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Introduction to the Journal

From the journal’s Faculty Advisors

We are back with “Jottings from the Field”, a journal from the anthropology programme of Royal
Thimphu College (RTC). The issue for this year has entered its fourth year since it was launched first
in 2021. The journal introduces anthropology students to the academic world by equipping them with

the skills and process of publication and running a journal.

The issue for this year, 2024, represents a year-long journey where we orient students to pick up the
skills of running a journal- correspondence, copy editing, peer-reviewing, photo editing, and
publishing. Additionally, we organised a writing workshop for the student's editorial team early this
year. This helped them pick up the skills required in copy editing and peer reviewing. Through this
journal, we also actively make students adhere to anthropological principles of being empathetic,

ethical, and enthusiastic about everything that concerns humans.

In this fourth issue, “Jottings from the field”, we received even more submissions on various topics.
This year’s issue covered various topics of Bhutan from anthropological perspectives. This year, we
also have an interview with an anthropologist and anthropology student alumni, a comic strip, and an

article in Dzongkha.

We want to acknowledge the hard work, dedication and rigourness of our twelve journal members.
We would also like to thank our anthropology colleagues for their continued support in various
capacities: Dr Pheiga Amanda Giangthandunliu, Dr Shawn Christopher Rowlands, Dr Kevingu
Khate, Dr Tiatemsu Longkumer, and Deki Yangzom. We also want to extend our gratitude to
Rudrarup Mukherjee, Kencho Chophel, Chencho Dorji, and Nima Norbu. Finally, we want to thank
Ms Tashi Choden, our former faculty advisor of the journal, for her contribution, early this year to
our journal’s journey and for her constant guidance and direction to our journal members. We look

forward to the next chapter of our journal in 2025.

We hope our students’ writings and stories will engage with our journal's readers.

Dolma Choden Roder and Richard Kamei
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From the Journal’s Senior Editors

Welcome back to another issue of “Jottings from the Field”. This marks the fourth edition of our
student-led journal of the Anthropology program at Royal Thimphu College (RTC). We are thrilled
to once again present a collection of insightful articles, research paper abstracts, reports and creative
pieces that showcase the diverse interests and talents of the Anthropology students. This year's journal
delves into a range of topics. Through the exploration of these topics, our students demonstrate a deep

commitment to understanding the complexities of human societies.

We want to express our sincere gratitude to the dedicated editorial team who worked tirelessly to
bring this journal to life. Their hard work and passion are evident on every page. We also extend our
thanks to the authors who shared their research and insights, as well as the faculty advisors and the
students who submitted pictures for the journal cover. We lastly thank our journal advisor and
supervisor, Dr. Richard Kamei, who provided unwavering guidance and support. He was
instrumental in every step of the journal making process. We again thank all of the people who were

involved in the making of this issue. This would not have been possible without all their efforts.

This journal is more than just a collection of various articles; it is a platform for students to share their
voices, challenge assumptions, and inspire critical thinking. We hope that this issue will spark
conversations, foster intellectual curiosity, and contribute to a deeper understanding of the human

experience.
We hope you enjoy reading this issue as much as we enjoyed creating it.
Warm regards,

Sonam Zangmo and Namgay Choden, Student Senior Editors
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Gruesome Encounters with Deities,
Spirits and Headcutters: Stories and
Experiences of the People of
Khuruthang, Punakha

Namgay Choden

Anthropology 2024 graduate
E-mail: bionicnedohc@gmail.com

Selected Final Year Project Abstract of 2024 Anthropology Graduate

Abstract

The underappreciated genre of gruesome stories often offers insights into societal anxieties
and cultural values. This thesis explores the gruesome stories of Khuruthang, a small town
located in Punakha, Bhutan, focusing on stories of deities, spirits, and headcutters. Taking the
theoretical approach of biopower, a concept by Michel Foucault, the paper reveals the
society’s beliefs, values, and anxieties embedded in these stories. It discusses systems of power
such as gender and age in the society as depicted in the stories by drawing real life parallels.
With the additional framework of moral panics, a concept by Stanley Cohen, in regards to
head cutter and murder stories, it finds the underlying anxiety to be tied to modernity. It puts
forward that gruesome stories can be a means through which biopower is exercised.

Keywords: Biopower, Moral panics, Feminist perspective, Folk stories, Bhutan
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“Tsen are gods”: The impact of deity
belief and rituals on the experience of
health and subjective well-being in

Gawaithang village, Bhutan

Sonam Pelrab

- Anthropology 2024 graduate
Email: pelrab444@gmail.com

Abstract

This research investigates the impact of deity beliefs and rituals on health and subjective well-
being in Gawaithang village, Bhutan. The study explores how the villagers' spiritual practices are
interwoven with their daily lives and health experiences. Drawing on participant observation,
semi-structured interviews, and autoethnography, the research highlights the significant role of
"Isens' (deities) in shaping social norms and communal identity. It suggests that the deity rituals,
deeply rooted in villager’s spiritual beliefs, are essential for both physical and emotional healing
for villagers. The findings indicate the importance of understanding local ritual practices and
beliefs to appreciate the holistic nature of health in Gawaithang and possibly beyond. This
research contributes to the anthropology of religion and medical anthropology by providing
insights into the interplay between spiritual beliefs, cultural practices, health-seeking behaviours
and well-being.

Keywords: Deities ritual in Bhutan, spiritual beliefs, subjective well-being, health-seeking

behaviors.
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“Shouldn’t Our Behavior Speak Louder

than Our Hairstyles?:” Contextualising
student bodies in Thimphu and
Punakha Schools

Anthropology 2024 graduate
Email: pemalhzmn@gmail.com

Selected Final Year Project Abstract of 2024 Anthropology Graduate

Abstract

This study delves into the dynamics of the Bhutanese educational system, examining how
socio-cultural norms and power structures manifest through students' embodied experiences,
using the body as a site for exploring these themes. The analysis 1s based on two key
frameworks: the web of power dynamics that influences gender norms and cultural standards
in schools, and the omnipresent impact of Driglam Namzha(§asgsraen). This research
llustrates how prescribed practices—like the requirement that male students have
haircuts(buzzcut) and the use of formal language—act as social cohesion and cultural
continuity mechanisms. The study also explores the power relationships in Bhutanese schools,
emphasising how hierarchical respect, punishments, and surveillance uphold societal norms.
It investigates how schools uphold societal order by enforcing normal gender roles and closely
examining non-conforming identities, drawing on the ideas of Judith Butler. The research
further delves into how monastic rituals like prayer and prostration are still practiced in
secular institutions, illustrating the constant struggle between tradition and modernity in
education. This research offers an understanding of the Bhutanese educational system as an
agent for societal regulation and cultural reproduction through a detailed investigation of
students' bodies. It provides significant insights into how schools function by highlighting the
interactions between preserving culture and adjusting to modern standards of learning.

Keywords: Bhutanese Students, Embodiment, Power dynamics, Driglam Namzha
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Interview with an Anthropologist: Dr.

Jelle J.P. Wouters

g/ !

. Professor and Chairperson

Himalayan Centre for Environmental Humanities
Royal Thimphu College, Bhutan

Email: jjpwouters@rtc.bt

The current second-year anthropology student, Pema Dorji, conducted this interview

1. What inspired you to pursue a career in anthropology?

Some of it was by happenstance, but I think I was driven by a broad interest in the human
condition, both past and present, and in exploring deeper, diverse meanings and values of
humanity. Anthropology seemed to best suit this interest. As you learn in your classes, and in
the words of the anthropologist Horace Miner, anthropology is about making ‘the strange
familiar and the familiar strange.” It is both fascinating and humbling to learn that there are
countless ways in which societies can create meaning and organise their lives. Relatedly, the
reason [ stayed with anthropology was the appeal of ethnographic research, for it forces us to
question our conceptual and theoretical assumptions about the world around us, and to co-

create knowledge and perspectives that are new, were earlier reduced to the margins.

2. Who are some of your biggest influences or mentors in the field of

anthropology?

There are many. My biggest mentor is my PhD supervisor, Professor T.B. Subba, who was a
professor of Anthropology in North-Eastern Hill University in Shillong, as well as Vice-
Chancellor of Sikkim University. He retired a few years ago and has visited RTC on several
occasions. In fact, his father was for many years a primary school headmaster in eastern
Bhutan. But there are many others, including Professor Willem van Schendel, who
incidentally will visit RT'C this November to give a key-note in the Multispecies Migration
Symposium we are organising. At Oxford University, where I studied for my MPhil, I was
made to read a lot of anthropological classics, and while times have changed since then, as
have approaches in Anthropology, whenever I feel I need some inspiration I often return to

these classics. I have also learned a lot from, and have been inspired by, my students and
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colleagues over the years, at RTC, as well as in Sikkim University and the Eberhard Karls

University in Tibingen, Germany, where I taught previously.

3. What is your key theoretical orientation, and how does it shape your

research?

I am a little restless theoretically, and my orientations are often shifting, or perhaps
multiplying. I also think that different themes require different theoretical orientations. Some
of my earlier work, including the books In the Shadows of Naga Insurgency and Vernacular
Politics in Northeast India were written in the tradition of political anthropology. My later
theoretical work, in Subaltern Studies 2.0: Being Against the Capitalocene was informed by
my readings on capitalism, community, and history. Most recently, I am working in the fields
of Environmental Humanities, and affiliated post-humanist currents that seek to somewhat
decentralise the human by opening up more-than-human perspectives. We now have an
interesting project at the Himalayan Centre for Environmental Humanities which is called
‘more-than-human conversations in Bhutan’, and which shows how communities in Bhutan
variously and intimately relate to other-than-humans, be they yaks or other animals, water-

bodies, mountains, or deities.
4. How do you make your research accessible to the public?

This 1s a good question as we often write in a language that is difficult to apprehend by non-
specialists, as well as lose ourselves in what are ultimately rather minor debates. I have also
been a little guilty of that. Overall, it seems that anthropology has turned inward and
abrogated its public responsibility. Once, anthropologists wanted to enhance our
understanding of and empathy towards other ways of living — to borrow Ruth Benedict’s
words, to enable ‘a world made safe for differences.” As a discipline, anthropology has been a
little poor in making its knowledge to bear on public debates. We have to get better at this.
My current position as the Chair of the Himalayan Centre for Environmental Humanities
(HCEH) at RTC forces me, in a small way, to make ethnographic findings more actionable as
we collaborate with policy-makers, government departments, and other stakeholders. I hope
that all of you, in your module applied anthropology and far beyond, will be able to promote

the relevance of anthropology to society, policy, and governance.

5. How has been your experience working in Bhutan as an anthropologist?

11



Anthropology Student Journal Jottings from the Field

Vol.4, No.1 (2024)

I still have a long way to go and much to learn about the anthropology of Bhutan. Most of
my ethnographic work was done in Northeast India, and I am still not done writing all of this
up. However, the current projects at HCEH allow me to carry out research on a range of
topics, but mostly related to climate change and the environment, and I have been struck by
the profoundly relational ways in which many communities in Bhutan live in/with the

landscape and its many other-than-human beings.

6. What are the scopes of career and opportunities for budding anthropologists

from Bhutan?

Opportunities are endless, and anthropology offers an invitation to many fields, both in
academia and elsewhere, but you need to be good and serious in what you are doing. This

starts with reading. We all need to read more, and I am also telling this to myself.

7. In a time when the world is increasingly changing, what do you think
anthropologists can contribute to Bhutanese society and state?

It 1s my conviction that anthropology is more important than ever before, in Bhutan
spectfically and elsewhere. In our age of intensifying anthropogenic activity, conditions of life
are now being undermined at a planetary scale. This shows how our currently dominant
knowledge traditions and global institutions are not up to the task. We often talk about
sustainable development goals, but perhaps we first need sustainable intelligence; that is a way
of knowing, relating, and being in the world that promotes pan-being (meaning: not just
humans, but also other species and the life-giving earth itself) sustainable futures. I believe
that anthropology has a big role to play in showing that alternative futures are not only
possible, but are currently being pursued by a range of communities, including in Bhutan,
whose voices and experiences are often not counted seriously, but which anthropology,
through its hallmark method of ethnography, is able to hear. Thus, while anthropology can
make a major contribution to our understanding of Bhutanese society and state, I urge you to
simultaneously think broader by asking what anthropology in Bhutan can contribute to the

world at large.

