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K nown to its inhabitants as the “Land of the Thunder Dragon”
for the sound of its ferocious storms, Bhutan is probably best
known to outsiders as the land of “Gross National Happiness”

(GNH), an unusual development measure proposed by the king in
1972. The core value of “collective happiness” comes from the tra-
ditional emphasis on community wellbeing, extended into the
process of modernization as development without harming the en-
vironment or relationships. Policy rests on the four pillar goals of a
sustainable economy, good governance, and cultural and environ-
mental preservation, as detailed later in this article. Striving for bal-
ance that preserves good traditional elements characterizes the
general approach detailed in nine domains from ecology and psy-
chology to education and living standards.1

Bhutan’s landlocked location in the high Himalayas permitted
preservation of its Buddhist monarchical culture, but the rise to
global power positions of neighboring China and India mark the
country as a strategic Himalayan hinge. Smaller countries near pow-
erful nations—Afghanistan, Việt Nam, and Serbia are three historic
examples—often become the center of geopolitical crises. Three of
Bhutan’s immediate neighbors suffered fates that in the twentieth century the
little Thunder Dragon consciously seeks to avoid. On Bhutan’s north, Tibet was
swallowed up by China; on its west, the sister Buddhist monarchy of Sikkim
was inundated by Nepali immigrants and absorbed by India, while Nepal’s king
was forced to abdicate, and an uneasy ceasefire with communist rebels remains
unsettled.2 Bhutan strives to steer a “middle way” (a frequently invoked phrase
of Buddhist balance) and prove that geography is not destiny, learning from
models such as Switzerland and Denmark how to prosper on the periphery of
power. 

As former New York Times Bureau Chief Barbara Crossette writes in her book
on the Himalayan countries, 

Bhutan has wandered without a map into that psychological territory
where . . . there are no signposts to what lies ahead, . . . waiting to see if
they will enter the next life as a nation selectively modernized for the
common good but otherwise unaltered, or as another small third-world
country rent with social and ethnic divisions and vulnerable to cor-
ruption, violence, and political opportunism.3

This article provides an introductory overview of Bhutan and its importance
as a geographically disadvantaged “yam between two boulders,” living in a dan-
gerous neighborhood of rapidly rising and potentially highly destabilizing pow-
ers.4 The following sections discuss the most important aspects of Bhutan’s
situation as a landlocked but strategically located country: its similar physical
geographic setting but sharply contrasting contemporary human geography to
its neighbors; relations with mentors such as India, Switzerland, and non-gov-
ernmental organizations; and lessons for other geographically disadvantaged
developing countries seeking to preserve their unique culture while pursuing
political-economic modernization. The telephone was introduced in 1989, and
the first Internet café debuted in the capital in the year 2000.

PHYSICAL CHALLENGES, CULTURAL HERITAGE
Bhutan is small, with an area of 23,857 square miles, roughly half the size of the
state of Indiana and slightly larger than Switzerland. Elevations range from 6/10
of a mile above sea level in the southern plains, to nearly six miles at the top of
Kula Kangri, the highest mountain. Topographic variation creates a range of
three climate types (see Figure 1). In the lowland duar (doors of river deltas of
semitropical southern plains, called the “terai” in Nepal) and valley microcli-
mates, bananas and oranges flourish and are exported to neighbors, such as
Bangladesh. The foothills of the inner Himalaya, where most of the popula-
tion lives, support cold weather crops such as potatoes, rice, and barley.
Bhutanese food features variations on the main dish of ema datsi: hot chilies
and cheese, with combinations including potatoes or mushrooms, and the stan-
dard cold climate red rice. Finally, the Great Himalaya regions of nomads sup-
port seasonal pastoral migration.5

