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Brian Young

I

first visited Bhutan in the fall of 2011 to
study the modernization the country was
going through as a result of recent political
changes. The king had stepped down as the
political leader and a parliamentary system
was established, with the first elections for
parliament and prime minister held in 2008.
The political system had been recast as a
“democratic monarchy,” with the king serving
as ambassador of tradition and culture. Along
with political change, Bhutan was also going
through an economic evolution and was now
becoming a capitalist consumer society. The
introduction of television in 1999, the proposal to join the World Trade Organization
in 2003, and the rise of Western education
since 2000 have transformed much of Bhutan’s political, economic and social spheres.
After spending several weeks in Bhutan, I
knew I had to come back for a lengthier visit.
Capitalism was changing Bhutanese social
and economic experiences, and I wanted to
observe these changes carefully. I wondered
how “modernization” as envisioned by the
government was affecting the many traditional nomad families in Bhutan. I wanted to
understand how the nomads were changing
in response to modernization, and the ways
they were resisting.
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I received my chance for a prolonged
study in the spring of 2013. I arrived in Bhutan in April, having arranged a three-month
visa sponsored by the Royal University of
Bhutan. In the weeks before, I had familiarized myself with Bhutan’s changing political
and economic structure. “GNH,” an acronym for Gross National Happiness, was the
catchphrase in Bhutan. The policy behind it
was the government’s attempt at preserving
culture while pushing for economic change.
The goal was modernized tradition; the
policy set codes that maintained traditional
social mores while pushing for economic
change. I was curious about how people in
Bhutan were resolving this apparent paradox. To fully observe the changes occurring
as a result of capitalism, I knew I must find
an ethnic group that still maintained much
of its traditional lifestyle and was now under
pressure to conform, making it vulnerable to
change. I planned to live with the Brokpa,
nomadic yak herders on the outskirts of the
Himalayas.
After being assured repeatedly of a permit
to do research in the eastern Himalayan villages of Merak and Sakteng, then being denied permission, I finally found a solution
that allowed me to live with the Brokpa. The
cold winter weather in Merak prevents the
Brokpa from finding food for their herd, so
they travel down to the lowlands where the
temperature is warmer. This pastureland lies
far from the border of China and is not considered a highly sensitive area, and thus it
was a place I had permission to visit and to
do my research.
The Brokpa are a stigmatized people
within Bhutan; mainstream Bhutanese culture and Bhutanese government policy tend
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to view them negatively. Bhutanese professors and students I met with at Sherubtse College in Bhutan and villagers I spoke with in
Kanglung described the Brokpa as dirty and
unsanitary. The professors and villagers also
expressed concern that I would not be able
to eat Brokpa food because of the chili peppers. Bhutan’s government sees the Brokpa
as not fitting entirely into their national development plan. The Brokpa’s pasturelands,
the government believes, can be put to much
more effective use through hydropower and
the forest industry. Recent laws prohibit herders from using pasturelands outside of their
highland villages, as herders normally do in
the winter. The laws also promise alternative
employment for herders unable to create a
livelihood. By first restricting pastureland
use and subsequently promoting alternative
employment, the government is encouraging
the Brokpa herders to move away from their
traditional lifestyles into activities that will
nationalize and develop the economy. These
changes also allow the government to use the
pastureland as it deems proper and not in the
inefficient way the government accuses the
Brokpa of using it.
Much of the criticism, as I observed later,
is unwarranted. The government claims that
herders exhausted the land, but in fact they
migrate to various regions so that the land
remains fertile for the following year. Herders are also able to participate actively in the
market despite the government’s objections.
I saw families form partnerships with businessmen in Bhutan and India, through which
they would sell their butter and cheese. My
knowledge that the Brokpa were a marginalized group did not deter me from traveling
to them; it encouraged me more. Since this
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Figure 1. Ama talking on a cell phone.

was the group that fit least into GNH, I anticipated that change and resistance would be
taking place most dramatically among them.

Everyday Brokpa Life
It was raining on my first day of travel in the
jungle of the lowland Himalayas. Residents
told me that Amo Jomo, the local deity, was
crying because she did not like strangers
coming here. Did she feel apprehensive of
the changes happening in Bhutan, I wondered? Did she sense that the balance, harmony and respect that the Brokpas have for
their land was forever changing?
After hours of hiking, I reached the home
of the family that had volunteered to host
me. I ducked my head as I stepped into their
smoky 11 x 11 foot hut. “Guzumpo la,” I said
as I entered. Guzumpo means hello and la is
an indicator of respect.
They smiled back. “Guzumpo la.” In the
middle of the hut a fire slowly burned, with a
carefully balanced pot on top. I could smell
toh (rice) and pah (curry) cooking. Little did
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I know that toh and pah would become my
every meal for the next month. The family offered me suja, or yak butter tea, and I soon
felt at home.
The family communicated in Mompa, a
spoken but unwritten language. Ama,1 the
mother, and Apa, the father, as well as their
two daughters and son, all sat cross-legged
around the fire. They were very welcoming
and soon referred to me as their oldest son.
Only the oldest daughter had gone to school,
and she served as my translator.
The family taught me the local beliefs and
the religion of Amo Jomo and Meme Dawling — belief systems named after local lakes
revered as deities — as well as their importance in the lives of the Brokpa. These local beliefs mirrored the Brokpa’s everyday
existence, which revolved around their dependence on the land and animals. My first

