclusion, I submit that the media story is Bhutan’s
story. And, for us, this is just the beginning.

&
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Stone Inscriptions: An Early Written Medium in Bhutan and
its Public Uses

Dr. John Ardussi"

Historical Background

Public culture in Bhutan has since the earliest historical
times revolved around community life and religion. The two
were interlinked in Buddhist teachings brought to Bhutan
from Tibet by monks in search of converts in what were once
wilderness areas of the Himalayas. The 13t and 14tk
centuries saw periodic episodes of civil warfare in Central
Tibet, sparked off by the inroads and depredations of the
Mongols from Central Asia. Many Tibetan monks viewed these
events as the culmination of prophecies urging men of
religion to flee to so-called Beyul, or serene Hidden Lands
along the Himalayan fringe, of which a few were rumored to
exist in Bhutan.

However Bhutan in those days was not the idyllic place of
these men’s imaginations. Their biographies show that upon
arrival, they found Bhutan to be a rather rough, illiterate and
rural culture, full of dangers. Hence they employed the
teaching of Buddhism as a tool to ‘pacify’ the land and people.

For example, the famous Tibetan Drukpa monk named
Lorepa came to Bumthang in 1248 AD. There, he addressed a
crowd of 2,800 people whom he described as “beastlike” (dud
’gro dang ’dra ba), “wild, and temperamental" (rgod-gtum-po).}
The local people were said to be fond of eating meat and
sacrificing animals.

One century later, the Tibetan Kagyudpa monk named Choeje
Barawa fled to Bhutan from the civil disorders in his native

* Independent Scholar, CNRS - Paris; Kansas, USA
1 Lo ras pa: ff.67.b-68.a; Shb-la, Chos rje lo ras-pa’i rnam thar,
ff.24.b, 26.b.
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homeland of Gtsang, as described in one of his religious
songs:

The powerful (families) are now mostly robbers;

There is no hope for those who want peace and happiness.
Capture, beatings, torture! Oh, what will happen?

It is time to go to Bhutan (Lho Mon), a land without strife!2

This image of early Bhutan comes to us not only from Tibetan
sources. The 18th century history of Bhutan called Lho’i chos
’byung, completed in 1759 by the 10th Jey Khenpo Tenzin
Choegyal (1700-1767), presents a vivid picture of the social
chaos that characterized western Bhutan prior to the coming
of the Zhabdrung Rinpoche and his establishment of law and
order:

After the manner of the proverbial big fish eating the little
fish, vicious men rose up to fight and kill one another.
Escorts were needed to go from the upper part of a village
to the lower. The rich robbed the poor of their wealth and
homes, and forced them into involuntary servitude. Family
feuds, fighting, and injury went on unabated. The Wang
fighting the Dgung,” and ‘Fighting between the large and
small factions’ were common sayings, as enemy factions
reduced the country to splinters. What was given to a
Lama in the daytime was stolen again at night, while holy
men in retreat in the mountains and forests were attacked
by robbers. Visiting yogins from India were seized and sold
into slavery, religious images were destroyed and made
into women’s ornaments. By these and other kinds of
barbaric behavior were the holy sites in this Hidden Land
destroyed. On account of this, the local spirits rose up
against the people, bringing strife and death, so that they
took to placating them with offerings of meat and blood. All
of these things characterized this land in that era of strife

2 '‘Ba’-ra Rnam-mgur 112.a: dbang ches ’phrog joms byed pa’i mang
lugs la // so gsod bde skyid re ba’i snying med po // bskyigs
brdungs tshan chu byung na ji 'dra 'ong // lho mon gnod ’tshe med
sar’groreran //.
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and the Five Defilements.3

The Zhabdrung Rinpoche and the Establishment of Social Order

As is well known, the Zhabdrung Rinpoche came to Bhutan in
1616 as a political refugee from Tibet, and within a decade he
had founded the first unified state government in western
Bhutan. One of his most important achievements was the
imposition of law and order. In contrast to the anarchy
thought to have prevailed before the Zhabdrung’s coming, his
biographer, Tsang Khenchen writes:

He suppressed all robbery, banditry, and other malicious
behavior including disrespectfulness, lack of compassion,
ungratefulness and disregard for fear and injury caused to
others. By these [acts of the Zhabdrung] the entire country
became peaceful and prosperous; it was like a proverbial
Era of Good Fortune.*

Government Media in 17th Century Bhutan

Every government in history faces the task of communication
with its people. The question may well be asked, what means
did the Zhabdrung’s fledgling government employ to publicize
even the fact of its existence? What were its governing
policies, and how did it communicate them, to residents
within the country and to states on the frontier? I would
argue that the formation of a public media in Bhutan began
in the 17t century with the Zhabdrung Rinpoche’s need to
communicate these messages. It is instructive to consider
what forms this took, and how it developed.

In the first place, we must remember that the governing

3 LCB (completed in 1759) 7.a-b, repeating, verbatim, a passage
composed ca. 1675 by Gtsang Mkhan-chen in his biography of
Shabdrung Ngawang Namgyal (Dpal ’brug pa rin po che ngag dbang
rnam rgyal gyi rnam par thar pa rgyas pa chos kyi sprin chen po’i
dbyangs, folio Nga 2.b-3.a). The Wang and Dgung are believed to
have been ethnic groups of earlier centuries.

4 LNDRR Nga: 146.a-b.

13



An Early Written Medium in Bhutan

model adopted by the Zhabdrung was the so-called ‘two-fold’
system wherein religion and the state were conceived of as
being linked together, as parallel entities of government. The
Zhabdrung was first and foremost a religious figure. He was
the exiled head of Ralung monastery in Tibet together with its
monastic patrimony of monasteries and estates that had
accumulated since the time of his ancestor Tsangpa Gyare
(1161-1211). The original governing structure adopted in
Bhutan, I have argued elsewhere,®> was based in part on this
monastic precedent. For the monks in his entourage, in
residence at the state monasteries and who were literate, the
Zhabdrung composed a written code of behavior called the
Tsayig Chenmo (Ch. Rtsa-yig chen-mo).

But there were, obviously, no modern means of mass
communication. Neighboring states could thus be contacted
only by official letter, carried by emissaries or runners. We
know from his biography written by Tsang Khenchen (1610-
1684), our primary source on the Zhabdrung’s life, that
following his decision to found a new government
congratulatory gifts were sent to him from places on all sides
of Bhutan. We have several references to such
communications between the Zhabdrung and rulers in both
India and Tibet.

But within Bhutan, personal written communication with the
ordinary, illiterate citizenry would have been impractical.
Instead, we see from the Zhabdrung’s biography that he spent
a great deal of time moving his camp from place to place,
meeting people and giving blessings and lectures on religion.
The Jesuit monks Cabral and Cacella who visited the
Zhabdrung in 1627 traveled with his entourage for more than
two months before reaching his monastery at Cheri.

But verbal communication was also limited in its reach. For
example, the Zhabdrung never seems to have traveled east of

5 John Ardussi, “Formation of the State of Bhutan (‘Brug gzhung) in
the 17th century and its Tibetan Antecedents,” p. xxx.
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Wangdiphodrang. To extend his message to other parts of
Bhutan he appointed personal emissaries and teachers,
including his own father Tenpai Nyima who was sent to
eastern Bhutan about the time that the Zhabdrung himself
first came to western Bhutan.

The Introduction of Stone Inscriptions as a Medium of Public
Communication

What might be called the second phase of the Zhabdrung’s
programme for governing Bhutan began with the period of
dzong construction, beginning with Semtokha in 1629, and
ending with Lingzhi and Gasa in about 1646.5 The two capital
fortress-monasteries of Punakha and Tashichho Dzong were
founded in 1637 and 1641 respectively. The rationale for
these massive buildings was initially defensive, to withstand
invasion from Tibet, a purpose for which they were singularly
successful. No Tibetan or Mongol army ever gained a foothold
in Bhutan during the lifetime of the Zhabdrung or his
immediate successors.

From sometime between the completion of Punakha Dzong
and the Zhabdrung’s final retreat (and probable death) in
1651, we become aware of a new form of public
communications medium having been launched in Bhutan,
which introduces the main topic of this paper, namely the
inscription of public messages on stone.

The first such document to which I call attention is one of the
most remarkable physical remains of Bhutanese history, the
slate inscription containing the Zhabdrung Rinpoche’s written
law code. It is a unique monument that has remained nearly
intact for more than 350 years, and yet has attracted almost
no attention from historians of Bhutan. However, time
prevents me today from going much beyond its bare
description.

6 The founding of Tongsa was the work of the 3rd Druk Desi, Mingyur
Tenpa, at an uncertain date ca. 1650.
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Unlike the Tsayig Chenmo, the code of behavior prescribed to
the monks living in monasteries, the Zhabdrung’s law code
was written to publicly broadcast the rules of behavior
imposed primarily upon the ministers of state and their
deputies. No contemporary paper copies have come down to
us, and it is preserved today only in the form of the stone
slate (rDo-nag) inscription panels outside the Small Dzong or
Dzong-chung of Punakha. The inscription contains clear
evidence of its having been dictated by the Zhabdrung
Rinpoche himself. For instance it bears the title Khams gsum
chos kyi rgyal po dpal ldan ’brug pa rin po che ngag gi dbang
po phyogs thams cad las rnam par rgyal ba’i bka’ khrims gser
gyi gnya’ shing zhe bya ba’i gtam: “The Golden Yoke of Legal
Edicts’, [as dictated] by the Dharmaraja of the Three Realms,
the Glorious Drukpa Rinpoche Ngawang Namgyal.” Further
on in the same preamble the author clearly states that “I, the
Glorious Drukpa Rinpoche, the Dharmaraja, He who is
Possessed of Magical Power, Destroyer of Enemy Forces, have
erected this of my own intent.”” Regrettably, I do not yet have
a photograph to illustrate the Zhabdrung’s slate inscription,
and I thank His Excellency Supreme Court Justice Sonam
Tobgye for providing me with a Choekey copy of the
transcription.

Later versions of the Zhabdrung’s legal code had other titles,
such as ‘The Pure Mirror of the Two-Fold System [of religious
and secular law]’ (a document so far still lost), mentioned in a
text completed in 1720, and finally the expanded law code
promulgated by the 10t Druk Desi Mipham Wangpo which
survives in an appendix to the 1759 history of Bhutan by the
10tk Desi Tenzin Chogyal.®

7 Nged dpal ldan ‘brug pa rin po che mthu chen chos kyi rgyal po
bdud dpung joms pa’i rdo rjer bsam bzhin du bzhengs pa yin pas /.
The names Mthu-chen and Bdud-"joms rdo-rje were epithets of
power that the Zhabdrung used of himself in his various writings
and letters.

8 See BDRR: 278.a where the title of his law code is given as “The
Pure Mirror of the Two-fold System [of religious and secular laws]”
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Stone Inscriptions on Prayer Walls

The law codes to which we have referred are rather complex
documents, containing many obscure terms and ministerial
titles. One would assume that they were not easily
understood by commoners, at least in all their ramifications.
And yet, at their heart, there remain the fundamental moral
injunctions common to all Tibetan cultural milieu, such as
the prohibition against theft, murder, etc., harking back to
the law code attributed to Tibet’s first great ruler, Srongtsen
Gampo. Furthermore, all of these legal documents presumed
the wuniversal applicability of Buddhism and its moral
teachings. They served the public purpose to promote law and
order, and constitute a clear statement to the reading
citizenry of how governance under the so-called ‘Two-fold’
system was meant to occur.

There is yet another, related form of stone inscription found
much more commonly throughout Bhutan, that also served
as a medium of public communication. This took the form of
inscriptions carved on stone prayer walls, called Mani
Dangrim (P?ma ni dang ring). As we shall see, some of these
inscription walls long predate the coming of the Zhabdrung.
They are also an architectural form and communications
medium in use in neighboring countries sharing Tibet and
Bhutan’s Buddhist socio-political heritage. They merge in
form and purpose with the Chhorten, and in most instances
the two types of structure are found together.

A surprising number of Mani Dangrim, of all shapes and
sizes, have survived in Bhutan from centuries past. They line
the old public by-ways in both the east and west, sometimes
in hidden places along near-forgotten tracks. They were

(Lugs gnyis kyi bka’ khrims gtsang ma'i me long). Independent MS
copies of the 10th Desi’s law code are also in circulation in Bhutan.
Their relationship to the version in the Lho’i chos ‘byung remains to
be established.
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clearly meant to be touched and read by passers-by, and so a
comprehensive survey might reveal much about the location
of Bhutan’s pre-modern paths and roadways. These
monuments, too, have been almost entirely neglected by
students of Bhutan history, at least in formal publications.?

We estimate that the construction of these quasi-religious
structures was generally sponsored by a local ruler or other
village governing body. They contain written prayers exhorting
people to moral behavior, or at a minimum the six-syllable
Mani prayer or other power mantras, repeated many times. In
effect, they continued the ‘pacification’ process and the
promotion of law and order, begun by the early traveling
monks and later through government sponsorship.

We see in these stone monuments, in my view, the earliest
public written medium in Bhutan, in effect a form of
government injunction to the citizenry: “Recite the Mani
Prayer, ‘Om mani padma hum’, and you will bring good
fortune upon yourself and upon the land.” A seventeenth
century biography of the monk Ngawang Samten, who was a
life-long attendant upon the 3rd Druk Desi Mingyur Tenpa (r.
1667-1680), tells us how this ruler famously sponsored the
construction of many such prayer walls.

For twelve years the great protector of the land Mingyur
Tenpa bore the burden of the two-fold religious system
[church and state linked together under common rule],
sealing up the borders against enemies by constructing
strong forts similar to Lcang-lo-can [Alakavati in Indian
Buddhist mythology]|, such that the enemy could not bear

9 The first to deal with the topic would appear to be Mr. Dorji
Namgyel, in a paper presented at a seminar held in March, 2005 by
the National Museum of Bhutan, of which the final proceedings are
not yet published. His paper was entitled “Mani Dangrim: An
endangered Tangible Cultural Heritage.” The only other published
study that I know of to date is my own article “A 17th century Stone
Inscription from Ura Village, Journal of Bhutan Studies vol. 11, 2005.
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to look (let alone attack). The extent of his authority
exceeded even that of the two previous Desi. He subdued
malicious beings and established them upon the path of
virtue. He filled all the districts beneath his rule with mani
walls, chortens, and temples.10

In the balance of this paper, I shall survey several Mani
Dangrim, drawing some conclusions based on their common
and unique characteristics.

Examples of Prayer Walls from Eastern and Western Bhutan

The oldest of these inscription walls that I am aware of come
from eastern Bhutan. To begin, I show a Mani wall from a
ruined village near Trashigang, identified as Jamkhar, which I
take to be identical with the place called Byams-mkhar or
‘Jam-mkhar in the history of eastern Bhutan called the Rgyal
rigs.!1 The site is connected with the legendary 9th-century
refugee prince from Tibet known as Lhase Tsangma, who
became the founder of ruling lineages in eastern Bhutan. The
site is located on a low ridge west of the main roadway, about
three miles north of Trashigang and south of the modern
hillside village called Jamkhar. Alongside the pathway
through the site are found old Chorten structures, recently
vandalized, and a small prayer wall illustrated here (Fig. 1).12

A much more important castle site, brought to my attention
some years ago by Francoise Pommaret, is the ruined bastion

10 Ngag dbang bsam gtan: 28.b-29.a. See also Lho’i chos ’byung:
95.a. I wish to correct a statement in my JBS article on the stone
inscription of Ura, that was not changed during the final edit. The
most likely date of this inscription in my opinion is 1651-1667, i.e.
the period of the Desi’s rule as Chos-rtse Dpon-slob, not the years
1667-1680 as stated in the article.

11 Rgyal rigs: 12.b. The date of this source is given by Aris as 1728,
but in my view dates from 1668, i.e. sixty years earlier.

12T cover this site in more detail in my forthcoming article entitled “A
Preliminary Investigation of Bhutanese Castle Ruins and Caves
associated with Lha sras Gtsang ma, in PIATS I10.
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known Tsenkharla (Ch. Btsan-mkhar or Btsan-mkhar-la), lit.
the “fortress of the Btsan, the king.” It is located on a high
ridge above the Kholong river, about ten miles northwest of
Trashigang (Fig. 2-3). This ruin is situated in a clearly
defensive location, and could well be the bastion known as
Mizimpa in eastern Bhutanese history and legend, as local
traditions hold it to be. Other than the Rgyal rigs this bastion
or castle is referred to in only a single historical source known
to me, namely the biography of the Sixth Dalai Lama, whose
mother’s family claimed descent from the exiled Tibetan
prince who built it. In that text written by the famous Tibetan
Desi Sanggye Gyamtsho (1653-1705), however, it was not
Lhase Tsangma but rather his uncle, the legendary dog-faced
‘prince’ named Chikharathoe who built the castle that this
author calls Mi-zim mkhar, which is to say an abbreviation
for Mi-zim-pa’i btsan-mkhar.13

In 2002, together with professor Ugyen Pelgen from Sherubtse
College, I collected a small wood sample from the window
frame of Tsenkharla and had it dated in the USA by Carbon-
14 method. The results show that this mountain-top bastion
dates with high probability to the period 1425-1440,14 and
not to the 9th century. As I have proposed in another article,
this construction may be tied to the arrival of still another
refugee from central Tibet, one of the defeated princes of
Phagmodru who then ruled Tibet. It remains to determine if
the Mani wall located on the trail nearby is from the same era
as the bastion itself.

My last examples from eastern Bhutan (Fig. 3) come from the
steep, wooded slopes below the monastery of Dramitse. As is
the case throughout these eastern valleys, all transportation
was formerly by walking or horse along mountain trails
connecting the hillside villages and monasteries. The valley

13 Dalai Lama VI: 149.

14 The dates refer to the year when the wood stopped growing, i.e.
was cut down. We may suppose that the construction took place
within five years or so of these dates.
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floors are steep and subject to annual floods. The old trail up
to Dramitse from the valley floor is now bypassed by the
motor road, and one would otherwise miss these old prayer
walls. The inscription wall shown here is highly dilapidated.
Yet the decaying artwork exquisitely illustrates the Buddhist
notion of Impermanence. None of the walls shown here,
however, contain any inscriptions other than the six-syllable
Mani prayer and other mantras.

As we survey prayer walls from the 17th century and later, we
find that their inscriptions begin to contain more historical
information: the names of people, rulers, and clues as to the
date of creation. It is as if the wall’s message has evolved
along with the sophistication of government, “Recite the Mani
prayer! Behave in a moral way! But remember, also, who
sponsored the wall, who built it, and who paid for it!”
Recently I have written about the beautifully preserved 17th
century Mani wall found within the village of Ura. (Fig. 4-6).
The inscription tells us that wall was created at the behest of
the famous Penlop Mingyur Tenpa (r. 1651-1667) and funded
by the local ruler of Ura during that era. It also tells us the
names of the artisans who carved the inscription and who
built the structure as an act of religious piety. This
inscription is one of the earliest known to me that can be
dated, but our discovery of such walls is just beginning.

Further to the west, and skipping some other interesting
inscription walls in the east, for lack of time, I will focus for a
moment on the grand Chorten and prayer wall at Chendebji,
which is located east of Pelela on the roadway to Trongsa (Fig.
7-9). This large monument is said to date from the 18th
century, as can be gleaned from its large dedication
inscription which mentions a nearby monastery and its
patrons. The inscription has yet to be properly studied or
published. The text is difficult to decipher due to the heavy
protective white-wash, common to these inscriptions.

Numerous large prayer walls are located in the Thimphu
valley, including the relatively new one located near the
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monastic training college above Tashichho Dzong (Fig. 10-11).

An enormous prayer wall, with numerous dedicatory
inscriptions, lies along the roadway north of Paro. The
distinctive feature of this wall is the numerous slate panels
which are individually inscribed by a different stone carver,
several of which are illustrated in these slides (Fig. 12-15).
None are dated, however, but local experts may be able to
provide further insight into the circumstances of the wall’s
construction.

A similar prayer wall along the river bank south of Paro
contains similar dedicatory inscriptions (Fig. 16-18), though
lacking a precise date.

Lastly (Fig. 19-22), I show here several sections from a
massive prayer wall located along the pathway to the now
abandoned Dobji Dzong on a high promontory approaching
the Ha valley above the roadway south of Paro. I am in the
process of translating the inscriptions, which name the
sponsors and local officials. It seems to date from the 18th or
19th century, although the Dzong itself was first constructed
in the 16th century.

Conclusions

The Mani Dangrim or “prayer wall” is an architectural form
having the purpose to communicate prayerful wishes to the
traveler. Its architectural roots lie in the Buddhist chorten
traditions common to Bhutan, Tibet, and other nearby
Buddhist countries. To take but a single example, I show here
(Fig. 23-25) pictures of an enormous prayer wall located near
Gami in Mustang, along the Tibetan border of northwestern
Nepal. Some of its inscriptions, of which I do not have photos,
are said to recite episodes from the history of Mustang. An
anthropologist studying Mustang has recently informed me,

The positionality of the wall in Mustang's landscape
speaks also to a certain type of territorial marker, one
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more temporal and political than the place it also occupies
within the myth of subduing of the srin mo (demoness) -
the Mustangi iteration of the archetypal Tibetan myth
about Buddhism (and Guru Rinpoche) subduing more
indigenous traditions and practices. (This particular mani
wall is said to be the intestines of the demoness.) Gami
marks one of the borders of Lode Tsho Dun (glo sde tsho
bdun), the seven principalities of the kingdom of Lo. So, it
would make sense that social geography and political
territory was marked in this particular way.15

The Mani wall is, altogether, a form of public work, a medium
of communication created by local communities to cement the
social fabric and to articulate a common dedication to the
principles of Buddhism. It is a kind of public message board
that communicates an essentially Buddhist theme of
mindfulness, devotion, and community spirit. The inscription
stones may contain simple prayers, or in their later forms
significant historical information about the sponsors,
creators, artisans, and their times. It is an endangered
cultural heritage worthy of study and preservation.

&)
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Francoise Pommaret’

When speaking today of media, we immediately think of the
press, TV, internet, films etc., therefore implying that the
traditional society had no media, no form of public
communication. This note would like to show that, in the
past, the performance of religious dances in public
throughout Bhutan had contributed to the dissemination of
values and religious ideas; and how, today, they are still used
to transmit messages to the public, however with a new
concern: the risk of being misunderstood or misinterpreted by
outsiders to the culture is now present.

