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 According to the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR), many Bhutanese refugees say they want to return to 
their homes in Bhutan. Despite this  desire—and despite numerous high-
level meetings between the governments of Bhutan and Nepal to resolve 
the refugee crisis over the past 16 years—Bhutan has not permitted a 
single  refugee to return home. Local integration has not been possible 
for political reasons. Moreover, Nepali government policy denies the 
refugees two basic rights that are pre-requisites for local integration: 
freedom of movement and the right to work and earn a living.  
 Only a small number of refugees have been able to acquire legal 
citizenship in Nepal. This occurs through marriage or descent. With 
neither repatriation nor local integration a realistic possibility for the great 
majority of refugees, resettlement to a third country, such as the United 
States, has emerged as the only durable solution to the 16-year-old 
problem. The plan to resettle the refugees has been a divisive issue in the 
camps. While many welcome the chance to begin new lives in other 
countries, a group of politically active refugees opposes the resettlement 
plan, saying that repatriation to Bhutan is the only acceptable solution1. 

 Introduction to the Bhutanese refugees is just a click away 
compared to a decade plus years ago when information about them was 
nowhere near the amount of ‘results’ they generate on search engines today. 
A search will throw up an interesting amount of facts, studies-short-term 
and in-depth academic papers, blogs, discussion forums, official documents, 
news and information sites, refugee narratives, among other things.   
 The re-settlement process has, in many senses, thrown open the 
refugees for scrutiny and not just by a small group of academics, policy 
makers and interested parties. This process has created a wide-open, 
unfettered ‘market’ for many of us to reflect on our own impressions and, 
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views and to disseminate our own knowledge regarding the Bhutanese 
refugees. The Bhutanese refugees themselves are an integral part of this 
process.2  The re-settlement process has toppled the few refugee elites as 
spokespersons for their cause and suffering and generated a slew of eager 
participants from across the Bhutanese refugee population. Mirroring this, 
the re-settlement of the Bhutanese refugees in western countries like the US, 
Australia and other European nations, has generated another set of 
narratives offered by another group on the refugees. It is unlike any focus 
and attention that the Bhutanese refugees have faced since their flight from 
Southern Bhutan. Both processes have an uneven path, fraught with pitfalls. 
In this case, academics and researchers have also taken a similar journey 
along this path.3  
 