12
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Interview with Alumnus: Tashi Chophel

Anthropology 2022 Graduate
Email: tashichophhel@gmail.com

% The current third-year anthropology student, Sherab Wangmo, conducted this interview

1. Tell us about yourself, including your educational background, current

professional status, and future goals.

I am Tashi Chophel from Trashigang, and I have spent most of my life in the western parts of
our country. I graduated from RTC with a Bachelor's in Anthropology and currently work at
BBS as an English producer. It’s been more than a year since I started working at BBS. I have
produced a couple of programs/documentaries, and I plan to keep on doing that for the next
couple of years if things are all going well. I want to keep on telling stories until my brain is out

of all the ideas and motivation.

2. How did you come to know about the anthropology programme at Royal
Thimphu College (RTC), and what led you to choose it?

I came to know about anthropology at the very last moment. The story goes like this: I had to
come to Thimphu because I had gotten the DAHE scholarship, and I was supposedly given
three options of courses to choose from. 1. BA English 2. BA Mass Communication 3. BA
Anthropology. So I went to Google and looked up anthropology. As I was reading the
definitions and other things related to anthropology, it got me excited and interested in

learning more about anthropology. So then I made up my mind to take anthropology as my

course at RTC.

3. Looking back at your time as an anthropology student at RTC, are there any

reflections or thoughts you would like to share?

Looking back, I am glad I had taken anthropology. It has steered my life in a meaningful way
and is always present in all my fondest memories. It still shapes my decisions, my perception

and my understanding of all things encompassing my life. One of the thoughts that played a
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very vital role in my understanding of anthropology 1s that there is no right or wrong answer so
long as you can substantiate your answers with the needed evidence and points. There is
always more than one way of looking and understanding a question or statement. It is also
necessary to put ourselves in someone else’s shoes to understand their perception and

understanding to come up with your own understanding and answers.
4. Could you share details about the professional work you are currently doing?

My work involves telling stories from around Bhutan to the world. We can tell stories of
individuals, societies, phenomena, etc. much like what I had studied in anthropology.
However, the only thing that has changed is that now I work more with technical stuff like
cameras, software such as Premiere Pro, etc. which in turn is an added bonus for me as I get to

tell my stories visually.

5. Would you like to share insights into your research interests and what

inspired you to pursue them?

Anthropology, being a holistic subject, made it fun to try out various topics. That is why,
during my college days, I chose to do my research on films and the process of production of
films. Films are visual spectacles that tell stories of peoples, places and times. A lot of people are
ivolved, and it has its own community and culture. Likewise, other subjects like studying
diverse languages and dialects could also be topics that I would’ve liked to work on. Now that
I'm working in a space involved with films, I find it funny how things like destiny or something

along those lines are all at play

6. Do you have any advice for current anthropology students at RTC regarding

career prospects and opportunities after graduation?

I would like to say to the current batch of anthropology students that life outside is as scary as
advertised. It’s a whole new level but it’s not an impossible task. In terms of the availability of
opportunities, I cannot give you my word that there’ll be plenty of opportunities outside as that
is not under my control. What worked for me may not work for you. Follow your own path
and strive to do what’s best for you. Mistakes and failures are only lessons that teach you how
to strive forward. What you learn in your anthropology classes will go on to help you at some

point in your life. Anthropology worked for me and my friends, and to this day, we still keep on
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saying how it was never a mistake to take anthropology and how much they appreciate having

learned anthropology.
7. Would you like to share how anthropology shapes who you are today?

Anthropology is literally a huge part of me because no matter where I go whether it is for a job
application or just a conversation with some new friends, anthropology will define who I am.
Additionally, the lessons learned from anthropology continue to shape my perception. I only

have fond memories of having studied anthropology. I am glad I did it.
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STEM College: Experience of

a First Year Student

By Namgay Choden
(2021 Cohort)
bionicnedohc@gmail.com
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I used to think of college as a place where adolescents go to become adults.

-

’ (2] ) g
L fl

- So you mlght xpect y
- that when I got
~accepted to
- 'Y' college,

I would be excited and happy.
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In fact, I'm sure that many aspire to be

It's not that the college was bad. accepted there,

didn't really want to pursue
a career in STEM.

N
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N

'Y' STEM College

It'é just that it was a
STEM college
Csand [0 h
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e

My move to the
college dorms was
swift.
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This place
. is not
e _that bad.

I started making friends.
First was my roommate.

A, this is B.
B, thisis A,
my roommate.

Hello! )

Hello!

But as time went on

I became overwhelmed
with assignments,
responsibilities,
adulting...

That Ibr

*T was falling behind and
that I would never catch up.
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But when I felt like that, I would watch movies I liked,

N |

go on walks with my friends, and talk to my family.

Yea, it's been

tough these

days...
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So, I am doing okay right now.

e Y Y

) e

I guess I've also gotten
used to this place.

Do you think
ou ll miss the college
in the future? —

In the future,
would I miss q
college, you ask? /=

Maybe, I'll miss this place;
maybe, [ won't.

| cant really tell. Well,
I've been here only a year.

But I st111 th1nk that I won't be pursumg a career related
‘to this degree once I graduate. :
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Biography of Bhutanese commodity:
Alcohol

Choening Pelmo, and Ngawang Gyatsho

Third-year Anthropology students
Emails: selibuthi35@gmail.com, and ngawanggyatsho87@gmail.com

Alcohol holds significant cultural and social importance in Bhutan, mirroring its role in other
societies worldwide. In the Dzongkha language, the word "chang" (alcohol) is reflected in oral
traditions, songs, proverbs, and social customs. Ara, a traditional alcoholic beverage, is
recognised as part of Bhutan's intangible cultural heritage, with religious-historical origins.
Legends suggest that gods like Lha Tsangpa and Lha Jajin' used wine for medicinal purposes in
battles against demigods, while another hypothesis links alcohol to nectar tied to immortality,
originating from the moon (Dorji, 2011). Throughout history, alcohol has been offered to
local deities as a form of devotion and used by Bon priests and shamans to connect with

supernatural forces.

In contemporary Bhutanese society, alcohol plays a significant role in various celebrations,
including weddings, New Year festivities (Losar), family gatherings, and religious ceremonies
such as the annual rituals (lochoe). Beyond these special occasions, sharing a drink with friends
serves as a means of connection, reflecting respect and hospitality. Additionally, many
consider its medicinal properties, underscoring its importance in everyday life. This cultural
significance has a connection with Bhutan's alcohol production and popularity, which
includes both traditional homemade drinks and industrially produced
beverages, also contributing to the country's economy. The essay will portray the production,
distribution, and consumption of alcohol in Bhutan and analyse local and global perceptions
of it. Primary and secondary data were used for this essay. For primary data, interviews were
conducted in person, and consent was obtained before recording the audio. The two
informants: one youth and one adult were chosen to gather insights into how alcohol
consumption patterns, tastes, and views vary between generations in Bhutanese society. The

interviews were later transcribed and categorised to obtain meaningful data.

! In Buddhism, Lha Tsangpa represents Hindu Lord Vishnu, whereas Lha Fajin represents Lord Indra.
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Bhutan's alcohol production includes both traditional handmade drinks like chang, and
industrially produced beverages like beer, Vintria dry wine or Zumzin wine. Chang, a
Bhutanese traditional alcohol, is made by heating grains such as maize, millet, and
buckwheat. After cooling, homemade yeast is added to the cooked grains, which are then
allowed to ferment for approximately two weeks, first in an open vessel and then in a sealed
container. Unfiltered wines, such as bangchang and singchang?, are created by adding hot or cold
water to brewed grains and then straining the liquid with a bamboo strainer. To distill chang
spirit, the matured mash is heated in a large pot, with a smaller pot inside on a tripod
collecting the distillate. A basin of cold water is put over the pot to cool the vapours, which
condense and drip into the inner collection jar (Miyamoto, 2020). During the distillation
process, the temperature must be carefully controlled by adding cold water and gently

spinning the basin. The distilled alcohol is called ara.

The Army Welfare Project (AWP), established in 1976 to improve the well-being of
Bhutanese army members, has had a considerable impact on the business (Dorji, 2011). As
Bhutan’s primary alcohol producer, AWP has significantly shaped the alcohol industry,
influencing local production practices and contributing to the country’s economy. It
manufactures a variety of spirits brands, including wine (Vintria dry wine), whisky (K5
whiskey), rum, and brandy (Rockbee Blended Grape Brandy). The AWP has distilleries in
Gelephu and Samtse that use natural spring water in the production process. Many alcoholic
beverages manufactured in Bhutan, particularly by the AWP and Bhutan Brewery, are sold
within the country. These beverages are distributed through various outlets including grocery
stores, bars, restaurants, and hotels to meet the local demand. Additionally, some Bhutanese
alcoholic beverages are exported to international markets including the Indian markets, with
major sales concentrations in Delhi, Karnataka, and Assam. In 2000, the AWP produced
approximately 6.2 million litres of alcoholic beverages, with 4.9 million litres sold
domestically and 1.6 million litres exported. According to Bhutan Trade Statistics (2023), the
earnings from alcohol sales in Bhutanese currency (Nu.) for beverages, spirits, and vinegar
amounted to Nu. 1,702,103,862. Beer emerged as the top revenue source, generating Nu.

455,234,625, followed by whiskies, rum, vodka, and wines.

2 Bangchang and singchang are traditional alcoholic beverages manufactured in Bhutan.
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The consumption pattern of alcoholic beverages in Bhutan is evolving, with a growing
preference for commercial brands like Spy and Breezer alongside traditional homemade
drinks such as ara, bang chang, and changkyod. These beverages are served on various occasions,
from welcoming guests (fshogchang) to religious ceremonies in libation offerings (ser-kyems).
During celebrations, sharing drinks whether traditional or contemporary, develops feelings of
unity, happiness, and friendship. Alcohol acts as a bonding agent, bringing people closer
together in social settings. Similarly, in religious ceremonies, alcohol is transformed into a
precious gift, acting as a link between the human and spiritual worlds. Its spiritual
significance i1s demonstrated by its use in ceremonial rites performed by Bon priests and
shamans.

Furthermore, in the daily lives of Bhutanese people, alcohol serves as a companion
that promotes socialisation and provides a sense of relaxation. The prominent role of alcohol
here indicates that Bhutanese social, cultural, and ritual aspects are sustained and practiced
around alcohol. All in all, the intricate tie between alcohol and Bhutanese people

encompasses every aspect from the past and present.

The most popular type of alcoholic drink in Bhutan is homemade chang such as ara.
According to one of the respondents, a young college student, he loves to drink Bhutan Grain
Whisky produced by AWP when he has the money, but when the budget is limited, he turns
to local alcohol products such as ara. He also stated that several youngsters his age prefer
imported alcohol over local alcoholic beverages since it has a different flavour and quality,
and he believes that his choices may differ from others. Another businesswoman also offered
her thoughts on alcohol, describing it as a way to release stress and socialise with friends. She
urged balance in drinking, comparing alcohol to medicine in tiny doses and poison in excess.
Like the previous respondent, she appreciates both imported and locally produced alcohol,
emphasising the importance of responsible drinking and respecting one's boundaries. Both
respondents agreed that alcohol is a significant element of Bhutanese culture, with roots
dating back to the past when it was frequently consumed during rituals, and that this custom
must be preserved. The significance of alcohol in Bhutanese lives tells us that it very much
assumes its form as a commodity and the demand it has, as per the data from secondary

sources covered in the essay.

According to Bhutan's 2012 National Health Survey, roughly 31% of Bhutanese people

currently consume alcohol. Males and widows were at the top of the list regarding alcohol use
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(Wangdi & Jamtsho, 2019). Individuals with primary, high school, or university education
consume less alcohol (Wangdi & Jamtsho, 2019). Furthermore, certain occupational
groupings, such as service and sales workers, have lower rates of alcohol consumption than
unskilled workers. The evolution of alcohol use in Bhutan, influenced by Appadurai's (1988)
idea of commodification, demonstrates a transition in which traditional drinks, which were
historically part of cultural traditions, such as the use of alcohol in religious ceremonies while
offering it to god and the people in festivals, are now commercialised to meet global market
demands, which is done through export. AWP and Bhutan Brewery play an important part
in this shift, combining local beverages with imported items to meet changing consumer
tastes. This process reflects the greater impact of cultural globalisation and economic
progress, transforming cultural traditions to fit within a global market context showing the
impact of the financial landscape. This financial landscape, formed by economic factors such

as income and affordability, impacts production, distribution, and consumption patterns.

