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A Note on Tibetan and Nepali Terms

For Tibetan and Nepali terms, I use phonetic spellings throughout the
text for ease of reading. Readers should refer to the glossary (at the back
of the book) to ascertain the correct Tibetan and Nepali spellings and the
meanings of non-English terms. The glossary first provides the phonetic
spelling of Tibetan terms in bold, the correct spelling in italics using the
Wiley system, and then defines the terms in English.* For Nepali terms,
I then provide the phonetic spelling in bold, a transliteration according
to the Devanagari spelling in italics, as well as a definition of the terms in
English.** Place names, personal names, and proper nouns are capitalized
here and throughout the text, and are not generally italicized; however,
these do appear in bold on first use. In the text, phonetic versions of
Tibetan and Nepali terms are mostly italicized throughout (except on first
use, where they are given in bold—or where the term is familiar, like lzma
or yak). In the glossary and in the text, the scientific Latin names of animal
and plant species are italicized and identified in parentheses—for example:
(L., Homo sapiens).

*For definitions of these terms, I rely on Graham Coleman, ed., A Handbook of Tibetan
Culture (1994) and Melvyn C. Goldstein, ed., The New Tibetan-English Dictionary of Mod-
ern Tibetan (2001).

**For definitions of these terms, I rely on Ruth Laila Schmidt et al., eds., A Practical
Dictionary of Modern Nepali (1993).

xiii






Aot

HIGH FRONTIERS






Aot

INTRODUCTION

This is a story of Dolpo, a culturally Tibetan region in western Nepal.
Dolpo encompasses four valleys—Panzang, Nangkhong, Tsharka, Tarap—
and a people who share language, religious and cultural practices, history,
and a way of life.! Its valleys are clustered along the border of Nepal and
the Tibet Autonomous Region (China); Dolpo’s residents refer to this entire
region as the area bounded by the Tibetan Plateau (to the north), the
Mustang District (east), Tsharka village (south), the watershed above Phok-
sumdo Lake (west), and the Mugu Karnali River (northwest).> Dolpo
is home to some of the highest villages on Earth; almost 9o percent of
the region lies above 3,500 meters in elevation (Lama, Ghimire, and
Aumeeruddy-Thomas 2001). Its inhabitants wrest survival from this inhos-
pitable landscape by synergizing agriculture, animal husbandry, and trade.

The population of Dolpo numbers less than 5,000 people, making it one
of the least densely populated areas of Nepal. With life expectancy at a mere
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INTRODUCTION 3

fifty years, more than 9o percent of the population lives below the poverty
line, the literacy level is negligible, and family planning is almost nonexis-
tent.” Administratively, the valleys of Dolpo are located in the northern
reaches of Nepal’s largest district, Dolpa.? This region is also referred to as
“Upper” Dolpo by His Majesty’s Government of Nepal, a designation
which has restricted foreigners from traveling extensively in this area.

This book describes Dolpo—focusing especially on the period after
1959—and traces how pastoralists living in the trans-Himalaya have
adapted to sweeping changes in their economic, political, and cultural
circumstances.” Tremendous displacements have marked the experience of
Dolpo’s communities within living memory: the assertion of Chinese au-
thority over Tibet (and subsequent restrictions on the traffic of people,
animals, and goods across its borders); the expansion of communications
and transportation infrastructure in Nepal (which opened these remote
villages to new goods and people, altering economics and crossing cul-
tures); and the rise of modern nation-states like the People’s Republic of
China and Nepal (with their attendant visions of development for their
peripheral populations).

This is a case study of change. My goal is to communicate how these
transformations have affected Dolpo, especially in relation to its produc-
tion systems. Because these transformations have been played out (and are
ongoing) throughout the borderlands of the Himalayas, Dolpo’s story is
one with regional significance. Moreover, rangelands cover much of Ne-
pal’s Himalayas and most of the neighboring Tibetan Plateau, and signifi-
cant pastoral populations still depend on livestock to survive. Therefore,
Dolpo’s experience vis-a-vis changing seasonal migrations and trade pat-
terns, as well as livestock development and conservation schemes, may
well bear valuable insights and lessons for those planning future interven-
tions in these pastoral regions.®

Those interested in the cultural geography and historical ecology of
the trans-Himalaya, as well as students and scholars of Tibet and the
Himalayas, should find fertile material within this text for comparative
studies. This work also adds to the literature that engages how pastoralists
interact with states, especially as barter economies and open frontiers trans-
form into capitalist markets and delineated borders (cf. Agrawal 1998;
Chakravarty-Kaul 1998).

Several questions drive and structure this book: How have patterns of
trade and seasonal migration changed in Dolpo (and the trans-Himalaya),
particularly after the 1950s, when China reclaimed its erstwhile suzerainty
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INTRODUCTION 35

over Tibet and closed its borders? With the emergence of the nation-state
of Nepal, how did statutory and development interventions affect Dolpo?
How have pastoralists in Dolpo adapted to shifting markets and resource
availability? What are the economic prospects for sustaining pastoralism
in this region of the Himalayas?

An author’s background should be made explicit when asking questions
like these. I have spent more than a decade living, working, and traveling
in Asia, especially Nepal, where I lived between 1994 and 1997. When I
first went to Dolpo in 1995, I found few accoutrements of the twentieth
century—rapid communication, easy travel, packaged goods—to which
we are so accustomed. Life seemed stripped bare there. A vast wind-filled
landscape, higher and more expansive than any I had imagined, stretched
out in mountain waves before me. I returned to Kathmandu with the
germ of an idea and an appreciation for the forbidding challenges devel-
opment initiatives would face in Dolpo.

I worked for two years as a consultant to the World Wildlife Fund
Nepal Program (WWEF-Nepal) in Kathmandu, and as such, participated
in the practice and rhetoric of development. One of my primary respon-
sibilities at WWF was to assist in helping to write grants for projects that
integrated conservation and development. In 1996, as part of its larger
package of assistance to Nepal’s western Karnali region, the United States
Agency for International Development (USAID) tendered a competitive
proposal to conserve and develop Shey Phoksundo National Park, includ-
ing parts of Dolpo. The project would be implemented over a period of
six years in collaboration with Nepal’s Department of National Parks and
Wildlife Conservation (DNPWC).

In the tense weeks leading up to the competition’s deadline, we at the
WWEF office worked feverishly to produce a project document that pro-
posed to protect wildlife, enhance the effectiveness of national park staff,
and improve local livelihoods. In its proposal, WWF sounded a note of
alarm—a conservation crisis—in Shey Phoksundo National Park and de-
cried the impacts of local people on natural resources, particularly faulting
the inadequacy of their management practices. Yet this characterization
gave me pause. How much did we actually know about resource manage-
ment in Dolpo? Was there really a crisis? If so, what had produced these
circumstances?

I had read hundreds of documents in which donors, governments, and
organizations agreed—at least in theory—that local ecological knowledge
and “scientific” resource management practices should be integrated.
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Everyone, it seemed, was calling for greater participation by local men
and women in the design, management, and evaluation of protected areas.
Yet resource management practices (which may be both hundreds of years
old and in the midst of transition) do not readily reveal themselves through
the modes of information gathering used by development workers—par-
ticularly Participatory Rural Appraisals (PRAs)—which are used to assess
local conditions and plan projects.” Common methodological problems
in social science (e.g., how to represent and model communities) may be
amplified in reports that give the impression of relevant planning infor-
mation in the form of completed questionnaires. It takes more time than
is often allotted by development agencies to gather detailed information
about a community’s social institutions and livelihood practices, distin-
guish between types of information, and make judicious interpretations
(cf. Dufhield et al. 1998). Besides, knowledge may be kept and codified in
ways that cannot be represented apart from practice.

During the summer of 1996, I was part of a team from WWF and the
Department of National Parks that toured all of Shey Phoksundo National
Park, which afforded me the opportunity to see much of Dolpo. This trip
crystallized many of the questions I had about the gaps between ideas and
the lived reality of Dolpo’s pastoralists. I began to develop and hone my
research questions through my work at WWE, and yet I felt the need to
test my own assumptions more explicitly against life in Dolpo’s villages
and pastures.

To become an independent observer of Dolpo, I applied for and was
granted a Fulbright fellowship in environmental studies in 1996. My Ful-
bright research asked several questions: How do Dolpo’s pastoralists man-
age rangelands and other natural resources? What institutions, both formal
and informal, control these resources? Who has access to natural resources
and how are these divided between and among communities? How do
Dolpo’s villagers balance individual and community welfare? How have
these practices and social institutions changed in living memory?

I began my Fulbright research in Kathmandu by meeting many Dolpo-
pa*, who later became valuable local contacts.® I watched the winter influx
of migrants making their yearly pilgrimage to Nepal’s capital, a recent
phenomenon in Dolpo’s lifeways. My sense of the geographical reach and
economic patterns of this region expanded as I talked with Dolpo-pa about

*Throughout this book, bold type indicates the first textual use of a Tibetan or Nepali
term that can be found in the glossary.
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seasonal production cycles and their life of trade and movement. As it
happened, I was also living in the same neighborhood of Kathmandu as
Tenzin Norbu, a painter from the Panzang Valley of Dolpo. Norbu hails
from a lineage of household monks (ngagpa) and artists. When I told him
about my plans to go to Dolpo, Norbu suggested I live in his village,
Tinkyu. He insisted that I should stay in his home, Tralung monastery.
Though he was living in Kathmandu with his wife and children, Norbu’s
mother and father were in the village, and he was sure that they would
put me up. Norbu wrote a one-page letter to his parents asking them to
help me.

So in fall 0f 1996, I set out for Dolpo laden with rice, dried fruit, peanut
butter, chocolate, kerosene, serious cold weather gear, books, and ques-
tions: the essentials of any lengthy expedition. I was going to overwinter
in a tiny village on the Tibetan border. The passes I crossed in November
would be closed by snow once I reached my destination, the valley of
Panzang. Those first months were an intense immersion period and con-
sisted basically of observing and participating in the daily practices and
rites of an agro-pastoral community in the trans-Himalaya.

Time passed simply. Those who remain in Dolpo for the winter pass
their time in ways largely unaltered by Time. These days are measured in
their pace, but always accompanied by diligent enterprise. Winter means
community gatherings, mending, weaving, shoemaking, herding, collect-
ing stores of fuel, gossiping, and drinking. Nights are deep and cold, days
brilliant blues and earth-tone silhouettes. Stew of tsampa (roasted barley
flour, the staple of Tibet) bookends the day, as the families gather around
small and smoky hearths—the center of the house, the sole source of heat.

I lived in the household of Karma Tenzin (Norbu’s father), the head
lama of Panzang Valley, and assimilated myself into its daily routine, per-
forming simple chores such as sweeping the monastery, fetching water,
and carding wool. I peeled a lot of potatoes and drank butter-salt tea. I
spent hours studying my Tibetan language book and listening to the local
dialect, which seemed planets apart.

Warmth and practicality dictated sartorial immersion, too, and I dressed
in a warm woolen chubba, the weft of being Tibetan. My host mother,
Yangtsum Lama, who taught me the daily rhythms of animal husbandry
and showed me the compassion of a bodpisattva, had woven this particular
cloak. On any given day, I could be found exploring the Panzang Valley,
walking with shepherds, visiting the house of a friend, or sitting inside a
monastery—icy stone fortresses with spare altars and disheveled libraries—
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as village lamas recited texts and renewed the religious rites of this place.
Wherever I was, I was ever regaled with tea and barley beer, enveloped in
Dolpo’s hospitality. Food varies little: #ampa, yak, and mutton, rice from
the southern hills of Nepal, potatoes and radishes from the family’s fields.
There is nary a vegetable in most meals, though wild nettles occasionally
surface. We shared stories to the perpetual refrain of spindles dropping,
spinning wool. No radio, one lantern, one foreigner—the cheekya—always
asking questions, eyes tearing from the dense smoke of dung fires.

This work deals with a single population in qualitative terms, and pro-
vides a social portrait, but it is not an exhaustive ethnography. I used
ethnographic techniques to study and understand features of Dolpo’s agro-
pastoral system, but did not attempt an in-depth treatment of any specific
rituals that constitute Dolpo’s social life. Typical ethnographic categories
such as social structure and kinship, political hierarchies, material culture,
and religious systems are not addressed in detail, and the possibilities for
such work in Dolpo are wide-ranging.

Though a formal, household-by-household livestock and human census
would certainly have generated interesting insights, I collected data like
this only informally as numbers like these had always been used to tax
locals in Dolpo and therefore generated mistrust. Instead, this book de-
scribes the historical and contemporary circumstances of Dolpo, and the
factors that produced the patterns of movement, as well as allocations of
time and resources, which we see there today (cf. Barth 1969; Helland
1980). The goal is to provide an account that is particular to Dolpo but
grapples with wider political and economic forces.

A good way to understand pastoral life is by integrating its spatial and
temporal patterns. To characterize rangeland management in Dolpo, 1
mapped areas of livestock use, herd movements, and pasture locations, and
noted where livestock and wild ungulates overlapped. I examined grazing
practices by asking about customary uses of natural resources and user rights
within and between Dolpo’s villages and valleys. I learned about Dolpo’s
natural history by gathering local names and uses for plant species and
recorded herbalists’” and herders’ knowledge about local ecology.

My hosts moved with the seasons, driven by the ripening of the land,
so I, too, migrated during my tenure as a researcher in Dolpo. In spring,
after the long winter had broken, I traversed the Himalayas with Dolpo’s
caravans to witness the ancient exchange of grain and salt. I sojourned for
two months in the villages of Kag and Rimi (southwest Dolpa District),
where Dolpo’s largest herds and their owners now pass the winter, in the
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Figure 3 Black-and-white ink drawing by Tenzin Norbu, humorously depicting how the
author spent his time in Dolpo

lower altitude pastures of their Hindu trading partners. There, I observed
an ongoing sociological experiment: the dynamic economic and social
relationships that exist between two groups of traders—culturally Tibetan,
Buddhist pastoralists and Hindu hill farmers. I interviewed both parties,
asking about rates of exchange, resource access, pasture tenure, as well as
the economic and cultural implications each felt while engaging in these
relationships. The dramatic ecological shifts of the post-1959 period be-
came evident when I hiked to the pastures above Kag-Rimi and watched
Dolpo’s shepherds herd their yak, worn by winter and the constant move-
ments demanded by a new set of migration patterns.” Having spent a
winter quietly listening to unfamiliar, difficult Tibetan, I had reentered
the world of Nepali speakers (a language I felt far more comfortable with)
and quickly accumulated data: oral accounts of the closing of the Tibetan
border and the coming of the Nepal state, life histories, and other forms
of remembering and interpreting Dolpo’s past.
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During the spring of 1997, I joined the Dolpo-pa as they journeyed
back home. I watched firsthand the interactions between this mobile,
peripheral population and government officials as the caravans passed into
Shey Phoksundo National Park. These exchanges occurred frequently over
issues of resource access, like the harvesting of timber to build bridges and
the depredation by snow leopards and wolves of Dolpo’s herds. I watched,
too, as other visitors—trekkers, researchers, development consultants, and
film crews—passed through the National Park and these remote valleys.
The interactions of Dolpo’s villagers with outside actors were engrossing,
and in this book I contemplate the processes of economic engagement,
symbolic appropriation, cultural survival, and ecological adaptation. This
story dwells less on loss amidst change in Dolpo, and forgoes nostalgia to
tell of local creativity and tenacity.

