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Ethnicity in Bhutan
Group selection
Population: Bhutan is a member of the international state system
since 1949 when it ended its aﬃliation with the United Kingdom
as its external patron and signed a contract with the newly created
Indian Union that foresaw the guidance of India in external relations. In the same year, Bhutan had a population of about 629,260
according to Gleditsch (212 ). 58 years later, in 2007, the contract
with India was rewritten to explicitly recognize Bhutan’s sovereignty
although Bhutan still relies on Indian military assistance. Bhutan
has been a member of the United Nations since 1971.
Population numbers in Bhutan should be taken with a grain of
salt since oﬃcial estimates vary drastically. In 2005, Bhutan conducted its ﬁrst modern census and arrived at a population of just
over 700,000 (213 ). Earlier estimates were put at over 2 million (214 ).
The discrepancy has possibly two sources. First, Bhutan supposedly
fabricated its population numbers when entering the UN in 1971 in
order to get above 1 million inhabitants. Subsequent estimates build
on this number and calculated later population estimates based on
yearly population growth and the false base estimate. A second estimate goes to the heart of the problem of ethnicity in the country.
Long-standing Nepalese immigrants that are supposed to make up
over 35 % of the population claim that Bhutan has forged the 2005
census and under-counted people of Nepalese origin.
Update 2010 – 2013: There is no evidence of major population
changes in the years 2010 – 2013, and as such the population ﬁgures
can be left unadjusted for this period, again bearing in mind the
reservations outlined just above.
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Political system: Bhutan has been a hereditary monarchy since
1907. It became a constitutional monarchy in 1960 and made some
moves towards democratization in 2008. However, Freedom House
(215 ) notes that "Bhutan is not an electoral democracy," citing, inter
alia, problems with freedom of expression and association during
electoral campaigns. Executive power lies with the king and his
family.
Update 2010 – 2013: In its 2013 Report, Freedom House notes
that “Bhutan IS an electoral democracy (emphasis added)”, with
the Cabinet increasingly taking on a governing role, rather than
simply deferring to the King for guidance. Similarly, in its 2013
Country Report on Human Rights Practices, the US State Department declares Bhutan a democratic, constitutional monarchy, which,
following a gradual transition towards democracy, held its second –
generally termed free and fair - general elections in July 2012 (similar observations by Freedom House, 2013). These elections were
contested by 5 parties, up from 2 in the 2008 national elections, and
resulted in the country’s ﬁrst democratic transfer of power to the
opposition, from the Druk Phensum Tshogpa (Bhutan Peace and
Prosperity Party) to the People’s Democratic Party. Nevertheless,
despite these improvements, “the political system continues to be
dominated by political parties with ties to the royal family, (and) it
appears unlikely that the Assembly will resist many of the policies
and proposals favored by the King. . . . the monarch continues to
wield substantial formal and informal powers” (216 ). The 2012 Freedom House report adds that the 2008 Constitution, which provided
for parliamentary democracy, upholds the primacy of the Monarchy.
At the same time, factionalist participation in politics continues to
be widespread, and freedom of assembly and association continue
to be restricted (217 ). In view of the above, executive power clearly
remains with the King (218 ; 219 ), fulﬁlling the expectations of observers of Bhutanese politics that the democratic reforms would only
be cosmetic while real power stayed with the King (220 ).
Ethnic groups: According to Parmanand (221 , 102), Burma is inhabited by ﬁve ethnic groups. Sharchops (the largest group, speak
Tsangla), Ngalops (Ngalung or Bhote - people of bhot or Tibet speak the national language Dzonkha), Bumthaps and Kurtops (two
smaller tribal groups) belong to the Drupka cultural group. All four
sub-groups practice Buddhism and live in the northern, central and
eastern parts of the country. The ﬁfth group are the Lhotsampa or
