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 Lost Horizon: For Centuries, an Unspoiled Society 

By: Martin Regg Cohn, KAREN MAZURKEWICH
 
After centuries of isolation, Bhutan finds its traditions under attack by TV and the Internet 

 
THIMPHU, Bhutan 

BATHED IN THE last rays of light, Buddhist prayer flags flap noisily in the wind. It is dusk, a time when the chanting of monks wafts over the Himalayas. 

Soon, it will be showtime. 

Alongside the flags, a one-kilowatt broadcasting tower is revving up to beam television signals across the valley - a newly installed beacon of enlightenment perched on the hilltop. 

In Bhutan, nightfall has become the cue for both Buddhist meditations and TV transmissions. But on this night, the fledgling Bhutan Broadcasting Service (BBS) will once again miss its scheduled air time. Delayed by production snags, a battered pickup truck lumbers up the hill from BBS headquarters to drop off the TV news team at the transmission studio. Clad in traditional tunics, clutching their scripts and cassettes, the staff arrive late for their planned 7 p.m. sign-on. 

A makeup artist hurriedly powders the anchorman under the glare of studio lights. Video clips are cued up in the control room. 

Belatedly, BBS goes on the air at 7:05 p.m. To the strains of the national anthem, the anchor clears his throat and looks straight into Camera 1, braced for the countdown: five, four, three, two, one.... 


A half-century after television took root around the globe, this remote kingdom of 600,000 subjects is tuning in to see what it missed. 

Isolated by the Himalayas, insulated by theocracy and monarchy, Bhutan remained impervious to foreign conquest through the ages. Today, television - the most powerful invasive force ever unleashed by man - is breaking down the barriers. 

Bhutan began lowering its defences in mid-1999, when King Jigme Singye Wangchuck marked the anniversary of his coronation by lifting a ban on the box. With the possible exception of Afghanistan, this tiny kingdom became the last place on the planet to embrace television - and then be smothered by it. 

Initially, the king thought he could harness the airwaves for a grand experiment in national reaffirmation, nurtured by his national broadcaster. The plan was to shield BBS from foreign competition for a few years, giving viewers gradual exposure to homegrown cultural programs on Buddhism and local news. 

But the plan soon unravelled. Within a matter of months, the Bhutanese wanted more than a locally produced reflection of themselves&semi; they wanted the world - a 24-hour, 500-channel universe. 

Satellite dishes sprouted on the rooftops of traditional buildings as viewers thirsted for foreign channels. Reluctantly, the kingdom proclaimed that cable TV operators could legally pipe those signals into people's homes, opening the floodgates to foreign broadcasters far ahead of schedule. 

Today, BBS languishes at the bottom of the ratings, its weak signal confined to the capital, Thimphu. Lacking satellite facilities, it can't even reach the rest of the country. Cable operators broadcast recorded videos of BBS programs two days late, after obtaining the cassettes by ground transportation. 

With Bhutan's airwaves awash in Western images, its people are grappling with culture shock and its national identity is vulnerable to the contagion of monoculture as never before. 

"For a society that's trying to preserve its own culture and values, all this come as a bit of a shock," says Kinley Dorji, editor of Bhutan's only newspaper. 

Children who once mastered the intricacies of archery are clamouring for the antics of American wrestling. Students who learned the scriptures at the feet of lamas a generation ago are lapping up the musings of Oprah. Teenagers sit transfixed by rock videos on MTV or copy the look of waif-like models from the Fashion Channel. 



Nothing has captured the imagination of Bhutan's television addicts quite like the gladiators of the World Wresting Federation - hulking, bulging wrestlers pounding one another and hurling opponents from the ring. For the gentle Buddhists of Bhutan, the venom and violence came as a shock. 

When 11-year-old Ugyen Phuentsho caught his first glimpse of the WWF, he sat spellbound before the screen. Soon, his schoolmates were trying out the same moves, throwing each other across sandlots and punching each other out. 

"I thought it was real," Ugyen says during a break in classes at his high school, where teachers are discussing the impact of television. 

"When they picked each other up, I thought they would hurt themselves because they were throwing themselves so hard, sometimes with chairs." 

The boy looked again and noticed that the professional wrestlers seldom drew blood on the screen. Still, his fellow Bhutanese insisted the camera never lied&semi; they continued to fight it out in sandlots. Confused and troubled, Ugyen penned a letter to Kuensel, the national newspaper. 

"Sir," he began. "I am in doubt whether the fights are real because I think human beings can't take such big blows, kicks, etc. Some people say that the fights are real and some say that they are not. 

"So, whom should I believe?" 

Ugyen asked the editor to adjudicate the question "so that the children of Bhutan would be made aware. I am afraid the children like us would copy the fights and injure ourselves." 

The reply - sent by a visiting Australian tourist who wrote that all the punching and groaning was pure theatre - proved unsettling for many. That the wrestlers were not, in fact, fighting to the death came as a relief, but that television could not be trusted to tell the truth - that it was perpetrating a hoax - proved to be a bitter lesson. 