I visited Dolpo during the summer—the peak season for dairy pro-
duction—several times. Summer is Dolpo at its bucolic best. At the high
pastures, black, yak-hair tents dot the landscape, tucked beneath snowy
peaks melting milky glacier water. The air loses its winter edge and invites
laughter, as herdsmen admire the newborn yak romping playfully and
waving bushy tails, trying out their newfound strength. Wildflowers crop
up and give the fleeting illusion of abundance. Moisture from snowmelt
and monsoon rains provides for a flush of vegetation growth, and rapid
weight gain for the animals.

During the course of my research, I observed local Dolpo villagers in
many contexts: during herding, informal gatherings, religious rituals, and
formal village assemblies. I joined shepherds (mostly children and women)
as they passed laborious days herding animals and collecting dung and
shrubs for fuel in this land without trees. I scrutinized the social context
of resource management, and how tradition, power, and politics play out
in small-scale communities like Dolpo’s. I familiarized myself with local
labor and household production arrangements, and tried to understand
the values and the ends Dolpo-pa pursued as land managers. This book
is an attempt to convey the structure and sense of human ecology in this
part of the Himalayas.

I met hundreds of men, women, and children from Dolpo—my key
informants—while researching this book (1995—2002). I gathered infor-
mation in a variety of ways, ranging from informal meetings along a trail
to structured interviews and more formal discussions in groups. Among
my informants were religious lineage holders (lamas and householder
priests), local headmen, medical practitioners, and members of political
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establishments at the local and national levels. Alongside my fieldwork in
Dolpo, I interviewed anyone who had spent time there, and read their
written work.

To understand the objectives and policies of the Nepal state, I con-
ducted interviews with officers of His Majesty’s Government of Nepal in
Kathmandu and Dunai, especially members of the Department of Live-
stock Services (Ministry of Agriculture) and the Department of National
Parks and Wildlife Conservation (Ministry of Forests and Soil Conser-
vation). Over the course of several years, I conducted interviews with many
staff of Shey Phoksundo National Park, as well as field-workers from non-
governmental organizations such as USAID, DANIDA, SNV, UNDP,
WWE-US, and the WWEF Nepal Program.

The story I pursued in Dolpo evolved both in content and scope after
my sojourn in Nepal. I matriculated at the University of California-
Berkeley to earn a master’s in rangeland management and wrote my thesis
about Dolpo. This book draws on that earlier manuscript and borrows
concepts from ecology. As a result, I employ some functional explanations
to analyze environmental adaptations in Dolpo, but I also draw heavily
on anthropological and symbolic interpretations to understand what I
observed there. I offer the following précis as a map to this book.

PRECIS

While its configuration of environment, culture, and historical circum-
stances are particular, Dolpo’s pastoral system shares certain elemental
characteristics with other pastoral communities. Throughout this text, I
test and draw from the literature on pastoralism to examine how Dolpo’s
system fits in, and to provide some perspective on the transformation of
pastoral systems along the Indo-Tibetan frontier. Would these academic
models have anticipated the outcomes of the past fifty years in Dolpo?

Melvyn Goldstein (1975) uses the term agro-pastoralism to denote the
subsistence modes of northwestern Nepal, in which both animal hus-
bandry and agriculture play major roles in economic and cultural life.
While agriculture, animal husbandry, and trade are tightly integrated and
overlap seasonally in Dolpo, for clarity I discuss them separately in chap-
ters 1 and 2. Later, when I describe how Dolpo’s agro-pastoralists adapted
to the loss of winter pastures in Tibet, it becomes clear how these liveli-
hood strategies are, in fact, in lockstep. Indeed, the first two chapters of
this book are its most ethnographic and deal with the triangulated pro-
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duction system of agriculture, animal husbandry, and trade. Though by
no means exhaustive, these chapters explicate how resources are used in a
marginal and risky environment and draw out the inner logic of Dolpo’s
land managers.

Chapter 1 depicts Dolpo’s physical environment and climate, focusing
on the high rangelands of the trans-Himalaya. Agricultural production at
these high altitudes provides Dolpo villagers less than six months’ supply
of food. I give a brief picture of agriculture, the keystone to food security,
and local farmers’ practices, as well as their community labor and property
arrangements. Animals contribute to every aspect of economic production,
including agriculture. I explain animal husbandry practices in Dolpo such
as herd composition, breeding, dairy production, livestock nutrition, and
the relationships between religion and livestock. Trade is the second ele-
ment of Dolpo’s subsistence triad. Chapter 1 describes the historical trade
patterns between Tibet and Nepal—in which Dolpo played a regional
role—as well as the economic and social relationships that controlled and
facilitated this commerce across the Himalayas.

Chapter 2 delves into Dolpo’s pastoral production system at the scales
of communities and households. Dolpo-pa have developed sophisticated
social arrangements that organize resource use and livestock management,
as well as coordinate trade and migration patterns, to thrive in such a mar-
ginal environment. I describe the seasonal migrations of Dolpo’s four valleys
and consider how critical decisions in regard to resource use are made.
Resource-use practices represent a wide array of practical skills and acquired
intelligence in responding to a constantly changing natural and human
environment (Scott 1998). Resource use is also embedded in cultural prac-
tices. Thus, some of the social and religious rituals that accompany and
often initiate agricultural, pastoral, and trade activities are illustrated.

Chapters 3, 4, and s are historical and political in nature. These chapters
piece together a meta-narrative of political events and economic trends
that transpired in Nepal and China after 1950. Chapter 3 presents a selected
history of Dolpo—a broad swath across time, from approximately 650 to
1950—to place its contemporary story into a chronological context and
regional setting. What were the early political and economic relationships
between Dolpo and its neighbors? How did relations between Nepal, Ti-
bet, India, and China change over the centuries and how did this affect
Dolpo, especially in terms of trans-border trade and pastoral migration?
To answer these questions, I researched historical trade and economic
relations across the Indo-Tibetan frontier and focus here on critical events
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in Tibet and Nepal that shaped Dolpo’s modern history. Dolpo is a lens
unto the second half of the twentieth century and the transformations to
which pastoral communities of the trans-Himalaya have adapted.

In chapters 4 and s, I survey the post-1950 period, focusing on the
nation-state building programs pursued by China in Tibet and by Nepal
in its northern, culturally Tibetan regions. These parallel chapters show
some of the development initiatives pursued by these states and trace the
interactions of Nepal and China with their peripheral, pastoral popula-
tions. In chapter 4, I narrate how, after 1951, the Chinese secured control
over the Tibetan population by monopolizing transport and infrastructure,
placing a preponderance of military force on the Tibetan Plateau. This
chapter charts the trade and pastoral policies of the Communist Party and
the administration of the Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR), with specific
reference to nomads in western Tibet, to read the transformations that
occurred across the border in Dolpo. I quickly sketch the tumultuous
politics of the Communist Party and the subsequent upheavals that all of
China passed through, especially the Great Leap Forward, communes, and
the Cultural Revolution. Though I have been to Tibet several times, I
have not traveled in the west, the region immediately north of Dolpo.
Thus, I rely heavily on the works of Melvyn Goldstein, Cynthia Beall,
Robert Ekvall, Tsering Shakya, and others for information on develop-
ments in western Tibet after 1950.'°

The political relations between India, China, and Nepal are also a focus
of chapters 4 and 5. The narrative is drawn to moments of crisis and
decision such as the 1962 Sino-Indian conflict and the signing of border
agreements between these nations during the early 1960s. The closing of
the Indo-Tibetan frontier and the creation of modern borders delineated
and transformed the spaces that pastoralists inhabited and depended upon
for survival. Concentrating on trade, animals, and rangeland resources, I
consider the interactions of peripheral groups in border areas with the
processes of state formation and boundary making along a contested geo-
political frontier (cf. Agrawal 1998).

These chapters also tell, in brief, the tale of the Tibetan resistance
movement, and how the Indo-Tibetan frontier became a border. Though
the neighboring Mustang region was the chief base for this guerrilla army,
Dolpo was implicated—by geography and shared cultural roots—in the
activities of the Tibetan fighters, which strongly affected the relations of
northern regions like Dolpo and Mustang with the Nepali state. For ex-
ample, the presence of a foreign rebel army in these northern districts was
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the primary reason that the king of Nepal declared these areas restricted,
which limited the access of visitors to Dolpo until the 1990s.

Chapter 6 shifts from a regional and historical meta-narrative back to
Dolpo, chronicling how villagers there adapted their trade patterns and
pastoral migrations after 1959. Chapter 6 discusses the rapid and unprec-
edented changes subsequent to the closing of the Tibetan border, which
forced Dolpo’s pastoralists to seek alternative winter pastures and rework
their trade-based economy. The influx of Tibetan refugees and their ani-
mals into Dolpo during the early 1960s precipitated a rangeland crisis,
with hundreds of livestock dying of starvation and the productive base of
Dolpo’s economic systems drastically diminished by overgrazing. Forced
to reconstruct both their seasonal movements and economic cycles, the
people of Dolpo renegotiated their livelihood practices in a radically dif-
ferent political, cultural, and ecological landscape.

In chapter 6, I give an overview of livestock production and trade
patterns and show variations in herd management strategies, social orga-
nization, land tenure, and migrations between and among the four valleys,
teasing out the complexity of Dolpo’s agro-pastoral system. In this chapter,
I also detail the ways that the salt-grain trade in which Dolpo villagers
have participated for centuries, as well as the commerce in livestock and
other commodities, was radically altered after 1959. I turn my attention
specifically to the ways in which the commercial and social relationships
that sustained these interactions have both changed and persisted. I write
about the emergence of a market economy and the expansion of trans-
portation infrastructure in Nepal and the Tibet Autonomous Region. I
also show how the incursion of Indian salt into rural Nepal, a steady
erosion in the value of Tibetan salt, and changing rules governing the use
of pastures and forests continue to transform Dolpo’s way of life.

Chapter 7 traces the evolution of conservation concepts in Nepal and
the creation in the 1980s of Shey Phoksundo National Park in Dolpa
District. Dolpo’s encounter with tourists and Western-style development
is discussed, particularly in light of the attitudes and methodologies
adopted by these agents of change, and I highlight key park-versus-people
issues: livestock depredation by wildlife, hunting, trade in medicinal plant
species, and the impact of army troops on local resources.

Chapter 7 summarizes the conservation and development interventions
undertaken by the government of Nepal, international aid agencies, and
nongovernmental organizations in Dolpo since the 1960s. How have these
affected patterns of resource use and relations between the state and local
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people in Dolpo? This chapter also presents a critical review of the govern-
ment’s livestock development efforts—programs in range reseeding, live-
stock breeding, and veterinary clinics—that were tried in Dolpo. I make
the case that the government’s policies and disposition toward local people
has undermined the efficacy of livestock development, and I insert Dolpo
into the ongoing debates about the applicability of Western range manage-
ment techniques to pastoral areas. Specifically, the feasibility of managing a
dynamic, nonequilibrium ecosystem like Dolpo’s by using the “carrying
capacity” approach is challenged.

Chapter 8 focuses on the making of the feature film Himalaya (aka
Caravan) in Dolpo."" Shot on-location with mostly local actors, Himalaya
thrust this once obscure border area into the global arena. Based on lengthy
interviews, media accounts, and personal observations in Dolpo, I relate
the film’s short and long-term consequences for the people of Dolpo. I
cast this movie against the background of the popular phenomenon of
Tibet, and explore how and why certain representations of Tibet and
“Tibetanness” are perpetuated in popular media. I argue that the images
of Dolpo and Tibet that this film projects are both inaccurate and disin-
genuous, and that these representations speak more to the motives and
means of their makers than to the realities of life in Dolpo.

The book’s final chapter provides glimpses of Dolpo today, and opens
possible windows onto its future. What are the forces determining the
continuing viability of Dolpo’s pastoral and trade economy? How is the
People’s War (initiated by the Communist Party of Nepal-—Maoist),
which began in 1996 as I set off to do my fieldwork, affecting Dolpo?

I am preceded in Dolpo by many, and was initially drawn to this region,
like them, because of its sheer isolation and ruggedness. Ekai Kawaguchi,
a Japanese monk, visited Dolpo enroute to Tibet in 1903 and mentioned
the area in his memoirs, Three Years in Tibet (1909). In the 1950s,
Giusseppe Tucci, an Italian Tibetologist and art historian, and Toni Ha-
gen, a Swiss geographer and early proponent of infrastructure development
in Nepal, traveled through Dolpo as part of their marathon journeys across
the Himalayas. During the 1960s, Corneille Jest, David Snellgrove, and
Christoph von Fiirer-Haimendorf, along with their enduring Nepali com-
panions, studied Dolpo’s material and religious culture. Jest’s Dolpo: Com-
munautés de Langue Tib&eacutetaine du Nepaland Snellgrove’s Four Lamas
of Dolpo and Himalayan Pilgrimage remain seminal works in the limited
literature on Dolpo."? John Smart and John Wehrheim (1977:50) made a
brief survey of the region and wrote that Dolpo was “a last manifestation
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of traditional country life, the grassroots of Tibetan culture.”

Botanists such as T. B. Shrestha, along with Oleg Polunin and Adam
Stainton, provided early reports of the area’s flora. The ornithologists
Flemings (Robert senior and junior), George Schaller (Wildlife Conser-
vation Society), who surveyed the area’s fauna for the New York Zoological
Society, along with naturalist Karna Sakya and biologists John Blower and
Per Wegge, raised awareness of Dolpo and helped convince the Nepali
government to create Shey Phoksundo, the country’s largest national park
(cf. Blower 1972; Sakya 1978; Schaller 1977; Polunin and Stainton 1984).

Perhaps the best-known account of Dolpo is Peter Matthiessen’s 7he
Snow Leopard, a travelogue of his trek with Dr. Schaller in search of the
elusive snow leopard. The Snow Leopard became a classic—standard read-
ing fare for generations of explorers and trekkers in Nepal. More an inward
journey than a detailed description of Dolpo, Matthiessen nevertheless
focused Western attention on the region.

During the 1980s and 1990s, French photographer Eric Valli chronicled
the area extensively and published two books with Diane Summers—
Dolpo: The Hidden Land of the Himalayas (1987) and Caravans of the
Himalaya (1994)—as well as numerous magazine articles. Anthropologists
Nicolas Sihlé and Marietta Kind have both conducted in-depth research
into religious symbolism, rituals, and lineages in both Buddhist and Bén
traditions of the Tarap and Phoksumdo Valleys, respectively (cf. Sihlé
2000; Kind 2002b). Other published works on Dolpo are scant and consist
mostly of government reports written on the basis of brief surveys.