Nepalese immigrants.
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Power relations
Bhutanese (Drupka): Ngalops & Sharchops: Historically, the
Ngalops constituted the ruling elite and integrated the Sharchops
through conversion to Buddhism into mainstream Buddhist society
(cf. 222 ). Rizal provides a more detailed analysis of Drupka identity.
According to him, Drupkas are speciﬁc sect within Mahayana (Kargupa) Buddhism that is practiced by the Ngalops. The Sharchops,
on the other hand, follow Nyingmapa Buddhism (223 , 153). In 1979,
the King Jigme Singye Wangchuck from the Ngalop background
made a closer connection with families from the Drupka Buddhist
tradition through marriage. Freedom House names the ruling ethnic
group Drupka-Ngalop.
The Sharchops are the larger group and are racially and linguistically distinct from the Ngalops but culturally integrated. According
to Rizal (224 , 161), they do possess some government positions but
since they are not part of the royal family their executive power remains constrained. Given the assimilation between the two groups,
and no obvious political mobilization of the Sharchops the Ngalops
and Sharchops are coded as one group up to 1988 when the royal
bond to Drupka identity was made explicit (through oﬃcial marriage
- the marriage in 1977 was private - and laws; cf. 225 , 157). Thereafter, Ngalops and Sharchops are considered as separate groups.
Although there is some inclusion of Sharchops in government, "the
structure of the political system in Bhutan sustains domination of
national policy mostly by Ngalung elites." (226 , 161). The South
Asian Terrorism Portal (227 ) succinctly adds: "The minority Ngalongs ... occupy almost every position of any consequence in the
country." Since democratic reforms in 2007 only slightly altered the
power balance, Sharchops are coded as powerless from 1988 onwards.
Together the two groups constitute between 50% and 72% of the
population (see discussion of Lhotsampa population share below).
Sharchops make up 30-40% of the population and Ngalops 10-25%.
Update 2010 – 2013: Given the political context described above,
it is clear that political inequalities have not been resolved so that
the Ngalop ethnic group continues to dominate national politics,
whereas the Sharchops remain subservient (228 ). Based on the information available, the current coding of Ngalops monopoly and
Sharchops powerless is extended through to 2013.
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Lhotsampa (Hindu Nepalese): Large-scale immigration started in
1865 for economic reasons. Nepali migrants were supposed to make
the hostile part of southern Bhutan hospitable and cultivate it. The
Bhutanese state started collecting taxes from the Nepali settlers
(229 ) soon after their arrival. The Bhutanese oﬃcially ended migration in 1958 and started naturalizing Nepalis who were by now called
Lhotsampa (people from the South). Oﬃcial policy had however little inﬂuence on Nepalis’ continued migration into southern Bhutan
where they found an almost homogenous community of their kin.
The Lhotsampa founded the Bhutan State Congress, the ﬁrst political party in the country, in 1952 and demanded oﬃcial citizenship
rights. These were granted in 1958 (230 , 155).
Nepali population numbers are heavily contested. Upreti (231 ,
81) puts them at around 20%. The government of Bhutan estimates
15% and a commission of the South Asian Association for Regional
Cooperation even puts them at 50%. The CIA World Factbook (232 )
gives an estimate of 35%. Rizal (233 ) reports a number between 30%
and 45%. It appears reasonable to opt for 30% as a compromise
prior to 1988 and 20% afterwards.
While the Nepali settlers constitute one ethnic group in Bhutan,
they are actually a mixture of several diﬀerent ethnicities from the
hill parts of Nepal - "Brahmins and Thakuris, Newars, Kiratis, Rai,
Gurung, Limbu etc." (234 , 81). The Nepalis speak Nepali, are predominantly Hindu and follow cultural patterns that are distinct from
the Buddhist Drupka traditions.
Political Developments: until the mid 1980s ethnicity was mostly
accommodated in Bhutan by cultural and social prerogatives given
to the diﬀerent ethnic segments. While political power lay with the
king and the Lhotsampa could not possibly attain executive power,
