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Abstract

Buddhist monasteries in the Eastern Himalayan region have historically functioned as 
pivotal  institutions  for  the  generation,  preservation  and  transmission  of  Tibetan 
cultural traditions.  They played a crucial role in integrating dispersed communities 
while offering psychological assurance, moral guidance and social stability. Within 
this  broader  monastic  framework,  Nyingma  monasteries  occupied  a  distinctive 
position by actively shaping the cultural and socio-economic lives of their followers 
and surrounding tribal communities. This study examines the multifaceted role of 
Nyingma  monasteries  in  Sikkim,  with  particular  emphasis  on  Pemayangtse 
Monastery as a central institutional node. While the primary objective of Buddhist 
monasteries has traditionally been spiritual  realization,  the Nyingma monasteries 
demonstrate  a  notable  convergence  of  religious,  social  and  cultural  objectives. 
Pemayangtse Monastery, through its religious authority and administrative reach, 
facilitated the formation of an interconnected monastic network that fostered cultural 
continuity,  social  cohesion and regional integration.  These monasteries addressed 
social challenges by regulating resources, mediating disputes and contributing to the 
overall  well-being  of  local  communities.  The  study  further  highlights  how 
Pemayangtse and its affiliated branch monasteries stimulated local economic activities 
in pre-independence Sikkim by influencing patterns of labour organization, land use, 
artisanal production and trade. Monasteries functioned as centres of redistribution 
and economic coordination, thereby reinforcing their role as agents of both spiritual 
leadership and material governance. By understanding the historical socio-economic 
functions of monasteries, this research offers insights into how traditional religious 
institutions can contribute to modern frameworks of sustainable tourism, cultural 
preservation, and local governance. It also opens avenues for interdisciplinary studies 
linking religious history with development studies, environmental management and 
policy planning in fragile mountain ecosystems. The research is based on a critical 
examination  of  primary  and  secondary  sources,  including  archival  records, 
government  documents,  newspapers,  published  scholarship  and  unpublished 
materials.
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1. Introduction

Pemayangtse Monastery may be understood as a religious institution formed by a 
community  of  believers  whose  supreme  spiritual  ideal  is  Gautama  Buddha.  In 
emulating the Buddha’s universal mission of compassion and service to humanity, the 
monastery extended its  influence beyond the purely spiritual  realm and actively 
participated  in  addressing  the  socio-economic  needs  of  local  populations.  In  the 



Eastern  Himalayan  region,  Buddhist  monasteries  operated  within  a  fragile 
environment  characterized  by  political  instability,  natural  calamities,  sectarian 
tensions, and limited material resources. Under such circumstances, the process of 
state  formation  and  socio-economic  development  posed  significant  challenges. 
Monasteries required resources to sustain their ritual obligations, maintain monastic 
communities,  preserve  sacred  architecture  and  provide  services  to  dependent 
populations.  To  generate  these  resources,  they  engaged  in  economic  activities, 
integrating spiritual  authority with pragmatic economic functions.  Their religious 
discipline,  ethical  codes and ritual  practices acted as effective catalysts  for  social 
cohesion and economic stability. Nevertheless, their fundamental priority remained 
service to society rather than commercial profit and economic engagement functioned 
as a means to uphold religious and communal responsibilities rather than as an end in 
itself.