I explicitly engage regional studies of the Himalayas in this book. Dur-
ing the 1970s, Christoph von Fiirer-Haimendorf traversed the Himalayas
and observed many of the important transitions that were occurring dur-
ing this time, while Melvyn Goldstein conducted pioneering studies with
the Mugali pastoralists of Humla District; Goldstein and Beall’s later re-
search with nomads in Tibet and Mongolia also provided a valuable regional
perspective. In the 1980s, Barry Bishop and Hanna Rauber completed stud-
ies of socioeconomic change among ethnically Tibetan agro-pastoralists in
Humla District. Several important studies from other regions of Nepal
provided important comparative perspectives: James Fisher’s (1986) work
in the Tichurong area of southern Dolpa District; Stan Stevens’s (1993)
account of resource management among the Sherpa; Nancy Levine’s (1987)
discussion of caste, state, and ethnic boundaries in Nepal; and the pub-
lications of rangeland ecologists Daniel Miller and Camille Richard.
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The following regional studies proved especially helpful in spurring my
thinking about Dolpo: Arun Agrawal’s (1998), Minoti Chakravarty-Kaul’s
(1998), and Vasant Saberwal’s (1996) work on pastoralists in the Indian
Himalayas; Wim van Spengen’s (2000) treatment of the Nyishangba of
Manang District, Nepal; and Barbara Aziz’s (1978) ethnography of agro-
pastoral communities in the Tingri region of central Tibet. These, and
other works, helped frame this book.

It is my hope that the present volume will aid in understanding the
consequences of actions and decisions taken during these past fifty years
and help reduce the margin of error in the future by showing what is
viable—economically, ecologically, and culturally—in places like Dolpo
(cf. Popper 1972; Helland 1980). Barbara Aziz (1978:x) wrote, “Research
must distil from the raconteur the most meaningful things in a life and
excite into recall, details and persons forgotten long ago.” This book is
successful if it conveys even a small measure of the meaningful things I

learned from the people of Dolpo.






I like yak. Bulky, black and shaggily clad, yak convey a rugged elegance; they belong to
bitter storms and barren uplands.

—George Schaller (1980:63)

I
Aot

DOLPO’ S AGRO-PASTORAL SYSTEM

I begin by describing the salient features of Dolpo’s agro-pastoral system.
The aim is to evoke a place, its people, and their modes of life, so that
the transformations of Dolpo—and, indeed, the entire trans-Himalayan
region—can be better understood. In this first chapter, I describe Dolpo’s
livelihood practices, circa 1997. Though these practices are conditioned by
historical and geopolitical circumstances (which I relate in later chapters),
and before complicating Dolpo’s story with the exigencies of the twentieth
century, the region’s livelihood strategies are first sketched 77 situ to present
a sense of what daily life in Dolpo is like.

It is necessary to understand life in Dolpo as a series of interrelated
production systems. Agriculture, trade, and livestock movements are over-
lapping and coextensive, but in these early chapters I will parse out these
livelihood strategies to convey Dolpo’s daily and seasonal rhythms. Where
possible, I situate my voice in the observed past rather than the ethno-
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graphic present, since the latter tends toward descriptions that are timeless
and therefore static.!

DOLPO’ S PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT

Set deep in the western Himalayas of Nepal, Dolpo encompasses a series
of rugged mountain ranges shot through with precipitous valleys. Geo-
logically speaking, this region falls within the Tibetan sedimentary zone.
Natural conditions limit the subsistence livelihoods possible in Dolpo. To
the southwest lies Dhaulagiri, the sixth-highest mountain in the world
(8,172 meters). This massif and its outliers create a rainshadow that deter-
mines much of Dolpo’s climate. Though no meteorological records have
been kept in Dolpo, its valleys are reported to receive less than soo mil-
limeters (mm) of precipitation yearly (see table 1.1).> Beyond scanty rain-
fall, Dolpo’s climatic conditions—short growing seasons, sharp seasonal
differences in temperature and rainfall, high winds, and heavy snowfalls—
rigidly constrain plant growth (cf. Mearns and Swift 1995). Grasslands are
locally reported to begin growth in the fourth Tibetan month and go
dormant by the ninth month.4

Plant species adapted to high-altitude conditions, like those found in
Dolpo’s rangelands, display high photosynthetic efficiency and rapid car-
bon dioxide assimilation, even at low temperatures (cf. Walter and Box
1983). Plants in these harsh environments grow slowly over the course of
a long life. The entire aboveground portion of these plants dies when
species go dormant each year (programmed senescence) while the peren-
nial bud—the reservoir of new growth—remains below ground.

Rangelands are the most common vegetation type in Dolpo (see table
1.2). The Society for Range Management (2001) defines them as lands on
which “the indigenous vegetation is predominantly grasses, grass-like
plants, forbs or shrubs.” Rangelands include natural grasslands, savannas,
shrublands, deserts, tundras, alpine communities, marshes, and meadows.

Table 1.1 Annual Precipitation in Northwest Nepal (1974-1990)

Altitude Annual Rainfall
Station District (m) (mm)
Lo Monthang Mustang 3,705 185
Muktinath Mustang 3,609 372

Dunai Dolpa 2,048 637
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Rangelands are also defined in utilitarian terms, as expanses of land suitable
for grazing by ruminant animals as well as areas unsuited for cultivation
due to low and erratic precipitation, rough topography, poor drainage, and
cold temperatures (cf. Heitschmidt and Stuth 1991; RanchWest 2001).

Dolpo’s rangelands are diverse, a function of its wide altitude range—
between 3,000 and 5,000 meters (m)—and extensive area (see table 1.3).
The flora of Dolpo has affinities with the adjacent vegetation of the Ti-
betan Plateau.® Most plants survive by lying low, often as “cushion” plants,
or by protecting themselves with mechanical and chemical defenses. Plants
in Dolpo have adapted not only to a cold and windy environment but
one in which herbivores have been a constant presence for at least 10,000
years.” Dolpo’s alpine rangelands extend from 4,000 to 5,000 m and are
the primary summer grazing grounds for domestic livestock. They are also
core habitat areas for wild ungulates such as blue sheep (na or naur) and
rodent species like marmots.

Altitude and aspect play important roles in vegetation cover and type.
Variables such as slope and exposure to wind also contribute to environ-
mental variation at the community and species scales. In Dolpo, shrubs
such as rhododendrons are common on north-facing slopes, which are
exposed to less sun and hold more snow during the winter, insulating soil
and plants. On north-facing slopes, shrubs are taller, and there is a higher

Table 1.2 Rangeland in Contiguous Districts of Northern Nepal*

Land Area Covered
District Area Rangeland Area by Rangelands
(hectares) (hectares) (in %)
Dolpa 793,320 249,700 31
Mustang 355,951 147,700 41
Mugu 358,282 91,900 26
Humla 583,826 141,400 24

*Adapted from Land Resources Mapping Project (LRMP) 1986; DFAMS 1992; and Miller 1993.

Table 1.3 Rangeland Types in Dolpo

Zone Altitude
Vegetation (in meters)
Subalpine 3,000—4,000
Alpine 3,500—4,500

Steppe 4,000—5,000
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percentage of vegetation cover than on the opposing aspect. By contrast,
on south-facing slopes, it is more difficult for plants to establish and re-
cruit. Drought-tolerant sedges (e.g., Kobresia spp.) are common on this
aspect, which is exposed to a wide range of conditions—high winds, in-
tense sunlight, and bitter cold—without the insulation of snow (cf. Ekvall
1968; Carpenter and Klein 1996).

AGRICULTURE IN DOLPO

Dolpo is home to some of the highest permanent villages in the world.
Agriculture is the subsistence base of life here, but it provides only four
to seven months of food every year (cf. Jest 1975; Bajimaya 1990; Sherpa
1992; Valli and Summers 1994). The basic unit of land in Dolpo is called
a shingkha, which measures the productivity of a field rather than its size:
one shingkha produces approximately 500 kilograms (kg) of barley or 250 kg
of potatoes.®

Arable land lies between 3,800 m (Shimen village) and 4,180 m (Tsharka
village). At these altitudes the growing season is short, and Dolpo’s villagers
can harvest crops only once a year. In addition to climate, water is a
limiting factor in Dolpo’s agricultural system. Irrigation canals are some-
times kilometers long, fed by reservoirs and rivers, and bring water to
terraced fields carved long ago from this rugged landscape. Irrigation canals
require constant maintenance and communal gangs rebuild these aque-
ducts every year.

Barley is the most important crop, though others are cultivated, in-
cluding buckwheat, millet, mustard, and wheat, as well as potatoes and
radishes.” Melvyn Goldstein and Cynthia Beall (1990) report that at least
half of the calories consumed by Tibetan pastoralists derive from grains,
particularly barley.

Agricultural land in mountainous regions like Dolpo is scarce. True to
their alluvial origins, slivers of domesticated land are still subject to flood-
ing, and fields are frequently lost to Dolpo’s rivers, reclaiming relict flood-
plains. But the social organization of culturally Tibetan communities lim-
its land fragmentation and has reproduced a standard of living higher than
might be expected. Tibetan-speaking groups that are agriculturalist tend
to be polyandrous, which produces large extended households and passes
down undivided property holdings from one generation to the next (cf.
Levine 1987). Polyandry in Tibet has most often been explained function-
ally—an ecologically driven response to limited agricultural land, though
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this contention has been challenged on the grounds that not all Tibetans
practice polyandry. Yet Tibetans themselves tend to explain polyandry in
functional terms.

Land descends through the eldest son, ensuring that family plots remain
feasibly sized, without intragenerational subdivision into smaller and
smaller plots. If only daughters are born, a household’s fields are most
frequently passed on to the “adopted son” (magpa), who marries into the
family and moves to his bride’s village. Widows do, however, hold property
rights and assume control of their husband’s land upon his death. Sales of
agricultural land in Dolpo must be approved by the village council, which
can veto these transactions, especially if they are with outsiders.!

The traditional land tenure regimes of Dolpo have been subordinated
within the Nepal state. Beginning in 1996, the government sent teams of
surveyors to delineate private agricultural land in Dolpo. This process
hurled villagers into a world of title deeds, land offices, fees, assessments,
and applications. There they faced bureaucrats, land surveyors, and gov-
ernment agents whose rules of procedure and decision-making were un-
familiar and asymmetrical, bearing out the contention that “those who are
mapped . . . have little say about being mapped” (cf. Agrawal 1998:74;
Scott 1998). The government surveyors measured private land holdings,
calculated taxable areas, and fixed household ownership over fields. These
properties were cross-registered with identification papers kept at Dolpa
District headquarters in Dunai. The government’s land registry (naapi)
continued long-standing efforts by the Nepal state to assert control over
its peripheral areas by delimiting territory and enshrining individuals’
rights to use and dispose of private property.

In Dolpo’s agricultural system few fields are left fallow, and crops are
rotated yearly. Dolpo farmers augment soil fertility by spreading compost
made of ashes, sheep dung, night soil, and kitchen midden as fields are
being plowed. Tillage is initiated during the fourth Tibetan month, when
plow animals are brought back to the village from the winter pastures.
Farmers in Dolpo rely upon rudimentary technology—steel-tipped wooden
plows and hand tools—and the brute force of animals to plow their fields.
The type of animal used for draft labor differs among the four valleys, a
function of tradition and local herd composition. For example, Saldang
villagers use horses (ta) to plow fields, while those in Tinkyu and Polde
villages use yak and yak-cattle crossbreeds to till.

Every year, the head village lama consults the Tibetan almanac and
astrological calendar (lotho) to determine an auspicious date to begin
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planting. On this propitious day, the head lama’s fields are sown first.
Animals are forbidden within village limits during the growing season
(between the fourth and ninth months) to prevent crop depredation. After
planting, the village lamas ceremoniously bless the village’s newly planted
crops by circumambulating the fields. They recite texts and play instru-
ments while villagers bear sacred statues and tomes, in tow. In the circle
they scribe, the lamas mark off the area where livestock may not pass.
Thus, religious rituals coordinate with and reinforce community regula-
tions, which ensure that livestock are dispersed and moved frequently.

Dolpo’s communities have developed systems of infractions and sanc-
tions that prevent open access to communal rangelands and reinforce
property lines. Villagers move their herds simultaneously to ensure that
pasture use is equitable. The deadline for moving animals between pastures
is enforced by local fines that penalize households for each day they delay
in moving their animals (cf. Richard 1993). Likewise, in Panzang Valley,
before the onset of tilling each spring, any household that owns at least
one yak must send a representative to join the group of men sent out to
fetch the herds from the winter pastures; anyone who fails to fulfill this
obligation is levied a fine by the headman (D., drel-wo).

For farmers, crop depredation by livestock can spell disaster, given
Dolpo’s already finite harvest. For livestock, though, fields of buckwheat
and barley may prove to be irresistible, set against the scant and widely
dispersed forage available in Dolpo’s rangelands. Community sanctions
are employed to guard against crop depredation by livestock: the injured
party has the right to make a complaint to the village headman, who holds
the owners of animals that stray into cultivated fields accountable by set-
ting a fine to compensate for the losses in crops.

In Nangkhong Valley, these fines are proportional to the evidence left
by marauders: each footprint found in a field costs its owner a measure of
grain. In Panzang Valley, fines are levied according to the size of the ani-
mal. The owners of yak or horses must pay two kilograms of barley or
twenty rupees for every animal found in a field, while raiding goats or
sheep are fined a tenth of this amount. Thus, Dolpo’s households are
deterred from abusing others’ private resources. These sanctions appear to
cost households more—both in material and social terms—than the bene-
fits they might gain by giving free reign to their animals. Even so, vigilance
is the order of the day, as animals are wont to ignore community injunc-
tions in pursuit of greener grass inside the walls of Dolpo’s fields.

Yet the movement of cultivated fields between private and communal
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use, with the change of seasons, points to multiple understandings of
property and resource use in Dolpo (cf. Agrawal 1998). As the summer
pastures go dormant, and the high alticudes become forbiddingly cold, the
women who attend to dairy production return to their villages for harvest
time. After crops are harvested, livestock are released into the fields and
there are no restrictions on access to these resources.

Agro-pastoral communities cannot maintain production without co-
operative labor and other forms of mutual aid. In his study of agro-
pastoralists in the Tichurong area of Dolpa District, James Fisher
(1986:176) writes, “Despite the internal cleavages of wealth, status, and
power, interpersonal relations in the village are pervaded by an aura of
diffuse reciprocity. The most obvious example . . . is the phenomenon of
cooperative labor.” Dolpo’s villagers enter into a variety of social arrange-
ments to cope with annual chronic shortages of labor. Villagers are com-
pelled to perform manual work needed by the community, such as the
building of trails and maintenance of irrigation canals. Most agricultural
labor is likewise performed in groups, as an exchange of reciprocal labor
among friends, neighbors, and relatives within villages. Communal labor
gangs capture economies of scale and insure individuals against risks such
as illness or accident. They serve important functions not only in agri-
culture but also in day-to-day pastoral management and fuel collection
(cf. Mearns and Swift 1995). These traditions of reciprocal labor may instill
in individuals a communal ethic, an antecedent to the sophisticated in-
stitutions and practices used to manage natural resources in Dolpo.

The intensely seasonal nature of Dolpo’s livelihoods lends itself to fo-
cused and ritualized periods that bring community members together to
work. For example, during the harvest season communal labor gangs
scythe, thresh, and chaff grain together. These communal workdays are
punctuated by play: women gossip and sing songs while weeding, boys
and girls flirt and play rough as they take a break from reaping, and men
plan trades or tease old friends before they lean their animals into the
plow. While planting and harvesting demand brief periods of intense com-
munal labor, intermittent agricultural chores fall to household members,
particularly women.