Receiving a Solution of Convenience: Resettlement in the West 
 
 After the establishment of the seven UNHCR camps in eastern 
Nepal in 1992, the issue of Bhutanese refugees was taken up in a joint 
verification process between Nepal and Bhutan. This long drawn-out 
process ended in a stalemate but repatriation to Bhutan was never achieved. 
Over the years, the refugees have taken several attempts to cross over to 
Bhutan through the Indian Territory.4 Till date not a single refugee has been 
repatriated to Bhutan.  
 While technically contained within the camps, the Nepali-speaking 
Bhutanese refugees had the dubious distinction of being refugees in a region 
ethnically similar to their own community and in many senses, moved freely 
in the larger sub-continent. The refugees traveled to India and throughout 
Nepal to meet their relatives, for education, employment, business, and 
some visited southern Bhutan clandestinely. The youth sought education 
and employment in South Asia. The political movement and activism among 
this group, took birth on the coat-tails of the initial movement created by 
the Nepali-Bhutanese elites.  
 Within its uneasy birth and legacy, the Bhutanese refugee activism 
went through several phases, ranging from demand for human rights, 
peaceful advocacy for repatriation, militancy and political front groups and 
parties of all shades, The refugees were not immune to the larger socio-
political movement in Nepal and the surrounding region of India, 
particularly the group who left Bhutan as children, and grew up in the 
camps. Not allowed access to legal employment and education, frustrated at 
their situation and with the other political entities and international agencies 
deciding their fates, they were easy targets as recruits for political 
movements in the region, including the People’s War in Nepal.5 
 South Asian states, with their cross-cutting ethnic communities 
have had a contentious relationship with each other. The increasing 
militancy among the refugee youth in early part of the last decade, followed 
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by the stalemate in the Joint Verification process, coincided with the 
interests of the Core Group of countries offering third country resettlement 
as a durable solution to the Bhutanese refugee issue.6 Lack of political will to 
pressurize Bhutan by the concerned parties, the international community, 
India’s reluctance to ‘officially’ involve itself in the issue due to geo-political 
interests, brought about the third country resettlement process rather than 
repatriation to Bhutan. 
 Many refugees look back to the defining incident of 9/11 that 
happened a decade ago. They believe that their cause irrevocably changed 
with the attacks on the United States on 9/117. The advocacy of the 
resettlement process was dogged with a lack of transparency, secrecy, and 
misinformation. The initial phase of the resettlement process brings out this 
less than transparent role of the actors involved in the process, including 
some of the refugee activists8.  
 By 2004, the concerned parties and the United States seemed to 
have started focusing on the resettlement option.9 The Core Group10 of 
countries monitoring the refugee issue brought the focus on resettlement in 
2006.11 The Core Group consisted of Australia, Canada, Denmark, the 
Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway and the United States. While 
announcing the re-settlement, the initial offer of the United States to accept 
up to 60, 000 Bhutanese Refugees, changed to accepting ‘more than 60,000’ 
Bhutanese refugees.12  
The official estimates of the number of Bhutanese citizens in the US before 
the resettlement program were about 150.13 By 2007, 3000 Bhutanese 
refugees had applied to the UNHCR for the third country resettlement 
option.14 The first batch of refugees started coming to the United States in 
early 2008.15 By the end of 2008, the US had resettled more than 5000 
Bhutanese refugees.16 The figures for the Bhutanese refugees resettled into 
the United States are: 47,843 at the end of June 2011.17 The figure for the 
total refugees resettled abroad in all the countries involved has recently 
crossed 50,000. 
 
The Nitty-Gritty of Welcome/ “Adapting to a New Culture and 
Learning a New Language is not for Lazy People”18 
 
 The Bhutanese refugees are resettled by the International Migration 
organization, IOM.19 The IOM coordinates with the US State Department 
to work on the refugee resettlement program20.  
 The US government works with a group of voluntary agencies 
[commonly known as VOLAGS] to re-settle these refugees. These include 
the US Conference of Catholic Bishops, the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society, 
Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Service, the US Committee for Refugees 
and Immigrants, and the Ethiopian Community Development Council. 
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These then work with their local affiliates in each state, like the Catholic 
Charities, the Lutheran Social Services etc. 
 For example, in one resettlement agency the procedure goes like 
this: the US government allots $1100 for each refugee as a one-time grant to 
each refugee. The actual amount then given to the Bhutanese refugee varies 
from agency to agency. In this particular case, $900 is given to each refugee. 
The remaining amount goes to buy essentials which are also provided to the 
refugees, over time or as and when they are needed21.  The $900 goes 
towards leasing an apartment for 6 month period with the rent paid for 3 
months.22 The resettlement agency helps with the ‘settling in’ process which 
involves furnishing the apartment with necessities, to setting up the bank 
account, and working with the refugees to find employment, among other 
critical issues. 23 
 Among the federal programs available to the refugees coming to the 
US are: Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), Medicaid, Food 
Stamps, Public Housing, Social Security Income (SSI), Social Security 
Disability Income, Refugee Assistance Programs, Child Care and 
Development Fund.24 However, the most vital issues for the refugees are 
covered in the details about employment. Many Bhutanese refugees come in 
with information received from their network of friends and relatives (both 
from the camps and after arriving) and have a fair idea of the financial 
details.25 
 

