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Preface

My first trip to Zangskar was almost as grueling as the second. In late Sep-
tember of 1989, I'd been riding high atop bags of cement, coughing franti-
cally from the combined effects of altitude and cement dust. The fine ce-
ment dust billowed out at every bump as our truck slowly crawled along
the deeply pockmarked and unpaved jeep track which served as Zangskar’s
primary travel artery when free of snow between June and November each
year. My brother had already threatened mutiny earlier in the day, as we sat
perched in the low wooden box above the driver’s cabin, with little to shel-
ter us from the freezing wind and stray branches in the predawn darkness.
Just after he had told me, “I'm not a piece of meat, you know—I think it’s
time to get off this truck,” the drivers had pulled in for a brief breakfast
stop. They had generously invited us into a friend’s home to share their
breakfast of chapattis and refried vegetables. Yet when their truck had bro-
ken down shortly afterward, we had taken our packs to the road and
flagged down the first truck going the full 450 kilometers into Zangskar. I
couldn’t help wondering if we’d abandoned the first truck somewhat too
hastily as we sat in the back of the heavily loaded cement truck, which
wheezed and gurgled up the snaking track to the top of the forbidding
14,500-foot Pentse La pass. Despite many stops to quench the engine’s
thirst and cool its overheated radiator, by evening we had arrived deep into
the central Zangskar valley. After we were disgorged at a half-built hydro-
electric project—which remains under construction today, fifteen years
later—we walked the last 15 kilometers into Padum, Zangskar’s central vil-
lage.

My second trip into Zangskar, in May of 1991, was on foot, while the
Pentse La pass lay under several meters of snow. Busy avoiding the cement
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dust the first time around, I hadn’t really noticed the meandering pla-
teau at the top of the pass. This time around Phuntsog, my guide, and I
were up to our thighs in snow with every second step. His unlucky horse,
which was carrying my pack, trembled and panted with each step, as its
scrawny legs plunged thigh deep into the snowy crust barely grazing its
belly. Phuntsog had been right to want to stop at the unroofed stone shel-
ter we’d passed earlier that day. I had wanted to push on, not realizing the
distance that lay ahead before we would drop off the pass, because my
backpacking instincts had warned me against sleeping on top of an unpro-
tected pass. “What was I thinking, trying to lead rather than follow, in a
landscape I don’t know,” I chastised myself, as Phuntsog signaled to an is-
land of dry ground no more than ten meters long and half as wide, where
we would spend the night. After tethering and unloading the horse, I was
grateful that Phuntsog had had the foresight to bring a bottle of kerosene
and some kindling. Amid the boulders and small islands where the snow
had melted, I set off to scrounge for dung, which spluttered and smoldered
in our damp fire. When I expressed surprise at finding dung here, amid the
high peaks and a day’s walk from a village in either direction, Phuntsog ex-
plained that we were camped near the high grazing pastures which would
be filled with yaks, cattle, and mdzo—the sturdy crossbreed—in a month’s
time after the snows had melted. For now, the pass was desolate and the
snow lay thick and gray as the temperatures dropped to freezing. After
Phuntsog set the salt tea to boil, he unwrapped the scarf covering his thin
religious text and began to read prayers that would become ever more fa-
miliar to me in the coming years. I took out my journal and began to
think.

We had set out at 5 .M. from Phuntsog’s house in Tashitongdze, the last
village before the pass. Although the political boundaries of Zangskar tech-
nically start atop the Pentse La pass, Tashitongdze and two other Buddhist
hamlets encircling the monastery of Rangdum are informally considered
part of Zangskar rather than part of the predominantly Shiite Suru Valley
which lies between Rangdum and Kargil town farther to the north. I'd
reached Kargil a few days earlier by bus, after traveling westward along In-
dia’s border with Pakistan for some 250 kilometers from the town of Leh,
which lies somewhat closer to the Tibetan border. A popular destination
for backpackers and dharma bums, and a critical army base for the defense
of India’s contested northern borders, Leh is home to the only commercial
airstrip in the Himalayan region of Ladakh, which forms the eastern half
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of the Indian state of Jammu and Kashmir. After flying to Leh from New
Delhi only ten days earlier, I had arrived in Kargil, a frontier bazaar conve-
niently situated halfway along the single east-west highway that ran from
Leh to Srinagar, the state capital. The cheap hotels and pleading tourist
wallahs had changed little in the two years since I’d first come to Kargil on
my way to Zangskar.

On that trip I'd arrived in Kargil with my brother during Muharram, a
festival held to honor Alj, the most famous martyr and founder of the Shia
sect of Islam. Like Kargil’s women, we had stayed indoors, helpless specta-
tors to the religious delirium into which the festival participants willingly
plunged themselves. Gangs of young men paraded through the streets,
flagellating themselves with iron braids and field scythes, bearing placards
depicting Khomeini and shouting slogans castigating America. As I lis-
tened to the weeping and wailing that emanated from nearby balconies, I
was both fascinated and repelled by the religiosity around me, so different
from the Sunni Islam I'd once studied in Cairo.

This time I’'d come to Kargil alone, long before the Pentse La pass was
open to vehicles. The local tourist officer had politely suggested that I join
a group of schoolteachers from Dras who were planning to walk into
Zangskar. After I met up with the teachers and negotiated a berth in the
taxi they had booked for the first leg of their trip, I went to purchase a few
provisions for the journey—Maggi soups, tea, sugar, and dried milk. As I
hastened to the taxi stand the next morning, I was relieved to see four Bud-
dhist nuns from Zangskar, who helped alleviate my awkward exchanges
with the young men, whose own sisters would never dare to travel alone,
on foot, into the wilds of Zangskar. The classical Tibetan I’d studied in a
Harvard classroom was not much help in parsing the drivers’ Dardic dia-
lect. Yet I could communicate with the nuns in both Tibetan and their own
Ladakhi dialect, which I'd studied in the two previous years I'd visited
Ladakh. Despite their flimsy sneakers and thin polyester monastic robes,
the nuns sported army-issue bedrolls, backpacks, and glacier goggles which
they’d been loaned by cousins serving in the military. Their backpacks
were stuffed to the brim with gifts and clothes after their winter pil-
grimage in India, where they had attended the Dalai Lama’s teachings in
Dharamsala and visited the Tibetan communities in South India. As they
were unable to find a berth in any of the Tibetan nunneries, they were
looking forward to rejoining their own tiny assembly of nuns in Zangla
village.
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After the taxi left us at the first major snowbank covering the road, we
set off on foot. For the next few days, I could barely keep up with my com-
panions as I struggled under my heavy pack. Stuffed with too few clothes,
far too many notebooks, and the odd assortment of novels and essays, in-
cluding both Thoreau’s Walden and Emerson’s essay on self-reliance, I was
miserably unequipped to be running over 14,000-foot passes. I crashed
through the delicate snowy crust again and again, while my companions
nimbly skated across the frozen snowfields and darted from rock to rock
across the streams and steep scree slopes. The nuns were solicitous during
our tea breaks, chatting amiably as the designated tea brewer would whip
out her pot, remove the small bundles of green tea, salt, butter, sugar, dried
cheese, and rtsam pa or roasted barley flour. Providing just the right mix
of salt, carbohydrates, and fat, the staples of the Tibetan diet—salty butter
tea and barley flour—perfectly quenched both thirst and hunger dur-
ing high-altitude exertions. Our first night was spent in a stone shelter,
where I shared my Maggi soups with the nuns before we each slipped into
our sleeping bags. By the time we reached Tashintongdze, at the base
of the Pentse La pass, the nuns had decided to take a rest day until their
blisters healed, while I foolishly decided to plunge ahead with Phuntsog,
whose horse and services I'd hired for the remainder of the journey into
Zangskar.

That is how I came to be stranded on top of the pass with little food, no
tent, and a rapidly dwindling supply of dung. While Phuntsog had been
reading his text, the sky had turned an ominous shade of gray. When he
stopped to make dinner, a thin barley gruel, it began to snow. I absorbed
my first lesson in the power of mantra. The flakes fell softly at first but
gathered momentum as the dense, wet flakes fell thickly into the fire. I felt
slightly guilty rolling out my Thermarest pad and down sleeping bag, while
Phuntsog laid out the horse blankets and wrapped himself in a full-length
sheepskin cloak. While I awoke, shivering, through the night to brush the
snow off my wet bag, Phuntsog snored deeply in his blizzard-proof sheep-
skin. Long before dawn, we awoke from the cold and agreed that it was
time to retreat. Packing up and loading the horse in short order, we set off
back the way we had come to Phuntsog’s house in Tashitongdze.

After a few days of rest and recuperation while the storm abated, we set
off once more to walk over the pass. This time, we left Tashitongdze at
1 a.M., walking under the light of the full moon, to take the best advantage
of the crust. At the top of the pass we spent a night in the stone shelter we’d
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passed up the last time, and the next day we marched easily over the pass
and down into the upper reaches of Zangskar’s northern valley, where
we stayed with Phuntsog’s relatives in Abran village. After making our
way down the Zangskar valley for the next few days, we reached Padum,
the administrative center, where I met up with my friends from Zangla
nunnery. They were attending a religious teaching just outside of Padum
at the Dalai Lama’s summer palace. Monks and nuns had come from
throughout Zangskar to attend the week-long teaching on the graduated
stages of the path to enlightenment. When the nuns from Zangla begged
me to come teach English at their nunnery, I promised to come visit after
I’d explored the nearby nunnery in Karsha village, which also housed the
region’s largest and wealthiest monastery. I managed to secure an interview
with several of the Karsha nuns and their teacher, the Minister or Lonpo of
Karsha. As an aristocrat and a scholar, the Lonpo was also a teacher at the
local high school who quickly grasped the scope of my research project.

After I explained that I hoped to study the interactions between nun-
nery, monastery, and village while living at the nunnery, the Lonpo asked
about my personal motivations. I told him that I did not intend to become
a nun, but was hoping to apprentice myself to the nuns in order to write a
dissertation about life at a Zangskari nunnery. Although the Lonpo and
the nuns had never heard of Harvard or even Boston, they understood my
Ph.D. to be something akin to their Geshe degree, the highest degree at-
tainable at the great monastic colleges within the Gelug school of Tibetan
Buddhism. The Lonpo explained that the nuns would confer as an assem-
bly before coming to a decision—my first experience of the monastic de-
mocracy that was used to adjudicate any serious decision that the assembly
might face—and indicated that our interview was over. A few days later I
got a message from the Lonpo indicating that I was welcome to begin my
residence at the nunnery, and I shouldered the pack to walk the easy 10 ki-
lometers across the valley to Karsha.

When I reached the empty nunnery, it seemed forlorn; the entire assem-
bly of nuns was in Padum. Yet this proved to be a blessing, as it gave me
ample opportunity to scout out my solitary surroundings and begin to ap-
preciate how little time the nuns actually spent in community rituals, given
their busy lives. After the nuns returned a week later, I was introduced to
the full assembly during the next monthly prayer meeting. I cooked for
myself the first few days and slept on the roof of the cell I'd been offered,
having been driven out of the cell by the mice. Yet this paved the way to my
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friendship with Skalzang, whose cell opened out onto the roof where I'd
been sleeping. After she invited me to share her morning tea and meals for
a few days, we became roommates and I took the role of purchasing food
supplies in Padum periodically, to supplement what I could purchase in
Karsha. Sleeping on the roof afforded me the nightly pleasure of a darker,
deeper sky than I’d ever seen, split by a lustrous Milky Way and punctuated
by nightly flashes of distant lightning refracted from monsoon storms tak-
ing place hundreds of kilometers south, in the first ranges that sprang from
the Indian foothills. The Lonpo told me that the intermittent flashes of
light were believed to be sparkling jewels guarded by a dragon, whose roar
could occasionally be heard as the storms came closer.

While the ethnographic trope of arrival is well worn and invariably
humbling, its unique nature has a profound influence on how ethnog-
raphers are received in their chosen communities. When 1 first settled at
the nunnery, neither the nuns nor I were clear that the arrangement would
last more than a few weeks. In retrospect, either side could have terminated
the arrangement at any point without much loss of face. It was important
that I humble myself to the assembly and be prepared to perform the mul-
titude of menial tasks that any apprentice nun would be required to per-
form. Slowly the nuns gained some idea of what I'd be doing as I observed
the daily routine at the nunnery, which was hardly as onerous or as rigid as
I’d first expected. Over the next months and years, we eased our way into a
friendship, both professional and personal.

Because I visited the region each year for fourteen years, my relationship
with individual nuns and the villagers evolved from rather naive trust to a
more complex relationship of dependency, appreciation, and respect. My
early foibles and our mutual vulnerabilities have become a cause of laugh-
ter rather than chagrin with the mellowing of time. As an unmarried stu-
dent, I had more in common with a group of studious nuns than with my
agemates in the village, most of whom were married and mothers several
times over. By living at the nunnery rather than in a village household, I
had access to dozens of households which held close relatives of the nuns.
In embracing the postmodern multi-sited approach, I have tried to spend
time in all nine of Zangskar’s nunneries and travel throughout the remote
valleys and the most urban and touristed settings. Between 1991 and 2001
I spent a total of thirty-nine months in Zangskar and Ladakh, which in-
cluded three winters in Zangskar and three precarious trips down the
frozen Chadar gorge. As nuns, monks, and villagers observed me over
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the year and judge how well I deported myself with respect to their village
rules and local culture, they became less taciturn and more willing to talk
freely about their personal situations. While I have no illusion that my eth-
nography has helped the nuns very much, I have had the opportunity to
raise funds for Karsha and Zangskar’s other nunneries for the last decade.
In this regard, my fieldwork has diverged from the more common ten-
dency of ethnographers to immerse themselves in a fieldsite or sites for a
single stretch of time.

All of the events described herein were discussed publicly, although al-
most none have been recorded in writing. Although I have changed some
names and places to protect the individuals concerned, in many cases I
have left names intact to preserve individual histories.

All of my interviews were conducted in Zangskari, a west-Tibetan dia-
lect that I learned in the field after studying classical Tibetan for two years
at Harvard. Most Zangskari laypeople and monastics speak only Zangskari
and perhaps a bit of Urdu if they have a government job, or classical Ti-
betan if they have spent time in the Tibetan monastic education system.
The Buddha urged his disciples to teach in their local languages rather
than in the elitist, classical languages of Pali and Sanskrit. In this vein, I
have pared down the use of local Zangskari vernacular and avoided exces-
sive use of classical terms to make this account more widely accessible. I
have used the standard Tibetan orthography and the standard Wylie sys-
tem of transliteration.

My greatest debt of all is to the Karsha nuns, who blessed me with their
surprising compassion, unflagging patience, and amazing humor even at
moments of utmost exhaustion. They taught me lessons I will never forget
but will continue to learn from and practice. Deepest thanks to my girl-
friends and agemates at the nunnery over the years—Skalzang Lhamo,
Garkyid, Skalzang Drolma, Dechen Angmo, Lobsang Angmo, Nyima,
Palkyid, and Skalzang Tsomo—for their constant humor and kindness. I
will never forget the amazing grace and wisdom of my grandmothers, Abbi
Yeshe, Abbi She She, Abbi Lobsang Drolma, and Abbi Norbu, while my
adopted tutors and aunties at the nunnery—Ani Putid and Ani Tsering
Drolma—fed me and watched over me as carefully as they had their own
apprentices. I also thank the nuns of Zangla, Pishu, Tungri, Dorje Dzong,
Skyagam, Stagrimo, Shun, Satak, and Sani, who shared countless cups of
tea, meals, and stories which helped broaden my perspective on Zangskari
nuns. The Karsha Lonpo was the ideal Tibetan teacher, who offered oral



xviii Preface

instruction on Tibetan history, Tibetan medicine, and Tibetan astrology.
An extremely erudite monk and a teacher by profession, he combined Ti-
betan oral transmission with the Socratic method in pointing me toward
further avenues of study.

The late Geshe Ngawang Tharpa of Hongshed, the late Geshe Sonam
Rinchen of Khams, and Geshe Ngawang Changchub of Lingshed offered
cogent advice on ritual practice, while Sonam Gyaltsen, Meme Phagsang,
Tsewang Manla, and Sonam Phalchung shared invaluable local knowl-
edge on Tibetan medicine, ritual pollution, and expiation. The households
which opened their doors to me include those of Shelling, Drongspon,
Bragkul Yogma, Dragkul Gongma, and Tiur Gongma in Karsha; Yulang
Gongma, Ufti Goyog, Rinam Hilma, Rizhing Gongma, Zenab, and Shamas
in Padum; Ldan and Tragang in Leh; T. T. Namgyal in Hemis Shugpachan;
and the Onpo of Lamayuru. I appreciate conversations with local scholars,
including Tashi Tsering of Tungri, Tundup Namgyal of Karsha, Sonam
Dorje of Nubra, Soso and Sonam Angchug of Ule Tokpo, Ali Naqi of
Kargil, Dr. Musa, Dr. Lhadrol of Leh, Tashi Rabgyas and Gyatso of Sabu,
Dorje Tsering of Leh, and Meme Tsewang Norbu of Phye. In Ladakh, my
witty companions otherwise known as Friends of Flufty (the donkey) sus-
tained me through the winter doldrums.

Nearly the entire manuscript has benefited from close readings by Mi-
chael Aris, Nur Yalman, Arthur Kleinman, Sarah Levine, Dennis Donahue,
Ashok Rai, Joyce Seltzer, Elizabeth Gilbert, and the anonymous reviewers.
Nur, Arthur, and Michael were exceedingly generous mentors at Harvard,
and Michael graciously hosted me during research trips to the Oxford ar-
chives until his untimely death in 1999. The Harvard Society of Fellows
provided intellectual companionship and late-night meditations on indul-
gence versus renunciation. Martijn van Beek, Rob Linrothe, Don Lopez,
Isabelle Onians, Sherry Ortner, Henry Osmaston, Judith Simmer-Brown,
Stanley Tambiah, and Unni Wikan each made critical comments on earlier
portions of the manuscript which refined my scholarship in important
ways. I also appreciate readings by John Crook, Pascalle Dollfus, Katie
Getchell, Clare Harris, Adrie Kusserow, Martin Mills, and Isabelle Riaboff;
early encouragement from Bill Fisher, Michael Herzfeld, Sally Falk Moore,
and Mary Steedly; and final proofreading by Megan Crowe-Rothstein and
Millicent Lawson. My friends in the Berkshires deserve my eternal grati-
tude for getting me through the loneliest hours of writing. Generous funds
from the Jacob Javits Foundation, the Mellon Foundation, Harvard’s De-
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partment of Anthropology, the German Research Council, the National
Institute of Mental Health, the Wenner Gren Foundation, and the Milton
Fund helped bring the research and writing to a conclusion.

My family’s greatest gift has been to show that a life in two worlds is pos-
sible. Thanks to Helga, Peter, Kristina, and Kai Gutschow for their enthusi-
astic visits to Zangskar and Ladakh. I am grateful to my brother Kai for the
lovely maps and to my uncle Niels and aunt Wau Gutschow for bringing
the Global School of Architecture to Zangskar. I will never forget the
Kyirong nuns for their Avalokitesvara mandala—a turning point that initi-
ated my new life with Ashok, who helped me see this book to its com-
pletion.
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CHAPTER

1

Gendering Monasticism

The annual springtime ritual of transferring merit to the ancestors was
winding down in a village located in the Zangskar region of the Indian
Himalaya. Most of the villagers had turned out to participate in a rite
which would benefit their ancestors in whatever rebirths they might in-
habit. While assemblies of monks and nuns chanted Buddhist prayers of
blessing (smon lam), the abbot and senior ritual officiants of the local
monastery performed Tantric mediations. The monks had collected a few
bone fragments from the nearby ancestral cremation pyres and sprinkled
them with sacred water and mustard seeds to purify the body, speech,
and mind of the deceased, individually and collectively. The bones were
then pulverized and mixed with silt and water to make a clay which was
packed into tiny molds in the shape of a funeral reliquary or stupa. These
figurines (tsha tsha) were then carried up to a distant spot on the hillside as
a precaution against inadvertent human defilement, where they would sit
until they dissolved back into the elements from which they had emerged.
Under the direction of a few monks, the village headman and his assis-
tants mixed barley dough, water, barley beer, and unrefined cane sugar into
a dough. They shaped the unwieldy paste into a triple-tiered commu-
nal offering cake which resembled a large sand castle in taste as much
as touch. After every man, woman, and child had received a crumbled
allotment of the blessed cake (tshogs), the adults began to decant the barley
beer into a motley collection of serving vessels from a huge vat on the
perimeter of the ritual grounds. By the time the gibbous moon finally
rose late in the night, the villagers had been replenishing each other’s cups
for some time and the talk had become boisterous. Eventually makeshift
drums—metal jerry cans sold as army surplus and now empty of barley
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beer—were hauled out. Some girls began to beat out a ragged rhythm
of local songs while several men dragged the youngest and boldest men out
to dance.

Known locally as “virtuous offering” (dge tsha), the ritual provides vil-
lagers with a Buddhist memorial for their ancestors. It serves as a spring-
time communion for past and present members of the village as much as
a reminder of Buddhist bonds of karma and interdependence. It is also
considered to purify the village fields after dark winter months rife with
bitter and destructive energies. As with any act of Buddhist generosity, the
making of offerings and chanting of blessings with no thought of selfish
gain produce merit, the symbolic effect of virtue. In accordance with the
Mahayana doctrine of universal compassion, this merit can be dedicated to
any and all suffering sentient beings, both absent and present. Yet like
many Buddhist rites, there are pragmatic means to ensure that some of this
merit reaches a more specific destination. Every villager who makes a ritual
donation can submit the names of several ancestors, who are named in the
course of the rite. The clay reliquaries stand for the ancestors, individual
and collective, who will benefit from the rite. Like most public festivals, the
villagewide ancestor rite does not emerge ex nihilo. It is produced by a
lengthy choreography of reciprocities which require merit and material ex-
changes. The competitive nature of this giving process reinscribes the very
logic of difference that Buddhist doctrine seeks to transcend.