PASTORAL PRODUCTION IN DOLPO

Life in Dolpo rests squarely on animals: even agriculture would be un-
imaginable without them. Pastoral communities throughout the trans-
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Himalaya rely upon yak, cattle, yak-cattle crossbreeds, goats, sheep, and
horses to carry out their livelihoods. These animals produce goods by the
score for Dolpo’s homes, including milk, wool, and meat as well as trans-
portation, draft power, and fuel. Beyond these functional categories of
production, livestock play important symbolic roles in Dolpo (as discussed
later in this chapter). The livestock a household has depends upon its
labor force, available capital, and on the family’s previous economic for-
tunes. The kinds of animals kept range widely, too, especially the propor-
tions of ruminants to ungulates (i.e., the number of goats and sheep versus
cattle).

Yak are the favored livestock, “for all they give and the burdens they
carry,” as one Dolpo headman put it.!! The yak was probably domesticated
in Tibet, no later than the first millennium B.c. Yak are mentioned in the
writings of Aelianus, a third-century author, who called them poephagoi,
meaning grass-caters. There are still wild yak that interbreed with domestic
ones on the Tibetan Plateau, mainly in the Changtang Wildlife Preserve
and the Kunlun Mountains, though their numbers are precipitously drop-
ping. Domestic male yak live up to twenty years, while females generally
live for fifteen to twenty years. Yak reach maturity at four to five years and
remain sexually reproductive up to ten years (cf. Khazanov 1984; Miller
1987, 1995; Goldstein and Beall 1990; Bonnemaire and Jest 1993; Kreutz-
mann 1996; Li and Wiener 1995; Schaller 1998).

Yak are best adapted to survive in Dolpo’s rigorous environment: cold,
high altitudes with low oxygen content and intense solar radiation. They
can negotiate treacherous terrain, move thirty miles in a day, and carry a
load of two hundred pounds through snow at 20,000 feet. Unlike other
livestock, yak need supplemental hay only in times of heavy snow. Yak
cope with a variety of forage and endure chronic fodder shortages, punc-
tuated by brief periods of peak range productivity.

The hardiness of yak can astound. On one trading trip, a group of
caravanners stopped to rest at Palung Drong, the rich pastures between
two of Dolpo’s loftiest passes (Num La and Baga La). A pregnant dri
(female yak) gave birth that day while the herd rested and grazed. Despite
the birth, the beast’s master aimed to get home and drove his animals on
the next day. The mother, exhausted, and the calf, awkward, were forced
to go on, too. Buckling up, the calf, bleating and bewildered at its rude
entry into the world, chased its mother as the caravan set off. Desperate
and angry, the mother attempted to escape but eventually submitted to
the long walk, her placental sac still dragging behind her as amniotic fluid
trailed in the dust.
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Crossbreeding of yak and cattle to produce hybrids (called dzo) is com-
monly practiced in Dolpo.'? These animals combine the endurance and
load-worthiness of yak with the higher milk production and physiological
tolerance to lower altitudes of cattle. Female crossbreeds are used for dairy
production and transport, while male crossbreeds serve as pack and draft
animals and are slaughtered for meat. Male crossbreeds are more even-
tempered than yak and valued as beasts of burden. Although crossbreeds
are fertile, the second generation is less well adapted to Dolpo’s strenuous
environment.'?

While yak, cattle, and their crossbreeds are central to Dolpo’s way of
life, a family’s primary economic investment is in goats and sheep, which
are used for wool, milk, and meat. Though large stock like cattle are
relatively prolific dairy producers, they reproduce slowly when compared
with small stock like sheep and goats, whose reproductive potential per-
mits higher rates of meat extraction (cf. Ingold 1990; Salzman and Galaty
1990). Moreover, sheep and goats are highly mobile and cost less than
cattle. Functionally and symbolically, goats and sheep are grouped together
in Dolpo, reflected in the local name for these animals—ralug—which
means “goat-sheep.” (See table 1.4.)

Horses are draft labor as well as a means of travel in Dolpo and serve
also as beasts of burden. Unlike pastoralists in other parts of Central Asia,
Dolpo-pa do not harvest and consume mares’ milk. Though they rank
low in productivity to their expense, horses are critical animals in Dolpo
household herds; most extended families have at least one. Horses are
symbols of wealth and social prestige throughout the Tibetan-speaking
world, as they are the most expensive animals for a household to buy and
maintain. Yet horses are a necessary luxury in Dolpo: in an emergency, it
is a three days’ ride to the nearest airport.

Horses figure prominently in Tibetan Buddhist iconography and village
mythologies, and specific religious rituals are held to ensure horses’ health.
For example, every year horses are ceremonially blessed and receive a

Table 1.4 Ruminant Populations in Northwest Nepal*

District Sheep Goats
Dolpa 45,501 37,212
Mustang 11,825 38,271
Humla 38,322 24,692
Mugu 47,359 27,485
Jumla 41,519 26,620

*Adapted from LRMP 1986; DFAMS 1992; and Miller 1993.
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square cloth talisman (srung) that holds tiny prayer scrolls. Village priests
tie these amulets around horses’ necks to prevent harmful roaming spirits
from entering horses’ bodies. These wrapped prayers are said to protect
the animal and, by extension, the household’s prosperity.

Tibetan mastiffs (kyi) are incorporated into the Dolpo pastoral system
as livestock guards. Writing about its local breeds, a Dolpo lama boasts,
“The dogs from Dolpo are most brave and powerful” (Shakya Lama 2000).
Dogs are called upon to challenge wolves and snow leopards, should these
predators approach penned animals, and to alert their masters to the pres-
ence of unexpected or unwanted guests. Dogs are not used for herding;
rather, most spend their lives gnashing teeth and barking, frustrated at the
end of a chain.

Cats (shimi) are kept (or rather, tolerated) by some households, seem-
ingly out of compassion and curiosity. They are chronically teased and
chased by prankster children but are almost always tossed a piece of meat
at mealtimes. In earlier times of greater self-sufficiency, the winter fur of
cats was used to make paintbrushes. Today, Dolpo painters such as Tenzin
Norbu use sable brushes from abroad. Other domesticated animals, such
as chickens and pigs, are not found in the high valleys of Dolpo, though
households in lower-altitude areas of Dolpa District (e.g., Phoksumdo and
the Barbung Valleys) keep them.

In subsistence pastoral systems like Dolpo’s, the primary aim, within
the limits of available technology, is to produce a regular daily supply of
food, rather than a marketable surplus. The number of animals a herder
will cull or sell depends upon the rate of lambing, desired size of the flock,
availability of labor and capital, and the male-to-female proportion in the
flock. Subsistence herds are predicated upon milk production, which pro-
longs the lactation period and reduces reproductive rates (cf. Spooner 1973;
Dahl and Hjort 1976; Helland 1980; Agrawal 1998).

The Dolpo-pa rely upon livestock animals for a wide range of products
and services. Milk is the most crucial product of this pastoral system: it is
processed into butter, buttermilk, yogurt, and a dry hard cheese called
churpi. This cheese lasts for months and is added to stews and eaten as a
snack. To make this cheese, herders ferment milk, drain it through cheese-
cloth, and squeeze it by hand into strips, to dry on blankets in the sun.

Milk production is highest during the seventh Tibetan month, a time
of abundant forage. Most of this milk is processed into butter. A house-
hold’s herd may produce a kilogram of butter daily during the summer
season, and visitors to the high pastures are regaled with every manner of
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milk: creamy yogurt, cottage cheese, warm milk, and Tibetan tea, rich
with fresh butter. Butter is churned by hand in a variety of vessels and
stored for up to a year in sheep stomachs (dead sheeps’ stomachs turned
inside out), which preserves it, albeit with a rancid flavor. For pastoralists
like the Dolpo-pa, butter makes tea Tibetan, consecrates religious cere-
monies, moistens skin, and even conditions hair.

Small quantities of milk are collected from dzo and dri throughout the
winter months; the dam (female parent) is reserved for calves only between
the third and fifth Tibetan months. Goats and sheep are milked only
between March and October. Women are primarily responsible for dairy
production and the daily care of domestic animals.

Wool is another important product of Dolpo’s livestock. Wool is shorn
during June and July to make clothing, ropes, blankets, and tents. The
coarse hair of yak is woven into tents and ropes, while their soft underbelly
wool is used for blankets.! Sheep and goats produce a finer fiber than
yak, and their wool is used primarily to make clothing.

Spinning wool is a constant household activity: men and women alike
use wooden, hand-held drop spindles to make thread throughout the day,
even as they walk. Dolpo’s women weave dense, exquisite cloth on back-
strap and sitting looms; their woven handcrafts are known throughout the
region for their quality and durability. Dolpo-pa earn household income
by selling blankets and cummerbunds to itinerant traders (cf. Fiirer-
Haimendorf 1975; Fisher 1986).

Dolpo society is divided into hierarchical and hereditary groups that
occupy distinct positions in public life and have different rights and duties
within the community organization of production.' People in Dolpo are
interconnected not only as family, friends, and kin but are also linked by
virtue of their membership in economic and social strata, which dictate
significant differences in their marriage choices, tax obligations, religious
affiliations and observances, and in their participation in local political
processes (cf. Jest 1975; Aziz 1978). In Dolpo, social strata are important
in structuring herding and livestock management.

Though Buddhist scruples forbid the killing of animals, meat is a staple
of the Dolpo diet. This religious injunction is sidestepped by having lower-
strata members of the community (usually blacksmiths) slaughter animals.
The butcher is given the animal’s head as compensation, both for his labor
and the negative spiritual accumulations of kzrma that accompany the act
of killing. Causing stress or pain to an animal (for example, by piercing
the nose of draft animals) is also considered demeritous. To avoid these
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kinds of ritual pollution, women never slaughter animals or perform
castrations.

Male animals are culled in Dolpo during the tenth Tibetan month.
Functionalist analyses in the pastoral literature of Africa emphasize the
ritual sharing of meat within communities, particularly because conditions
there lead to meat’s rotting quickly (cf. Dahl 1979). This may explain why,
in contrast, houscholds in Dolpo keep for themselves most of the meat
they slaughter, since putrefaction is delayed by the dry cold climate of the
trans-Himalaya.

Like pastoralists in other marginal environments, Dolpo’s residents also
rely upon their animals to fuel their hearths. Gathering goat and cattle
dung is a daily chore, a continuous harvest. Dung is a poor fuel type,
though: its thick and acrid smoke causes chronic respiratory and eye dis-
eases among the Dolpo-pa.

The quality of pastoralists’ livestock depends in large part on breed-
ing—a set of techniques designed to ensure a quality genetic base. Selec-
tion schemes must maximize the benefits of choosing superior stock while
minimizing the harms of inbreeding. In conversations with Dolpo’s herd-
ers, hardiness, body size and conformation, milk yield, number of progeny,
and yield of hair were named as important characteristics for selecting
breeding animals.

For male yak, a Dolpo herdsman evaluates its lineage first, and the bull
itself, second. Uniformly, black yak are preferred in Dolpo, though herders
often maintain other color lines in their herds. Ekvall (1968:43) writes that,
among Tibetan nomads, animals are selected on the basis of observable
size and, “whatever promise of spirit and tractability can be discerned in
the young animal. Gelding is practiced quite early—rarely later than an
animal’s second year—and may not allow a thorough testing of these
capabilities.”

Stud yak are left unsheared—a symbol, perhaps, of their virility—and
are said to be capable of handling up to thirty females. Breeding choices
are reinforced by castrating the male animals not selected as studs. Al-
though most experienced herders know how to castrate their animals, a
community member skilled in this most delicate task often performs this
job.

Inbreeding can increase as a consequence of breeding, by restricting the
number of stud animals that provide genes for future generations. Inbreed-
ing reduces reproductive capacity, growth rate, adult size, and milk pro-
duction as well as increases mortality, especially among the young (cf. Li
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and Wiener 1995). Every household depends on the continuing reproduc-
tive viability of its herd, so there are community provisions for poorer
households during breeding season: it is customary in Dolpo for wealthier
villagers to loan stud animals out to households with small herds.

Due to chronic cycles of food shortage and a harsh, unforgiving climate,
the mortality rate is high for newborns among Dolpo’s livestock.!® For
example, the bitter winter of 1994—95 killed over three hundred yak in
Tsharka Valley alone. Locals recall a herd of sixty yak perishing in one
blizzard near Nangkhong; the caravanners survived by eating the leather
soles of their shoes (cf. Valli and Summers 1994). Since snow, disease, and
predation always threaten their herds, locals add animals to their herds
during good years, as insurance against the inevitable bad years. Local
attitudes toward stocking rates are framed by past experience: the living
memory of hundreds of animals starving in Dolpo during the early 1960s
(discussed in chapter 6) cues a mindset in which livestock herds are culled
very conservatively.

The reproductive cycles of Dolpo’s livestock are manipulated to cor-
relate closely with the availability of labor and seasonal forage. Male ani-
mals are kept away from the village for months at a time, serving as pack
animals on trading trips, while females are kept close to home for dairy
production. By selecting a few males as studs for breeding, and driving
them down to the females” grazing grounds, the herdsman selects blood-
lines to propagate.'”

Horse breeding differs somewhat from that of yak and cattle. Yak and
crosses are usually bred from within a household’s herd. Horses, on the
other hand, are mated through an agreement between two households.
The owners of the mare and stallion agree to a modest stud fee if the mare
is impregnated. Though Dolpo’s mares are often bred to local studs, the
preferred match is a local mare with a stud from Tibet. This combination
is said to produce a resilient colt—strong and well adapted to Dolpo, like
its mother, but large in hoof and body, like its father.

There is a whole body of Tibetan literature—extant in Himalayan re-
gions like Dolpo and Mustang—that is devoted to horse pedigree, in-
cluding color and conformation as well as the shape and location of cow-
licks (cf. Craig 1996). In breeding, a horse’s markings are imbued with
great significance. A cowlick on the upper half of the body is good, but
such a mark on the flanks, below the saddle, bodes ill and may signal a
swift death for the horse’s owner.

Livestock trade is an important element of Dolpo’s economy, and its
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villagers turn to Tibet in order to expand their livestock herds. The range-
lands of the Tibetan Plateau support large herds, often numbering more
than a thousand animals. Dolpo traders augment their herds by purchasing
new animals during their annual summer trading expeditions to the north-
ern nomadic plains. The most active trade is in sheep and goats, as yak
are often prohibitively expensive and livestock prices are reported to be
rising in Chinese Tibet.'®

Capitalizing on the reasonable terms offered by their business partners
in Tibet, a trader can double his investment in sheep and goats by herding
these animals for a few years on Dolpo’s range and then selling them to
middle-hill farmers, especially before the Hindu festival Dasain. Cele-
brated for two weeks in October-November, Dasain is the largest Hindu
holiday of the year in Nepal. The festival calls for the slaughter of hundreds
of thousands of animals in honor of the goddess Durga. This festival
provides a large and predictable annual demand for livestock and drives
pastoral economies throughout Nepal.

Regionally, Dolpo is an exporter of livestock products, especially to
neighboring Mustang District. Keeping yak in Mustang has become un-
economical, apparently because of deteriorating range conditions and the
increasing number of mules serving as commercial pack animals.!” Nev-
ertheless, demand for commodities such as meat, hard cheese, and butter
remains high in these adjacent, culturally Tibetan areas, and there is a
steady local market for those who make the long journey from Dolpo east
to Mustang.

