
Volume 2, Issue 1, 2025 JZK publishing Global Vision Research

229

Evolving Relationship Between Tibetan Buddhists and the
Environment: A Case Study of Kehe Township, Sichuan
Province
Wendi Wu

Shanghai American School Pudong Campus，Shanghai，201201；
Abstract：This study examines the shifting relationship between Tibetan Buddhism and the environment in Kehe Township,
Sichuan Province. Traditionally, Buddhist beliefs promoted ecological protection through reverence for sacred sites and
moral principles. However, recent socio-economic changes— such as market expansion, secular education, and cultural
dilution — have weakened these practices. Based on a qualitative case study, the research highlights both the
environmental impacts and cultural erosion resulting from modernization, and proposes that integrating religious values
into conservation efforts may enhance ecological and cultural resilience.
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Introduction

Often referred to

as “the roof of the world”, the Tibetan Plateau is the most extensive high-elevation region on Earth (Miller, 1990).
The region holds profound ecological and cultural significance to the environment of China, Asia, and the world. As the
water tower of Asia, the Tibetan Plateau is the source of five major rivers, providing water resources for more than 1.4
billion people (Xiao et al., 2021). Home to over 12,000 species of vascular plants and 1,500 genera, including epiphytes,
mammals, birds, and fish, the Tibetan Plateau is one of the global biodiversity hotspots (Bai-ping et al., 2002). These
geographical features make the region a key area for environmental conservation (Dekhang, 2000).

As one of the main ethnic groups inhabiting the Tibetan Plateau, the Tibetan People, most of whom are followers of
Tibetan Buddhism, have traditionally maintained a revered and spiritual relationship with the environment, informing
beliefs and practices related to environmental protection (Shen et al., 2012; Spoon, 2015; Palni et al., 2019). However,
recent decades have seen a series of revolutionary socio-economic reforms in the Tibetan areas, resulting in a shift in
religious beliefs and behaviors that significantly altered this relationship (Allen, 2009; Woodhouse, 2015; Sulek, 2016;
Spoon, 2014). Therefore, this study aims to address the research question: In what ways has how Tibetan Buddhists and
the environment evolved over the past 20 years?

This research contributes to the understanding of the socio-economic transformations that Tibetan areas of China
have undergone and the consequences of these developments on both the religious beliefs of local Tibetan Buddhists and
the environment. This would provide guidelines on future environmental policymaking and conservation efforts in the
Tibetan Area.

1 Literature Review

1.1 Tibetan Buddhism and Environmentalism

Tibetan Buddhism, a branch of Buddhism that evolved in Tibet since the 7th century, has a rich history and cultural
integration of environmental protection (Woodhouse, 2012). Tibetan Buddhism shapes in influencing its followers’
perceptions and behaviors regarding environmental conservation. Tibetan Buddhists’ reverence for nature is driven by
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various factors, including a) local deities and spirits in the landscape, and b) Buddhist moral principles (Woodhouse et al.,
2015).
1.1.1 Sacred sites and local deities

Throughout history and indigenous communities worldwide, sacred sites have been recognized for their religious,
historical, and cultural significance (Salick et al., 2007). They are known as the most ancient form of habitat conservation
and continue to establish a vast global network of sanctuaries (Dudley, 2005). Previous studies have shown that sacred
sites are highly successful in the conservation of biodiversity (Dudley, 2005).

The beliefs surrounding sacred sites in the Tibetan Buddhist culture originated from the Bön, a pre-Buddhist religion in
Tibet (Shen et al., 2012). The Bön religion provided the ancient Tibetan civilization with rich and sophisticated culture that
demonstrated a profound awareness of nature and respect for the natural environment in which people lived (Palni et al.,
2019). Tibetan sacred sites are associated with local deities and nature spirits. These deities and spirits occur in several
forms, including sacred mountains, lakes, forests, and forbidden areas (Shen et al., 2012). Firstly, lhu are spirits in trees,
under rocks, and in water sources. Belonging to the underworld beneath the domain of humans, lhu’s physical appearance
is half human and half snake (Woodhouse et al., 2015). There are strict norms surrounding logging and polluting water
sources that inhabited the lhu, and violating these rules was believed to cause sickness, bad luck, and short life (Spoon,
2015; Woodhouse, 2012). In the Kharwa Karpo region in Tibet, sacred forests were found to increase tree size and cover
compared to surrounding areas (Salick et al., 2007), indicating that sacred forests have been successful in promoting
conservation efforts. Moreover, yul-lha are mountain protector deities who were once powerful people whose spirits
continued to inhabit local villages (Palni et al.,2019). There are various religious taboos associated with the yul-lha,
including the digging of the earth, like the caterpillar fungus, and the killing of wildlife on site (Sulek, 2016; Woodhouse,
2012). Conducting violations by local villagers could trigger the deities and cause misfortunes (Palni et al., 2019). These
local deities and spirits have sparked conservation efforts among Tibetan Buddhist communities to collectively protect the
sacred sites.
1.1.2 Sin, Karma, and Buddhist moral principles