It is well-known that through their contents, media transmit
values that are often cultural or religious oriented, and that
the subliminal messages that any media conveys, are
therefore a reflection of the culture in which the media
themselves are produced.

In Bhutan, traditional values have always been largely shaped
by Buddhist concepts. The dances are performed on
auspicious days and are parts of festivals which have
different names according to the places. On these occasions,
a whole community, which is usually dispersed throughout a
valley, gathers at one place at a given time and socializes,
making a traditional "media event" in contemporary jargon.!

Through a religious event and in an entertaining way,
knowledge is imparted to the public who are often not highly
educated and cannot read, or have no time to immerse
themselves in arduous religious texts. In the context of the
traditional society, reading religious texts was considered as

* Director of Research, CNRS, Paris; Advisor, ILCS, Royal University
of Bhutan, (RUB), Thimphu
1 Kinga, 2001, 135, made the same remark regarding songs.
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the task of the religious specialists, and not so much of the
lay people who only read or recite their daily prayers.

Moreover it is well-known that images have a much stronger
impact than texts. A contemporary example of this is the Da
Vinci Code book by the author Dan Brown. The book, a huge
worldwide success is controversial because of its account of
supposed events pertaining to the life of Jesus and Catholic
faith. For few months, the discussion remained relatively
confined to a quarrel among experts and the upper echelons
of the Catholic Church. However, the film based on the book
which came out this year, provoked a huge outcry in several
countries. In India, in May 2006, Catholic groups have sworn
to fast to death if the film is screened in the country as it has
been taken to be degrading to their beliefs. Protests have also
been reported in other Asian countries.2 The difference in
scale of the protests is, in this case, a vivid example of the
impact of visual media compared to written media.

The religious dances have a Buddhist information component
and Bhutanese religious dances, ‘cham’, can broadly fall into
three categories: the subjugation dances, the victory dances
and the didactic moral dances.

Although dances impart in one way or another religious
teachings to the public, their symbolic meaning can be rather
esoteric, and therefore their presentation has to be didactic.
For any audience, an enacted story is always more
captivating, even if it is a well-known story, so the values are
imparted without much effort on the part of the audience.

This point is illustrated by taking some examples among the
most popular religious dances. Two of them in particular,
Phole Mole and the dance of the Stag and the Hounds (Shawo
Shachyi) -also called popularly Acho Pento after the name of

2news.bbc.co.uk/go/pr/fr//2/hi/entertainment/4987116.stm,
published, 6 May 2006.
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the hunter's servant-, carry a strong message, reflecting the
Buddhist concepts of retribution, forgiveness and
compassion.

The story of Phole Mole touches everybody because it depicts
with a bawdy humour a human trait which is found in all
societies: infidelity to one’s partner. It is all the more
fascinating for the audience because it depicts infidelity
among the privileged and ruling class, a human trait which is
well demonstrated today by the success of the tabloid press
all around the world.

The princesses are unfaithful while their husbands are at
war. When the princes come back, they find out and then
punish their wives by cutting their noses. This sequence
imparts therefore the message of retribution of one's act.
However, because of the Buddhist culture, the princes, out of
compassion, finally forgive their wives. In many cultures, the
retribution is the ultimate value, there is no forgiveness or
compassion. This dance therefore contributes to the
propagation of two values central to the Buddhist thought.

In the same way, the dance of the Stag and the Hounds
narrates the famous story of the conversion of a non-
Buddhist hunter to Buddhism by the great 11th century saint
Milarepa. Gonpo Dorji, the hunter, is depicted performing
non-Buddhist rituals before following his dogs in the chase of
a stag. The stag takes refuge near Milarepa who ultimately
convinces the dogs and then the hunter to abandon their
hunt. Although the hunter tries to kill the saint by shooting
an arrow to him, Milarepa does not bear a grudge against him
and forgives him, a true altruistic attitude.

This dance/drama, through a concrete and suggestive
example, also teaches the public that forgiveness, non-
violence and compassion should be extended not only to
human beings but also to all sentient beings, which include
the animals. It goes further by demonstrating that an
enlightened being such as Milarepa is above petty ordinary
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emotions and that taming one's mind against anger is an
example to follow.

The taming of one's emotions, whatever the circumstances, is
a core Buddhist message which is imparted during these
dances and grounded in concrete examples with which people
can easily identify; it is this strength which makes the dance
performance play the role of media.

Other Buddhist messages are given by different dances.
Bhutanese believe that a person has to see the Drametse
Ngacham of Drametse at least once in one’s life time in order
to recognize the deities in the Bardo ('intermediate state")
through present life acquaintance. Its message concerns a
universal preoccupation, the hereafter, but the dance
expresses it in the context of Bhutanese beliefs and culture.
This idea is depicted still more vividly in the Raksha mar
[mang] cham dance based on the Bardo thos grol text ("Great
Liberation upon hearing in the Bardo"). It is a "treasure text"
rediscovered in the 14th century by Karma Lingpa®, and read
after the death of a person by the religious practitioners
performing rituals. However, when a family grieves of a death
or is busy with funeral preparations, nobody listens to a
recitation of a text which is meant for the deceased person.

Commentaries of this text are indeed available on the subject.
However they are written in a way and in a language that
ordinary people are neither accustomed to, nor able to read
and they cannot impact the masses as vividly as an enacted
story.

In the dance of the Raksha mar [mang] cham, the main
performers represent the deities who appear after death.
Represented with animal heads, they surround the Judge of
the Dead who conducts trials; so the dance is a vivid
rendition of what the deceased person is presumed to

3 He was the author of the zhi khro dgongs pa rang grol cycle from
which the Bardo thos grol is extracted.
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encounter.

The Bardo thos grol explains the necessity of understanding
the meaning of these deities.*

As for the common worldly folk, what need is there to
mention them! By fleeing through fear, terror and awe,
they fall over the precipices into the unhappy worlds and
suffer. But the least of the least of the devotees of the
mystic Mahayana doctrines, as soon as he sees these
blood-drinking deities, will recognize them to be his
tutelary deities, and the meeting will be like that of human
acquaintances. He will trust them; and becoming merged
into them, will attain Buddhahood. By having meditated
on the description of these blood-drinking deities, while in
the human world, and by having performed some worship
or praise of them; or at least by having seen their painted
likeness and their images, upon witnessing the dawning of
the deities at this stage, recognition of them will result,
and liberation. In this lieth the art.

Regarding the terrifying deities, the Bardo thos grol
comments: 5

If thou recognize not, and be frightened, then all the
Peaceful deities will shine forth in the shape of Mahakala;
and all the wrathful deities will shine forth in the shape of
Dharmaraja, the lord of Death; and thine own thought
forms becoming illusions, thou wilt wander in the
samsara.

The text does explain the significance of the deities. However
it is the dance which makes it possible for the ordinary
persons to have access to this teaching, and therefore to be
aware of what to expect after death as well as to realize that
ignorance is one of the root poisons which cause the human
beings to be reborn.

4 Evans-Wentz, 2004, 132-133.
5 ibid. 147
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The text continues with the description of the judgment:

The good genius, who was born at simultaneously with
thee, will come now and count out thy good deeds with
white pebbles; the Evil genius, who was born
simultaneously with thee, will come and count out thy evil
deeds with black pebbles. Thereupon, thou wilt be greatly
frightened, and terrified, and wilt tremble; and thou will
attempt to say lies, saying that 'I have committed any evil
deed'. Then the Lord of Death will say: T will consult the
mirror of karma'. So saying, he will look in the mirror
wherein every good and evil act is vividly reflected. Lying
will be of no avail. Then one of the Rakshas of the Lord of
Death will place round thy neck a rope and drag thee
along.6

Although the text is in this case clear, one has to have access
to it, and not only read it, but also understand its contents.
As in the traditional society that was largely not the case, the
dance played an important role as an educational tool and
mass communication. It is an alternate means and provides
an ideal opportunity for visual information as well as
entertainment, therefore filling two of the criteria of a good
media.

While watching the Raksha mar [mang] cham, the audience
can identify with the characters such as the man who
committed sins- who never carried a leg of meat? - as well as
with the virtuous man- who never erected a prayer-flag- ? The
animal-headed judges, frightening and roaring, surround the
deceased person; the black and white pebbles represent
clearly the sinful and virtuous acts, the black and white
paths are simple enough symbols of the way to hells and
heavens. The black demon is scary, all noise and agitation,
the white god is soft spoken and calm, the fairies have
beautiful ornaments. All the characters and symbols are
cultural archetypes set in a way that it is as simple as
possible for the audience to understand the judgment and the

6 ibid. 165-166
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consequences of one's actions hereafter.

Besides these dances which are didactic in the main, the
dances of subjugation, whatever their particular name or
esoteric meaning, carry an idea that is central to Tantric
Buddhism: the liberation of evil spirits from their present bad
incarnation and the duty to lead them to a better sphere. This
is done by dismembering an effigy in a ritual killing called
grol; the practitioner who performs this killing ritual, must do
it not out of anger, but with the right compassionate attitude.
The esoteric meaning of these dances is deeply embedded in
Tantric Buddhism concepts.

While they can be understood by Bhutanese who are brought
up in the symbolic world of this religion, their message is
totally "alien" to foreigners coming from other religious
backgrounds. This partly explains the fact that these
subjugation dances, also performed in other parts of the
Himalayas, were called "demon" or" devil dances" by Christian
missionaries from the 19th century onwards.

The atsara and their antics during the festival also illustrate
this point. They are indispensable in the Bhutanese religious
festival context. Their name itself derives from the Sanskrit
acarya, philosophy masters, and they teach that masters can
appear under any form, even as a bawdy jester. The atsara
are there to assist the dancers, and entertain the public
during or in the interval of rather solemn dances. Like a talk-
show host on TV today, they transcend the hierarchy of the
society and have a mass appeal with their mockeries and
sexual jokes, but they know their limits in the context of
Bhutanese society.

However, when they encounter foreigners during the festivals,
they step into another world where they have no cultural
references and therefore no boundaries. The way atsara
perceive foreigners and how foreigners perceive atsara is a
reflection and distortion of each other's culture through
mutual ignorance. If we speak in contemporary terms, for the
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foreigners the atsara are just clowns and their religious
function is not apparent.

Therefore in the religious dances, as in modern media forms,
the meaning of the images can be easily distorted, used for a
totally different purpose, and misunderstood by people who
are not familiar with the religious and cultural ideas.

The dances, by being performed throughout Bhutan, also
disseminated cultural values and therefore, like Dzongkha
programmes on BBS today, contributed in forging the
country's identity. For example, the Drametse Ngacham
which was awarded in 2005 the title of Master-piece of
Intangible Cultural Heritage by UNESCO, came to represent
an aspect of the identity of Bhutan. At the beginning, it was a
dance taught in the 16th century by Khedup Kuenga
Gyeltshen, a descendant of the treasure discoverer Padma
gling pa (1450-1521) after he had a vision of Guru Rinpoche's
palace in the remote village of Drametse (Eastern Bhutan).
The dance became the symbol of this community, hence its
name and for two centuries, it did not go out of the confines
of the Drametse Thegchog Ogyen Namdrol Choeling
monastery courtyard. This dance was introduced in other
parts of Bhutan only towards the end of the 19th century
when it was performed in Talo monastery in western Bhutan
for the first time during the visit of the Zhabdrung Jigme
Choegyal (1862-1904) who was from Drametse. Later, it was
introduced in Trongsa at the initiative of the second king
(Jigme Wangchuck reign: 1926-1952). Thereafter, with its
powerful visual content and religious value, the dance
gradually spread to the rest of Bhutan, thus disseminating
information about the Pad gling lineage and religious
teachings.

In fact, all dances performed in public, including folk dances,
can be seen as traditional media. Folk dances, such as the
Wuchubi zhey of Paro, Nubi zhey of Trongsa, the Laya
dances, the Gon zhey of Gasa, or the Ache Lhamo of Merak
Sateng, to name a few, have historical and religious contents
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which go beyond their local community. They reflect historical
or mythical events which contribute to the knowledge of
Bhutan's past.

Because they are nowadays performed more frequently
around the country or on TV programmes, these dances, once
confined to their respective region of origin, have two
important outcomes, besides entertainment: Bhutanese learn
about the customs, history, and beliefs of a part of the
country they may not be familiar with; at the same time, the
dances become part of the mainstream repertoire and thus
contribute to national identity.

Mass impact, concrete and relevant examples, easy
communication and cultural values messages are criteria
which give some dances, either religious or folk, a real media
role in traditional Bhutan.

Phuntsho Rapten wrote about the modern media in Bhutan:

As media audiences have different individual backgrounds,
intelligence, interests and attitudes, these invariably
influence their perceptions and interpretations about the
incoming message and therefore the impact varies.”

The same can be said of religious dances. In contemporary
Bhutan which has opened to the outside world, the dances
can still be a powerful vector of values and play an
educational role, especially if they are supported by modern
media forms. However seen by people of different cultural
backgrounds and in the context of the invasion of global
media networks, their interpretations and impact might be
experiencing a challenging change of focus.

.
e

)

7 Rapten, 2001, 189.
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Roar of the Thunder Dragon: The Bhutanese Audio-visual
Industry and the Shaping and Representation of
Contemporary Culture

Tshewang Dendup”

A Bhutanese journalist recently remarked that these days, the
phones don’t ring, they sing. And when the phones do start
singing, don’t be surprised if it is a Bhutanese song coming
out from the latest Motorola or Nokia phone tucked in the
inner folds of the gho or a Gucci bag slung over a Hong Kong
brocade tego.

Walk along Thimphu's Norzin Lam and try not to notice the
huge posters announcing the screening of the latest film.
Stroll further and the bustle of the street is laced with the
sound of Bhutanese songs coming from the stereos and
radios of shops and restaurants. So you might try to extricate
yourself from this bazaar of sounds and symphonies and you
hop into a taxi only to be greeted by the popular call in music
request show of the Bhutan Broadcasting Service Corporation
coming from the Maruti’s stereo.

Whether travelling to Phuntsholing in a comfortable Japanese
Coaster bus or watching TV at home, one cannot escape the
presence of modern Bhutan’s audiovisual industry. The songs
being played, the films being screened, the albums being sold
may not be, to the discerning critic, works of art worthy of
appreciation or a review in the papers. However my argument
is that they are being consumed by the masses and therefore
the industry deserves a closer scrutiny as it both shapes and
represents contemporary culture.

In the Draft Constitution, Culture is covered under Article 4.

* Senior Producer, Bhutan Broadcasting Service (TV and Radio). The
views expressed in this paper are those of the author and do not
represent that of the BBS.
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The Article is reproduced here in entirety.!
Article 4

The State shall endeavour to preserve, protect and promote
the cultural heritage of the country, including monument,
places and objects of artistic or historic interest, Dzongs,
Lhakhangs, Goendeys, Ten-Sum, Nyes, language,
literature, music and religion to enrich society and the
cultural life of the citizens.

The State shall recognize culture as an evolving dynamic
force and shall endeavour to strengthen and facilitate the
continued evolution of traditional values and institutions
that are sustainable as a progressive society.

The State shall conserve and encourage research on local
arts, custom, knowledge and culture.

Parliament may enact such legislation as may be
necessary to advance the cause of cultural enrichment of
Bhutanese society.

The Bhutanese audio-visual industry plays a critical and
important role in the creation of cultural products, which are
consumed by the masses. The industry’s significant role in
the preservation and promotion of culture is worthy of state
support. Although comprehensive data is not available on the
industry, available data and anecdotal evidence prove that
the industry is growing and playing its own role in shaping
and representing contemporary culture in Bhutan

I shall now give a brief outline of some of the media in Bhutan
linked to the audiovisual industry.
Bhutan Broadcasting Service Corporation

A prominent player in this field is the national radio and TV
station, the Bhutan Broadcasting Service Corporation.

1 The Draft Constitution of the Kingdom of Bhutan.
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BBS Radio

The BBS Radio broadcasts in four languages from 7 in the
morning to 6 in the evening. With its nationwide FM network?
and a 50 kilowatt short-wave transmitter, the BBS radio’s
reach is unrivalled.

One of the major components of the BBS Radio content is
music. All the four language services (Dzongkha,
Sharchhopikha, Lhotshamkha and English) have dedicated
music request shows, which cater not only to the nation but
also have a listener base in the neighbouring countries.

From the volume of mail received by the different language
services from their listeners, it would be safe to surmise that
music shows could very well be in the upper ranks of the
ratings.3 As the national radio station, BBS Radio plays an
integral part in the broadcast of music, taking works of
Bhutanese singers and musicians right into the homes of
thousands of Bhutanese households.

BBS TV

The BBS TV also has dedicated programs on entertainment.
The Trowa* program features interviews with singers,
musicians, actors, composers, directors and other performing
artists. The Trowa Unit is also responsible for the production

2 The BBS Radio’s FM network reaches all the twenty dzongkhags in
the kingdom. BBS has a network of 5 FM transmitters and 19 FM
transposers stationed in strategic passes across the kingdom
enabling the station to relay its broadcasts to the 20 dzongkhags.
BBS Radio’s FM signal can be received in all the 20 dzongkhag
headquarters. BBS Radio’s FM signal reach on the national highway
is estimated at 75%.

3 The latest audience survey carried out by the BBSC is not yet made
public.

4 Trowa programs have featured interviews with musicians, singers,
actors, producers and comedians. Trowa is broadcast on
Wednesdays and Saturdays at 7.30 PM and Thursdays and Sundays
at 8.30 AM.
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of music videos, which are popular with the viewers. BBS TV
also buys music videos, films, serials and other products from
private audio-visual firms. BBS TV broadcasts for ten hours a
day and since the 20t of February 2006, has gone satellite.
This would mean that at least 445 towns in Bhutan can now
watch BBS TV directly. Through its broadcast of programs
and content related to music, films and drama, BBS TV has
become a key player in the audio-visual industry of Bhutan.

Tshechus

The annual tshechus held in different districts, towns and
villages are also live venues of performing arts. Besides the
religious ceremonies and dances, tshechus also feature the
best of the community’s performing artists. With thousands of
tourists visiting the country each year, the tshechus are an
effective platform to showcase the rich cultural heritage of the
country. In fact, Bhutan’s “unique culture” is the lead factor
in attracting tourists. A study conducted by the Department
of Tourism in 2004 found out that 34.4 percent of visitors
were attracted to Bhutan because of its “unique culture”.®

Cable Operators

There are 44 cable operators in Bhutan. Out of these, 36 are
registered with the Association of Private Cable Operators.
While the cable operators have to feature BBS TV on their
menu, some operators also have their own channel where
Bhutanese content is featured. From older Bhutanese movies
to latest music videos, these channels have also emerged as
an outlet for Bhutanese music and films. Cable operators in
Thimphu, Phuntsholing, Paro, Tsimasham, Wangdue,
Punakha, Mongar, Samdrupjonkhar and Gelephu have their
own channel. In Phuntsholing, Tshela Cable also has video on

5 There are 44 cable operators in Bhutan according to the
Association of Private Cable Operators. All cable operators in Bhutan
are required to carry the BBS TV channel on their menu.

6 International Tourism Monitor. Published by the Department of
Tourism, Ministry of Trade and Industry.
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demand facility for customers.

Recording Studios

While the BBS has a state of the art music recording studio,
many private firms have set up their own business in
Thimphu and other parts of Bhutan. It is estimated by
industry professionals that nine of these studios are well
equipped and active in the business. Currently there is no
record of the number of albums that have been released in
the Bhutanese market.”

Film Production Companies

The first Bhutanese movie, “Gasa Lamai Singye” was
produced by Ugen Wangdi of Ugetsu Communications in
1989.8 From 1989 to the end of 2005, a total of 60 movies
have been produced.® The Motion Picture Association of
Bhutan, established in 1998 boasts a membership of 36 film
production houses.

Shaping and Representing

A gentleman from India walked up to the stage in one of the
bars in Thimphu. The musicians were ready to switch from
Bhutanese rigsar to the presumed Indian taste of the
customer. The musicians and the clients were treated to the
Indian gentleman’s rendition of popular Bhutanese rigsar
songs.

In Tawang, Arunachal Pradesh in India, promotional posters
of Bhutanese albums and films adorn the walls of shops. Also
available are pirated copies of Bhutanese music tapes.

7 There is an acute absence of data on Bhutanese music industry.
The author is in the process of compiling a list of albums produced
by the different audio-visual production companies.

8 As accepted by the Motion Picture Association of Bhutan.

9 Data provided by the Motion Picture Association of Bhutan. Please
see Annex 1.
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These anecdotes show that the reach and the popularity of
the offerings of the Bhutanese audio-visual industry is not
only confined to Bhutan.

In Bhutan, Bhutanese songs dominate the repertoire of our
school children. With the majority of the albums and films
produced in Dzongkha, the role of the Bhutanese audio-visual
industry in the promotion and preservation of the national
language Dzongkha has been widely acknowledged.

The growth of the audiovisual industry according to Kinley
Dorji,10 the general secretary of the MPAB, has been very
rapid. Of the 60 films that have been produced and the
unrecorded numbers of albums released in the market, from
the conceptual stage to the final production and even
distribution, it is very much the work and the creation of the
Bhutanese.

Bhutan’s first film “Gasa Lamai Singye” is based on a
traditional homegrown theme, a ballad. Bhutanese films that
immediately followed, mirrored Bollywood and Hollywood
films. But Ugyen Wangdi, of “Gasa Lamai Singye”, himself, as
the pioneer, would not condemn or criticize the quality of
some of the films that came after. Filmmakers have to cater to
the taste of the masses to survive in the business, he says
but there is also room to evolve and inject originality and
creativity from the vast pool of Bhutan’s rich culture and
tradition.!!

The popularity of Bhutanese movies should not have taken us
by surprise. After all, ours is a society and culture where the
visual and performing arts is a key ingredient in our day-to-
day life.

Khyentse Norbu who wrote and directed “Travellers and
Magicians” has said that for “centuries Buddhism has

10 Personal Communication.
11 Personal Communication.
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adopted the method of statues and artistic representation in
order to express messages of compassion, love, wisdom. Film
could be seen as a modern day thangka, a traditional
Buddhist painting. Film is one of the most powerful mediums
that we have today.”12

The Bhutanese film industry has pumped some 60 films into
the market. And over the years, the avid moviegoer in Bhutan
can notice a definite shift in the content and style of
Bhutanese movies towards more Bhutanese themes and
approaches rather a mere reflection of Bollywood and
Hollywood. Many of the films released in the recent years are
based on local folklore, legends and history.