In the context of Bhutan, Kopytoff's (1986) concept of the cultural biography of objects can
be understood by looking at the evolution of traditional alcoholic beverages. These drinks,
such as ara and singchang, are firmly established in Bhutanese culture and are often used in
religious rituals, and celebrations representing respect, hospitality, and social gatherings.
These traditional drinks have evolved into more commercialised forms to meet market needs,
indicating a shift in their social and cultural significance in the era of globalisation. This
change exemplifies how cultural beliefs and values influence items, such as traditional
beverages, allowing them to adapt to changing societal patterns while remaining culturally
relevant to the Bhutanese people. Friedman (1994) suggests that alcohol consumption
patterns reflect identity and social belonging, as seen in choices between traditional drinks
and commercially produced brands like Spy and Breezer. These choices represent
connections to cultural history or goals for modernity, demonstrating how consumption may
function as a symbolic representation of personal and social identity within the context of

commodified goods.

In conclusion, alcohol in Bhutan represents the combination of tradition and modernity
influenced by globalisation, as evidenced by its production, distribution, and consumption.
Traditional drinks, alongside commercial brands, represent cultural tradition while adjusting
to modern tastes. This development represents the commodification of cultural commodities

to fulfil global demand where the beverages are distributed domestically through shops, with
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selected brands also making their way into international markets, particularly in
neighbouring India. As Bhutanese society develops economically and culturally, alcohol

becomes not merely a beverage but also a symbol of identity and social belonging.
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Introduction

Clothing and culture share a profound relationship. Moreover, the two assist in shaping
people’s identity and help them express a sense of belonging to a cultural group. Beyond
language, religion, and other factors relevant to a community in preserving their identity,
clothing in the context of Bhutan also preserves and enhances Bhutanese identity. Our
research focused on understanding how the practice of wearing gho and kira among Royal
Thimphu College (RTC) students contributes to their sense of Bhutanese identity in the
contemporary period. Furthermore, the student’s role in preserving or strengthening cultural
identity through gho and kira are our symbols of national identity, they can be considered to
bring forth our sense of belonging and heritage. Our research focuses on the importance of
wearing gho and kira to RTC students and how they are relevant in contemporary culture. We
also addressed the increasing dominance of Western clothes. Ethnography is the research
methodology that our group applied within the RTC campus as we focused on students and
lecturers to present context, background, and in-depth understanding (Nelson, 2020).
Participant observation and in-depth interviews were used in this research to study the RTC
community to assess Bhutan's unique cultural identity, particularly its national dress — the gho
for men and kuwra for women. Through our research, we presented the cultural significance of

wearing gho and kira on the RTC campus.
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Literature review

This review explores the existing literature on Bhutanese cultural identity, examining the role
of gho and kira and the cultural significance of wearing them within contemporary educational
spaces, specifically in a college setting. As institutions where young Bhutanese often encounter
diverse global influences, colleges serve as key sites for negotiating tradition and modernity,
making them particularly relevant for studying how traditional attire like gho and kira shapes

and reinforces Bhutanese identity today.

Bhutan's national dress, the gho for men and kira for women, is more than just clothing. They
are symbols of the nation's rich cultural heritage and play a central role in shaping its national
identity. At the same time, we integrated insights from anthropological discourse on clothes.
Hansen (2004), emphasises that clothing influences socialisation, upholds cultural values, and
plays a role in shaping individual and collective identity. In presenting these facets tied to
clothing, he highlighted the complexity and diversity of dress practices across different

cultures and contexts.

Preserving cultural identity in the face of globalisation is important, as Phuntsho (2017, 2020)
highlights. He discusses the Bhutanese government's efforts to safeguard its cultural identity
by promoting Dzongkha, the national language, and encouraging traditional practices like
archery,?® arts, and wearing gho and kira. This emphasis on cultural preservation arises from
the perceived threat of globalisation and its potential to erode traditional values. Phuntsho
(2020) argues that Bhutan faces the "adaptation, alteration, decline, and disappearance of
traditional cultures at an unprecedented rate, as evidenced by the decline of traditional crafts,
the erosion of indigenous languages, and the loss of ancient rituals. (p. 70) " This seems to be
resonating with the effort from the Bhutan government where they promote cultural unity
through a "one nation, one people" approach, raising questions about inclusivity and the
representation of diverse identities within Bhutan (Phuntsho, 2020). Additionally, Craik and
Jansen (n.d.) explored the complexities of fashion and identity in Bhutan, challenging
Western perceptions of the country as an untouched paradise that is not influenced by the
West. They delved into the interplay among globalisation, nationalism, modernity, and
economic aspects This refers to, how globalisation affects the Bhutanese economy and the

emergence of hybrid identities which combine traditional and modern. These hybrid

3Archery became Bhutan’s national game when it joined the United Nation in 1971. People in Bhutan played archery
before this, but it became more popular after that. Bhutan is known worldwide for its archery game (Phuntsho, 2020).
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identities represent a blending of traditional and modern factors, reflecting the adaptation

and evolution of cultural practices in response to globalisation.

Dick (2016) discusses the tension between traditional dress and modern trends, particularly
the influence of Western and Korean fashion on Bhutanese youth. The introduction of
television in 1999 exposed young people to the outside world, leading to a gradual clash
between preserving traditional values, such as wearing the gho and kira, and embracing
modern fashion trends like jeans and T-shirts. Filmmakers like Khyentse Norbu urge the
youth to balance tradition with modernity (Dick, 2016). Supporting this argument, Naidu
(1986) explores Bhutan's search for identity amidst external influences. As a small, landlocked
country, Bhutan faces the challenge of maintaining its unique cultural heritage while
engaging with larger nations like India and China, including their cultural dominance.
Naidu’s (1986) writing emphasises the importance of balancing economic development with
cultural preservation and navigating complex diplomatic relations while maintaining a
distinct Bhutanese identity. This also extends into the increasing impact of exposure to the

outside world, particularly cultures, on the younger generation.

Phuntsho (2021) highlights the crucial role of a strong and distinct Bhutanese culture in
maintaining the country's sovereignty. He argues that cultural identity acts as a shield against
the negative influences from modernisation. However, he argues that the lack of
understanding and preservation of Bhutan's cultural heritage is concerning amongst
Bhutanese people. The youths at RTC wear gho and kira due to the college policy in consistent
with the policy of Bhutanese office workers, leading to youths overlooking the purpose. The
youths overlook the value of wearing ke and gho due to external influence and fashion trends
where students prefer wearing fashionable clothes imitating the outsiders. This connects to
Naidu’s (1986) points about how external influence on Bhutanese cultural identity should be
contextualised. He argued that external influence brings several impacts on the way people
practice culture. Thus, creating threat towards the cultural practice of wearing gho and kira

making a strong basis for the protection of cultural identity.

Theys (2017) underscores that Bhutan's national interest is to preserve its sovereignty, hence
bringing an 'independent' amongst Bhutanese strengthening ones belongingness. Bhutan's
national identity has been strengthened since the 1980s when the fourth king implemented

the 'One Nation, One People' policy (Theys, 2017). This policy required adhering to a code
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of conduct called Driglam Namzha*. The code of conduct emphasises strict adherence to vows,
including kinship loyalty, respect for elders, and cooperation between rulers and ruled. Thus,
the practice of Driglam Namzha reinforces the national dress with significance and nationalist
fervour through such protocol. Similarly, Robles (2014) outlines guidelines for "wholesome"
behavior, Driglam Namzha® also establishes morals, values, and dress codes. During the
Lhabdrung® rule, the traditional dress code of gho for men and kira for women was established.
It is required in most professional settings, government offices, and educational institutions.
Bean (1995) similarly highlights the importance of the royal edict issued in 1990 that required
all citizens to wear Bhutanese national dress in public, schools, offices, and official functions.
Further, Bean (1995) argues that gho and kira are not only traditional attire but a visual
emblem that represents Bhutanese identity both to Bhutanese citizens and to the global
community. All these sources strongly support the role of sovereignty, nationalism, and
culture in shaping gho and kira, and how they still stand in the time of globalisation and social

media.

Koopman (2022) emphasises that the gho and kira are important to the students' sense of
belonging to a Bhutanese identity and that external influences such as global influence act as
a threat to the Bhutanese identity. Furthermore, the Bhutanese attire is seen as a protective
mechanism and plays a significant role in preserving Bhutanese traditions, preventing cultural
depletion, and reinforcing a sense of national pride and recognition. All these accounts invite
one’s attention to look into the younger generation in the contemporary period to see the
significance of traditional clothes among them. Taking notes on the discourse on clothes and
culture and their response to contemporary times, we want to conduct research on gho and
kira. By conducting this research, we want to present the study's findings regarding RTC
student's and teachers' perceptions towards wearing the national dress to college. Moreover,
there 1s scant literature about this topic in Bhutan. Furthermore, through the research we

would like to examine and understand the significance of wearing a gho or kira to college.

Drawing on existing literature on clothes and culture, it demonstrates how garments reflect
and influence societal values. However, this conversation has been largely overlooked in the

context of Bhutan. Due to this research gap about how younger generations view traditional

*Driglam Namzha is Bhutan’s code of manners. “Drig” means order and following rules, so “driglam™ means they way to
keep order. “Namzha” means a system or concept (Karma Phuntsho, 2020).

> Bhutan's code of etiquette

6It was introduced in the 17th century by Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyel to give Bhutan a unique identity (Phuntsho,
2020).
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dresses, like gho and kira, our research directly addresses this gap by investigating the
relevance of gho and kira among RTC students in Bhutan. Moreover, Penjore (2013) urges
Bhutanese to write about the cultures of Bhutan as there is scant research work written by
Bhutanese on anthropological topics. Our research work is also an attempt to contribute to

scholarship on Bhutanese anthropology.

After conducting a literature review, it has become apparent that Bhutan, a country
renowned for its unique cultural heritage, could be a case to explore the relationship between
dress and culture in a contemporary setting. Clothes are often influenced by the prevailing
cultural norms and values of a society, and the response to changes the society experiences.
Our literature shows that Bhutanese society 1s exposed to globalisation and outside bringing
in several changes to Bhutan. Focusing on this topic could provide insights into how

Bhutanese culture is expressed and preserved through traditional clothing.

Moreover, drawing from recent developments among the younger generation being exposed
to the outside world to a greater degree and the popularity of cultures from outside into
Bhutan’s context, there is a need to examine whether the relevance of gho and kira is still
intact. In this context, we aim to conduct research among RTC students to see the relevance
of gho and kira and what they mean to them, as the youth at RTC are comparatively modern

and cosmopolitan.
Research Objectives

1. To understand students' perceptions and attitudes towards wearing gho and kwa in a
college setting. This includes exploring their views on the cultural significance, practicality,

and personal identity associated with the national dress.

2. To analyse how exposure to external cultures and fashion trends impacts RTC students’

appreciation and adherence to traditional attire
3. To explore issues of comfort, convenience, self-expression, and peer pressure.

4. Toidentify and analyse the challenges and tensions associated with wearing gho and kira in
a modern college setting, including issues of practicality, inclusivity, and the impact of

evolving fashion trends on their continued relevance.
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Methodology

The research study employed a qualitative research method and focused on understanding
the experiences, ideas, and opinions of those who wear gho and kira at RTC. We chose to
focus on RTC as we conducted the research during regular class hours, and it was difficult
due to the time constraint. We were not able to account for respondents from outside RTC

or other students.

Through the methods, we studied the significance of traditional attire in an educational
mstitution like RTC, which can provide insights into how younger generations perceive and
engage with cultural practices in a modern context. We deployed ethnography as our
approach and aimed to provide a deep understanding of the reality by asking participants
their perceptions and understanding of the use and significance of the gho and kira. The
researchers spent extensive time in the field, interacting with people, conducting interviews,
and observing the use and significance of the gho and kwra in the college. The researchers’
understanding of the Bhutanese culture, history, language and connection aided in building

rapport and gaining access to prospective respondents.