they were granted citizenship and an overall inclusive policy was
followed. Following the alliance between the king and members
of the Buddhist Drupka sect in the late 1970s, policy toward the
Lhotsampa changed. In 1988, a law was introduced that severely
restricted citizenship rights for the Lhotsampa (235 , 158-9), and
even resulted in the withdrawal of citizenship from 1000s of Nepali
speakers (236 ; Freedom House 2012/2013). Subsequent protests
by the Lhotsampa were met with violent repression and let to the
forceful expulsion of over 100,000 Lhotsampa to India and Nepal.
After 1988, ethnic status as well as population shares are adjusted
accordingly.
Update 2010 – 2013: Numerous obstacles prevented the Lhotsampa from participating eﬀectively in Bhutanese politics: many
were barred from voting after they were counted as non-nationals in
the 2005 census, while the requirement of a security clearance certiﬁcate for candidates made it diﬃcult for them to run in the elections
(Freedom House, 2012). Also, the Druk National Congress, which
was established by Bhutanese refugees in exile in 1994, was prohibited from carrying out activities inside Bhutan (237 ). The Bhutan
People’s United Party, which represents the interests of the Lhot-
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sampa, was denied registration (238 ; Freedom House, 2012). There
are also some indications that Hindu Nepalese were subjected to
discrimination in employment, especially in the civil service and in
government jobs (239 ). Similarly, the teaching of Nepali and Sanskrit
is banned and permits for Hindu temples are diﬃcult to obtain (240 ;
Freedom House, 2012/2013). Finally, regarding the Nepali-speaking
Bhutanese refugees, their identiﬁcation and repatriation continues to
be delayed, even though the majority has proof of citizenship (241 ;
Freedom House, 2012/2013; 242 ). As such, 54,000 remain in camps
in Nepal, while thousands have been re-settled in third countries
(Freedom House, 2012/2013). Bhutanese refugees who were demonstrating for their right to return home faced arrest (Freedom House,
2012/2013). Given this situation, the current coding of discriminated
can be extended through 2013.
Indigenous Tribal People: "The indigenous tribal peoples live in
villages scattered across Bhutan. They include the Kheng, Brokpa,
Lepcha, Tibetan, Adhivasi and Toktop, all of which are on a much
smaller scale than the three major ethnic groups. Some of these
ethnic groups are culturally and linguistically of Tibetan or Indian
Buddhist tradition, while some are inﬂuenced by the populations of
West Bengal or Assam and embrace the Hindu social system." (243 ,
153) Tribals are thought to account for up to 15% of the Bhutanese
population. Tribals are neither mobilized nor are they actively targeted by the government which is why they are coded as politically
irrelevant.
Update 2010 – 2013: In the sources consulted, there were no indications of mobilization by the tribal people or of targeted discrimination on the part of the government. Hence, it appears reasonable to
extend their status as politically irrelevant until 2013.
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Political status of ethnic groups in Bhutan
From 1949 until 1988
Group name
Bhutanese
Lhotsampa (Hindu Nepalese)

Proportional size

Political status

0.5
0.35

MONOPOLY
POWERLESS

From 1989 until 2013

Group name
Sharchops
Ngalops (Drupka)
Lhotsampa (Hindu Nepalese)

Proportional size

Political status

0.4
0.2
0.2

POWERLESS
MONOPOLY
DISCRIMINATED

Figure 60: Political status of ethnic
groups in Bhutan during 1949-1988.

Figure 61: Political status of ethnic
groups in Bhutan during 1989-2013.
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Geographical coverage of ethnic groups in Bhutan
From 1949 until 1987
Figure 62: Map of ethnic groups in
Bhutan during 1989-2013.

Group name
Lhotsampa (Hindu Nepalese)
Bhutanese

Area in km2
4134

Type
Regional & urban
Dispersed

Table 22: List of ethnic groups in
Bhutan during 1949-1987.

From 1988 until 2013
Figure 63: Map of ethnic groups in
Bhutan during 1989-2013.

Group name

Area in km2

Ngalops (Drupka)
Sharchops
Lhotsampa (Hindu Nepalese)

15 871
13 081
4134

Type
Regional & urban
Regional & urban
Regional & urban

Table 23: List of ethnic groups in
Bhutan during 1988-2013.