The ritual reproduces an ideology of merit and difference. In this ideol-
ogy, social difference implies moral difference. Those at the top of the sys-
tem—the monks—are assumed to be benefiting from prior virtue. Their
virtue or merit has enabled them to acquire the status of monk and the
Tantric power sufficient to purify and transfer merit to the ancestors.
These actions are critical, because future rebirths depend largely on the
amount of merit and demerit an individual has accumulated. In the local
calculus of rebirths, a male human body ranks highest. Being born in one
of the heavens such as the western Buddhist paradise (nub Ide ba can) is al-
most as desirable. Some monks joked that my life in America—all bliss and
not much merit—was just such a paradise. Yet like the gods who are bound
to fall from their indolent paradise once they have exhausted their merit, I
too would face an uncomfortable shock in my next rebirth if I failed to
make merit in this one. They implied that—unlike the gods, who have little
chance to make merit—I could make enough merit to secure a male re-
birth through generous donations to the monastery. When I told people I
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hoped to be reborn as a woman, and ideally become a nun rather than a
monk, they laughed in disbelief. The most senior nun at Karsha nunnery,
Ani Yeshe, could not understand my desire to be a female teacher in my
next life. She said it would be far more desirable to be reborn as a monk,
or a recognized reincarnation known as a Tulku (sprul sku) “on a little
throne.” Nobody in this region, male or female, had ever expressed a wish
to be reborn as a female.

While the villagers danced, drank, and flirted under the light of the stars
and moon, the assemblies of monks and nuns each withdrew to a separate
house for their obligatory feasts. The nuns were weary and hungry after
chanting ritual prayers of blessing all day in the hot sun. Yet they recog-
nized the privilege of being invited en masse to a ritual feast. They would
be served a scrumptious meal of rich foods bought through the generosity
of those who had made merit with donations. The nuns filed into the
empty guest room and sat down cross-legged on the symmetrical rows of
rugs arranged around the border of the room. Almost without thinking,
they arranged themselves according to the habitual monastic seating order
they maintain during most formal or public proceedings. Abbi Yeshe, the
eldest, seniormost, and founding member of the nunnery, took the highest
spot and the other nuns filed into their places, shifting easily to accommo-
date a nun above or below as needed. Each nun took out her wooden bowl
from inside the folds of her upper robe. Like the texture and style of her
robes, her bowl’s unique color or design instantly signaled the status and
identity of its owner. Abbi Yeshe pulled out the dark bowl of Bhutanese
teak she had brought back from Tibet decades earlier.

After some time, the hostess arrived with a flask of steaming butter tea.
She began by filling Yeshe’s cup at the “head” of the seating order. She
poured the tea with her right hand, holding her left hand outstretched with
palm upturned in the customary gesture of politeness for offerings made
to a higher-status person. As a laywoman, she held these village nuns in
particular esteem. They had chosen an ascetic life to which she had once
aspired, but to which she was now resigned to send her daughter or per-
haps a granddaughter. The nuns asked about their host’s experience in
managing the festival this year. Had the donors been stingy or generous?
The ritual expenses more or less than expected? Having just completed
their elaborate three-week Great Prayer Festival, the nuns were attuned to
the pitfalls of ritual fund-raising. Each year, turn by turn, one nun was
chosen to solicit donations from throughout Zangskar for the nuns’ festi-
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val. As in the past, this year’s steward had outdone herself in providing her
community with lavish meals prepared by the two junior monks hired as
cooks. One of these young monks-cum-cooks, Tashi, popped his face into
the room.

Yeshe jumped off her pillow to offer her seat to young Tashi, whose
rakish baseball cap still bore streaks of flour from his duties as nunnery
cook. The lengths to which Yeshe went to place herself below Tashi seemed
almost absurd. As he moved without hesitation to the head of the row,
Yeshe hastily shifted down the row, so that they would not share the same
rug. He placed his wooden cup next to hers, but she quickly reached to
move her cup off the table they now shared. Temporarily stymied, as there
was no other table within reach, Yeshe found a small block of wood and
elevated Tashi’s cup triumphantly. Everyone laughed at this exaggerated
and seemingly ironic display of deference, yet nobody questioned it, least
of all Tashi. When the hostess brought the food, Tashi was served first, and
none of the nuns took a bite of food until Tashi did. Yeshe had been or-
dained by the head of the Dalai Lama’s own Gelugpa sect in Tibet before
founding Karsha nunnery and serving as its chantmaster and CEO for
many years. Yet she subordinated herself to a callow teenager without a
second thought. In my eyes, Buddhist hierarchy was made concrete even as
it was caricatured.

Although it takes time to understand all of the practices that systematically
discriminate between nuns and monks, their effects are visible every day.
Unlike more ambiguous village seating orders, monastic seating arrange-
ments are relatively fixed. Village seating orders are governed by four set
principles, usually, but not always, administered in descending order: mo-
nastic over lay, male over female, high caste over low, and age over youth.
By contrast, monastic seating orders are governed by two major rules with
clear precedence: first, male over female, and only second, by seniority or
office. When not fulfilling a monastic office, every monk or nun has a set
place in his or her assembly. Monastics sit above those who have joined the
assembly later and below those who have joined previously. However, the
entire assembly of monks presides over the assembly of nuns. In this calcu-
lus, any monk outranks any nun, regardless of seniority or office.

The rule placing monks above nuns is said to date back to the Buddha
himself. Yet its validity comes from centuries of repeated subordination as
much as from the Vinaya or canonical monastic discipline where this rule
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is stated. Although the Buddha admitted that women can gain enlighten-
ment just as men can, he only accepted women into his monastic order on
one caveat. He specified that all nuns be subject to the authority of monks
by the “eight heavy precepts” (Ici ba’i chos brgyad, garudharma). The first
and foremost of these eight rules dictates that a nun who has been or-
dained a hundred years must bow down to a monk ordained for only a day.
This stricture was the only one of the eight that the Buddha’s aunt rejected,
albeit to no avail. These rules gave monks the right to discipline and ad-
monish nuns, while forbidding nuns from doing the same to monks. Ever
since, female ordination has presupposed a necessary if not willing subor-
dination. Some feminist nuns may balk at being seated below monks, and
scholars may debate the historical legitimacy of these rules. Yet none have
been able to undo their desired effect. That Buddhist monks gained more
power and prestige than nuns across Asia is well known. Yet the role of
merit, purity, and ordination in sustaining this dominance has been insuf-
ficiently understood.
A Tibetan proverb tells us:

In enlightened thought there is no male and female
In enlightened speech there is no near and far.

This saying suggests that the distinction between male and female is as
much an anathema to enlightened thought as the distinction made be-
tween those near to and far from one’s heart. In other words, all beings
have equal potential for Buddhahood, regardless of whether they are male
or female, friend or foe. Doctrinally, gender is a relative truth which must
be ultimately abandoned as an illusion on the path to enlightenment. Yet
practice finds it to be an inescapable obstacle. The Buddhist practices con-
sidered in this book create the very forms of social difference which doc-
trine ultimately denies. But how has this tendency to hierarchy been so
consistently misrecognized?

The nuns’ eye view of Buddhism offers a perspective on monasticism
from the bottom up rather than from the top down. Because the nuns’
viewpoint privileges popular practices and local informants over classical
doctrine and textual expertise, it is often either ignored or denigrated.
When I first came to study Buddhism in the Zangskar region of Indian
Jammu and Kashmir, villagers could not understand why I was at the nun-
nery and not at the monastery. Like scholars, the laypeople assumed that
the study of Buddhist monasticism could best be pursued at its preeminent
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institution, the male monastery. By situating myself at the nunnery to see
what the nuns’ lives entailed, I saw a little-known side of Buddhist monas-
ticism. As my sojourn with the nuns extended from months into years, I
became increasingly aware of how different and yet interdependent the
nuns’ and monks’ lives were. Pursuing a dialogical strategy in which infor-
mants’ concerns advance the research agenda as much as my own, I found
my notebooks soon filled with the economic organization of rituals rather
than the Buddhist concept denoted by such rituals. Both monks and nuns
were more concerned with donor lists and dung collection than with doc-
trinal debates. Tantric rites were more likely to be fueled by a quest for pu-
rity and prosperity than for enlightenment. Merit or virtue was more likely
to be measured in terms of butter and barley than in terms of meditation
or motivation. The emphasis on material organization led me to theorize
that ritual was work which required strategic manipulation of social re-
sources, as much as devotion or symbolic mediation.

Indeed, Buddhist asceticism is premised on reciprocity and sociality as
much as on renunciation and individuality. Buddhist monastics are hardly
secluded or uninvolved in local socioeconomic relations, except in times
of ritual retreat. Many nuns and monks have little time for solitary med-
itation, given the pressing demands of their clients, the laypeople. In
Zangskar, both monks and nuns strategize to maximize both merit and
material rewards in serving the laity. Yet their roles within the economy of
merit differ vastly. Monks perform rituals and ceremonies through which
they have secured a vast endowment from the laity. The monastic enter-
prise is based as much on the management of property and wealth as on
ritual performance and meditation. By contrast, nunneries have little or no
endowment and their members are rarely called to perform public or
household rituals. Defined as ritually inferior and impure, nuns choose the
monastic life to make merit, but lack the ritual means for subsistence. As a
result they must make selfless sacrifices for their families, with little time
for advanced study. As dutiful daughters, they work on family farms short
of labor. As sacrosanct celibates, they must prove their piety and willing-
ness to work for the laity and monks. As subordinate sisters, they serve the
monks in many realms, both personal and political. Buddhist monasticism
is structured around the same division of labor and dualities of sex that lay
communities are.

Buddhist asceticism reflects the society it was supposed to renounce.
While nunneries in Zangskar provide a relative degree of autonomy, they
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impose their own form of servility. Prospective nuns submit to monks at
nearly every stage in the ritual process of renunciation, from first tonsure
to final expulsion from the nunnery. Nuns who commit to lifelong celibacy
may reject the social mandate of marriage. Yet they cannot transcend the
social “traffic” in women, as their parents earn merit and the promise of
service in exchange for sending a daughter to the nunnery. Nuns reject the
high status that marriage and motherhood offer, but they cannot avoid the
burden of gender roles. Their shorn heads and androgynous robes signal a
lofty intent to renounce sexuality and maternity. Yet their ascetic discipline
cannot absolve them from the dangers and defilement of the female body.
Although women were accepted into the monastic order by the Buddha,
they have faced obstacles and constraints from the start. Their subordina-
tion within the monastic order prevents them from reaching the highest
status or attainments.

Buddhist practices of merit making, purification, and ordination have
reinstated the very social hierarchies that the Buddha disdained. Merit
was intended as an inexhaustible symbol of virtue accessible to all regard-
less of status. In practice, it functions as symbolic capital in an ideology
where prosperity is equated with virtue. Purification rituals were scorned
as anathema by a doctrine which declared that no one can purify another.
Yet Buddhist monks have amassed enormous endowments through their
wide spectrum of expiatory and purificatory rites which guarantee the
health and prosperity of persons, houses, villages, and space. The nuns’ or-
der was instituted so that women might seek merit and enlightenment
rather than serve monks or their families. Yet South Asian nuns have been
systematically subordinated by the loss of full ordination and the monks’
refusal to reinstate this privilege.

The power and prestige of monks rest on a willing and knowing supplica-
tion on the part of nuns. This blindness of practice explains why nuns ac-
cept and reproduce the conditions of their inferiority. While nuns may
misrecognize the effects of their deference towards monks, their stance is
hardly unconscious. Both laypeople and nuns consciously pursue merit
and purification in order to achieve a better rebirth. The practice theory
advocated by a number of anthropologists may help elucidate the habitus
of merit making that reproduce social hierarchy. Yet the theory does not
tell us enough about the nuns’ agency or their strategic subversions of
existing hierarchies.! Nuns may strategically defer to monks in order to
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make merit, even as they resist other more powerful forms of subordina-
tion. Pragmatic rituals reify and legitimate the religious efficacy of monks,
while also providing laypeople with leverage over patronage. Both nuns
and monks pursue merit, even as they systematically misrecognize its po-
tential to reify status and power within an ostensibly egalitarian monastic
assembly. To paraphrase Bourdieu, ritual practices have a logic of their
own which sacrifices the rigor of doctrinal truths.

The anthropology of Buddhism has addressed some of the contradic-
tions between doctrine and practice. Although putatively interested in
practice, much of this work betrays a subtle bias toward doctrine. Earlier
holistic approaches have tried to classify Buddhist practices into static
schemas by isolating enlightenment from more pragmatic goals like merit
or prosperity.? By contrast, my analysis emphasizes the overlapping nature
of these categories. It suggests that merit is an aspect of many Buddhist
practices, including the soteriological as much as the pragmatic. Nuns and
monks perform a wide range of practices on behalf of the laity, which es-
tablish reciprocal ties between the groups. The pragmatic nature of many
Buddhist rites gives monks a central role in mundane economic and social
affairs.> Simultaneously, the dependency of nuns on their families reduces
their power and prestige. The lay and monastic realms are hardly as dis-
continuous or disjointed as formerly assumed, nor is the male monastery
separate from its helpmate, the nunnery. The centrality of monks in politi-
cal and economic processes is testimony to the enduring patronage that
has sustained Buddhist monasticism.

Questions of method have disrupted the anthropology of religion in
several ways. While cultural anthropologists investigate the nature of the
term culture, religious studies scholars fret about the category religion.*
Ethnography has come under attack for perpetuating a mythical objectiv-
ity which Donna Haraway (1988: 590) once called the “god trick of seeing
everywhere from nowhere.” Simultaneously, religious studies scholars have
destabilized the “god trick” of the category religion itself as well as the
crypto-theology conducted in the name of religious studies. The post-
colonial efforts to remove lingering stains of orientalism and positivism in
both fields unmask religion and culture as disciplinary categories and so-
cial formations of considerable import. Yet the methodological critiques
are not without their own problems. In ritual studies, the unilateral focus
on domination or resistance undermines subjectivity and agency as much
as symbolic or interpretive approaches tended to ignore power and class.’
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Although the irreducibility of categories like ritual, religion, and culture
has come under attack, it is not yet clear what new terms will replace them.
In the anthropology of religion, postmodern debates over method and dis-
course have exposed master narratives as outmoded, while still trying to
avoid the fallacy of substituting other, equally problematic narratives of
decline or progress in their place.

These critical perspectives have investigated the links between Buddhist
studies, orientalism, and colonialism. Colonialism was implicated in the
race for knowledge and power in Kashmir as in Tibet. The first translation
of Buddhist texts brought back by colonial officers or lay Protestant mis-
sionaries reflected classic orientalist concerns. To paraphrase Don Lopez,
the translators took charge of representing Oriental beliefs because they
believed the Orient to be incapable of representing itself.* Where possible,
classical texts were preferred to modern informants, who were regarded as
ignorant or mistaken. Painting a picture of historical decline and corrup-
tion, Victorian scholars displayed a consistent preference for classical or
Theravada Buddhism over later forms such as Mahayana and Tantric Bud-
dhism. The “primitive” and pristine Buddhism found in Pali texts was
hailed as a triumph of Protestant reason and restraint, in contrast to the
more idolatrous and ritualized practices of Tantric and Tibetan Buddhism.
Yet Western scholars alone are not to blame. Many Tibetan scholars also
emphasize the trope of historical decline and the centrality of Buddhist
textual knowledge disseminated by a monastic elite.

Some modern scholars still essentialize Tibetan Buddhism as baldly as
the Victorians once reified what they called “Lamaism.” The tendency to
read Tibetan texts for clues about actual historical practices has hardly
destabilized texts from the center of such analysis. This is partly due to the
difficulty of doing ethnography in Tibet and the Indian and Nepalese Hi-
malayas for the first three quarters of the twentieth century. Largely se-
cluded from researchers up through 1959, Tibet became even less accessi-
ble after the Chinese takeover and subsequent Cultural Revolution. With
the flight of the Dalai Lama and other religious elites into exile after 1959
and the closure of Tibet’s borders, scholars were left in the awkward pre-
dicament of studying Tibetan Buddhism outside of Tibet. In the wake of
the Cultural Revolution, an entire religious economy was systematically
dismantled in Tibet, as thousands of temples were destroyed. Given the
persistent Marxist critique emanating from China, many scholars were
hesitant to study the social or economic relations of Tibetan monasticism.’
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A lengthy debate about the definition of Tibetan peasants as serfs under-
scores the political axes which were being ground. At the same time, a
salvage mentality drove some Buddhist scholars who translated Tibetan
works whose Sanskrit originals had been lost since the Muslim destruction
of Buddhist libraries in North India in the twelfth century. The dearth of
historical sources in both India and Tibet helped propagate a textual exe-
gesis which emphasized internal literary meanings over social or historical
context.

The sociological study of Buddhist practices lags far behind. Recent
scholarship still privileges textual analysis over the ethnography of ritual
practices even while attempting to overcome the classic bias toward texts.
A literary hermeneutic still dominates much of recent Buddhist scholar-
ship.® Even the scholarship dedicated to practice has omitted ethnographic
description of rites in favor of liturgical and literary translations, often de-
void of in-depth social or economic context. Although diaspora studies
have come to the foreground, the imaginary but vanished “traditional” Ti-
bet still holds pride of place. The actual social and economic relations
which continue to produce ritual practices in exile are occasionally noted,
but insufficiently theorized. The reinvention and reconstruction of rela-
tions of patronage and tradition are exciting new areas of study. This re-
vival of Tibetan culture, however, has both nurtured and been fed by uto-
pian or romantic imaginings of Tibet as Shangri La.® While some critics
may argue that these images have little to do with Buddhist practices in Ti-
bet, others recognize Tibetan agency in fostering this myth-making pro-
cess. Tibetans in exile consciously choose to sell Buddhism as a chicken
soup for the alienated Western soul in order to advance any number of po-
litical agendas.

The spotlight on Tibet tends to overshadow the regional variants of Ti-
betan Buddhism such as that found in Himalayan Jammu and Kashmir.
Modern scholars have overlooked the continuing presence of Buddhism in
Mughal India by ignoring the fact that Zangskar and Ladakh were both su-
zerain to the Mughal empire.’® This book restores the centrality of these
peripheral kingdoms to the history of Buddhism in India. Himalayan Bud-
dhism is often regarded as a corrupted or less authentic version of a van-
ished template that once existed inside Tibet. Alternatively, the Buddhism
of the Himalayas is seen as more shamanic and less civilized than Buddhist
India." In either case, Himalayan Buddhism is studied through the lens of
exemplary Buddhist paradigms, a view Edward Said has soundly attacked.
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The misrepresentation of Himalayan Buddhism as an untamed cousin of
Tibetan Buddhism can be corrected by shifting the terms periphery and
center. By situating itself among the nuns of Himalayan Kashmir, this eth-
nography radically reverses previous foci. The emphases on local and ver-
nacular practices at the nunnery take precedence over classical and textual
knowledges at the monastery.

Until recently, nuns were deemed largely irrelevant to the story of Bud-
dhist civilization in Tibet or the Himalayas. The scant references to nuns in
local Zangskari or Ladakhi sources merely hint at the presence or absence
of nuns in any era. Just as a single potshard hardly signifies a community
with a single pot, a singe reference to nuns in the eleventh century does not
imply a community of one. Clearly further research is needed before con-
firming the role of nuns in Himalayan Kashmir. Zangskari histories record
a landscape conceptualized as demonic and female being subdued by male
adepts. These phallic metaphors record the Buddhist conquest through the
male and monastic eyes. Where are the nuns or female adepts in this pro-
cess? The exclusion of nuns from modern Buddhist scholarship is due to
oversight as much as to oblivion.!? Travel literature from the British Raj
omits nuns in a territory catalogued so exhaustively in other ways. This
may be due to the Victorian bias against insolent informants as much as to
a Pali text vision of what nuns should look like. The textual bias persists as
scholars continue to ignore ordained nuns who work in the fields or don’t
always wear monastic robes. Other scholars have mistaken ordained nuns
for lay renunciants, as both are called jomo (jo mo) in the local vernacular.
This confusion overlooks the fact that local informants clearly distinguish
the difference between the two groups. While ordained novices are part of
a monastic assembly and perform public rituals, elderly renunciants have
no formal ritual roles or assembly. Yet even local idiom can perpetuate the
elision of nuns, when it fails to recognize that nunneries are also solitary
places or dgon pa, the generic Tibetan term for a monastic residence.'

When not neglected or degraded, Buddhist nuns are discounted as lesser
monastics. It is still assumed that nuns have less valid motivations than
monks do. The popular assumption that nuns are women unable to find or
keep a husband hardly reflects the current generation of nuns across the
Himalayas.'* Not a single nun out of the more than one hundred nuns I in-
terviewed in Zangskar over the last decade was divorced or a single mother.
Only one had been a widow. While some remote Himalayan nunneries
may house widows or divorced women, many of the rural and urban nun-
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neries across the Himalayas from Kashmir to Bhutan are filled with young
women who join the nunnery long before they come of marriageable age.
Nuns are as likely as monks to spend their youths in celibate apprentice-
ship before seeking lifelong ordination in the Tibetan tradition. The pov-
erty and hardship nuns endure imply a motivation which matches or ex-
ceeds that of monks.

The systematic elision of women’s experience and agency in the study of
Buddhist monasticism requires an analysis that does far more than just
“add women and stir.”"* The history and practice of monasticism must be
rewritten to include both nuns and monks. Taking women seriously as an
analytic category means far more than adding a few nuns into the historic
record. It requires reanalyzing the historic record and the central role of
Buddhist practices that have excluded or subordinated women. This book’s
analysis of merit making, ordination, and purification practices fulfills
only a part of this agenda. This work interrogates the simplistic assump-
tion that nuns are lesser monks by arguing that gender and sexuality
are inescapable aspects of monastic life. It also explores why monks and
nuns have such different social and economic power. In this regard, it
moves away from previous monographs on nuns which tended to isolate
nuns from lay society or from monks and argues that it is impossible to
study the status of nuns without considering their relations to monks and
the laity.! In Zangskar, nuns and monks pursue reciprocal engagements
with one another as much as with lay villagers. The social status of nuns
emerges through such reciprocities and obligations to both sacred and
profane realms. Their subordination is reinforced in both ritual and mun-
dane settings. The study of Buddhist practices reveals what doctrinal dis-
course on gender and enlightenment have occluded.
Donna Haraway notes that “passionate detachment”

requires more than acknowledged and self-critical partiality. We are also
bound to seek perspective from those points of view which can never
be known in advance, which promise something extraordinary, that is,
knowledge potent for constructing worlds less organized by axes of dom-

ination.!?

I use passionate detachment as a metaphor for a perspective which com-
bines a passionate feminism with Buddhist detachment. In situating itself
firmly at the nunnery, this ethnography assumes the Buddha’s prover-
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bial middle way between feminist and Buddhist perspectives. It accepts
poststructuralist feminist perspectives as well as Buddhist perspectives on
interdependence, indeterminacy, and subjectivity. The evidence of experi-
ence suggests that nuns have a “different voice” in Buddhist society. Taken
alone, their perspective is as partial or incomplete as the more normative
view of Buddhism that only referenced monks. By switching the focus
from monks to nuns, this book unveils the assumption that the monks’
perspective is unmediated or objective. Most important, the description
from the nunnery can yield startling insights into how Buddhist practices
have perpetuated social difference.