Typical for a strategically located transit zone, isolated but punctuated by
accessible passes, Bhutan’s demographic makeup consists of three major
groups.6 The eastern region contains the oldest settled population of Tibeto-
Burman, or Southeast Asian, origin. Their dialect is Sharchop, and the people
tend to be somewhat darker and shorter than subsequent migrants. The ma-
jority group, the Ngalop, is principally descended from Tibetan migrants and
occupies most of the country. Their dialect is the national language of Dzongka.
Both groups practice Vajrayana Buddhism, a form of Tibetan Mahayana Bud-
dhism. The major sect is a Bhutanese variant, coexisting, as in Tibet, with pre-
Buddhist Bon beliefs, though Geluk (Yellow Hat, headed by the Dalai Lama)
and Nyingma (Red Hat) followers are also numerous. The third major group is
the Lhotshampa, Nepali migrants or their descendants, who are concentrated
in the southern lowlands. In Nepal, they are mostly Hindus. Members of this
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Figure 1. Bhutan is wedged between China (Tibet) and India, a “yam between two boulders.”  
Source: Cartography by Mayur Gosai, UNCG , electronic file from Department of Geography, Sherubtse College, Bhutan. 
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group objected most strongly to the “One Country, One People” decrees of the
late 1980s and were the majority of those who were expelled following citizen-
ship restrictions. 

The most recent and only reliable census taken as a total count in 2005 re-
vealed that Bhutan’s population is slightly less than 700,000. Males slightly out-
number females in each of the major age categories, though not to the extent
recorded in China or India, and population increase is slow, which is typical for
cold climates.7 Females officially receive equal legal protection and hold em-
ployment in many fields. Only 35 percent of the population lives in urban areas.

Migration to larger cities, such as the capital of Thimphu, is increasing, as peo-
ple seek and obtain primarily government jobs. However, migration is offi-
cially discouraged in order to avoid overpopulation in urban areas that is a
common blight of developing countries. Rather, the Bhutanese government is
attempting improvement of rural livelihood and income opportunities. With
the advent of the Internet and television in the last decade, this policy has
proved harder to enforce. Viewers with access to such communication tech-
nology aspire to enjoy the higher standard of living apparent in the images they
see, available only in an urban setting. Although substandard dwellings are torn
down, many migrants rely on the tight social network to find at least tempo-
rary housing with city-dwelling relatives.

Highly terraced and steeply pitched arable land comprises only 2.3 percent of
the country’s total landmass. Exploitation of natural resources forms the basis
of the economy. Timber is now for domestic consumption in order to preserve
the environment and retard erosion, though some burning occurs to clear
ground for growing cash crops. The government has established model plots
to encourage cultivation of niche crops for export, such as nut trees. It is less ex-
pensive, for example, to import white rice from India than to grow the locally
preferred Bhutanese red rice, which largely lacks an export market, so conver-
sion of paddy land to other crops is encouraged (but not for conversion to non-
agriculture uses). Hydropower is the major income earner, with mini-dams
providing minimal environmental intrusion, generating electricity that is
sold—mostly to neighboring India. Other main exports are minerals, such as
gypsum and calcium carbonate. 

With an annual Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita of only $5,400,
Bhutan’s GDP derives 40 percent from services, 38 percent from industry, and
22 percent from (largely subsistence) agriculture, which employs 63 percent of
the populace. Between manufacturing powerhouse China and global-service
outsourcing power India, Bhutan struggles to find a compatible niche for its
own development acceleration. The second-largest contributor to GDP after
hydropower is tourism, promoted by government policy for several important
strategic reasons connected to the four pillars of GNH.8

As envisioned by the modernizing third King of Bhutan Jigme Dorje
Wangchuk, and implemented by his son, King Jigme Singye Wangchuk, GNH
rests on the following, largely interconnected, four pillars: 

Sustainable development: Bhutan has moved cautiously into the mod-
ern, globally connected world due in part to its concern with maintain-
ing itself as a recognizable entity. An example linked with the third pillar
is the prohibition against exporting lumber and the widespread adoption
of cast-iron stoves that are also used to heat rooms and vent outside
houses. This innovation, pushed by government-directed monk advo-
cates due to their popular respect, reduced both the use of wood and neg-
ative health impacts. Dams are better than mining because they do not
diminish natural resources. Tourism serves multiple purposes since peo-
ple will come to Bhutan to see evidence of the next two principles, con-
tributing money and jobs to the economy without diminishing resources.
Tourism, however, is tightly controlled with almost unprecedented stric-
tures: tourists must spend a minimum of $250 per day (including room,
board, guide, and transportation), bookings are made solely through
Bhutanese travel agents, hotels and restaurants are almost all Bhutanese
owned, and air travel is only by one of the two Druk airplanes.
Preservation of cultural values: Bhutan strongly feels that it has a mis-
sion to preserve its Buddhist Himalayan cultural heritage, following the
absorption of neighbors Tibet into China and Sikkim into India. Regula-
tions requiring wearing traditional Bhutanese clothes—the kira for
women and the gho for men—maintaining traditional architecture for
buildings, teaching the Dzongka language at all levels in schools, and re-
stricting citizenship to post-1958 migrants, are all part of the “One Nation,
One Culture” movement mandating common appearances and practices
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The central intersection in downtown Thimphu, with police directing traffic instead of a 
traffic light. (Photo: Susan M. Walcott)