Key to Success 
 
 The Employment Specialist introduces the ‘employment statement 
of understanding’. It elaborates ‘what the agency expects from the refugee 
and what the refugee can do’, and how they could ‘cooperate and work 
together’. Emphasis is placed on the importance of English, self-sufficiency 
and financial stability. Stress is again and again placed on finding a job (‘any 
kind of job’) and to avail of any kind of transportation arranged by the 
agency. Stress on the time factor is also an important part of this orientation 
session. Six months is a general marker to persist in the job, in order to 
create a positive work history. 
 Employment, independence, skill training, English as a key to one’s 
success, a year to apply for the green card and five years to get US 
citizenship are the things also stressed upon. The need to take these classes 
in order to avail of the social security benefits is another aspect. An 
important issue that is stressed is that, ‘most Americans do not get food 
stamps’ and that ‘most Americans do not get the cash assistance’. However, 
resettlement staff members point out to the largely positive attitude of the 
Bhutanese refugees, their support system within the community, enthusiasm 
to make a life in the US and the general positive response from the 
Bhutanese refugees.26  
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 Shrestha points out, “even with the best interest and intentions, any 
type of humanitarian work involving refugees is politicized in that larger 
structural and institutional forces will influence how humanitarian work is 
delivered.”27 In this discourse, the overwhelming burden of obligation and 
gratefulness hampers refugees in raising genuine grievances too. Refugees 
harbor perceptions and complaints, mostly about the lack of continuing 
support from the agency/caseworker. This is particularly in the field of 
employment and has not been addressed by the agencies involved. They also 
felt that raising a complaint against one person, did not feel good, when the 
same agency was ‘doing all this for them’28. In many cases, misinformation 
about the role of the agency leads to such perceptions.  
 Health care is an important area of concern, both for the refugees 
and the resettling agencies. Medicaid benefits are provided only for 8 
months. These benefits however do not provide services like dental care, 
eye-care and other specialized care29. The re-settlement agencies co-ordinate 
with free services and camps but this is one area which has offered 
challenges and pressure on both sides. “Medicaid is not free but they will 
help”. Staff members point out to the situation where the refugees end up 
calling emergency services for small medical issues. Many refugees, 
particularly the unemployed ones, point out to their inability to access 
healthcare and the stress on their meager resources force them to call 
emergency services.30  This puts additional strain on the already over-
burdened system. 
 Since the first batch of Bhutanese refugees started resettling in the 
west, the agency/ies have seen healthcare issues increase in the camps. This 
is corroborated by the AMDA officials in the camp31. Observers also point 
out that the refugees, who were enterprising and quick to take the initiative 
of the resettlement opportunity first, had less healthcare issues. The 
population that was slow to sign up for the re-settlement has more 
challenges and hurdles in the process. These were related to education, and 
economic reasons.32 The larger issues and concerns found among this batch 
of refugees, coming after the initial group of resettled refugees are rooted in 
health concerns, substance abuse, and low level of education.33 
 The population that followed was, in many senses, a population that 
was slower to apply for resettlement. Many members in this segment were 
initially against the resettlement process, not for any ideological reason but 
due to fear of the unknown, lack or perceived lack of educational 
qualifications and economic status to ‘make it in the west’.34  
 Several studies on the mental health of torture victims have been 
conducted among the refugee population in the camps. Studies have found 
that the Bhutanese refugees are prone to suffering from malnutrition, night 
blindness, dysentery, mental health disorders, Japanese Encephalitis, 
malnutrition, malaria, respiratory diseases and measles. Somatic complaints 
were also common in the refugee population.35 The prospect of 
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uncertainties and uprootedness of the ongoing resettlement process has 
increased health issues among the refugees. The Bhutanese refugees carry 
this burden into the third countries. 
 Madhurima Badhra, the AMDA director for the Bhutanese 
Refugees project raises the issues of dealing with increased mental illness 
related to the concerns regarding the resettlement process. She also points 
out to the spiraling rate of divorce among the refugees. Several reasons were 
attributed to this aspect: among several, one of the spouses was ineligible for 
resettlement, or one spouse did not want to go, family separation due to 
resettlement. There was also an increased pressure on the services of 
AMDA, which saw spiraling number of refugees seeking its services. 
According to Dr. Badhra, while actual camp figures dwindled due to the 
resettlement process, there was increase in the patients who wanted to have 
a clean bill of health for resettlement purposes. Senior refugee leader, Dr. 
Bhampa Rai, a refugee leader and medical doctor, also confirms the 
increased health concerns among the refugee community. AMDA provides 
primary health care and has severe constraints on specialized care and 
further referrals for the refugees. The IOM officials also corroborate the 
increasing cases of health issues, especially those related to tuberculosis that 
delayed the processing by several months.36 
 
