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Sowa Rigpa Responses to the COVID-19 Pandemic: 
Material Manifestations of Protection and Treatment
COVID-19 affected people across the globe, but how the pandemic played out over
the past three years varied greatly across different contexts. Based on ethnographic
fieldwork in India, Nepal, and Bhutan, this presentation explores how Sowa Rigpa
communities prepared for and reacted to this rapidly developing crisis. We
compare some responses of traditional medical institutions and privately operating
physicians and highlight ways in which their pandemic-related practices were
impacted by state public health policies and the legal status of Sowa Rigpa.

Despite the varied spectrum of COVID-19 responses and the many factors involved,
the exile-Tibetan and Himalayan practitioners we encountered were remarkably
confident in dealing with the pandemic. The general sense was that (a) the
occurrence of deadly epidemics in the degenerate age was prophesied in Tibetan
treasure texts, (b) COVID-19 was not considered a “new” disease since virulent
contagious diseases are discussed in classical works such as the Four Tantras, and
(c) the prescribed protections and treatments had long been in use and were
deemed to be effective. Although biomedical interventions were integrated in new
institutional protocols and some Sowa Rigpa pharmacy experts innovated products,
this pandemic narrative of confidence in tradition deserves further scrutiny. Not
forgetting the ways in which customary ways of practice were re-negotiated and
the tragic suffering and death that occurred, we argue that the material
manifestations of the therapeutic arsenal – including amulets, pills, decoctions, and
more – played a key role in “boosting the immunity” of Sowa Rigpa within the limits
of existing government regulations.
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Barbara Gerke (M.Sc. Medical Anthropology and D.Phil. Social Anthropology, University of Oxford) is
the Principal Investigator of the Austrian Science Fund research projects “Potent Substances in
Sowa Rigpa and Buddhist Rituals” and “Pandemic Narratives of Tibet and the Himalayas” at the
University of Vienna. Together with Jan van der Valk and Sienna Craig (2020) she co-edited a Hot
Spots issue on Asian medical responses to COVID-19. Her open-access monograph Taming the
Poisonous: Mercury, Toxicity, and Safety in Tibetan Medical Practice (Heidelberg University Publishing,
2021) examines the use of refined mercury in Tibetan medicines.

Jan M. A. van der Valk (Anthropology PhD, Ethnobotany MSc, Biology MSc) is a scholar-practitioner
specializing in Sowa Rigpa who works as a postdoctoral researcher at the Department of South Asian,
Tibetan and Buddhist Studies (University of Vienna). His trans-disciplinary interests revolve around
Eurasian medicinal plants, traditional pharmaceutical processes, more-than-human ecologies, and
knowledge transmission. He mainly conducts fieldwork in the Himalayan valleys of Ladakh (India) and
Kathmandu (Nepal).
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