The research explored the intersections of tradition, identity, and modernity in the context of
the gho and kira, focusing on aspects such as influence in culture. This focus allows for
furthering the understanding of the role of the gho and kira in Bhutanese society, beyond our
focus in RTC. To gain a deeper understanding of the cultural significance of the gho and kura,
the research includes interviews with knowledgeable persons such as the Dzongkha tutors of

the college.

The researchers conducted in-depth interviews with individuals who wore gho and #kira,
especially students, exploring their personal experiences, motivations, and attitudes toward
the traditional dress. This was done by using the questions seen in Appendix A as an
interview guide. The analysis and inference drawn from the data collected were aligned with
the objectives of the study. The outcome of the study was a description of a part of Bhutanese
culture, providing meaningful insights into the experiences, feelings, and perceptions of
people who wear gho and kira. This analysis sheds light on how these garments are viewed and

integrated into contemporary Bhutanese settings, particularly among RTC students.
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Research Ethics

We conducted our research in strict adherence to research ethics. In alignment with the
tradition of anthropological research, we maintained a cultural relativistic perspective by
focusing on the emic perspective. We obtained informed consent and permission from our
interviews and observations. Wherever respondents sought confidentiality, we strictly
respected their choice and maintained it during fieldwork, the writing process, and the final
report. Furthermore, we aimed to maintain empathy, safety, dignity, and privacy while
building rapport, keeping close to our research objectives as much as possible with a
comparative analytical stance and avoiding ethnocentrism. Additionally, we clearly stated the
purpose and content to the interviewees before proceeding with the interviews so that our
respondents would be informed about the agenda of our research, including the use of
pseudonyms to ensure the privacy and confidentiality of our respondents. We did not share
any deep personal information through the use of pseudonyms, prioritising the well-being
and autonomy of the respondents since sharing such information could risk the safety of our

respondents in the research.
Analysis and Discussion

We used thematic and content analysis for our study. The thematic analysis helped in
identifying and analysing key themes such as cultural identity, practicality, individuality, and
external influences. As stated in class lectures (Kamei, 2024), thematic analysis involves
examining qualitative data to identify patterns and derive themes. By coding data, we
uncovered themes within the individuals' personal experiences regarding wearing the national
dress on campus. Content analysis has been used to systematically coding and analysing
qualitative and quantitative data (Kamei, 2024). In addition, the systematic coding and
deciphering of the contents of the texts, such as the interview transcripts, assisted in
categorising the concepts or themes. With the combination of thematic and content analysis,
we were able to gain an in-depth understanding of the perspective of our interviewees about
wearing gho and kia on campus. For this research, we conducted six semi-structured

interviews; the interviewees consisted of two tutors and four students.

For analysis, we focused on the five factors by coding the six transcriptions to identify the
themes for analysis and discussion. Thus, based on this analysis, we identified the following

five themes.
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The origins of kira and gho as national attire

The data highlights the deep cultural significance and historical roots of wearing Bhutan's
traditional gho and kiura attire. Our interview participants acknowledged that the practice dates
to the 17th century and was introduced by Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyel, establishing it as a

core part of Bhutanese cultural identity (Phuntsho, 2020).

They recognised the symbolic meanings and connotations associated with wearing the attire
correctly, representing respect for cultural norms and values passed down through

generations.
Formulation and maintenance of identity

This theme delves into the significance of gho and kira as emblems of Bhutanese cultural
heritage and the sense of pride, belonging, and connection to one's roots that wearing
traditional attire fosters, particularly among the college community. Participants expressed a
sense of pride, belonging, and cultural connection when donning the traditional attire,
particularly in a college setting. They viewed it as more than just clothing, but rather a
symbol of their cultural heritage and a visible representation of their identity as Bhutanese

people. As Thinley (21 years old, RTC student) stated:

To me, wearing gho and kira in college is a reflection of my cultural identity. It is not just
about putting on clothes; it’s about embracing centuries-old traditions that define who we are
as Bhutanese. When I wear gho and kira, 1 feel connected to my roots, and it gives a sense of

pride and belonging.

It 1s a deliberate cultural expression that grounds individuals within their history and social
context. By wearing these clothes, people actively feel a sense of pride and belonging. This
practice reinforces cultural identity and fosters a connection to their roots. This practice not
only reinforces their sense of identity but also contributes to the broader cultural landscape.
It's a tangible way to connect with the past, present, and future, ensuring that Bhutan's rich

traditions continue to thrive in the face of globalisation.
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Preservation and Promotion

This theme focuses on the responsibilities and strategies of educational institutions, such as
colleges, in fostering cultural awareness, appreciation, and preservation among students
through the promotion of traditional attire and related cultural practices or wearing gho and
kira. Closely tied to the concepts of cultural knowledge and identity attached to gho and kira 1s
the idea of preserving and promoting Bhutanese culture through the practice of wearing gho
and kira. Participants recognised the role of traditional attire in safeguarding cultural
traditions, especially among younger generations in the modern college setting. They
expressed a desire to keep the culture alive and showcase their pride in Bhutanese heritage to
both domestic and international audiences. According to Karma Choden’, "The practice of
wearing gho and kira within the community like the college community can help students to
stay rooted in Bhutanese culture and identity despite the modern college setting." She further
emphasised that, "Wearing traditional gho and kwa at college can contribute to the
preservation and promotion of Bhutanese culture and identity by keeping the cultural strong

among the younger generations."

This suggests that wearing gho and kira allows students to stay connected to their Bhutanese
heritage in the modern-day setting. This practice serves as a reminder and anchor for their
cultural identity. By incorporating gho and kira into the college setting, students help keep
these traditions alive and ensure that they are passed down to future generations. This keeps

them from fading away in the face of modernisation.

External Influence

This theme explores how students navigate the tension between preserving their cultural
identity through traditional attire and the influences of globalisation, modernisation, and
changing fashion trends. It examines how external factors shape their perceptions and
attitudes towards wearing gho and kuwa in college. Additionally, it investigates the balance
between upholding cultural traditions and practices associated with wearing traditional attire
and the desire for individual expression, comfort, and convenience among college students. In
doing so, it examines how students negotiate these potentially competing factors. This theme

further explores the potential generational differences in attitudes towards traditional attire

"Karma Choden (Respondent)
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and the influence of peer pressure and social norms within the college community on

students' perceptions and decisions regarding wearing gho and kira.
P P g g g3

The data from our interviews indicated the impact of external influences, such as
modernisation, globalisation, and Western fashion trends, on the way gho and kira are worn
and perceived. Participants noted changes in the structure, styles, and materials used in
traditional attire, as well as the emergence of fashion competitions that blend traditional
elements with modern interpretations. Some participants expressed concern about the
potential dilution of cultural essence due to these external influences. Sangay Phuntsho?

stated that:

“The structure of how people wear has changed tremendously. Long ago people used to wear
tego and womju but now college students do not wear them anymore due to the absence of a
national flag in college there 1s a lack of respect for the dress and secondly we can see many
fashion competitions and in a way, they are trying to promote our national culture but due to

modernisation the way they wear gho and kira changes in the fashion competition.”

Through the respondent's interview, it was noted that the absence of students with national
pride indicates a lack of the need to wear gho and kira. This shows that students do not feel it is
obligatory to wear traditional Bhutanese attire in college. Additionally, external influences
have impacted fashion trends, particularly in fashion competitions, where a blend of
Bhutanese and international styles is evident. This aligns with Dick's (2016) statement
regarding the influence of Western and Korean fashion, which has manifested in the
incorporation of modern elements, such as vibrant colours and contemporary fabrics, into

traditional Bhutanese attire.
Practicality and Comfort

While cultural significance and identity were prominent themes, the data also highlighted on
practical aspects and comfort levels associated with wearing gho and kira in the college setting.
Some participants found the attire comfortable and connected to their roots. However, others

noted instances where students appeared uncomfortable or adopted more casual attire, such

8Sangay Phuntsho (Respondent)
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as wearing hoodies or slippers, indicating a desire for greater flexibility and practicality.

According to Karma Choden?:

Maybe as I was groomed in a community where we all wear gho and kura, I think that most of
the time I rather wear gho and kira than wear, like, casuals, so for me it is very comfortable

and I think that we should wear more of gho and kira, like whenever we can.

The respondent emphasises the importance of wearing gho and kira, which comes from the
practice rooted in the cultural and habitual environment. A sense of affiliation to the
community provides comfort that invokes the respondent’s cultural identity, evoking feelings
of belonging and pride. Furthermore, the respondents derive a sense of comfort with the

cultural practice.

Conclusion

Our research at Royal Thimphu College (RTC) looks at why wearing traditional Bhutanese
clothes, gho, and kira, is important in upholding the national identity. Our findings inform
different attitudes towards traditional attire and the influence of social norms within the
college community. We conducted interviews with students and teachers to understand their
experiences and views. We focused on staying ethical by getting consent and keeping personal
information private. Different methods were used to find key themes like cultural knowledge,
identity, and preservation, showing how these clothes help maintain Bhutanese heritage and

identity.

However, our familiarity with Bhutanese culture might have caused some bias, due to our
own identity as a Bhutanese that could have affected our data. Our study only covers a
specific time and does not account for changing attitudes over time. By focusing only on
RTC, we missed out on perspectives from other colleges and those who do not wear
traditional attire. Future research should incorporate more schools and colleges across
Bhutan for diverse views, do long-term studies to see changes over time, and explore why
some people choose not to wear gho and kira. Lastly, examining into how government policies
and education influence the preservation of traditional dress among youth could provide

deeper insights.

9Karma Choden (Respondent)
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Us and Superstitions

"

Chhimi Wangmo

Anthropology 2024 graduate
& Email: cangmo24702@gmail.com

"Chhimi, I told you not to cut your hair at night!"

My mother exclaimed while I had a scissor halfway through my hair. I remember stealing
glances at her through the mirror and could see the disapproving glares she shot my way.

The next thing I recall is a half-done hair, to be finished the next day.

I was born and raised in Thimphu, the capital city of Bhutan, a place that has embraced
modern development over the years. Despite the changes, one aspect remains deeply rooted
in our superstitions. They are not seen as mere irrational beliefs but as cultural treasures.
From the moment of my birth, I was destined to be named Chhimi Wangmo, after the great
saint of fertility, Drukpa Kuenley. Deviating from this name was believed to bring ill omens

upon me and my parents.

Growing up, our visits to Lhakhangs and Chortens became more than just religious rituals,
they symbolised our connection to our heritage and traditions. Whenever significant events
occurred, such as exams, long journeys, or starting a new business, it was customary to seek
the blessings of these sacred places. The prayer flags, inscribed prayer scripts on stones, and
the paintings of phalluses on the walls were not merely symbols; they were sources of

protection and blessings that our ancestors had bestowed upon us.

These superstitious beliefs were not limited to the physical objects we encountered but also to
the stories and folklore that shaped our behaviour. For instance, we were told that farting in
the presence of a Lama (Great Saint) was considered a sin. Such tales, though seemingly odd,

moulded our actions and fostered a sense of respect and reverence.
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Just the other day, as I sat in Dechenphu Lhakhang, I observed groups of people gathered
around, engaged in animated conversations. It struck me how deeply intertwined
superstitions were in our daily lives. The prayer beads clutched tightly by the elder ones, their
rhythmic flicking of the beads, the protective bracelets and necklaces adorning the children,
and the religious pictures cherished in purses—all these rituals showcased our unwavering

faith. They provided us with solace, a sense of belonging, and a shared identity.

In our society, superstitions serve as a binding force, connecting us to our roots and
strengthening our sense of unity. They offer a framework for navigating the uncertainties of
life and provide a source of comfort and hope. The belief in amulets, such as the black string
I wear, not only serves as a shield against malevolent spirits but also instills in us a sense of

confidence and courage.

While outsiders may dismiss our superstitions as mere irrationality, they fail to grasp the
deeper meanings embedded within them. Our superstitions are an integral part of our
culture, passed down through generations, and they bring us closer to our ancestors and their
wisdom. Superstitions have permeated every thread of my existence, becoming a part of who
I am. These ideas mold our identities and offer us a sense of security and connectedness, from
the names we are given to the rituals we engage in. They demonstrate the influence of
tradition and the need for purpose and security in human beings rather than being mere

quirks.