Traditional Buddhist moral teachings, including sin, karma, and other principles promote a sense of environmental
stewardship among its followers. Karma refers to the fundamental principle of cause and effect, and that every action has
its corresponding result (Tucker & Williams, 1997). The accumulation of negative karma, through conducting evil deeds, is
often associated with adverse impacts on future rebirths (Sulek, 2016). The concept of sin is essentially committing
misbehaviors associated with bad karma, which is the opposite of merit and leads to suffering, usually associated with the
hunting and killing of wildlife animals (Sasaki, 1979; Woodhouse, 2012). Finally, Buddhist moral doctrines promote the
teaching of interdependence between nature and human beings. Rather than isolated entities and hierarchical categories,
Buddhism sees all beings, including humans and the natural environment, as interconnected (Tucker & Williams, 1997).
They believe that all sentimental beings are fundamentally similar, in that their basic urge is to avoid suffering and
experience well-being (Tucker & Williams, 1997). Together, the notions and teachings of Tibetan Buddhism promote a
sense of moral obligation to pursue environmental conservation among its followers.

1.2 Impacts of Changing Socio-economic Conditions on the Environment

1.2.1 Historical Context
Prior to the profound changes in socio-economic conditions, Tibetan society systematically integrated religion into its

political system (Zhang, 2023). The 1950s saw the establishment of a socialist system from a feudal regime, which
transformed a deeply religion-integrated society into a secular one (Gould et al., 2009; Yan and Chen, 2024; Zhang, 2023).
1.2.2 Urbanization and Economic Liberalization

Initially, economic liberalization and railroad construction allowed for private trade and incentivized the
overexploitation of the caterpillar fungus due to drastically boosting prices (Winkler, 2008; Woodhouse, 2012). The
caterpillar fungus, Cordyceps sinensis, is a costly medicinal mushroom that mainly serves as a treat for exhaustion,
respiratory and pulmonary, and cardiovascular diseases (Winkler, 2008). The recent transition to a cash economy in the
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Tibetan Area has made the gathering and selling of the caterpillar fungus more accessible and valuable. Railroad
construction projects also enabled the private trade of the caterpillar fungus, allowing the private trade to become
increasingly popular and the primary source of income for many Tibetan families today (Sulek, 2016).

Furthermore, although the Chinese government began initiatives to protect forest areas by abolishing commercial
logging in1998 (Bennet, 2008), recent socio-economic developments have stimulated illegal harvest and transport of
timber (Woodhouse, 2012). Transportation corridors, enabled by railroad construction, allowed for the reduced isolation of
resources (Allen, 2009). This allowed for the flow and transport of various resources that stimulated the economy,
including large volumes of timber, which could be sold at higher prices, stimulating illegal logging and other informal
practices (Gould et al., 2009). These practices demonstrate the realities of economic incentives that often take precedence
over traditional religious beliefs around sacred sites, indicating how socio-economic conditions have altered the
traditionally harmonious human-nature relationship.
1.2.3 Influence of Secular Education and Cultures

The implementation of the socialist system also resulted in significant transformations in the education systems of
Tibetan areas. Before these changes, Tibetan society primarily received education in monasteries (Zhang, 2023).
Monasteries taught monks Buddhist doctrines and traditional Tibetan cultural ideas. However, modern education has
shifted the focus from religious beliefs to science, which has transformed the values and worldviews of young Tibetans
(Zhang, 2023). They also attend schools with a new education system that supports the learning of Mandarin Chinese and
values compatible with the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) (Härkönen, 2007), distancing them from traditional Buddhist
beliefs and teachings. Furthermore, the influx of Han Chinese through tourism and Population Transfer programs initiated
by the Chinese government caused cultural dilution due to the overpopulation of the Han (Allen, 2009). As a result,
Tibetans have been largely marginalized and the influx of cultures has caused the rich traditions of Tibetan Buddhism to
disappear rapidly (Dekhang et al., 2000).
1.2.4 Impacts

