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The relationship between monastic
and local communities: the example
of Lhagang village in Kham Minyag

Changements des relations entre communautés monastiques et locales :
'exemple de Lhagang au Kham Minyag

Sonam Wangmo

Introduction

Buddhism is an important part of Tibetan civilization and an essential component of
many Tibetan people’s daily lives. Although notions of monastic and lay community have
developed as independent concepts, in reality they are complementary. Lay communities
provide labor, supplies and goods, while in return the monastic community fulfills a wide
range of the lay community’s spiritual needs, in particular the performance of rituals to
generate merit for laypeople, to increase their success and happiness, and to protect the
community from natural disasters. Melvyn Goldstein and Paljor Tsarong (1985, p. 15)
state in their study of Buddhist monasticism that each monk has a responsibility to sever
his link to secular life for the welfare of other beings in the temporal world. Yet, monks
have to interact with laypeople in order to obtain their material subsistence. Their
statement indicates that there are complex relations between monastic and lay
communities, which serve to ensure their mutual support and accomplishment of each
other’s needs.

This article seeks to understand the relationship between monastic and local
communities in the context of social, economic and political transformations in Lhagang
(Lha sgang), a village situated in Dartsedo (Dar rtse mdo) municipality in the region of
Minyag in Kham (Khams Mi nyag, Eastern Tibet). The analytic focus is on two crucial
periods - the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) and the sociopolitical changes after 2004.
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First, based on the information collected from inteviews, | will investigate the historical

context of Lhagang monastery during the Cultural Relution. Exploring the religious

revival in the 1980s, | will then examine what mork and laypeople did to restore
religious sites, including the monastery. | will @lo discuss how the implementation of
new policies and economic reforms has brought chag to both lay and monastic
communities, and their actions toward these trandibns. Finally | will demonstrate what
changes have taken place in the relationship betweday and monastic communities at
the present time.

Photo 1. Lhagang village (2014)

© Sonam Wangmo

The original inhabitants of Lhagang village used torm a pastoral settlement with only
thirteen households in the late 1940s and early X85 Local people still call it “The
Thirteen Households of Lhagang”. However, Lhagan@swva pastoralist area and it is
possible that there were many more uncounted pastdr families at that time. For
example, some of the herding families that only lad in their temporary houses during
winter were not counted among the households of Lijang village. There are no other
sources available to date on the origin of these thirtahouseholds in Lhagang, but there
is a consensus among the villagers to the effectaththey had lived there for many
generations.

Today this former nomadic area is well known amorigpth Tibetans and Chinese due to
its monastery, Minyag Pel Lhagang Yongdzog Rabga Lhakhahfj fiyag dpal Iha sgang
yongs rdzogs rab dga’ lha khang), which is located the north side of the village. It is
considered to be one of the most important Sakyaa(Skya) monasteries in the Minyag
region and has a good reputation among local layp#e. The major reason for its
significance is that the monastery preserves a Buual kyamuni figure, which many
believe equals the so-called Jowo (Jo bo) statud.limsa in importance. Therefore, many
pilgrims and visitors come to Lhagang, which alsed to the early establishment of a
tourism industry in Lhagang before similar developants in surrounding towns.
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