So, the next time someone scoffs at our superstitious practices, I proudly wear my black
string, knowing that it represents not just a belief, but a tapestry of traditions, customs, and a

collective faith that binds us together as a resilient and proud community.
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Deep Hanging out in the Eastern
Himalayas: Imagination & ‘Not-

Knowing’ in Bhutan

Gilbert Sabah Akal

Anthropology 2023 Graduate
Email: gilbertakal@me.com

Theory-overload

Shiva, the destroyer, enters Earth in human appearance. The air is filled with soap bubbles
and the heavy scent of sang (smoke-offerings). “Are you doing your homework?” The little
girls are giggling. While I think about my answer and Shiva continues his mission of revenge,
ripping bodies apart and spearing people with all kinds of pointy objects, I hear myself saying,

“Yes, something like homework, I would say.”

The reason for me sitting in a well-decorated Bhutanese living room, surrounded by my
hosts” cousin sisters, scribbling, taking pictures, and asking questions, is my anthropological
research on a specific domestic ritual called ko choe (Annual Offering) in Thimphu, West

Bhutan.

A friend of mine invited me to her family’s /ho choe after I told her what my research topic was
about. “Please come to my family’s annual ritual. You can ask questions and there will be

good food,” she said smiling, “It will be nice...the more the merrier.”

Initially. I didn’t plan to research on rituals in the Bhutanese Buddhist context. Based on my
impressions and experiences of my first stay in Bhutan in spring 2020, I wanted to know fow
young people in Bhutan percewe modernity and how the term is used in everyday conversation. In preparation
for my project, and for the sake of securing a scholarship, I had to write a research proposal,

for which I explored the existing body of literature and theoretical approaches based around
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the question of modernity. By doing so, I put on, understanding this in retrospect, a specific

set of lenses, which, for a while, I forgot I was wearing.

Several months later, being finally back in Bhutan, I found myself looking for phenomena
either validating or disapproving things I came across during my appropriation of theoretical
knowledge. While writing my fieldwork diary, I used big terms and fancy words, acting as if I
were a specialist on that topic, drawing on knowledge and information I gathered myself

during my years of fieldwork.

Obviously, that was not the case, and I was merely copying what I had read before, which is,
I guess, part of the educational structure, but it was not satisfying for me in any way back

then.
Starting by ‘Not-Knowing’

Realising that “7 actually don’t know anything”, and more importantly so, that it is totally fine,
was a great relief, and this marked the starting point for creating space and time for myself,

which eventually led me to my new research question.

From there on, I embarked on a beautiful and exciting journey of exploration and friendship. 1 then
mostly spent my time hanging out with my local friends. Sitting in small rooms, smoking cheap
Indian cigarettes, drinking sweet tea, and eating crackers and cheese balls. I just wanted to be
there. Seeing, feeling, smelling, and listening. It felt like breaking the barrier of being an
outsider who urges the need to be entertained and becoming part of what 1s just there.
Leaving the observing position of supposed objectivity for the sake of forgetting myself and
getting a deeper understanding of what surrounded me, became way more important for me

than any research question.

It was one of those nights, sitting on the floor, with a stomach full of rice, heavy eyelids, and a
cup of tea in front of me, hanging out real deep as one could say, when one of my good friends
told me about the choe sham (altar room) and its importance for Bhutanese Buddhist families

and households.

My general fascination for the esthetics of Vaprayana Buddhism i.e., the visualisation of

concepts like deities and yidams (personal meditation deities), including the religious practices,
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and the rare opportunity of being able to spend a relatively long time in a Vagrayana Buddhist

Kingdom, led me to the decision of taking up the choe sham as my topic of inquiry.
Research on the Lho Choe

After a while, I figured that for conducting domestic rituals, having the appropriate
surroundings, including the ritual instruments, for the much-needed religious specialists, is
very important. I also figured that the domestic rituals are, in the context of Bhutanese
Buddhist cosmology, an inalienable event for a lot of people. In the following 13 Months, I
attended eight different lko choe rituals and several more 7imdros in the Thimphu and Paro

district, which was all possible due to my friends’ invitations.

Besides learning a lot about the Bhutanese Buddhist ritual universe, the cosmology in which it
1s embedded, its inhabitants, specialists, the contextuality, limitations and rules, I learned a lot

about what it means to do anthropological research.

I ended up writing my thesis on ‘How the lko choe creates a sense of “safety-ness” on different
levels’. One level being the religious technical aspect of the ritual, the appeasing of local
deities, which is performed by the religious specialists in the choe sham. 1 described this as
being ‘protected from’, which I distinguished from being ‘protection in’. The latter is created within
the well-known structure of the family, by coming together in annual circles, performing
similar actions over and over again and experiencing similar phenomena in a familiar

surrounding.

I would be glad to share a few of my takeaways, which I would be delighted to explain in
greater detail, but due to the limitations of this paper, I will only be able to note them in a
bullet point manner and let you, whoever reads this, relate it to, or create, your own

contextual embedment, which is more valuable in any case.
Sharing Experience

Based on my experiences I feel like one cannot and should not force anything in
anthropological research. One can merely be ready, trying to get oneself in a specific
situation that could possibly lead to the production of knowledge and then seizing it as much

as possible.
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Stay away from using the term Inferview, it can create unnecessary tension, and understand

the value of everyday conversation.

Prioritise experience over theory for the sake of coming across things, and eventually
understanding them, which you did not know even existed before. It is impossible to
understand everything, and research never comes to an end. It can just be stopped at a specific
point, from which it can be, of course, be picked up again. Be aware of your responsibility

regarding representation, may it be in written form, pictures, or film.

Do not be afraid of making mistakes or a fool out of yourself. It is an inevitable part of trying to

understand a different world in which you must learn new things every day.

Make it your responsibility to recognise opportunities for reciprocity. From my experience,
reciprocity needs not to be directed all the time but can also happen indirectly (if you get a lot
of support from person xy and you cannot help xy at the time, but you can help or support a

friend or family member of xy. In that way you can indirectly support your friend xy.)

Although being described as not easy and often problematic, I feel like one has merely

opened the eyes because a helping hand is needed everywhere, all the time.

Which leads to my final point. Tume. Obviously, nothing happens without it, but I feel one
must appreciate it and work with it on a more conscious level. Therefore, one can, if the
reasoning behind it is valid, change the initial research question and use one’s time in the best
possible way. It is important to point out though, that one should not be changing the topic

for the sake of comfort.

Research can be quite challenging in many ways, but it is worth being resilient and not shying
away from difficult circumstances, may it be for personal growth or the production of

knowledge.

My most important takeaway, though, on a personal level, is all the beautiful friendships
which made me richer in life and are the root cause of every single note I took, every picture I
framed, every video I shot, and every memo I recorded. Without my friends (due to the
intimate and strong connection we were able to establish, I refer to some of them as brothers
and sisters now), my experience would have been that of a tourist. And as we know, there are

not many accounts of tourists producing interesting knowledge, based on valid ethnographic
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research. So therefore, a huge thank you to them for the opportunity of bonding, which leads to

the byproduct of doing ethnographic research in one of the most beautiful places on earth.

Conclusion

In the thesis, which emerged from my time in Bhutan, I stated that ‘I think my research was
very successful’. I got scolded for this statement and my supervisor told me that it is
embarrassing to praise oneself. “You should leave this to the people who are reading and
evaluating your work”, he said. Honestly speaking, it was not much about self-praise, but
rather was I surprised and amazed how well everything worked out. I guess I framed it
predetermined for misunderstanding. What I meant was that my time in Bhutan was more
exiting and fruitful than I could have ever imagined. Besides of me being lucky, at the right

place at the right time, I feel like this is also due to the limitations of our imagination.

‘Limitations’ in this case refers not to the dimension of imagination but to its accuracy. We
can think about a future event all day long just to get our assumed future reality shattered in

seconds by an unpredictable incident.

Before I started shooting an ethnographic short film about a mask dance 1.e., dole cham in the
Paro Area, I had a talk with my supervisor (Prof. Dr. Frank Heidemann). Besides telling me
that I should let my interlocutors talk about what is important for them and not what I feel
like 1s important, he told me about the ‘Co-Creation of the Ethnographic Object’. He told me
that there is nothing out there, just being there by itself, that one can simply research on. He
argued that by the mere act of researching something, one has an impact on it and, therefore,
co-creates the object of research. He asked me to think about a method of how I could trace
this co-creation during the process. So, I decided, that during the day and before certain
events, we as a crew (consisting of two of my Bhutanese brothers, one being an RTC
Anthropology graduate, the other one a religious specialist, and me) would gather and talk

about how we imagine what would soon to happen.

We were wrong almost all the time and we had a lot to laugh about, on how wrong we
actually were. Like I said, one studied anthropology, grew up in Bhutan and attended
countless rmdros and chams, while the other is a specialist on Buddhist religion in the

Bhutanese context. Of course, I am a chilip (foreigner), nevertheless, I had visited the same
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ritual one year prior, stayed for overall 2 years in Bhutan and researched extensively for 13

months on Bhutanese Buddhist rituals. Still, we were wrong almost all the time.

Besides the importance of friendship and intimacy as a key element of being able to
understand, besides the fact that there is no reason to be afraid of making a fool of yourself,
that one should put experience first, that reciprocity can be indirect, that time is valuable,
that one cannot force anything, that representation is a huge responsibility, and that research
can never come to an end, I came to the understanding of how misleading our imagination
can be and that this is a huge factor in the process of planning, practising and writing
anthropological research, which should be seriously considered. My imagination about my
research topic and the context it was embedded in, was misleading to such a degree that I
even had to change it. Realising afterwards that I just do not know felt at the time like a big

relief and was a great starting point for the time to come.

Obviously, it is inevitable for us to imagine, and we will not stop doing so until we leave this
life behind for good. What I propose, though, is that it might be very helpful trying to
understand what our imaginations are based on and how, besides the co-creation of
ethnographic objects, our imagination is constructed. I feel like taking it not so seriously can

help as well, which, of course, is much easier to say than to do.
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Sitestas, Hand-made Pasta, and a Whole
Lot of Museums: The Experiences of an

Anthropology Student Abroad

Surekha Subba
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Email: surekhart.13@gmail.com

From siestas’’ in Spain to hand-made pasta in Italy, during my one-year study abroad, I
realised that the grand monuments of Europe were not what captivated people but, rather,
the subtle aspects of the mundane. Through the Royal Thimphu College, Bhutan, I was
allowed to take part in the Erasmus+!! mobility program from October 2022 to July 2023.
While life abroad was not without its challenges, the experience was rewarding in terms of
personal growth and exposure, something that just sitting in a classroom would not have
taught me. I spent one semester at the University of Oviedo in Spain and another at the
University of Tuscia in Italy. While most of the participants were offered one country to study
in, I was one of the fortunate given the chance to study in two countries. With laid-back
evenings in Spain and a strong sense of community in Italy, I came to understand that each
country had its own way of experiencing life shaped by social norms and deep-rooted
connections to community. Through my study abroad experience and as an anthropology
student, I have come to further realise how cultural identity is greatly shaped by the mundane
practices of society and individuals, demonstrating how the boring or normal everyday life is

also an essence of culture.

Hauser (2009, p.3) states that cultural identities “are attached to local contexts, such as
values, symbols, and language, and specified historically” However, like Hauser, many others

also overlook the aspects of everyday life that create cultural identities. As an individual who

10 A custom of mid-day rest. An old tradition in Spain that is still practised in the country as well as in other countries
through Spanish influence.

I Erasmus+ Study Mobility is an EU program that allows higher education students to study abroad at partner
institutions in Europe for 3 to 12 months, with financial support and recognition of academic credits.
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takes afternoon naps very seriously, siestas in Spain were, in actuality, quite cumbersome to
someone who comes from a culture where 9 to 5 working hours are considered the bare
minimum of being employed. With the two other Bhutanese students who also studied in
Oviedo- Pema, and Tenzin- we found it difficult to get used to the concept of siestas because
the most free time we had from official work was in the afternoon, which unfortunately
turned out to be useless because all offices would close for siesta during these hours.
Eventually, we adapted by adjusting our schedule and came to enjoy this custom of taking a

break from the hustle and bustle of one’s daily life.

