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Chapter One

Rearranging the Ethnic
Mosaic

Bhutan is essentially a nation of immigrants. As peoples
migrated and settled in the once sparsely populated area
that is now Bhutan, they displaced the original and earlier
inhabitants of the region. Like the other peoples through-
out the Himalayas, the people of Bhutan lived mostly isolated
from their neighbours by the rough terrain. In this way,
the peoples who settled in Bhutan were able to maintain
their ethnic identities to a great degree. Bhutan's small
physical size and population mask the numerous distinct
ethnicities and cultures that populate the country!, although
the introduction of schools, roads, and development is slowly
eroding the divisions in the country. Because almost no
research exists on the ethnic groups of Bhutan-their ori-
gins, their cultures, and their languages-only a rough
description of the peoples of Bhutan is possible. There is
in fact some argument and confusion over who were the
original inhabitants of the country, when different ethnic
groups settled in Bhutan, and what the relation between
the ethnic groups is. Still what literature exists is enough
to give a general picture of the ethnic composition of Bhutan.

Bhutan is made up of many distinct peoples, but four
ethnic groups-the Ngalongs, Sarchops, Khengs, and Nepalis-
comprise over 98% of Bhuttan's population. The Ngalongs,
Khengs, and Sarchops form what is sometimes called a
Drukpa identity group, as the three ethnic groups are cul-
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turally integrated to a degree, especially compared to the
Nepalis. Still, each of these groups has different ancestral
ties and a distinct identity. The Ngalongs, represented mainly
in the West of Bhutan, are a Tibetan origin people who
migrated into Bhutan in the ninth and tenth centuries AD
(Aris 1979:58-9; N.Das 1974:2; Rahul 1971:7). They form the
social and ruling elite in the country and follow the Drukpa
Kargyud school of Mahayana Bhuddhism, which is the
state religion. The Ngalong people speak a dialect similar
to Tibetan which varies “"not only from valley to valley
but even from village to village" (Aris xiv). The Dzongkha
language, the national language of Bhutan, is derived from

the speech of the Ngalongs:

Since the 17th century unification of Bhutan there has,
however, developed an official idiom known as
‘Dzongkha’ (rDzong-kha, the language of the fortress'),
a polished form of the village patois of the Ngalong
people. This is spoken among government officials and
monks from all regions of the country, and the idiom
is so developed that often one can find people from the
central and eastern parts of the country who speak it
better than someone from the western region where
the idiom first arose. (Arix xvi-xvii)

Earlier, Dzongkha was the “official language" of Bhutan,
but was not forced on other ethnic groups, as Leo Rose
notes in 1977: “*So far, the government has resisted the
temptation to try and impose Dzongkha on the majority
of the population that does not speak the language, reject-
ing the “‘national language" policies adopted by the
neighbouring states of Nepal and formally at least, India"
(44). Since then, the government made Dzongkha the **na-
tional language", refining the grammer, putting it to script,
and later imposing it on the rest of the country:

The policy of the present government is to advance the
diffusion and status of Dzongkha further by making it
obligatory study in all schools throughout the country.
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To that end the local scholars employed by the Educa-
tion Department have had to take brave and difficult
steps towards adapting the ancient literary language to
accommodate the spoken forms of Ngalong, the first
time that any of the Bhutanese languages have been
written down in Tibetan script. (Aris xvii)

Eastern Bhutan is inhabited primarily by the Sarchops, who
are possibly the earliest settlers in Bhutan. They, by and
large, like the Ngalongs, are Buddhists of the Drukpa Kargyud
sect, but they have their ethnic roots in Arunachal Pradesh
and are of Indo-Mongoloid rather than of Tibetan descent.
The Sarchops speak their own language, Tsangla, and have
a distinct ethnic identity of being “*Sarchop". The inhab-
itants of central Bhutan clustered around Bumthang, Tongsa
and Shemgang, called the Khengs appear to be related to
each other and speak a similar language, although the dif-
ferent groups of people in the area have distinct regional
identities”. At one time, the Khengs were more powerful
rulers of central Bhutan (Aris 97). They were conquered
by the Ngalongs by the seventeenth century, as were the
Sarchops, and they are also following the Drukpa Kargyud
school of Buddhism. Like the Sarchops, they are very early,
or may be even indigenous, inhabitants of Bhutan. Al-
though their ancient clan leaders claim to trace their roots
to the exiled Prince Tsangma of Tibet (Aris 98), related
ethnic groups with a similar language are found in Arunachal
Pradesh and Meghalaya in India (Aris xv; Sinha 1991:27).
Usually, a differentiation is only made between Ngalongs
and Sarchops, with the Khengs most often included with
the Sarchops. Although it seems certain that the Sarchops
and Khengs are ethnically distinct from each other, their
lack of a more direct link to Tibet places both of them
together in a category separate from the Ngalongs, though
the three groups are now culturally integrated to an extent.

The Neplalis live mainly in the southern belt and are
relatively recentimmigrants to the area, most of them having
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come in the later nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
While Nepalis are made up of a combination of caste/
ethnic groups-Bahun, Chhetri, Gurung, Limbu, Newar, Rai,
Tamang, et cetera-they are effectively a single community
bound together by the common Nepali tongue and hill-
hinduism®. The origin and culture of the Nepali Bhutanese
is described in detail in Part II.