The Dolpo-pa must move with the seasons, up and down some of the
most forbidding terrain in the Himalayas, in order to bring off this trans-
formation of livestock into capital. They ply a trade in guessing the future,
betting on and outwitting a mercurial and punishing climate. Livestock
trade relies heavily on timeliness—making a profit may literally be a matter
of days. As a commodities trader, a Dolpo herder must sell early if he
anticipates that livestock supply has been met and there is a glut in the
markets of Nepal’s western hills. Effort and time traveling the hard road
south from Dolpo must be weighed against potential income from selling
animals, even at a discounted profit—marginal utility analysis in the high
Himalayas.

The ninth Tibetan month marks harvest time in Dolpo, and animals
are brought down from the high pastures to villages. Dolpo-pa jokingly
refer to this as the animals’ New Year’s celebration, since they can graze
unhurried by herders and finally have the opportunity to mate. In each
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herd of ralug, a ram and billy goat are chosen as studs based on size and
hardiness; these rams and billy goats service up to one hundred females
each.

Synchronizing breeding with the seasons helps ensure that animals will
have the greatest likelihood of emerging when forage is sufficient. Goats
and sheep are the most fecund of Dolpo’s livestock, giving birth up to
twice a year when they reach maturity at two years. But their offspring
fare poorly, and mortality is high, if parturition is not synchronized with
the availability of forage. Since the term of sheep and goats is five months,
and grasses begin growth in the fourth month, breeding is timed to co-
incide with these plant production cycles. Dolpo herders thus practice a
form of animal birth control: they bind sheep and goat studs with a pro-
phylactic cloth, which is wrapped around the animal’s flank and prevents
copulation.

Poor reproductive success and high mortality rates cap population
growth within Dolpo’s herds. Culling is the time when pastoralists try to
plan the size and composition of their herd for the coming year—they
must not lose more animals through slaughter, depredation, and mishap
than are born each year (cf. Manzardo 1984; Goldstein, Beall, and Cincotta
1990). Females who can bear young are never slaughtered in Dolpo, as
their number is the first limit to herd growth. In this economy, livestock
are both liquid assets and the equivalent of bank accounts.

Because livestock provide so much—food, mobility, draft labor, cloth-
ing, and status—household prosperity lies in having many livestock. Ani-
mal resources are vehicles of enduring social relations in a pastoral society.
In Dolpo, marriage normally coincides with the establishment of a sepa-
rate household, marked by the creation of a new livestock herd through
the mechanism of bridewealth. Animals are objects of pastoral production,
but they are also the means of its social reproduction: they can be fruitfully
converted into symbolic and material wealth and thus play multiple roles
in Dolpo (cf. Salzman and Galaty 1990).

A major goal of pastoralists in Dolpo is to balance the size of the herd
with available household labor. They try to maintain an economically
viable ratio of herders to animals because smaller flocks suffer from neg-
ative economies of scale and generate lower surpluses (cf. Agrawal 1998).
Lacking more lucrative investments, households grow their wealth by in-
creasing herd size. In this subsistence economy a household with large
herds may not have a significantly higher standard of living than a poor
one—ijust more insurance to meet ecological hazards. Dolpo pastoralists
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amass animals because so many can die from disease, poor nutrition,
droughts, blizzards, or predators.

The setting of stocking rates by fiat is not an unknown practice in
Central Asia: in feudal Tibet, the upper strata fixed the number of animals
that were allowed on communally owned pastures (cf. Goldstein and Beall
1994). But in Dolpo, stocking-rate decisions are left to the judgment of
household heads, and there is no community consultation involved when
individuals buy livestock. Locals seem impassive about this seeming free-
for-all. Lama Drukge of Polde village spelled it out: “One man is rich and
has many sheep and goats. These sheep eat a lot of grass and everyone’s
animals suffer. But if wolves attack, I will lose only a few of my animals,
many of his will die. It’s like a lottery—his herd may increase quickly, but
in a blizzard, he will lose more animals.”2°

Beyond increasing the size of their herds, the Dolpo-pa must also main-
tain and care for their animals. The reliance of Dolpo’s pastoralists upon
animals led to the refinement of skills integral to their livelihood. Among
the most important of these skills is veterinary medicine, which is intended
to force the limits of biological increase and enhance animal productivity.

Animal care in Dolpo is practiced by local doctors (called amchi) and
laymen.?! As medical practitioners, amchi differentiate themselves from
laymen by having completed meditation retreats and receiving initiation
into the four treatises (gyu shi) that are the foundation of Tibetan medi-
cine. But local amchi are not always available for veterinary calls. As such,
householders often double as lay practitioners of veterinary medicine,
treating animals using techniques they have learned by watching other
herders, rather than through formal training or texts. In general, laymen
veterinary treatments are limited to bleeding: the arts of making and dos-
ing herbal medicinal compounds are left to amchi. And Dolpo is rich in
useful plants: studies have found more than four hundred medicinal plant
and at least sixty food species.?

Amchi play many roles in Dolpo: physician, veterinarian, and spiritual
healer. They do not practice medicine full-time. The Tibetan medical
tradition revolves around the tenets of Buddhism and altruism: “Since the
concept of benefiting others figures prominently in motivating amchi, they
cannot expect to materially prosper from their profession” (Gurung, Lama,
and Aumeeruddy-Thomas 1998). In this value system, amchi collect no
fixed fee for their healing works and herbs. Instead, their clients (called
jindak) traditionally pay amchi in kind for their medical or veterinary
services.?
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Veterinary care in Dolpo deals mostly with large animals, particularly
horses. It begins with animal obstetrics and continues over the course of
an animal’s life to include interventions such as acupuncture and moxi-
bustion (the application of heat to skin) (metsug), the setting of broken
bones, bloodletting, and herbal remedies. Amchi use two kinds of texts—
astrological and veterinary—to heal. Astrological works are consulted for
the prognoses of diseases and to ascertain auspicious times for veterinary
interventions such as castrations. More often than not, the veterinary texts
that an amchi owns function less as reference works than as symbols of
legitimacy, establishing the credentials and lineage of an amchi.?* Simply
possessing these texts gives amchi a measure of authority to heal, even
though individual practioners’ skills are more often than not the product
of practical experience and oral tradition, rather than textually based
knowledge (Craig 1996).

Lineages of medical knowledge are passed down patrilineally and by
regional authorities. Many amchi in Dolpo trace their education to a
Tibetan refugee who settled there during the 1960s and taught medical
aspirants for more than twenty years. Kagar Rinpoche (see rinpoche), of
the Tarap Valley, was a widely respected authority on medicine during the
last half of the twentieth century and taught many of the amchi still
practicing in Dolpo. Relations between the central institutions of Tibetan
medicine and rural practitioners, especially since the Tibetan diaspora, are
characterized by dynamic and international movements of cultural, sym-
bolic, and material capital.?> Today, in a historical reverse migration of
knowledge, Dolpo amchi find themselves treating patients not only in
their own villages but also caring for the nomads and their animals across
the border in Tibet.2¢

The most common livestock afflictions in Dolpo are intestinal and
respiratory disorders,” but Dolpo’s herders employ a variety of methods
to keep their animals healthy. In the Tibetan medical tradition, moxibus-
tion is believed to heal broken energy channels, decrease edema, and lower
the possibility of infection (cf. Craig 1997). Amchi cauterize pressure
points with a heated rod for lameness, bone fractures, and to prevent
communicable diseases (cf. Dell’Angelo 1984; Heffernan 1997). Among
pack animals, broken bones and lameness are all too common—the oc-
cupational hazards of heavy loads and treading treacherous trails. Broken
bones are set with splints and wrapped with a poultice of herbs. In the
event of lameness, caused by swelling where hoof meets flesh, a red-hot
rod is seared into the center of inflammation. Wild animal bites, skin
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infections, saddle sores, and abscesses may be healed by applying a circle
of “fire” points around the wound.

Bloodletting is a common treatment for fever, swellings, and certain
digestive conditions in the Tibetan medical system. The object is to re-
move impure blood and cleanse veins. The king of Lo Monthang, a re-
nowned veterinarian, has a large herd of horses and lets their blood each
spring before they are moved to the high summer grazing grounds. The
horses’ blood is mixed with grain and fed to the animals, which is said to
bestow renewed strength and vitality. A small, pointed metal awl (tsakpu)
is used to pierce an animal beneath its tail when treating lower intestinal
abnormalities, said to be caused by a cold stomach. Stimulating blood
flow to this region directs healing energy to it; bleeding is also practiced
on abscesses of mouth and nostrils.

In the Tibetan tradition, healing animals entails not only external
and internal medicine but also spiritual remedies (cf. Dell’Angelo 1984;
Hefternan 1997; Craig 1997). Veterinary treatments are designed both for
the body (through physical interventions) and the spirit (through the use
of chants and rituals). A household may, therefore, call for a divination
(mo) to diagnose sick animals. The amchi may act as a medium and cast
dice to determine the cause and appropriate treatment for afflictions.
These divinations can reveal, for example, that a disease was caused when
a family member offended a local deity by polluting a water source.

Spiritual forces govern many daily activities, including livestock man-
agement, and may help or obstruct human affairs. As such, local expla-
nations for the causes of ailments range widely, from the supernatural to
the quite natural. Some animal illnesses are said to be caused by poor
quality fodder and bad water, while others result from negative encounters
with the spirit world. Illnesses may enter an animal or person through
openings in the body (i.e., eyes, ears, nose, mouth, anus, vagina, top of
head). Thus, as Jest (1975:152) observed in Dolpo, “to protect the herds
from accidents and take care of them is not enough. The herder must also
call upon a lama.”

Chanting and exorcism rituals may be prescribed to enjoin malignant
forces to leave a sick animal or person. In the Tibetan tradition, chants
are the heart of all healing, human and animal (cf. Dell’Angelo 1984;
Hefternan 1997). These prayers are said to distill the healing presence of
the Buddha. Some of these incantations are eminently practical: for ex-
ample, there are mantras to increase the fecundity of cattle and ones to
calm animals that kick when they are milked.?®
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Land management practices are embedded in faith and ritual: religious
beliefs and values play a significant role in shaping individual and com-
munity views of agriculture and grazing practices (cf. O’Rourke 1986; Rai
and Thapa 1993). Dolpo’s landscape possesses supernatural significance for
its residents, and economic activities such as farming and livestock hus-
bandry serve not only as means of subsistence but also as forms of partic-
ipation in religious life (cf. Karan 1976; Crook 1994). Dolpo’s villagers
have complex beliefs and religious practices that signify and mediate their
relationship with the spiritual world. Spiritual intervention in Dolpo is
most often sought for the basics—to secure food, cure illness, and avert
danger.

The repertoire of an amchi includes performing ceremonial exorcisms.
Texts are recited and mantras chanted to entice offending spirits into
torma, offerings made of barley flour, which are often molded into the
likeness of a livestock animal. Food, liquor, and beer are offered to trick
the spirit into possessing this sacrificial effigy. After the spirit is enticed
into the figure, it is carried away and destroyed outside the settlement,
cleansing the community of harmful spirits. Thus, anthropologist David
Snellgrove observed that in Dolpo, “bargaining plays as important part in
the religious life as it does in everyday buying and selling” (Snellgrove
1967[1992]:15).

Dolpo’s religious rituals also address urgent pastoral concerns, like pro-
tection of the caravans as they make their yearly exodus across the Him-
alayas.?” Before the Dolpo-pa leave for any lengthy trade expedition, village
priests make the rounds from house to house, molding zo77ma, chanting
prayers, and calling down the blessings of village and household deities.
The relationship between herders and their livestock is an intimate one.
After all, households are built on these animals, some of which serve their
masters for twenty years.

Not only are livestock animals a means of subsistence and symbols of
wealth, they are also linked to the spiritual well-being of Dolpo house-
holds. In a ritual called kang-tso, livestock play an important part. Village
lamas mold yak and sheep #orma from barley and beer, and ritually infuse
them with blessings by reciting prayers. At the end of two days’ rites, the
effigies are placed on the seat of the deity on the roof of the house and
offered up to high-flying choughs, the loftiest of all birds. Village lamas
blow horns made of bone, and barley flour is tossed high, like confetti,
into the sky. In another ritual honoring animals, herds are gathered at the
end of the Tibetan year to be daubed with water dyed red, an auspicious
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color in Tibetan Buddhism. The spine, horns, forehead, and flanks of a
household’s yak are decorated and village lamas will consecrate the animals
by touching a statue or holy object to their heads.*

In Tibetan tradition, livestock can also help their owners to gain reli-
gious merit and, sometimes, avert tragedy. In a ritual called tse thar, a yak
is dedicated to the gods and set free after the reading of a text.>! Given
how valuable animals are in Dolpo (even at the end of their usefulness),
these important ceremonies are performed only in times of crisis—when
illness befalls a family member, for example, desperate measures are in
order. A yak is ceremoniously released from domesticity and becomes lha
yak (god yak). This act is said to purify karma and accrue merit. In Plato’s
Symposium, Eryximachus makes a comment that helps explain the motives
for religious rites like these: “The sole concern of every rite of sacrifice
and divination—that is to say, the means of communion between god and
man—is either the preservation or the repair of Love” (Hamilton and
Cairns 1961:541). This gesture of piety and self-interest seems to be “an
unwitting making of amends, and an acknowledgment that domestication
of livestock is an infringement of natural rights as first willed by the gods”
(Ekvall 1968:81).

After the liberation ceremony, an animal can never be used for human
purposes and is left to wander at will. These animals move as they please,
but if they follow the herd in its seasonal migrations, it is taken as a good
omen. If females are dedicated, they are generally kept with the herd and
milked, but not used for breeding. Liberation ceremonies are also con-
ducted to appease offended local spirits and demons in the event of com-
munity catastrophes such as crop failures and landslides. In a land without
wood, corpses are not cremated. Instead, when they die, the bodies of /ba
yak are cut up and offered to the vultures in sky burials—an allegorical
union of heaven and earth (cf. Palmieri 1976). At Dolpo’s oldest monas-
tery, Yang Tser Gompa, a white yak was kept there until its death. During
the twelfth Tibetan month, villagers from all over Dolpo would congregate
to celebrate and consecrate the yak. The holy beast, in turn, remained and
ruminated.

TRADE IN DOLPO

Nepal’s northern border regions span high altitudes where agriculture and
animal husbandry alone cannot support even a relatively sparse popula-
tion.*? The agro-pastoralists of Dolpo must exploit brief windows of eco-
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logical opportunity that are spatially heterogeneous. This way of life is
made possible not only through agriculture and animal husbandry, as out-
lined above, but also by trade.

At this biological, economic, and cultural frontier, the people of Dolpo
long ago seized upon trade as a means of profiting from their strategic
location at the intersection of the Himalayas and the Tibetan Plateau.
Dolpo’s villagers traditionally acquired resources from the outside by being
middlemen—climatic and cultural straddlers in the trade between farmers
from the hill regions of Nepal and nomads on the arid plains of south-
western Tibet. The traders of the trans-Himalaya achieved an economy in
transaction costs without roads, motorized transport, long-distance com-
munications, or storage (cf. Chakravarty-Kaul 1998). Dolpo’s position in
the “interstices of two complementary economic and ecological zones”
enabled its traders to act as intermediaries in the exchange of products
from the Tibetan Plateau with those of the middle hills of Nepal; thorough
knowledge of routes across this difficult terrain enabled residents of these
border areas to be middlemen-transporters in a highly fragmented and
cross-cultural trade (cf. Fiirer-Haimendorf 1975; Spengen 2000).