For example, “Dangphu”, with its story based on Bhutanese
history, intended to be shot over 36 days, but required 30
more days of shooting because the producer Tobgay wanted
to maintain the authenticity of his locale. The film, a
historical testimonial of the difficulties faced by people from
the burden of different taxes, impressed viewers with its
setting, costume, music and authentic dialogue.

One of the most visual and active components of Bhutanese
culture being regularly represented in film is textiles,
described by many as a living culture.

From “Chorten Kora” to “Muti Thrishing”, the costumes in
contemporary Bhutanese films showcase the finest of
Bhutan’s traditional and modern textiles. The father of the
lead actress wears his lungserm and the actress herself dons
a seshoo kira with the latest pesar design, rendering the
screen into a ramp to display the rich tapestry of Bhutan’s
textiles and culture.

It would be important to note here that weavers continue to
weave and thus keep a tradition alive not because there is a
surge in demand from the increasing arrivals in tourism but

12 www.travellersandmagicians.com
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because there is a demand from the Bhutanese people
themselves. Watching a Bhutanese movie where the colors of
the frame are enriched by the rich costume of the cast only
enforces the living and evolving nature of our culture. This
crucial component of our culture does not become a frozen
anthropological entity but a living organism.

And it is not only textiles that get represented in the screen.
This year’s box office hit was “Druk Gee Goem”, “Guest of
Bhutan”. The film, set in the alpine region of northern Bhutan
is a romantic comedy. The lead actor, a tourist on a trek,
loses his way and injures himself. A yak herder rescues him.
The yak herder lives alone in the wind swept pastures. The
tourist is lifted by the yak herder and carried to the tent for
care and nursing. The yak herder is a woman. The woman
yak herder is also the producer of the film. “Druk Gee Goem”
was a hit at the box office in Thimphu and ran from the 24th
of March to 3 May.1® “Druk Gee Goem” is therefore
important in its portrayal of women in Bhutanese society;
independent, resourceful and strong enough to carry a New
Zealander on her back.

In 2005, a group of young Bhutanese embarked on a month
long tour of eight dzongkhags.'* Under the auspices of the
Youth Development Fund, this group called “Young People on
Wheels” entertained people from Gasa to Dagana. Their
activity was a noble one; to inform and educate the people on
HIV/AIDS. Through songs and dances, skits and plays, they
took the messages to a cross-section of Bhutanese society.
They were accompanied by two leading Bhutanese singers,
Nguldrup Dorji and Rinchen Namgyel. Everywhere the troupe
went, they were welcomed by the people who came in droves
to see them perform. This innovative approach to advocacy

13 Dates courtesy of Mr. Karma, Manager, Luger Theater.

14 “Young People on Wheels” was filmed and made into a
documentary by Dechen Wangmo Roder, an independent filmmaker.
The documentary, in Dzongkha and English, was broadcast on BBS
TV.
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used popular Bhutanese songs and “pop singers” to catch the
audience. The young people danced to Bhutanese songs set to
funky modern rhythms. They wore their ghos and kiras and
entertained the crowds with moves that were a fusion of the
old and the new. Their act is a modern day manifestation of
the young people of Bhutan trying to carve a distinct identity,
an identity containing the essence of our tradition and the
offerings of modernity. Significantly, the songs, skits and
dances offered by the “Young People on Wheels” were a
creation of this group of Bhutanese youth.

Opportunities and Challenges

Bhutanese films have been shown from theatres and festivals
in North America to plastic tents pitched in the paddy fields of
Gom Kora in the eastern district of Tashiyangtse. Rigsar
songs can now be downloaded from the web. You can walk
into restaurants and bars in Thimphu and sing the songs of
your choice with musicians in their ghos and tshoglhams. The
film industry has also helped in spurring the sales and
growth of the music industry. The sale of the soundtrack of
“Muti Thrishing” has crossed the 12,000 mark.!5 Sales of the
soundtrack of last year’s box office hit “Chorten Kora” are also
estimated at 11,000 plus.16

From a total of 113 licenses issued by the ministry of trade
and industries, 96 audio-visual production houses are still
operational.l” In 2005, at the Luger theatre in Thimphu,
Bhutanese movies maintained around 80 percent domination
over foreign language films.!8 The shelves of the music shops
in Thimphu are filled with tapes and CDs of Bhutanese
artists. Even in the bucolic setting of Tangmachu in Lhuntse
district, Bhutanese audiotapes sit comfortably alongside dried
fish and cooking oil bottles in the shops.

15 Information provided by TG Media and Infotainment.
16 Information provided by Bhutan Multimedia

17 Data provided by Ministry of Trade and Industries.
18 Please see Annex 2.
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But the industry is grappling with a set of problems as
unique as its content.

State Support

The film festivals in the initial years were sponsored by the
Dzongkha Development Authority primarily because the DDA
recognized the role of the industry in the preservation and
promotion of the national language, Dzongkha. This year for
the first time, a private firm sponsored the festival and
awards. Residents of the capital were treated to an open-air
bonanza at the clock tower with the event featuring
presentation of awards and multiple performances by leading
Bhutanese artists.

Today licensed audio-visual houses can claim exemptions
from customs duties and sales tax when importing audio-
visual equipment. While the government charges a 30 percent
sales tax on ticket sales of foreign language films at the Luger
Theatre, Bhutanese movies are exempted from this tax.

The Motion Picture Association of Bhutan is working towards
gaining industry status. One of the immediate gains after
obtaining industry status would be the easier availability of
financing and loans for productions. In the past, Bhutanese
producers have sold their businesses and mortgaged their
land and property to avail loans for the production of their
films.

The MPAB hopes that gaining industry status will also enable
producers to insure their equipment. Some production
houses have cameras worth Nu. 450,000.00

In May 2006, Bhutan hosted the first ever BIMSTEC
ministerial meeting on Culture. The BIMSTEC group consists
of Bhutan, Bangladesh, Myanmar, India, Nepal, Sri Lanka
and Thailand. The ministerial meeting agreed to set up a
Cultural Industries Commission and an observatory to
promote cultural industries among member states.
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Bhutan’s Home and Cultural Affairs Minister Lyonpo Jigmi
Thinley said the Cultural Industries Commission would help
the Bhutanese film industry get a boost with the setting up of
the commission as the films would get wider recognition and
support from the region. The industry could also benefit from
training opportunities in audio-visual industry in other
BIMSTEC countries where they are already ahead in the field.
The Commission, amongst others, is expected to frame
supportive legislation and regulations and provide access to

financing and loans for the industry.19

Screening Halls

Bhutan has seven cinema halls; two in Phuntsholing, one
each in Samtse, Gomtu, Samdrupjongkhar, Gelephu and
Thimphu.20 At the time of writing, there are five movies ready
for release and awaiting screening. Thimphu has emerged as
the preferred choice for premieres of Bhutanese movies. The
performance of the films at the Luger Theatre as a central
screening hall for Bhutanese films is a litmus test of how the
film will fare nationally. With no other theatres in the capital
city, the simultaneous release of these films for an eagerly
waiting audience is not a possibility.

19 Press Conference with BBSC and Kuensel Corporation, May,
2006.

20 The Luger Theatre was built in 1969. Plans are afoot to dismantle
the theatre and build a multiplex. The Luger Theatre has 354 seats
in the second class and 268 in the first class. The balcony seats 275.
For the screening of Bhutanese movies, Luger Theatre charges
Nu.5,000 per screening(evening shows) in the first week. The rate
drops to Nu.4,000 for the weeks after. Matinee shows are charged a
flat rate of Nu.2,000. Ticket prices for the balcony seats for
Bhutanese movies range from Nu.80 to Nu. 100. First class tickets
range from Nu.60 to 50 while second class tickets have been priced
at Nu.50 to 40. In contrast, the ticket prices for foreign language
films at Luger are Nu.20 for balcony, Nu.15 for first class and Nu.10
for second class.
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In the Bhutanese movie industry, the producer also becomes
the distributor. The screening at Luger and other venues is an
operation in itself. For the movie to hit the screen, the
producer has to ensure that tickets and posters are printed,
posters designed and staff hired to sell tickets among a host
of other activities. Bhutanese movies are shot on digital video.
The master tape is closely guarded. At the Luger Theatre’s
balcony seating, a Digital Videocassette deck connected to a
projector and sound system takes up seats in the front row
with the producer or director or sometime even the cast
seated near the projection equipment.

At the Luger Theatre, “Chorten Kora” ran from 16t
September to 234 October.2! The movie traveled to theatres in
Phuntsholing and Gelephu. In Gomkora, Tashiyangtse,
“Chorten Kora” was screened in a makeshift tent pitched in
the paddy fields.

Residents of Paro will soon get a private theatre where they
can watch films and other performances. The MPAB, through
the support of the BCCI has approached the Ministry of
Works and Human Settlement for the allocation of theatre
space in the urban areas. The MPAB has already received
applications from Bumthang and Chukha.

Piracy

Tobgye of Mila Communications once sent 12 DVDs of his
film, Kangyel through a friend who was traveling to India. The
friend was told to sell the DVDs in Dharamshala and
Dehradun in India where there is a sizeable Tibetan
population at the wholesale rate of Rs.250. The DVD retails in
Thimphu at Nu.300 per copy. The friend came back with all
the 12 DVDs. Pirated copies of the DVD were available for Rs.
150.22

21 Dates courtesy of Mr. Karma, manager, Luger Theatre
22 Personal Communication with Mr. Tobgye of Mila
Communications.
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This spurt in the piracy of Bhutanese movies has deterred
Bhutanese producers from releasing their films in DVD and
VCD and other formats. Video rental shops in Thimphu do
not stock a single Bhutanese feature film.

For the music producers, the lack of an institutionalized
distribution system also contributes to piracy of their albums
and hence the resulting delay in the distribution is a perfect
scenario for pirates to penetrate the market.

The MPAB has been discussing the issue of piracy with the
Intellectual Property Division of the Ministry of Trade and
Industries. The first copyright law of Bhutan was brought into
force on the 17t of July 2001 but the industry is still looking
at ways, including collaboration and partnership the IP
Division, to fight the scourge of piracy.

Conclusion

Worldwide, films and music are powerful tools that shape and
represent cultures. After the arrival of TV in 1999 there has
been a significant growth in the Bhutanese audio-visual
industry. A look at the audio-video and film production
licenses issued by the Ministry of Trade and Industry shows
that a majority of the production houses and studios came up
after 1999. With technology becoming more affordable and
better by the days, the industry can only grow further.

The National Assembly of Bhutan’s 85th session is presently
underway. One of the bills to be tabled at the parliament is
the Media Bill.23 Bhutan already has two private newspapers.
Once the media bill is passed, it will pave the way and give
the green light to private radio and TV stations.

In these changing circumstances, Bhutanese artists, actors,
musicians, technical professionals and the audio-visual
production houses will have a bigger stage of operation.

23 Visit http://www.moic.gov.bt/pdf/bicmact.pdf
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Behind the BBS building, construction is underway for a
multi-million Ngultrum state-of-the art TV station. By 2007,
BBS Radio will start broadcasting on a digital short-wave
transmitter twice as powerful as the present 50 kilowatt one.
The FM network, which already reaches all the 20 districts in
Bhutan, will be further strengthened.

The General Secretary of the MPAB Kinley Dorji says the most
critical and important factor spurring the growth of the audio-
visual industry is the support from the Bhutanese audience
and consumers. The price of tickets for Bhutanese movies
and audio tapes and CDs which is higher than foreign
language films and albums, have not deterred the masses
from soaking in the offerings of the Bhutanese audio-visual
industry. The Bhutanese audio-visual industry, while it waits
to gain industry status, continues to blaze forward. In the
process, the industry has played its own significant role in
shaping and representing contemporary Bhutanese culture,
even preserving the traditional and cultural heritage of the
country.

While further state support would propel the growth of the
industry, the hope would be that the benefits would also
trickle down to the consumers. A close collaboration between
the state and the industry could lead to more Bhutanese
being able to access the products of the audio-visual
industry. For the masses that continue to support the
industry, the state and the industry could also look at ways
to reduce the prices of the tickets and albums. As a new
media, the audio-visual industry is today proving to be an
effective platform for Bhutanese artists to represent the
country’s culture in a uniquely Bhutanese way and warrants
further support and encouragement from the state.

= =
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Annex One

List of Films produced till 2005 provided by Motion Picture
Association of Bhutan

Films produced before 2001

Gasa Lami Singye
Miye Dungyel
Goukor

Phama

Jigdrel

Senten Zuki

Bu Tashi
Tshengoen Laythro
Atta Khawjay
Rangdroel Yangdoen
Khorwa

Rewa

2001 films

Tsewai Phama

Thruelshi

Jigten Semgi Thruelnang
Lungten

Sergi Chompai Metto
Ngendrog

Kangyel

Chepai Bu

2002 films

Tshangpa

Choe Dang Jigten
Sampau Rewa
Nganrog Tsedungchen
Lay Dang Moenlam
Dungshi Baw

Tago
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2003 films

Khorwa II

Khachem

Ashi

Travellers and Magicians
Hintgam

Tsheyi Lhamo

Yue Gi Bum

6 Boys

Sherig Yenten

Khorwai Melong

Nyenda Dra

Yeshi Khandro/Yue Gi Bum II
Baap

2004 films

Hingtay Pai Bhu
Wai Charo

Lay Gi Lung

Hingi Nazu

Lhadar Gaw

Appa

Lengo

Sem Nginggi Charo

2005 films

Muen Sel

Jigthar

Kikhor

Chorten Kora

Ray Moen

Ratho Namgay

Perfect Girl/Muti Thrishing
Dangphu

Mitshe Throthue

Logyoe

Roar of the Thunder Dragon
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Annex Two

List of Films screened at the Luger Theatre in Thimphu in 2005.

Lengo 31 December to 30 January 2005
Bu Yonten 12 to 20 February 2005

Wai Charo 3 to 13 March 2005

Hingtam 25 March to 5 April 2005

Chepai Bu 6 to 12 April 2005

Muensel 14 April to 8 May 2005

Jigthar 20 May to 12 June 2005

Kikhor 1 July to 1 August 2005
Raymoen 21 August to 15 September 2005

Chorten Kora

16 September to 23 October 2005

Lengo (re-screening)

24 October to 2 November 2005

Tarayana film medley

3 to 9 November 2005

Muti Thrishing

10 to 22 November 2005

Ratho Namgay

28 November to 11 December 2005

Dangphu

11 December to 2 January 2006

Information Courtesy of Karma, Manager, Luger Theatre

*kk
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Selling Desire and Dissatisfaction: Why Advertising Should
be Banned From Bhutanese Television

Dr. Ross McDonald"

Abstract

Managing modern media represents a fundamental challenge for
Bhutanese government, society and culture. As a commercialised
force, modern media seeks new markets in order to profit from
them. The extent to which any local population is genuinely
enhanced in the process is a matter of serious debate. This paper
considers the downside of commercial media and its intentions in
Bhutan by looking at the nature of commercial television and how
it might be constructively managed by Buddhist aspirations.
Central to the argument that follows is the psychological nature of
desire and dissatisfaction and how these states are to be
minimised in a Buddhist sensibility but maximised in a
commercialised one. Commercial television is driven by a
marketing agenda that seeks to embed deep-seated desire and
dissatisfaction in order that these be profitably exploited by selling
material goods that will nullify these newly cultivated feelings of
lack. From a Buddhist perspective this can only be destructive to
positive progress when one bears in mind that the Four Noble
Truths see desire as constituting the critical entrapment that needs
to be overcome if individuals (and society as a whole) are to be
capable of meaningful progress towards genuine feelings of
fulfilment. Advertising on television aims to undo the pull of
Buddhist aspiration and entrap populations within a delusional
and harmful materialism. The conclusion reached in this paper is
that Bhutan ought to consider an outright ban on television
advertising in the same way as it has effectively banned billboard
advertising across much of the country.

Introduction

The banner under which we gather begs two essential

* Professor, University of Auckland Business School, Auckland
University, New Zealand, email: ra.mcdonald@auckland.ac.nz
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questions: what precisely will the impacts of media on
Bhutanese culture be and how might these influences be best
managed in order that they contribute effectively to the happy
society that national policy seeks? This writing will attempt to
shed a little light on these complex but essential questions
through examining the broad nature of commercial media
impact particularly in the domain of television.

Before proceeding though, I should make my working
definitions clear. Media in the context of this paper is taken to
include all major channels of technology-based
communication — television, radio, newspapers, cell-phones,
magazines, the internet etc. Taken together these are sources
of information, advice, entertainment, persuasion, titillation
and profit. (The last factor is, as we shall see, a critical
component in understanding the nature of modern media and
its intentions). Culture in this paper, is taken to represent the
shared worldview a society coheres around and in particular,
the sets of moral ideals its teachings, activities and practices
aim to facilitate. As with media, the intention of cultural
arrangements is what I will focus on as this will allow for a
clear point of connection between the indigenous doctrines of
Bhutanese Buddhism and those of an incoming commercial
medium.

Aspirational Culture and the Example of Buddhism

If we choose to define culture by the ideals that lie at its
heart, then we engage in an essentially aspirational analysis.
In this framework, cultures exist to facilitate the achievement
of a moral imperative which demands that we become more
humane, wise, and inclusive in spirit. The moral codifications
of the world’s great religions including Buddhism, articulate
and justify the most responsible ideals of human
development. Participatory events such as Tshechu, Choku
and Losar reinforce these ideals through opportunities for
community engagement and participation. Acts of fasting,
retreat, charitable giving, service and the cultivation of
mindfulness shape individual aspiration and pull people
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towards personally realising the benefits of connection and
contribution. In sustainable societies the world over culture
can be seen to perform this essential role.

The Nature of Buddhist Aspiration

In Buddhist culture, humanity is seen to exist on a basic
existential continuum - one defined by an essentially moral
potential. At one extreme, we can remain ‘stuck’ as greedy,
hateful and ignorant individuals, bereft of true happiness and
harmful to both ourselves and others. Or alternately, we can
move progressively towards the opposite pole of happiness,
generosity, loving-kindness and wisdom. The measure of a
well-led life then is the extent to which narrow selfishness can
be effectively transcended.

In Buddhism there are three fundamental entanglements that
hamper our progression and render us unhappy and harmful.
These are craving, ill-will and delusion. The aim of Buddhist
culture is to facilitate emancipation from these hindrances
and the suffering they spread. A Buddhist cultural
arrangement accordingly exists to reinforce this movement by
weaving together a complex fabric of teachings, public
happenings and private practices, each playing its part in
validating the authority of aspiration. In Bhutanese culture,
the teachings of the Buddha permeate public consciousness
spread by kanjur and tenjur, gomchen and gelong, jakata
stories and folk tales. Families and villages come together for
ritualised celebrations that simultaneously reinforce
community and Buddhist ideals. The annual tshechu held in
dzongs all over Bhutan beautifully brings together many of
these strands. Lakhangs, chortens, mani stones and the
sounds of chanting are constant reminders of Buddhist
aspiration throughout the country. A parallel role is played by
the painted symbolism of ‘the four friends’ which appears
almost universally in Bhutan to act as a gentle prompt
towards willing cooperation.

In conduct, Buddhism urges respect and care for all sentient
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beings and so restraint in the name of others’ thriving is a
key, if not the key tenet of Buddhist philosophy in all its
many forms. To help facilitate this, Buddhist culture blesses
the taking of time for reflection and for the cultivation of
mindfulness. To live within such an aspirational culture is to
exist consciously within an atmosphere of expectation in
which tendencies towards a narrowing exclusionary
selfishness are challenged by an authoritative call for
personal improvement. In Buddhist culture, the cultivated
individual rises above narrowness and superficiality to realise
the satisfactions of a deeper connectedness and contribution.
This is the ideal towards which all Buddhists are encouraged
to aspire.

At the heart of Buddhist philosophy are the Four Noble
Truths, a practical code for living wisely and well. In these key
teachings, the Buddha identifies liberation from desire in
particular as the critical pre-requisite to realising our
potential for simultaneous contribution and happiness.
Simply put, the Four Noble Truths state that the suffering we
experience in life has its roots in unfulfilled desire and that
this suffering can be most effectively undone by following a
basic set of practices known as the Eight-Fold Path. These
represent eight basic modes of being aimed at overcoming the
constraints of craving, ill-will and delusion and cultivating
instead an essentially appreciative and generous mode of
being that makes possible the simultaneous satisfaction of
both self and others. Overcoming desire then is central to
Buddhist aspiration as it unlocks our ascendant potential
and releases us from the suffering inherent in feelings of
deficit.

To indulge desire on the other hand, is to strengthen the pull
of a separative self and encourage its futile demands for self-
fulfilment. If desires are indulged then the self becomes
caught in a perpetuating cycle of non-satisfaction. The basic
dynamic that the Four Noble Truths point to is that desire
and non-fulfilment are inseparable co-existent states. Desires
or wants are experienced as negative states that can only be
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overcome by obtaining the specific object of desire.
Furthermore, craving is fed by its own indulgence and the
more one indulges it, the more it comes to dominate our lives.
Instead of the satisfaction we think will come from giving in to
craving, we end up strengthening it and its power to
overwhelm us with unhappy feelings of deprivation. This is
the paradoxical karma of greed and the Buddhist solution
involves undoing egotistical demanding by resisting it until
finally it begins to release its delusion-forming grip on
consciousness.

The mastery of attention through meditative practice in all of
its forms is key to realising our potential in Buddhism as it
opens the conscious space within which integration and
realisation can occur. To be mindful is to be conscious of the
karma of desire, wise to the subtle interconnectedness of all
things and accepting of the responsibilities that emanate from
these complex truths. In combination then, practicing
awareness and consciously generous thought, speech and
action, sets us on a practical path to realising our
simultaneous potentials for freedom, fulfilment and positive
contribution to the world around us. Buddhist culture exists
to facilitate these mature states and to challenge the unhappy
limitations of self-centred desire.