One of the challenges I faced in Italy was different from Spain in terms of how closely knit
the community in Italy was. While the Spanish were also very closely knit as a community
they were also very open and friendly towards “outsiders”!?. Although the Italians were not
outwardly rude to foreigners, they were more of a community who would rather stick with
their people. As a Bhutanese who 1s taught to treat guests as gods, this may come off as being
impertinent, however, this was not the case. As an anthropology student I have learned that
such behaviour is never something to take personally, rather, it is something that showcases
how Italians feel a deep sense of connection to their own people just like any other society.
Whether it was a father walking his kids at the park or a group of senior citizens enjoying

dinner together, the Italians showed a deep sense of connection to their people.

During my study abroad, I was fortunate to visit other countries during Christmas and New
Year’s break. I visited Geneva, Switzerland during Christmas with my friend Pema and was
kindly hosted by her cousins who lived there. My two-week holiday in Switzerland was the
most memorable part of my study abroad with its culture and society also being the most
different out of the other European countries I had visited. First, they have one of the most
efficient public transportation system I have ever experienced. Second, it was the most
multicultural society among all the other European countries I had visited, with refugees from
different parts of the world. Matyja (2018, p.18) states that “multicultural Switzerland has
been ethnically diverse from the beginnings of its statehood.” This was very noticeable,
especially in the city where a large part of the refugees I noticed consisted of Tibetans, some
of whom were immigrants and some who were born and raised there. Others included
immigrants from Mongolia, Taiwan, Italy, France, and Germany, all of whom were living

and working in Switzerland. Due to such multiculturality, it was also noticeable how most

12 Here, the word outsider refers more specifically to foreigners.
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people there were polyglots. Susen (2024, p.33) states that “one of the most striking features of
cultural (including inter- and cross-cultural) dynamics is the relationship between familiarity
and unfamiliarity—.” Similarly, this multilingualism was mostly noticeable to me because the
majority of the Bhutanese population is also multilingual. The only difference is that most
Bhutanese are multilingual because of Bhutan’s regional dialects and the Swiss are

multilingual because of refugees and immigrants.

I also visited Paris in France, and Rome (which I visited before my study abroad in Italy)'3.
The majority of the trip included “museum hopping” which personally induced a deep love
for museums in me. We visited the Louvre, the Museum of Art and History, and the Museum
of Modern Art in Paris. These museums told stories of historical artefacts and paintings that
daily life alone couldn’t reveal. They presented a curated and organised version of history
and culture while the everyday experiences of life in the countries I visited were, in contrast,
more fluid and lived. Visiting these museums created an understanding of how museums
showcase the preservation of chosen stories!* while daily life shows how these stories are lived

in real-time.

Reflecting on my year abroad, the revelation of cultural identities as being manifested in
different aspects of life was brought to light. Through cultural customs like siestas, social
kinship, cuisines, museums, and languages, cultural identities were manifested, negotiated,
and lived. It is undeniable that my time spent abroad deepened my academic knowledge, but
it also provided me with a more personal understanding of how cultural identity is formed
and experienced not only in the grand things of life but also in the mundane. Such an
experience is something I will always look back at as a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity and has

left a lasting imprint on my view of what it means to truly engage with a culture.

13 Some of the other museums I visited include The Museum of Art and History in Geneva, Switzerland, The Sistine
Chapel and St. Peter’s Basilica in the Vatican City, and the Palatine Hills and Roman Forum in Rome, Italy.

14 ‘Chosen stories’ here refers to the political nature of museums and how people in authority can bring which stories to
light and which to keep hidden.
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In 2022, I received the Erasmus+ exchange program opportunity to study in Europe for two
semesters. I was enrolled at Palacky University in Olomouc, a serene and small city in the
Czech Republic. It was just a three-hour train ride from the bustling streets of Prague. From
September 9, 2022, to June 30, 2023, I called Olomouc home. To be honest, before this, I
had little knowledge about European countries; I had only studied and heard about them.
But, living there was a different thrill. It felt both challenging and rewarding to step into a
foreign land and leave my comfort zone. This experience tested my adaptability and
broadened my understanding of the world beyond Bhutan. This connects with the
anthropological idea of stepping outside one’s own cultural lens to truly appreciate and

understand another culture from within.

Being a student at Palacky University offered a unique learning experience compared to what
I was used to at Royal Thimphu College (RTC). At RTC, we followed a more structured and
rigorous schedule, with classes running from 9 AM to 3 PM, five days a week. The long hours
often left us sapped of energy and struggling to stay alert in class. In contrast, at Palacky, we
had the flexibility to choose courses that matched our interests. I was even able to take
psychology courses outside my main field of study. This was an exciting opportunity to learn
outside my discipline. The classes were usually lighter because they focused more on class
activities and student-led discussions. There was much free time to write and read assigned
works. Reflecting on this, the exchange program helped me gain a broader perspective on
different educational systems. It allowed me to see the value in less rigid structures where

students have more agency in their studies.
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In terms of cross-cultural interactions, the Erasmus coordinator at Palacky University
organized many events that nurtured meaningful exchanges between students from different
countries. One of the most significant events was the weekly cultural presentation. A group of
students from one nation had the opportunity to introduce their country. These events were
particularly engaging, attracting those eager to learn about different cultures. A highlight of
these events was tasting different national cuisines. When it was our turn to present Bhutan,
we prepared traditional dishes like ema datshi, kewa datshi, kabzay, and shakam datshi. We also
presented Bhutanese traditional dances, which sparked curiosity and interest among the
attendees. Similarly, I attended presentations from various countries. Every time, I learned
something new from each country, such as their customs, history, or food. As an anthropology
student, these interactions were especially fulfilling as they offered firsthand experiences of
cultural exchange. Moreover, the dormitory kitchen became a hub for cultural exchange.
Cooking our own meals provided an informal yet rich setting for conversations about our
interests, backgrounds, and culinary traditions. Through these daily interactions, I learned
about African, Italian, and Chinese cuisine while forming bonds with friends from across the

globe.

Occasionally, we would plan group dinners, rotating between Bhutanese dishes and meals
from their own cultures. However, these exchanges also brought moments of culture shock.
Interestingly, one of the most talked-about aspects of our culture was the amount of chilli we
consume. I recall one instance when I was cooking a red chilli dish, and a Spanish student
was visibly shocked by the amount of chilli I was using. Her reaction, mouth agape, was a
clear example of the cultural differences in food preferences and tolerances. Nonetheless,
these moments were some of the most valuable ones as they allowed us to connect deeply

through food, a core element of culture.
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On 30th September 2022, I can vividly recall my memories of how I eagerly and anxiously

packed my bags and backed my adventurous journey, moving beyond seeing the majestic
mountains of Bhutan to the lively Spanish streets of Andalusia. As a Royal Thimphu College
anthropology student, I had the opportunity to participate in the Erasmus+ exchange
program. I have spent one semester at the University of Huelva and one semester at the
University of Cadiz, bisecting my time between two cities. It was my first time living
independently beyond Bhutan but not my first living away from home. Living in Spain, and
immersing myself in a different culture, helped me a lot as an anthropology student and made
me grow beyond the classroom. Surprisingly, despite being advised at home about
experiencing cultural shock, I experienced no issue even though there was a language barrier
but technology solved the issue. In fact, what struck me was how anthropology had equipped
me to see the world in a way that dissolved these issues. This exhibited the beauty and power

of anthropology that had been instilled in me.

Huelva is located between the rivers of Tinto and Odiel. This city was more of a traditional
Spanish city however it has been influenced by globalisation. Taking walks around the
Muelle de Riotinto captured my attention while watching fishermen and I could not help but
see their lives through anthropological perspectives. It reflected on concepts of localisation.

Despite the touch of global influences, the practice of fishing, which is a traditional practice in
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Spain, 1s still navigating its way, where the local traditions meet with the Global forces!. It is
possible that the fishermen's methods still adhere to community traditions, values, and
lifestyles, providing a glimpse of understanding how local livelihoods interact with

globalisation.

Meanwhile, Cadiz provided a distinct kind of experience. This made me feel as if I was
wandering through a living museum as I passed through this city. This city had a blend of
Moorish architecture, Spanish vibrancy, Roman ruins and the ocean surrounded from all
directions. One of my Spanish classmates from Huelva told me that people in Cadiz are
known to be funny, someone who loves to laugh and make others laugh. This was, in fact true

when we made contact with the people of Cadiz.

An example of this can be of the Cadiz Carnival which I witnessed on the 19th February
2023 caught my attention and learned that the carnival is renowned for its humour.
Manjavacas and Tom (2016, p.139) state that the “carnival transmits social satires and
ingenious political transgression based on socio-cultural references that are very much
anchored in local memory and identity... performers and carnival-goers partake in a singular
ritual that contests social order, ridicules what is ‘politically correct,” and resists homogenising
cultural trends by affirming their identity”. They incorporate satire and comedy to deal with
social and political matters. People embrace the freedom of expression. The entire street is
transformed into a stage. It demonstrates that it can be both amusement and group
contemplation, proving that sometimes sharing a good laugh is the greatest way to deal with
life’s difficult problems. The Cadiz Carnival is a demonstration of local identity, and how the
community exhibits its identity. The humour of the city's residents is well-known and
embraces it. Such festivals offer a chance to consider what it means to be a member of the
community. Through common experiences, customs, and a public demonstration of values
like humour and persistence, the group performances strengthen cultural identity. Through
anthropology it made me understand that I was able to make connections between what I
was seeing and experiencing and theories I had learned in class, such as Victor Turner's idea
of communitas, which is the idea that individuals come together in a sense of equality while

they are transitioning.

15 Here, I am referring to how Fishing, although it is a traditional practice, is diminishing because of the impact of
the creation of other jobs. This has made the Spanish, who were solely dependent on fishing traditionally, shift to
opting for other jobs that offer higher pay and lesser effort.
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My time in Spain, opened an opportunity to look and experience anthropology beyond my
classroom. This opportunity made me grow and learn to appreciate anthropology as more
than a discipline, it 1s a way of being a part of the world. The ability to recognise cultural
differences, comprehend the relationship between identity and community, and consider
relationships on a local versus global scale. Wherever my location was, anthropology
equipped me to actively engage with and comprehend people's daily lives through their

perspectives. Note to the reader; study anthropology.
Reference

Manjavacas Ruiz, J. M., & Tom, M. N. (2016). Orality and memory in the Carnival of
Cadiz, Spain: identity, urban space, and socio-political transgression. Streetnotes, 25.
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Thoughts and Reflections on a Field

Visit to the Parliament

Sonam Dorji

Third-year Anthropology student

E-mail: sonamdors29@gmail.com

On 12t October 2023, the second-year Anthropology students visited the National Assembly
with our tutor, Dr Richard Kamei, who taught the module Political Anthropology
(ATH204). We started our journey by 9 am, and without delay, we proceeded inside the hall
to attend the meeting. The purpose of the visit to the parliament is to gain special
opportunities beyond the classroom for a real-world perspective, improve our knowledge, and
make learning interesting and memorable. Since it is mainly connected to what we are
learning in the module Political Anthropology, like power, legitimacy, citizenship, and many

other topics of political anthropology,

The session on 12% October was a joint sitting in the parliament discussing the important
topic on cyber security and growing concerns surrounding it. The session, with 67 members,
nodded to the recommendations on the preparedness for cyber security. The
recommendations include establishing coordinating leadership, offering strategic direction,
and enabling the relevant cyber security agency to carry out the draft National Cyber
Security Strategy's implementation, complete with an implementation plan, budget, and

framework for monitoring and assessment.

To provide the background about Bhutan's Parliament, it is the nation's highest legislative
body. This body comprises the National Council (NC), the National Assembly (NA), and the
Druk Gyalpo. The House of Review is another name for the National Council, which
performs both legislative and review duties. One member of the NC 1s directly chosen from
each of the 20 districts in a separate election conducted every five years, and five members of

the NC are appointed by His Majesty for terms of five years. In the NA, the party that
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receives the largest number of votes and seats in the general election becomes the
government, with the opposing party serving as the Opposition. The year 2008 marked the
start of this constitutional arrangement aligning with the introduction of democracy. The
Parliament held its first joint session from May 8 to 30, 2008 (Government of Bhutan, n. d.)
Another important event from June 17 to 24, 2008, saw the inaugural meeting of the
National Council in Langjophakha's Banquet Hall. They examined and commented on the
government's goals, programs, and policies. Members who have been elected are eligible if
they possess a formal university degree and are not a member of any political party, a
registered voters in a constituency, a citizen of Bhutan as verified by their citizenship identity

card, and are at least 25 years old and up to 65 years old at the time of registration.