Buddhist literature has produced a range of discourses about the rela-
tionship between sex and enlightenment. A single question—is it possible
to achieve enlightenment in the female body—has elicited variable re-
sponses in almost every era. Yet Buddhist practices like monastic endow-
ments and merit making have perpetuated a consistent preference for
monks over nuns. The ideologies of merit and purity have prevented nun-
neries from earning as much patronage as monasteries have. The ritual
practices which produce merit and purity illustrate the sheer impossibility
of transcending difference and rank. Doctrine may view duality as conven-
tional and ultimately illusory; practice knows it to be real and necessary.
Many Buddhist practices reproduce an implicit hierarchy between nature
and culture, female and male, and profane and sacred. While the female
body signifies defilement and constraint, the male body suggests purity
and potential. Ritual practices reinstate the subordination or subdual of fe-
male nature. These discourses both authorize and undo Buddhist institu-
tions. Buddhist monasticism is founded and founders within an ideology
that contains the seeds of its own contradiction.

In the Buddha’s words, enlightenment is achieved by the cessation of de-
sire. Like a doctor treating a patient, the Buddha explained the cause, cure,
and treatment of a universal disease he identified as suffering. The ethical
treatment for this suffering prescribes a path of three trainings—morality,
meditation, and wisdom—which form the basis of the three vows (sdom
gsum) that Tibetan Buddhists are supposed to adopt: individual libera-
tion (pratimoksa), universal liberation (bodhisattva), and esoteric libera-
tion (tantra).'® The accumulation of virtue (dge ba) or merit (bsod nams) is
central to the practice of morality. Although Tibetan Buddhism has broad-
ened or relativized the definition of this path, it has hardly discarded merit
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or purity as an ethical foundation.'” Most Tantric ritual includes a standard
Mahayana dedication of any merit to all sentient beings. The standard
Tantric liturgy (sadhana) evinces a clear commitment to purity and merit,
as two of its seven stages (yan lag bdun) focus on purification and the dedi-
cation of merit.° The ideal Mahayana figure who perfected merit, purity,
and compassion was known as bodhisattva in Sanskrit or the “hero [with]
a perfectly purified mind” (byang chub sems dpa) in Tibetan. Although this
hero could adopt antinomian acts and a radical array of guises in the
Tantric tradition, he or she cannot deny ethical causality. Placing others
before self, the bodhisattva might choose to act in ways that took on the
karmic burden of what appeared as misdeeds, but only in the service of re-
ducing the suffering of sentient beings. Even such antinomian acts pre-
serve the primacy of merit because they should be undertaken only to pre-
vent others from harming themselves or others. As such, dualistic notions
of right and wrong were transcended while an ethos of nonharming and
merit was sustained.?!

Merit is the effect of virtue in the Buddhist ideology. It is central to the
Buddhist theory of morality and agency. The law of karma—which literally
means action—posits that only intentional acts produce an effect. This al-
lows individuals to author their destiny at every moment, through con-
scious acts of body, speech, and mind. Because conscious acts have causal
consequences, individuals create their present as well as their future reality
and rebirth. Every action (las) produces and is produced by its fruit or ef-
fect (‘bras). These actions produce the effect of merit, demerit, or are ethi-
cally neutral. In the Tibetan formulation, the ten virtuous acts (dge ba bcu)
which produce merit simply comprise abandoning the ten nonvirtuous
acts (mi dge ba bcu) which produce demerit—namely, killing, stealing, sex-
ual misconduct, lying, slander, using harsh words, idle gossip, being covet-
ous, hatred, and wrong views.?? Since total abstention from nonvirtuous
acts is almost impossible, merit making offers a useful antidote to the
buildup of demerit.

Tibetan Buddhists engage in constant attempts to build up their store of
merit. Yet merit making is hardly confined to what Cicero would recognize
as virtue. The wide spectrum of Tibetan merit-making practices range
from the most mechanical—circumambulation, repeating mantras, spin-
ning prayer wheels, and raising prayer flags—to the most esoteric—the
construction and deconstruction of visible and invisible universes called
mandala. In addition to three paradigmatic ways of making merit—gener-
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osity (sbyin pa, dana), morality (tshul khrims, sila), and meditation (bsgom
pa, bhavana)—Tibetan sources add a fourth, the power of blessed sub-
stances (rdzas).? Merit is produced by a range of ritual acts which extend
far beyond the standard list of ten virtuous deeds.

In the Theravada ethics, demerit can never be undone, but can be bal-
anced by the merit of positive deeds. In this view, murderers must suffer at
least one rebirth in hell for their negative act. Yet Tantra offers a power-
ful antidote. It supplies purifying practices which wipe out the stain of
negative karma before it takes effect. The ritual remedies which can eradi-
cate negative karma include remorse, receiving teachings, reciting mantras,
making images, making offerings, and even hearing the Buddha’s words.
One Tibetan ethicist, Tsongkhapa, lists almost as many means of getting
rid of negative karma as there are ways of accumulating it.> The Tibetan
narrative of the Tantric adept Milarepa suggests that the sin of killing
an entire family can be eradicated with Tantric practices that also achieve
enlightenment in a single lifetime. Tibetan Buddhist ethics thus retain a
fundamental paradox. It emphasizes virtue and merit even as it supplies
Tantric practices for eliminating negative karma that nonvirtuous acts
produce.

Although merit is central to most Tibetan Buddhist ritual, it is not
the only factor influencing events. Karma is an ultimate cause (rgyu) which
operates in conjunction with secondary causes (rkyen). Unlike merit,
which is stored over lifetimes, such secondary causes operate in a more
immediate manner within a single lifetime. These contributing causes—
like astrology, nature, diet, and demonic influence—may appear indepen-
dent even as they are subsumed within the law of karma.?> As such, indi-
vidual merit does not cause or prevent a natural disaster or the “planetary
attacks” (gza’i gnod) that cause epilepsy, for instance. Yet a stockpile of
good fortune (rlung rta) or Tantric blessing (sbyin labs) can make an indi-
vidual less susceptible to these forms of harm or disease. Tantric purifica-
tion and expiation are intended to protect persons from the accidental and
relentless negativities in the universe. As merit declines in salience, Tantric
blessing and purity rise.

The Buddhist concept of karma was intended to offer an ethical alterna-
tive to the Hindu theory of karma and dharma. In Hinduism, karma, or
ideal action, is adjusted according to individual nature (svabhava) as well
as the social dharma of caste. The Buddha and his followers revised this
relationship by insisting that karma was generated by volitional action, in-
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dependent of caste or gender. Purification was no longer the exclusive
realm of the Brahman priests, but an act accessible to each and every indi-
vidual. The Dhammapada argues that no one can purify another, because
purification only takes place by the self alone. In theory, an entire religious
profession was cast aside in one sweeping phrase. In practice, purification
is a central aspect of Buddhist ritual. Internal purification through moral-
ity, meditation, and wisdom has never obviated the need for external pur-
ification by monastic ritual. Indeed, the agency and authority of Buddhist
monks are premised as much on the expiation of impurity and demerit as
on their continual recurrence.

The Buddhist ideology of merit sees present status as an index of past
virtue. Indeed, happiness or wealth implies previous rectitude and purity
while suffering or poverty suggests previous misdeeds.? The rank or sta-
tus of every sentient being is determined by its accumulated storehouse
of merit and demerit. The infinite varieties of rebirth are classed into
six broad “families of existence” (‘gro ba rigs drug): god, demigod, hu-
man, animal, hungry ghost, and hell being. In local idiom, the sum total of
all deeds, good and bad, is added up after death by the Lord of Death,
Yamantaka, in order to determine the next rebirth. Every rebirth contains
an allegorical message, in folk idiom. I was once cautioned before a fasting
ritual that falling asleep during the rite could earn me rebirth as a domestic
beast forced to work without rest. Alternatively, killing the smallest louse
or flea was to risk being reborn as a bug. Excessive desire is said to lead to
rebirth as a hungry ghost or “smell eater” (‘dri za). These sorry beings have
grossly distended stomachs, signaling endless hunger and thirst, as well as
horribly narrow throats through which no food but only smells can pass.
Offerings of burnt barley flour (su ru pa) and juniper incense (bsangs) are
said to give such ghosts temporary relief. A thief might be reborn as a pau-
per, and a generous donor may be reborn as a prince. Yet gender provides
one of the most insidious allegories of all.

In Tibetan idiom, women are seven lifetimes behind men. Women must
accumulate the merit of seven additional lifetimes before they can be re-
born as men.” The proverb persists despite a rather dubious logic which
begs several questions. If it always takes seven more rebirths, how can any
woman ever be reborn as a man? Could excessive virtue propel a woman
into a male rebirth in the next rebirth, allowing her to skip the other six re-
births? Why do women categorically have less merit than men if gender is
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irrelevant to enlightenment? The question of whether it is possible to gain
enlightenment in the female body has plagued authors since the time of
the Buddha. While doctrine offers numerous contradictory answers to this
question, Buddhist practices are far less ambiguous. Buddhist merit-mak-
ing practices suggest that women are triply handicapped. Their lesser store
of merit from past lives explains not only why they suffer in this life but
also why they have fewer opportunities to improve their prospects for the
next life. Ritual practices surrounding childbirth and fertility of house and
field specify the female body as inferior or impure. Household and village
rites of expiation and purification reinforce a gender hierarchy in which
the female is defective or inferior.

The bottom line is clear. No Buddhist in her right mind desires a female
body. The fifteenth-century Tibetan ethicist Tsongkhapa offers a teaching
which indexes sex, race, and family according to moral virtue. His chapter
on karma explains that a body with sufficient virtue will be easily recog-
nized as being of “consummate color” and “consummate lineage” and con-
summate gender or male.?® The implicit sexism and racism of this Tibetan
perspective on merit have been studiously overlooked thus far. Tsongkhapa’s
text does not identify which color or lineage signals virtue, yet it unambig-
uously finds the male body to signal virtue. Male bodies are rewards for
past merit or virtue; female bodies are to be reviled and rejected. Many of
my informants in Zangskar repeated this view when they expressed the
wish to be reborn as a male. Villagers make merit by donating to monks in
the hope of being reborn as males or monks at the top of the social hierar-
chy. Most laypeople seem uninterested in deconstructing a system of pa-
tronage from which they hope to benefit one day.

While all Buddhists need merit, there are many different ways to earn it.
In local idiom, it takes merit to make merit. In fact, merit and capital are
concentrated at the top of a hierarchy which is at once social and moral.
The amount of merit produced by a given act of generosity is relative to
the amount of merit of the donor and the recipient of any act of generos-
ity. As such monks, who have the most merit, are also the most worthy re-
cipients of gifts. Indeed, the more virtuous the monk, the greater the merit
accrued by the donor. Ironically, those monks seen as the most virtuous—
like the Dalai Lama—acquire the largest streams of wealth. They are given
palaces which they will never inhabit, even as nearby nuns struggle to sub-
sist. The lay donors and monastics caught up in the economy of merit sys-
tematically misrecognize this concentration of wealth. Of course, villagers
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can and do decide to give to the poor or other worthy recipients.” Yet such
donations have yet to displace the steady flow of patronage toward the
richest monks or monasteries. The Thai monk Buddhadasa once attacked
this problem in merit making as follows:

What is called merit or merit making is for those caught up in the
world because it tempts people to lose their way in the grasping of the
senses. . . . Indeed of all the things that tempt people to be led astray and
preoccupied nothing exceeds merit making. Nothing is so destructive of
human freedom.?

This is a strong condemnation of a central Buddhist practice followed
by laypeople and monastics around the world. To unravel the paradox of
merit and hierarchy, one must look at Buddhist monasticism from the bot-
tom up and inside out. Wealth is neither necessary nor sufficient for mak-
ing merit through generosity (dana). If the self and its attachments are
given away, generosity need not involve wealth at all. Yet such purity of
motivations is difficult to attain. Numerous parables imply that a small gift
of pure detachment earns more merit than a large gift without the proper
motivation. Yet numerous practices index social or economic capital to the
symbolic capital of merit. More often, making merit reinforces social hier-
archies. While the rich and monks can earn merit by donating or perform-
ing elaborate ritual spectacles, the nuns, laywomen, and the poor lack the
ritual skills or wealth to earn merit in such prestigious ways. The latter may
make merit through mechanical means such as praying, prostrating, cir-
cumambulating. Of course, rich men or monks can and do fast, while even
the poor can make small ritual donations. Yet there are real constraints
within the economy of merit. Nuns lack the ordination status and the
training to perform certain rites. In the end, merit making reifies the very
forms of social difference that doctrine denies.

Although there is evidence of subversion and evasion, there is less resis-
tance than might be expected in the local economy of merit. Nuns and
laypeople might grumble at having to perform chores for the monastery,
but they rarely refused. Social critics who were outspoken about govern-
ment corruption showed little impetus to reform the monastic order. Cor-
rupt or promiscuous monks were defamed in private but tolerated in pub-
lic. Monks accused of adultery or rape were disrobed and fined, but with
minimal public outrage. Cases of lapsed celibacy hardly shook the author-
ity of the monastery. There were few public denunciations such as those
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which wracked Buddhists in Boulder or Catholics in Boston more recently.
The hegemony of monks, however, is always partial and contingent. The
competition for social and symbolic capital seems to be intensifying. In
Zangskar and Ladakh, monasteries are hemorrhaging monks, while nun-
neries are packed to overflowing with new recruits. Although the ratio of
nuns to monks continues to rise, it is far too early to tell if the glass ceiling
within monasticism will disappear.



CHAPTER

2

Locating Buddhism
in Zangskar

The last surviving founder of Zangskar’s largest nunnery has told the story
of her pilgrimage to Tibet many times. There are not many monastics alive
today who, like Yeshe, have had the privilege of being ordained in Tibet by
the state’s third-highest ecclesiastic at the time, the abbot of Ganden mon-
astery and head of the Dalai Lama’s own Gelgugpa sect. Only a few short
years after Yeshe’s journey, Chinese shelling reduced Ganden monastery—
which housed over five thousand monks in 1959—to a pile of rubble while
the Dalai Lama and thousands of Tibetans, including the abbot of Ganden,
fled to India. Although a war between India and China closed the border in
1962, refugees have continued to make their way out of Tibet to join a
community of exiles who live in scattered settlements across north and
south India, including Yeshe’s home state of Jammu and Kashmir. Within
the space of a single generation, the millennium-old traffic between Tibet
and Kashmir was largely shut down. Buddhist monks from Ladakh and
Zangskar no longer travel to Tibet itself for advanced studies, but set out
for lengthy sojourns in monastic institutions reestablished by Tibetan refu-
gees in India that resemble but do not replace those of historic Tibet.

It was early spring in 1956 when Ani Yeshe and her companions set off
for Tibet from their homeland of Zangskar in the newly created Indian
state of Jammu and Kashmir. Yeshe, Deskyid, and Angmo left Karsha vil-
lage with a monk who was to become the first abbot of the nunnery they
founded upon their return. Their lengthy preparations included weeks of
grinding grain and churning butter which they would carry on their trip,
working in other people’s fields to raise money, and borrowing additional
sums from relatives. The three Karsha nuns left their homes in late Novem-
ber after the harvest was finished, each carrying a bedroll, thirty kilos of
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flour, ten kilos of butter, hard biscuits, Tibetan tea, rock salt, lumps of cane
sugar, spices, and a bit of cash—somewhere between two hundred and five
hundred rupees. The flour and butter weighed heavy during the steep
climb up the Shingo La and the Rohtang La, so they left half of their food
supplies with Lahauli villagers living just below the Rohtang pass. They
planned to return by the same route and pick up the food the following
spring. Taking just enough to tide them over in times of need and to
have an offering at Lhasa’s Jokhang temple, they set off for the hot and
dusty plains. Lacking Hindi but clearly dressed as renunciants, they earned
free passage from conductors who gave up trying to communicate with
them. After traveling clear across the subcontinent, they turned north into
Sikhim and headed for the border of Tibet at Phari, known for its roaming
bandits and dangerous winds. Yeshe still recalls the frostbite she got on the
Tibetan plateau in January. They could not understand how Tibetan villag-
ers could be so stingy until they got to Lhasa and saw the hordes of pil-
grims who had come and begged along similar routes before them. Yet the
generosity of the Lhasa urbanites amazed them. Every monastic attending
the prayer festival received daily rations of barley flour, butter, and tea, re-
gardless of provenance or sectarian affiliation.

When they finally reached the frozen cluster of whitewashed cells at
Ganden monastery in central Tibet, the nuns sought out a monk who was
purported to hail from their fatherland (pha yul) of Zangskar. When they
reached the cell of Ngawang Tharpa, neither the nuns nor their host could
know that he was fated some thirty years later to become the most be-
loved abbot of a nunnery they had not yet founded. Their dusty robes and
emaciated faces may have betrayed their lengthy journey over treacherous
passes, frozen rivers, and the scorching Indian plains. Although Ngawang
invited them into the lodgings he shared with a Tibetan monk, the nuns
declined his invitation to stay for a meal. They knew that the room could
not be Ngawang’s own, given the sophisticated Tibetan furniture and rugs
which littered the cell. Having given him the eagerly awaited news from
home, they asked him for a tour of the monastery.

Like them, Ngawang had left Zangskar with just enough butter for the
journey, although it had been nearly fifteen years ago. He had worked for
months to earn money and butter for the journey, gathering and then sell-
ing or bartering local plants used as dye. He came to Tibet in stages, relying
on the generosity of strangers. After working as a laborer building roads in
Kulu and stopping to do prostrations in Bodhgaya where a kind English-
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woman gave him a monk’s robe, he landed in Sikhim. With his supplies
exhausted, he stopped to read texts for a rich Tibetan merchant. The pa-
tron gave him some advice on finding a companion from his homeland.
He left his tattered Zangskari boots by the roadside as a signal to passing
countrymen. Soon enough, a trader from Ngawang’s hometown stopped
and offered to accompany him to Shigatse. After joining several of his
countrymen at Tashilhunpo monastery, Ngawang went on to study for his
Geshe degree at Ganden monastery, despite the fact that he was in his thir-
ties. He also took a job tutoring a burly Zangskari monk who served as one
of the Dalai Lama’s bodyguards (Idab ldob). He met the Dalai Lama several
times and finally completed his Geshe (dge bshes) degree by defeating
Lhasa’s foremost monks in debate. When he returned to Ganden for a
blessing, he had been invited to receive further oral teachings (lung) on the
Tantric deity Vajrasattva (rdo rje chang).

After finishing his tale, Ngawang accompanied the nuns through
Ganden’s chapels, explaining how the Tibetan ethicist Tsongkhapa had
founded Ganden and the Great Prayer Festival they were soon to see in
Lhasa. The nuns were relieved to hear they had reached Lhasa in time for
the festival, when any merit they made would be multiplied a thousand-
fold. Ngawang suggested that they join an upcoming ordination ceremony
which the abbot of Ganden would perform during the festival. When Yeshe
protested that she was unworthy, Ngawang insisted that her merit would
outweigh any ritual mistake. Thus Yeshe and her two companions—as well
as two other Zangskari nuns also in Lhasa—were ordained along with sev-
eral hundred young monks by the abbot of Ganden. Amid the pomp, Yeshe
noted that her Zangskari contingent outnumbered the four Tibetan nuns
also receiving ordination that same day. The nine nuns sat at the tail end of
the assembly in Lhasa. They were dwarfed by a sea of monks who sat be-
tween them and the raised dais where a quorum of monks sat in resplen-
dent robes. After the ordination, Yeshe and her companions returned to
Zangskar. They had to struggle over two formidable passes in the late
spring. Getting up long before dawn to walk on the crust of the snow, they
broke through to their waists after the sun rose and the crust would no
longer hold them. They ate the rations they’d stored in the village below
the Rohtang La while waiting for the weather to clear for a safe passage
over the pass. They wept when they saw their familiar valley.

On the day that they arrived in Karsha, Yeshe’s father rode down to the
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river in a rare show of deference to his daughter, now a nun. Her father dis-
mounted and allowed Yeshe to ride back into her village like a new bride.
For the next few weeks, the nuns were feted by villagers eager for news of
the outside world. In their nine-month pilgrimage to Buddhist holy sites
in India and Tibet, Yeshe and her companions had seen more of the world
than many of the village women would see in a lifetime. Their unusual or-
dination by the head of the Dalai Lama’s own Gelugpa sect gave them
a new religious status. It also inspired them to found the first full-fledged
community of nuns in Karsha village. While their village had been Bud-
dhist for over a millennium, there is no record of its ever having housed
a community of nuns. Even more surprisingly, after five short decades,
Karsha has become the largest and most ritually active nunnery in Zangskar.
The desire of women to follow the celibate path was hardly lacking.

This book is about the nunnery they founded and its survival. It de-
scribes the choices and constraints faced by many of the nuns who have
come after Yeshe. It is framed by an important premise. To understand
how and why women still become nuns in the early twenty-first century, it
is important to appreciate the society being renounced. In fact, nuns can
no more reject their society or culture than they can cast off the female
bodies they inhabit. The impossibility of escaping sexuality and gender
makes the rejection of maternity and femininity all the more interesting.
The choice of celibacy can only take place within a social context. As such,
monasticism offers less a rejection of society than its radical transforma-
tion. The community of nuns explored herein represents an alternative so-
ciety rather than its antithesis.

The social, economic, and political dynamics which produce the econ-
omy of merit are critical to understanding Buddhism in Zangskar today.
Buddhist monasticism requires a network of social and cultural practices
as much as a self-generating set of beliefs or texts. These practices are con-
cerned with reciprocity as much as with ritual or renunciation. The mo-
nastic enterprise is based as much on political and social conditions as on
individual and collective discipline. What is involved in being Buddhist in
Zangskar today? Although Buddhism has been threatened and nearly ex-
tinguished in Kashmir, it has produced a flourishing civilization within the
remote reaches of this region. Although more than half of the people living
in eastern Jammu and Kashmir practice “Tibetan Buddhism,” most are not
Tibetan refugees. The villagers in Ladakh and Zangskar have ancestors
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who have been making merit and tilling monastic land for generations. By
what historical accident have they come to be citizens of India and its state
Jammu and Kashmir?