"Now, I don't watch WWF anymore," Ugyen says. "It's boring, because it's not real." 



Until the arrival of television, globalization had barely touched this kingdom of subsistence farmers, herders, weavers and monks. One of the world's most gentle and unspoiled societies, Bhutan remained steeped in the ways of Tibetan Buddhism, virtually frozen in time and cut off from outside influences. 

To keep those barriers intact, the king had imposed a traditional dress code to preserve tunics for men and weavings for women. The national capital still has no traffic lights, and neon signs, banned until three years ago, remain a rarity. 

Wary of the West's obsession with Gross National Product and economic growth, King Jigme propounded a Bhutanese theory of Gross National Happiness. His policy put spirituality first, and consumption second. Rather than mining mineral wealth and cutting down forests, like neighbouring Nepal, he harnessed Bhutan's hydro power and sold the surplus to India. 

Money is lavished on restoring the nation's architectural heritage and living standards are also rising steadily. The infant mortality rate has been halved in the past 15 years, literacy has doubled to 54 per cent and life expectancy has increased by 20 years to 66. 

But contact with the outside world came slowly. 

The first foreign-aid workers arrived only in the 1960s, followed by a trickle of tourists a decade later. Last year, fewer than 7,500 visitors came to Bhutan, compared with 500,000 to Nepal, and 25,000 every day to Hong Kong. 

Sandwiched between two regional superpowers - China and India, each bulging with populations of more than 1 billion - Bhutan's people are protected by a security force of barely 5,000. With little else to safeguard their country, roughly the size of Nova Scotia, the Bhutanese have always relied on their cultural identity as the bulwark of their national defences. 

If their culture crumbles under under the weight of televised foreign wrestlers and rock stars, many Bhutanese fear there may be nothing left to hold the country together. 



The country's first line of defence is its children. By night, they fall prey to the box&semi; by day, they come under the control of the educational system, which is making a determined effort to mold its pupils into model Buddhists. 

A course on "values education" has been added to the curriculum to instill respect for elders, environmental consciousness, politeness, morality and discipline. Before classes start, students are deployed to weed the school grounds and dig drainage ditches. At their morning assemblies, students begin by praying for help with their studies from Janyong, the Buddhist god of knowledge. 

For the elderly, the pull of religion is even more powerful. 

Preoccupied with mortality and their prospects for reincarnation, older Bhutanese congregate around stupas and temples. Every few paces, they twirl colourful wooden prayer wheels to earn merit, clutching their prayer beads to help them count the number of times they walk around the perimeter - at least 108 times a day, always in a clockwise direction. In dimly-lit monasteries, people shuffle to altars and bow down with hushed reverence. 

These traditions have endured in Bhutan through the centuries. 

When neighbouring Tibet tumbled into the dark ages 1,000 years ago, losing much of its Buddhist heritage during a period of political upheaval, lamas turned to Bhutan to try to recover their scriptures and revive religious scholarship, says Mynak Tulku, a monk who heads Bhutan's national library. 

When Beijing invaded Tibet a half-century ago and destroyed much of its religious legacy during the Cultural Revolution, Bhutan once again became the custodian of what remained of the Tibetan school of Buddhism, adds Tulku, himself a Tibetan refugee. 

"Whatever traditions the Tibetans had are wiped out, and Bhutan is now the repository," says Tulku. "This is the only Buddhist kingdom that remains in the Himalayas, and here, the tradition is very much alive." 

In a country conscious of the competition from foreign intrusions, religious rituals are performed at the slightest pretext. 

At a museum opening last month, one of the King's four wives held court as Buddhist monks chanted welcome hymns and blessings. 

Barefoot attendants proffered holy water and and ladled wine over baskets of rice. As incense wafted in front of them, a BBS crew dutifully recorded the event for broadcast on the evening news. 

Yet for all their enthusiasm, both among the holy men and the newsmen, no one could be certain of how many Bhutanese would be watching that night. 

Could the recorded images of this gentle and spiritual ceremony compete with the high-octane imagery of Baywatch and the WWF beamed by satellite that same evening? 



When Bhutan tuned in to TV two years ago, it also logged on to the Internet for the first time. 

Backed by Canada's International Development Research Centre, which contributed $250,000, the government subsidizes Internet cafes that are sprouting across the country. 

Hunched over a keyboard, wearing an array of earings, 22-year-old Songay Tshering could be a young woman surfing the Internet anywhere on the planet - except for the Buddhist calendar beside her and a firewall to keep pornography at bay. 

Despite the high hopes of Bhutan's elders that people like her might vault into the vanguard of information technology, Tshering remains very much a captive of television. 

Most days, she rushes to the cybercafe after school to send off a request to MTV's Most Wanted Web site naming her favourite pop song, hoping MTV will read her name on air when the tune is played. 