Within the National Council, each member is treated equally, and the presiding authority is

the Chairperson, who is chosen from among the members (Government of Bhutan, n.d.).

In the National Assembly, there are two political parties. The party with the most seats wins
the majority and forms the government, with the other party serving as the opposition. There
are 47 members of the House at the moment. According to the clause in the Constitution,
each Dzongkhag, or district, would elect up to 55 members of the House, based on the
district's population (Government of Bhutan, n.d.) No Dzongkhag, however, may have fewer
than two members or more than seven. The National Council (Gyelyong Tshogde) and the
National Assembly (Gyelyong Tshogdu) are elected bodies that share authority with the King
(Druk Gyalpo). An elected administration led by a prime minister coexists with the
monarchy, which is the major political institution. This shared power system ensures the
collaboration of the government, elected officials, and the monarchy in making crucial

national choices.

Bhutan's distinct constitutional monarchy provides the country with political legitimacy. The
people of Bhutan hold their King in the highest regard and honour him. By allowing the
people to participate in the political process, the 2008 approval of the Bhutanese
Constitution, which established a democratic system, strengthened the government's
legitimacy. The administration gains further legitimacy from the elections of National
Assembly and National Council representatives. Bhutan is a country that values its people's
interest and well-being. Bhutan's political institution strongly emphasises Gross National
Happiness (GNH), focusing on people’s well-being over economic progress. The government

preserves its distinct cultural history while attempting to advance its people’s social, cultural,
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and economic well-being. A key component of this strategy is citizenship, as the government
works to guarantee that Bhutanese citizens actively participate in determining the destiny of

their country.

Reflecting on my visit to the parliament, I was thrilled to experience it for the first time,
particularly during a live session. Witnessing the proceedings in person provided a vastly
different experience compared to watching on television. I was captivated by the building’s
design and architecture, which beautifully represents Bhutanese identity. The interior was
adorned in a traditional style and maintained with remarkable cleanliness and strict security.
It was evident that within the house, strict rules and procedures were in place, ensuring that

everyone adhered to the spirit of the institution and upheld its discipline.

From this visit, I was able to learn more about the power relations and laws that are made
through such sessions. Further, how they operate in the state and articulated through
politicians representing the interests of their respective constituencies. These were consistent
with what I learned in the classroom from political anthropology. Mathou (1999), states that
most Bhutanese were surprised by the thought of voting ministers since they were unfamiliar
with the concept!. Ministers were chosen by the King, who could fire them at any moment
before the reform. The National Assembly might call for their resignation by a two-thirds
vote of no confidence or ratify their appointment with a simple majority vote based on the
King's proposal. However, the majority of these abilities were theoretical. The Tshogdu has
never contested the King's decision or compelled the resignation of a minister. Ministers
reported to the National Assembly, although the King was ultimately in charge. Mathou
(1999) asserts that the King's reform appears to permit the integration of foreign ideas
considered suitable and helpful for securing the Bhutanese political system with traditional

practices.!”

In conclusion, the Bhutanese Parliament presents an interesting and unique form of
government firmly based on the concepts of citizenship, legitimacy, and authority. Bhutan's

attitude to these issues demonstrates its dedication to safeguarding the happiness and well-

16° All minister appointments should "be decided by the National Assembly, which would also decide their
number and portfolios," according to a 1968 proposal by the third Druk Gyalpo.

17 The King says that "he studied the political frameworks of other countries" in his kasho. While bringing in
foreign political systems is not a common practice in Bhutanese politics, the third and fourth Druk Gyalpo have
been quick to adopt foreign ideas to Bhutan. This appears to be the case with the rotating appointment of the
Head of Government, which takes its cues from Swiss politics. With assistance from UNDP-provided
international specialists, Bhutan's court has recently standardised the process of creating rules and regulations.
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being of its people as well as to maintaining its unique cultural legacy. It offers a distinctive
viewpoint on government, placing a high value on culture and the well-being of its people
while maintaining an equitable allocation of authority. Those looking for creative and
comprehensive answers to the problems of contemporary government might find inspiration

from Bhutan's Parliament and its unique approach.
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Constructing Meaning through the

Experience of Tuberculosis

Pema Dorji

Second-year Anthropology student
Email: pemdorji777@gmail.com

The air hung heavy with the scent of different undistinguishable smells as I stepped into the
small teahouse!® in Royal Thimphu College (RTC). I had contacted Sonam!?, a student at
RTC and a friend of mine seeking to understand the multifaceted impact of tuberculosis
beyond the clinical lens. His story I hoped, would offer a glimpse into the social, emotional
and cultural dimensions of the illness, elements often overlooked in conventional medical
narratives. Sonam’s voice 1s soft yet firm as he recounted his experience with tuberculosis. As
an anthropology student, I am interested in delving into the social and cultural aspects woven
around his illness narrative. He agreed to give an interview, and I found out his willingness
was a testament surrounding his resilience. We settled into a quiet corner, the bustling activity
of the teahouse fading into the background. As I explained the purpose of the interview
emphasising confidentiality and his right to withdraw, I observed a quiet strength in Sonam’s

demeanor.

Sonam, a third-year RTC student, was just 21 when his relentless cough began. Initially, it
was dismissed as a common cold. His symptoms included weakness, body aches and
significant weight loss that soon raised suspicion that the issue was more than what it was
perceived initially. It was only after a visit to the National Referral Hospital in Thimphu that
the diagnosis of tuberculosis (IB) was confirmed. His reaction was of fear and uncertainty
surrounding TB, a disease often shrouded in stigma and misconceptions. From an
anthropological perspective, his anxieties highlighted the profound influence of illness on an
individual’s sense of self and future aspirations. For Sonam, the diagnosis threatened not just

his physical health but also his academic ambitions and social standing. However, Sonam’s

18 A cafeteria run by students in Royal Thimphu College
19 Pseudonym; the interviewee did not consent to reveal his real identity
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story was not just about his struggle, it was a testament to the power of family support in
navigating health crisis. While fear initially gripped his family, their response quickly shifted
to unwavering support. They became his pillars of strength, facilitating his treatment,

ensuring medication adherence and providing much-needed emotional support.

Sonam: “My family played a huge role. My mother took care of me every day... My father

and siblings were also very encouraging.”

Sonam's family became his bedrock in a society where familial bonds remain strong. His
mother was a pillar of strength, nurturing him back to health with traditional Bhutanese
meals and her care. His father and siblings were encouraging him to take his medication and
meals on time, reminding him that his well-being was paramount. His words underscored the
centrality of family in Bhutanese society particularly in times of illness. As I listened, I was
reminded of anthropological studies that highlight the role of family dynamics in shaping
health-seeking behaviours and influencing treatment outcomes. In Sonam’s case, his family’s
involvement goes beyond practical care, becoming a source of resilience reinforcing his sense

of belonging and bolstering his will to recover.

The impact of his illness extended far beyond the confines of Sonam’s family home. His
forced withdrawal from RTC, a vibrant hub of academic and social life brought forth a new
set of challenges such as social isolation and the pervasive stigma associated with tuberculosis.
The forced isolation brought its own set of challenges. The stigma deeply ingrained in societal
perceptions of contagious diseases led to fear and avoidance further isolating Sonam battling

the illness (Spicker, 2011).

Sonam: “Socially, it was even harder, there’s a lot of misunderstanding about TB. Some of
my friends were scared to come near me, even though I explained that I was getting

treatment... There was a lot of stigmas, and I felt really alone at times.”

His experience reflects the findings of countless medical anthropology studies; the social
isolation experienced by individuals with stigmatised illnesses can be as debilitating as the
physical symptoms themselves. The fear and misinformation surrounding TB particularly in
close-knit communities created an invisible barrier isolating Sonam from his peers and
jeopardising his sense of belonging. Yet, amidst these challenges, Sonam displayed
remarkable resilience. He found solace in the unwavering support of his family and the few

close friends who looked beyond the illness. The healthcare workers at the hospital provided
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not just medical care but also crucial counseling acknowledging the emotional toll of the

disease.

Interestingly, Sonam’s journey was not solely reliant on modern medicine. While he diligently
adhered to the Directly Observed Treatment, Short-course (DOTS) program, a cornerstone
of tuberculosis treatment worldwide, he did not stop there. He embarked on a parallel
journey of mental and emotional healing, embracing mindfulness and meditation practices
deeply rooted in Bhutanese Buddhist traditions. This highlights the convergence of traditional
beliefs and biomedical practices, a phenomenon often observed in societies where cultural
beliefs heavily influence health-seeking behaviours. This integration of traditional practices
alongside biomedical treatment illustrated a crucial aspect of medical anthropology, such as
understanding illness and healing as multifaceted experiences shaped by cultural beliefs,
social norms and individual agency (Osio, 2023). For Sonam, the spiritual rituals and
traditional remedies provided a sense of hope, comfort, and cultural grounding, directly
complementing his medical treatment and contributing to his overall well-being. Sonam’s
story went beyond personal healing. His experience became a catalyst for awareness and a

testament to the human spirit’s ability to find strength in adversity.

Sonam’s story was not merely a narrative of illness. It was a powerful illustration of resilience,
compassion, and a holistic understanding of illness. His story conveys the threads of
resilience, cultural beliefs and the transformative power of social support, transcending the
boundaries of a single illness narrative. It serves as a poignant reminder that healing is not
solely a medical endeavour but a multifaceted journey encompassing the physical, emotional,
social and spiritual dimensions of human experience. As I left the teahouse that day, Sonam’s
story lingered in my mind, a plaintive reminder of the importance of empathy, awareness and

the enduring strength of the human spirit.

Sonam: “It’s definitely changed me. I appreciate my health more than I ever did before. I

have learned to care for myself better, especially with how demanding college life can be.”

His words resonated with a universal truth. Illness, in its stark reality, does often serve as a
wake-up call, prompting us to re-evaluate our priorities and embrace life with renewed

appreciation.
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Daily Life at the Dzong

Pema Selden

Second-year Anthropology Student

Email: seldenpemal 55@gmail.com

Dzongs (fortresses) have been the centre of administration of Bhutan since the 17th century.
Chubjakha Dzong at Paro was built around the 13th - 14th century before Zhabdrung
arrived in Bhutan. According to common Bhutanese belief, the remains of a dzong are still
said to be remaining due to spiritual strength and prowess. Dzongs have always been the main
focus of attraction of a certain region and mostly, all activities, political, cultural or religious
have been taking place there like the present times. Dzongs are an area of vibrant life and
Chubjakha Dzong specifically, served as a monastery where remains of human activities and
craftsmanship still exist. Hence, it is safe to say that the daily life at the dzong was vibrant and

dynamic.

CHINA

Sikkim

Arunachal
Pradesh

West Bengal INDIA Assam

Figure 1 Chubjakha Dzong, Paro Dzongkhag (Della Casa et al., 2013)

Chubjakha, an area enclosing an area of around 1.5 ha was originally referred to as
Chewekha, meaning ‘an expanse beneath a vast open sky’, a name given due to the area's
natural landscape served as the spiritual centre for Kunkhyen Longchen Rabjam (1308 - 1364), a

renowned Buddhist master who is widely accepted as the builder. Afterwards, in the 15th
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century, Drung-Drung Rinpoche Gyalchok, a religious master took on this position. As the spiritual
centre, it served as a monastery for the disciples who resided there and is home to various
remains of human activities and craftsmanship demonstrating a vibrant and fulfilling life. The
entire area has many defensive walls called baileys surrounding it and for a dzong the size of
Chubjakha, it can be safely assumed that it would require a notable number of workers who
lived nearby to keep the dzong in good condition. As speculated by Bader, Tobgay, Kinga &
Tenzin (2013), the possibility of the fortress garrison (defenders) living in the vicinity of the
dzong with their families as well as monks 1s highly sensible. The floorings were also made well
with sand pounded into mud with gravel sprinkled on top and the craftsmanship of the
structures show the existence of skilled labourers. Hence, daily life at the dzong would have
realistically included religious rituals like praying and meditation, monastic education,
ceremonies and festivals, and manual work being done by the lay people regarding the

maintenance and interaction among society as a whole.