How Zangskar Landed in Jammu and Kashmir

Straddling the world’s highest mountain chain on the “rooftop of the
world,” Zangskar lies just west of a valley—Kashmir—long regarded as
both gateway and jewel of the Indian subcontinent. After being plundered
for centuries by Hindu, Turkish, Tartar, Mughal, and Afghan rulers, Kash-
mir came under the rule of the powerful Sikh emperor Ranjit Singh by
1819. Ranjit Singh was assisted in his conquest of Kashmir by one of his
own vassal princes, a Dogra ruler named Gulab Singh. Gulab Singh had a
rapacious appetite of his own for conquest as he overran the kingdoms of
Zangskar, Ladakh, and Baltistan to the east and north. Gulab’s forces finally
overextended themselves and his most famous general, Zorawar Singh,
perished on the Tibetan plateau in 1842. Shortly afterward, the Sikhs be-
came overextended in their war with the British in 1846. Gulab Singh clev-
erly allied himself with the victors—this time the British—and managed to
purchase the entire territory which the defeated Sikhs were forced to cede
to the British.! The birth of Jammu and Kashmir allowed Gulab Singh to
tax Zangskar and Ladakh as ruthlessly as Kashmiris had been taxed before.
His forceful policies of extraction in Zangskar led inhabitants to seek work
in neighboring Lahaul, before the Permanent Settlement of 1908 allotted
land to individual tillers. The British and Dogra rulers acquired a vast ar-
chive of knowledge about Jammu and Kashmir as they tallied every re-
source—natural and man-made. The calculation of wealth, caste, and reli-
gious affiliation late in the British Raj would have fateful consequences for
the subsequent partition of India.?

By the time of Partition in 1947, Jammu and Kashmir was as large as the
United Kingdom minus Wales. The state capital, Srinagar, was just under
half the size of Delhi, the capital of the British Raj, in 1921. Even more than
most of the 500-plus princely states who wound up in either India or Paki-
stan, princely Kashmir was ridden with internal inconsistencies at the time
of partition. Albeit ruled by a Hindu maharaja who presided over the
Hindu-majority area of Jammu, just over half of the population lived in
the Muslim-majority Kashmir Valley. Yet half of the state geographically
lay to the east, where Buddhists predominated. The maharaja dithered
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indecisively about whether to join India or Pakistan when a large group of
armed tribesmen from northwest Pakistan stormed into the Kashmir Val-
ley in late October of 1947.3 After signing the article of accession to India,
the maharaja saw his lovely kingdom torn apart by two armies who had
until recently served the same ruler. A group of Gilgit Scouts hoisted the
Pakistani flag on November 1, before raising recruits and proceeding to
march up the Indus River in the direction of Ladakh. By the time of the
cease-fire in January of 1949, it was only daring ingenuity which had kept
Zangskar and Ladakh from falling into Pakistan’s hands.*

The entire defense of Ladakh and Zangskar hung on a slender thread for
most of the war between India and Pakistan. A brave major from the
nearby region of Lahaul, Prithi Chand, marched through blizzards from
Srinagar to organize the defense of Ladakh. Although it took Chand’s
forces almost twenty days to reach the capital of Ladakh, Leh, on foot, they
quickly organized the construction of an airstrip—using men and donkeys
but no machines—and arranged for the defense of the region as a force of
five hundred Gilgit raiders advanced on the city. By late May the Gilgit
forces were within thirty kilometers of the capital. On May 24, the first In-
dian plane landed in Leh—albeit only by tying an extra engine on the wing
of what one major general I interviewed called a “hyper Dakota.” The
plane bore General Thimmaya, who only stayed an hour for fear of being
stranded in an exceedingly vulnerable spot. When a few Indian reinforce-
ments arrived under the command of Lieutenant Kaul—a man with only
one year’s service—Leh was nearly lost, but Chand, Kaul, and their brave
but inexperienced men managed to defend Ladakh with the help of locals
like the fifteen-year-old Ladakhi colonel, Tsewang Rinchen. July saw the ar-
rival of added Indian troops who had marched on foot from Manali, some
450 kilometers south of Leh. Yet the tide of the war only turned from de-
fense to offense in late October of 1948, when the Indian army finally re-
took the Zoji La pass from the raiders. When Indian forces retook the town
of Kargil on November 24, the line of defense finally stretched from Leh to
Srinagar. But unrecorded in most war histories and unbeknownst to the
soldiers defending Ladakh, a small force of Gilgit raiders had penetrated
deep into Zangskar, where they would be lodged until June of 1949—six
months after the UN cease-fire.

When three dozen Gilgit raiders arrived in Zangskar during the sixth Ti-
betan month (August?) of 1948, the locals were alarmed. As the news of
the soldiers’ presence spread like wind between the villages, people began
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locking up their houses and fleeing to the high-pasture huts. In Karsha as
elsewhere, villagers stored their valuables—religious scrolls, statues, sacred
texts, jewelry, brass utensils, and other ritual implements—in boxes which
were buried beneath piles of manure in the stables. Several of the women
chose to wear their dowry jewels or turquoise headdresses when fleeing
their houses. While a few able-bodied men stayed behind, most of the vil-
lagers fled to the tiny stone shelters on the high pasture where the livestock
are taken to graze. Entire villages remained anxiously in cramped quarters,
waiting for news from below.

Abbi Yeshe still recalls how a few of the Gilgit raiders came up to the
high-pasture huts where she had gone with her family. When her father
spotted the soldiers in their gray uniforms, he ran to tell Yeshe to hide.
Grabbing all the butter she could and stuffing it into her wicker basket,
Yeshe ran off with her friends, the daughter and wife of the local Zaildar, or
tax collector. They ran up the riverbed and hid behind a huge boulder,
where they tried to bury the skins of butter under stones. Yeshe saw her fa-
ther come out of the hut, greet the soldiers, and then begin gesticulating
toward a distant plain which housed abandoned fields named after the
wife of the epic hero Gesar. As the soldiers trotted off, the villagers fled to
the nearby village of Yulang far down on the plain, fearing the wrath of the
soldiers whom they had just duped.

Several nuns told tales of surprising kindness in the soldiers that is un-
heard of in the ongoing terrorism wrought in Kashmir today. Yeshe de-
scribed how an elderly lady in Yulang—the grandmother of a younger nun
named Garkyid—was so frightened when the soldiers arrived that she
jumped into the grain storage bin (bang nga). When the soldiers removed
the stone covers of the bin and saw her turquoise headdress, they ripped
it off but did her no further damage. Kundze told how the soldiers came
to her house in Yulang shortly after her mother had given birth to her
brother. Although her father begged his wife to flee, her mother didn’t
want to leave the house because of birth pollution. Her fear of violating
ritual proscriptions was greater than her fear of soldiers. When the soldiers
broke into her house, her husband jumped off the balcony and ran away.
The soldiers who came into the bedroom saw her cradling something un-
der the blanket, which they assumed to be her jewelry. Ripping off the
blanket, they saw her infant. In response they merely patted her on the
shoulder, before leaving with the guns they had propped near the door.
Dechen explained that her grandmother, a widow with no sons, was not
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afraid to deliver her obligatory share of firewood to the soldiers stationed
at the old Dogra fort in Ufti village. Although other houses sent a male
member to deliver the monthly firewood tax, Dechen’s grandmother re-
called that the soldiers always let her warm her hands at their hearth. There
were no stories of rape or other horrific abuses which had plunged other
border regions into panic and terror during this same period.

Yeshe’s most vivid memory was of the way in which the soldiers took
one goat from every house in Karsha before killing the animals in cold
blood. The Gilgit raiders faced little resistance from the frightened villag-
ers, who supplied them with the beer and meat they demanded. The sol-
diers lived for some time in Karsha, where their most prominent resident,
the Zaildar, collected five sheep and ten kilograms of butter from every
household under his jurisdiction.’ Eventually, a small party of Gilgit raid-
ers forced the Zaildar, his assistant, and the headman from nearby Langmi
to accompany them to Kargil, where they would negotiate the new taxes to
be paid henceforth. As the men traveled up the beaten track toward the
Pentse La pass, they may have suspected that they were being taken to their
deaths. When they tried to escape one night just beyond the tiny hamlet of
Lungmur, the Zaildar was shot while the assistant had hidden himself by
the river bank. He was soon surrounded and forced at gunpoint to carry
the body until he was waist deep in the river, where he too was shot. The
Langmi headman saw these events from behind a boulder, before he crept
off and fled back home, where he quickly spread the news. The king of
Padum and the two highest monks in the valley, Bakula Rinpoche and
Stagna Rinpoche, had already fled Zangskar shortly after the soldiers’ ar-
rival. Yet the king of Zangla continued to cooperate with the Gilgit raiders.
In late fall, when the streams had subsided and it was safe to proceed along
the treacherous Jumlam route with its 108 river crossings, he sent a group
of men on foot to Leh. The men returned in midwinter leading a group of
Indian soldiers down the frozen river gorge. After defeating an advance
party of Gilgit raiders in a skirmish at the mouth of the Zangskar river
gorge in Pidmo, the Indian soldiers marched to Karsha.

Yeshe described the arrival of the column of Indian or “Hindustani” sol-
diers in Karsha village as vividly as if it occurred yesterday. The women,
who were so excited they had not slept all night, came up onto their roofs
in their finest dresses to welcome the soldiers with smoldering plates of ju-
niper incense and pots of their freshest curd. The monks came to the roof
of the monastery with cymbals clanging and long horns blaring, greeting
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the soldiers like a visiting dignitary or high monk. After being hosted in
Karsha for a few days, the soldiers marched across the valley, where they
commandeered a house in Pipiting. In the meantime, the Gilgit raiders
had fled to the Stagrimo monastery perched high up an open hillside
above Padum. From this vantage point, they proved virtually unassailable
for the next few months. With the clandestine support of Muslims in
Padum, the raiders fended off occasional attacks from the Indian side. Sev-
eral informants described the stalemate that ensued. The Indian officers
took secret bribes from Muslims in Padum not to harm the Gilgit raiders,
while the commanding officer of the raiders defected before being sum-
marily shot by Indian forces. In early June of 1949, a platoon from the
Ladakhi Home Guard under the command of Ladakh’s hereditary Minister
or Kalon, Tsewang Rigdzin, marched over the Pentse La pass to announce
that a cease-fire had been declared six months earlier. The Kalon forced a
few civilian collaborators who had joined the raiders to be extradited to
Pakistan, against their own will and that of their families. The Gilgit raid-
ers readily surrendered, pleased that their dreadful sojourn in Zangskar
was over. The war in Zangskar was over as quietly as it had begun.

The Politics of Being Buddhist

As the generation that lived through Partition is passing away, the events
that split the state of Jammu and Kashmir have been overlaid by other
more recent wars. In the space of only half a century, India has fought
four wars with Pakistan (1947, 1965, 1970, 1999) and one six-week war
with China in 1962. By the beginning of the twenty-first century, Jammu
and Kashmir lay fragmented between three nations: India, Pakistan, and
China. India holds one-half (39,000 square miles) of the state, while Paki-
stan claims a third (30,000 square miles) and China another fifth (17,000
square miles). At present, the Indian state of Jammu and Kashmir lies nes-
tled up against both the Tibetan plateau and Pakistan’s Northern Areas.
The only border exempt from warfare in this century lies to the south,
against the neighboring Indian states of Himachal Pradesh and the Punjab.
The eastern border of Jammu and Kashmir runs along Tibet’s Northern
Plain or Changthang, coming within a few days’ walk of the holy Mount
Kailash, home to Tantric protective deities as well as to the Hindu deity
Siva. To the west and the north, the Line of Control drawn between India
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Map 1. Jammu and Kashmir State. The political boundaries of Jammu and
Kashmir are contested by three countries, India, Pakistan, and China. Four
distinct regions of Indian Jammu and Kashmir can be identified: Kashmir Valley,
Jammu, Kargil District, and Leh District (the last two are also known as Ladakh).
(Kai Gutschow)

and Pakistan divides two armies poised to recapture territory each claims
as its own.

Jammu and Kashmir remains one of the most diverse and contested
states in India. The state can be divided most crudely into four geographic
areas split by both terrain and religious makeup: Kashmir, Jammu, Kargil,
and Ladakh of Leh District. The western half of the state includes the Kash-
mir and Jammu valleys, each encircled by a mountain range. Kargil and
Ladakh lie in the isolated and eastern part of the state, tucked between the
folds of the Greater and Lesser Himalayan ranges. The inhospitable terrain
has been a mixed blessing. While the forbidding ranges and high passes
have kept Islamic terrorism at bay, they have also hindered development
and infrastructure. More than half of the state’s ten million inhabitants live
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in Kashmir Valley, which is now over 99 percent Muslim because of the ex-
odus of Hindus in the wake of terrorism and militancy after 1989. Slightly
less than half the population resides in Jammu, which was 66 percent
Hindu in 1981. Kargil District and Ladakh—officially known as Leh Dis-
trict after 1979—each account for only 1 percent of the state’s population
but together make up half of the state’s land mass. Both Kargil and Leh dis-
tricts each have populations around 115,000, albeit with symmetrical reli-
gious breakdowns.® While Kargil’s population was three-fourths Muslim—
mostly Shia—and one-fourth Buddhist in 1981, Leh District was four-
fifths Buddhist and one-fifth Muslim. The southern half of Kargil District,
known as Zangskar, is home to a population of 12,000 people, of whom 95
percent are Buddhists and the remainder are Sunni Muslims.

Both religion and region are more salient and resilient forms of identity
than the nation or the state.” In Zangskari idiom, there is little expression
of allegiance or identity with the nation as an imagined community. Yul
can mean land, village, or the homeland of Zangskar. Yet it is rarely used to
refer to India or even Jammu and Kashmir. The terms Indian (rgya gar pa)
or Kashmiri (ka jul pa) are used to signal others who live south or west of
Zangskar. A trip to Delhi is known as “going to India,” while a trip to
Srinagar is referred to as “going to Kashmir.” More abstract notions of be-
longing to the state or nation have less relevance in a culture dominated by
regional, village, or household-level identities. Local idiom also preserves a
sharp boundary between faiths. Buddhists are called “insiders” (nang pa),
while non-Buddhists, especially Muslims, are called “outsiders” (phyi pa).

Globalization has not meant homogenization in the multicultural and
polyglot state of Jammu and Kashmir. Urdu is the official state language,
but the inhabitants of Leh and Kargil speak a range of Tibetan and Indo-
Iranian dialects including: Ladakhi, Zangskari, modern Tibetan, Balti,
Shina, and Brogpa, which can be written in Tibetan or Arabic. Ethnic iden-
tity is fiercely contested because of the affirmative action laws which made
certain groups eligible for the highly contested status of Scheduled Tribe
(ST). The eight official tribal groups declared in 1989—Balti, Beda, Bot,
Drokpa, Changpa, Gara, Mon, and Purigpa—made up almost nine-tenths
of the combined population of Leh and Kargil districts, but only a tiny
fraction of the state population.® While federally mandated quotas set aside
jobs and university seats for the members of these tribal groups, such quo-
tas also perpetuate the stereotype of tribals as uneducated or “backward”
in metropolitan discourse. The tribal label has exacerbated caste and class
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divisions, as the wealthier members of these groups manipulate a label in-
tended to help the most vulnerable. Caste replicates class, as blacksmiths
and other outcastes still lack a voice within their Buddhist communities
and its dominant institution, the monastery.

Religion remains a powerful and divisive force. Yet it is cross-cut by
further divisions of sect, class, and language. Despite the political rhetoric
of communalism, Buddhists and Muslims in the region are hardly homog-
enous groups. Buddhist and Muslim farmers in Zangskar may have more
in common with each other than with urban elites of the same faith in Leh
or Srinagar. Shia farmers living in rural parts of Kargil District may have
little social traffic with Sunni elites in Srinagar, who share neither their lan-
guage nor their poverty. Yet politics is hardly irrelevant. The Muslims in
Leh and Kargil Districts may have disavowed a more radical Islamist
stance, yet their politicians adopt an identity politics that pits Muslims
against Buddhist. Both the Buddhists and the Muslims perceive themselves
as minorities or subalterns in relation to the state or the nation. While the
Buddhists in Zangskar live in a district and a state dominated by Muslims,
the tiny community of Sunnis in Zangskar is surrounded by a sea of Bud-
dhists in a district dominated by Shias. Finally, the Shias who predominate
in Kargil District hardly count within a state largely run by Sunni elites.
Both Buddhist and Muslim communities in Zangskar and Ladakh have
been marginalized by state and national governments. Their common
struggle against systematic neglect and corruption has merely intensified
their mistrust of one another.

The international news portrays Jammu and Kashmir as a theater of
conflict, between two nations, two religions, or the liberal and extreme
wings of a single faith. The Muslim villagers who face intermittent shelling
along the 740-kilometer Line of Control (LoC) between India and Pakistan
bear little love for Pakistan. Yet the psychological toll of imminent warfare
over the last decades has scarred civilians as much as military personnel.
The soldiers from both nations posted along the Siachen glacier share the
dubious distinction of having survived a battlefield where most of the
deaths come from altitude or cold. A year after India and Pakistan each
tested nuclear bombs in May of 1998, then Chief of Army Staff Pervez
Musharraf masterminded an invasion of troops which penetrated deep
into Indian territory, eluding detection for almost three months. When In-
dian soldiers were finally alerted by local herdsmen, Pakistani troops had
seized nearly 1,500 square kilometers of Indian territory. Although the
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Pakistan government initially denied knowledge of the invasion, Indian in-
telligence reports confirmed dead soldiers wearing uniforms from Paki-
stan’s Northern Light Infantry. Three short months after Pakistan’s prime
minister Nawaz Sharif signed a cease-fire with India under pressure from
Washington, Musharraf deposed Sharif and shamed him for being “soft”
on Kashmir. More recently, the American war on terrorism has un-
earthed reports of numerous terrorist training camps in Pakistan, which
have drawn Arab and Afghan mujahedeen into the Kashmir struggle since
1989.°

The storyline of regional conflict hardly does justice to the highly con-
structed nature of religious and political identities in the region. Most
Buddhists and Muslims in Zangskar and Ladakh remain largely united in
their opposition to the freedom fighters who are trying to “liberate” Kash-
mir from India. Graffiti scrawled on walls along the road to Leh city in
1989 sent an unambiguous message: “Kashmiri Dogs Go Home.” Local
politicians capitalized on Ladakh’s Buddhist and marginal identity while
pushing for autonomy from Kashmir. Although the movement soon alien-
ated Buddhists from Muslims, it hardly reflected a primordial split be-
tween Buddhists and Muslims.'® Local politicians deliberately used violent
incidents between Buddhist and Muslim youths to further the autonomy
movement. When the police shot two Buddhists in the courtyard of the lo-
cal monastery in 1989, Buddhist youths went on a rampage, destroying
Kashmiri and government buses, taxis, and other property. The Ladakhi
Buddhist Association then imposed a three-year social boycott on Muslim
stores, punishing collaborators with beatings or fines. Yet villagers resisted
and subverted the process. Although Ladakh finally received some political
and financial autonomy by being granted Hill Council Status in 1995, the
development of the region continues to lag.

The Zangskari autonomy movement was plagued by even less con-
sensus.

Zanskar area is ban for tourists from 10 August 1995. So please go back
or you face the consequences. We are not against you. We are doing only
against the public administration for our various demands. It’s the deci-
sion of all Zanskar people.

The politicians who wrote this proclamation hardly canvassed numerous
fellow villagers who earn their living from the tourist industry. Although
some villagers subverted the plan to expel all tourists from Zangskar, sev-
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eral stone-throwing youths surrounded a hapless group of tourists at the
government-sponsored Dak Tourist Bungalow. When the Indian army took
the tourists over the pass to Kargil, the press garbled the headlines as a
story of Buddhist “hostages” in Zangskar.!! Yet the medium helped the
message, as Zangskari leaders could announce their local demands—in-
cluding autonomy from Kargil, the completion of an all-weather road
from Leh to Padum along the Chadar gorge, and a separate voting constit-
uency in the state assembly. Monks and village headmen studiously con-
scripted villagers to serve in the daily sit-in protests (dharna) held in
Padum, Zangskar’s headquarters. Those households who refused to send a
member were fined. Although sporadic protests continued, a decade later
none of the demands had been fulfilled. As in Ladakh, the movement was
spearheaded by communalist Buddhists—some of whom were allied with
the right-wing Hindu party known as the BJP which has ruled India since
1996.

The split between Buddhists and Muslims in Zangskar has only esca-
lated in recent years. Buddhists took to the streets in protest when three
monks were killed by Kashmiri terrorists along the desolate highway lead-
ing into Zangskar in 2000. While Buddhist politicians rallied to decry the
militants, the army took note and established semipermanent camps in
Zangskar for the first time. The same year a grazing dispute pitted Muslims
against Buddhists in Padum and its environs, where Muslim households
usually finish their harvest sooner than Buddhist ones. This is due to Mus-
lim inheritance practices, which have left individual households with fewer
fields. Tensions came to a head when several Muslim households ignored
customary law by letting their livestock graze before the Buddhists had fin-
ished their harvest. When some cows accidentally strayed onto the ripe
fields owned by Buddhists, Buddhists pelted the cows with stones. The
Muslims demanded reparation and the Buddhists refused to pay, insisting
that Muslims first pay for crops the cows had eaten. Neither side gave in
and individuals on both sides began refusing to attend each other’s wed-
dings. In 2002 a physical scuffle between Buddhist headmen and Muslim
shopkeepers over a plot of government land escalated the communal con-
flict once again. Even development projects have taken a communal flavor;
Muslim leaders were noticeably absent from celebrations inaugurating the
construction of the Chadar road to Leh in the summer of 2002.

These communal struggles in Zangskar and Ladakh have spawned in-
creased conservatism and hardened the boundaries between Buddhist and
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Muslim communities. Yet not without resistance. As in Sri Lanka or Egypt,
the effort to restore a “corrupted” faith to its original and pristine purity
evokes nostalgia as much as conflict.’> While mullahs in Kargil push more
orthodox forms of Islam, Ladakhi politicians are attempting to cleanse
Buddhism of its aberrant practices.’* Politicians have used the radio to
push for bans on polyandry, beer drinking, and ancestor worship. Yet such
attempts have largely failed in rural areas despite heavy pressure from
monks and urban elites. The summertime circumambulations of fields in
Leh and its environs have been purged of alcohol, and wintertime ceremo-
nies commemorating the dead (shi mi) have been curtailed for being un-
Buddhist. Yet the same rites still inspire inebriation and merit making in
Zangskar. Polyandry has died a more natural death, albeit mostly due to
economic opportunity. A rising number of nonagrarian jobs have led to a
decline in polyandry as much as in the numbers of young men who still
seek out the monastic life.