As repositories of Tibetan artistic and literary treasures, Pemayangtse emerged as a 
significant  center  for  the  preservation  and  transmission  of  painting,  sculpture, 
embroidery, music, chant, ritual practice and scholastic learning. A substantial portion 
of its resources was devoted to community development, reinforcing local networks 
of  trust  and  cooperation.  The  economic  revenue  generated  by  the  monastery 
strengthened  social  capital  and  fostered  human  capital  formation  through  civic 
participation and social networks. By maintaining a politically engaged presence, the 
monastery ensured the continuity of its socio-cultural and economic leadership within 
Sikkimese society. The monastery exercised a form of constitutional authority over 
land  and  inhabitants  within  its  sphere  of  influence.  Although  monastic  codes 
discouraged direct political intervention, monks were not removed from public life.  
They could advise rulers, advocate for the oppressed and act as moral representatives 
of the people during times of natural disaster and social distress. During the dynastic 
period,  Pemayangtse  undertook  political  missions  in  conflicts  involving  foreign 
powers. In the course of the Nepalese and Bhutanese invasions, its lamas participated 
in military operations to defend the state while simultaneously ensuring the peaceful 
functioning of local administration. In Sikkim, the relationship between the monarchy 
and  the  monastery  was  fundamentally  interdependent;  religious  legitimacy 
reinforced political authority and the state, in turn, safeguarded monastic privilege 
and influence. Despite relatively favorable material conditions, the internal life of the 
monastery remained governed by strict discipline. In its early phase, celibacy was 
rigorously emphasized among the Pemayangtse lamas, reflecting classical monastic 
ideals. However, the socio-economic transformations of the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries gradually altered this pattern. Instances of broken vows and withdrawal 
from  strictly  monastic  life  began  to  appear,  leading  to  a  reconfiguration  of  the 
institution. Over time, Pemayangtse accommodated both celibate and worldly lamas, 
demonstrating pragmatic adaptation to changing realities. Rather than diminishing its 
authority,  this  development  strengthened  its  relationship  with  local  Buddhist 
communities. The monks continued to command profound respect, shaping the moral 
and social norms of Sikkim through their disciplined conduct and distinctive robes 
symbolizing the teachings of the Buddha. Monasteries such as Pemayangtse thus 
became  focal  points  of  social  life,  embodying  spiritual  aspiration  and  collective 
identity.



From its foundation, Pemayangtse functioned as a major center of Buddhist ritual 
practice and monastic education. It systematically trained successive generations of 
Lopho-Lepcha  novices  through  a  structured  religious  curriculum  that  included 
scriptures, the Tipitaka, Buddhist philosophy, meditation, astrology and sacred arts 
such  as  painting.  Educated  lamas  frequently  assumed  leadership  roles  in  social 
service. Their contribution was primarily spiritual rather than material, encompassing 
the instruction of lay followers, public preaching during ceremonies, participation in 
life-cycle rituals, and the performance of religious rites intended to ensure communal 
well-being.

Within the political hierarchy of Sikkim, the king bore the responsibility of upholding 
religion and maintaining the integrity of the kingdom, a task closely associated with 
enforcing monastic moral codes. The ruler Chagdor Namgyal adhered to Buddhist 
rites with exceptional zeal and clarified the administrative role of the monastery by 
appointing lamas to official positions. In the social hierarchy, the religious guru or 
chief lama ranked immediately after the king. Jigmed Pao, appointed as the head lama 
of Pemayangtse, also held responsibilities within the palace, illustrating the fusion of 
religious  and  political  authority.  Through  his  leadership,  efforts  were  made  to 
incorporate non-Buddhist tribes and diverse social groups within a broader Buddhist 
framework. The office of Kuchap, serving as the king’s representative and working 
closely with the lamas, institutionalized this cooperation. Religious observances were 
mandatory in state affairs and important deliberations were conducted with the chief 
lamas at Rabdentse Palace. In the absence of the king, the chief lama possessed the 
authority to issue directives and resolve disputes, a structure in which Pemayangtse 
played a central role. Royal policy further strengthened the monastery’s social base by 
stipulating  that  every  second  son  of  a  Bhutia  family  could  voluntarily  enter 
Pemayangtse as a monk. The administrative system was reorganized to include 108 
lamas  assisted by 108  officials  known as  garnapas,  reflecting  both  symbolic  and 
functional  dimensions  of  authority.  Recognized  as  the  “Royal  Monastery,” 
Pemayangtse became a powerful embodiment of social solidarity in West Sikkim. It 
functioned  not  only  as  a  center  of  individual  devotion  but  also  as  a  symbol  of 
communal  identity  that  united  diverse  groups.  The  socio-cultural  condition  of 
monastic-centric communities in West Sikkim was closely linked to institutions such 
as Pemayangtse, supported by village-level monasteries that legitimized myths and 
ritual traditions. These rural branch monasteries fostered collective activities, social 
relations and shared identity rooted in traditional lifestyles.