Typical rural setting with small farm dwellings and their steeply terraced hillside fields of rice or barley with
higher Himalayan ranges in background. (Photo: Susan M. Walcott)



in several areas. Himalayan heritage is preserved and commercialized by
tourism’s support for crafts, such as making masks used in dance per-
formances and weaving textiles dyed in traditional patterns but used for
making modern purses, pouches, and table runners.
Conservation of the natural environment: As the Dominican Republic
looks askance at neighbor Haiti’s despoliation of its environment through
widespread deforestation, so Bhutan seeks to distinguish itself from
Nepal’s deforestation and the resulting soil erosion that also plagues
downriver, flood-prone neighbor Bangladesh. Bhutanese tourism attrac-
tion rests on environmental features such as its rare black-necked cranes,
Himalayan bison, and blue poppies, among other endangered species.
Good governance: In stark contrast to most other developing countries,
Bhutan vigorously prosecutes corruption. A widespread push for e-gover-
nance requires the Internet posting of much government information. The
2008 election of a new parliament represented a rare (and widely protested)
instance of a popular king choosing to abdicate in favor of his son. The king
further advised the electorate to dethrone his successor if they did not like
his performance. The election turnout, even in remote areas, was quite
large, and the young new king remains popular. The plebiscite was followed
in 2009 with the unprecedented installation of an independent judiciary.
Although rooted in Buddhist beliefs, GNH has inspired much interna-

tional interest and discussion concerning its qualita-
tive and quantitative measurability and subcategories
such as physical, mental, and spiritual health; time
balance attainment, sociocultural and ecological vi-
tality, education, and living standard satisfaction are
related categories. Assessment of GNH levels might
be theoretically possible with data provided through
international development agencies for such “quality
of life” categories as infant and maternal mortality,
longevity, and school completion rates for both gen-
ders. Joining international organizations such as the
United Nations and receiving grants from agencies
such as the World Bank and Asian Development
Bank (ADB) are vital to Bhutan’s development plans
to lessen reliance on India without diminishing the
importance of those ties. 

INTERNATIONAL CONNECTIONS
In the late seventeenth century, Shabdrung Nawang Namgyal, a Tibetan reli-
gious figure who fled south with purloined treasures as insurance for his wel-
come in the dzong (fort-monasteries) outside Tibetan control, became the first
unifier of Bhutan. His clever ruses to repel the unhappy pursuing Tibetans are
reenacted annually at a festival in Punaka where he set up the traditional cap-
ital and founded a Druk Kagyu Buddhist theocracy. Over subsequent centuries,
Bhutan intermittently joined with neighboring Tibet and Nepal to invade its
western neighbor and fellow Buddhist monarchy of Sikkim, but Bhutan did
not itself lose land until 1865, when the British raj in India pushed north to in-
clude much of the rich plains as a buffer for its colonial possession. The
Wangchuk dynasty was founded with Britain’s blessing in 1907 as a reward for
assisting them in a dispute with Tibet, uniting the formerly fractured territory
under one king. In 1914, Britain tacked onto India a section on Bhutan’s east-
ern border that became the Northeastern Frontier Area, now the state of
Arunachal Pradesh. 