evening, while sitting on the bamboo mat in
the hut with the family, I started whistling. I
was told there was no whistling in the hut at
night. As I leaned closer to the fire to warm
my rain-soaked body, they explained that nobody could put their feet on the border of the
fire pit. Evil spirits were outside in the evening and would be able to hear the whistling;
seeing that we had broken the barrier of the
fire, they would come into the hut.
The Brokpa led a demanding life that
started at 4:30 each morning. With only
light from the stars outside, they began each
day with the father and son climbing large
trees, machetes in hand. “Oooh Soooo,”
Apa would shout at the top of the tree, attracting the herd. Upon hearing the call, yaks
plunged their huge bodies through the thick
bamboo and trees to feed from the leaves
of the fallen branches cut by the father and

Figure 2. Ama cutting cheese to sell and Apa making dinner.
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the steps necessary to turn the churned milk
into cheese and butter. She spun yarn and
made thread from the sheep’s wool to weave
traditional clothing. She delegated authority, orchestrating the day’s events. Ama was
firm and focused, yet kind and at ease, often
joking with me. She wanted to converse and
learn about me as much as I wanted to learn
about her and her family. She taught me how
to say cheese and butter, the two commodities
the Brokpa depended on for their livelihood.
Ama revealed to me her constant concern for
her children’s safety and well-being; she worried especially when it was dark outside and
they had not yet returned. She would say that
she and I are a lot alike in that we both cared
about the safety and happiness of others.
Figure 3. Young Brokpa boy wearing the hide of an
animal to protect him when climbing trees.

son. After the herd ate, father and son milked
all the Zomo (female cross-breed of Yak and
cattle). Apa hooted, hollered and laughed
all the time. He was small and thin but very
strong and full of energy. He chased the huge
cattle as if they were dogs, pulling and pushing them sometimes with a rope. After they
fed and milked the herd, we walked up and
down through the mud for an hour and a half
to fetch drinking water from an underground
water source, which we prodded open with a
bamboo shaft. It rained often, making it hard
to walk in the deep muddy jungle up and
down the mountains, especially when carrying a heavy load of water, vegetables, and
personal belongings. The day ended at nine
or later in the evening.
Ama stayed around the hut all day, churning milk from the herd and going through
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Changes in Health, Education,
and Economics
Ama, I observed, had burn marks on her
wrist and leg. I learned that she had fallen
in the jungle and broken her wrist and leg.
Her father, a traditional healer, set her broken
bones and burned the affected areas, saying
the heat aided in the healing and fusing of
the bones.
For a week, I stayed in a monastery with
Ama’s father. I met one of his grandchildren,
Dawa, who had just returned from spending
four years in India, studying Western pharmaceutical medicine. The young man had hurt
his ribs and wanted the grandfather to heal
him with a similar procedure. Despite his
Western training, Dawa continued to have
faith in the traditional medicine. I watched
while the grandfather aligned his joints and
then proceeded to burn him.
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In the recent past, Dawa, told me, his
parents had earned a living through farming, like the other Brokpa, which kept them
physically active and healthy. Then, they followed the mass urban migration to Thimphu,
the capital city, where they stopped their
life as farmers. Instead, they embraced the
market economy and began running a store.
Due to diet and inactivity, Dawa’s mother developed diabetes. To fight her diabetes, she
purchased an expensive amulet from Japan,
which she wore around her neck. Dawa told
me he could not believe his mother spent so
much money for the amulet and that she believed this would help her with the diabetes.
He believed Western medicine was what she
needed. Nonetheless, when it came to his
own rib injury, he chose traditional medicine.
I learned that development was slowly affecting the Brokpa population. My translator
explained that the forest industry was cutting down trees that were previously used by
herders to feed their cattle. Chopping down
the trees eliminated the food source for the
herd, dismantling the pasturelands once
used by the herders. In the past, my translator’s family had traded cheese and butter they
made from milk from their herd in exchange
for the use of privately owned pastureland.
Now, the government seized all pastureland
and leased it directly to herders. The new
laws prohibited herders from leasing land
outside of their village. According to Brokpa
I spoke with, these laws threatened the viability of the herder’s livelihood and their existence as herders.
Education for children of herders has fostered more contact outside of the Brokpa
nomadic life, bringing them closer to mainstream society. The family’s eldest daughter,
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my translator, was unmarried and lived with
her aunt and grandparents in the village
while going to school. It was only during
vacations that she would live with her parents and help with traditional tasks such as
gathering the herd, fetching water and churning milk into cheese and butter. She missed
her friends and would constantly be chatting
with them using Facebook on her cell phone.
She anxiously waited to go to college, which
for her started in a couple of months.
Brokpa and Bhutanese culture were also
being profoundly affected by outside influences such as Indian and Korean media.
Korean movies, for example, painted marriage as love, a notion very different from
traditional arranged marriages. Many Bhutanese youth were now marrying on their
own, eliciting a strong response from those
who viewed such marriages as contributing to Bhutan’s rising divorce rate. Korean
movies focusing on gangs were also popular
among the youth. Many unemployed youth
in the capital mimicked the movies, creating a gang and drug problem for the police.
These changes affected not only the Brokpa,
but also Bhutanese culture at large.