Western Aspiration and the Challenge of Market Culture

In any analysis that seriously wishes to comprehend the
impact of media contact in Bhutan it is important to
distinguish between the aspirational aspects of Western
culture and the non-aspirational sub-culture of the market.
In general, it would be fair to say that the aspirations of ‘high’
Western culture are largely consonant with those of
Buddhism. Both value freedom, equality, justice, peace,
compassion and generosity. Although each may connote
different content and emphasise contrasting methods to
attaining these ends, the fact that the ends are shared allows
for a potentially harmonious integration. Furthermore, they
share a common emphasis on achieving these ends by
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cultivating wisdom and moral intention.

Market culture on the other hand is an entirely different
beast. In it, the high ideals of Western culture as a whole are
deemed irrelevant as effective means to progress. Founding
its faith in the de-personalised mechanisms of the
marketplace, a different character type is idealised — a morally
unimproved one free to enact an exclusionary self-interest. In
the sub-culture of the market, collectively positive outcomes
are believed to be most effectively obtained by abandoning the
improvement of selfish intentions as a central cultural
strategy. In this collapsing of aspiration, moral maturity is
undermined and here we find the fundamental challenge that
market culture poses for many traditional cultures worldwide.

Throughout Western history, the market has been viewed
with clear caution, due in large part to its de-moralising
potential. Inflating, lending and leveraging, conquering
exploiting and gouging all constitute legitimate parts of the
great battle for material gain. Unrestrained, the drive for
profit polarises as advantage is used to force an indecent
distribution of material burdens and benefits. The intention
to personally gain while ignoring the interconnected costs to
others constitutes the destructive market mindset that any
aspirational culture tries to counter. In the West, the Church
contained moneyed aggressiveness for centuries under
threats of immediate and permanent spiritual exile before
passing responsibility into the hands of democratic
government and its secular forces of law. Neither aspirational
form has however, been able to hold back the market’s
inexorable rise to dominance.

The critical ideological liberation break for market culture
came with the 18t century Enlightenment and the rational
articulation of a self-correcting market mechanism. The
notion of a market mechanism, as most will know, was most
completely formulated by Adam Smith (and later narrowed
and hardened by purists like Hayek and Friedman). Zealously
expanded, its assumptions provide the perfect cover for
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market culture to break free of cultural/moral oversight as its
mechanisms are deemed to be necessarily benign. In market
culture then, the market assumes its own ultimate authority
— one with little need for external control, moral or otherwise.

In the broader atmosphere of the European culture in which
the market was conceived, personal improvement through the
cultivation of moral character was still seen to be the
foundational requirement for any broader social progress.
Thus, as in Buddhism, civic virtues like wisdom, compassion
and generosity were to be institutionally encouraged to as
great an extent as possible. But in his seminal market text,
‘The Wealth of Nations’, Smith proposed a contrary economic
mechanism that would produce collective benefit without the
need for pro-civic intention or the cultivation of moral
character. It was the ‘ree market’, a domain of economic
activity liberated from traditional cultural constraints. Narrow
selfishness, and not generosity drive the market to
unintentionally produce the greatest benefit for the greatest
number. Thus, for market culture, good intentions are
unnecessary and so have imperative status in providing for
the common welfare. Progress should be measured not by the
improving moral intentions that may underlie it, but rather
by the improving outcomes of action alone - quarterly profits,
annual sales, market share, economic growth and GNP in
particular. In the market fundamentalists’ world exclusive
intentions become alchemically transformed into inclusive
outcomes by the magic of an ‘Invisible Hand’. Thus, goes the
argument, if market-based selfishness is so necessarily
beneficial, it should, by rights, be liberated from the
compromising oversight of an wunnecessary and indeed
obstructive cultural idealism.

As wielded by the ideologues of the free market, this
argument has unstitched cultural fabrics on a global scale.
This is a critical point to bear in mind when thinking of media
and its specific influence on Bhutanese culture. For as we
shall see, incoming media has been systematically colonised
by a market culture that is singularly opposed not only to
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Buddhist ideals but to moral ideals in general as ‘imposed’
guides to market conduct.

The spread of market culture and of its ability to undo
traditional societies is an astonishing historical phenomenon.
Market forces have liberated themselves from the shackles of
cultures, kings and governments. They have broken through
layers of social and economic protection to assume the
mantle of righteous hegemony in the contemporary global
order. Ever since the rationalist formulation of a market with
a mind of its own, economic liberalism has forced its advance
under the twin principles of historical inevitability and amoral
individualism. At the tip of this advancing force these have
become fused into a cynical belief in an inevitably amoral
individualism. At this point, aspiration is deemed not only
difficult but downright dangerous as it literally ceases to exist
as a rational option.

In recent decades across both the over-developed and under-
developed worlds, market culture has advanced with great
pace. Free market -capitalism has effectively erased
communism from the ideological map as it has spread
consumer culture deep into Eastern Europe and Asia. The
restraints of Keynesianism have been largely defeated and
with them the credibility of major central government control
of most national economies. Nationalised industries have
been privatised, barriers to ownership, imports, capital
markets, land and labour torn down as government has
retreated leaving societies to be arranged by market agendas.
Although market sovereignty has and is being challenged in
many parts of the world - perhaps most notably in Latin
America and the Arab world, elsewhere the inevitability of
market culture and of competitive individualism seems to be
increasingly accepted. The commercialised media has played
a critical role in securing these victories - operating as a
channel through which non-aspirational identities are
advertised and idealised. With media’s capture by the intent
and ideology of gain, it has been transformed into a critical
source of pro-market socialisation. It achieves this by
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incessantly encouraging a delusional solution to the
sufferings inherent in the human condition.

Discerning Impact - Commercial Television in Bhutan

To consider the total impact of commercial media on
Bhutanese culture would be to attempt an almost impossible
task given the infinite variety of forms and content involved.
Media technology has developed at a remarkable speed over
the past few decades bringing wholly new potentials for
entertainment, intrusion and influence. Cell-phones have
metamorphosed from being limited communications devices
into multi-media interfaces capable of receiving not only still
images and text but streamed TV and Movie clips. The
internet has opened up endless possibilities for interaction
and consumption. Computer games absorb hours of teenage
attention combining advertising, action and addictiveness.
Modern media is a shifting scene of immense complexity and
in order to avoid the generalities that would be inherent in
attempting to capture all aspects of media influence, I will
from this point on limit my focus to commercial television and
its role in market culture. Although more limited in scope,
this will allow for a clearer analysis, and one capable of
producing specific policy recommendations In looking at
television consumption there are two dimensions of influence
that deserve particular attention; the effects of absorption in
the medium per se, and the impacts of the commercial
content that is actively delivered through the medium. The
potential harmfulness of television can then be usefully
considered in terms of its intention to capture attention and
cultivate desire.

The Capture of Attention

The primary impact of commercial media is the absorption of
attention it induces. In the case of television in particular,
vast amounts of audience time are devoted to passive
consumption wherever it spreads. Active talk and family
interaction wither as television absorbs attention. Meal-time
conversation vanishes, quiet time is obliterated and
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community contribution drops off precipitously (see
McDonald 2004, for a summary of this literature). Television
and other major media aim to absorb attention utterly,
drawing it away from other interests and to the extent that it
succeeds, it acts as a powerful agent of disconnection.

This disconnection operates in a number of spheres. Media
absorption distances the self from social and physical
surroundings as attention and awareness are captured by a
small screen. It disconnects us from immediate others as we
reduce interdependent interaction. It disconnects us from the
general cultural atmosphere of aspiration as we remove
ourselves into a non-participatory isolation from community.
And most of all, media consumption, particularly in high
doses, acts to disconnect us from ourselves.

As a person’s attention is relentlessly drawn into a
commercialised media world, it is for that time at least,
effectively lost to any integrative capacity for realisation. The
competitive drive to capture as much attention as possible
pushes mass media, and television in particular, towards
split-second sensationalism— more explosive effects, more
traumatising violence (real and unreal), more explicit surgery,
more alluring sexuality delivered with ever-more punch and
rapidity. Thus absorbed and focussed, awareness cannot
connect self with others, nor with surroundings, nor with the
deeper levels of one’s own being. Television absorption
obliterates reflective consciousness and in so-doing eradicates
the broad awareness necessary for realising the truth and
value of interdependence.

(If one doubts that the above is true, I would encourage them
to conduct some simple experiments. Try having a meaningful
conversation with someone while the television is on at
normal viewing volume. How often is your attention drawn
away and the holistic quality of the flow of conversation
fragmented or lost? Or try meditating with the television on.
Can you control attention and focus it in ways that are not
constantly shattered by televisions insistent drawing of
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attention into itself?).

In absorbing awareness so completely, the popular media and
particularly television direct the viewer away from directly
experiencing the profound satisfactions inherent in
contribution and connection. The resulting ‘emptiness’
becomes the fertile ground in which material greed thrives.
For the Buddhist scholar David Loy, consumerist market
culture represents a failed ‘lack project’, an ultimately futile
attempt to find meaning and fulfilment through material
accumulation. The stuck individual of the marketer’s dream,
cannot be fulfilled as they fail to realise the karma of desire.
As such, they provide the perfect medium for market
manipulation.

In Buddhism, cultivating an integrative awareness is central
to all practice. Attuned awareness allows us to integrate
emotions, rationality and insight as we realise their dynamics
and co-relations. Awareness of others’ troubles and joys
allows us to connect generously and compassionately with
them and to identify common interests. Awareness of our
involvement in the natural fabric brings appreciation and a
sense of respect and restraint. As consciousness expands to
become more inclusive and integrative, it becomes healthier,
happier and more helpful to the general cause of genuine
human aspiration. With broadened awareness comes the
possibility of realising the joy of interconnection and with this
felt involvement comes the ability to respond in generous,
compassionate and wise ways. For Buddhists, the cultivation
of these skilful means reflects the growing capacity for
profound happiness. However, in market culture, commercial
media aims to undermine this foundational process by
drawing awareness away from realising integration, collective
involvement and appreciation.

Thus, any for-profit medium like television is inherently
problematic for Buddhist aspirations insofar as it aims to
export awareness from its immediate context. The total effect
of hours of attentional absorption particularly in television
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and the internet are not fully documented but certainly in the
process of consumption vast swathes of attention are turned
over to a dulling and disconnecting escapism. In this
privatised consciousness the individual becomes increasingly
disoriented and prone to feelings of lack. This deliberately
cultivated state of unsatisfactory emptiness holds the key to
market expansion as it prepares the psychological grounding
for a highly profitable delusion, that the problem of existential
lack can be solved most efficiently through indulging an ever-
expanding materialism.

The Cultivation of Desire

As market culture has emerged victorious from the
aspirational project that spawned it, it has spread to capture
major media as a strategic necessity. Television was formerly
controlled by and large by a more edifying and civilising
imperative than mere profit-maximisation. State television
along with radio generally originated in a context of an
aspirational national project. From Europe to North America,
from the Antipodes to Asia, pubic television was founded to
broadcast an edifying mix of entertainment, arts, education,
children’s programming, politics and news. In the decisive
market victories of the 1970’s and 80’s however, the mass
media was largely handed over to profit-seeking business and
with it, to the ideology of market culture. In the process
advertising hours and content have intensified markedly.
Thus, in New Zealand where I live for example, advert-free
days and times have disappeared as market owned media
have come to devote up to a quarter of all television time to
direct marketing manipulation.

Transfixed by the small screen, heavy consumers are prone to
delusionary deception, particularly given the exact precision
of the ‘campaigns’ and ‘weapons’ employed by today’s
marketing corporations. Material goods are inserted in the
happiest of scenes, they are constantly associated with
success, power, admiration, love, ease and self-esteem. In the
process of applying this basically behaviourist law of
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association, the true routes to these outcomes are obscured
and replaced by new associations between material
consumption and personal realisation. Direct marketing
influence represents an intentional blurring of the true
connection between the ends of aspiration and the immaterial
means by which these can be best achieved. In the delusional
world of the market, there is no need for hard aspiration and
the inconvenience of challenging one’s appetites if true
happiness is to be secured.

Instead, the individual is constantly cajoled into believing that
essential satisfaction necessarily involves the consumption of
mediating material goods and services. However, it has been
amply demonstrated that beyond a very basic level of material
satisfaction, increased consumption is subject to the law of
strictly diminishing returns. Thus, beyond a very limited
point, happiness comes not from more material consumption
but from the cultivation of relationship, community
involvement and a sense of higher purpose and meaning.
Endlessly expanding consumption in the marketplace then is
of strictly limited value in forging a happy and sustainable
society (see McDonald 2003, for a review of relevant
literature).

In Buddhism, to buy into the temptations of materialist desire
is to fall into a lack of true perspective and thus to act out of
ignorance. As previously discussed, indulging desire does not
lead to its cessation but to its inflammation. Desire is akin to
a mosquito bite in its response to attention. If one gives into
individualised material desire, one falls into a perpetual state
of desire, an insatiable feeling of hunger or of lack. This is the
basic state of suffering that concerned the Buddha and its
cessation was seen to lie in becoming aware of desire’s
limitations and freeing oneself from its limiting karma.
Advertising, the force that runs commercial media, seeks to
embed these limitations in order that they be profitably
exploited.

Considered in combination with the attentional effects of
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commercialised media, the fundamental challenge posed by
television can be seen in relatively stark outline. Potentially it
is a powerful medium for embedding desire and fracturing
attentional mastery. But in seeing this, how is Bhutan
expected to respond given its interest in cultivating
widespread happiness? In particular, what might government
do to ensure the corrupting aspects of major media are
countered in the name of maintaining the genuine progress
that underlies the true attainment of a GNH dream? The fact
of the matter is that if media policy is not carefully crafted,
the authority of Buddhist aspirations will be rapidly
undermined as many individuals (and particularly the
younger generation) abandon themselves to finding false
purpose in the market’s immediate indulgences. Media policy
will I believe, be a critical test of the meaning of ‘good
governance’ in Bhutan.

Good Governance and Controlling Cultural Corruption in Bhutan

I have argued before that good governance in the context of
Buddhist culture can only be defined by Buddhist ideals (see
McDonald, 2005). Thus, if we place the impacts on attention
and desire within the clarifying frame of Buddhist analysis,
the nature of good governance becomes clear in outline at
least. Good governance exists in facilitating the attainment of
widespread wisdom, generosity and compassion through
protecting the authority of these ideals. Inherent in this
protection must an aspect of due diligence through which
society is protected from the most egregious attempts to
undermine the imperative status of these ideals. In the case
of incoming market-driven media, such a rear-guard action is
necessary given the aggressiveness of the intrusion. The
ruthlessness of market expansion is revealed in its symbolic
representations of “conquering” or “penetrating” markets, of
“target populations”, “victorious campaigns” and other such
violent conceptions. In the modern age, protecting a cultural
worldview from aggressive corruption has become the
necessary counterpart to continuing to teach and practice the
more deeply rooted ideals of tradition.
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So what specifically might good governance in the realm of
the media involve in a Buddhist context? First of all, it should
be clear that the justification for controlling commercialised
media lies in directly addressing the propriety of its
underlying intentions. Marketing media intends to cultivate
delusion and do this through a fundamental process of
disconnecting the individual from interconnected
involvement. A market society is exposed to potent
psychological manipulation intended to instil feelings of
material frustration. Given limited resources, the cultivation
of further greed in the contemporary world order is morally
problematic to say the least and a fundamental restraint is
required if justice and sustainability are to be established in
the long term. A restriction on the cultivation of greed is
clearly wise and is ultimately an expression of inclusive
compassion for those excluded by the current economic
order. Indeed, what are the next generation of Bhutanese to
be left with if the current generation cannot maintain
restraint? In the realm of television at least, Bhutanese
officials would be exercising constructive authority if they
were to institute a ban on broadcasted advertising through
television.

If direct marketing were to be removed from television it
would return the medium to a much more justifiable status.
There is no need to have broadcasting dominated by
profiteering motives and if these were tamed television and
indeed all media, could play a more constructive part in
shaping the public mind. In fact to purge it of this rude
tendency would be to re-approach the ideal market-society
balance the original Enlightenment experiment aimed for.

In the original outline of the marketplace, it was conceived as
a contributory arena within which people’s genuine needs
and desires are serviced. Central to it’s legitimacy is the
notion of the sovereign and rational consumer — a type that is
clear about what will improve their well-being and one whose
desires have been self-generated. In this conception, the free
individual freely engages in exchange, wholly uncorrupted by
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any larger institutional manipulation. And while market
culture has become highly sensitised to the fllegitimate’
meddlings of church and state, it has maintained a self-
serving blindness to it’s own profound shaping of the public
mind. Marketing delivered through the commercialised media
enforces one of the most finely-honed forms of socialisation
that has been brought to bear on any human collective. It can
cultivate feelings of guilt, fear, inclusion and failure as
effectively as any organised religion and in seeking to embed
manufactured desire in the public mind, marketing culture
critically oversteps the boundaries of it’s own self-defined
legitimacy.

Under assumptions of the sovereign rational consumer, the
market assumes moral value as the servant of the larger
public interest. But when this state is violated, the power
relationship is reversed as society at large comes to serve the
narrower interests of market players. In free market theology
there is no legitimating argument to defend this reversal and
hence the common attempt on converts behalf to collapse all
moral analysis into the reductionist framework of a
necessarily selfish intent. Those at the forefront of advancing
market culture - marketers, defend this assault on
sovereignty and rationality by hiding behind a shabby defence
of merely providing neutral information for use in rational
decision making. But such self-serving duplicity is deceptive
as any even brief consideration of the blatant associations
forged by media advertising can instantly demonstrate. The
attentions of beautiful people, the happy families, the
inspiring backdrops, the fawning friends all imply that the
deepest satisfactions will emanate from consuming mundane
products. Such hopeless delusions systematically subvert
consumer rationality and so compromise the market’s
genuine potential to serve society and its collective happiness.
These ideals are silently replaced by corporate priorities of
profit gained through shaping the public mind to expect the
profound satisfactions that markets promise, but cannot
provide. Thus, to ban advertising from television would be to
bring the market closer to its proper place in a decent and
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improving social order and it is, for reasons previously
explained, essential as a protective measure for any
aspirational culture founding its progress on the constant
cultivation of self-restraint.

There are additional benefits to the central ones that have
been argued thus far, a key one being a critical slowing in the
pace of social and market reformation. In many cases,
traditional cultural aspirations are primarily undone by the
disorienting pace of change that suddenly-opened markets
experience. To allow unrestricted access, especially for media
and advertising influence, would be to open Bhutan to a
powerfully disorienting whirlwind of change. If this pace were
slowed by silencing the frenetic insistence of marketers, there
is a very real chance that the market as a whole could be
governed in ways that contribute considerably to national
happiness. It is important to note here that in banning
advertisings cheapening intentions, no restrictions are placed
upon the expansion of any goods or services in the economy.
These can enter and thrive as the public chooses. It is not the
right of the market to function organically that is being
challenged but rather the right of the market to force its
expansion through false association and collective de-
moralisation. If falsely inflated and poorly considered demand
is reduced, sensible and sustainable direction of the ‘market
as servant of society’ is much more likely. With it’s hyper-
aggressiveness tamed the market can be absorbed within a
more responsible cultural framework - one in which
happiness ultimately lies in realms beyond the restrictive
psychology of purely personal gain.

Television content is as we know, increasingly shaped by
commercial incentives to capture and retain attention. The
Bhutanese government like those in all nations will need to
institute and apply a rigorous code to govern media content
and use. In more commercialised societies used to managing
media content, violent or sexually explicit programming is
limited to the later hours of the evening. Pornography and
sociopathy, gambling and racism are monitored by censors
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and compliance structures are in place to remove the most
offensive programming. These, along with a whole raft of
measures need to codified and put in place as soon as
possible. In previous writings I have suggested considering an
overall limit to hours of broadcast in order that the essentially
disconnecting power of television be restricted in a simple but
effective way. All day and all night broadcasting is not a right
that any media company has as a matter of course. I would
again suggest that some such restrictions be actively included
in any broad review of the media’s place in a changing
Bhutanese society.

Conclusion

In 2005, Bhutan received much positive mention in the
international press for instituting two restrictions over the
market. First, it banned the sale of cigarettes in the kingdom
given the health costs associated with the habit. Second, the
City authorities in Thimphu instituted a ban on billboard and
shop-front advertising. These moves are positive examples of
good governance where the larger interests of community
health or aesthetics are maintained in the face of a potentially
compromising market shift.

I believe that banning television advertising in Bhutan would
likewise constitute a positive example of good governance in a
Buddhist context. It, in combination with a ban on billboard
advertising and other complimentary policies could
constructively contain the most impertinent intrusions of
market culture. It is abundantly clear that the market
philosophy of gain and disconnection is failing us and that
central to its failure is an ignorance of the fundamental
importance of recognising inter-dependence and the
responsibilities that attend it. Sooner rather than later, we
are as a species going to have to fundamentally challenge the
logic of a self-correcting market model given its demonstrable
failure to correct its own disastrous trajectory.

Appetites are clearly outstripping the material base of the
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planetary ecosystem and as such they need to be contained.
Bhutan could set the world a positive example by actively
banishing advertising from television. It would simultaneously
demonstrate the non-inevitability of market hegemony and
provide an alternative model of more responsible development
for others. As current levels of television saturation in Bhutan
are relatively low, few major costs would be involved. The
usual arguments that if advertising is limited, jobs will be
lost, simply does not apply to Bhutan as a predominantly
non-industrialised society. Social change in a positive
direction tends to come as a result of inspiration, and if
Bhutan were to judiciously tone down the aggressive assault
of marketing culture if might inspire similarly sensible and
responsible moves elsewhere.

And finally while talking of inspiration it is critical that we
remain aware of the essential nature of the Middle Path in
Buddhist culture. To balance the old and the new in
constructive ways is the challenge set before government in
Bhutan. It involves a walk along a razors edge of fine balance.
The market and the media will inevitably continue to enter
Bhutan and to fertilise its existing culture. In finding the
middle way though, a certain clarity is required within which
considerate and balanced decisions can be made. Commercial
media pulls consciousness so radically and effectively into
itself that it leads us far from a middle way and beyond the
balancing pull of Buddhist aspiration. Buddhism rules out
extreme methods of involuntary force to gain adherence and if
balance is to be obtained, incoming market culture must
similarly be restrained from its use of mass marketing
weaponry to secure irrational conversion.