The end of World War II brought a turbulent sorting out of regional na-
tional boundaries. China invaded Tibet in 1949, pushing an alarmed India and
Bhutan into a “protectorate” treaty. By 1958, India’s Prime Minister Nehru and
his daughter, future Prime Minister Indira Gandhi, trekked on mule-back to
Bhutan, pledging support for improved infrastructure and political-economic
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An airplane tail, one of two in the fleet of
Druk Airlines based on the national flag,
displaying the white  “Thunder Dragon,”
with the yellow top signifying the secular
authority of the king and the orange bot-
tom the religious tradition of Buddhism.
(Photo: Susan M. Walcott)

Audience in their best national dress (kira and gho) at Punaka festival historical reenactment. (Photo:  Dr. Joe Morgan)

Election poster board advertising candidates campaigning in Bhutan’s first election for the
new Parliament.  (Photo: Susan M. Walcott)
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relations. The following year, the embattled Dalai Lama fled to India through
Bhutan, which closed its border with Chinese-occupied Tibet. Only the narrow
strip of the Chumbi Valley, now controlled by China, separated Bhutan from
Sikkim. India absorbed the latter in 1974 after rioting by Nepalis whose emi-
gration out of their impoverished Hindu homeland swamped Sikkim. United
under the Rana dynasty from 1846 to 1953, then reverting to the Shah monar-
chy, Nepal maintained its independence under an Indian policy that considered
the Himalayan states its strategic northern border. Unlike Bhutan, Nepal’s roy-
alty reserved most wealth for the elite, leaving their population the unhappy
choices of poverty, emigration, and/or rebellion.

Bhutan’s contemporary external conflicts included groups agitating for in-
dependence from India that took refuge over Bhutan’s southeastern border.
Facing an ultimatum from India, Bhutan’s king led a military force that rapidly
expelled the invaders in 2003. Although the Chinese dispute the Indians’ con-
trol of the Tawang salient, they also seek to shrink Bhutan’s northwestern bor-
der with Tibet in remote areas populated by nomads and along the far western
border edge with the strategic Chumbi Valley. Bhutan’s military trains and pa-
trols with Indian forces.9

With India’s consent, Bhutan looks to small independent countries, such as
Denmark and Switzerland, for advice, success models, and economic and tech-
nical assistance. Switzerland’s landlocked Alpine geographic setting, sur-
rounded by frequently contentious large countries, is much like Bhutan.10

Culturally, Switzerland can be divided into four regions and languages that co-
alesce around a national perspective that is gradually becoming less isolation-
ist but that still favors avoiding policies that might result in international
entanglements. Although the Swiss infrastructure solution of railroads is im-
practical for Bhutan, the notion of an international highway linking China and
India through Nepal’s Nathula Pass has been considered. Geography presents
options; humans make decisions.

CONCLUSION: CONQUERING GEOGRAPHY
The widely divergent, contemporary political situation of the Himalayan coun-
tries of Bhutan, Nepal, Sikkim, and Tibet reflects a culturally and historically
produced set of outcomes not dissimilar to the European Alpine nations of
Austria, Germany, Italy, and Switzerland. Ranging from continued independ-
ence and self-imposed semi-isolation (Switzerland is not a member of the Eu-
ropean Union) to absorption in whole or in part by bigger neighbors, political
leadership choices led to momentous twenty-first century consequences. Nepal

remains tilted toward its cultural cousin India but roiled by civil disturbances
and the effects of the Sino-Indian war over the Aksai Chin glacier in 1962. Its
demographic outflow overtook Sikkim and influenced the expulsion of
Bhutanese Lhotshampas who only since 2009 have been granted refugee status
under UN arrangements in the US and British Commonwealth countries.
Sikkim was absorbed outright by India, consolidating its northern border
buffer with China’s Tibet. Only Bhutan maintains its “middle way” balance,
however precarious, preferring a Buddhist influenced GNH over the econo-
mistic GNP measurement of wellbeing (in which it lags). 

Bhutan seeks Switzerland’s development success, profiting from its stability
and neutrality, but reaches out to international organizations, such as the UN,
and financiers, such as the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank, for
advice and loans. Like Switzerland, Bhutan wants to develop at a pace and dis-
tinctive manner of its choosing with a popular mandate from its people. Un-
like Switzerland, Bhutan exists in a dangerous neighborhood without the
luxury of time, perched on a Himalayan tightrope. The consequences of local
outcomes in remote, small places can have global consequences when such
places tilt the balance of power between large, rising, ambitious rivals. n
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Traditional Dzong, a combination of a fort and monastery, representing the secular body and military force
along with the religious protective authority on the outskirts high above a town. (Photo: Susan M. Walcott)