The ruins are in an enlarged traditional landscape consisting of terraces of arable lands and
woodland, and strong agricultural potential is demonstrated through its managed woodlands
and agricultural fields as well as including hamlets, houses and farmhouse ruins (Casa, Fux,
Diggelmann & Walser, 2012). The dzong includes extensive agricultural areas, which are very
efficient and reliable to have a constant food supply and can provide more area for
agriculture if need be. The vast field will create a constant supply chain in case of times of
emergencies. The woodlands present there would have made wood gathering easier for the
locals for firewood, for cooking and for keeping themselves warm during the cold seasons
considering the altitude of the dzong and provided plenty of material to make arrows for
warfare. It can be noted that a workforce large enough to work in the vast agricultural lands

was present.
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Figure 2 Layout plan of the Chubjakha Dzong ruin (Della Casa et al., 2013)

Concluding from the dzong's vast size and its structure, it is sensible that there was a sizable
amount of military personnel present. There are two ditches surrounding the dzong, an outer
one and an inner one. These were used to slow down incoming hostile soldiers which made
them vulnerable to the defender's projectiles (Eg: arrows and stones) which is a great defence
strategy. There is a central tower (Utse) present which was used as the symbol of authority,
spirituality, and governance. The utse had walls around it which had arrow slits which are
small openings used to fire arrows from within while being protected from external
projectiles. The soldiers present there were probably archers and could have made their bows
from the nearby woodlands. There are six watch towers surrounding the u#se, which were
used to watch for defence and offence. Their daily lives would have consisted of patrolling the
nearby areas and walls, maintaining equipment, and being prepared for attacks. The Chu
Dzong (Cistern tower) 1s used to keep a constant supply of water in times of siege and to have
water for their daily lives. The dzong was not only a fortress but a seat of power for local rulers
which meant the people there had some knowledge regarding politics and were

knowledgeable.
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Figure 3 Inner Ditch (Della Casa et al., 2013)

Figure 4 Cistern tower (Della Casa et al.,
2013)

Figure 5 Utse/Central tower (Della Casa et al., 2013)

Based on the evidence and discussion of factors, it can be concluded that daily life was indeed
vibrant and fulfilling due to various aspects of life like spirituality and religion, agriculture,

social interaction, sustenance and participating in warfare. Further recommendations for
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fruitful investigations would be the protection of the site from degradation from manmade
and natural agents like proper maintenance and security against looters and thieves, creating
public awareness and education about archaeology and its importance to preserve the
cultural heritage along with training archaeology personnel so they can be skilled enough to

find out the full purposes of all the structures and the area surrounding them.
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The Applied Anthropology module is taught during the final semester as part of the
anthropology programme at Royal Thimphu College (RTC), Thimphu, Bhutan. This
module enables students to think beyond academia and imagine how they will use what they
have learned from the anthropology programme in real-life settings. The purpose of this
module is to help students identify their skills and make use of their knowledge to contribute
to real-life scenarios. The skills include, but are not limited to, research skills, teamwork,
statistics, analytical skills, public speaking, presentation, writing, etc. Regarding knowledge,
students draw from what they learn within and outside the classroom as part of coursework,
such as visual projects, research projects, field visits, lecture series, or conferences. Students
get to choose an organisation of their choice, which is finalised by the anthropology
programme, where they will be engaged in project work for almost one and a half months.
This is crucial for the students as this exposure and experience prepares them to take on

professional life at the interstices between their time at college and life outside the college.

In this report, we would like to present the milestones achieved in the semesters of Spring
2023 and Spring 2024 for the applied anthropology module. In the spring of 2023,
anthropology students worked with various organisations, including the World Food

Programme (WFP), World Wildlife Fund (WWTF), Bhutan Ecological Society (BES), Druk
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Journal, and the Royal Academy of Performing Arts (RAPA). For the year 2024,
anthropology students worked with Queer Voices of Bhutan (QVoB), Cottage and Small
Industry (GSI), SAMUH, VAST, and the Bhutan Oral Literature Project.

Spring 2023, Applied anthropology projects
World Food Programme, Tshering Choden

A group of anthropology students collaborated with the World Food Programme (WFP) for
one and a half months during the spring semester of 2023 at RTC. Their project was
connected to the WFP campaign to promote healthy and nutritious food, where the eight
students did video documentation and a report on the traditional cuisines of Bhutan. Their
research project also aimed to examine the potential for promoting traditional regional dishes
from Bhutan. To achieve this goal, each member researched one traditional recipe from their
village and collected cultural stories about the recipe to provide context. This project aimed
to promote traditional dishes from different regions in Bhutan, supporting, enhancing, and
facilitating the WIEP's Social Behavioral Change (SBC) campaign. The campaign is also

aimed at primary and secondary educational institutions.
World Wildlife Fund, Kinley Dorji

The applied project centred around a Young Bhutanese Birder (YBB) club under the World
Wildlife Fund (WWF). The club was launched in 2016. Currently, 27 clubs across the schools
in Bhutan aim to conserve rich biodiversity and connect the youth with nature to develop a
genuine appreciation and knowledge about nature and wildlife. Currently, the club provides
various activities for students, such as venturing into the forest, birdwatching using

binoculars, and identifying birds in line with the bird guidebook provided by WWF.

In collaboration with WWF, the applied project work involved collecting data on the YBB
club from 27 schools in Bhutan. Anthropology students gathered data on the YBB club by
applying anthropological methods, including structured interviews with the coordinator and
members of 27 schools. This project included interviewing 27 schools in Bhutan running the
YBB club organised by the WWF. This project aimed to determine the impacts of the YBB
club on the members in enhancing relationships with the environment and provide an

analytical report to WWF.
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Bhutan Ecological Society, Rigyel Phuntsho

The Bhutan Ecological Society (BES) is a nonprofit organisation dedicated to environmental
preservation and sustainable development. One of BES's significant projects is the "Building
Carbon Banks" initiative, which involves planting trees throughout Bhutan. Following this
objective, students in their applied project work participated in "Building carbon banks,"
which involves planting various fruit trees throughout Bhutan. This project is formulated with

the aim of benefitting the farmers and contributing to the environment.
Druk Journal, Pema Wangchuk

The Druk Journal engages the Bhutanese society in discourse through regular publications,
an interactive website, and open debates following each edition so that all citizens can express
frank and open opinions on national policies and matters pertinent to Bhutan. The journal
has served as an accessible source to the community on various themes not limited to culture,
nation, environment, and religion. The applied project of anthropology students with the
Druk Journal took place for one and a half months. Their project aimed to assess the reach
and readership of the Druk journal. They conducted interviews with people from various
backgrounds, including youths, civil servants, college students, librarians and faculty, in
finalising a research report for the Druk Journal. The report found that the Druk Journal is

used widely in academic and public institutions.
Royal Academy of Performing Arts, Passang Om

The Royal Academy of Performing Arts (RAPA) was founded in 1954 under the command
and supervision of His Majesty the Third Druk Gyalpo Jigme Dorji Wangchuck to preserve
and promote the traditional culture. During their applied project with RAPA, students
highlighted the importance of cultural preservation and how anthropological methods can be
employed to address such issues. They did collaborative work with RAPA using applied
anthropology principles. In their project work, they were assigned to translate the documents
in Dzongkha into English, covering folk songs, mask dances and music. Through their
project work, students were certain that their contribution to this project work would help

preserve Bhutanese intangible culture for future generations.

Spring 2024, Applied anthropology projects
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Queer Voices of Bhutan, Chimi Zangmo

Queer Voices of Bhutan (QVoB) was established in 2018 with an aim to increase public
awareness and advocacy for the LGBTQ+ community. As part of their applied project work,
a group of anthropology students collaborated with QQVoB to raise awareness about the lives
of the LGBTQ+ community. They participated in the IDAHOT (International Day Against
Homophobia, Transphobia and Biphobia) event observed by QVoB on May 17, 2024, to

raise awareness of the violence and discrimination faced by the LGBTQ+ community.

Adhering to the objective of project work, the student group also produced a short film for
QVoB. The documentary covered the perspectives of the older and younger generations
residing in Thimphu towards the LGBTQ+ community. They made use of visual
ethnography and semi-structured interviews in the production of this short film. Through this

film, they provided insights into attitudes towards the Queer community in Bhutan.
CSI, Pema Lhazom Namgay

The Cottage & Small industry market, popularly known as CSI, is dedicated to fair trade,
and ethical sourcing is one of its unique selling points. The organisation works closely with
the local communities by endorsing goods representing Bhutan's customs and culture. A
group of anthropology students conducted fieldwork at CSI for research and ethnographic
observation. This project intended to delve into the motivations behind customers' decisions
to buy local products, their understanding of pricing and quality, and the factors influencing
their purchasing decisions. On consumer preferences, they considered factors such as support

for the local economy, environmental concerns, and perceptions of product quality.

Additionally, the project aims to assess whether a perceived value is associated with local
products, particularly regarding fair pricing and superior quality. The project work for the
CSI was to provide comprehensive insights into the market's functioning at GSI, its impact on
the local economy, and its relationship with the community, ultimately informing

recommendations for its sustainable development.
SAMUH, Tenzin Rabyang

SAMUH is Bhutan’s first-ever OTT (Over the Top) platform, providing a large selection of

licensed, curated, and original Bhutanese content over internet. It was founded in 2020 but
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was officially launched in July 2022. SAMUH’s OT'T platform is doing well so far, and now
they are taking a big step by making it an ‘On-Demand Channel’ on television. The
SAMUH channels, including SAMUH Entertainment and Vajra TV, will be available for
purchase, allowing viewers to watch shows, music videos, and movies on television at their
convenience. For the Applied Anthropology project, a group of students collaborated with
the SAMUH organisation to help SAMUH fulfil their objectives by applying anthropological
methods like semi-structured interviews and survey. Their contribution was an effort to
making their data useful to SAMUH for launching their ‘On-Demand Channel’. Their focus
was to know how actively people watch TV, their knowledge of the ‘On-Demand Channel’,

and the contents and features they wish to avail and watch on SAMUH channels.
VAST, Sangay Tenzin

VAST Bhutan is a non-profit organisation, and it stands for Voluntary Artists' Studio
Thimphu. It was established in 1998 to create and foster a platform for artistic expression and
creativity in Bhutan. VAST Bhutan also organises various events such as workshops,
exhibitions, and community projects. They celebrate and nurture modern art by honouring

Bhutan's rich cultural heritage. They contribute to the cultural, social, and artistic landscape

of Bhutan.

For the applied project, anthropology students engaged with VAST for almost two months by
working closely with the supervisor at VAST. They were tasked to interview a list of artists
who have worked with Vast Bhutan before and those who still work with them to gain their
perceptions of VAST. They used semi-structured interview questions for this purpose as part
of using anthropological methods. This task was also for their silver jubilee event in 2024.
Through this project work with VAST, the students also volunteered for the Tarayana
fundraising event from 3rd May to 5th May 2024 by taking part in face painting for kids and

adults.

The Bhutan Oral Literature Project: Culture, Language,

Environment, Dorji Lhadon

As part of the applied anthropology module, a group of anthropology students engaged in
project work with the Bhutan Oral Literature Society that involved the application of

anthropological methods and theories in the Bhutanese context. The Bhutan Oral and
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Literature Society is dedicated to documenting and revitalising the vanishing languages,
cultures and traditional ecological knowledge. Of the 19 languages in Bhutan, most are not
widely used, and some are on the verge of vanishing. With a focus on the objectives of the
organisation, students contributed by working on two projects: community mapping and
genealogy. These two projects gave them a deeper understanding of their communities and
families. On genealogy, the project examined family history and lineage. For the community
mapping project, students did their work by identifying, marking and documenting all

cultural, historical, and spiritual significance spots in their respective villages.

Conclusion

In conclusion, student project work in spring 2023 and spring 2024 exemplifies the
collaborative work of various organisations from different backgrounds. The successful
completion of project work demonstrates the applicability of anthropological knowledge and
skills and how they contributed immensely to respective project work. Moreover, the
relevance of anthropology is pronounced in each of these projects, indicating that an
anthropology degree holder can diversify their knowledge and skill in any field. Students also
got an opportunity to prepare themselves for professional life, making this applied project a

valuable experience.
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