If good governance is defined by the cultural aspirations it
seeks to serve, then good Buddhist governance in Bhutan
would involve controlling the socially destructive impacts of
advertising and excessive desire. In so-doing government
would be acting in a way conducive to happiness, by
maintaining the cultural pull towards appreciation,
satisfaction, generosity, wisdom and care, while removing
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much of the anti-cultural pull towards non-appreciation,
dissatisfaction, selfishness, delusion and carelessness. Such
policy formation would rejuvenate a positive cycle wherein
traditional wisdom, good governance and private practice
reinforce each other to secure a balanced and responsible
happiness. If on the other hand, the impacts of market media
are not brought under the authority of good governance then
a negative and unhappy cycle of deterioration will almost
certainly begin in which significant sectors of Bhutanese
society abandon responsibility, care and wisdom to the
detriment of on-going happiness. (See McDonald, 2005 for
more detailed development of this cyclical model).

The world would be a better place if wisdom, generosity and
care lay at the heart of the global order. But as market
culture continues to expand its dominion it systematically
collapses personal aspiration and embeds a radically less
progressive sentiment. Media policy in Bhutan represents a
critical test of the country’s ability to protect its cultural
inheritance and advance a wiser model of development. In
this paper, I have focussed on television to illustrate the
propriety of recommending that media policy be governed by
Buddhist ideals and understandings. The argument however,
extends in thematic fashion to include all incoming media
intent on spreading a new non-aspirational psychology.
Bhutan’s GNH framework assumes that the satisfactions of
Buddhist aspiration are superior to those of the market -
hence the elevation of GNH above GNP as a measure of
importance. Harmony, happiness and sustainability cannot
be built by cultivating isolation, dissatisfaction and careless
consumption and thus cannot be secured in any society
dominated by systematic marketing suggestion and the
hungry consciousness it intentionally breeds. Keeping this
understanding firmly in mind will go a long way towards
crafting a sensible and culturally consonant response not
only to the specific disruptions of television, but further, to
the broader challenge of media management in general.
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Media, Markets and Meaning: Placing Sustainable
Development and Environmental Conservation and
Enrichment at Risk

Peter D. Hershock®

Abstract

This paper critically assesses the globally dominant pattern of
complex relationship that obtains among mass media, market
economics, and both cultural and environmental change. Making
use of Buddhist conceptual resources that link the meaning of
development, environmental conservation and attentional
enrichment, the effects of consuming mass media commodities are
evaluated in ways that are compatible with Bhutan’s overarching
commitments to enhancing Gross National Happiness (GNH).

Contemporary media are a complex result of historical processes
shaped by the interplay of wide-ranging social, economic, political,
cultural and technological forces and systems. Understanding how
media affect public culture and environmental quality requires
gaining critical perspective on these processes and the multi-
dimensional context of their consolidation. Here, I want to focus on
a particular pattern of connections obtaining among mass media,
communications technology and market economics—a pattern of
interdependence that has crossed key thresholds of intensity and
scale to begin globally transforming the quality and directional
character of attention itself, thereby affecting the very roots of
public culture and effecting a systematic erosion of environmental
diversity.

In spite of its complex texture, the broad outlines of this pattern of
connections can be relatively simply formulated. As a result of
compounding efficiencies correlated with specific advances in
transportation, manufacturing and communication technology, by
the mid-20" century there had emerged global markets of
sufficient reach and density to bring about a commodification of
the entire range of goods and services needed for basic human
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subsistence, including food, clothing, shelter, healthcare,
education, sensory stimulation and a sense of belonging.! In the
early phases of this process, mass media played a key role in
coupling markets and consumers by transmitting advertising
content specifically designed to manufacture consumer need. In
later phases, positive feedback circuits emerged between market
growth and media consumption that did not depend upon media
content performing a coupling function.

As a result of advances in communication technologies, the scale
of media consumption crossed a decisive threshold beyond which
the explicit content of the media has come to be less crucial to
furthering market growth and the proliferation of consumer needs
than the summative effects of media consumption as such. The
most salient among these effects is the mass export of attention
from local environments, resulting in a depletion of the basic
resource needed to appreciate or directly add-value to those
environments, as well as a concomitant impoverishing of relational
capacities and commitments.

Beyond certain thresholds of reach and density, markets attain
sufficient complexity to begin producing not only goods and
services, but also populations in need of them—populations that
experience themselves as living in increasingly elective
environments open to and yet also in deepening need of
management or control. For individuals in such populations,
opportunities for differing multiply geometrically, but those for
truly making-a-difference to and for one another -contract.
Expanding powers for exercising (consumption mediated)
freedoms-of-choice come at the cost of diminishing strengths for
relating-freely.?

1 This list of subsistence needs combines the customary triad of
food, clothing and shelter with four other basic needs that are
derived from a range of Buddhist teachings, including those referring
to the “four nutriments” and the minimal level of material support
needed to sustain a spiritual practice. Failure to meet of any one of
these seven needs for very long seriously compromises quality of life.
2 Here, “power” indexes ability to determine situational outcomes;
“strength” indexes capacity for opportune situational engagement.
Power enables winning whatever “game” is being played, be it social,
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These are very strong claims. They suggest that contemporary
mass media are implicated in a complex pattern of
interdependencies that compromise appreciative and contributory
virtuosity, degrade immediately experienced environments and
ecologies, and foster the systematic translation of locally vibrant
patterns of cultural and environmental diversity into mere variety.
If valid, contemporary media must be seen as having come to exert
a potent and yet practically invisible, corrosive effect on public
culture.

This will come as unwelcome news for those inclined to see the
media as a potentially powerful forum for developing national-
scale Bhutanese public culture and as an efficient means of
widely promoting environmental conservation. For those who have
seen the media—and especially the new media emerging at the
developmental edge of communication technology—as vehicles for
expressing differences and resisting hegemonic social, economic,
political and cultural forces, they are likely to be seen as claims
hardly worth countenancing. At the root of such hopeful visions of
the interplay of media and public culture is the presupposition that
the media and their underlying technologies are essentially value-
neutral—the conviction that neither the media nor their
technological infrastructure in any way determine or prescribe
their uses or their social, economic, political and cultural effects.

In what follows, I hope to show that matters are not so simple.
Media, global markets and the technologies that make them
possible jointly express a sustained commitment to values,
intentions and practices—in Buddhist terms, a karma—that
occasions a complex of outcomes and opportunities which poses
particular challenges to realizing the deepening capacities-for and
commitments-to equity and diversity that are at the heart of
Bhutan’s GNH-oriented public policy.

economic, political or cultural. Winners are accorded further power.
Strength enables playing whatever “game” is being played in such a
way as to keep all players interested and involved. Where power
implies having relatively greater freedom-of-choice than others,
strength implies having the resources needed for relating-freely with
others.
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Technology and Media

The crucial role of technological change in the emergence of
contemporary mass media is incontestable, and many media
historians and critics have rightly granted a central role in
their emergence to advances in communication technology.
Most obviously, technological change made available vastly
greater powers both for the mass duplication of
communications content and for its geographically expanded
mass distribution. The leap of printed daily and weekly
newspapers from local to regional and national scales of
distribution, for example, required both greatly increased unit
production and greatly expanded means of reliable and rapid
automotive and rail transportation. Radio broadcast, likewise,
made possible vastly amplified audiences for live public
commentary, music performances, and both scripted and
improvised dramatic entertainment.

Less obviously, perhaps, but no less importantly, advances in
communications technology also enabled an expansion of the
sensory reach of the media and a radical extension of their
potential content. Abstract, nominally visual media like print
were first augmented by lithographic illustrations and still
photography that allowed the presentation of relevant visual
information/images and not just linguistic representations of
them. The advent of audio recording and broadcast radio
opened the sense of hearing to mass mediation. The invention
of motion picture film enabled mass kinesthesia and the
inclusion of gesture-based, non-verbal communication as
media content. Film, television, and more recently computer-
based gaming enable the merging of visual, audio and
kinesthetic content to bring about potentials for mass-
mediated emotional stimulation and interactive imagination.
Although we are perhaps decades away from full-sensorium
mass media, that is certainly the dream of those pushing the
communication technology envelope: the creation of
convincingly “real” mass-mediated virtual environments.

The contemporary scale and scope of mass media can, with
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considerable plausibility, be seen as a direct result of
technological development. But technology itself is not an
autonomous domain. Its development is closely allied, if not
essentially alloyed, with changes taking place in the social,
economic, political and cultural dimensions of contemporary
life and, even more importantly, within emergent
interdependencies among them. Thus, while it is entirely
natural to begin a discussion of the impact of media on public
culture by reflecting on technological conditions that have
enabled them to take on the shape and scale that they have,
the discussion needs also to take into account the larger,
truly global patterns of historical development in which the
rise of mass media has played a particularly complex and
crucial role.

Evaluating Technologies on the Basis of Tool Use: A Category Mistake

As a crucial preliminary to this broader discussion, a key
critical distinction must be made between technologies and
tools. Tools are products of technological processes that can
be adequately evaluated individually, on the basis of their
intended, task-specific utility. If tools do not work or work
well, they are discarded, recycled or redesigned. Although
tools are designed with specific uses in mind, flexibility
obtains in how they are actually used; adapting existing tools
to new uses commonly precedes the design and manufacture
of new tools. Televisions, DVD players, radios and internet-
connected home computers are among the more common
consumer tools associated with contemporary media;
producer tools include audiovisual recording equipment, disc
manufacturing machinery, radio and TV broadcast
transmitters, and network routers and servers.

In contrast, technologies are complex alloys of material and
conceptual practices that embody and propagate distinct
systems of strategic values. While tools occupy relatively
limited and precisely located amounts of space, technologies
consist of emergent, value-laden flows of historically-informed
relationship saturating wide swaths of the entire spectrum of
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human endeavor. Technologies are not things that can,
strictly speaking, be said to exist—literally “standing apart” or
“taking place” at some particular point in space—in service of
some task-specific utility. Instead, technologies are
indefinitely occurring events resulting in the generation of
new kinds of tasks and embodying broad propensities for
realizing certain kinds of world or lived experience.

Unlike tools, technologies cannot be evaluated on the basis of
task-specific utility. Indeed, technologies cannot in any strict
sense be used at all; instead, technologies are engaged in the
shared conception and promotion of particular interests or
ends. Technological engagement means consolidating specific
patterns of strategic valence. Thus, technologies—and the
values they propagate—can only be effectively evaluated in
terms of how they affect relational quality and the meaning of
the interdependencies they establish among the personal,
social, political, economic, cultural and environmental
dimensions of our situations as complex wholes. Somewhat
surprisingly, technologies must be critically appraised in
explicitly aesthetic, moral and ethical terms.

Important implications attend the ontological difference
between tools as individually existing things and technologies
as indefinitely occurring event flows. First, although one can
refuse to use particular tools and whatever advantages they
might bestow in carrying out particular tasks, there are no
clear “exit rights” from the effects of heavily deployed
technologies. Thus, even those people who elect not to own
televisions cannot entirely escape the effects of televised
entertainment and news consumption on public and popular
culture; people who elect not to own and drive automobiles
are nevertheless subjected to the polluted air, traffic gridlock
and transformations of urban space that attend heavily
deployed automotive transportation technologies. The impacts
of a given technology on relational quality may be initially
greatest for intensive users of tools associated with that
technology, but eventually these impacts become effectively
ubiquitous.
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A second key implication is that while tools can persuasively
be depicted as simple problem-solvers, regardless of how
many of them are in use at any given time, this is not true of
technologies. Histories of technology suggest that scale
thresholds obtain beyond which further deployment of a given
technology begins generating ironic consequences or
problems of the type that only this technology or its close
relatives can apparently address. These ironic (or “revenge”)
effects demonstrate the fallacy in assuming that what is good
for each of us will be good for all.® They also demonstrate that
technologies emerge as higher order complex systems* on the
basis of novel compositions of lower level systems of
knowledge and material practice in novel ways, while at the

3 For a thorough discussion of ironic consequences, see Peter D.
Hershock, Reinventing the Wheel: A Buddhist Response to the
Information Age, Albany, NY: State University of New York Press,
1999.

4 To clarify the force of this claim, let me distinguish among simple,
complicated and complex systems or phenomena. Simple systems—
for example, an automobile engine or a notebook computer—
comprise relatively few inert parts or variables. Their behavior can be
understood in linear causal terms and can be accurately predicted
and controlled as a sum of the capacities of their component parts.
Complicated systems—for example, ocean currents or traffic flows in
a large city—are composed of large numbers of simple, interacting,
and yet non-adaptive, parts or variables. Although the behavior of
individual parts cannot be accurately determined or controlled, the
overall behavior of complicated systems remains limited to a sum of
the capacities of their simple, component parts and can be predicted
and controlled in probabilistic or statistical terms. By contrast,
complex systems—for example, living organisms and societies—
comprise significant numbers of interacting and dynamically
adaptive parts or variables. Complex systems do not simply
aggregate the characteristics of their component sub-systems.
Instead, they express qualitatively distinct, recursively-structured
orders that are capable of generating novel behaviors, actively
incorporating histories of the situational outcomes of their own
behaviors to shape present and future behavior. In sum, complex
systems are both auto-poetic (self-making) and novogenous (novelty-
generating).
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same time exerting “downward causation” on such
component systems to bring them into better functional
conformity with their own higher order needs and values.>

Confusing tools and technologies, collapsing the important
ontological differences between them, is to commit a
particularly ominous category mistake, especially if one errs
on the side of considering critical assessments of tools to be
the equivalent of critically assessing the technologies from
which they are derived. In effect, that is to exempt
technologies from any appropriate critical regard at all.

Mass Media as Complex Technological Phenomena, not Complicated
Tools

The term “mass media” was first used in the 1920s with the
advent of national radio broadcasts in the U.S., marking a
close association of media with technology that continues to
the present day. “Mass media” is now generally used to refer a
range of technology-enabled communication systems
including: print publishing (newspapers, magazines and
books); electronic broadcast (radio and television, but now
also computer-based podcasts); the internet; and computer
games. These media categories are associated with a range of
purposes including: journalism (the provision of news and
information); advocacy (the provision of social, political and
business/economic perspectives and propaganda);
entertainment (the provision of sensory and aesthetic
stimulation); public service (e.g., organizing disaster relief);
and education.

The alignment of mass media with technology that is
evidenced by standard categorizations of the media reflects
how the media are appraised, especially in terms of their
impact on the dynamics of the public sphere. Unfortunately,

5 The notion of “downward causation” is explored at length in Peter
Bogh Andersen with Claus Emmeche, Niels Ole Finnemann and
Peder Voetmann Christiansenet edited, Downward Causation:
Minds, Bodies, and Matter, Aarhus University Press, Arhus: 2000
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however, the media have not been understood and appraised
as truly complex technological phenomena. Rather, they have
been treated as merely complicated tools that can be
evaluated in terms of how well they serve the distinct
purposes for which they are used. In essence, the effects of
mass mediation have most often been assumed to be a
simple, combined function of the intentions of those using the
media—either as profit seeking producers or enjoyment or
information seeking consumers—and the content that mass
media deliver. Consequently, the public impacts of the media
typically have not been assessed comprehensively—as I have
argued should be the case for any technological phenomena—
in terms of how they affect relational quality and the meaning
or directedness of the interdependencies they foster.

Seeing the media as tools has deflected critical attention away
from the media themselves to the commodified goods and
services passing through them and the reasons that they do
so. Paralleling the popular argument wielded by the
proponents of the right to bear arms—*“guns don’t kill, people
do”—the media are generally held to lack any intrinsically
determined effects on public culture. Whether the media have
good or ill effects on society depends strictly on who is using
them and why.

In sum, mass media for the most part have been critically
regarded as an essentially neutral interface between media
users—a means of transmitting messages and not
communicative systems expressing and/or propagating
meanings of their own. Media ethics has thus tended to
concentrate on establishing codes of professional conduct for
those generating media content (most prominently
investigative reporters, newscasters, journalists and book
authors); on building systems for regulating media production
and marketing (often reflecting stances on censorship and
worries about market monopolies); and on discerning if, how,
and in what way specific program contents affect individual
media consumers (e.g., the effects of violent cartoon programs
on young viewers)
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To be sure, the intentions of media users (both producers and
consumers) and the communicative content linking them do
make a difference in how the media affect popular culture, as
well as other dimensions of the public sphere. The importance
of program content is evidenced, for example, in strong
correlations between the consumption of violent media and
social violence.6 The proven success of mass mediated
advertising and the successful use of television as a
propaganda tool in—to illustrate both ends of the
“propaganda” spectrum—both Hitler’'s Germany and
contemporary American presidential election campaigns
leaves little doubt as to the relevance of intention in the
public impact of the media. Nevertheless, the effects of
program content and producer/consumer intent do not
exhaust the full range of media effects on the dynamics of the
public sphere. Indeed, granted that technologies arise as
complex and value-laden relational flows that pervade both
the personal and the public spheres, and that their effects are
not restricted to those making direct use of tools associated
with them, it may well be critically counterproductive to focus
exclusively on media users—those whose communication and
information needs are being adequately met, and perhaps
shaped, by the increasingly refined tools of mass mediation.

In the following section, I want to sketch out the relational
terrain linking mass media and market economics. The point
of this is to open for consideration the possibility that, as
important as the mediating effects of content and intent are,

6 A summary of scientific findings on media and violence, as well as
media misinformation about these findings, can be found in Brad J.
Bushman and Craig A. Anderson, “Media Violence and the American
Public: Scientific Facts Versus Media Misinformation,” in the
American Psychologist, June/July 2001. An interesting work focused
on the role of unconscious imitation in media consumption is Susan
Hurley’s “Bypassing Conscious Control: Media Violence,
Unconscious Imitation, and Freedom of Speech,” in Does
Consciousness Cause Behaviour? An Investigation of the Nature of
Volition, edited by S. Pockett, W. Banks, and S. Gallagher,
Cambridge: MIT Press, 2005.

83



Media, Markets and Meaning

they ultimately may be dwarfed by the systemic effects of the
media as complex, value-laden technological phenomena that
have emerged through, and helped to both sustain and direct,
a particular pattern of interdependencies among modern (and
now postmodern) social, economic, political, and cultural
practices and forces.

The Bigger Picture: Market Realities and the Emergence and Flourishing
of the Media

It has been said that the only thing more certain to hamper
the advance of critical understanding than generalizations is
the failure to make them. The aerial views afforded by
generalizations are notoriously short on detail, passively
obliterating differences that at ground level may be
profoundly important. At the same time, however, their
broader horizons make possible both a significant expansion
of what might be considered relevant and an almost
paradoxical sharpening of detail with respect to large-scale
patterns. Comprehensively and critically understanding mass
media and their current and potential shaping of public
culture requires systematically reckoning with how the
media’s historical evolution has affected and been affected by
large-scale patterns of development outside of the
communication sector. Adopting such an aerial perspective
on the media will mean glossing over important differences in
how mass media have emerged and become woven into the
fabric of day-to-day life in various parts of the world.7 But at
the same time, it will enable shedding critical light on
whether those differences might—or might not—be able truly
to make a difference in how 21st century media affect public
culture.

Within the overall patterns of events constituting the
historical “terrain” out of which contemporary media have

7 For a collection of essays exploring such differences, see James
Curran and Myung-Jin Park, edited, De-Westernizing Media Studies,
New York: Routledge, 2000.
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emerged, I want to concentrate on four main features. These
are: 1] the growth of national and global institutions aligned
with such modern values as universality, equality, autonomy,
plurality, tolerance, precision and control, which fostered; 2]
the concurrent evolution of a globally integrated economic
system that has successfully commodified virtually every
aspect of human subsistence, thereby; 3] challenging and
dissolving traditional socio-cultural roles, practices and
identities, especially those related to direct, mutual
contribution to shared welfare, to; 4] greatly expand
experiential freedoms-of-choice and systematically support
the fashioning of globally profitable elective identities and
communities, ironically compromising both capacities-for and
commitments-to relating freely in the realization of a truly
diverse and environmentally enriching public sphere.

Modernity and the Advent of a Global Market Economy

Among the most prominent and significant features of global
history over the past half millennium have been the
ideological and institutional triumph of modernity and the
consolidation of globally integrated market activities.
Understanding how contemporary media affect public culture
involves coming to see how the media have been implicated in
expanding the scope of market activity, but also in
qualitatively altering the critical purchase and practical
traction of modern values, inculcating postmodern
sensitivities-to and  celebrations-of difference in a
technologically enabled reconciliation of tensions between the
values of autonomy and equality.

In his book, Cosmopolis: The Hidden Agenda of Modernity,
Stephen Toulmin has argued masterfully against the long
received view that the birth of modernity and its displacement
of Renaissance humanism and skepticism resulted from a
kind of immaculate conception—an intrinsically generated
shift of basic values and conceptual frameworks. To the
contrary, Toulmin makes the case that transitioning from the
values and concept clusters of Renaissance humanism and
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skepticism to those characteristic of modern thought and
institutions was of a piece with equivalently radical shifts
taking place in the social, political, economic, cultural and
technological domains. These shifts, he maintains, occurred
as systemic responses to a confluence of stresses, within the
public sphere, that were unique to 17th century Europe and
that continued significantly to affect the trajectory of global
history through most of the 20th century.

No less practically than theoretically motivated, modernity
involved the interpretation of difference as an expression of
contingency and the canonization of dichotomies asserting
the primacy of reason over emotion; of mind over body; of the
written over the oral; of the universal over the particular; the
general over the local; the timeless over the timely; and the
logical over the rhetorical. Modernization meant—and
continues to mean—change based upon the pre-eminence of
a constellation of values including: universality, autonomy,
equality, sovereignty, precision and control. These values
ramified with particularly apparent force in the realm of
politics, setting in motion nation-building processes that
profoundly revised the shape and quality of political space.
But, just as powerfully, they transformed the dynamics of
trade and development.

Global trade is not a strictly modern phenomenon. A quilted
pattern of exchange relations linked, for example, imperial
China and imperial Rome from as early as the 1st century
CE. But global trade began undergoing a series of
technologically and ideologically driven shifts in the 16th
century that, over the succeeding three hundred years would
bring about the realization of a truly global market economy
through which almost all natural and industrial resources
were commodified and put into worldwide circulation. Among
the key values inscribed in and prescribed by these shifts
have been: control, competition, convenience and choice.