The American Way of Life/ “As Close to Heaven as Possible…”37 
 
 The Bhutanese refugees have the highest suicide rate among the re-
settled refugees. A study done by the IOM, finds that suicide rate in the 
camps has increased from 20.3 percent per 100,000 to 27.3 percent, post-
resettlement, to 31 among those resettled in the US.  38 Studies find that 11 
Bhutanese refugees have committed suicide after resettling into the US.39  
 According to a study conducted by IOM, the refugees committing 
suicide in the States appear to be younger than the ones committing suicide 
in the camps. In all identified suicides of individuals below 40 there seems to 
be an association with excess of responsibility imposed on non-traditional 
providers towards the family or with excess of responsibility in females 
separated from their families and/or other social support networks.40 
 It also points out to the poignant trajectory of the Bhutanese 
refugee.  For nearly 20 years, majority of the refugees who were constrained 
legally for employment and higher education faced a devaluation of their 
skills and social roles. While debilitating in many ways, the camps were also 
places which enabled community ties and ethno-cultural identities. However 
the resettlement process has once again splintered and fractured these ties.  
 The figures for suicides committed by the Bhutanese refugees are 
direct reflection of the prevailing ethos among the camp refugees in Nepal. 
While the younger school-going/college level population seems eager to 
resettle in the west, for the elder group, the feeling is more being hemmed in 
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and left with no other choice. Outward signs of prosperity in the markets 
lining the entrance to the camps belie the trauma, fears and the suppressed 
internal violence pervading the camps.  
 The UNHCR and Nepal government efforts in the Refugee Camps 
like Happy Nepal and TPO (the Trans Psycho-Social Organization)41 have 
elicited simmering resentment from the camp population. While some 
members of the above organizations are enthusiastic and well meaning, 
others provide fuel to resentment of the refugees regarding how they feel 
about the way these issues are handled. Lack of experience in dealing with 
the issues and the fact that local Nepalese are recruited for these jobs also 
create mistrust. Many feel that the local Nepalese bring in their negative 
perceptions and stereotyping of the Bhutanese refugees into their job. 
 Members of the TPO, almost all of them, who come from non-
medical backgrounds, are provided with a training of 6 months. Their main 
tools were counseling and communication with the affected members of the 
refugee population dealing with serious issues of family rifts, following the 
re-settlement process, issues of substance and alcohol abuse. The camp 
refugees are scathing about the process and the abilities of these officials 
whom they see as over-paid local Nepalese recruits to pacify Nepal42. The 
refugees question the lack of experience and the youth of the TPO 
counselors assigned to the camps to deal with serious psychological issues 
brought about by the abnormal situation of the resettlement process. They 
also point out that this reinforces the stereotyping of the refugee and the 
disparaging attitudes the locals hold towards the refugees. 
 The debilitating conditions in the camps, combined with the anxiety 
and fears of the re-settlement process, have given rise to high rates of 
depression, generalized anxiety and post traumatic stress disorders, as well as 
some psychiatric disorders. These persistent conditions are carried over by 
the refugees who re-settle. Many refugees feel let down, after reaching the 
US43. The main issue concerns the gap between the expectations, and the 
reality in the US.  
 They point out that while they are prepared for differences, the 
orientation sessions fall short in preparing them mentally to face the real 
situation in the US44. The refugees point out that it does not prepare them 
adequately for the reality and that it is too close to the departure date. The 
IOM staff members and the orientation officers point out that a longer gap 
between orientation and departure would lead to more anxiety about the 
impending departure.45 One important factor not adequately addressed in 
the orientation sessions in Nepal, is preparing the refugees to deal with the 
lack of employment46. With information coming in from relatives, friends 
and neighbors about life in the US, reality has set in for most refugees.  
 The common complaint from refugees is about the lack of response 
from the case-worker, decrease in the level of commitment to help and 
support. In many senses, this arises from the institutional issues which place 
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stress on the system and the staff who work for the refugees. Agency 
members point out the need to take care of recent refugees and the 
limitations of their budget and hiring capabilities. Bhutanese refugees who 
have been recruited as caseworkers also point out the inability to handle the 
workload and the institutional requirement to focus on more recently arrived 
refugees. All these aspects put the burden of finding financial sustenance 
and navigating on the refugee. Increasingly, spaces like these created when 
needs are unmet or perceived to be ignored, and one finds that proselytizing 
agencies step in47.   
 A recently published, UNHCR sanctioned study about the issues 
with the Bhutanese refugee re-settlement process, highlights the issues 
inherent in the process48. Shrestha’s work, based on a case study, from an 
anthropological standpoint reveals similar issues faced by refugees re-settled 
across the United States. The inherent contradictions between what one is 
expected to do (or to serve) and what is received, combined with the stress 
on meager institutional resources impede the resettlement agency staff. The 
added dimension of the economic crisis in the US also puts pressure and 
colors the attitudes of both the staff and the refugee.   
 