During the colonial period, demographic change, migration, modernization and the 
material-economic support extended by Christian missionaries altered this monastic-
centered  social  order.  Shifts  in  the  lifestyle  of  the  Lopho-Lepcha  patron  class 
weakened communal networks and affected collective rituals and branch monasteries. 
Despite these transformations, Pemayangtse retained its relevance within Sikkimese 
society. It functioned as a training ground for individuals from higher socio-economic 
strata of the Lhopo-Lepcha community, equipping them with skills that facilitated 
participation in business, education, and politics. Its social contributions ranged from 
encouraging  civic  engagement  to  addressing  spiritual,  emotional,  and  economic 
needs. Pemayangtse also contributed significantly to the formation of Sikkim’s state 
identity and the stability of the Namgyal dynasty by strengthening social capital and 



collective participation. Its socio-economic role can be understood on two interrelated 
levels. First, it performed feudal and military functions in the interest of the state as a 
result of political grants, acting as an administrative body responsible for land and 
forest rights, redistribution of agricultural surplus, craft production and exchange 
networks. In this capacity, it cooperated closely with royal authority in religious and 
administrative matters. Second, it provided intellectual and moral guidance to the 
community, receiving social grants and patronage in return. The recognition of the 
Nyingma center at Pemayangtse by the ruling elite served as a source of inspiration for 
the Lopho-Lepcha community and other tribes.

Situated along the trade route linking Tibet, Nepal and Bengal, the monastery became 
a  haven  for  artisanship,  including  thangka  painting  and  a  center  of  aristocratic 
patronage.  Beyond its  spiritual  authority,  it  functioned as  a  royal  administrative 
center serving the needs of the wider population of West Sikkim. During the early 
Namgyal  period,  Pemayangtse  controlled  extensive  rural  estates  and  temporal 
resources, supported by concentrated settlements, manufacturing sites, agricultural 
land and labor networks. It became a major center of social organization, addressing 
the needs of the sick, laborers and commercial actors. As a nexus connecting political 
power, commercial economy and religious institutions, it played a significant role in 
stimulating urbanization in West Sikkim. The monastery regulated infrastructural 
activities associated with long-distance trade, including storage, credit and payments. 
Although designed for celibate and “pure” monks within the ta-tsang tradition and 
located on hillsides to maintain a degree of seclusion, it simultaneously interacted 
with  the  broader  population  through  trade,  agriculture  and  administrative 
engagement. In this manner, Pemayangtse embodied a dynamic synthesis of spiritual 
authority, socio-economic coordination and political integration within the historical 
landscape of Sikkim.

During the colonial period, profound demographic transformations and processes of 
modernization in West  Sikkim significantly altered the region’s  collective rituals, 
customary practices and even the functioning of village branch monasteries affiliated 
with  Pemayangtse  Monastery.  The  migration  of  local  populations,  coupled  with 
growing  disenchantment  toward  monastic  institutions—partly  influenced  by  the 
material  and  economic  assistance  extended by  Christian  missionaries—gradually 
weakened the traditional communal networks that had long sustained social cohesion. 
At the same time, changes in the lifestyle and priorities of the monastic patron class, 
particularly  the  Lopho-Lepcha  community,  further  contributed  to  the  erosion  of 
established bonds between monastery and society. These cumulative developments 
affected not only ritual continuity but also the broader patterns of social organization 
and development in the region. Despite these transformations, the significance of 
Pemayangtse did not diminish within Sikkimese society. Its institutional resilience 
allowed it to adapt to shifting historical circumstances while maintaining its religious 
authority  and  socio-political  relevance.  The  later  arrival  of  Nepalese  immigrants 
introduced new pressures on local resources and intensified competition over land 
and economic opportunities.  In  certain  contexts,  the  lamas of  Pemayangtse  were 
compelled  to  participate  in  defensive  actions  aimed  at  safeguarding  Buddhist 
interests.  At  the  same  time,  Nepalese  labor  investment  contributed  to  economic 
specialization in the surrounding region, encouraging more intensive agricultural 