It is useful to identify four major periods in the realization of
contemporary global markets: the period of colonial

86



Journal of Bhutan Studies

economics that prevailed from the 16 to the 19th centuries;
the period of development economics that developed from the
19th century through roughly three quarters of the 20th
century; the information economy that assumed global
primacy over the last decades of the 20th century; and, most
recently, the subtle emergence of a media-sustained attention
economy.8 These four periods can associated with
technologically triggered efficiencies that dissolved geographic
and temporal constraints on the expansion of market scale
and content, making possible: 1] the successive
commodification natural resources, labor, information and
attention; and, 2] the successive extension of power over the
production and flow of goods, consumption,
knowledge/human capital, and a sense of belonging or
meaning.

An important turning point in this process occurred in the
late 19th century. By this time, markets of truly global reach
were fast maturing, resulting in shortfalls in the velocity of
consumption required to sustain economic growth. Theorists
like Thorstein Veblen were, by the end of the century, noting
that expanding markets mandate expanding consumer bases
and that limits exist as to how far this expansion can be
driven by falling prices associated with efficiencies in
production and transportation. Sustaining growth meant
continuously increasing the absolute range of goods and
services placed into global circulation. Beyond a certain scale
threshold, the growth of overall market activity can only be
stably realized through accelerating rates of consumption. In
short, maximally extended market reach produces powerful
imperatives to maximize market density, incorporating
entirely new populations (e.g., children) and new commodities
(e.g., entertainment) within the scope of market exchanges.

8 I have described these transitions and their wider contexts in:
Reinventing the Wheel (op. cit.) in Buddhism in the Public Sphere:
Reorienting Global Interdependence, London: Routledge /Curzon,
2006, especially, Chapter 3.
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In effect, increasing the density of market activities involved
the generation of needs and problems that might be
addressed by new, market-designed and market-delivered
goods and services. Under the aegis of added convenience and
expanded freedoms-of-choice, market growth came to be
sustained by systematically finding fault with the familiar and
traditional. Homemade soap, for example, was faulted for
being “un-hygienic>—produced by rendering animal fat
wastes—and far inferior to the scientifically engineered and
“pure” cleaning agents produced by the chemical industry. By
the mid-20th century, novelty itself had been elevated to the
status of a selling point. Particularly in the U.S., accelerated
consumption was successfully sold to the public as a means
of bringing “the future” into every home and neighborhood.

Two major consequences of increasingly dense market activity
can be noted here. First, economic growth becomes coupled
to deepening dissatisfaction with things as they have come to
be. In Buddhist terms, this can be seen as the systematic
creation of an economy of dissatisfaction rooted in the
production of papanca or the proliferation of situational
blockages—the steadily expanding experience of
disappointment, trouble and suffering (dukkha). Secondly,
economic growth becomes proportionate to a tightening of the
consumption-to-waste cycle, which translates into decreasing
opportunities for directly appreciating or adding value either
to the goods and services one purchases or to one’s situation
as a whole. Beyond certain thresholds of market reach and
density, growth has a corrosive effect on relational quality.
This effect is most severe for the poor, who are deprived in
relative, if not absolute, terms of the resources and
imagination needed for investment. Economic growth, in
these terms, becomes systematically impoverishing.9

Mass media have played a crucial role in making this kind of

9 I have presented this argument in greater detail in: “Poverty
Alleviation: A Buddhist Perspective,” Journal of Bhutan Studies,
Volume 11, Winter 2004, pp. 33-67.

88



Journal of Bhutan Studies

economic growth possible. Technological advances in
industrial production and transportation had, by the
beginning of the 20th century, enabled the commodification
of basic, material subsistence needs: food, clothing and
shelter. Over the course of the century, the needs for medical
care, education, sensory stimulation and a sense of belonging
or meaning were successfully subjected to marketization.
Mass media were important throughout this process. They
served first as a means of advertising goods and services and
creating new kinds of needs. Later, they served as forums for
broadly shaping and setting popular agendas for public
policy. Finally, they began functioning as almost universally
available conduits for marketing/distributing sensory,
imaginary and intellectual stimulation in the form of news
and entertainment products and programming.10

The development of commercially viable, electronic mass
communication, from mid-20th century onwards, was
especially important in bringing about both quantitative and
qualitative shifts in the relationship among media, expanding
market reach and density, and the erosion of personal and
communal resources and opportunities for contributing
directly and significantly to sustainably shared welfare. Here,
let me draw attention to four phases or aspects of this
complex process.

First, because electronic communications technologies were
instrumental in opening up possibilities for mass producing
and mass marketing auditory and visual experiences, they

10 It should be noted, here, that I am working with a Buddhist-
inspired understanding of subsistence needs as those “nutriments”
required for sustaining human beings as persons-in-community. It
is part of the basic, Buddhist worldview that human beings have six
sense organs and associated ranges and qualities of consciousness:
the visual, auditory, gustatory, olfactory, tactile and mental. Thus,
intellectual stimulation is, in Buddhist terms, a form of sensory
stimulation. Concepts and ideas are, for us, a kind of “food”—a
nutriment without which it is impossible to lead fully human lives.
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effectively enabled mass media to circumvent the literacy
hurdle presented by print media and, in some degree, to
perforate the language barriers that had hitherto segregated
national media markets. Among the most readily apparent
outcomes of this capacity of mass media to penetrate markets
worldwide was the emergence of global pop music.

Secondly, these new technologies also made possible the
penetration of mass media into the lives of barely literate and
pre-literate populations, especially children. The affects of
television program content and advertising on children’s
desires and expectations—and subsequently, family
consumption patterns—has been nothing short of profound.

Thirdly, these new technologies made possible the marketing
of ephemeral goods—experiences or sensory stimulation as
such—that radically collapsed the consumption-to-waste
cycle and habituated media consumers to a diet of virtually
unbroken product streams. An importantly aspect of this was
the market-driven development of user-friendly, inexpensive
and highly portable media tools (e.g., the original Sony
Walkman and the new I-Pod) that allowed the consumption of
mass media to be effectively freed from spatial/geographic
constraints. It became practically possible to consume media
products virtually anytime, anywhere.

Finally, the flood of cheap, new media tools combined with
niche marketed media content to fabulously expand
consumers’ freedoms-of-choice in managing the content of
their (mass-mediated) experience. In effect, this dissolved
tensions between the values of autonomy (acting in one’s own
individual interest) and equality (the combination of difference
with an absence of explicit hierarchy). Internet technologies,
in particular, made possible the realization of a virtual public
sphere in which—at least as claimed by some cyberspace
visionaries—every individual can exercise the right to pursue
whatever he or she means by liberty and happiness, making a
difference for himself or herself without necessarily making a
difference to anyone else. The widely recognized “digital
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divide” of inequitable access to computer-mediated
information and opportunity is one shadow of free market
media; the digital divide or gap that allows individual user
choices to occur in almost complete isolation is, in terms of
public culture, an even deeper and more dangerous shadow—
a direct threat to diversity understood as a function of mutual
contributions to sustainably shared welfare.

Mass Media and the Global Market Sustaining Export of
Attention

If the media are viewed as (or, at least, in terms of) tools that
are used and evaluated by individuals, these “effects” of
commercially viable mass media can easily be regarded in a
quite positive light. For any individual, having more choices,
for example, regarding the content of their day-to-day
experiences is certainly better than have fewer choices or
none at all. Whether mass mediated experience is of higher,
lower or equivalent quality to unmediated experience is,
arguably, simply a matter of personal opinion or debate. And,
as proved by the use of the internet to organize social and
political activism (e.g., the movement advocating alternatives
to free market globalization), or by the proliferation of non-
mainstream sources of information and analysis (like Z-Net or
the blogging phenomenon), the tools that have been used to
build global markets can also be used to take them to task.

However, if mass media are understood as technological
phenomena or strategically structured flows of events, then it
is entirely possible that the sum of all individual stories about
media use will still not tell us much—at least, not much that
is critically relevant—about media effects on public culture.
Critically engaging mass media requires keeping the bigger
relational pattern in mind. To this end, I want to look at
attention itself as a form of capital—indeed, the single most
important form of capital for realizing diverse and caring
communities, but also one that is circulated by and essential
to the “health” of the global market economy.
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It is often assumed that the overall viability of (especially)
electronically delivered, commercial mass media is a function
of how well the costs of producing and marketing media
commodities are offset by income from their purchase and
consumption. With media like recorded music or cable
television, unit charges for individual products or time-based
charges for access to product streams are a major source of
income; for media like broadcast radio and television—which
supply media goods (program content) without any direct
charges to consumers—costs are largely recouped, and profit
generated, through advertising sales and related product
spin-offs. The dynamics of the information economy are, in
fact, very much dependent upon such processes in which
flows of information and opinion intermingle to form
immaterial attractors for both production and consumption.

Yet, mass media play a much more important role in global
economics than that of generating product- or program-
mediated monetary transfers. At present scales of media
penetration, made possible in large part by technological
efficiencies that have allowed media consumption to become
highly individualized, as well as nearly ubiquitous, mass
media are habituating entire populations to diets of virtually
unbroken streams of ephemeral entertainment, information
and news. This signals a systematic and significant export of
attention out of the environments within which mass media
are consumed—homes, schools, workplaces, neighborhoods,
communities, and so on. Because this export is occurring in
the context of rapidly evolving, postindustrial institutions, it
does not result in obvious, large and lasting accumulations of
attention capital. The export of attention from here does not
result in its apparent import elsewhere; it is the entire system
of the global free market economy that benefits from the flight
and circulation of attention capital.

Critics of mass media have almost exclusively linked the ill-
effects of mass media on family life, personal development
and public culture to specific—most notably, violent or
sexually charged—program content, and these links are quite
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real.11 But the most widely spread and relationally powerful
effects of mass mediation center on their role in distracting
attention from local environments and placing it into
contingently structured global circulation. Simply stated, time
spent consuming mass market media is time not spent
attending to the needs of one’s family, home, neighborhood or
local community. In countries with mature media markets—
the U.S. is, perhaps, the best, though not necessarily most
extreme, example—time spend in media consumption now
exceeds a per capita average of 6 hours per day.12 This is
time not spent developing new relational capabilities, not
acquiring new skills or refining existing ones, not passing on
personal or cultural traditions, and not making use of locally
available resources to meet other basic human needs by, for
example: cooking, designing and making clothes, building or
repairing one’s home, caring for the ill, inspiring and refining
learning activities, creating new works of art, music, dance
and drama, or participating in public debate, policy
formation, or democratic governance. In Buddhist terms,
mass media consumption functions as an asrava or effluence
of attention-energy into activities that—whatever personal
enjoyment or sense of freedom they afford—are relationally

11 It should be noted that the causality linking media program
content and society is not linear, but complex and network-like. The
linkages are, in other words, correlative—a function of
interdependencies and not one of independent ‘causes’ producing
dependent ‘effects.’ The policy failure (or irrelevance) of research that
is critical of the interplay of mass media and society is itself very
much a function of the rarity with which one can find a “smoking
gun” in media content.

12 Americans spend, on average, 4.5 hours per day watching
television. Internet use stands at about 12-15 hours per week.
Statistics for radio, video-game, magazine, newspaper and recorded
music consumption are not readily available, but surely add
significantly to the total. Even allowing that some media—like radio,
MP3 products and podcasts—can be consumed while engaged (at
least superficially) in other activities, it is quite conservative to
estimate the Americans devote roughly one-third to one-half of their
waking hours to media consumption.
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polluting or wasteful.!3

It must be stressed, again, that the ill effects of mass media
on public culture and the appreciation (or sympathetic
resonance with and adding of value to) local environments are
not a direct function of media content. Attention is exported
just as powerfully by so-called public broadcasting,
documentaries, and locally produced news or entertainment
as it is by commercial, global media. It must also be stressed
that a significant, cumulative effect of massively exported
attention will be an increasing reliance and, eventually,
dependence on market designed and market delivered, non-
media commodities. That is, time spent in media
consumption effectively mandates the consumption of goods
and services that otherwise might have been personally
produced (and, perhaps, traded). Mounting
reliance/dependence on market produced goods and services
leads, first, to a professionalizing of the means of production
for meeting these needs, then to the erosion of local
production ecologies, and, finally, to a consolidation of highly
mobile, profitably rationalized global production
monocultures. 14

From one perspective, this be seen as a means of opening up
economic opportunity—fostering a transition from a world of
locally made and used crafts to one of globally circulating
commodities. Recommending such a transition is a marked
increase in the number of choices available with respect to
meeting basic needs, but also—at least at certain points in
the process of transition—a general increase of quality with
respect to specific goods and services. But, this same process
can be seen as trading-off or forfeiting high productive
diversity for heightened consumption variety—acquiescence
to the seductive mandates of consumerism. As the attention

13 It is worth noting that, particularly in early Buddhism, the
elimination of asrava was identified with the attainment of ultimate
freedom—the realization of liberation from trouble and suffering.

14 See, for example, Buddhism in the Public Sphere, Chapter 3.
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economy matures—albeit with considerable unevenness at all
geographic scales—there occurs a proliferation of differences
associated, for example, with the development of niche
markets and new domains for the exercise of choice. There is
not, however, a comparable enhancement of capacities-for
and commitments-to making a difference. Indeed, an
important outcome of the individuation of media tool use that
fuels the attention economy is a shrinking of active
opportunities either to differ-with or differ-for others.

Beyond a certain threshold of complexity, global market
growth has the downward causal effect of producing
populations in need. Consumer needs now span the full
spectrum of subsistence, including: food, clothing and
shelter, medical care, education, sensory stimulation,
meaning-making and a sense of belonging. Mass media
consumption, by exporting attention capital from homes,
neighborhoods and local communities, plays an indispensable
role in the deepening of consumer neediness.!5 The complex
pattern of values-intentions-actions (karma) informing global
market economics and the emergence of the attention
economy yields conditions in which increasing opportunities
for exercising freedoms-of-choice are coupled with lowering
opportunities for relating freely in the satisfaction of our own
needs and in contributing aptly to others.

Ivan Ilich’s insight that the commodification of subsistence
needs invariably leads to the institutionalization of a new
classes of the poor is, here, of signal relevance. By effectively
making sensory stimulation, meaning-making and sense of
belonging commodified services to which public has ready

15 Among the most striking demonstrations of this neediness is the
epidemic of boredom afflicting much of global youth—a generation
that can only with great difficulty bear being “alone” or present in a
way that is not technologically or commodity mediated. The need
they experience is not just to be entertained or to be present
virtually with others, but to be entertained or networked with
increasing variety and speed.
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access, the complex dynamics of the attention economy
engender a public in need of such services. Simply stated, the
growth dynamics of the attention economy are relationally
impoverishing.

Mass Mediation and the Conversion of Environmental Places to
Locations

It is not possible to accelerate rates of consumption,
especially of goods and services aimed at meeting, as well as
stimulating, needs for sensory stimulation, meaning and a
sense of belonging, without intensifying dissatisfaction with
present circumstances. Empirical studies on happiness or
perceived well-being suggest that a threshold exists, beyond
which further consumption and accumulation of material
“wealth” do not enhance perceived well-being. On the
contrary, evidence suggests that accelerating consumption—
or tightening the consumption-to-waste cycle—at some point
begins negatively affecting perceived well-being.

Buddhist teachings on karma and consciousness are
particularly useful in understanding this inverse correlation
of increasing “wealth accumulation” with a decreasing sense
of well-being. The Buddhist teaching of karma can, for
present purposes, be summarized as enjoining insight into
the meticulous consonance that obtains between values-
intentions-actions and the play of experienced outcomes and
opportunities. Put somewhat differently, the teaching of
karma encourages realizing that we have intimate
relationships with the environments in which we find
ourselves and with all that takes place therein.'® The

16 The karma of global markets and the various economies—colonial,
development, information and attention—that historically have been
associated with them is, undoubtedly, a complex function of many
generations of intentional activity, informed by historically and
culturally distinct constellations of values, flowing together in the
gradual articulation of globally shared practices and institutions.
Just as doubtlessly, however, close ties obtain between the patterns
of inequity and impoverishment associated with contemporary scales
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consumption of mass-produced, globally marketed
commodities to meet all of our basic needs, rather than
personally or locally crafting them, alters these relationships.
This is especially the case with mass media, which serve the
dual purpose of providing desirable experiences while
extracting attention from consumers’ immediate
environments.

As noted earlier, shifting from a world dominated by craft to
one of commodities is not necessarily a bad thing. The
availability of fruit and vegetables throughout the year can
(but, as is well know, need not) enhance physical well-being.
What is crucial, from a karmic perspective, are the values-
intentions-actions in accordance with which our relationships
with our environments are altered. As a crucial part of the
global market economy, in addition to their explicit content,
mass media also promulgate a particular complex of values
and, in order to be profitable, must also systematically affect
patterns of intention and action. The pivotal values embodied
within global market operations are competition, control,
convenience and choice. Mass media are competitive to the
degree that they are able to attract and, finally, extract
attention—that is, the degree to which the consumption of
media commodities supplants other practices for meeting the
basic human needs of sensory stimulation and a sense of
belonging and meaning. What the media offer is convenience,
a nearly infinite array of choices, and almost complete,
individual control over the contents of experience.

All of these values have liabilities in terms of the cyclic
pattern of outcomes/opportunities that they generate.

and depths of globalization and the distinctive modern and market
values that have largely shaped its dynamics—in particular: control,
competition, choice, autonomy, equality and universality. Human
history is always a function of both intention-rich personal karma
and collective/cultural/communal karma in which intentional is of
largely generic importance and in which the force of values is,
accordingly, much more prominent.
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Consider choice. Choices, in contrast with commitments, do
not imply sustained involvement. One chooses between two or
more things, courses of action or experiences. Although it is
possible only to choose one out of any given range of things,
actions or experiences, all of them are equivalent as
intentional objects that are subject to being chosen. We do
not have an intimate relationship with what we can choose,
but rather an entirely contingent one. A world in which we
have an almost infinite array of choices—like that offered by
contemporary global media—is a world of things that we can
instantly possess; it is not a world to which we belong, a
world to which we give our hearts. The karma of continuously
expanding our freedoms-of-choice is then a karma for being
free to not belong, to not commit, to not contribute as needed,;
it is not a karma for enhancing our capacities-for and
commitments to relating freely.

A distinctive feature of Buddhist thought is that
consciousness is understood as a quality of relationship
constituted by and encompassing the interplay of sentient
beings and their environments. That is, consciousness arises
between and qualitatively integrates sentient organisms and
their supporting, sensible environments. From this, it follows
that degraded environments are necessarily correlated with
degraded patterns of consciousness. It follows, as well, that
degradations of consciousness—defined generically, here, as
an attenuation of attentive virtuosity (samadhi) or the
capacity for sustained, concentrated and yet flexibly
responsive awareness—will also necessarily result in
environmental degradations. Degradations of consciousness
will eventually result in being less and less well or valuably
situated.

This, in fact, is the particular pattern of outcome/opportunity
that is associated with the controlled satisfaction of wants or
needs: the better we get at getting what we want, the better
we will get at wanting; but the better we get at wanting, the
better we will get at getting what we want, only we won’t want
what we get. To get good at getting what we want, we must be
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left continuously wanting. Likewise, the karmic cycle of
control implicates us in finding ourselves in situations that
are not only increasingly open to control, but also in apparent
need of it. The ability readily to determine experiential
outcomes leads to a systematic depreciation of being where
and as we have come to be. This, in a nutshell, is what
results, karmically, from the convenient, choice-rich and
control-bestowing consumption of globally circulating mass
media commodities. There is a point beyond which the export
of attention from our immediate situation brings a mounting
degradation of our environment.1?

The Buddhist teaching of karma enjoins seeing that
environments are always ‘mine’ or ‘yours’ or ‘ours.” As the
relational understanding of consciousness stresses, we
ultimately are continuous with—indeed, infused by—our
environments. Environments are places in which we have a
place—they are an expression of what we mean by being
sentient. Consuming mass media is an act of displacement.
Mass mediation displaces our attention, removes it from
where we have come to be. Mass media allow locating
ourselves elsewhere. In doing so, they render contingent—a
matter of choice—both where we have come to be and who we
have come to be along the way. The media allow us to choose,
experientially, where we are and who we are, at the cost of
reducing our current place to but one among an infinite array
of locations or spaces that we might occupy if we wish. The
natural world, once home, becomes a generically shared
context for choice. It ceases being the place where, together,
we all belong.

Under the regime of consumption that is mandated by the
market-driven attention economy, there is little time left for
immediate and sustained appreciation of family and friends,
of the day’s weather and the advance of the seasons, or of the

17 T have discussed at length, elsewhere, how the consumption of
contemporary mass media qualitatively affects consciousness (see, in
particular, Reinventing the Wheel, Part III).
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subtle presences that distinguish houses from homes. If there
is no time for appreciating what is most nearby—the lived
environments of the home, the community, the village and the
urban center, but also in the environments within which
economic and political activity is directly undertaken—there
is even less time for attending to the natural processes
without which nothing human ever could have come to be.
And, while the effects of degraded consciousness will be most
apparent in the disintegration of homes and neighborhoods
and senses of felt community, they are ultimately horizonless
and affect every scale of environment from the most intimate
to the most global. The looming prospect of human-triggered
climate change is a singularly troubling case in which
qualitatively deficient patterns of human consciousness have
had a corrosive effect on planetary health.

Bhutanese Public Culture, Environmental Conservation and the
Media

It has been argued thus far that errant or troubling patterns
of relationship have come to obtain among mass media and
global market economies, resulting in systematic
compromises of attentive virtuosity and diversity, at every
scale, and in every domain, of the public sphere. This pattern
of compromised diversity extends beyond the public sphere to
affect even the ecological systems comprised in the biosphere
as a whole.

Nevertheless, the critical perspective from which this
argument has been forwarded also allows asking whether
there might be a scale or depth of media penetration that is
compatible with, for example, Bhutan’s policy of development
committed to the promotion of Gross National Happiness
(GNH). Is it possible to make use of media tools to further the
evolution of Bhutanese public culture and environmental
conservation, without opening the Bhutanese population to
the neo-colonialism of the attention economy? Or, put in
more operational terms, how does one determine the utility
threshold beyond which mass media—as complex
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technological phenomena—begin producing the conditions of
their own necessity?