Monastics and Modernity in Zangskar

The monastic vocation remains a matter of renunciation as well as reci-
procity. Roughly 2 percent of Zangskar’s population are monks or nuns,
who live in eight monasteries and nine nunneries.!* While there are three
Kagyud monasteries, the remaining five monasteries and all nine nunner-
ies follow the Gelug sect. Zangskar supports one of the highest ratios
of nuns to monks in the Himalayan realm. The fact that one-fourth of
Zangskar’s monastics are nuns may be due as much to local sponsorship as
to the lack of other opportunities for educated women. Moreover, the
agrarian economy depends on the valuable labor of nuns who sustain their
family farms as much as the Buddhist economy of merit. The monaster-
ies of Zangskar have more land and wealth than any household or local
institutions in Zangskar. While individual monks are some of the wealthier
members of society, nuns fall among the poorest.

Both the monastery and the nunnery offer social mobility, albeit less
cash than a civil service job. Nunneries offer women a religious and scho-
lastic path that is barely possible in lay life. Although women have taken up
jobs in nursing and teaching, these positions remain highly restricted be-
cause of the failing state economy, inflation of educational standards, and
corruption. Nunneries offer numerous opportunities for travel, religious
study, and making merit. Yet enrollment in the nunneries suffers due to
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limited financial support, lack of residential cells, and limited educational
resources. Rural nunneries have a hard time recruiting advanced teachers
or obtaining modern Tibetan textbooks, while cosmopolitan Tibetan nun-
neries in other Indian states or Nepal are so overcrowded they tend to
reject most applicants from Zangskar or Ladakh outright. Yet feminist ini-
tiatives have provided funding and impetus for new nunneries, or an ex-
pansion of existing ones across the region.

Although the monks’ career is desirable, it has declined in economic
value given the recent rise in tourist and government jobs. The rewards of
monasticism include a decent modern education in the local monastic
schools funded by a federal agency known as the Central Institute for Bud-
dhist Studies (CIBS). This agency has only recently begun to support a sin-
gle nunnery school in Ladakh. The most ambitious monks leave Zangskar
as soon as they can secure a coveted spot in one of the Tibetan exile mon-
asteries, which still maintain dormitories for “west Tibetan” students as
they did in historic Tibet. Those monks who excel in scholastic or ritual
training may be chosen to study for the advanced Geshe degree or for a rit-
ual tour abroad making mandalas. Yet all monks who go south for study
will be exposed to a cosmopolitan Indian life rather removed from their
rural Himalayan culture.’® Many of the monks fail to return to Zangskar,
and those that do often experience some culture shock or simply leave the
order of monks.

The ideals of voluntary celibacy and asceticism are losing ground in
Zangskar’s modernizing economy. Disenfranchised young men from rural
backgrounds who once chose the monastic vocation may decide to serve
their country instead of their religion. The military and civil service are the
region’s largest employers, although petty trade and tourism offer cash in-
comes as well. The demand for military recruits rose after the Kargil war of
1999. As radio announcements spread the message that educational stan-
dards for new recruits had been dropped from tenth to eighth grade, scores
of desperate young men jumped to apply. Those who had not forged their
educational certificates and who passed the cursory literacy and physical
exams were lucky enough to earn a place in the local branch of the Indian
army known as the Ladakh Scouts.

The cash economy is exploding. When I first arrived in Zangskar in
1989, it was rare to see a single truck arrive in Padum in late autumn. By
the year 2000, taxis and scores of newly arriving trucks ferried locals across
the valley daily between Karsha and Zangskar’s administrative center, Padum.
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Padum town has mushroomed as new construction springs up every week
of the busy summer building season. More and more families have at least
one member earning a cash income. Trade, tourism, and the military are
dominated by men; women tend to work in teaching, nursing, and mid-
wifery. Unlike Leh District, where women run most of the roadside vend-
ing stalls, Zangskari and Kargili women rarely work as informal vendors.

The military may provide camouflage fatigues, status, and swagger, but
the tourist industry offers young men cash and hip clothes. Traders who
once brought stone pots and apricots from Baltistan and wool or salt from
Tibet have been replaced by backpackers and spiritual seekers bearing
gifts of worn-out fleece jackets and trekking boots. Clad in neon-colored
Patagonia, these outsiders march resolutely through the landscape or speed
by in Tata Sumo jeeps. They are a source of amusement and income for
most elderly locals, with whom they can barely converse. Padum alone of-
fers proper tourist hostels and enough youths whose English can facilitate
more meaningful cross-cultural exchanges. The tea stalls which dot the
more remote valleys are run by monks or by students on summer vacation.
Leh town caters directly to the international backpacker with cyber cafés,
hashish, endless German pastry shops, rooftop garden cafés serving the
standard fare of everything from falafel to pasta. Yet Zangskar has yet to
make many accommodations for tourists outside of the desultory smatter-
ing of shops and decrepit hotels in downtown Padum. The ongoing mili-
tancy in Kashmir has curtailed tourism somewhat as adventure companies
cancel trips through Kargil, yet the region has continued to gain tourist
fame.!¢ Several tourists were brutally massacred in the remote valleys be-
tween Srinagar and Zangskar in the mid-1990s, while a lone German was
abducted and executed by Kashmiri militants just over the Pentse La pass
in 2000. The local tourist officer estimated that between six thousand and
twenty thousand tourists visited Ladakh every summer in the 1990s, of
which perhaps an eighth travel to Zangskar.

Capitalism and consumption are spurred on by Bollywood celluloid and
Indian media as much as tourism and trade. Older markers of status have
fallen into disuse as have the unpaid vocations of monk, doctor, or astrolo-
ger. Traditional markers of status like seating arrangements and deference
are rapidly disappearing as cash and consumption become new indices
of wealth and power. The conspicuous purchases of motorcycles, televi-
sions, and glass windows are as much competitive displays of power and
wealth as ritual donations once were. Traditional hierarchies are collapsing
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as aristocrats and royals—whose power is largely symbolic—make way for
the nouveau riche and government functionaries. The public sector em-
ploys people with every conceivable skill or education level. When the first
Zangskari villagers became civil servants in the 1950s and 1960s, only aris-
tocrats and educated elites dared apply. There is somewhat more meritoc-
racy now, although the lack of a decent public education system continues
to stymie many locals from civil service jobs. In 1992, only one-third of
the three hundred civil servants in Zangskar were local, according to one
government servant I interviewed. Most of the Zangskaris held menial
or semiskilled jobs at the bottom of the salary scale, while Kargilis and
Kashmiris held many of the higher posts. Yet education has brought cash
incomes and a breakdown of caste boundaries. Discrimination against
outcastes like blacksmiths does remain in social and ritual contexts. As
more members of the outcaste households advance in their civil service
jobs, other villagers are forced to rely on them for basic services like elec-
tricity and veterinary visits.

Graduating from secondary school remains exceedingly difficult, given
the lack of teachers, books, and skilled instruction in the public schools.
Those who do graduate may have passed through bribes or outside tutor-
ing rather than through bookishness. Half of the teachers in Zangskar’s
thirty-four schools were Zangskari natives in 1992."7 The teachers who do
not live locally often leave Zangskar in November on foot only to return in
late May or June, depending on whether the erratic helicopter service ar-
rives. For the Shias from Kargil—who don’t eat in Zangskari homes be-
cause of pollution beliefs—there is little incentive to stay during the harsh
winter months. Most schools are closed for almost half the year as a result
of teacher absence, festivals, or agrarian work like harvest and spring wa-
tering. The Kashmiri teachers, who are most fluent in the official language
of instruction, Urdu, usually cannot speak much Zangskari. Almost 95
percent of all students fail their tenth-class exams.'® Yet even the few who
pass face stiff competition from the glut of graduates in Kargil town—who
also have a home advantage in networking or bribing the district officials
who administer job openings.

Social mobility and development remain a distant dream for many resi-
dents of Kargil District, one of the least populated and poorest districts in
India. Funds and materials have been siphoned off by corruption, resulting
in a lack of the most basic amenities, including roads, electricity, commu-
nication, and medicine. Although educated Zangskaris have bid success-
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fully for development and construction projects, corruption and graft have
produced shoddy work. A twenty-year-old hydroelectric project in central
Zangskar is yet to be completed, while the three diesel generators serving
the central valley of Zangskar often fail for months at a time. A phone sys-
tem was set up in Padum in 1999, although it only transmits outside
Zangskar when its solar-powered satellite system is functioning. Most vil-
lagers rely on solar energy and kerosene to power their lamps, radios, and
the few televisions found in the central valley. Radio provides news and
culture; television offers a slew of bizarre images which cannot undo the
everyday reality of poverty and disease.

Deaths from infectious and preventable diseases such as tuberculosis
and pneumonia are commonplace. Infant mortality hovers around 250 per
thousand, and one-third of all children under the age of five are likely to
die."” The nearest allopathic dispensary usually requires several days’ travel
on foot. The single “hospital” in Padum offers a rudimentary set of con-
crete rooms, no ward, no operating theater, and rarely a resident doctor.
Medical shipments arrive once every summer, and many clinics run half
the year without supplies.? Qualified doctors and nurses are even more
scarce. The single doctor in residence is often underqualified or out of sta-
tion, while the handful of medical assistants and nurses, as well as scores of
midwives, usually have no more than two years of postsecondary school
training in Urdu. Many doctors and medical assistants do not stay in
Zangskar through the winter, when many fatalities occur. Patients often die
before the requested emergency helicopter arrives from Leh. While Padum
has a sporadic helicopter service during the winter that is often canceled in
inclement weather or fog, Leh has daily flights to surrounding Indian cities
like Srinagar, Jammu, or Delhi.

Given the inadequacy and unavailability of biomedical treatment, many
Zangskari patients prefer to rely on traditional doctors (am chi) and heal-
ers. Patients can seek a range of complementary treatments from monks,
astrologers (rtsis pa), oracles (lha pa), doctors (am chi), and exorcists (dbon
po). Each of these discourses of healing—religious, astrological, oracular,
and magical—draws on shared idioms about bodily imbalances and a
broad Buddhist discourse about causality. Karma offers an underlying cau-
sality which operates in conjunction with secondary causes (rkyen), such
as luck (spar kha), diet, season, astrological causes, demonic forces, and
witchcraft. Each of the specialists above may draw on a specific hermeneu-
tic to interpret the secondary or contributing cause of a given ailment. Yet
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none of the ritual specialists has an exclusive right to any ritual discourse.
Monks perform divinations and exorcisms, while astrologers may advise
on the appropriate time to take medicines or may perform ritual healings.
Unlike in Thailand—where the divide between monks and other ritual
specialists was rather clear-cut in Tambiah’s (1970) model—Zangskari rit-
ual specialists offer eclectic and overlapping services. There is little attempt
to isolate the monks’ Tantric rites from more pragmatic ritual services. In-
deed, Tantric power is precisely necessary to overcome the array of con-
tributing causes which result in misfortune.

Monks offer the widest array of complementary treatments. They re-
main the ritual specialist of first choice because of their ritual prowess and
range of possible treatments. These treatments include making merit, rit-
ual prophylactives, propitiation, and exorcism. While traditional doctors
move from “gentle” herbal mixtures to “fierce” remedies like acupunc-
ture or moxibustion (applying a burning root to the skin), monks begin
with peaceful or merit-making rituals before proceeding to more wrathful
Tantric rites. The most skilled monks can invoke the highest Tantric pro-
tectors to empower ritual expiations and exorcisms—often performed by
shamans in other Buddhist societies. The panoply of ritual services which
monks provide ensures their income as much as their social power.

Buddhist Landscape and Society

Imagine a landscape of stunning beauty, amazing breadth, yet nearly de-
populated. Contorted folds of rock, scree, and sandstone give way to rag-
ged escarpments of snow and ice. Remote glaciers and snowfields feed
meandering streams that trickle down narrow gorges and arid glacial
fans before joining the larger rivers. Trapped within the Himalayan rain
shadow, the region receives its scant precipitation as winter snowfall, when
temperatures can drop to —50 degrees Celsius.?' Blinking, from an air-
plane, one could miss the pockets of cultivation entirely. The entire popu-
lation of Ladakh and Zangskar lives clustered in tiny oases of terraced
fields neatly built up around accessible tributary streams. Less than 1 per-
cent of Zangskar’s area is inhabited or cultivated. Zangskar’s 12,000 inhab-
itants live scattered across over 100 hamlets in a region twice the size of
Rhode Island.?? Lying between 3,300 and 4,500 meters, most hamlets range
in size from 40 to 400 people, although the main administrative center has
up to 800 permanent residents.
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Map 2. Zangskar. The main monasteries and nunneries of Zangskar as well as
Ladakh are identified. (Kai Gutschow)

Encircled by peaks and passes, Zangskar’s territory is a virtual fortress.
The central valley lies around the confluence of two major rivers which
form the mighty Zangskar River. The Zangskar flows 150 kilometers
northward before joining the Indus, or Lion River, as it is known in Ti-
betan. While the Doda River flows southward into Zangskar from the Pentse
La pass which forms the northwest boundary of Zangskar, the Tsarap River
flows more than 300 kilometers northwest from the boundary between
Ladakh and the neighboring state of Himachal Pradesh. All of the passes
into Zangskar would dwarf the highest peak in the continental United
States, Mt. Whitney.? This rigorous and mostly uninhabited terrain makes
traffic into and out of Zangskar difficult. The only vehicular road into
Zangskar is a 250-kilometer, unpaved track over the Pentse La pass, which
is open between July and November. Much of the travel between Zangskar
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and Ladakh outside the summer season proceeds on foot over high passes
that are impassable during the deepest winter. In January and February,
Zangskar is only accessible by the precarious “Ice Way” or Chadar (bya
rdar), which consists of the partly frozen surface of the Zangskar River
gorge. The harrowing but unforgettably beautiful journey traverses the
Zangskar gorge for 120 kilometers of ice sheets of varying hue, stability,
and liquidity. A steady traffic of traders traverses this risky route in search
of a winter escape from Zangskar.

Zangskar’s ethos of self-reliance and communal solidarity relies on the
relatively even distribution of wealth. The local economy of merit and mo-
nasticism has resulted in nearly universal access to land and water. Unlike
elsewhere in the Himalayas, where land changed hands between villages
quite frequently, cultivated land was rarely sold or given in dowry until re-
cently. As a result, most village residents own fields only in their own vil-
lage.?* Zangskar’s population was far less stable in the twentieth century.
The number of inhabitants tripled, from roughly 4,000 to 12,000 people.?
It nearly doubled in the last third of the century between 1971 and 1991.
Yet the number of households increased far more slowly during the twenti-
eth century, from roughly 1,000 households to 1,900 households. The area
cultivated rose even more slowly than the households.? Thus the average
household holding dropped from 3.2 acres in 1908 to 2.8 acres in 1981.
Much of the newly cultivated land is located in recent settlements built af-
ter 1908. The most arid settlements shrank in the last century, while those
with more water, like Yulang or Rinam, expanded. The difficulty of build-
ing new irrigation channels and the scarcity of water, as well as a collective
approach to resources, limited growth overall. Creating new fields requires
the unanimous decision of the entire village, because each new field will
need a share of water from the streambed, which is considered a collective
resource.

Communal but scarce resources like water, fodder, and fuel are distrib-
uted according to custom and collective schemes. Elsewhere in India, scar-
city of resources has often led to radical concentration of wealth in the
hands of few. Yet in Zangskar, subsistence for all has taken precedence over
accumulation for few. Unlike in the American West, Zangskari settlers did
not grab upstream rights at the expense of those downstream. Rights to
fodder and water cannot be bought or sold by residents, or alienated from
the village and its residents. Outsiders rarely secure rights to common
property unless they marry or move into the village. The allocation of
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common property rights reflects the distribution of wider social and polit-
ical rights. Although hierarchy and competition exist, they are highly me-
diated by consensus. Village headmen set annual limits on the amount of
wild plants (bur tse, tsher mang, kyi Ice) that each household may harvest
every year for fuel or as fodder.”

Since the three major rivers run in deep gorges and floodplains are shift-
ing or salinated, most villages are irrigated by their own tributary stream,
although two villages may share a larger stream. Every village has its own
schema of water allocation which serves the topography and demography.
A skeletal principle of “hydraulic solidarity” binds all the farmers into a
communal scheme which allocates water according to need rather than
greed.?® Depending on the size or scale of the system, water is distributed
by household, field, or channel. These schemes can be adjusted with the
democratic participation of water user groups by season, day, or even hour.
The flexible and democratic allocation of water ensures that the users can
make their own decisions regarding readjustment of the system. In the vil-
lage economy, water use is a zero-sum game in which fair play is constantly
monitored. Breaches are punished swiftly with customary fines, adjudi-
cated by the headman and his assistants. An ethos of sharing overrides
competition, and consensus prevails over division. Only the largest villages
in nearby Ladakh elect local officials, called the Lords of the Water (chu
dpon), who adjudicate water disputes or infractions. Although antago-
nisms and disputes are not unknown, these are resolved through village-
level meetings.

Even building supplies are collectivized according to village residence.
Every village resident has the right to collect rocks, stones, and silt from the
surrounding landscape, although government contractors may use rock
and silt lying in “wasteland” outside village boundaries. Zangskari houses
resemble fortresses, with their heavy, hand-built walls made out of stone
and sun-baked mud bricks. Doorways, doors, and window frames are
made from hewn timbers; roof beams are hand-hewn poplar trunks. The
floors are mud while ceilings are made of tightly latticed poplar branches
covered with willow branches, straw, and mud. The standard floor plan of
many Zangskari houses consists of two to three stories, with the lowest
floor housing livestock stables, cold storage rooms for beer and butter, hay
storage, and the winter quarters or yog khang. This room—the lowest and
innermost for warmth—serves as the winter kitchen and residence for the
entire family. It is insulated against the subzero temperatures by a live form
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of central heating: the livestock in their adjacent stalls. The second floor
houses the “summer kitchen,” storage rooms (mdzod), guest rooms, com-
post toilet, an open courtyard for festivals, and the family offering room
(mchod khang). The offering room usually houses the altar for the guard-
ian deity, ritual texts, and other ritual paraphernalia. In recent decades,
rapid increases in wealth have led to the use of imported construction ma-
terials such as machine-hewn beams and lintels, glass windows, wooden
floor planks, concrete, and steel. There has also been a rise in the use of im-
ported labor, with Bihari and Nepali laborers working on most of the
larger construction projects in central Zangskar.

Barley and Butter, Trade and Tourism

Butter and barley are as critical to local subsistence as monasticism is. The
four-month growing season must support the lay population as well as the
community of monks, who do almost no work in the fields. The major
crops grown in Karsha, as elsewhere in Zangskar, are barley, wheat, and
peas, although mustard seeds are grown at lower elevations.”” Lucerne
and alfalfa crops (‘ol) are grown between fields on strips of land, while
most houses also have a small poplar plantation (Ilcang ra) for construction
and a vegetable garden (tshas). Crops are watered, plowed, sown, weeded,
harvested, transported, threshed, winnowed, washed, dried, roasted, and
ground by human, animal, or water power. Before the streams freeze in
winter, the fields are plowed and the stables are emptied out. Dung is col-
lected in autumn and spring as fuel for cooking. The busiest seasons—har-
vest, plowing, and first watering season—require intra-household labor
exchanges (las ‘byes) or the hiring of day laborers, usually from the vil-
lage. Unlike in Ladakh, Biharis or Nepalis are seldom hired for agricul-
tural work. Machine threshers are mostly used by wealthier Muslims in
Padum. Buddhists are averse to these machines because the mechanical
thresher produces finely ground straw which is believed to stick in the
throats of livestock. Most households roast and grind only enough barley
and wheat for the coming winter, but also have grain stores where they
keep unroasted grain to cover at least several years of drought. The winter
is a time for carding wool, spinning, weaving, and other tasks like making
baskets, sacks, twine, rope, shoes, and repairing household objects, as well
as extensive meditation and devotional practices.

Most households maintain livestock herds of five to thirty sheep and



44 Being a Buddhist Nun

goats, along with more than a dozen cows, crossbreeds (mdzo, mdzo mo),
yaks, horses, and donkeys. Livestock cultivation provides essential by-
products such as wool, dung, butter products, and meat to the Zangskari
livelihood. Every summer, most households in Zangskar send their flocks
to the high pastures (‘brog sa) directly behind their villages or to the rough
shelter built near the passes leading out of Zangskar. Every household or
group of households chooses a young woman to milk and tend the live-
stock all summer. The crude stone shelters afford a rich diet of curds and
milk, as well as the freedom to live among girlfriends and the male visitors
who frequent these huts on their journeys in and out of Zangskar. Yet
the work is backbreaking as fifty cows are milked and fed, the milk is
turned to yoghurt, and huge vats of yoghurt are churned into butter each
day. Households who do not send a member to the high pasture will re-
ceive a payment of butter from the caretaker.’® The family collects several
kilos of butter per month, while the caretaker keeps any additional butter
and cheese she produces. This butter is sewn into sacks made from sheep
or cow bladders and stored for consumption during the winter, when fat is
a crucial part of the diet. Sheep and goats are not taken to high pasture but
are kept near the village to avoid wolves or other predators. The fines
imposed upon the owner of any animal caught grazing in the fields are
imposed by a villager appointed each year on rotation called the Lorapa (lo
ra pa).

The additions of subsidized wheat flour, rice, salt, and sugar from the
Punjab have changed the Zangskari diet, although most households are
largely self-sufficient in terms of grains, butter, and meat. The average
Zangskari diet is still based on homegrown staples with no less than six
different types of flour: roasted barley flour (rtsam pa), roasted pea flour,
roasted barley and pea flour (#shos mo), toasted pea and barley flour (yos
phye), unroasted barley flour (tsal phye), and unroasted wheat flour (‘gro
phye). The roasted flours are tossed skillfully into the mouth with a spoon
and washed with tea, beer, buttermilk, butter, or yogurt. The unroasted
flours are cooked into soups, stews, mash, porridge, and gruel with water
and salt, dried cheese, or meat. A few locally grown vegetables—radishes,
turnips, onions, potatoes, cabbages, peas, mustard greens, and spinach—
complement the dairy and starch. Most households buy subsidized rations
such as rice, salt, and wheat flour, and staples such as cooking oil, spices,
tea, salt, and lentils. At the end of winter, villagers must rely on home-
grown produce as the ration stores often run short just before the passes
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open. The Indian economy provides Amul butter, Nestlé ghee, Lifeguard
soap, Nutri soya protein, Taj Mahal tea, flashlights, batteries, matches, tele-
visions, and radios, while the global economy offers Coca-Cola, Yankee
caps, and Phillips radios. This economy requires extensive reciprocal ar-
rangements between lay households as well as between laity and monas-
tics. The following story illustrates the importance of customary law in
regulating these arrangements. While I heard it from several informants,
here is how I imagine it took place.