The change in the daily practices of Tibetans, including logging and the extraction of caterpillar fungus has severely
deteriorated the grassland ecosystem. Deforestation causes soil compaction and erosion, loss of fertility, and flooding
(Allen, 2009). Moreover, the unsustainable extraction of caterpillar fungus leads to biodiversity loss and ecosystem
degradation (Shrestha, 2013). According to investigation analysis, severely degraded grassland area accounts for 58% of the
available land on the Tibetan Plateau. Grassland degradation decreases vegetation coverage, leading to disrupted
ecosystem services (Wen et al., 2013) and ultimately desertification (Liu et al, 2008). Desertification is considered to be one
of the most significant ecological issues, with implications including environmental degradation, food insecurity, and more
prone to natural disasters (Abdi et al., 2013) in surrounding regions. In early 2000, 20% of the TP was desertified (Fang et
al., 2007). Therefore, increasing extraction practices have led to severe ecological damage.

1.3 Justifying the Gap

Many existing studies in the broad literature have examined the complicated relationship between Tibetan Buddhists
and the environment under changing socio-economic conditions. Previous studies have been conducted in Daocheng
County, Sichuan Province (Woodhouse, 2012); Hongyuan County, Sichuan Province (Gaerrang, 2017); Golok Prefecture
(Sulek, 2016); and the Sagarmatha National Park (Spoon, 2015). However, there is no prior investigation of this situation in
the Kehe Township of Aba County, Sichuan Province, which addresses a geographical gap in the literature. Kehe Township is
a good case for studying the influences of socio-economic conditions on traditional beliefs due to its unique characteristics.
The region embodies a diverse ecosystem, including a transition from forests to grasslands, which influences how local
villagers interact with their environment. At the same time, the economic landscape of the Kehe Township is characterized
by a mix of farming and pastoral livelihoods, and such economic diversity allows a more comprehensive analysis. The
unique geographical and economic characteristics contribute to filling a gap in the existing literature.

2 Method
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2.1 Study Site

The Kehe township is located in the Aba County, Ngawa Tibetan and Qiang Autonomous Prefecture, Sichuan Province.
It is situated within the Markog River Forest Area and the Three-River Headwaters Protection Area in the Southeastern part
of the Qinghai-Tibetan Plateau. Located in the Tibetan Cultural Area, the Kehe Township consists of approximately 1,000
villagers (Ldong Tsong Conservation, 2024). With 99% of the population as Tibetans, the majority worship Tibetan
Buddhism. The Ye’ou Monastery, the main Nyingma Sect Monastery of Tibetan Buddhism, has a history of nearly 300 years
(Ldong Tsong Conservation, 2024). This is ideal for my study because it indicates that religious beliefs stemming from
Tibetan Buddhismmake up a rich history of local perceptions and practices.

2.2 Study Design

The methodology I chose is a qualitative approach of a case study, “an intensive analysis of an individual unit stressing
developmental factors in relation to environment” (Merriam-Webster, 2018). This methodology has been widely used
within the body of literature to collect data from specific villages, counties, or prefectures to make broader generalizations
about the situation under similar political or social contexts. Researchers like Allen (2009), Gaerrang (2017), Lanier (2005),
and Woodhouse (2012) have utilized this methodology to investigate the impacts of socio-economic transformations in a
specific region. A case study is a logical choice for my research since it allows for an in-depth examination of a specific
region and an analysis of the impacts of reform policies on the local Tibetan Buddhists. This in-depth analysis reveals the
nuances behind the evolving relationship between Tibetan Buddhists and the environment in response to various
socio-economic factors. Furthermore, a case study can provide broader implications for trends in other regions with similar
social and political contexts, which can allow for a more comprehensive analysis of the broader contexts of the Tibetan
Area.

3 Conclusion
This study reveals the evolving relationship between Tibetan Buddhism and environmental values under the pressures

of modernization. While traditional religious practices once supported sustainable ecological behaviors through spiritual
reverence and moral restraint, these systems have weakened amid economic liberalization, urbanization, and secular
education. The case of Kehe Township illustrates how grassroots ecological ethics rooted in Buddhist cosmology are eroded
when exposed to market incentives and weakened ritual institutions.

However, the research also suggests a potential revival through hybrid strategies that combine localized religious
narratives with state-supported conservation. As sacred landscapes and deities retain symbolic authority, engaging them in
contemporary ecological governance may enhance legitimacy and participation. Ultimately, the findings indicate that
cultural continuity and ecological resilience are deeply intertwined. Policy efforts aimed at preserving biodiversity in the
Tibetan Plateau must therefore consider not only scientific planning but also the lived religious and moral worlds of its
inhabitants.
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