Employment 
 
 Literate Bhutanese have found a variety of occupations. Many of 
them work as interpreters and case workers with the resettlement agencies. 
Many Bhutanese refugees work in the hotel industry as house-keepers, at the 
front-desk/reception, in hospitals, in grocery chains and stores like Wal-
Mart, in seasonal jobs like landscaping, as carpenters, in the meat-packing 
industry, in fast-food restaurants. In the informal sector, the Bhutanese 
refugees follow the path of other immigrant communities working in the 
informal and unregistered sectors as ‘helpers’, baby-sitters, cooks/caterers 
and house-keepers. 
 The need to take a job and ‘any job’ has worked in several ways for 
the Bhutanese refugees. Many refugees were forced to take up work in meat-
packing industries to supplement their household income.49 For refugees, 
who practice vegetarianism due to their caste and beliefs, this was mentally 
debilitating50. Those who belonged to the upper castes did not want to 
openly acknowledge or talk about this; they blamed their lack of proficiency 
in English and opportunities that according to them forced them into these 
jobs.  
 
Struggling with the American Dream? 
 
 Issues have been raised and compared with the previous refugee 
resettlement processes in the United States. These concern inadequate or 
inappropriate housing facilities (urban ghettos, dilapidated buildings, and 
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high crime –rate areas).51 Refugee Resettlement Watch groups/ anti-
immigrant groups also point out the changing nature of the US refugee 
resettlement program.52 Increasingly, the trend seems to settle the refugees 
in areas other than the traditional gateway cities.53 
 Many refugees, preparing to re-settle, have lowered their 
expectations before they reach here. Others in the camps have resigned 
themselves to the inevitable and there is a loss of optimism, particularly 
among the middle-aged and the elderly refugees. Even with the increasing 
information, dissemination from the network of friends and relatives in the 
US, this group is affected even before the process of resettlement.54 
 The asymmetrical relationship between the resettlement agency and 
the refugees in the context of a deepening economic crisis in the US, this is 
further exacerbated.55. The status of being dependants on social welfare puts 
added burden on the recent arrivals. The waves of Bhutanese refugees 
arriving after the initial group consist of members who have increasing 
health issues and less qualifications which enabled their predecessors to 
benefit. As the more ambitious refugees choose to leave the camps first, the 
ones who were slower to sign up, find the ‘reception’ and ‘warmth’ 
increasingly strained due to the inherent stress/ challenges placed on the 
system. The question begs for asking:  how does the economic crisis in the 
US affect the local agency worker’s and the attitude of the American public 
towards the incoming refugees? 
 Apart from this, the refugees again deal with challenges to the 
traditional gender roles in the largely patriarchal Bhutanese refugee 
community. Community activists and senior refugee leaders point out to 
friction arising from livelihood issues: women who take up employment 
often have their salaries coming into bank account opened in their name. 
Factors like these, challenging the traditional male hierarchy puts stress on 
the community. While many refugees understand the necessity, acceptance 
has not come in easily. 