The Nun Who Stole Some Water

The darkness in Karsha village was illuminated by a sliver of moonlight
as a figure picked its way slowly through the steeply terraced fields. Skirting
stalks plump with barley corns, the figure wound its way uphill through
the well-worn footpaths which followed the network of tiny channels
which bring water to the furthest fields. Proceeding along a path he had
walked countless times before in his lifetime, Paljor’s feet adjusted to the
familiar bumps and turns while his mind was thinking of how cursed he
was to have so many fields along the nighttime channels, which required
this infernal chore of watering while his neighbors were busy sleeping. Lost
in dreamy thoughts, he did not immediately register the odd sight in front
of him. At his feet lay a glistening pool of water, shimmering in the moon-
light. Although the field looked like it had just been watered, he couldn’t
see a soul, not even a hungry ghost. He bent to his knees and examined the
field more closely to make certain he was not dreaming. Sticking his fingers
into the sticky earth, they came up oozing with mud.

Although there are thousands of fields and hundreds of subsidiary irri-
gation channels in Karsha, Paljor knew that this field did not lie along a
night-time leat (mtshan gyi yur ba). It was important to know how the wa-
ter flowed through the fields, because it determined whether a given field
would receive water during the day or night. Although Paljor was sure this
field was only supposed to receive water in the daytime, it was moist now
with the signs of recent watering. He walked around the fields to check for
further clues. It was soon apparent that the watering had been intentional
and deliberate. The “mouths” (rka) of the channel along the edge of the
field still lay open to allow water to flow into the field. The subsidiary
channel which circled the perimeter of the field had clearly been “opened”
at the point where it met the channel running up the hillside to the main



46 Being a Buddhist Nun

leat from the river. Even the main leat, which should have been dry as a
whistle at this time of night, bore telltale signs of moisture. Yet none of the
other fields nearby had been watered. He could read these signs as easily as
he could read the Diamond Sutra text in his altar room. He knew what he
had to do, although he hated to do it since it was forbidden in ordinary cir-
cumstances. Grasping a few stalks of barley, he ripped them out by their
roots and laid them down over the wettest portion of the field. This act of
witnessing was proof that he had observed the theft of water firsthand. As
he walked home, he thought about who might have watered this field sur-
reptitiously.

He realized that the field belonged to one of Karsha’s most respected
citizens, the hereditary Minister or Lonpo (blon po), whose family once
served the king but now only had an elevated status due to their aristoc-
racy. Why would such an upstanding and wealthy family commit the un-
thinkable crime of stealing water, even in this time of drought? Paljor then
recalled that the field was tilled by a village nun, who served as a care-
taker of the Lonpo’s family temple. This woman, a native of Ufti village,
was called a “village nun” (grong pa’i jo mo) because she had taken up five
precepts but was not ordained. Without ordination, she could not join
the community of Karsha nuns who used the Lonpo’s temple for their
monthly rituals. She lived alone in the Lonpo’s ancient temple, lighting the
butter lamps most days, when not home in Ufti during the busy agricul-
tural seasons. While living in the Lonpo’s temple, she was also required to
take care of the large herd of sheep and the single field, which belonged to
the Lonpo but was set aside to cover temple expenses. Every day, she took
the flock of sheep out to pasture, milked them, and returned them to the
makeshift stable attached to the old temple. This summer’s drought had
forced her to take the sheep to higher and more distant pastures every day
before bringing them back for the evening milking, leaving precious little
time for watering the Lonpo’s field. Paljor reckoned that the nun had de-
cided to steal some nighttime water because she had missed her turn dur-
ing the day.

The next morning, Paljor got up before dawn and made his way to
the headman’s house, wearing a bright pink silk sash and relatively clean
woolen robe to mark the formality of his visit. As was customary when
making a visit, he stood and called out under the kitchen window until the
headman poked his head out of the house. Groaning, the headman won-
dered what could be the matter so early in the morning. Grazing rights? Yet
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another case of adultery? He made a mental note to give a Buddhist homily
on carnal desire at the next village meeting and waved Paljor to come in.
After taking a spot on the rug near the hearth, Paljor waited as the head-
man’s wife set a cup of scalding sweet tea before him. When both men had
finished their course of sweet tea and had started on the course of butter
tea, Paljor explained what he’d seen last night in the fields. The headman
listened carefully until Paljor had finished, then put on his cloak and left to
collect one of his assistants (kotwal). The three men headed out into fields
under a pale pink sky. They proceeded to examine the spot where barley
stalks were laid horizontally. While the soil was still stained with water
here, the rest of the field had begun to dry. They all agreed: the watering
rules had been violated.

When they returned, the headman called for the other assistants and
the Lonpo, who arrived rather puzzled and irritated. When the headman
asked him if anyone in his house had been out watering last night, the
Lonpo said no. When the headman reported what he’d seen, the Lonpo
turned a shade of crimson. He argued that the nun who tilled the fields,
Ani Drolma, might have been confused about the watering restrictions.
She might even have been out of the village when the system of alternating
daytime and nighttime channels first was imposed. The headman decided
it would be best to call Ani Drolma herself. By the time Drolma came
down from the temple, the accusations were flying fast and furious. In her
humble patchwork robe, Ani Drolma sat down at the foot of the row, a
respectful distance from the angry men. Ani Drolma eventually admitted
that she had watered the field the previous night, pleading ignorance and
confusion. The headman’s assistants refused to believe her excuses, and ar-
gued that the Lonpo and Ani Drolma should be fined, although they
could not agree on the sum. The Lonpo was incensed as he watched these
young men berate the elderly renunciant, without any shame. Although
the Lonpo insisted that Ani Drolma was guilty of an oversight rather than
an infraction, the headman decided to call a village meeting.

The headman and his assistants continued to debate the matter over
many cups of barley beer (chang) and tea. The headman wisely knew it was
best to present the matter to the village, but his assistants were eager to
punish the Lonpo, who was far too privileged, they felt. By the time they
left the headman’s house, their anger and lack of sobriety had sharpened
into a simple resolution: they marched up the cliff, intoxicated with adren-
aline and beer, to confront Ani Drolma, who was doing her daily prostra-
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tions. The rabble of angry young men began to taunt her. How could she
not have known about the watering scheme when none of her neighbors
were watering their fields last night? Had she not lived in Karsha already
for quite a few years, tending the Lonpo’s sheep and field? They suggested
she pay a monetary fine, but she replied that she had no money. They ar-
gued that she had become rich in sheep, since taking over as temple care-
taker. They reminded her that the original flock of eleven sheep which she
had received from the Lonpo had grown to over two dozen now, fat from
grazing on the Karsha hillsides. One brash man suggested that she donate
one of the sheep from her flock as payment for the fine, but Drolma ar-
gued that this would be an excessive payment for a water infraction. Sev-
eral other nuns had come out of their cells as the commotion escalated.
One of the men went into the stable and emerged with a struggling sheep.
As the nuns helplessly stood by, the young men led the sheep down the
cliff, whooping and shouting.

The village men killed the sheep later that night after many more bottles
of distilled barley beer (a rak). While villagers expressed indignation at Ani
Drolma’s theft of water, they also knew the Lonpo and Drolma had been
fined without due process. When the headman saw the sheep dismem-
bered in the kitchen where his assistant stood with the blood literally on
his hands, he was visibly upset. He sent a message of apology to the Lonpo
and called all the village men to a customary feast of meat dumplings (mog
mog), in order to redistribute the slaughtered meat fairly among the en-
tire community. The Lonpo’s wife was livid with rage when she heard that
a sheep dedicated to the eleven-headed statue of Avalokitesvara in the
Lonpo’s temple had been slaughtered. Hysterical with rage, she exclaimed
that the village men had “eaten shit” (rkyag pa zas song) by eating the meat
of a sheep dedicated to the bodhisattva of compassion and thus protected
from slaughter for its life. She cursed the assistants to miserable rebirth for
their senseless deed. Ani Drolma simply locked the temple, to protect her
precious stores of butter, and returned to her home village.

The Karsha nuns, who were now locked out of their assembly hall, went
to complain to the Lonpo. The Lonpo’s wife refused to listen to their pleas,
so they went to the headman in despair. A village meeting, to which each
household was forced to send a member by customary law, was called to
resolve the affair. The assistants argued that the Lonpo’s caretaker had bro-
ken the village water rules. The Lonpo complained that Drolma had been
falsely accused and as an added insult one of his sheep had been stolen as
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well. The community of nuns complained that Drolma frequently locked
the temple when she returned to Ufti, disregarding their “right” to hold
assemblies in the temple. The villagers claimed that the temple actually
belonged to the village rather than to the Lonpo, despite the fact that his
family had been hereditary caretakers for centuries, a duty they had been
given by the early kings of Zangskar, the Lonpo claimed. The Lonpo’s wife
threatened to tear down the temple with her own hands before handing it
over to the village.

After several days of meetings, all who wished had spoken and yet no
resolution was in sight. A few senior monks from Karsha intervened to set-
tle the dispute. The monks recruited the Naib Tahsildar, who was head of
the revenue department and the highest officer in Zangskar. By checking at
the land records office, it was determined that one of the Lonpo’s fields was
indeed set aside for the upkeep of the temple, indicating his right and duty
to act as caretaker. Yet the Lonpo decided henceforth to abandon the prac-
tice of setting sheep aside for a caretaker and resolved to light the butter
lamps using his own family. Ani Drolma returned to Ufti with her share of
the sheep. The villagers were not punished for stealing the sheep, because it
was argued that Drolma had broken customary law with her theft of water.

This case illustrates the importance of water and barley and local au-
thorities within the Buddhist economy of merit. The dispute offered a “di-
agnostic event,” in which traditional authority and power were up for
grabs. Aristocrats, commoners, and monks struggled over basic eco-
nomic and symbolic resources. The dispute arose out of an ambiguity in
which power and authority were renegotiated. The Lonpo, villagers, and
headman struggled for the right to water as much as to worship. Although
the Lonpo’s sharecropping scheme for the temple was abandoned, the
Lonpo’s and the headman’s traditional legitimacy was retained. While the
Lonpo appeared temporarily disempowered by the young men who killed
his sheep, he retained his rights to the temple. Yet the nuns gained little or
nothing in a conflict they had observed firsthand. The nuns were observers
but second-class participants in village democracy.

Ritual and Reciprocity in Village Life

Perched high up against the buttress of peaks which encircle the broad val-
ley, Karsha village is one of the largest and oldest villages in Zangskar. Its
earliest traces of Buddhism include a rock carving of Maitreya and an
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abandoned, fortified settlement that may date to well before the tenth cen-
tury. The village is home to 450 laypeople, 85 monks, and 22 nuns. It lies
tucked up against two symmetrical red cliffs which are split by a small
riverbed. The river flows down from snowfields that grace the higher peaks
of the Zangskar range, far behind the village. Rather appropriately in sym-
bolic terms, the nunnery lies on the more bulbous left-hand cliff, while the
monastery is perched atop the more aggressive and upwardly thrusting
cliffs on the right. The monastery and nunnery face each other as much as
they look down upon the village roofs far below. The nuns and monks look
out over the smooth, glaciated contours of Zangskar’s central valley, where
every shift in season, month, and hour yields shifting shades of rock or
snow. The early morning pink turns to beige, before yielding to burnt si-
enna, pale brown, dark orange, and even flaming pink.

The nunnery and monastery permit a balcony view on the theater of vil-
lage life. The flat roofs of every monastic cell afford a marvelous view of
the procession of animals and people across the desolate landscape. The
arid desert yields few trees which would block the panoptic view from the
two monastic institutions. A smattering of houses and shops are bunched
around the base of the Karsha ravine, where a small stream is dispersed
into a fine web of irrigation channels that feed a butterfly-shaped swath of
fields far below. Most village houses are within shouting distance or sight
of one another. Like Bentham’s famous panopticon, the village layout of-
fers easy surveillance of everybody’s comings and goings. The most inti-
mate details of the community are known less through incessant gossip as
through inexorable visibility. There is no place to hide within the fields and
paths that many villagers will tread until death. Gaits and clothing offer
clues which can be read from miles away. Like the terrifying trap and para-
disiacal tease of Hilton’s Shangri La, the Zangskar valley is both a haven
and a prison.

Although the village of Karsha is broken down into three neighbor-
hoods—Tiur, Nangkar, and Phikar—it is the household which largely de-
fines membership in the village. The household, rather than the individual,
is the major corporate unit in village life. The head of the household—
usually the senior male, but the senior female if he is not present—repre-
sents its members at most village rites or public meetings.> Households,
rather than individuals, are the units which engage in sharing water and
other material resources on the village level. Every household, regardless of
the number of inhabitants, has similar duties and rights in the village. The
rights of residence include regulated access to sustainable resources like
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water, fuel, and fodder. The obligations include paying monastic taxes in
labor and goods, raising funds for or contributing donations to ritual
events, and attending village work schemes for planting trees, repairing ir-
rigation ditches, or repairing religious edifices like stupas.

The village ritual calendar is structured around rites performed by the
monastery (see Table 2.1). The monastery’s ritual calendar creates and af-
firms the social body of Buddhists within the village as well as the wider re-
gion. Situated within a state and district that is predominantly Muslim,
Zangskari Buddhists affirm their communal identity by attending or do-
nating to the monastery’s rites. The highly choreographed ritual events
which punctuate the calendar create social solidarity as well as social dif-
ferentiation. On the one hand, the monastery’s rituals affirm village or re-
gional membership through the obligatory services and donations they re-
quire. Almost every single ritual requires some butter, barley, or fuel which
has been produced or gathered by local villagers or from the surrounding
region. Those who contribute to a given ritual receive merit as well as
membership in the body of patrons who are ritually blessed by the monas-
tery. On the other hand, these rites also emphasize social and economic
differences through an elaborately choreographed spectacle of donation
described below. While some of the more self-reflexive rites at the monas-
tery that purify the monastic body or wider space (such as the construc-
tion of mandalas) are hardly attended by the laity, others (such as the win-
tertime fasting ritual) draw large crowds who come to make merit as much
as status.

Many of the rituals in the village and monastic calendars are prag-
matic rites dedicated to village and household purity and prosperity, which
also ward off disaster and misfortune. The significance of some of these
may be declining as local household economies are supplemented by non-
agrarian vocations. However, every household remains partly dependent
on its fields and local produce. Survival through a Zangskari winter is
hardly possible without local products like barley, butter, or dung. The suc-
cess of agricultural ventures is considered to be highly dependent on ritual
protection, even by the more educated members of the community. In
times of drought, villagers still call for ritual services as quickly as they may
petition the local public works department for a new irrigation channel.
The rituals supplement rather than give way to technological innovation. I
believe that the rituals remain popular because they allow monks to renew
their legitimacy and villagers to renew their commitment to the commu-
nity. Last but not least, they allow the newly wealthy to secure a more tradi-
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Table 2.1 Annual rites held at Karsha monastery

Months 1-12, Days 15 and 30. Renewal of monastic vows (bkra’ shis gso sbyong).

Month 12, Day 30, through Month 1, Day 9. Great Prayer Festival (smmon lam chen mo).

Month 1, Days 7-9. Fasting rite (smyung gnas) in upper assembly hall.

Month 1, Day 9. Long-life initiation (tshe dbang) for villagers.

Month 1, Days 13-14. Heruka empowerment and mandala (bde mchog gi grub mchod dang
dkyil ‘khor).

Month 1, Day 15. Heruka burnt offering (bDe mchog gi sbyin bsreg).

Month 1, Days 16-22. Vajra Bhairava empowerment and mandala (rDo rje ‘Jigs byed kyi bdun
sgrub dang dkyil ‘khor).

Month 1, Day 22. Vajra Bhairava burnt offering (rDo rji ‘Jigs byed kyi sbyin bsreg).

Month 1, Days 21-24. Reading the Tibetan canon (bKa ‘gyur) in the lower Labrang.

Month 1, Day 25. Offerings to the underworld spirits (klu bsangs) for snowfall.

Month 2, Day 1. Spring day feast for village.

Month 2, Day 8. Banishment of enemy forces (dgra lha phar byes), juniper offering for Dalai
Lama (rgyal ba’i Iha bsangs), expiatory prayers (bskang gsol), and reading of the
Prajiaparamita (‘Bum).

Month 2, Day 13. Unveiling of monastery’s relics, “offerings of the 13th” (bcu gsum mchod pa).

Month 5, Days 25-29. Propitiatory offering (Inga pa’i Inga mchod gyi bskang gsol).

Month 5, Days 28/29. Gustor Festival with dances (‘chams), expiatory offering (gtor rgyab).

Month 6, Days 3-5. Fasting rite (smyung gnas) at the monastery’s Maitreya temple.

Month 6, Day 15, through Month 7, Day 30. Summer rains retreat (dbyar gnas).

Month 6, Day 26, through Month 7, Day 2. Guhyasamaja empowerment and mandala (gSang
ba ‘dus pa’i dbang, dkyil ‘khor).

Month 6, Day 29. Expiatory offering (bskang gso).

Month 7, Day 2. Guhyasamaja burnt offering (¢gSang ba ‘dus pa’i sbyin bsreg).

Month 7, Day 29. Expiation (gfor rgyab) to conclude the rains retreat.

Month 9, Day 22. Celebration of the Buddha’s descent from Tushita heaven.

Month 10, Day 25. Commemoration of Tsongkhapa’s birthday (dga Idan Inga mchod);
propitiatory offering (skang gsol).

Month 10, Day 29. New Year’s feast and tossing of ransom figure (glud).

Month 11, Days 17-18. Propitiatory prayers (skang gsol) dedicated to a fifteenth-century
Karsha saint (slob dpon rDo rJe Rin Chen).

Month 11, Day 29. Propitiatory prayers (skang gsol) and expiatory offering (gtor rgyab).

Note: All dates are provided in the Tibetan calendar. This calendar is made up of twelve intercalated lu-
nar months, each of which is roughly thirty days long, with intercalated days dropped or added as neces-
sary according to the movement of the moon.
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tional means of authority in a rapidly changing economy. In this regard, it
is hardly surprising that most of the village festivals and monastic rituals in
the village calendar continue to be celebrated. While some may grumble
about the onerous weight of obligatory contributions to the ritual calen-
dar, most villagers recognize the necessity of providing a means to merit as
well as status.

Besides those events listed in the monastic calendar (Table 2.1), Karsha
village also celebrates certain popular festivals which are largely funded
and organized by the laity, although they may include the participation of
monastics. The villagewide festivals include the three seasonal renewals of
the altar for the village god (yul [ha tho spo byes) held during the New Year
around the winter solstice, on the first day of the second Tibetan month
near the spring equinox, and during the seventh Tibetan month around
the autumn equinox. There is also a week-long celebration of the New Year
festival (lo gsar) to mark the transition from the tenth to the eleventh
Tibetan month; the wintertime Mani recitation (ma ni tung ‘gyur) during
the eleventh and twelfth Tibetan months; the villagewide reading of the
Prajiaparamita (yul pa’i bum) on the full moon of the twelfth Tibetan
month which is also known as the water ritual (chu’i skyu rim), because it
is believed to bring snow which melts into irrigation water; the “opening
of the earth door” (sa kha phe byes) for fertility at the end of the first Ti-
betan month; the villagewide archery festival (mda rtse) at the end of the
second Tibetan month; the springtime merit-making rite for the ancestors
(dge tsha) at the end of the fourth month; the circumambulation and
purification of the fields and a reading of the Prajfiaparamita on the tenth
day of the fifth Tibetan month; and the whitewashing of the village stupas
on the full moon of the fifth month. In addition to these seasonal rites, the
laypeople of Karsha village also celebrate two monthly rites which affirm
Buddhist sentiment as much as neighborhood membership. On both the
tenth and the twenty-fifth day of every Tibetan month, the members of
Karsha’s three neighborhoods gather in a designated household to read re-
ligious texts (the Padma thang yig on the tenth, which is dedicated to the
Tantric adept Guru Rimpoche, and the brgyad stong pa or Prajiiaparamita
in eight thousand lines on the twenty-fifth).

Each of these popular festivals is organized by several village households
who must take their turn (gnyer pa). Each ritual has its own rotational sys-
tem which rarely overlaps, so that a given household should not be respon-
sible for more than a few rites a year. With almost a dozen popular festi-
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vals, and roughly fifty member households, Karsha village requires its
member households to steward a larger rite once every five years. In some
cases, the ritual is celebrated separately by each of the three neighborhoods
in Karsha, each of whom has its own stewards for the given rite. The sys-
tem of stewardship serves as a local tax, which is used to provide ritual pro-
tection as much as an opportunity for collective drinking and gossip. Only
those households which fulfill their obligation to organize these village fes-
tivals are entitled to the material benefits of village membership—access to
irrigation water or dung. Most of the smaller festivals are funded by simple
collection schemes in which every household in Karsha contributes a set
amount of grain, butter, breads, or other substances. The steward is re-
sponsible for collecting the goods, brewing the barley beer, and preparing
the foods or ritual cakes to be consumed during the course of the rite. Or-
ganizing a larger village festival or a monastic ritual like the wintertime
fasting rite (smyung gnas) is much more onerous and may require the
steward to raise funds across Zangskar for months in advance of the rite.