practices  that  were  not  always  directly  controlled  by  the  monastery.  This  shift 
gradually  diversified  the  local  economy  and  altered  patterns  of  land  use. 
Nevertheless,  because  the  monks  of  Pemayangtse  were  among  the  principal 
landowners,  consumers,  and  employers  of  labor  in  West  Sikkim,  the  monastery 
continued  to  function  as  a  powerful  community  catalyst  during  the  period  of 
colonization and expansion into new territories. Its role in determining land and forest 
rights,  as  well  as  in  redistributing agricultural  surplus  through the  clearing and 
cultivation of  new lands by monastic  communities,  remained substantial.  Due to 
geopolitical constraints, the Namgyal rulers were often unable to directly administer 
remote  and frontier  regions.  Consequently,  they  relied  upon Pemayangtse  as  an 
intermediary institution capable of opening new tracts of land and integrating them 
into the administrative and religious framework of the state. In western Sikkim, the 
monastery was effectively employed as an agent to populate uninhabited frontier 
zones.

Through the establishment of affiliated village monasteries in newly cleared forests 
and  mountainous  regions,  Pemayangtse  extended  both  religious  faith  and 
institutional authority into peripheral areas. However, the monks were acutely aware 
that the establishment of religious devotion alone would not guarantee enduring 
control over distant territories without a stable economic foundation. Thus, economic 
and agricultural resources were gradually incorporated into state structures through 
the mediation of the monastery. The state itself acted as a principal force in converting 
extensive tracts  of  land held under the supervision of  the lamas into productive 
agricultural  fields  and  in  facilitating  the  development  of  local  infrastructure.  As 
members  of  the  regional  elite,  the  lamas  of  Pemayangtse  contributed  to  the 
stabilization and territorial expansion of the Namgyal dynasty. Beyond serving as key 
religious advisors to the state, they actively participated in efforts to extend direct 
political control into remote parts of Sikkim through strategic management of land, 
forest  resources  and  local  administrative  mechanisms.  The  scarcity  of  critical 
resources available to the central state, combined with the geographical complexities 
of western Sikkim, made it necessary for the ruling class to delegate authority over 
remote  territories  to  Buddhist  institutions.  Such  delegation  provided  both 
administrative  efficiency  and  religious  legitimacy.  Pemayangtse  emerged  as  the 
largest landholder in West Sikkim, with official claims extending from the northern 
regions down to the Bengal-Darjeeling frontier in the south. The monastery leased 
portions  of  its  land  to  individual  cultivators,  who  contributed  a  share  of  their 
agricultural produce or revenue to the institution. As the principal economic center of 
West Sikkim, Pemayangtse functioned simultaneously as a provider of legal order, a 
major consumer of goods and educational services and the largest employer in the 
region.  Its  administrative  structure  included  numerous  officials  and  workers 
responsible for a wide range of tasks.

Over  time,  the  monastery  generated  extensive  employment  opportunities, 
particularly  in  construction,  maintenance  and  daily  operations.  Architects  were 
required for the design, expansion, and repair of monastic structures; artisans and 
craftsmen engaged in the production of sacred art and ritual objects; sculptors created 
statues and decorative elements; and numerous attendants and laborers carried out 
routine temple duties. As a wealthy landholding institution, Pemayangtse supported 



stone masonry, statue-making, textile production, and various ancillary economic 
activities, many of which were either centered around the monastery or connected to 
trade networks extending into Tibet. These industries not only provided livelihoods 
but also conferred social  prestige upon skilled artisans whose craftsmanship was 
highly valued. The visual culture of the monastery bears testimony to its vibrant 
artistic life. The thangka paintings depicting Buddhist deities and doctrinal themes 
include  two-dimensional  wall  paintings,  three-dimensional  wood carvings,  ritual 
masks  and  architecturally  integrated  decorative  forms.  Pemayangtse  played  a 
pioneering role in sustaining and transmitting Buddhist  painting traditions,  with 
monastic artists passing their knowledge across generations. In more recent times, the 
commercialization  of  these  art  forms  has  offered  economic  benefits  to  local 
communities  while  preserving  religious  symbolism.  Although  fundamentally 
devotional in character, thangka paintings also shaped the iconographic motifs of 
broader Buddhist mural traditions in the region. The monastery’s library, containing 
religious texts and manuscripts, further underscores its role as a center of intellectual 
and spiritual preservation. While historically dedicated to the welfare of the Lopho-
Lepcha community, the economic activities of Pemayangtse inevitably intersected 
with all sections of society. Buddhist monasteries functioned as focal points in the 
colonization  and  development  of  new  lands,  facilitating  settlement  through  the 
provision of infrastructure, labor organization and the performance of both religious 
and secular  functions.  Supported  by  the  state,  Pemayangtse  acted  as  the  central 
organizational  hub  in  such  endeavors.  The  monks  collectively  functioned  as 
landlords,  with  chief  lamas  overseeing  diverse  administrative  and  economic 
responsibilities. Peasants attached to the monastery’s estates were obliged to cultivate 
monastic  lands  and provide  labor  services  in  return  for  access  to  resources  and 
protection.