 Many women are forced to take up employment. Even if it is for 
the family’s sustenance, traditional hierarchical relations among the family 
members are challenged by the prospect of the wife and a daughter-in-law 
bringing in the bread and butter.56 Challenges also come from changes in the 
daily life in which the cultural and social differences are questioned. For the 
Bhutanese refugees, cultural aspects are often inextricably linked with their 
religious practices. This also applies to traditional gender roles and those 
between generations. Resettlement staff point out instances, where refugees 
and their extended family members, take leave for more than a week to 
observe the funeral rites. They point out the stress and concern for the 
refugees’ employment prospects.57 
 In some cases, this has resulted in perverse situations where 
children hold parents to ransom based on their perceived understanding of 
the ‘American way of life’- how it is done in America.  This recent report 
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from North Dakota, pointed out the incidences of children calling the 
police/ 911 when they were refused their favourite drink or dress. 
According to the director of English Language Learners Program, “The kids 
get to know the language and the culture, before the parents do. And the 
parents are terrified.”58 She points out to the same issues, faced by refugees 
in other states where children are quickly placed in school, their parents go 
to work at isolating jobs such as cleaning hotel rooms or working in chicken 
processing plants.  
 

The Question of Faith   
 
 The issue of proselytizing seems to increasingly dovetail with the re-
settlement process. The question one needs to ask is whether it is by design 
and choice or due to the unique circumstances the Bhutanese refugees are 
placed in. Many of the VOLAGs are faith based organizations. Resettlement 
agencies have very clear guidelines on the non-partisan nature and the 
guidelines from the US State Department and the Office of the Refugee Re-
settlement. Resettlement agencies are not allowed to take federal grants and 
advocate conversion.59 However the re-settlement process takes place in a 
system that is burdened. Many proselytizing agencies work in to fill the gaps 
and provide services that the re-settlement agencies are unable to fill in. A 
preliminary survey/search on the internet will display how these 
organizations work. Some are less subtle while others work quietly60.  
 Elderly refugees complain that such groups tended to exploit the 
discontent and frustration among the younger refugee population. Easy 
access to networking, a consistent support system to navigate education and 
job opportunities, seem to prompt many younger refugees to join the 
activities of faith based groups. Elderly refugees, who are left alone at home, 
speak about the need for companionship, which prompts them to attend 
meetings and get-togethers organized by the churches and church groups. 
Others are reluctant to speak about accepting another faith or visiting such 
centers. Refugee activists and community leaders opine that it is also a 
method of survival for the refugees for those who do not feel ‘pulled by 
faith’/strong pull of faith. They talk about the concern of the refugees for 
their livelihood and to survive during the recession. Many feel that once the 
set-up provided by the re-settlement agencies gets over, only the faith based 
organizations might be left. 61  
 

Finding Heaven?  
 