The trans-Himalayan region where Dolpo lies was for centuries an
economically autonomous part of the world. Its location astride distinct
eco-zones and near natural channels of transport allowed this region to be
essentially self-sufficient (Spengen 2000). To the north of Dolpo lie the
vast rangelands of the Tibetan Plateau. The plateau’s extensive land base
sustains pastoral production, but its extreme climate and environment
preclude cultivation. While the nomads lack grains, they live in proximity
of an ancient ocean—the expansive salt flats of the Tethys Sea, an inland
ocean lifted up by the subduction of the Indian subcontinent to dry upon
the highest plateau in the world.

The salt flats of southwestern Tibet lie more than 150 miles north of
Dolpo’s valleys. Tibetan nomads double as salt caravanners each year to
supplement their incomes and secure grain supplies from Nepal. Salt is
collected in a simple, time-honored manner: broad, wooden rakes scrape
salt crystals into pyramid-shaped mounds, separating mineral crystals from
the brine, to dry in the high plateau sun. The salt flats are said to be the
dwelling place of deities. Good behavior and pure intentions are linked to
the purity and supply of salt. Accordingly, strict ritual injunctions and
etiquette (e.g., no adultery or foul language) guide the behavior of the
nomads so deities are not offended while salt is being collected. In some
parts of Tibet, salt caravanners even speak a secret “salt language”
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when they work the flats (cf. The Saltmen of Tibet 1996—97). It is for the
fruits of these labors that the pastoralists of Dolpo travel the risky road
north for trade each year, setting out to meet their trade partners and
strike a bargain.

To the south of Dolpo lie the middle hills of Nepal. These areas receive
up to 1,500 mm precipitation annually, and households in these villages
are able to produce annual surpluses from staple crops such as corn and
millet.*® The hills yield no salt, though, and both people and animals
universally need this nutrient. Placed between these two production
zones— T'ibet and Nepal—Dolpo acts as a commodities entrep&ocirc

After planting crops during the fourth Tibetan month, the Dolpo-pa
hold informal and formal meetings to coordinate their annual trading trip
to Tibet. The village council sets the departure dates for the caravans, as
well as the price of barley, ensuring a united front once Dolpo’s traders
set out to meet their Tibetan trading partners. Individuals travel in col-
lective family groups: typically, a trader will travel with his horse and
household herd in a caravan of hundreds of yak. The economic fortunes
of individual shepherds are thus substantially and unambiguously tied to
the fate of the group (cf. Agrawal 1998).

The days before the caravans depart are alive with activity, nervous
packing, and constant speculation on the price Dolpo goods will fetch.
On the date appointed by the village council, hundreds of yak—thunder
and dustl—converge upon the trail to make their way again to the western
plains of Tibet. The caravan animals are grouped by hierarchy; male yak,
with their heavier loads, are sent to the front of the pack, while dzo and
the other animals trail behind.

A lead yak (lampa) is chosen for its strength, smarts, and ability to set
the pace for the caravan. This yak is consecrated in a ceremony before the
expedition. Flags are sewn into its mane and, from then on, it carries a
brightly colored prayer banner imprinted with Buddhist prayers. This
blessed creature is believed to ward off the troublesome, wayward spirits
one encounters on journeys. A herder may also choose a yak from his herd
to represent his protective deity. He honors this yak by giving it lighter
loads to carry—truly a sacrifice in such a demanding land.

The organization of caravans during annual movements is an example
of how Dolpo’s communities solve problems of collective action and gain
access to spatially heterogeneous resources (cf. Agrawal 1998). In a typical
caravan, a group of men from households related by kinship or long as-
sociation will travel together for weeks.?® The caravanners migrate as a
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collective, sharing food and the demanding work equally, moving the
herds as a team. Only as a group can shepherds undertake the level of
protection required to keep livestock and trade goods safe. The men work
in concert, herding others’ animals just as carefully as their own. Everyone
harnesses and saddles their own animals, but the atmosphere is one of
constant cooperation, of friends sharing a long hard road. The younger
men shoulder the tough physical chores of trail life such as hauling water
and chasing stray animals. In these joint migrations, the authority of elder
caravanners is automatically deferred to, a function of their accumulated
experience, family lineage, herd size, and local customs.* Thus, senior
members of the caravan decide which trail to take, where to cross a river,
and when to stop.

The grain-salt exchange cycle involves more than just the shuttling of
goods between production centers: social relationships sustain these ex-
changes and are integral to the cultural landscape of Dolpo (cf. Fisher
1986). The most important economic and cultural relationship of exchange
is that of the netsang. Literally translated as “nesting place,” nessang are
business partners and a fictive family with whom one exchanges goods on
favorable terms.** Each household of Dolpo has netsang partners in vir-
tually every village of the district, providing a reliable economic network
in the risky world of commodities trade, as well as a hearth and home
while traveling in this often harsh land.

Netsang share a codependent lifestyle—the basic human need for salt
and grains of the earth.’” A netsang relationship is created by oral agree-
ment between two partners and is usually sealed with a communal feast.
These partners agree to trade with one another on preferential terms and
form a patrilineal economic contract between families that may last for
generations. The netsang system is a code of honor built on trade and
territory, but ultimately the basis for the relationship is mutual profit—
equal partners exchanging goods. Reciprocity is built upon the expectation
that a return of benefit will be forthcoming in the future (cf. Crook 1994).

The Dolpo way of life is built upon institutions of reciprocity that tie
nomadic grazing to sedentary cultivation, each sustaining the other. These
instruments of mutual adjustment between herders and cultivators insure
against seasonal risks and prepare against uncertainty at different eleva-
tions. Interethnic clan relationships are quite typical of pastoral nomads
who subsist in marginal environments. They manifest as economic relief
in times of stress and are integrated into wide-spun systems of alliance and
mutual help (cf. Manzardo 1976, 1977; Baxter 1989; Chakravarty-Kaul
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1998). Many pastoral groups maintain ritual and social relationships across
ethnic boundaries and make use of these ascriptive but noncontractual
relationships—especially in hard times, as we shall see in the case of Dolpo
after 1960.

The diversity of livelihood strategies pursued in Dolpo helps reduce
risk in a marginal environment, and livestock are integral to each phase
of the yearly production cycle. Dolpo’s agropastoralists have developed a
complex system of resource exploitation supported by reciprocal economic
and social relationships. This system of pastoral production relies on mo-
bility, political and economic autonomy, and flexible borders—the very
elements of life in Dolpo that would change most in the second half of
the twentieth century.



Livestock care is the provision of pasture, protection, and veterinary care. No task is
simplistic, nor a plodding performance of a set routine, but a succession of varied responses

to exigencies.

—Robert Ekvall (1968:38)

2
Aot

PASTORALISM, IN VIEW AND REVIEW

For a study such as this, it is necessary to place Dolpo within a larger
literature on pastoralism. Two theoretical approaches have had consider-
able influence in academic interpretations of pastoralism: one derives from
social structural analyses, the other argues from the logic of ecological
relations.” This account draws from both approaches to contextualize the
herding practices and rangeland management strategies I observed in
Dolpo. Common themes in pastoral literature—the communal rules and
institutions that manage resources such as pastures, water, and fuel, as well
as the social arrangements that organize labor and property regimes—are
part of the story I tell of Dolpo amidst change.

Pastoralists is a broad label for mobile people who herd livestock in
rangelands that have low carrying capacities and high seasonal variation
in precipitation and temperature (cf. Salzman and Galaty 1990). Pastor-
alists rely upon natural rangelands rather than cultivated fodder to provide

43
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for animals, and move livestock according to the growth of rangeland
vegetation. Transhumance pastoral systems are employed in mountains
and other areas too cold for year-round inhabitation or grazing. In these
systems, livestock are maintained by following defined migratory routes
from communal centers to reliable seasonal pastures (cf. Tapper 1979).
Transhumance occurs not only between altitudes but also across latitudes,
as in the movement of Siberian herders and their reindeer between the
sub-Arctic taiga and the Arctic tundra (cf. Montaigne 1998).

In Dolpo, transhumance is characterized by migrations between per-
manent villages and pastures at higher altitudes—a pattern more localized
than the wide-ranging nomadism of Central Asia and the Tibetan Plateau
(cf. Fiirer-Haimendorf 1975; Jones 1996; Fernandez-Gimenez 1997).
Dolpo’s pastoral movements are also occasioned by the onset of critical
periods in the annual production cycle, such as agriculture and trade. It
has been suggested that the German concept almwirtschaft is a more ap-
propriate term to describe Dolpo’s agro-pastoral system. This term de-
scribes farming in high altitudes, which has gone on since Celtic times in
high mountain areas of Austria and Tyrol. In this system, high-altitude
almen (in the European case, the Alps) are used for livestock-keeping
during limited periods of peak production; these pasture resources are
usually located within several days of farming settlements. The Dolpo-pa
themselves call their mode of living samadrok, which translates roughly
as farming nomads.

The term range management was coined by Western scientists to de-
scribe the science and art of manipulating livestock and maximizing re-
turns from rangeland ecosystems (cf. Heitschmidt and Stuth 1991). But
what twentieth-century progressives called range management derived
from a much older craft, that of pastoralism. As systems of knowledge
meet in this shrinking world, they may act as a lens and a mirror unto
each other. Thus, in this chapter, the “scientific” principles of range man-
agement can be seen in the methods that Dolpo pastoralists use to evaluate
pasture conditions; conversely, local ecological logic may be compared to
the rationales of Western (and Western-trained) land managers.

Land management strategies, especially in rangelands, must work
within ecological constraints rather than attempt to overcome and circum-
vent them. Ecological variables account considerably for the internal di-
versity seen in livelihood practices among pastoralists, especially in the
marginal and dynamic environments where they tend to live.
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Rangelands in the trans-Himalaya are characterized by low and highly
variable production over an extensive area. Dolpo pastoralists try to affect
the magnitude and efficiency of energy flows by manipulating stocking
rates, breeding patterns, the kinds and classes of livestock, grazing season,
as well as grazing intensity. They focus especially upon herding and being
mobile as tools to achieve a balance between animal demands and forage
supply. Such mobile pastoral strategies increase harvest efficiency by con-
stantly changing the distribution and numbers of livestock grazing
rangelands.

Range degradation—effectively irreversible changes in both soils and
vegetation—is a permanent decline in land’s capacity to yield livestock
products (cf. Little 1996). A significant trend in the academic literature of
pastoralism has focused on assessing the state of rangelands across the
world, especially in Africa. Studies show that descriptions of range deg-
radation are specific to local land uses (cf. Sneath and Humphrey 1996).
Dolpo’s herders value the productivity, nutritional value, and palatability
of plants rather than species diversity as such, and their definition of range-
land degradation derives from this mindset. They monitor range condi-
tions closely and observe an increase in unpalatable grass species, or the
drying up of a spring, with the same concern as any range manager. How-
ever, they may give a supernatural cause—incurring the wrath of a local
place deity, for example—to explain these turns of events.

HOUSEHOLD PRODUCTION IN DOLPO

The seasonal dynamism of the pastoral livelihood, and the inherent insta-
bility of a commodities-based economy, condition a fluid social organi-
zation (cf. Irons and Dyson-Hudson 1972; Spooner 1973; Khazanov 1984;
Clarke 1998). The flexible domestic organization of Dolpo households
supports its pastoral economic pattern. For one, the large, extended house-
holds of Dolpo facilitate the multiple economic involvements that are
needed to persevere in the marginal trans-Himalayan environment (cf.
Levine 1987).

Generations inherit trade relationships, and young men learn the trails
of the trans-Himalaya from their fathers and grow up trekking in caravans
across an achingly beautiful and physically punishing landscape. In the
meantime, at home, a young woman learns the chores and demands of
maintaining a house, its fields, and how to husband animals. She raises
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her younger brothers and sisters and helps her mother. Household pro-
duction in Dolpo is divided along gender and age lines. Children play,
collect fuel, and generally grow up quickly, if they survive. In Dolpo, it is
not uncommon to hear that a woman has seven surviving children of
thirteen born. The older generations of Dolpo function integrally in the
household’s production and reproduction and are often called upon to
raise their grandchildren, especially nowadays as economic migrations take
more young folk away from this region.

Pastoralists resort to mobility to deal with the risks attendant to envi-
ronmental fluctuations. Dolpo’s pastoralists have adapted to temporal and
spatial variability in forage resources by synchronizing their seasonal trade
trips with livestock movements. As a pastoral strategy, mobility not only
addresses fluctuations in biomass production but is also a form of social
organization and identity (cf. Agrawal 1998). Mobility militates against too
much hierarchy—community checks and balances are endemic to the
collective organization used for caravans and seasonal movements.

Like states, academics have tried to categorize, pin down, and otherwise
define pastoralists. Effort has been focused upon the nature of property
relations (e.g., private livestock, corporate pastures) and the relations of
production (e.g., labor arrangements, access to resources, social sanc-
tions).? The crux of economic analyses has been to determine the extent
to which pastoralists are “economic men”—that is, how much is pastoral
production oriented to human nourishment and subsistence and how
much is it oriented toward producing wealth and assets that can be traded.

That the pastoral livelihood can be seen as purposefully striving, ex-
pansionary, and aiming toward larger herds and families has been prob-
lematic for Marxist academic interpreters. Because of the volatility of live-
stock as a form of wealth, and the need for constant decision-making in
caring for animals, a successful career as a pastoralist involves greater per-
sonal stakes than one in horticultural communities. I. M. Lewis has thus
characterized pastoral nomads as “the thickest-skinned capitalists on earth,
people who regularly risk their lives in speculation” (Lewis 1975:437).
Dolpo’s pastoral economy is a hybrid one based on subsistence as well as
investment in risk and expansion but is primarily driven by needs other
than the capitalistic appropriation of labor and class relations (cf. Hart
and Sperling 1987; Salzman and Galaty 1990; Aris 1992; Donnan and
Wilson 1994). The distinction between a precapitalist, subsistence econ-
omy and a capitalist one becomes overly simplistic when attempting to
understand a pastoral system like Dolpo’s.
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Within pastoral systems, livestock play the role of money, media of
exchange, and stores of value. It is therefore not obvious at first that there
is a contradiction between pastoralists’ aim to satisfy biological and social
needs as well as to accumulate wealth: biological and social needs are
culturally constituted and do not prescribe any inherent limit to the use
of wealth (cf. Bourgeot 1981). Livestock wealth, in turn, can be converted
into values that are culturally defined. Livestock represent a hard currency
and a media of exchange that is highly liquid (cf. Paine 1971; Ingold 1980;
Salzman and Galaty 1990). Moreover, livestock hold an advantage over
land: unlike land they can reproduce and multiply, but there is a contin-
uous risk for total or partial loss (cf. Dahl 1979). What is critical is whether
livestock conversion rests with individuals or collectivities, and whether
these conversions are oriented toward welfare and security, political alli-
ance, religious credit, or direct consumption.

Pastoralism rides on reliably maintaining herd sizes. The Dolpo-pa
make use of their inhospitable environment by employing techniques fa-
miliar to Western-trained range managers: rest/rotation and deferred graz-
ing, monitoring of plant and animal performance, and stocking-rate ad-
justments (cf. Brower 1991). Dolpo’s herders adjust grazing periods and
intensity seasonally according to the life stage of vegetation and soil
conditions.