Nationalism and Culture
Amid these changes, Bhutan’s government
manufactured a revival and reaffirmation of
tradition, including values and dress, which
were reinforced through Driglam Nahmza
(codes of dress and behavior) and supported
by GNH policy. Some critics have written
that the government was more concerned
with the appearance of culture than the essence of traditions and values at the heart of
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Bhutanese life. Part of the criticism has to do
with the fact that Driglam Nahmza presented
a dominant culture as Bhutan’s only one; the
language and traditions of the Drukpa, the
dominant ethnic group, became representative of all Bhutanese. Bhutanese people were
also expected to speak the national language,
Dzonghka, leading to a loss of linguistic diversity and traditions.
Ironically, the preservation of culture has a
direct relationship to Bhutan’s economic development. Tourism is Bhutan’s third largest
industry, and tourists pay significant amounts
of money to see what they perceive to be authentic notions of culture. By preserving specific images of tradition, the government is

able to capitalize on tourism. Bhutan’s prime
minster hinted at this relationship between
culture and capital in 2010 when he asked,
“If it is Bhutanese culture that is being sold
to tourists and if Bhutan is to lose its culture,
what is there left to sell?”2 The government’s
packaging of the dominant Drukpa culture
as “Brand Bhutan” thus turns culture into
capital.
People are reacting and resisting in diverse
ways to this standardization of culture. Late
in the spring, I attended a religious festival at
the Dzong (old fortress) in Paro, an hour outside of Thimphu. At the festival, I was given
a small book that described newly created
dances that were not based on religion, as

Figure 4. Drawing on desk at Sherubtse College, showing recent urban identity and migration influenced by
Korean movies.
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Figure 5. Dancer at Jakar religious festival representative
of Drukpa tradition and popular tourist attraction.

were many of the other dances. These new
dances were created on the orders of the
queen to commemorate the lives lost in the
Bhutanese war with Indian rebels. At another
traditional festival at the Dzong in Youngphula, students wearing the traditional gho
(traditional, national dress for men consisting
of a knee-length robe with a belt tied around
the waist, knee-high dress socks and dress
shoes) danced to contemporary hip-hop music. In an attempt to attract the youth while
keeping traditional culture alive, the Bhutanese people incorporated modern influences
into traditional dance and music. This new
dance emphasized a hybrid expression of
“authenticity” and challenged the fixed notions of tradition envisioned by GNH.
The main engine behind economic
change, Gross National Happiness, aims to
protect tradition. Yet the very act of protect-

Figure 6. Monk in costume of Guru Rimpoche at religious festival.
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ing tradition is undermining the multiplicity
of traditions and languages that have always
existed in the country. The government has
taken a very specific image of Bhutan — an
image that fares well in international tourism and with NGOs but does not represent
all Bhutanese — and has implanted it as the
nation’s sole “authentic” tradition. My time
with the Brokpa made me realize not only
how unique their culture is, but also how
precarious their situation has become in the
face of a dominant culture. As the international marketplace transforms Bhutan’s economy, and as the government continues to use
culture as capital, Bhutan will offer an important case study for the tensions that exist
between modernization and traditions that
continually resist and change.
My fieldwork in Bhutan focused on the
subtle shifts happening within the country,
yet the insights I gathered from that experience help me analyze larger phenomena far
removed from the specific setting. My eyes
were opened, for example, to the pervasive
interactions among culture, capital and modernization. Fieldwork, in the form of experiencing everyday living and conducting openended interviews, showed me how to use the
local to better understand and analyze the
global. The usefulness of fieldwork thus extends far beyond the moment and place of
study; it informs and improves the anthropologist’s outlook on the world.
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Notes
Photos by Brian Young
1. Members of the Brokpa herder group do
not have surnames; therefore, I have sufficed with
each individual’s first name. For the parents, I have
used the names by which they were known: Ama
is the word for mother, and Apa is the word for
father.
2. “Bhutanese Tourism and Ethics,” Tashel: Information for the Bhutanese Travel Professional,
last modified February 28, 2010, http://tashel.com/
bhutanese-tourism-and-ethics/.
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