 So like that famed character from Hindu mythology, have the 
refugees resettled into the west/US only to attain Trishanku’s heaven62 ? Have 
they truly achieved a platform for justice? In an age, where the South Asian 
youth aspires to go abroad, the educated and savvy Bhutanese refugee finds 
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his or her golden opportunity. Many are comfortable with the expected path 
of other immigrants in the US. As the system, the process and the agencies 
use the refugee, the smart refugee ‘works and uses’ the system and the 
process. Many educated young refugees who have resettled have already had 
experience with employment and living outside the camps. These refugees 
have quickly moved up from jobs like house-keeping, working in grocery 
chains onto ‘better’ jobs and even able to enroll themselves as students in 
universities63.  For the rest of the population, the dream is far from robust. 
Many young refugees who have middle-aged parents find themselves 
becoming first –time, wage-earners for their families. Many are ill-prepared 
for the expectations and the responsibilities. Middle-aged and elderly 
refugee, forced to supplement their incomes, have been forced to find work 
in less than desirable scenarios. The elderly refugees pin their hopes on the 
younger generation and better prospects for the future generations, but have 
resigned themselves to the reality of never regaining what they lost. 
 An important question that is often left unaddressed in the 
Bhutanese refugee discourse is the role of faith-based agencies focused on 
proselytizing work. These agencies often work alongside the resettlement 
agencies, filling in with volunteers and other support mechanisms in the re-
settlement system that the agencies are unable to meet. The unequal power 
relations generated in this situation, with the burden of obligation, also 
contributes to the process of racial stereotyping. 
 Politically, the resettled population will lie low for the time being. 
Many refugee youth, who were ‘active’ a decade ago, are reluctant to open 
any discussion that is controversial or ‘political’64.  Others who spoke on the 
conditions of anonymity, state they do not expect a return to Bhutan in the 
near future.65 Many put forth the hope that they would be able to reach a 
wider audience and resources through this process. However others were 
more skeptical of these prospects, terming such aspirants as mere ‘computer 
tigers’66. 
 Senior refugee leaders feel that the expectations of redress for their 
cause from the west were ludicrous when they were unable to do it for the 
past 18 years. However many of these refugee leaders also stressed on taking 
care of their families or at least opening the way for their children to have a 
better life than they had. Many have no hope from the younger generation 
who were born in the refugee camps. They feel that this generation will be 
totally assimilated into the ‘western culture’. For those who were born in 
Bhutan and were young adults in the camps, the frustrations, downward 
mobility and rigors of life in the US are more real. Conversely, even success 
and upward mobility might sustain the expectations hope of this group. This 
group holds more hope for a political solution, not in the near future but in 
a long-term sense.  
 However, the geo-political realities of South Asia and the creation 
of a Bhutanese refugee-diaspora, concentrated in the US will probably chart 
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an entirely different path for those holding political aspirations. Given the 
reality of geo-political interests in the region, these aspirants might well find 
themselves as pawns in the power politics of South Asia. For a population 
that sought to hold onto to their identity, the path to resettlement has also 
thrown up difficult questions of faith, identity and nationality. In this 
process, the Bhutanese refugee networks, by way of online forums, news 
agencies and communication have also given rise to a vibrant discourse on 
the issues that concern the refugees. Increasingly these networks have 
allowed the Bhutanese refugees to take ownership, and become active 
participants on the questions and narratives of their identity, belonging and 
citizenship. For the younger school–going generation, the issue of identity 
and belonging does provoke any deep turmoil or feelings of belonging. 
However for the older youth, this is an important question which has been 
given more thought and consideration than many resettled Bhutanese 
refugees are credited with.  
 The challenge in these unequal power structures would be more 
complex than mere physical survival. The Bhutanese refugees find 
themselves straddling the thin line between ‘orientation’ and ‘assimilation’ 
and the question and character of their identity in this process. For the 
Nepali-Bhutanese, the flight from southern Bhutan with an ‘invisible’ and 
‘unwritten’ legacy might seem to end in a distant geographical arc with this 
re-settlement process. However, the important question would be, whether 
this would quench their quest for a stable and undisputed identity or not?  
 

Notes 
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