On this day, she is crafting an e-mail message urging MTV to play "Love Don't Cost A Thing" by Jennifer Lopez. To date, three of her requests have been played on air. 

"I tap it in, then I rush home and turn on MTV," she explains. "Now, I feel free, and so much less isolated." 

Alarmed by the limited appeal of the Internet to date, Bhutan's national newspaper editorialized recently that the Web risked losing out to the temptations of television. The country's oral culture makes tuning into TV easier than wading through Web sites, which requires typing in words and coping with information overload. 

Two years after Bhutan officially logged on, its local supplier - Druknet - has barely 1,800 clients and only 17 Web sites, most of them hosted by travel agencies communicating with clients overseas. 

By comparison, one fifth of the population, about 120,000 people, are glued to the tube most nights. 

Television has done more than invade the living rooms of Bhutan. It has also rearranged the way people sit in them. 

No longer do children and parents face each other across the table or on a floor mat, discussing Buddhist teachings such as how to earn merit with good deeds. Now, family members gather around the TV set. 

"Family customs are now being gradually marginalized," says Sonam Kinga, a researcher at the Centre for Bhutan Studies who is studying the impact of television here. 

"People used to have a continuous interaction with their families, but they are no longer looking at each other, they're looking at the TV screen. TV has taken on the role of mediating between family members." 

Bhutan's tradition of folklore, transmitted through the generations, may not survive the daily satellite transmissions, according to Kinga. He fears the slow erosion of the country's monastic tradition, making Bhutan ever more vulnerable to the television juggernaut. 

It's not just that teenagers are mesmerized by MTV videos and Indian movies featuring scantily clad women. Kinga frets about the story content that stresses endless love stories. Apart from the sexual innuendo, the obsession with romance risks distracting young people from traditional Buddhist themes such as repaying parents for their kindness, honouring teachers and cultivating merit. 



Jigme Thinley, Bhutan's U.S.-educated foreign minister, was head of government when the television ban was lifted in 1999. 

He still harbours fears for the future but admits to no regrets about letting his fellow Bhutanese see what he had seen during his time overseas. 

Affluent residents were already flouting the ban by installing small satellite dishes, so it was just a matter of time before foreign signals penetrated more homes. By formally licensing television, the government gave BBS a head start on the competition - albeit a brief one. 

Looking back, Thinley concedes the government underestimated the effect of foreign satellite channels on the fledgling BBS. 

But he argues that the international TV signals are also showing Bhutanese the ugly underside of the rat race abroad. The crime and poverty they see on the screen unsettles young people, giving them a better appreciation for their life of splendid isolation, he says. 

"We try not to be too overbearing on your youth," says Thinley, who is dressed in a checkered tunic with orange sash and green knee socks and carrying a traditional dagger. 

"Let them have fun with a little bit of the MTV culture. Why not? They will grow out of it." 

If teenagers feel briefly intoxicated by the foreign fare they are exposed to, Thinley is confident they will remain grounded in their Buddhist roots. 

"There is a continuing spirituality that exists in the souls of Bhutanese people, which will help us to prevail against the onslaught of the consumer culture." 



But Buddhist spirituality is being tested in Bhutan as never before. Monks who spent their lives chanting from the scriptures, without ever experiencing electricity, are now being exposed to new temptations. 

Ever since the Tharpaling monastery was founded on an isolated hill in the Bumthang Valley hundreds of years ago, its monks relied on the illumination of burning butter lamps when they rose at 5 a.m. to begin chanting from the scriptures. They studied, took tea, toiled in the monastery and then chanted again in the darkness. 

There were no power lines and no roads reaching its perch 3,000 metres above sea level. 

Two years ago, the monastery entered the modern age when solar power was installed on the premises. Now, a solar lamp supplements the butter lamps and a new road is being paved right up to the gate of the ancient monastery. 

Clad in scarlet robes, Tenzin Namgyel, a 36-year-old monk, stands barefoot in the inner sanctum of the monastery, with its rich orange and yellow canopies, intricately carved altar, Buddhist statues and paintings. 

He seems oblivious to the threats of modernization, content that he will no longer have to hike along mountain trails for an entire day to reach civilization. 

"I won't miss the isolation because it makes it easier for us to fetch rice and other essential supplies," Namgyel says of the changes around him. 

But one thing will never change: Television in the monastery remains banned, lest it interfere with a life of contemplation. 

"We don't have television here, it's against the rules," he says. 

As Bhutan joins the television revolution, it can take comfort from the fact that its 6,000 Buddhist monks will remain apart. As they have for centuries, they will safeguard the religious rituals that have faded from Tibet, and may soon whither in their midst. 

Even with electricity and paved roads, the monks will draw the line at television. Instead of tuning in to the world, they will continue to look inward for fulfillment, drawing sustenance from the prayer flags that flap in the wind - alongside the television towers. 