In Dolpo, the value and condition of a given pasture depends, in large
part, upon its season of use. High and dense grass is good, Dolpo herders
will tell you, but animals also need browse, water, and shelter. A good winter
pasture needs a windbreak, while suitable spring pastures are found on the
southern slopes, where snow melts quickest and grass grows early. Desirable
summer pastures have reliable water and dense grasses, which boost lactation
and the growth of thick fleece. To these pastoralists, then, landscape diversity
is critical (cf. Williams 1996; Fernandez-Gimenez 1997).

Dolpo’s herders mitigate the effects of concentrated grazing by moving
frequently. They inspect their animals often to assess weight gain or loss,
and take stock of dairy production, as indicators to plan movements to
new pastures. Dolpo villagers augur climate and grassland growth first
among other ecological indicators to judge how many animals will be
productive—and profitable—in a given year. A householder explained: “If
there is little rain in the fourth month, the grasses will be poor, so we sell
our animals early. If the fourth month rains are good, we ride to Tibet
and trade for more animals.”

Pastoralists in Dolpo take advantage of the inherent differences in bi-
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ology and grazing behavior among their livestock to fully utilize range
resources. Animal nutrition and grazing behavior are largely determined
by biology—an animal’s digestive capacities as well as its relative size and
nutritional needs.* In addition to the divergent nutritional needs and diet
preferences of livestock, there are differences in their physical dispersal,
which impacts forage demand and grazing intensity. In a mixed herd,
livestock naturally stratify by altitude when they graze (cf. Brower 1996).

Diversification of livestock holdings permits a fuller use of the envi-
ronment and facilitates energy transfers from rangelands. Dolpo herders
capitalize on the differences within their herd (in terms of grazing behavior
and physiological tolerance to altitude) to disperse animals and distribute
grazing pressure. Complementary grazing by a mixture of livestock species
better utilizes the total grazing resource (cf. Choughenour 1982; Mace and
Houston 1989; Mace 1993; Miller 1999b). Different livestock species also
succumb to different diseases. Owning several species makes owners less
vulnerable to loss due to epidemic. Diversification also helps even out
irregularities in the food supply, for livestock species vary in the times they
come into milk, depending upon the length of pregnancy (cf. Ingold 1980).

Dolpo’s range managers use a variety of techniques to evaluate changing
pasture conditions. Reconnaissance of the trails, water availability, and
grass growth precedes any decision to move the herds. During the late
summer season, herding strategy shifts to increase the length of daily graz-
ing time, allowing animals to select the best diet possible. Grazing on
seeded grass builds up the condition of the body so that livestock can
withstand the long winter. Supplemental feeding during Dolpo’s long win-
ter provides livestock animals with critical nutrients and calories when no
natural supplies are available, blighted as they sometimes are by blizzards.
During the winter female cattle are fed a daily supplement: a stew of sorts
made of native grass and legume species mixed with weeds, salt, barley
hay and flour, kitchen midden, and spent grains from the family’s still.
Sheep, goats, and horses are also given hay, while crop stubble supplements
winter’s meager forage. The annual journeys to trade for Tibetan salt are
undertaken also for the sake of livestock: the Dolpo-pa feed their animals
salt as a dietary supplement up to three times a month during the summer
(the peak dairy production period).

Dolpo’s economic systems are not merely functional ecological re-
sponses to natural conditions. Social and political arrangements play
instrumental roles in organizing and controlling pastoral production. His-
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torically, a village assembly directed by a headman whose office is hered-
itary governed communities in Dolpo.> These headmen were (and are)
responsible for the administration of justice within each valley. In Nang-
khong Valley, for example, three families rotated the headman position
every five years. The headman mediated conflicts, negotiated settlements,
and set fines for resource-use infractions.

The village assembly was convened by the headman to deal with com-
munity affairs such as setting the dates of agricultural activities (e.g., plow-
ing and harvesting), travel to and from seasonal pastures, and annual trad-
ing expeditions. The position of tax collector (tralpon) was filled on a
rotational basis by members of the assembly. The secretary-treasurer (trun-
gyik) came from the spare ranks of the literate: one man usually held this
job for long periods. This secretary was responsible for village correspon-
dence, revenue records, and keeping property rights.

Historically, women have not had a position in these political structures,
though their lives were certainly affected by decisions of the village assem-
bly, which heard divorces, settled terms of separation, and sat in judgment
on thefts and other misdemeanors. Aspects of these gender relations are
changing, in certain respects, through the impacts of education and de-
velopment projects (described in chapter 7).

An important accouterment of Tibetan culture, and therefore Dolpo’s
agro-pastoral system, is auspiciousness. The dates of weddings, important
rites of passage, and the beginnings of journeys all commence on days
judged favorable, based on interpretations of the Tibetan lunar calendar
(lotho). There are no weather reports to forecast storms, no market digests
to show trends in wool prices. Dolpo has no radio announcements to
predict trail conditions—whether passes are blocked or streams in spate.
Yet the need for such information in planning seasonal movements and
trade ventures is acute. A Dolpo trader may call upon a lama to perform
a divination and name an auspicious day in anticipation of leaving. Div-
ination helps an individual feel that his decision-making is being shared,
assuring him in action, for, “in his world view he has been in touch with
the supernatural” (Ekvall 1968:83).

Still, lay practicalities often drive the rhythm and timing of seasonal
movements. Sometimes it is impossible to travel on auspicious days. How-
ever, there are means to avoid incurring heavenly wrath or bad luck as a
consequence of departing on an inauspicious day. A caravanner can “catch
the stars” (kardzin), and thereby trick time, by sending articles of his
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clothing and a few possessions along with someone who is leaving on the
day appointed by the gods. It is even possible to “catch the stars” on
important, community-observed days like the first day of planting. An
absent landholder may have a family member plant just a handful of barley
on the auspicious first day of planting and only later, in fact, sow his fields.

SEASONAL MOVEMENTS IN DOLPO

Movement to Dolpo’s high-altitude pastures begins in the fifth month,
after the plowing and planting of fields. Summer pastures lie between
4,000 and 5,000 meters, usually within two or three days’ walk of villages.

More than half of Dolpo’s precipitation falls during summer, so there is
little moisture stress on plants during the growing season (cf. Richard 1993).
Capitalizing on this synchrony, Dolpo herders practice a management strat-
egy that applies intense grazing pressure to pastures during the rainy season,
delaying the maturity of perennial grasses and supporting high livestock
densities without deteriorating range quality (cf. Choughenour 1982; Perrier
1988; Miller and Jackson 1994). Animals spend the long days grazing lei-
surely and are milked twice daily. During Dolpo’s brief summer season,
animals can gain weight and produce surplus milk.

Two apparently contradictory themes permeate the pastoral literature
about labor:

One tells of the arduousness of the herdsman’s existence, conveying
an impression of unremitting toil and frequent physical hardship.
The other remarks on the leisurely pace. . . . [A pastoralist] has only
to look on as his animals seek out their food and multiply of their
own accord. (Ingold 1980:180)

All that time pastoralists in Dolpo supposedly spend “watching” animals is
invested in the establishment and maintenance of taming bonds, especially
important when considering the independent-natured yak (cf. Ingold 1980).
Dolpo shepherds control the amount that animals can graze by corralling
them nightly. Penning animals reduces the length of the herding day and
allows households to balance livestock needs with labor availability.

How labor-intensive a pastoral operation is depends on the types of
animals husbanded as well as on the topography and the kinds of vege-
tation (cf. Helland 1980). Pastoral systems in the Himalayas require con-
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siderable labor input and relatively restricted populations (cf. Crook 1994).
In Dolpo, livestock labor demands many tasks: controlling grazing, pro-
tecting the herd, assisting births, rearing calves, milking cows, processing
dairy products, harvesting wool, spinning thread, and constantly collecting
fuel.® Shepherds direct the flow of feeding, moving animals so that an area
is evenly grazed. Most importantly, shepherds prevent the flock from scat-
tering, since stray animals are easy prey for predators like wolves and snow
leopards (cf. Goldstein and Beall 1990).

In livestock activities, extended families manage their herds in coordi-
nated work units. Tasks like milking and keeping the hearth are divided
within households. But the households that share a common pasture area
will pool labor for collective chores like herding and gathering up fuel.
Members of family groups take turns herding each other’s livestock, and
neighbors will often jointly hire shepherds to augment their labor force.
Herders are paid one sheep for every month they work, plus food, and
sometimes a set of clothing.

Multitasking in agriculture, trade, and domestic production compli-
cates pastoral life in Dolpo. A clear delineation of responsibilities and
economic pursuits is seen among men and women, and livestock herds
are divided accordingly. In harsh Dolpo, no hand is idle. Gender roles
serve more to divvy up labor rather than unduly burden just one sex—
the land is too demanding and survival too contingent on shared industry.
Trade is men’s work, while women anchor agricultural and dairy produc-
tion. Men also contribute to the processing of pastoral products, by par-
ticipating in labor such as churning, carding, and spinning. Women are
the bedrock of domestic production, while men are born to a life of
travel—they move between entrep&ocirc X in Tibet, Nepal’s middle hills,
and Kathmandu to trade in commodities and livestock, accumulate cap-
ital, and secure manufactured goods for the household.

While dairy production is organized around households in Dolpo,
larger social units regulate access to natural resources like rangelands and
water, and resolve differences within and between communities (cf. Irons
1979). Conflicts can arise in pastoral communities like Dolpo’s because
households are operating private enterprises that draw upon public re-
sources such as pastures and water sources, which are collectively con-
trolled (cf. Salzman and Galaty 1990). Pastoralists’ seasonal mobility means
greater fluctuation of members, compared with that of peasant commu-
nities, and therefore, more complex forms of community labor and ar-
rangements for common resources (cf. Khazanov 1984).
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In his landmark essay, “The Tragedy of the Commons,” Garrett Hardin
(1968) combined images of the old English commons with the economic
language of marginal utility to argue that there are irreconcilable contra-
dictions between the individual and the group in commons systems. He
argued that communal ownership of grazing lands leads to resource deg-
radation: individuals will inevitably act on their own behalf and maximize
the number of their animals on the commons. Others will echo this be-
havior where formalized boundaries and tenure are absent, and thus com-
munal lands are more likely to be degraded; as a corollary, privatization
would reverse these trends.

Social theorists have labored to deconstruct the oversimplifications in-
herent in this interpretive model of natural resource use (cf. Williams
1996). Yet the tragedy of the commons is still a dominant framework used
by social scientists to portray environmental and resource issues; Hardin’s
work remains canonical in the discourses of anthropology, sociology, and
environmental studies, a point of departure even for those contesting it.
As such, I have framed and question commons systems from this angle,
too: the resource management institutions of Dolpo offer a test case for
Hardin’s hypothesis and the scholarly criticisms used to explode it.

A few assumptions undergird the tragedy of the commons thesis,
namely that the commons are open-access and resource users are selfish
and not constrained by normative behavior. In fact, the term commons is
itself ambiguous as access to communal land is typically regulated by social
institutions (cf. Cheung 1970; Artz 1985). “Commons systems” and the
social structures that manage land access and resource-use practices have
been characterized broadly as balancing individual and collective interests.
Academics focusing on commons systems have written about how com-
munities allocate community labor, set management responsibilities, and
designate resource-use privileges. Assumptions about the community-
oriented nature of these systems have subsequently been challenged as
romantic and simplified (cf. Godwin and Shepard 1979; Saberwal 1996;
Agrawal 1998). Aware of this ongoing dispute, I describe land-use practices
that I observed in Dolpo and the ways I interpreted these social systems
as a result of my research.

Who controls, owns, manages, and disposes of land is an enduring
question in the organization of economic production. Families, neighbors,
villages, regions, and states must address themselves to large-scale, diverse
landscapes and invent property regimes that balance human needs and
resource capacities. Property arrangements can reveal personal bias and
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communal egalitarianism, wise use and shortsighted thriftlessness. How
the constituent resources of Dolpo are distributed, owned, and managed
reflects important systemic principles of this resource management sys-
tem—in a land defined by scarcity.

Social systems, beliefs, and customs—sometimes called “resource man-
agement institutions”—govern the collectively owned resources (pastures,
fuel, and irrigation water) that are the means of life in Dolpo (cf. Rai and
Thapa 1993). Individuals agree with their neighbors upon a set of enforce-
able rules and regulations that control households” access to and use of
community resources. These resource management institutions act less as
laws than as codes that provide incentives for self-regulation and establish
guidelines for settling disputes. A negotiator—usually the headman of the
village—sets fines, binds parties to agreements, and supervises payments (cf.
Ekvall 1968). Penalties are in the form of indemnification rather than pun-
ishments, corporeal or otherwise. Enforcement of resource-use infractions
comes not in the form of judgments, condemnations, or verdicts but in
negotiated agreements consensually mediated by a respected community
figure.

In managing land, power lies in limiting the access of outsiders to
particular resources during specific seasons. Characteristically, permanent
residence qualifies individuals for membership in the “user group” that
has access to certain resources. Village-based land management systems
like Dolpo’s depend upon community members acting as an organic unit
that exercises control over resources. How would an outsider experience
being excluded from the use of resources? For one, locals would refuse to
provide food and withhold the hospitality that is so typical of Dolpo
villagers. Instead, outsiders might choose to join bonded partnerships with
the Dolpo-pa and thereby gained seasonal access to their resources.

Trans-Himalayan rangelands constitute a mosaic landscape—low in
productivity, extensive in area, and spatially diverse—that lends itself to
communal rather than private ownership and management. One ecolog-
ical rationale for communal control of pastures in Dolpo is that the returns
from private ownership of these rangelands would be slight in relation to
the costs associated with effecting exclusive rights over such an extensive
and rugged area. Open-access regimes in low-productivity rangelands (like
those seen in Dolpo) are more efficient than those that confer exclusive
property rights (cf. Cheung 1970; Godwin and Shepard 1979; Agrawal
1998). Social rules may be made in direct correlation to their facility in
implementation and the expected returns (versus labor and time required
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to enforce these rules). Resources needed by everyone in the village, but
whose productivity is diffuse rather than concentrated, tend to be common
property (cf. Prakash 1998).

Resource-use rights have been used in the pastoral literature as a way
to describe the community-specific concepts and systems that regulate the
access of the individual community member to immobile economic re-
sources—notably fodder and water.” Historically, communal rangelands
have been divided along the boundaries of Dolpo’s four valleys. Within
the valleys, a household’s membership in the village determined its access
to the local grazing grounds (cf. Bishop 1990). The rights of access to
collective resources have been described in the pastoral literature in terms
of kinship—for example, by matching territorial to lineage segmentations.
Use rights to community pastures were granted to households that had a
permanent vested interest in the village, as evidenced by property own-
ership, payment of local taxes, marriage, and so on. In Dolpo, well-defined
rights of access regulate the use of communal pastures, and sanctions en-
force these social norms when grazing rules are violated. In Dolpo, a
household’s customary claims to pasture resources are kept in village doc-
uments such as tax records, census rolls, etc.

In a recent survey, Dolpo villagers identified more than sixty forests
and over one hundred units of grazing land.® This social structure is made
visible by spatial order. Village and valley boundaries are delineated by
universally known and recognizable physical landmarks: high ridges and
river confluences, as well as physical markers such as cairns piled high with
white rocks, marking off pasture areas.” Abodes of place deities—often visi-
ble as outstanding features in the landscape—double as pasture and village
boundary markers, too.!* Still, local understandings of these resource-use
rights are multiple, as grazing privileges are extended to traders passing
through, and to fictive kin—for example, during their stay in a Dolpo
household, netsang partners are granted the right to graze their animals on
community pastures.