The largest collective rites in the village and monastic calendar usually
require that one or two households be chosen as stewards (gnyer pa), by
rotation, from the village community. The stewards spend months solicit-
ing donations in cash and kind before the actual ritual, where these gifts
are used to feed monks, nuns, and the donors themselves who have come
bearing their donations. Donors make merit as much as status through
contributions which are pledged during highly visible fund-raising parties
known as “begging beers” (dri chang). Each village household is invited to
send one member to this party organized by the steward in villages across
Zangskar. The steward serves only beer and no food until the guests have
become sufficiently lubricated, at which point they are asked to stand a
pledge a donation to the upcoming ritual that the steward is organizing.
The public recital of each pledge—of grain, butter, cash, or other food-
stuffs—makes each donor’s contribution visible to all present, not just the
steward, who carefully records each pledge in writing. Having made their
intentions visible to all, donors are dutifully bound to attend the ritual
weeks or months later, bearing their pledged gift in hand. At that time, the
donors are invited to an elaborate return feast in the steward’s house or
rented quarters. These feasts are often graded according to the generosity
of the donor, such that the biggest donors may be served special meals in
separate, more ornate rooms than the mass of ordinary donors. Finally, the
biggest donors may be singled out in the course of the ritual with promi-
nent seats or other special accommodations.
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The ranking of donors reifies minutely graded differences among do-
nors in what may seem to be an egalitarian and democratic process. Al-
though merit is available to all who attend or donate to a ritual, it is hardly
distributed evenly among the participants. The highly visible manner in
which donations are pledged and made reifies social as well as spiritual hi-
erarchies. Merit making exacerbates differences in rank between rich and
poor, or male and female, as the latter usually have fewer resources to earn
merit in the most visible or spectacular fashion. When donors earn merit
they also earn symbolic capital. For Pierre Bourdieu, symbolic capital is a
denied form of capital whose origins and relationship to more material
forms of capital are often misrecognized.* Although merit making may
appear to run counter to the accumulation of wealth—by affirming the
Buddhist virtues of nonattachment and universal generosity—paradoxi-
cally, it affirms a highly individual form of both status and wealth. Doc-
trinally, donations are supposed to be disinterested acts of generosity that
are less dependent on material wealth than on inner motivation. In prac-
tice, however, donors earn both merit and status in direct proportion to
the size of their gifts, regardless of their undisclosed private intentions.
Bourdieu held that one of the classic means of exhibiting or producing
symbolic capital was highly prestigious and visible forms of gift giving—
exactly the sort of donations that accompany many Buddhist rituals in
Zangskar. For Bourdieu, supposedly disinterested gifts or noninstrumental
acts are precisely symbolic forms of capital because they act as a form of
credit which secures the procurement of further capital, scarce labor, or
other social debts. By giving to a festival once a year, donors secure far
more than an implicit promise of repayment when their turn to sponsor the
festival arrives. Donors also earn a highly legitimate form of status, which
is convertible to social as well as material wealth. Although the excessive
pursuit of merit or symbolic capital can lead to economic ruin, a notice-
able lack of merit usually signals a lack of prestige. This is hardly surprising
when one considers the frequency and pervasiveness of ritual donations
that support Karsha village’s annual calendar, to which we now turn.

The Ritual Calendar: A Year in Karsha

Buddhists believe that any merit made during the first Tibetan month is
multiplied a thousand times. This rush to make merit finds the Karsha
monks sitting all day in prayer for their ten-day Great Prayer Festival, be-
sieged with donations from all over Zangskar. The hundreds of villagers
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who come bearing voluntary gifts or obligatory taxes of butter, grain,
wood, cash, and other provisions are rewarded with pomp and spectacle.
There are numerous maroon-clad monks sitting, as if frozen to their seats,
in the dank lower hall where temperatures are only slightly above zero,
while in the upper hall, hundreds of villagers fast and prostrate while re-
citing Gelongma Palmo’s invocation of Avalokitesvara. The close of the
fasting festival is heralded by the unfurling of medieval thang ka (a repre-
sentation of a deity, in this case embroidered on a forty-foot piece of cloth)
and the solemn procession of monks who bear the monastic relics from
the lower to the upper assembly hall. Later that month, the monks will cre-
ate and dismantle two symbolic universes known as mandala (dkyil ‘khor),
made of sand. On the full moon of the first month, the monks invoke
the Tantric protector Cakrasamvara (bde mchog) with a mandala and a
burnt offering (sbyin sregs).>* Only a week later, a second mandala is con-
structed and then dismantled with a burnt offering to invoke another ma-
jor Tantric protector worshiped by Gelugpa monks, Vajrabhairava (rdo rje
‘jigs byed). Few laypeople attend either of these rites, which are intended
primarily for the monks who have taken these protectors as their med-
itational deities (yi dam). Later in the month, the monks gather for several

>

days to read the Buddha’s teachings known in Tibetan as the Kangyur (bka
gyur).

Several rituals are conducted in the first month to appease the under-
world spirits or klu, who are connected to snowfall, water, and fertility.
One of the most senior ritual experts at the monastery, Zurba Tashi, per-
forms a month-long set of ceremonies for these vexatious spirits. He em-
barks on a three-week fast to purify himself for his ritual performances by
forgoing onions, garlic, spices, meat, and beer, because the klu are believed
to be sensitive to certain food and smells, as well as other human impuri-
ties. While in ritual seclusion, he subsists on the dairy and grain products
supplied by village girls who come to prostrate and receive a blessing for
their fertility or the removal of acne and other skin diseases caused by
these spirits. On the twenty-fifth day of the first month, when these under-
world spirits are considered to awaken from their winter slumber, Tashi
performs a propitiary rite at the village altar and spring. He prepares and
offers a vessel of precious substances like grain and dairy products and a
juniper fumigation (klu’i bum pa, klu bsangs) for the klu, who are pleased
by wealth. He then performs similar rites at most houses in Karsha, mak-
ing offerings to the individual spirits of the hearth and home (thab lha,
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klu) which regulate household fortunes. The only houses he does not visit
are those which have been polluted by a recent birth—animal or human.

A villagewide fertility rite known as the “opening of the earth door” (sa
kha phye’bye) is held toward the end of the first month, when the subterra-
nean spirits (klu) first awaken.® On this day, a monk performs a juniper
offering at the village altar (lha tho) while every household sends one male
member to honor the subterranean spirits of earth and water (sa bdag, klu)
with two offering cakes (lha bon mchod pa, gtum po lha). This gathering in-
volves lewd jokes, ritual songs, a horse race, and a mock plowing ceremony
held in the snow, all of which invoke human and animal prosperity, har-
mony, and fertility. The person chosen to be fool for the day has his
face painted with a mixture of barley beer and flour, as all male members
of the village gather to consume copious quantities of barley beer. After
the horse race, villagers bring a local yak to the monastery’s “mother field”
(ma zhing), attach a plow, and then proceed in a virtual plowing, parting
snow rather than soil. On “spring day” (spyid tshe), which is the first day of
the second Tibetan month, the monks perform a juniper offering at the
village altar for the village’s guardian deity (yul lha) while members of each
household propitiate their own clan deities (pha lha) at home. The house-
hold propitiation of the clan’s deity involves a simple prayer, juniper offer-
ing, beer libation, and a meal of pea flour cakes (bag pa), meat, butter, and
beer which should only be consumed by family members. On this day fire
and other items should not be borrowed from other houses, and the altars
are cleaned and restored with new juniper sprigs. Later that day villagers
gather at the steward’s house to consume copious quantities of barley beer
and to greet the abbot of the monastery, who receives their gifts of blessing
scarves and cash. The villagers are also treated to a meal cooked by the mo-
nastic stewards, as a form of thanks for their annual services on behalf of
the monastery. This meal used to consist of blood sausage and beer until
1987, when such unorthodox offerings were banned in favor of rice and
porridge. It proved impossible to ban the beer, which is prepared by lay
stewards, not the monks. In Zangskar at least, the entire system of monas-
tic patronage and merit making is heavily lubricated by barley beer.

The monastic treasury or Labrang (bla brang) rotates its personnel and
honors the Dalai Lama and Tibetan warrior gods (rgyal ba lha bsangs, dgra
lha phar byes) on the eighth day of the second month. Some monks offer
juniper smoke to an effigy of a warrior (dgra lha), which harks back to the
more militaristic side of Tibetan monasticism. Others perform an expia-
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tion (skang gso) for the monastic protectors. The remainder of the assem-
bly reads the Perfection of Wisdom Sutra in one hundred thousand lines
before the formal rotation of the Labrang personnel. While the sacristan of
the Labrang is rotated among junior monks each year, the three senior
monks who serve as stewards (gnyer pa) are rotated every three years. The
Labrang stewards must present account books showing all credits and deb-
its in their management of the monastery’s properties and permanent en-
dowments, while the sacristan brings out all ritual items out from the
storeroom to be itemized before he is rotated out of his position. In this
fashion monks are held accountable at the end of their terms for whatever
monastic property they have managed. On the thirteenth day of the second
month, the monks display the monastery’s sacred relics, ordinarily kept
under lock and key in heavy metal boxes lying in the monastic storerooms.
Villagers gather in the upper assembly hall to receive a blessing from the
fantastic relics. A tooth believed to originate from the Buddha’s elephant is
displayed along with clothing from a seventeenth-century Panchen Lama.
Later in the second month the villagers of Karsha organize their annual ar-
chery festival. Laywomen and laymen gather separately for several days to
feast and dance at the two stewards’ houses. They congregate each evening
at the festival ground to watch the archery and dances, where the entire as-
sembly of monks is hosted one evening. As the earth warms up, the human
manure is carried from the household and monastic compost toilets to the
fields and earth is spread on fields to hasten the melting of the snow. A
group of young monks is sent to collect the obligatory taxes of horse dung
or firewood, which are owed by every member household in Karsha and its
neighboring villages. The young monks mix the dung with water, shape it
into bricks, and set them in the sun to dry, before they are delivered to the
monastery later that spring.

On an auspicious day chosen in the third Tibetan month by the village
astrologer, the Labrang stewards inaugurate the spring plowing season
by plowing the monastery’s “mother field” and making offerings to the
subterranean spirits. All the households are then free to plow their own
“mother field,” where they will make additional offerings to appease the
troublesome spirits (klu). Each household appeases the spirits with its own
offerings of juniper incense and small libations of cake, beer, and butter,
which are poured directly into the furrows behind the plow. While the
most literate member of the family reads two texts (¢Nam sa snang brgyad,
bKra shis brtsegs pa), other members share the designated fertility cakes



Locating Buddhism in Zangskar 59

(gtum po lha) with the beasts of burden. Every yak, cow, crossbreed
(mdzo), and donkey receives a taste of the cake and a dab of butter for
health and fertility. The Labrang stewards also tend to the monastic herd of
yaks, cattle, and horses. Between the fourth and seventh months, the live-
stock are taken and tended at high pastures (‘brog sa) by a group of women
on hire. Either nuns or laywomen are hired to take on the grueling job of
milking and herding the monastery’s vast herd. For a few thousand rupees,
they spend almost five months, churning thousands of gallons of milk into
butter. While there is a certain freedom associated with being at the high
pasture—far from the prying eyes of village elders—the women who work
for the Labrang have little time to join the nightly song and dance fests that
their girlfriends host.

In the last few years, the monks have stopped tilling their monastery’s
fields in Karsha, perhaps in deference to monastic discipline or simply be-
cause it proved too laborious. Most monastic fields are leased by hereditary
sharecroppers, although a few are leased out on a more ad hoc basis in
Karsha village. Under state revenue laws, these ad hoc arrangements can be
converted to permanent tenancies after three years. Villagers are also paid
with hay to water the vast alfalfa pasture which lies between Karsha and the
neighboring Langmi village. This pasture receives a disproportionate share
of water in the local system of water allocation. The monastery’s pasture
receives its own allocation of water from the Langmi streambed—even in
times of severe drought—while it is highly unusual for pasture rather than
fields to receive a separate allotment of irrigation water. In exchange for
this unusual arrangement, Karsha monastery and those households which
own adjacent fields send an obligatory donation of grain to the fifteenth-
century Dorje Dzong nunnery above Langmi village. This payment im-
plies that the pasture or even the fields may have once belonged to the
nunnery.

The ritual marking of the transition from winter to spring, and from
death to life, continues late in the fourth month. The celebration of the an-
cestors is known as the “virtuous offering” (dge tsha) ritual. On a day cho-
sen by the local astrologer, monks are called to purify and transfer merit to
the villagers who died the previous winter as well as the deceased more
generally. As noted in Chapter 1, the head monk pounds the human bones
which have dropped from the cremation pyre and mixes them with clay to
make votive figurines (tsha tsha). The full assemblies of monks and nuns
chant blessings for the dead, while a few monks cook a meal for the mo-
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nastic assembly. The headman and his assistants prepare an offering cake
consumed by the villagers, who attend the ritual en masse. The consump-
tion of food and alcohol continues through the night and into the next day
as donors are feasted in the steward’s house.

Like every village in Zangskar, Karsha hosts a springtime circumam-
bulation rite (‘bum skor) to purify village space. This ritual cleansing of
the fields is believed to guarantee a “clean harvest” (ston thog lha mo) and
prevent the jackdaws from eating the seedlings. Late in the third month,
a party of Karsha monks circumambulates the fields of Karsha, Yulang,
Sendo, and the five villages just west of Karsha. The circumambulation—
on horseback—is a high-spirited affair of impromptu races among the
younger monks. The monks make at least thirty-one stops during their
procession at sacred spots, temples, and some donor houses.*® The two
main officiants, the abbot and his assistant, repeatedly perform their elabo-
rate ablution (khrus), sometimes without dismounting. This ablution in-
volves pouring saffron water from a ritual vessel (bum pa) over a mirror
(me long) in which the deities, beings, and landscape are reflected and ritu-
ally cleansed.”” Throughout the circuit, villagers make merit by hosting
monks with tea, food, and donations of barley flour, which is measured
out according to the status of the recipient. A second circumambulation
takes place on the tenth day of the fifth month to purify Karsha village
alone. On this day, monks, nuns, and villagers from the three subsections
of Karsha (Tiur, Nangkar, Phikar) and the nearby hamlets of Yulang and
Sendo gather in their respective temples to read the twelve volumes of
the Prajhaparamita (‘Bum).® Within each subsection of Karsha and the
nearby hamlets two households are chosen as stewards to solicit food and
beer. When the reading is complete, monks toss out ritual effigies (glud) at
each temple to purify the space, before the abbot, the chantmaster, and rit-
ual assistant perform a further circumambulation, carrying Buddhist rel-
ics. They ride through Karsha’s fields in a clockwise fashion, stopping at
the four directional stupa (mchod rten) to perform ritual ablutions that
purify village space.

The monastery’s major festival, known as “ninth [day] offering” or Gustor
(dgu gtor), has been held during the high summer since the late 1980s. It
was formerly held at the end of the eleventh month in midwinter, until
the Dalai Lama’s brother—Ngari Rinpoche, who is the honorary head of
Karsha monastery—decided to move the festival to the late fifth month. A
series of avalanches which killed several pilgrims en route to the festival
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prompted the switch. Villagers still journey from all over Zangskar to
attend the monastic dances (‘chams) and the annual unveiling of the mo-
nastic protectors (chos skyong). The abbot and head officiants offer the
protectors ritual propitiations (bskang gsol), while a chosen set of monks
rehearses the dances for a week preceding the festival. The two-day festival
involves a choreography of ritual dances which are performed on the first
day without costume and only on the second day in full silk regalia with
enormous papier-méché masks, some of which have been brought from
Tibet. The second day of the festival also involves a ceremonial parade of
the monastery’s four sacred animals—yak, horse, sheep, and dog—as well
as a ritual visit of two villagers dressed up as the “old couple” (rgad po, rgad
mo), the village’s mythical ancestors, who wander about making lewd jokes
and collecting small sums in exchange for a blessing.* During an intermis-
sion between monastic dances, the new grooms and brides are called to
dance in the monastic courtyard while the audience showers them with
blessing scarves and token bits of money. The festival is a heady event
which draws both elderly and youths in search of suitors, gossip, and spec-
tacle. Given the lack of telephones and convenient transport, large festivals
remain a convenient spot to network with villagers from far-flung valleys.
Despite the lack of rain in Zangskar, monks follow the “rainy season re-
treat” stipulated by the Buddha. One-half of this retreat takes place during
six summer weeks (dbyar gnas) from the full moon of the sixth month to
the end of the seventh month. The other half of the retreat is conveniently
situated in the depths of winter when there is little else to do. The chos grva
retreat is held from the beginning of the twelfth month to the full moon of
the first month. On the first day of the summer retreat, the monks who will
undertake the retreat take a set of vows (bka’ len)—including fasting after
noon—which are binding throughout the retreat. Very few monks take
these vows, as most are too busy with managing monastic affairs or prop-
erty to be able to attend this retreat. Halfway through the summer retreat,
at the beginning of the seventh lunar month, monks spend a week invok-
ing the third major Gelugpa protector, Guhyasamaja (gsang ba ‘dus pa).
They invoke the deity after consecrating the monastic space (sa’i cho ga)
and creating his virtual residence or mandala. The rite concludes with the
dismantling of the mandala, the ritualized offering of the blessed sand into
the village streambed as offerings for the subterranean spirits, and a fire of-
fering to pacify the six realms of existence. These rites sanctify monastic
and village space, but do not draw many attendees except an occasional
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donor. During the summer, monks travel far afield performing village
circumambulations, purifications, and all kinds of ad hoc rites for earth
spirits (sa bdag gdon sgrol) and other ill-tempered spirits.

At every point in this seasonal calendar, production and consumption
rely on ritual markers. On an astrologically specified day in the seventh lu-
nar month, a ceremony (srub lha) inaugurates the harvest of first fruits
from the fields. The Labrang sends one of its monks to perform a juniper
offering at the village altar, which is decorated with freshly cut sprigs of al-
falfa, barley, wheat, and peas, blessing scarves, and libations of beer and
butter. Along with the village deity, every household honors its clan deity
with a similar libation ceremony on this day. The ceremony also marks the
first day on which villagers may use their scythes to harvest the alfalfa and
other grasses grown for fodder.* For two days villagers are conscripted in a
vast haying operation in the monastery’s fields. A set of villages is chosen
for this job each year on rotation, either Karsha/Yulang/Sendo or the five
villages west of Karsha. Every main house must send one person to work
on the monastic fields, where these helpers are plied with food and beer to
keep up their spirits. Along with dung taxes and obligatory porterage ser-
vices, haying is one of the few chores that all households in the area per-
form for Karsha monastery.

The close of the monastery’s summer retreat is marked with a feast (dga’
yas) for the monastic assembly held in the three villages who share a single
headman—~Karsha, Yulang, and Sendo. In Karsha, the monks perform a
dramatic expiatory offering (gfor rgyab) to atone for any inadvertent ritual
mistakes during their retreat. A group of officiants, headed by the abbot,
proceed out of the monastic courtyard into the village, where they offer a
large blood-red offering cake (gtor ma) at a crossroads whose direction has
been specified astrologically. The villagers continue to harvest their crops
as they ripen, first peas, then barley, and finally wheat. The crops are pulled
up by hand to harvest the stalks, which serve as valuable fodder for live-
stock in the winter months. On a communal day set by the headman and
his assistants, every household in the village begins to carry the stacked
sheaves of grain from the fields where they have been drying to the thresh-
ing circles. Only when all houses have finished carrying their crops out
of the fields are monks invited to perform a brief ritual (sku rim) to bless
the individual threshing circles. After this day, villagers are permitted to
bring back their yaks, cattle, and horses from the high pasture, where they
have been grazing. From now on, the livestock is allowed to roam freely
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through the fields, feasting on any remaining stalks. All the households
begin threshing (kho g.yu skor) together, sharing cattle between themselves
as necessary. The cattle are yoked to a central pole in the threshing circles
and driven over the straw in circles to loosen the grain. The crops are then
winnowed, the grain is blessed, and the villagers and monks carry their
crops to the earthen storage tanks (bang ba) while the chaff is taken to the
stables.

When harvest is nearly complete, in the eighth lunar month, the assem-
bly of monks and three Labrang stewards set off to collect alms and rents
from the sharecroppers. The monks then circulate through every main
house in Karsha and its environs to perform an atonement and blessing of
the crop. Senior officiants are called to perform this atonement (bskang
gsol) with burnt offerings that propitiate the household and wider protec-
tive deities with a share of sacrifice. The total amount of grain that goes up
in smoke during these burnt offerings across Zangskar totals 12,000 kilos.*
Monks retreat from manual work in the winter by farming out their live-
stock to village households for feeding and care. On the twenty-second day
of the ninth Tibetan month, they celebrate the Buddha’s descent from
heaven with a day-long prayer, and on the twenty-ninth day of the same
month, they hold a set of ritual dances (‘chams) in Padum together with
the Kagyud monks from Bardan to ward off the wintertime forces of
darkness.*?

On the twenty-fifth day of the tenth month in mid-December, the Ganden
Namchod rite commemorates the fifteenth-century reformer Tsongkhapa.
Butter lamps are lit throughout the monastery and village, while the abbot
and key officiants perform a propitiatory offering (bskang gsol) in the dis-
ciplinarian’s room to celebrate the famous reformer. The post of discipli-
narian (dge skos) and the inner and outer retinue of posts at the monas-
tery are then rotated. The incoming disciplinarian is welcomed into the
monastery like a new bride, with gifts of blessing scarves, new clothes,
utensils, and cash. Draped with offering scarves, the new disciplinarian
reads the monastery’s law code (bca’ yig), which was composed by the fif-
teenth-century Gelugpa reformer Sherab Zangpo and his disciple Lopon
Dode Rinchen.* The Labrang hosts the entire congregation of monks to a
celebratory meal of rice, vegetables, and flat breads baked by nuns from
Karsha.

The farmer’s New Year or Losar (lo gsar) celebrations take place at the
end of the tenth lunar month. The farmer’s new year is positioned around
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the winter solstice while the Tibetan new year is held in late February or
March. The farmer’s new year presents a ritual renewal of house and field
rife with pre-Buddhist elements. On the twenty-ninth and thirtieth days of
the month, laypeople renew the village and household altars (lha tho) with
juniper sprigs, blessing scarves, and five different colored cloths (snyen
dar). They gather to offer a libation of barley beer and dough ibex (a wild
antelope which was hunted and ritually sacrificed by Zangskar’s first in-
habitants, who left petroglyph images of it).* After a monk offers juniper
incense and a short honorific text (lha bsangs) to the village and regional
guardian deities, the village men retire to the steward’s house to eat and
drink till night falls. Every household propitiates its own clan deity (pha’i
lha) with a lengthy prayer and a sacred meal of beer, roasted barley flour,
meat, breads, pea cakes, dough ibex, dough sheep, and offering cakes (lha
bon mchod pa), consumed by all household members.* Each house deco-
rates a pair of live sheep—a ram and ewe known as its “God Sheep” (lug
lha)—with a stripe of maroon dye and five colored cloths. The sacred
sheep are brought into the household altar room, where they are fed barley
beer and food. Their movements are divined as omens from the household
deity. Although the rite bears traces of former animal sacrifices, a Buddhist
injunction holds that the two sheep should never be killed, but must die a
natural death.?

