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UNTIL REGENTLY

BHUTAN DID NOT FIT
INTO THE STORY OF
THE GLOBAL TRIUMPH
OF DEMOCRACY. NOT
ONLY THE WAY
DEMOCRATISATION
WAS PURSUED, BUT
ALSO THE MANNER IN
WHICH IT WAS INTER-
PRETED MADE THIS
PROCESS
EXCEPTIONAL

ntil recently Bhutan did
l l not fit into the story of
the global triumph of
democracy. Not anly the way
democratisation was pursued,
but also the manner in which
it was interpreted made this
process exceptional, As a land-
locked country, sandwiched
between China and India, it was
a late starter in the endeavour
of state-building. Nevertheless,
it seems that the last, reclusive
Himalayan kingdom started a
silent but constant metamor-
phosis from an absolute
monarchy to a constitutional
one by introducing democrat-
ic elements. Initiated by the
king rather than a revolution-
ary movement or a national
catastrophe, this radical step
was unusual: a voluntary real-
location of power by the king
in the face of a remarkable
indifference towards democra-
cy by the people. A great polit-
ical leap with rising concerns
and hopes not only among the
ruling dynasty but surprising-
ly also among the common
Bhutanese. Having this in mind
political observers tend either
to recognise this as an idiosyn-
cratic Bhutanese style of
achieving democracy or to con-
demn it as a cunning strategy
of the ruling dynasty to stay in
power. Consequently the antag-
onists proclaim that the king’s
reforms did not originate from
a transformation from an
authoritarian monarchical rule
towards real parliamentary
democracy.

However one might choose
to read these tides of change,
this phenomenon was initiat-
ed by the establishment of a
National Assembly (Tshogdu
Chenmo) by the then king

(Druk Gyalpo) Higme Dorji
Wangchuk in 1953. This step
was followed by several other
democratic undertakings in the
next years by the king and his
royal successors,

For example the introduc-
tions of a no-confidence vote
enabling the ‘parliament’ to
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the organisation of the judici-
ary as well as its separation
from the executive and legisla-
tive by establishing a High
Court {Thrimkhang Gongma).
Moving towards a democratic
constitutional monarchy, on 18
July 2008, the first constitution
was signed which formally
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upper house of the newly cre-
ated bicameral parliament).
Despite of these promising
developments, critics of this
process did not remain silent.
A major reason for this dis-
comfort is most likely due to
the fact that the political tran-
sition was overshadowed by a
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View of Tashichoedzong, Thimphu, seat of the Bhutanese government since 1952

remove the king, a Royal
Advisory Council (Lodoi
Tshogde), and a Council of
Ministers (Lhengye
Zhungtshog). In order to estab-
lisha notion of checks-and-bal-
ances within the political sys-
tem he significantly reshaped

marked the end of an absolute
royal rule. Subsequently a
multi-party democracy was
established leading to the first
parliamentary elections in the
same vear followed by Local
Government Elections and
National Council Elections (the

restrictive cultural policy
(Driglam Namzha) which was
branded as the ‘Bhutanisation’
of people of foreign descent.
This is particularly gaining
momentum since the society
of the country is multi-ethnic
being not only composed of

several distinct communities
regarding ethnicity, social struc-
ture, beliefs, language, but is
also host to so called indige-
nous peoples as well as immi-
grants. The traumatic peak of
this national collective identi-
ty construction was the forced
ousting of people of Nepalese
origin. The fact that many of
these people identified them-
selves as the spearhead of
Bhutan's democratic maove-
ment is picked up by some ana-
lysts to prove that the king
shows a lack of democratic con-
viction and commitment.
However, in order to be able to
assess the quality of democra-
cy and the prospect of its con-
solidation in Bhutan one
should shed some light on fol-
lowing aspects.

First, besides several demo-
cratic achievements, one has
to state that the king is without
question the major stakehold-
er in the political landscape of
Bhutan. He still possesses sig-
nificant formal veto powers in
the decision-making process
especially regarding the nom-
ination of most of the leading
posts of all three branches of
Bhutan's political system.
Therefare, there is no doubt
that policy formulation and
implementation will remain
under the monarch’s control.
Furthermore, he remains the
supreme commander of the
Royal Bhutanese Army (RBA)
with significant influence on its
top echelon. Due to the fact that
there is no parliamentary over-
sight over the military, the king
still owns the monopoly over
the country’s most significant
coercive foree,
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Second, besides the formal
prerogatives, the socio-political
culture and the royal legacy in
Bhutan has generated and still
is generating a tremendous
mechanism  of informal
influence for the king. Various
observers are stating that the
people are expecting the king
to continue with his efforts in
navigating the country through
the challenging straits of
modernization, especially to
help avoiding the negative side-
effects of opening up. Having
this in mind, this form of
‘democratic skepticism’ creates
a significant resource for the
king to maintain his role as the
major agent, owning the last say
in decisions regarding the
promotion of change or in
contrast maintaining the status
quo. Viewing himself as the
guarantor of Bhutan's devel-
opment and the people’s well-
being, makes it very unlikely
that today or in the near future
the monarch will perform only
symbolic functions.

Third, the political culture in
the country can (still) be
described as a balance between
traditional deference and
general consensus. The major
challenge for the royal
government in the context of
promoting and introducing
democracy is how to stimulate
public popular participation
and political awareness without
creating systemic instability.
Taking into account the political
turmoil in countries which have
to face the twofold challenge of
democratization and socio-
economic development, it
seems that the chosen
processes of gradual intro-
duction of political reforms
match the particular needs of
the country and its people, at
least for the majority. With view

on the current democratic set
back and the political, violent
turmoil in the Maldives, it
seems that there is no universal
strategy  for democratic
transition. In this context, one
can state that the conservative,
non-confrontational  and
apolitical attitude of the
majority of the Bhutanese
people as well as the notion of
consensus in decision-making
created d promising
environment and no serious
hindrances for change up until
now. However, Bhutan's political
elite also has to internalize and
respect that political compe-
tition and contestation are
necessary parts of democratic
processes.

Finally, the fact that
democracy in Bhutan is often
described as a ‘gift’ from the
monarch ‘from above’ makes
the political transformation in
Bhutan peculiar but not apriori
condemnable. The question of
who has sown the seeds of
demaocracy -the king or an anti-
royal movement- is misleading.

The major challenge today is
how to make such a top-down
model work and how to achieve
a shift towards sustainable
democracy. Therefore, one can
state that terms such as ‘totali-
tarian’ or ‘authoritarian regime’
used to describe the current
political system do not match
reality. U]unthIv democracy
in Bhutan still remains in
its infancy but it is not a
‘truncated’ one.
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