The second of these questions is more easily answered. One
cannot determine, in advance, the precise level of deployment
at which a technology crosses the threshold of its own utility.
It is not possible to predict when a technology will begin
spawning problems of the sort that only it (or related
technologies) can solve. Technologies are complex
phenomena, and while they may exhibit quite typical histories
or patterns of development, they are also capable of behaving
in ways that could not have been anticipated. There is no
amount of empirical data that will make it possible to know in
advance when mass media will cross the line, in any given
society, from just providing entertainment, news, and a sense
of meaning or belonging, to generating intensifying needs for
(or perceived lacks of) them.

It might be objected that media history, of sufficient scope,
can surely afford useful insights, if not accurate predictions,
in regard to the conditions for such a crossover.
Unfortunately, history never repeats itself precisely. In a
world of increasingly complex social, economic, political,
cultural and technological interdependence, it is not just that
no particular “history” is ever repeated, the very rules of
history are being constantly rewritten.

The first decades of television consumption that were
experienced in the U.S. or Europe will never be repeated
because more recently developed media complexes in other
societies have simply leapt over them. In many Asian
countries, for example, cellphones with extended functions
like image transfer and email capabilities have allowed
leapfrogging over the era of building extensive land line
infrastructure; access to television programming by satellite
dishes preceded (or made irrelevant) antenna-based, national
broadcasting; direct downloading of music and films from the
world-wide-web and a vibrant trade in (often bootlegged or
illegally reproduced) DVDs and VCDs has enabled the
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mushrooming, virtually overnight, of consumer markets
across the region that are accustomed to viewing the latest
Hollywood, Bollywood or Hong Kong films within days of their
official, theatrical releases.

The postmodern realties of “time-space compression”—most
incisively analyzed by David Harvey in his book, The
Condition of Postmodernity— do not, however, only affect
macro-level phenomena like technology transfer and global
flows of production/consumption. Compare the sensory diets
of the present generation of world leaders, born in the 1950s
or earlier, with that of children today, especially during the
first six to eight years of life, when basic enculturation and
personality formation take place.

Consider the effects, first, of a shift from engaging in mass
media consumption for, at most, a few hours a week to doing
so a few hours per day, and the associated lack of time spent
in shared play and other social activities that encourage, not
only skill in improvised communication, rule-making and
joint imagination, but also critically appraised reasoning and
emotional maturation.

Consider, next, the pervasive violence, physical, verbal and
emotional, that characterizes so much of, for example, so-
called children’s television.!® Consider the product placement
and consumption cues ingrained in television shows, films,
books and educational media targeted at young children, as
well as the quick-cut editing and narrative discontinuities
that condition the nervous systems of young viewers to
anticipate and eventually “need” environments in which
change is constant, rapid and extreme. Finally, consider the
computer and on-line games that constitute a major global
media for children and young people—media that share all
the traits just enumerated and which inculcate, in addition, a

18 The average American child, turning eighteen this year, will have
watched 11,000 murders, killings or rapes in the course of his/her
life in media consumption.
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keen sense of competition and yearning for control.

The effects of adding limited mass mediated experiences to
the sensory diet in the first generations exposed to global
mass media do not provide a basis for envisioning the effects
of contemporary media diets on today’s children and youth.
The only certainty, at present, is that their sensory appetites
and understandings of meaning and belonging are being
systematically adapted to meet market imperatives for
accelerating media consumption and for proportionately
depreciating engagement with their immediate, natural and
social environments.

This suggests, at the very least, that Bhutanese public
culture and environmental policies will be served better by
limited the overall time spent in media consumption,
especially by children and youth. The realities of Bhutan’s
steady integration into the global economy, and its
commitment to increasingly democratic governance, prohibit
accomplishing this by restrictive legislation or by
technologically constraining choices related to media
consumption. In fact, any attempt to exert control over the
public’s consumption of media or other globally circulating
commodities is likely to have the same ironic consequences
that are associated with control karma in general—a pattern
of outcome/opportunity in which mounting capacities for
control are inseparable from ever more intensely experienced
needs for control.

What is needed, instead, are policies and practices that will
enhance the sensitivities and sensibilities needed for the
Bhutanese people to realize the difference between taking
advantage of what global media offer and being taken
advantage of by them. They must, in other words, be well
enough attuned to their own qualities of consciousness to
perceive the onset of a relationally degrading hemorrhage
(asrava) of attention from their own lives and life
circumstances, and to have the wisdom and moral clarity to
respond accordingly. This will mean taking the time to make
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a difference in how the relationships constitutive of their
immediate situation are unfolding, sustainably appreciating
or adding-value to them, becoming, thereby, ever more
valuably situated.

There are no set recipes for how to ready the Bhutanese (or
any other) people to avert the relational and environmental
ravages of steadily accelerating rates of consumption and the
erosion of attentive resources needed to service a growing
attention economy. Public policy responses must themselves
be improvised in attunement with local conditions, as they
have come to be. Still, it is possible to specify the overall
direction in which public policy must move in order to foster
the sensibilities and sensitivities needed to realize GNH
enhancing development.

Simply stated, conditions must be created and maintained
within which each and every member of society is poised to
offer something distinctively to others. This means sufficiently
sustaining local ecologies of production to insure that each
and every person is not becoming increasingly needy—the
result of capitulation to the demands of market growth that
radically compress the production-to-waste cycle and that
engender populations that are in almost continuous states of
perceived lack or want—but rather increasingly needed. To be
a needed person is enjoy kusala or virtuosity-developing
capacities-for and commitments-to contributing to others. It
is to enjoy the bodhisattva karma of having ever more to offer
to others, which is also the karma of being ever more richly
endowed and valuably situated. Public policy must be
oriented to the accumulation, not of material wealth, but of
the noble wealth that results from skillfully demonstrating
compassion, loving-kindness, equanimity and joy in the good
fortune of others.

Development along these lines involves conserving
differences, for the purpose of insuring the continued viability
of each member of a community to truly make a difference. It
means carefully recognizing the limited value of equality and
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the supervening value of equity or fairness in the context of
resolute difference, thereby conserving the conditions needed
for realizing truly robust diversity or innovation-rich mutual
relevance throughout the public sphere.

One concrete measure that can be taken to create
opportunities for realizing aesthetically rich and enriching
public spaces for meeting the basic human needs for
education, sensory stimulation and a sense of meaning or
belonging. Environments like this are natural in the sense
that they cannot be constructed according to preordained
plans; instead, they can only emerge through the free
interplay of those to whom spaces are entrusted, within
which they can assume an abiding place. The privatization of
experience and the creation of hybrid private/public spaces
that are critical elements in the realization of a functioning
attention economy must be resisted, but, in order to be
effective, the resistance must take the form of a positive
expression of common purpose and shared meaning-making.
Some forms of knowledge can be acquired in private. Wisdom
cannot. And yet, it is wisdom that is needed to promote truly
sustainable development and the realization of truly liberating
human and natural environments.
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Sanjeev Mehta and Tshering Dorji”

Abstract

In this study, the role of Kuensel in fostering the democratic
process is estimated on the basis of four important functions:
provider of information, interpreter of the events, initiator of public
debate, and as a watchdog. Since its inception Kuensel has
greatly contributed to disseminate the information and later in
promoting public discussion, albeit on a smaller scale. Findings of
this study suggest that Kuensel’s regular readership is not very
high and also that its news reporting despite its above average
quality cannot make an impact on people’s opinion.

The finding of this sample study suggests that Kuensel is rated as
average by the people for its role in fostering democracy. Its
aggregate point score is 22.66 out of 40. Its failure to explore and
focus the crucial community issues, and consequently its inability
to provide alternative solutions to the community problem has
resulted in the poor rating. Its role as a watchdog over the public
institutions is also rated below average, which is not surprising
considering that about 82% respondents believed that reporting in
Kuensel is subject to censorship.

The regression estimates suggest that issues relating to
participatory journalism are vital in strengthening the democratic
process. It is relevant for not only Kuensel but also for other media
in general.

Introduction

The mass media constitute the backbone of democracy. Role
of print media and especially that of newspaper in
strengthening democracy is extremely vital. Democracy is
generally defined as the rule of the people by the people and
for the people. This type of meaningful democracy requires

* Lecturers, Sherubtse College, Royal University of Bhutan.
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that informed citizens take the most appropriate decisions
regarding various aspects of governance. People make social
choice through the voting process. Citizenship is a crucial
issue for the success of the modern democratic state.
Citizenship refers to the rights and duties of the members of a
state. It is argued by historians that citizenship has thus
expanded with democratization to include a wider definition
of the citizen regardless of sex, age, or ethnicity. The concept
was revived in the context of the modern state, notably during
the French and American Revolutions, and gradually became
identified more with rights than obligations. In modern times
citizenship refers conventionally to the various organizations
which institutionalize these rights in the welfare state.

The role of modern media is extremely crucial for the
strengthening of the democratic process by educating the
citizens on the various relevant issues. The media is expected
to perform three basic functions: provider of information,
watchdog for the people, and interpreter of the events.

Newspapers act as transmitters of information on a variety of
public issues and as interpreters of different events. People,
the main players in democratic systems, decide the policy
issues either directly or indirectly. In this decision making
process, access to information about the working of the socio-
political system is essential.

We need suitable benchmarks for political knowledge to
analyze what the public learns from the news media. The
literature provides two broad approaches on the role of media,
the civic approach and the relativist approach.

The civic approach

Traditionally speaking, it meant providing a narrow type of
‘ideal’ information about the government and public policy
that all citizens need to know.
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The relativist approach

It is based on the assumption that people have a limited stock
of political information which is insufficient to make any
social choice. The role of the media is to provide all the
necessary information that is crucial in making informed
opinions and judgment on the relevant public and social
issues.

But the concept of civic approach to journalism has
undergone an evolution and now it is interpreted in various
manners. Most would probably agree, however, that civic
journalism is both a philosophy and a set of practices that
require a newspaper to go beyond the mere telling of the
news. Rather, it strives to invigorate the democratic process,
usually by seeking out the concerns of average citizens and
motivating them to become involved in solving civic problems.
It requires a more active role than that of the traditionally
uninvolved observer; civic-journalism coverage usually
involves the promotion of public discussion of key issues and
the reporting of positive, solution-oriented stories (rather than
"conflict" stories). Civic journalism also usually goes beyond
modes of coverage: papers sometimes organize communities
(or their leaders) with activities intended to spark movement
toward solutions, or at least toward greater civic unity.

It is thus quite evident that the media plays an important role
in providing vital information to the people (stakeholders in
the democracy). Its role in strengthening democracy lies in
performing this vital task. The modern media look at this
responsibility in different ways. Some act like the provider of
information, others take the responsibility of providing
analytical interpretation of the information and a small
section, whose number is on the rise, act as public
watchdogs.

How do newspaper journalists envision their social role in the

broadest sense? Media researchers for several years have
found that journalists seem to identify with one, two or even
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all three of these functions: as disseminators of information;
as "watchdogs" (in some research called "adversaries') of
powerful institutions (especially government); and as
interpreters of events. Most studies have found that the
interpretive role is embraced most widely among newspaper
journalists, with the least-agreed-upon being the watchdog
role.

It would be not impertinent to quote The American Society of
Newspaper Editors (1997) which highlighted the present
trend:

There seems to be a declining (but still solid) commitment
to all three of these traditional understandings of the
purpose newspapers serve. It could be that journalists are
less sure generally about the role newspapers play, or
should play, in the broadest sense.

The media has a crucial role in governance, human rights
and the elimination of poverty. The media can become a
major force in improving the quality of governance. Tight
government controls and censorship makes media ineffective.
According to DFID (2001) the article 19 of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights provides that:

Everyone has right to freedom of opinion and expression;
this right includes freedom to hold opinions without any
interference and to seek, receive and impart information
through any media regardless of frontiers.

On the other hand too little control may lead to domination of
commercial media ruled by advertising which is detrimental
to the interest of those without purchasing power. Good
management, professional and technical skills are equally
vital to make media an effective tool in fostering democracy.

Public debate and discussions on relevant and significant

issues is very crucial for the success of democracy. Nelson
Mandela (1994) wrote in his autobiography about the
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importance of public debate in democracy:

everyone [that] wanted to speak did so. It was democracy
in its purest form. ...The foundation of self governance was
that all men were free to voice their opinions and equal in
their value as citizens.

In the absence of the tradition of public discussion, the
newspapers and other media have to play a crucial role in
stimulating such discussion amongst the wider segment of
the population.

In short, the media enables strengthening of democratic
process by:

- Making people more aware of their rights

- Making people more aware of political and social issues,
available options

- Initiating wider and pluralist debate on the relevant
public issues

- Drawing attention towards institutional failure such as-
corruption, nepotism, callous attitudes and general
inefficiency of the government machinery.

- Creating pressure for improved government performance
and efficient delivery of public services, and

- Extending public accountability

Media Research

Many researchers have attempted to identify the role of the
media in performing these functions. The study of evaluations
of the news media—particularly in terms of one dimension,
credibility—has a long tradition. Whitney (1985) has traced
systematic public opinion research on media credibility back
to the 1930s, when Gallup and Roper surveys included
questions asking respondents if the press was credible and
believable. McLeod, Kosicki and Pan (1991), summarized
early research on the impact of media images and reported
that audience members who believe the media is of high
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quality are—surprisingly—less likely to learn from news in
the media than are those with a negative evaluation of the
media in this dimension. Spitzer (1993) emphasized that the
media possesses a distinctive capacity to shape public policy.
Kingdon (1995) suggested that news media shapes public
policy by linking people inside and outside the government.

Linsky (1986) found that the media plays a significant and
commanding role in democracy and public affairs. He also
maintained that the media substantially impacts the
formation of political agendas and the performance of political
institutions. Graber (1984) commented that “Although the
verdict is mixed about the extent of media influence on
various political arenas, evidence strongly suggest it is a
sizable factor.”

Gunther and Mughan (2000) found that cross-cultural
comparisons convey the strong effect of the media on political
development. McCombs and Reynolds (2002) stated that there
is plenty of evidence that the media has a strong influence on
people’s perception about the issues which are important and
for which they seek solution from the government.

The evidence in this research provides a good insight into the
mechanism through which the media affects the democratic
process.

Objective of this study

In this paper we plan to evaluate the impact of Kuensel on the
public life. It is important to understand how Kuensel has
been able to affect the informed opinion of the public and
thereby how it has been able to tackle crucial public issues.
For a society which has remained shut from the rest of the
world till the middle of the last century; public awareness
about relevant issues and the ability of the general public to
debate over the issues was greatly compromised. Has the
arrival of Kuensel changed the situation? Is it an important
area of research?
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In the last two and half decades, the RGOB, under the
leadership of the present King, has been making a series of
attempts to democratize political institutions. It is therefore
not surprising that the Times Magazine has named His
Majesty the King as one of the 21 most influential leaders in
the world. Now the question is to what extent the fourth
estate is able to play the required role in fostering democracy.
Kuensel's responsibility to strengthen democracy is even more
important. Since there is no proof of how it has played the
required role, it is important to gauge how the readers rate
Kuensel in this respect.

The central objective of this study is to find this out and to
statistically test the significant parameters.

Methodology

This study is based on primary as well as secondary data. For
this study we collected primary information by conducting a
sample survey in Kanglung. We wused stratified random
sample selection for the members of Sherubtse College:
students and others, which included teaching and non-
teaching staff. The list of names was used as a sample frame.
For non-Sherubtse samples, we used a convenient sample
selection process in the absence of any reliable sample frame.
Sample units are the individuals who read Kuensel. The
random sample selection was difficult in the absence of a
reliable sampling frame. We carried out questionnaire-based
data collection. A total of 176 persons were interviewed, but
35 questionnaires were omitted either because of non-
response or due to incomplete or inconsistent responses. The
samples were asked to give their response to different
questions and the answers are analyzed on a point scale to
find out the average score for each response and overall
conclusion.

Secondary data were used to trace the growth of Kuensel and

its contribution to fostering the forces of democracy. For
assessing the role of Kuensel in fostering democracy, I
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explored different issues of Kuensel which were randomly
picked up. For selecting samples of Kuensel, 1 used the
stratified sampling method so as to provide proportional
representation to different decades. Samples selected
belonged to the years: 1969, 1972, 1978, 1980, 1986, 1995,
1998 and 2002.

Findings of the study

Tracing the growth of Kuensel

In a social setting with a strong centralist tendency, without
any constitutional provision that protects the right to
expression and the right to information, the rise of Kuensel as
a national newspaper was no mean achievement in and of
itself. Kuensel came into existence in the late 1960’s as an
official fortnightly news bulletin of the Royal Government of
Bhutan. Its primary role was aimed at providing information
to the general public about government policies, which can be
termed a civic approach. Organizationally, it was under the
Ministry of Development. In 1980’s, its status changed from
the official news bulletin to the news bulletin and in the same
decade it turned from a fortnight to a weekly news bulletin. In
the 1990’s it became a national newspaper. In 2005, Kuensel
started appearing twice a week.

As an official mouthpiece, it was not supposed to generate
debate on the issues of public interest. Under the Department
of Publicity it was obviously an official mouthpiece of the
government. In the earlier phase, Kuensel did not have an
editorial as a regular feature and whenever they appeared,
they were limited to some significant events which were
absolutely non-controversial. By the late 1980’s, editorials
were a regular feature of Kuensel. Initially, it did not provide
any scope for reader’s responses. In 1990’s, when its status
was changed to a national newspaper, editorials and reader’s
opinion started featuring as regular content.

The analysis made about the role of Kuensel is based on the
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reporting in the sample issues of Kuensel.

Kuensel did not carry editorials in 1969. The Kuensel issue of
September 10, 1972 featured an editorial titled “Jigme Dorji
Wangchuck, Kingly Reformer”. On September 24, 1972, the
editorial of Kuensel covered the three resolutions in the 37t
session of the national assembly. In 1980 and 1986, Kuensel
issues did not contain any editorials. The 1990’s witnessed
reader’s opinions, which implied an improved role of Kuensel
in generating public debate. In an issue of Kuensel, dated
February 18, 1995, a letter by Chhoeki Wangchuk of Galing
Lhundrupjhung is a testimonial of the changing role of
Kuensel in generating public debate on relevant public issues.
In this letter Chhoeki responded to the article “Galing: A
village neglected” (Kuensel January 28, 1995) by Tenzin
Rigden about the decline in the education in Galing due to
faulty government policy. Not only did Kuensel point out the
flaws in the government policy but also aroused a public
debate.

On another occasion Tashi Wangchuk wrote on June 24,
1995: “Kuensel should be pleased with the way a section of
the society is influenced by its editorials”. This comment
showed that Kuensel’s reporting was able to influence popular
opinion. But again he pointed out that most of the letters
were written by expatriates. Kuensel's reported inability to
initiate public discussion among Bhutanese nationals reflects
the lack of a culture of public discussion.

In 1995, the range of the coverage of the editorials was very
vast. It included non-controversial topics such as “No spares”
(Jan 21) about the unavailability of spare parts for imported
vehicles. What is more significant is that this editorial was
written in response to the letter by a reader on this issue. It is
an example of responding to the needs of the public in a
participatory approach to journalism. Other editorials
included relevant public issues about: crime and unreliable
police statistics (Jan 28), professionalism and quality of the
work of the private contractors (April 15), and tackling
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fronting (June 10), which highlighted the fronting practices of
Bhutanese businessmen. In this editorial the ability of the
ministry to tackle this problem is questioned very subtly as
“whether ministry barks far fiercer than its bite”. It also
raised scepticism whether the key ones would be caught. This
editorial is an indicator of the evolution of Kuensel into a
more independent newspaper which acts as a watchdog over
public institutions.

From the samples of editorials and reader’s responses it is
quite evident that Kuensel evolved from a mouthpiece of the
government to a more independent newspaper which
highlights the relevant public issues, fosters public
discussions on these issues, and also keeps an eye on
government performance. Kuensel has performed all of the
three roles that a modern media is supposed to perform. Its
ability to transmit that information conveys its strong role in
promoting democratic values.

How Kuensel is rated by independent organizations is also
important to know. I have an excerpt from the Freedom
House’s Bhutan country report (2004):

Freedom of expression and of the press is restricted. In the
absence of a constitution or clearly defined legislation
concerning the operation of the media, the legal
environment for the press remains opaque. Criticism of
Bhutan's political system has by tradition been prohibited.
Bhutan's only regular publication, the weekly Kuensel,
generally reports news that puts the kingdom in a
favourable light, although it does provide occasional
coverage of criticism of government policies during
assembly meetings. Kuensel's online edition, which is
updated daily and contains reader feedback, provides a
somewhat livelier forum for discussion and debate. In past
years, journalists working for Kuensel have reportedly been
subjected to threats from the government, but no cases of
official harassment were made public during 2004. The
broadcast media, which consist of the state-run Bhutan
Broadcasting Service radio station and television station,
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do not carry anti-government positions and statements.
Cable television services are privately run and carry
uncensored foreign programming. However, while they are
thriving in urban areas, their growth has been somewhat
hampered by a high sales tax and the absence of a
broadcasting law. Internet access is growing and is
unrestricted, and a second Internet service provider
started operations in 2004.

Any judgment on this cannot be made as there is no strong
evidence to either accept or reject the report.

Graph no.1: Changes in press freedom rank of Bhutan
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Source: Freedom House, “Freedom of the press” Freedom House Surveys,
2004

Freedom House conducts annual surveys and ranks different
countries on the basis of their level of press freedom.
Bhutan’s press freedom rank deteriorated in the 1990’s but
improved during the present decade. Graph no.l1 shows the
press freedom rank of Bhutan since 1994.
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Readers’ Response

Any unbiased judgment on the role of Kuensel in fostering
democracy would call for getting the feedback from the
readers. How they rate Kuensel will reflect the ability of this
medium to penetrate the minds of the end beneficiaries.

Of the 141 samples, 98 (69.5%) were male and 43 (30.5%)
were female. Gender-wise distribution of samples is not based
of their respective weight in the population.

Disseminating information

One of the important tasks of the media is to disseminate
information to the public. It depends upon its ability to get
the attention of the readers/viewers and the quality of news
coverage.

The respondents were asked the questions: Do you read
Kuensel? And do you read editorials in Kuensel? Those who
responded negatively to the first question were removed from
the study.

As the table no. 1 suggests, a small segment of the
respondents i.e. only 29% read Kuensel regularly, while
44.7% respondents said that they read it more or less
regularly. About 26% of the respondents accepted that they
read Kuensel only occasionally. Only 16.3% of the female
respondents reported reading Kuensel regularly, which is less
than half of the male respondents i.e. - 34.7%. On the same
line, more of the female respondents (30.2%) as compared to
the male respondents (24.5%) conveyed that they read
Kuensel only occasionally.