As landholders, the monasteries wielded considerable local influence and possessed 
the capacity to attract and organize surrounding populations. Pemayangtse enjoyed 
sustained  support  from  Lopho-Lepcha  communities,  who  cooperated  closely  in 
administrative functions and reinforced the monastery’s authority. In many respects, 
the  administrative  duties  performed  by  state  officials  in  other  regions  were 
undertaken  locally  by  the  monastic  administration.  Through  formal  transfer  of 
authority, Pemayangtse acquired the privilege of adjudicating local laws, resolving 
disputes and managing affairs within its jurisdiction. The monastery also played a 
central role in production and exchange networks, safeguarding agricultural systems 
and regulating access to forest and wild resources. In this capacity, it acted as an 
intermediary between central political power and the local populace, translating state 
authority into tangible governance at the grassroots level. A comparative perspective 
may  be  drawn  with  Tawang  Monastery,  which  functioned  as  an  institutional 
mechanism for accumulating economic benefits in favor of the Ganden Phodrang 
government in the southern regions of Tibet. Similarly, Pemayangtse embodied a 
complex  fusion  of  religious  authority,  economic  management,  and  political 
mediation, making it a central pillar in the historical development of West Sikkim.

Conclusion – 



In conclusion, Pemayangtse Monastery stands as a remarkable example of how a 
Buddhist  monastic  institution  in  the  Eastern  Himalayas  evolved  into  a 
multidimensional  center  of  spiritual  authority,  socio-economic  coordination,  and 
political  mediation.  Rooted  in  the  ethical  and  compassionate  ideals  of  Gautama 
Buddha, the monastery transcended the confines of ritual life to address the material, 
administrative and cultural needs of West Sikkim. Its integration of spiritual discipline 
with  economic  pragmatism  enabled  it  to  sustain  monastic  obligations  while 
simultaneously  fostering  social  cohesion,  agricultural  expansion,  artisanal 
production, and local governance.

Throughout  the  dynastic  and  colonial  periods,  Pemayangtse  functioned  as  an 
intermediary between the Namgyal state and local communities. By managing land 
and  forest  rights,  redistributing  agricultural  surplus,  organizing  labor  and 
adjudicating disputes, it  embodied a localized form of governance that combined 
religious  legitimacy  with  administrative  authority.  Its  close  association  with  the 
monarchy strengthened both institutions, ensuring political stability and reinforcing a 
shared state identity within Sikkimese society.

The monastery’s role in colonizing new lands, establishing branch monasteries and 
extending  infrastructural  networks  illustrates  how  religious  institutions  shaped 
frontier expansion and regional integration. As a major landholder and employer, 
Pemayangtse stimulated economic specialization and sustained artisanal traditions, 
including  thangka  painting  and  sacred  architecture,  thereby  preserving  cultural 
heritage while generating livelihoods. Its educational system cultivated intellectual 
and moral leadership among the Lopho-Lepcha community, further consolidating 
social capital.

Even amid demographic change, modernization and external pressures, the resilience 
of Pemayangtse enabled it to adapt without relinquishing its foundational mission of 
service. Ultimately, the monastery represents a dynamic synthesis of faith, economy 
and polity, demonstrating that in the historical landscape of West Sikkim, religious 
institutions were not peripheral actors but central agents in shaping social order, 
cultural continuity and regional development.