Numerous other ethnic groups are also present in
Bhutan on a much smaller scale, such as Adhivasi, Birmi,
Brokpa, Doya, Lepcha, Tibetan, and Toktop*. These groups
represent both clear, and more recent, extentions of
neighbouring ethnic groups-the Adhivasis from India,
Lepchas from Sikkim, and Tibetans from Tibet-and groups
who have Tibetan roots, such as the nomadic Birmi and
Brokpa yak herders, who appear to have a long history in
Bhutan. In searching for the indigenous Bhutanese, the
Toktop and their relatives, numbering now only in the
hundreds, are the clearest candidates:

If one were to apply the label “indigenous' to any peoples
in Bhutan in the same way as it is applied to the
Lepchas of Sikkim, one would be tempted to focus on
the very small communities of jungle-dwellers who
practise shifting cultivation of the fringe of the major
groups... They are known as the “Toktop' and live in
two permanent villages south of sPa-gro (Paro) called
Upper and Lower “Toktokha'. They are probably re-
lated to the people living in “Taba-Dramten’ and "Loto-
Kuchu'... All these minute western groups come under
the authority of an official appointed from sPa-gro
formerly called the (Steward of the gDung)...The name
gDung is pregnant with meaning for the lost history of
the country. It is suggested that the gDung were once
a people who appear to have been spread over the
whole country and who have now all but disappeared
under the impact of fresh migration or military defeat
from the north. (Aris xvii-xviii)
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The smaller ethnic groups, though adding great diversity
to Bhutan's ethnic make-up, represent only about one to
two percenit of the total population.

Despite the availability of authoritative sources, how-
ever basic they may be, the ethnic composition of Bhutan
is a confused and volatile political issue. Writers often
lump the Khengs, Ngalongs, and Sarchops together into
a “Drukpa” group. This practice has become especially
evident as Bhutan gained more attention in the last few
years. In the press, the present refugee crisis is sometimes
portrayed as a Drukpa versus Nepali conflict, assuming
that the entire non-Nepali population of Bhutan is galva-
nized against the ““anti-national" Nepalis. Atits most naive,
this view is presented by Tim McGirk in the London paper
The Independent: **The Drukpas-the Thunder-dragon people-
who are the original inhabitants of Bhutan, are now at odds
with the Gurkhas, the tough warrior clansmen originally
from Nepal in the south"(6 January 1993:4). Most books
on Bhutan are broader in scope, detailing the numerous
ethnic groups in the country. Buteven in recognizing Bhutan's
ethnic diversity, authors occasionally describe a united
Drukpa group distinct from the Nepalis (i.e. Mehra 1974:9;
Parmanand 1992:6). Recent government publications rein-
force this perception. A pamphlet from the Royal Govern-
ment of Bhutan's Planning Commission of the National
Environmental Secretariat (NES), for example, claims:

The people of Mongoloid origin, with their distinctive
language, Buddhist religion and cultural patterns of
Tibetan origin inhabit the Northern and Central parts
of Bhutan. The Mongoloid settlers in south-eastern
Bhutan termed the Sarchopa's (Sarchops), though of
the same origin, have a distinct cultural pattern akin to
the Tibeto-Burmese. However, they have completely as-
similated into the Buddhist derived culture of the northern
and central parts of Bhutan. The settlers in southwestern
Bhutan are predominantly Hindus. The bulk of them



46 Nirala Series-41

have immigrated more recently. (1992:15; emphasis
added)

Both McGirk and the NES mistakenly assert that, apart
from the Nepalis, Bhutan is composed of a nearly homo-
geneous, unified culture-the Drukpa-ignoring or
downplaying the ethnic identities and unique culture of
the Khengs and Sarchops.

As indicated in the above quotes, a concurrent mis-
conception is the belief that the Drukpas are the indig-
enous, or at least the earliest, inhabitants of Bhutan. A
recent government publication distributed to embassies by
Bhutan's Department of Information, titled Anti-national
Activities in Southern Bhutan, goes so far as to define “"Drukpa"
as “"a name by which the original inhabitants of Druk Yul
(Bhutan) are commonly known in the Himalayan re-
gion"(1991:1; emphasis added). While the Khengs and
Sarchops might arguably be labelled **original inhabitants"
as it is hard to place other peoples' settlement in Bhutan
before theirs, there is no question that the Ngalongs, also
subsumed under the Drukpa label, came much later and
most likely displaced the ““original inhabitants". To be ac-
curate, though, the term “*Drukpa" should refer only to
followers of the Drukpa Kargyud sect of Buddhism, as this
is where the term is derived from (Mehra 9; also Introduc-
tion). For this reason, the different ethnic groups in westen,
central, and eastern Bhutan are called Drukpa because of
their shared religious belief, not because they form a single
culture or ethnicity. Accordingly, generalizing about the
culture or roots of Drukpas is inherently misleading, as
many distinct groups are subsumed under the Drukpa. In
addition, the Drukpa ethnic groups definitely have a distinct
identity along with their individual languages and cul-
tures. In common usage, however, the rubric term Drukpa
has slowly begun to be synonymous with Bhutanese. De-
pending on the views of the person as to what a ““true
Bhutanese" is, a Drukpa might be any citizen of Bhutan,
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which does show a significant majority of the population
inhabiting the East, the area of the Sarchops. Given that
van Driem is a Bhutan Government employee, a Dzongkha
scholar, and an apologist for nationalization of Dzongkha
and curtailing of Nepali language instruction in schools
(1993), it is suspiciously convenient for him, as well as the
Bhutan government, to be able to point to the Ngalongs
as the single'largest group in the country. Unfortunately,
even though van Driem's figures are the most recent and
detailed to date, the contradiction of his data with previ-
ously published works and his own conflict of interest
renders his work inconclusive. His data simply shows how
conflicting different sources are when describing the ethnic
composition of Bhutan.