When asked about their habit of reading editorials (table no.
2) 23.4% of respondents conveyed that they read editorials
regularly. A predominant majority, i.e. 68%, revealed that
they read editorials only sometimes, while 8.5% of the
respondents never read editorials. As far as the habit of
reading editorials is concerned there is less of a sharp
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difference between male and female respondents as compared
to reading the Kuensel itself. These gender based differences
in the reading habits are largely due to the fact that females
are less interested in political affairs. This analysis becomes
more significant considering the fact that all the samples
belong to the more educated category of the society. Logically
this would imply that as we move down the ladder the
penetration of media becomes less strong.

Table 1: Reading Kuensel

Male Female Total
Regularly 34 (34.7%) 7 (16.3%) 41(29.1%)
More or less regularly 40 (40.8%) 23 (53.5%) 63 (44.7%)
Occasionally 24 (24.5%) 13(30.2%) 37 (26.2%)
Total 98 43 141

Table 2: Reading editorials

Male Female Total
Regularly 25 (25.5%) 8 (18.6%) 33 (23.4%)
Only Sometimes 65 (66.3%) 31 (72.1%) 96 (68.1%)
Never 8 (8.2%) 4 (9.3%) 12 (8.5%)
Total 98 43 141

When asked for their opinion about the whether the news
coverage of the Kuensel is wide, 56.7% respondents believed
that news coverage is wide. About 85% of the respondents
believed that news reporting by Kuensel is informative. Many
respondents believe that news reporting is informative but a
relatively lesser number of thinks that its coverage is wide. It
is equally significant to note that about 72% of the
respondents were of the opinion that Kuensel reporting is able
to bring out different viewpoints on critical and relevant
issues.

Inducing discussions

It is quite surprising in the light of the high readership and
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better opinion about the quality of the reporting in Kuensel
that it failed to provoke discussion over the critical public
issues amongst the readers. Only 18.5% of the respondents
conveyed that they participate in the discussions and 81.5%
respondents never participated in any of the discussions. This
is a pointer towards a lack of culture of public discussions
which is against the spirit of democracy. This can be seen as
a failure on the part of Kuensel to promote greater spread of
public debate on the relevant issues. The other side of it is
brighter in the sense that 19 of the 26 (73%) respondents who
participated in any discussion on the issues raised by
Kuensel believed that these discussions were based on better
informed opinions. Table no. 3 provides the analysis of the
extent to which reporting in Kuensel affected reader’s
judgment on any issue. More than half of the respondents
(52.5%) expressed that their judgment on any issue after
reading news reporting in Kuensel did not change or they do
not remember it. Only 14% respondents agreed that their
judgment on any issue changed very often after reading
reporting in Kuensel, while 33% respondents expressed that it
happened only sometimes. It is interesting to note that 62.8%
of the female respondents expressed that their judgment on
any issue never changed from the reporting in Kuensel as
compared to only 48% of the male respondents. Similarly,
only 7% female respondents told that their judgment has
changed very often after reading reporting in the Kuensel, as
compared to 17.3% of the male respondents. Identification of
the reasons of these gender based variations in the answers is
not the scope of present study and future researchers may
look into this aspect.

Table 3: Does Kuensel reporting affect readers’ judgment?

Male Female Total
Yes, very often 17 (17.3%) 3 (7%) 20 (14.2)
Only sometimes 34 (34.7%) 13 (30.2%) 47 (33.3)
Never/do not remember 47 (48%) 27 (62.8%) 74 (52.5%)
Total 98 43 141

For any effective democratic process it is essential that the
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media not only generate awareness amongst the public on
critical and relevant public issues but also create pressure on
the government to enact desirable changes. This helps to
bridge the communication gap between the rulers and the
ruled especially when the majority of population does not take
up the issue directly. There is no objective evidence to
evaluate the role of Kuensel in inducing discussions amongst
political leaders in the national assembly and influencing
their decisions. We have attempted to gauge this from what
the Kuensel readers think about it.

The findings are listed in table no.4, according to which 56%
respondents felt that news reporting or editorials in Kuensel
create pressure on the political leaders for discussion and
decision on those issues. We made curve estimates to find out
the association between education level and belief of the
respondents about inducing discussions among the political
leaders and affecting their decisions. The curve estimate (as
shown in graph no.2) reflects a negative association. With a
higher education level, people think negatively about the role
of Kuensel in this sense. This is probably because with higher
education, analytical faculties of the people improve. Variable
1 (education level) is independent and variable 2 (dummy
variable for the reply by the respondents in yes and no) is a
dependent variable. Table no.5 shows there is a small
negative correlation (-0.167) between the two variables and
the value of r2 is 0.027, which explains that about 3% of the
variation in the answers can be explained by changes in the
education level. The coefficient of determination is very small
and therefore insignificant.

Table 4 (a): Does Kuensel influence political decisions and debate?

No. of respondents %
Yes 79 56
No 62 44
Total 141 100
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Table 4 (b): Education level and Kuensel’s influence in inducing
debates and discussion

Model R R Square Adjusted R Square Std. Error of the
Estimate
1 .165 .027 .020 4931

a Predictors: (Constant), VAR00001

Graph No. 2: Curve estimate of the impact of education level on
belief in influencing political discussions and decisions.
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Acting as watchdogs

Another important role of the media is to act as a watchdog
for the public over the public institutions. If the media is
subjected to censorship or stricter regulations it cannot
perform this duty. When asked about their opinion whether
the reporting by Kuensel is subjected to censorship, a
predominant majority i.e. - 82.3% of respondents thought it is
subjected to censorship. This is also because of the strong
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belief among the respondents that Kuensel is not acting as a
watchdog. All the respondents except one conveyed that
Kuensel should initiate investigative journalism.

Table no. 5: Whether Kuensel is subjected to censorship?

No. of respondents %
Yes 116 82.3
No 25 17.7
Total 141 100

Role of Kuensel in fostering democracy in Bhutan

When asked about the role of Kuensel in fostering democracy
in Bhutan a vast majority (68%) of the respondents rated it as
average. 2.8% and 13.5% of the respondents rated it very low
and low respectively. Only 1.4% of the respondents rated it
very high. (See graph 3)

Graph 3: Kuensel’s role in fostering democracy
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62.4 % of the respondents rated the quality of reporting in
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Kuensel as average and 14.2% of the respondents rated it as
high. 2.8% and 13.5% of the respondents rated it as very low
and low respectively. None rated it as very high. To the
question whether Kuensel's editorials provide critical
understanding of the significant issues 57.4% of the
respondents rated it as average and 17.7% respondents rated
is high. 19.9% and 5% respectively rated as low and very low.

Analysis of the respondents' opinion on the role of Kuensel in
fostering democracy

To quantitatively assess the overall role of the Kuensel in
fostering the process of democracy in Bhutan we asked
different relevant questions (as shown in the table no. 6) to
the respondents. The respondents were asked to put their
answers in numeric scale of 1 to 5 in an ascending order of
opinion, i.e. from “strongly disagree” as 1 to “strongly agree”
as 5. The numeric scale was combined with a verbal scale to
facilitate the exact meaning of the numeric scale. For each of
the questions we have calculated the average score, which
represents the extent of the contribution of the Kuensel in
that particular aspect. The aggregate score is a sum of the
average score for each of the questions which reflect overall
rating of the Kuensel in fostering the democratic process in
Bhutan.

Table 6 suggests that the average score of Kuensel in fostering
democracy is 2.99, that is 3. It means that the respondents
rated it as average when the question was asked directly. The
average score of Kuensel for the quality of its reports is 3.13,
which is above average. For developing enterprising stories for
focusing attention towards community problems it rated 2.92
on the numeric scale. As far as the ability of Kuensel to
generate public discussion is concerned, it scored the lowest
average point of 2.6. This is a main area where Kuensel seems
to have performed the worst. Kuensel scored 2.89 points for
the ability of its editorials to provide critical understanding of
crucial issues. Kuensel's average score for taking up issues
relating to corruption is 2.65. Its low rating for this issue is
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largely due to the fact that 82% of the respondents believed
that it is subjected to censorship by the government. For the
rest of the issues its rating is also below average. The
aggregate score of Kuensel in fostering democracy is the sum
of the average score for all the questions taken together. The
aggregate score of Kuensel is 22.66 out of 40, which is
equivalent of 2.83 on a scale of 5. This implies that Kuensel’s
role in fostering the democratic process can be rated as
average. The points given by male and female respondents to
the Kuensel on the performance of its various roles are quite
consistent and reflect a very low degree of difference. There
are some interesting internal inconsistencies in the points
given by respondents: when asked directly about how they
rate the role of Kuensel in fostering democracy, female
respondents gave them lower points (2.91) as compared to the
male counterpart who gave 3.01 points to Kuensel. But the
aggregate score given by females (22.77) is higher than that of
their male counterparts (22.56).

It is quite clear from this evidence that Kuensel needs to put
more emphasis on issues like promoting public debate and
acting as a watchdog of the government to consolidate its role
as an institution that strengthens the roots of democracy.
This can be done by improving the editorials in order to
provide critical understanding of the issues to its readers. In
the absence of better knowledge about the relevant issues,
people are not able to debate on the relevant public issues on
a larger scale. Persistent arguments are an important part of
public life in democracy. Public debate provides the citizens
constant opportunity to participate in the public decision-
making process. To make such public discussion more
effective, the media will have to play a very powerful role as a
disseminator of the relevant information on public policies.
Besides this, Kuensel will have to give more importance to
raising the issues of corruption in public life, without which
not only would its public rating be low, but its position as a
democratic institution would weaken, especially in the face of
emerging competition. This would depend upon how the
media is free to operate.
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- In the quantitative analysis different variables are
categorized as:-

- Average score of Kuensel (varl) is also taken as a
dependent variable

- Editorials providing critical understanding of significant
issues (var2)

- Kuensel generating public discussions (var3)

- Kuensel providing alternative solutions to community
problems (var4)

- Kuensel developing enterprising stories to focus attention
towards community problems (var5)

- Kuensel conducting town meetings to discover issues
(varo)

- Kuensel’s ability to focus on issues of corruption (var7)

- Age of the respondents (var8)

- Education level of the respondents (var9)

Varl is defined as a dependant variable, and it is a proxy
variable representing the role of Kuensel in fostering
democracy. Var2 to var9 are defined as explanatory variables.
Var8 and var9 are exogenous variables, which cannot be
affected by the media. The exogenous nature of var8 and var9
raises the importance of policy-induced variables in fostering
democracy. The remaining explanatory variables (var2, var3,
var4, var5, var6 and var7) are policy controlled variables, i.e.
changes in the policy of reporting the news can determine the
aggregate score.

A linear regression test is conducted to identify the extent to
which each variable affects the dependent variable.
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Table 6: Points scored by Kuensel on different issues pertaining to its role in fostering democracy

Issues Average score Average score Average score
(given by males) | (given by females)

Rate the role of Kuensel in fostering 3.01 2.91 2.99

democracy

Rate the quality of reports in Kuensel 3.11 3.16 3.13

Rate the ability of editorials to provide 2.85 2.95 2.89

critical understanding of the significant

issues

Rate the extent to which Kuenselis able to | 2.63 2.56 2.60

generate discussions

Reporting in Kuensel provides alternative 2.84 2.86 2.84

solutions and points out trade-offs
involved in community problems

Kuensel develops enterprising stories to 2.92 2.93 2.92
focus attention towards community
problems

Kuensel conducts town meetings to 2.57 2.74 2.64
discover issues in the community and
follows up

Ability of Kuensel to raise issues relating 2.65 2.64 2.65
to corruption in the government

Aggregate score 22.57 22.77 22.66
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Curve estimate for association between var8 and varl

It is natural and logical to assume that people gain experience
with age and develop a greater ability to analyze things. In
this case, how they rate the role of Kuensel in fostering
democracy would be affected by their age. We have run a
regression test on varl for var8. The intercept of the
regression function is at the aggregate score of 26.76, which
can be termed as the mean score. Slope of the regression
function is (-) 0.1596, which implies negative association
between age and the aggregate score. Value of r2 is 0.11;
hence only 11% of the variation in aggregate score can be
explained with the variation in age. The regression estimates
suggest that with the increase in age people’s rating of
Kuensel declines. It is an area in which Kuensel will have to
look into to improve its reporting quality to make it appealing
to the more experienced segment of the population.

Test Results
Independent: VAR 8

Dependent Mth Rsq d.f. F Sigf b0 bl
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Curve estimate for association between var9 and varl

Education level of the people is another important factor
determining how they rate democratic institutions. With a higher
level of education, people’s understanding of different issues
improves and they are able to make an appropriate decision. We
have run a regression test on varl for var9. The mean value of the
aggregate score is 23.01 with a slope of -0.092. There is a small
negative association between varl and var9. The value of 12 is also
very small (0.001), which means association is extremely
insignificant. From these two tests it is ascertained that age has
played a stronger role than education level in affecting the aggregate
score. It is a surprising result that level of education does not
influence people’s rating of the media. I can not offer any
explanation of this phenomenon.

Test results
Independent: VAR9

Dependent Mth Rsq d.f. F Sigf b0 bl

VAR1 LIN .001 139 .09 .770 23.0140 -.0920
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Curve estimate for the association between var2 and varl

Good quality editorials help the readers in developing critical
understanding of the issues and consequently strengthen
their ability as enlightened citizens. A regression test reflects
that varl is positively associated with the changes in var2.
The mean value of varl is 15.45 and the slope of the
regression line is 2.49. The value of r2 is 0.285. The better the
people rate the editorials of Kuensel the higher is their rating
of Kuensel in promoting democracy as their understanding of
critical issues increases and they make better informed social
decisions.

Test Results
Independent: VAR2

Dependent Mth Rsq d.f. F Sigf b0 bl

VAR1 LIN .285 139 55.28 .000 15.4562 2.4918
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Curve estimate for the association between varl and var3

The ability of the media to promote public discussion on
critical public issues is an important variable that affects its
ability as a democratic force. Regression estimates suggest
that the mean value of varl is 18.31 and slope of the function
is 1.65. There exists a high positive association between varl
and var3, given that the change var3 brings about is more
than the proportionate change in varl. The value of r2 is
0.129.

Test results
Independent: VAR3

Dependent Mth Rsq d.f. F Sigf b0 bl

VAR1 LIN .129 139 20.62 .000 18.3195 1.6520

VAROOOOL
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oo ///

10 2 Linear
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Observed

VAROOOO3

Curve estimate for the association between varl and var4

The ability of the media to provide alternative solutions to
community problems provides a larger range of social choice
to the public and thereby positively influences the democratic
decision making process. Regression estimates suggest that
the mean value of varl is 13.24 and the slope of the
regression line is 3.30. The value of r2 is 0.446, which means

130



Role of Kuensel in Fostering Democracy in Bhutan

about 45% variation in varl can be explained in terms of
variation in var4. There is a strong positive effect on varl
from var4.

Test results
Independent: VAR4

Dependent Mth Rsq d.f. F Sigf b0 bl

VAR1 LIN .446 139 111.95 .000 13.2455 3.3002

VAROOOO1
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10 O Linear
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VAROOO04

Curve estimate for the association between varl and var5

An increasing portion of media literature highlights that the
media should try to focus attention on community problems
by developing enterprising stories. Such stories draw the
attention of public as well as the government and thus
facilitate more prompt attention to tackle the issues. It helps
to reduce delays in taking action. We have run regression test
for var5 on varl to check the association. The mean value of
varl is 12.77 and the slope of regression line is 3.37, which
reflects that changes in var4 have more than a proportionate
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effect on varl. Value of r2 is 0.5 which implies about 50% of
the variation in varl can be explained through the variation
in var5.

Test results
Independent: VAR5

Dependent Mth Rsq d.f. F Sigf b0 bl

VAR1 LIN .503 139 140.84 .000 12.7709 3.3745

VAROOOO1

40
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10 2 Linear
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VAROOOOS5

Curve estimate for the association between varl and var6

The ability of the media to promote a democratic approach to
governance also depends upon how it interacts with the
community to discover the relevant and critical issues and
bring them into public discussion. The media should interact
actively with the community to address their problems. This
is increasingly being recognized as an important ingredient of
participatory journalism. Such action forces public
institutions to notice the issues and address them. How this
variable (var6) affects democratic process, measured as varl,
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is an important question to be answered. Regression
estimates reflect that the mean value of varl is 14.67 and the
slope of the function is 3.03. Var6 has high positive effect on
varl. Value of r2 is 0.518, which is significant.

Test results
Independent: VAR6

Dependent Mth Rsq d.f. F Sigf b0 bl

VAR1 LIN .518 139 149.63 .000 14.6718 3.0332

VAROOOOL
a0
30 o
20 /
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10 o Linear
5 1.0 15 20 25 3.0 35 a0 a5

VAROOOO6

Curve estimate for the association between varl and var7

Media is one of the most effective institutions of democracy as
it acts as a watchdog of the people on public institutions. It is
supposed to focus on the issues relating to corrupt practices
of public institutions. By bringing out these issues it can
create social and political pressure for good and clean
governance. If the media performs this function effectively it
can contribute to making the benefits of public policy reach
the weaker segments of society. Regression estimates for var7
on varl suggest that it is positively associated. The mean
value of varl is 16.45 and the slope of the regression function
is 2.33. The value of r2 is 0.387.

133



Role of Kuensel in Fostering Democracy in Bhutan

Test results
Independent: VAR7

Dependent Mth Rsq d.f. F Sigf b0 bl

VAR1 LIN .387 139 87.80 .000 16.4529 2.3355
VAROOOO1

40

30«

20 4

Observed

10 2 Linear
o 1 2 3 4 5 6

VAROOOO7

To find out which policy-induced explanatory variables have
the highest effect on the independent variable, a comparison
is made between the values of r2. The value of r2 is a measure
of overall goodness of fit, called a coefficient of determination.
Though the straight comparison of the r2 values of different
models is not appropriate, it can be done if the sample size in
the different models is same. In the table no.7 such
comparisons are made.

Table 7: Comparing the r2 values for different regression models

Regression model r2

var2 on varl 0.285
var3 on varl 0.129
var4 on varl 0.446
var5 on varl 0.503
var6 on varl 0.518
var?7 on varl 0.387
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Of the explanatory variables, var6 has the highest r2? value;
hence it has relatively the largest impact on varl. The var5
has the next most significant explanatory variable, as its r2
value is marginally less than var6. Var3 has the least affect
on varl. The ranks of the policy-induced explanatory
variables on the basis of the r2 values are given in table no.8.
The aggregate score of Kuensel is mainly influenced by its
ability to identify crucial issues, by its ability to interact with
the community, and by its ability to raise community issues
and find out alternative solutions to them. These are the
three areas the media will have to focus on. The importance of
var6, var5, and var4 indicates that Bhutanese people rate the
ability of the mnewspaper to foster democracy most
significantly on the basis of their participatory activities.

When Bhutan moves towards constitutional democracy the
focus of Kuensel, as well as that of other media, should be
directed towards a participatory approach to journalism. The
result of this study shows that only by doing so can they
effectively turn into a strong institution that fosters
democracy.

Table 8: Rank of the policy induced explanatory variables

Rank Variable
1 var6
2 varb
3 var4
4 var7
5 var2
6 var3
Conclusion

Kuensel has been rated as almost average by the respondents
in its role in fostering democracy. It earned an aggregate score
of 22.66 out of a maximum of 40 (equivalent of 2.83 on a
scale of 5) on its role as an institution to foster the democratic
process. The gender-based difference in the rating of Kuensel
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is very marginal, or rather non-existent.

Kuensel's score for its contribution to generate public
discussions , for focusing on corruption issues, identifying
community problems, drawing public attention towards them
and providing alternative solutions, has been below 3 on the
numeric scale which is defined as average on the
corresponding verbal scale. Why its rating is almost average
is largely due to failure of Kuensel to highlight these issues.

The findings from linear regression for the dependent variable
(role of Kuensel in fostering democracy) on policy-induced
explanatory variables suggest that the rating of Kuensel in
fostering the democratic process is greatly determined by its
participatory approach to journalism as reflected by var4,
varS and var6. The r2 value for these regressions is greater
than it is for other variables. The more these issues are taken
care of, the greater would be its contribution in strengthening
democracy. As Bhutan moves towards constitutional
democracy the media will have to focus on a participatory
approach to make it more relevant in strengthening the
democratic process.

The exogenous explanatory variables—age of the respondents
(var8) and education level of the respondents (var9)—are
found to have negative effect on the rating of Kuensel in
fostering democracy. As people grow older and as they receive
higher education, they rate Kuensel low for its ability to foster
democratic processes.

Only 29% of the respondents read Kuensel regularly and 26%
read it occasionally. Only 23% of the respondents read
editorials regularly and 8.5% of the respondents never read it.
The readership data convey that these percentages are very
high as compared to countries at a similar level of
development. From its inception, Kuensel has greatly
contributed as the disseminator of the information and later
in the 1990’s it began to induce public discussion on the
relevant public issues. This is quite an extraordinary
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achievement for a newspaper which grew as an official
bulletin of the government.

The survey findings suggest that 81.5% of the respondents
never participated in any discussions on the issues raised by
Kuensel. This could be either due to lack of a tradition that
discusses public issues or due to the inability of Kuensel to
prompt discussions as it may not be raising those issues
which concern the majority. But 73% of those who conveyed
having participated in the discussions on the issues raised by
Kuensel agreed that these discussions were based on better
informed opinions due to reporting by Kuensel. Another
significant finding of the study is the fact that 56% of
respondents believed that reporting in Kuensel, and public
debate initiated by it, create pressure on political leaders to
discuss those issues in the national assembly. However, this
opinion becomes less strong as the people become more
educated. With the increase in education level, Kuensel in
particular and other media in general will have to be more
focused on creating pressure on political decision-making
processes.

The inability of Kuensel to highlight the issues relating to
corruption in public institutions is one of the important
reasons why Kuensel's rating is low. A predominant majority
(82.3%) of the respondents were of the opinion that it is
subjected to censorship by the government. The freedom of
speech and expression provided by the draft constitution
would probably take care of this in the future and would
make news reporting more free. Increasing competition from
emerging newspapers would require that Kuensel become
more focused.

\Q>
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