A ritual day of the dead simply called “dead people” (shi mi) is held after
dusk on the last day of the year. Traces of ancestor worship linger in the
ritual offering of food to departed ancestors. Every household sends a fe-
male member to the wintertime cremation grounds (dur khrod), where the
women set out food offerings for the deceased and share the remainder
with all who gather. All items must be eaten or abandoned, as it is inauspi-
cious to return to the world of the living with food for the dead. Later that
evening, the members of the house gather in their lower kitchen (yog
khang) to worship the gods of the clan and the hearth with a sacred song
and fertility symbols which are drawn on the walls and beams. These sym-
bols are found across the Himalayas—both dough ibex and circular white
dots of butter or dough. The traditional paean praises parts of the house:
the golden dough ibex on the kitchen shelf, the central poplar pillar, the
golden mother beam, the roof lattice of pearls, the roof of barley dough,
the great starry eye or smokehole, the eight supporting beams in four di-
rections, and the various deities of the underworld, place, and sky who
guarantee household prosperity.*
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A meal is held only for members of the household to which strangers
cannot be invited. A small dough effigy (glud) is sculpted of two figures
astride a yak in sexual embrace—the man riding forward and the woman
riding backward. This figure and a burning firebrand (me tho) are taken
from the house to a crossroads, where they are left as ransom or substitute
offerings for the demons and hungry ghosts with loud shouts of “kya ho,
kya ho.”*® The children who have taken this ransom out must answer a se-
ries of riddles before they are admitted back into the house. They return
with a huge block of ice or snow (gser ri pho long) signifying fertility and
wealth, which is supposed to ensure that the home, stable and grain silo
will be full for the rest of the year. With its large kitchens, treasury, store-
house, and responsibility for managing the monastic endowment, the mo-
nastic building called the Labrang serves as a virtual household for the en-
tire monastic assembly. The Labrang kitchen is decorated with dots and
dough ibex, and its cooks serve an honorific meal for local sharecroppers
on the last day of the year, when an effigy and firebrand are tossed into the
streambed. After the sharecroppers are fed a meal of rare delicacies—fried
meat, deep-fried dough, and stewed vegetables—they watch the monks
prepare a small human effigy of an old man with a pointy cap, surrounded
by small butter lamps (ting lo). An older monk then sings the same paean
to the roof and pillars that is recited in village households. At the close of
festivities, the ibex will be fed to the crows, who represent the symbol of
the monastic protector, Mahakala.

The eleventh month begins with the New Year dramas featuring ritual
reversal and other classic elements of carnival. Gender roles and norms are
turned upside down as young men cross-dress during a mock wedding.*
Two boys are dressed up as bride and auntie, while a girl decked out as
mother of the bride wears a traditional headdress (pe rag) adorned with
horse dung instead of the usual turquoise and amber. A villager is dressed
up as a monk during a dramatization of how Buddhism civilized the val-
leys earliest inhabitants. When a hapless youth fell into the huge vat of
communal barley beer one year, the villagers exploded with laughter.*® For
the first ten days of the new year, two laymen wearing wooden masks tour
the village making prophecies, addressing villagers as “my child.” They are
the same old man and woman (rgad po, rgad mo) who will appear at next
summer’s Gustor festival as the village ancestors or Zangskar’s first inhab-
itants. Village households invite each other for reciprocal feasting and vis-
its are made to friends at the monastery. The old couple and two troupes
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perform evening dances on frozen stages of snow. The troupe of boys are
called grooms (bag po), wearing full-length woolen robes (gon cha) and
black hats decorated with wooden beaks. The troupe of girls (kha tu ma)
formerly dressed in Balti costume, depicting a popular sixteenth-century
queen of Ladakh who came from Baltistan.>' As Baltistan is no longer ac-
cessible since Partition, the girls dress as Kashmiri or Lahauli teachers,
chasing the boys with sticks. On the ninth day of the eleventh month, of-
fering cakes (gtor ma) are tossed to the demons, and villagers return to the
tedium of normal life once again.

Around the winter solstice, village households celebrate the rites known
collectively as “sun returning rites” (nyi ldog sku rim). The name for sol-
stice, “sun returning” (nyi ma log byes), reflects the careful marking of the
solstice points at the southern- and northernmost points on the eastern
and western horizons.> Every household chooses its own version of these
rites depending on the health, wealth, and fortune of its members. On the
eighteenth and nineteenth day of the eleventh month, the monastery holds
a two-day propitiation (bskang gsol) to honor the death of its fifteenth-
century reformer, Dode Rinchen. On the full moon of the twelfth month,
the members of Karsha’s three subsections gather at a steward’s house in
each section to read the Prajiiaparamita and burn a set of dough effigies
(be le, glud) for the demons. The effigies—a man and a woman astride a
horse, a child, and several butter lamps—are burnt rather than tossed as
other effigies are. The children take turns jumping over the fire, recalling
the midwinter Persian custom of fire jumping.>* The monks are then con-
fined to the monastery for six weeks of winter retreat (chos grva) in order
to memorize ritual texts or to meditate for the entire twelfth month and
the first half of the first month, when the Tibetan new year begins the rit-
ual calendar all over again.

The Nunneries in the Economy of Merit

The nunnery’s ritual calendar (see Table 2.2) hardly intersects with the rit-
ual calendar just described. Indeed, the cycle of ritual activities at the nun-
nery is largely peripheral to the village, outside of its Great Prayer Festival
and fasting rite. Most of the nunnery’s rituals are modest rites which make
merit for donors and contribute to the welfare of all suffering sentient be-
ings. Unlike the monks’ more spectacular and pragmatic rituals, nun-
nery rituals rarely involve spectators at all. All of the regular rituals in the
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Table 2.2 Annual rites held at Karsha nunnery

Months 1-12, Day 10. Deity yoga, alternating each month between Heruka or Vajrayogini
visualization (bDe mchog bla ma mchod pa, rNal ‘byor ma’i bdag jug).

Months 1-12, Day 15. Monthly renewal of Mahayana vows (theg chen gso sbyong) consisting of
42 rites (sku rim) and 12 prayers (smon lam).

Months 1-12, Day 25. Deity yoga for Vajrayogini (rnal ‘byor ma’i bdag jug).

Month 2, Day 13. Unveiling nunnery relics and offerings of the 13th (bCu gsum mchod pa).

Month 2, Days 26*—31.* Assorted textual recitations (‘bum, mdo mang, sman bla mdo mchog).

Month 3, Day 8. Ritual atonement (sdung bshags).

Month 3, Day 30, through Month 4, Day 20.* Great Prayer Festival (smon lam chen mo).

Month 4, Day 8. Purification of mountains and valleys (ri khrus lung khrus).

Month 4, Day 15. Thousand auspicious offerings (bskal bzang stong mchod).

Month 4, Days 13-16. Gelongma Palmo’s fasting rite (smyung gnas).

Month 4, Day 16. Long-life initiation (tshe dbang) for villagers.

Month 5, Day 8. Tara prayers (sgrol mchog).

Month 10, Day 15, through Month 3, Day 30. Daily winter prayers (smon lam, sku rim).

Month 10, Day 25. Birthday of Tsongkhapa (dga ldan Inga mchod).

Month 10, Day 29, through Month 11, Day 3. New Year celebrations (Lo gsar).

Month 12, Day 10. Vajrayogini burnt offering (rDo rje rnal ‘byor ma’i sbyin bsreg).

Note: All dates are provided in the Tibetan calendar. Dates marked with an asterisk vary according to
astrological indicators.

nunnery calendar are funded by local donations, with some supplemental
foreign sponsorship. The wintertime burnt offering (sbyin bsreg), on the
tenth day of the twelfth month, honors the nunnery’s main meditational
deity, Vajrayogini (rdo rje rnal ‘byor ma). Because nuns are considered
unqualified to perform burnt offerings even to their own meditational de-
ity, a set of senior monks is invited to perform the fire sacrifice. The mon-
astery’s ritual assistants arrive a day early to help prepare a new set of col-
lective offering cakes (gfor ma), which are locked into a wooden offering
box where they will remain until the following year. The bulbous cakes—
decorated with finely carved butter adornments—represent the entourage
of meditational deities which nuns visualize in their daily practices. Every
nun who has undergone a Vajrayogini empowerment renews her own of-
fering cakes in her room during this period.

The nunnery’s meager endowments limit the scope of the ritual calen-
dar but not the devotional intensity of the nuns. Thrice a month, the nuns
gather for all-day prayers in their nunnery. On the tenth and twenty-fifth
of each Tibetan month they honor their guardian deity, Vajrayogini, but
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the full moon is spent renewing their Mahayana vows (theg chen gso
sbyong). Although nuns, as novices, do not hold full ordination vows and
cannot recite the discipline of full liberation (pratimoksha) that fully or-
dained monks do, they do renew their Mahayana vows with a full day of
prayer and fasting, so rare among the busy monks. Well before dawn, the
steward (gnyer pa) rises with a few other nuns she has recruited the previ-
ous evening while mixing the bread dough. The steward and her assistants
cook the tea in the dark kitchen before they knead the dough and pat it
into palm-sized flat breads (gro dkar) baked on a thin stone over the
scorching dung coals. While the breads are baking and the huge pot of tea
comes to a boil, the ritual assistant prepares the altar and the communal
offering cakes which will be consumed by mid-day.** Long before the sun
rises, the other nuns arise and gather at the assembly hall, collecting their
sleepier colleagues on the way. When the entire assembly has gathered, the
chantmaster signals the beginning of the rite with a sonorous low-pitched
prayer. The prayers rise in volume as the light gains outside.

The first set of prayers are performed kneeling in imitation of the ordi-
nation ritual with lengthy prostrations. When the first prayers are over,
each nun receives a steaming helping of salt tea in her wooden bowl. In
memory of the Buddha’s offering bowl, every nun has her own wooden
bowl, to be used during ritual assemblies and stored in the assembly hall.
The first tea—a “gift” from the steward which has less than the prescribed
two kilos of butter—is not heralded by a conch like most tea services for
the full assembly of nuns. By the time the sun has risen, the ritual assistant
goes to the roof of the nunnery to blow the conch, signaling the service of
the morning tea. The steward spends most of the day behind the scenes in
the kitchen, keeping the praying nuns supplied with a steady flow of salt
tea, roasted barley flour or fsam pa, and perhaps a meal of rice and vegeta-
bles if there are funds.’> The prayers continue until noon, when the nuns
eat the designated meal and sample the offering cakes (tshogs). The meal is
eaten in a ritually proscribed manner: they must remove their hats and re-
main seated during the entire meal. Each nun makes a bit of dough from
tsam pa mixed with tea from her cup, and squeezes this dough between the
five fingers and palm of her left hand. The resulting impression, or chang
bu, is rolled over one’s clothes to remove all defilements (sgrib) before be-
ing tossed to the floor, where it will be gathered by the steward and tossed
outside as food for dogs. After tossing the chang bu, each nun will fast until
the next morning as the Buddha’s discipline once specified.® As the hyp-
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notic chant of the prayers continues long into the afternoon, the younger
nuns often become drowsy and are the targets of deftly flung barley corns,
to much laughter. While ritual work is exhausting, many nuns prefer it to
the monotonous drudgery of work in the village. As celibate and thus
childless women, their services are much required in the domestic econ-
omy where women rule hearth and home.

Gender, Kinship, and Marriage

Although men dominate the public arenas of trade, law, and civil service,
women manage most of the allocation of household labor and wealth in
Zangskar.”” While women and men have power in their own realms, they
share each other’s duties frequently. Women can take part in politics or
trade, while men contribute to household chores like cooking and wash-
ing. Men and women work side by side in fields and kitchens, weeding, wa-
tering, washing, and cooking. Both men and women cook, wash, clean
house, sew clothes, spin wool, weave baskets, and process food. Both men
and women do most field chores, although women do more of the weed-
ing. Women wash and roast most of the grain, although both men and
women thresh, winnow, and grind grain. While women dominate in dairy
preparation, men are in charge of slaughter and meat preparation. While
men spin coarse yak wool from a drop spindle to make rugs, blankets, and
sacks, women spin the finer sheep and goat wool using the hand-twirled
spindle (phang). Despite considerable overlap in gender roles, transgres-
sion spells disaster. There are two tasks forbidden to women: plowing and
weaving.*® A local proverb notes that “If women were to weave or plow, the
mountains would fall down.” While gender roles have considerable over-
lap, there are clear and incontrovertible distinctions between male and fe-
male bodies, as we see in Chapter 7.

Zangskari identity is shaped by descent as much as residence, both of
which carry certain obligations. Alliance and descent still affect the rise
and fall of households and individual fortunes today. Zangskari kinship is
similar to the Tibetan in reckoning identity through the idioms of descent
and residence.”® There are two dominant kinship idioms which children
receive: “bone” (rus) from their fathers and “flesh” (sha) from their moth-
ers.®* Both idioms, flesh and bone, denote conceptual categories rather
than a corporate group. Both children are known by the bone they receive
from their father rather than by the flesh they receive from their mother.
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Those individuals who share the same bone share a common patrilineal
ancestor, real or fictive. A subset of those who share the same bone are
those who also share a guardian deity, known as the “father’s relatives”
(pha’i spun).s' This group or patriclan provides its members with a shared
status and offers assistance at times of death and birth, when the house-
hold members are polluted. When women marry, they sever their ties to
their natal household by giving up their affiliation to their father’s guard-
ian deity and patriclan, but retain their father’s bone.

The rules of exogamy, which exclude all bilateral kin up to a depth of
five or seven generations, usually require that men marry a woman of a
different bone. Ideally, the household bone remains continuous as it passes
from father to son, but this is not always possible in a generation with no
sons. In the absence of sons, a daughter will inherit the house and her fa-
ther will seek a groom (mag pa) with the same bone. It may be difficult to
find an unrelated candidate. If the new incoming husband has a different
bone than his wife, their children will inherit his bone and a new bone will
be introduced into the household. The husband may also choose to install
his own guardian deity (pha’i Iha), in which case the household no longer
belongs to the original patriclan. The ceremonial installation of the hus-
band’s new guardian deity ties the house to the husband’s and his father’s
patriclan. Alternatively, the new husband may abandon his natal house-
hold deity and patriclan, and reside under his wife’s household deity (bu
mo’i lha yog la bzhugs). In this case, the house deity and patriclan affiliation
remain the same, but the bone of the children will shift. As a result, the
members of a single pha spun occasionally do not share the same bone. Al-
ternatively, members of the same bone may worship different household
deities.®> In Ladakh, the idiom of bone has become defunct and the pha
spun is an assembly of households who join or leave at will.

Every household has a shrine (lha tho) for its guardian deity, either on
the roof or inside the upper story of the house in the altar room or some
other hidden sanctum. This shrine is usually a white-washed block of
stones, adorned with a vessel of barley holding arrows that symbolize the
members of the family. In the absence of a stone cairn, a vessel of barley
grains holding arrows represents the shrine to the guardian deity. The
guardian deities of the patriclan and of the village are both considered to
be worldly gods (igs rten pa’i [ha) who have not yet transcended the cycle
of death and rebirth. Legends suggest that such gods are pre-Buddhist spir-
its which were converted to Buddhism in a distant mythical past. By con-
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trast, the monastic protectors, who have escaped the cycle of death and re-
birth as other-worldly gods (ig rten las ‘das pa’i Iha), are a step higher on
the cosmological scheme. This rich pantheon of protective deities is propi-
tiated by members of the relevant unit, household, village, or monastery.
While laypeople can make offerings of beer and first fruits to the house-
hold and village protectors, only monks and nuns make offerings to the
Buddhist protective deities (chos skyong, srung ma).%

The status of the patriline determines a person’s rank in society most
broadly. All of the patrilines can be ranked into one of three groups: roy-
alty and aristocracy (rgyal po, sku drag, rigs Idan); commoners (mi dmangs,
dmangs rigs); and outcastes (rigs ngan). Like caste, these three strata deter-
mine many aspects of individual identity including with whom one may
eat, marry, or have sex, as well as the degree of deference one is owed and
owes others. In Karsha as elsewhere in Zangskar, roughly nine-tenths of the
population fall into the commoner stratum, while a handful of aristocrats
(2 percent) and untouchables (8 percent) make up the remainder.5* Al-
though the three strata are not supposed to intermarry, have sexual con-
tact, or share a cup, commoners and aristocrats can bend these rules. Aris-
tocrats often intermarry with commoners, and often eat and drink at
commoner houses, although they rarely share the same cup.

The untouchables consist of three groups: blacksmiths, Beda, and Mon.
The latter two groups are believed to be descended from immigrants to the
Zangskar. They cannot share food or sex with members of the other two
strata. They often live at the outskirts of the village, and face considerable
social discrimination, although they can have sizable farms and modern
jobs. They are forbidden from joining the monastic orders and cannot of-
fer cooked food to the monastics.®® The prevalence of caste in Zangskar is
apparent in the custom to give alms in the form of raw grain, unlike the
cooked food offered in Southeast Asia. At villagewide festivals (khrom),
untouchables must always bring their own cups, for their touch would pol-
lute the cups and utensils shared between commoners. Utensils and indi-
viduals can be purified with ritual fumigation or ablution after a breach of
commensality, although sexual pollution is a far more severe and irrevoca-
ble transgression.

In Sri Lanka as elsewhere in South Asia, men can sleep around: “It does
not matter where a man goes; he may sleep with anyone, but the woman
must be protected.”® In Zangskar, by contrast, cross-caste philandering is
not permitted for either men or women. Ritual pollution, like AIDS, is
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sexually transmitted to both sexes. One nun told a tale about her sister,
Tandzin. Tandzin was once happily married, with three children, before
her husband began a secret affair with a woman from the Beda caste.
Tandzin’s husband was suddenly rejected by his village when his mistress
had a child and declared him the father. The villagers stopped sharing their
cups and utensils with him and no longer visited his house. Although
Tandzin’s husband never cohabited with his mistress, and their child died
shortly after birth, he was ostracized by his commoner friends. He no
longer could claim his ordinary place in village seating orders, but was rel-
egated to a place near the door with other untouchable villagers. His wife,
Tandzin, was also socially ostracized, as neighbors began to decline to
share their cups with her. In desperation, she left her husband and re-
turned to her natal home with her children, where they have lived since.
She has never returned to her husband’s village, and it is unclear whether
her ritual pollution will affect her children’s prospects for marriage.

It is clear that caste pollution can be passed from philandering hus-
band to wife. However, it is also transmitted through commensality or co-
habitation for generations. Tandzin’s husband’s mistress was the daughter
of a man named Norzang, who had contracted pollution from his mother’s
sister. Although Norzang’s parents were both commoners, their untimely
deaths sent him to be raised by his maternal aunt and her husband, who
was from the neighboring region of Manali. When it emerged that this
man was an untouchable from the Beda community, both the aunt and
Norzang’s entire household were ostracized from village life. When Nor-
zang’s younger brother became mute in childhood, villagers speculated
that his disability was caused by the polluting effects of the aunt’s husband
from Manali. Norzang and his brother were both considered untouchables
long after their aunt and her husband had died. While Norzang’s brother
married a woman from the blacksmith caste and had four children, who all
became untouchables, Norzang married a commoner woman, hoping per-
haps to transcend his low status. Nevertheless, Norzang and his daughters
have remained untouchables in the eyes of their village. Despite Norzang’s
legitimate claim to commoner status, via his parents, both his daughters
have been treated as untouchables. Caste and gender discrimination are
rarely discussed, although they are extremely important in local society.

Besides caste, the house remains the most important symbol of individ-
ual identity. As the crucible within which alliances are anchored and iden-
tities are forged, the household socializes and prepares children for future
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roles in society. It is oriented toward both the past and the future, by
nurturing the traditional wisdom of the elders as much as the desires of
its younger members. An individual’s position in the household—father,
mother, son, daughter, bride, or groom—determine many of the wider
social roles in village life. Yet it is households rather than individuals
who negotiate labor exchanges, social obligations, or ritual duties. Resi-
dence takes precedence over descent in terms of inheritance and identity.
Both adopted and illegitimate children have rights to inheritance in their
father’s house, if the father agrees to raise them. Such children will be
regarded as sharing the household bone or lineage, regardless of their
birth—unless they are untouchables. Marriage is conceptualized as a rela-
tion that occurs between households and only secondly between individu-
als. There is relatively little intermarriage between Ladakh and Zangskar—
despite the similar culture. While Zangskari wives have been considered
rustic or uncouth by the urbane Ladakhis, Ladakhi wives have been seen as
too sophisticated to settle in remote valleys.

Brothers still share a wife more often than wives share a husband in
Zangskar. As elsewhere in the Tibetan Himalaya, a mélange of marital and
residential rules has been flexibly oriented toward a single goal: keeping
landholding intact.” Patrilocal and matrilocal marriages make use of mo-
nogamy, polyandry, and polygyny in order to thwart the splitting of a
household or to produce a legitimate heir.®* Although laws have outlawed
polyandry and primogeniture since the 1950s, these social practices con-
tinue. Younger siblings have only recently begun to claim their legal right
to a share of their father’s property. Until recently, the oldest son inherited
his father’s estate, while younger brothers often became monks, traders,
outmarrying husbands, or homesteaders who claimed new lands. In recent
decades, the increased job opportunities have enabled younger brothers to
earn a separate livelihood without dividing family property. The younger
sons may build a new house on family lands, which some continue to share
with their brothers and others choose to split up. The increased tendency
to split estates has led to smaller parcels and increased disputes over water
and other rights.

Daughters, by contrast, rarely claim their rightful inheritance. Their
dowry is regarded as a substitute for their forfeited share of property. Un-
der customary law, those daughters without brothers can inherit their fa-
ther’s estate and marry matrilocally. Yet the deed to the estate is rarely put
into their name. After their eldest son’s marriage and maturity, he receives
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the title to his grandfather’s estate. By keeping the property in male hands,
the household staves off any attempts by in-marrying husbands to claim
the land as their own.

When the parents are aged, they may retire to an adjunct or “little
house” (khang chung), with some livestock and “food fields” (Ifto zhing)
that will be reabsorbed by the main house (khang chen) upon their demise.
Before shifting to their little house, the parents hold a public ceremony to
divide all movable wealth between the main and subsidiary houses. The
entire village is invited to this ceremony and hosted with beer and bread.
In front of the crowd, the parents read out a proclamation (‘pho deb) list-
ing each household item they have ceded to their son and his wife, to avoid
future arguments. The local revenue officer may be called to adjust the
land deed in th