Livestock animals—especially the wide-ranging yak—frequently stray
over these communal boundaries. These infractions are tolerated, to a
point, but forbearance can rankle and tempers may flare. Conflict is
averted in Dolpo through a system of sanctions, whereby livestock owners
pay fines that are meted out by village headmen. In Nangkhong Valley,
for example, headmen impose a fine of five rupees for each day that an
animal from a neighboring valley grazes on its commons."!
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Pastoralists in Dolpo recognize that range forage is heterogeneous in
both quality and quantity. Pastures may vary widely in forage quality and
access to water, depending upon where one encamps on the range. Given
the disparities in pastures’ quality, and the relative advantage of certain
camp locations, villagers in Panzang Valley use a system called lhe gyen
to distribute this communal resource. Lhe gyen is the casting of lots for
livestock corrals, a commons system that divvies out access to pastures by
the throw of dice. Goldstein (1975:97) describes a similar system in Humla
District: “The pasture areas in Limi are communally owned and each year
lots are picked to determine which families use which pasture areas.” Like-
wise, Fiirer-Haimendorf (1975:177) reports: “The use of pastures is well
regulated, and such devices as the throwing of dice or drawing of lots have
been developed in order to guarantee a fair distribution of resources.”

At the beginning of the summer season, all the households gather at
the monastery to take part in /be gyen, under the watchful eye of the village
lama. Each summer pasture area is divided into a series of lots, which have
local names and qualities associated with them (though there are no writ-
ten records of these rankings). The names and locations of community
pastures, as well as their qualities and seasons of use, are universally known
and kept orally in the vernacular of local herders, especially women—the
primary managers of village rangelands.

During /be gyen, heads of households roll a pair of dice (made of barley
flour) three times, with the highest roll deciding the winner of a contest.
The villager with the best rolls earns the right to establish his family’s
camp on the village’s best pasture lot. Ties are settled by a roll-off until
everyone has been allotted a place to pen their animals and carry out dairy
production. The lots that rank best are typically within a stone’s throw of
running water; highly valued pastures also have nearby fuel sources like
shrubs, making collection easy for the all-important dairy production cy-
cle, which places heavy demands on fuel.

The pasture lottery does not allocate plots depending on the size of a
household’s herds or the types of animals they keep. This ensures that
wealthier households have no inherent advantage during the casting of
lots. Lhe gyen is performed four times over the course of the summer, and
the whole village shifts pastures and tent locations with each lottery. As
the season progresses and grasses are exhausted, there is a steady movement
away from easy water sources as the herds are moved to more distant
pastures. The stakes of /be gyen figure grow even higher over the summer
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Figure 4 Toponomy of pastures in Panzang Valley (map illustrated by Tenzin Norbu).
(See also appendix 1.)

since herding labor increases and one’s tent location makes more and more
of a difference. Turnover multiplies every household’s chances of a favor-
able allotment during the summer. Not all the valleys of Dolpo throw
dice to distribute pasture lots—each has a distinct matrix of range re-
sources and, therefore, traditions of commons allocation.

The disposition of irrigation water in Dolpo also illustrates how scarce
communal resources are distributed to buttress community life and ensure
equity. Irrigation water is a communally owned, managed, and distributed
resource, as villages usually draw water from a single source, whether spring,
river, or reservoir. Water is a limiting factor for agricultural production in
Dolpo, and most precipitation falls during the monsoon (June through
September). After crops are planted in April-May, irrigation water provides
critical early season moisture to ensure the germination and establishment
of crops. The universal need for this scarce resource demands an impartial
system of distribution—in Dolpo’s case, chu gyen, the lottery of water.

The natural terrain of Nangkhong Valley works against human habita-
tion. Agricultural terraces hang off sheer slopes, houses edge out over eroded
gullies, and trails are scoured away each summer by flash floods. Cultivation
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in Nangkhong relies on a series of constructed reservoirs that lie above
villages and are connected to fields by a network of trenches and gates that
divert water or allow it to pass. On a spring day that is deemed auspicious
by the Tibetan almanac, representatives from every household gather, sit in
a circle, and place a stone that symbolizes their house before them (cf. Valli
and Summers 1994). The higher powers are invoked and chu gyen begins.
Two large dice made of barley flour are rolled to determine the order in
which precious irrigation water is to be distributed to fields. A village lama
presides over the tense ceremony, and a scribe records the results.

Not every valley in Dolpo faces water deficits nor shares the need for
an irrigation lottery. In the upper Panzang Valley, chu gyen takes place
only in the village of Nilung, whose distance and location relative to the
river makes water scarce. Dice are also cast in Shimen, a large village built
on alluvial carapaces in the western reaches of the Panzang River. Water
must be diverted high above the village, so every household in this village
is dependent on a single channel. The water lottery also occurs in other
villages of Dolpo during severe droughts.

Dolpo has virtually no trees, bereft by altitude, climate, and historical
land use of these most useful plants. When anthropologist David Snellgrove
visited Dolpo in the 1960s, he wrote, “Shimen is the most pleasant of
Dolpo’s villages just because of its many trees” (1989[1961]:98). The few
trees that grow—poplars (Populus spp.) and willows (Salix spp.)—are
planted, irrigated, and guarded from livestock by stone enclosures. There
are no forests in Dolpo proper: from Nangkhong, Panzang, and Tsharka
Valleys, the nearest timber trees are a four days” walk. Building a new
house or community structure like a monastery is a daunting task in this
treeless land. Intense negotiations precedes the purchase of wood from
lower-altitude communities. If these discussions proceed fruitfully, a
householder will then have to employ a gang of laborers for several months
simply to acquire and transport wood, which is cut from forests on the
south slopes of the Himalayas. These laborers will then hike along Dolpo’s
precipitous trails carrying logs and planks up to three meters long.

The dearth of trees in Dolpo also means that villagers must turn to
shrubs and dried dung for fuel. As an energy source, dung is highly scat-
tered and labor-intensive to collect. Households with more laborers have
an inherent advantage in amassing fuel, which is communally owned and
needed by every household in the community. How, then, do villagers in
Dolpo share this resource? Through rame, the sharing of fire.!?

Forbidding as Dolpo’s winter is, it cannot be an idle time—survival
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requires a constant supply of fuel. Once a month in Panzang Valley, fifty
or so boys and girls gather for 7ame, a community rite that helps distribute
fuel resources. Each household sends only one member to collect fuel in
groups for three days at a time. Households from the village rotate the
responsibility of providing these laborers with food. Since dung cannot be
collected during the summer, when it rains too much to dry patties, rame
operates only between the eighth and twelfth Tibetan months.

Rame is based on a resource-sharing logic conditioned by strict natural
limitations and universal need. With a member from each household in
the village collecting fuel, distribution of this scarce resource is rationalized
and even. Shared values and community homogeneity enable the close
cooperation displayed in this commons system. Thus, the larger and spa-
tially separated villages of Nangkhong Valley do not practice rame. While
traditions like 7ame help ensure the fair distribution of community re-
sources, they also shield the Dolpo-pa from the perils of this environment:
working together is safer in this land of extremes.

To illustrate: one day, as I was visiting the winter herding tents in the
upper Panzang Valley, a young girl was brought to our tent by her friend,
who had been collecting fuel with her. The girl, no more than eight, was
suffering from severe hypothermia, shivering, no feeling in her hands and
feet. She had carried her basket of collected dung all day and become
chilled, exhausted. By the fire and the warmth of my down jacket, the girl
recovered—slowly—but lived only because her friends and coworkers had
brought her to shelter, fire, and food in time.

Resource-use infractions in Dolpo (such as encroachments by animals
onto agricultural fields) trigger community mediation and indemnity in
the form of fines. These social rules reinforce individuals’ ownership of
cultivated fields. But private ownership carries its risks, too—individuals
assume all the inherent risk of Dolpo’s harsh climate, which pelts fields
selectively with hail and freezes crops even late into the summer.

Village rules regulate user rights and access to communally controlled
resources in Dolpo: violators are held accountable through indemnification
and the pain of social censure. Social rules and mechanisms like rame, le
gyen, and chu gyen accomplish a skillful compromise in distributing univer-
sally needed, environmentally diffuse, and scarce resources like water and
fuel. These commons systems establish boundaries on behavior, delineate
management responsibilities, and are integral with religious rituals, social
hierarchies, and deeply held indigenous beliefs in supernatural agency.
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The local systems of resource use and access in Dolpo that I have
described are today encapsulated within larger sociopolitical systems (the
emergence of which I discuss in later chapters). We will see how and why
Dolpo’s agro-pastoral system transformed and persisted in response to clos-
ing borders, the extension of transport infrastructure, and changing
resource-use regimes during the second half of the twentieth century.



China and Nepal are both ancient countries and yet very young states.

—Zhou Enlai (quoted in Renmin Ribao, 1960)

3
Aot

A SKETCH OF DOLPO’ S HISTORY

I have described Dolpo’s agro-pastoral system largely in a vacuum. Now
it is necessary to place the region within its historical, political, and eco-
nomic context. This sketch of Dolpo’s history, as well as the regional
histories I present in chapters 4 and s, is based on archival research at
Cornell University’s Kroch Library. I have puzzled together a rough chro-
nology of regional history in order to understand the transformations that
occurred in Dolpo after 1959, and the economic patterns and land-use
practices that emerged among pastoralists living in the trans-Himalaya.!

Dolpo’s early history is linked intimately with Tibet. Together with
areas of the upper Kali Gandaki Valley, Dolpo once belonged to the an-
cient kingdom of Zhangzhung. Located in western Tibet, this kingdom
was strongly connected with Bén.? The first Tibetan dynasty (Yarlung)
conquered much of the territory that encompasses the Tibetan-speaking
world, including Zhangzhung, between the sixth and eighth centuries.

60
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Many fled from Zhangzhung and migrated to areas east and south, in-
cluding Dolpo; the name for this region first appears in written sources
at this time.’> These population movements toward Dolpo and the Kali
Gandaki may have been fueled by individuals who sought refuge from the
feudal debts being extracted by the kingdoms of western Tibet. There are
stories within Tibetan Buddhism that tell of hidden valleys (bayul) which
serve as refuges for religion. These legends may well have a historical and
political dimension, in that areas like Dolpo were “hidden,” on the pe-
riphery of early forms of political and financial control in Tibet.

These migrations to Dolpo were part of a wave of successive Tibeto-
Burman populations that settled in the habitable valleys of Himalayas.
The first settlers of Dolpo probably practiced a mix of religions, from
animistic folk traditions, such as cults of mountain gods, to Bén and
Buddhist rituals. Buddhists in Dolpo say that Guru Rinpoche (in Sanskrit,
Padmasambhava)—the Indian pandit who founded Tibetan Buddhism—
discovered the region. Guru Rinpoche, as well as other venerated Dolpo
lamas, blazed a trail of legends across the landscape, leaving imprints in
the form of footprints (shabje), handprints (chagje), and self-emanated
signs in rock (rangjung), which take the form of Buddha figures or other
religious signs. Local mythology is rife with tales of great historical figures
who subjugated local demons and spirits of the land; these animistic and
indigenous spirits were assimilated as wrathful deities to act as protectors
of Buddhist and Bén communities in Dolpo.*

The first Tibetan dynasty fell in 842 and its western provinces splintered
into smaller kingdoms like Purang, which controlled Dolpo until the
fourteenth century. These western dynasties developed political structures
like those of central Tibet—for example, lamaistic institutions and feudal
estates—but they charted their own political course for several hundred
years. The cultural and political units of Tibet reflected its ecological di-
visions. Populations were clustered around larger agricultural valleys like
Lhasa and Shigatse, while political borders ran along pastoral or unsettled
areas, such as the vast plains of the chang tang’

The staples of Tibetan culture took firm root in Dolpo. Buddhism and
Bon became the existential focus of human life, and Dolpo’s denizens eat
the same food, respect the same taboos, enjoy the same games, and recite
the same chants as their northern neighbors (cf. Spengen 2000). Dolpo
also came to share with Tibetans common social institutions such as poly-
andry, clan exogamy, and the indivisible nature of family property.®

However, the regional political power of the western Tibetan dynasties
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over Dolpo was eclipsed during the fourteenth century by the principality
of Lo (in present-day Mustang District, Nepal). Ame Pal, a Tibetan from
Ngari, established the kingdom of Lo in 1380 (cf. Peissel 1967; Jackson
1984; Snellgrove 1967; Kind 2003). Ame Pal’s chief village, Lo Monthang,
controlled the Kali Gandaki River valley from the current northern border
of Nepal as far south as the village of Kagbeni. Lo was an important trade
outlet in the western Himalayas, as the convention among Tibetan traders
was to bring their salt there and then channel it to various markets in
Nepal (including Pokhara and Kathmandu). The Lo dynasty is still rec-
ognized by the government of Nepal, and the current 7zja, Jigme Palbar
Bista, is the twenty-fifth king in a patrilineal lineage.

Under the Lo kingdom, Dolpo was organized into four tax units, each
divided into ten and a half subunits. Households were taxed in proportion
to the amount of seed they planted, a measure of how much land a family
owned (cf. Jest 1975; Ramble 1997). Dolpo villagers were also forced to
pay tribute to Lo in the form of taxes, labor, and religious service. One
manner in which Dolpo’s villagers paid their annual taxes to the kingdom
of Lo was in manual labor, carving stone maniwalls and painting Buddhist
thangka. 7Thangka are the religious scroll paintings found in monasteries
and homes of Tibetan Buddhists. Throughout the Tibetan-speaking world,
mani walls decorate the landscape, sanctifying paths and providing op-
portunities to gain merit for those who circumambulate them. Dolpo-pa
would migrate seasonally to Lo to carve these stonewalls, paying taxes by
physical religious labor; the longest 72ani wall in the Nepal Himalayas still
stands in the village of Gelling.

A recent documentary on Nova (PBS) attempted to resolve the ques-
tion: “Who painted the renowned frescoes in the monasteries of Lo Mon-
thang?” The frescoes at Thupchen Gompa, one of Lo Monthang’s largest
monasteries, were recently restored through a multimillion-dollar project
sponsored by the American Himalayan Foundation. The documentary’s
filmmakers speculated that these fresco paintings had been completed by
Newari, Tibetan, or Chinese painters. Painters from Dolpo were also re-
sponsible for these master works. Tenzin Norbu of Tralung monastery
(Tinkyu village) has texts that trace his family’s lineage of artistic service
to the Lo crown for more than four hundred years. These biographies
relate how lamas from Dolpo spent long periods painting frescoes and
constructing monasteries in Lo Monthang. After the Hindu crown ab-
sorbed Dolpo, however, taxes were paid in silver or in-kind, in the form
of sheep, goats, and other pastoral produce.

Nepal has been a Buddhist-Hindu contact zone for millennia (cf. Aziz
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1978). This zone—sometimes called the Indo-Tibetan frontier—formed a
broad transitional area of great cultural and economic complexity; it has
also been characterized as a region where the writ of government “barely
ran at all.””

Pastoralists and farmers living in the trans-Himalayan region were
drawn into networks of exchange, cycles that often followed the calendar
of religious festivals; as the scale of trade increased, Tibetan fairs assumed
a more secular and commercial nature (cf. Spengen 2000). The mutual
benefits of trade, as well as venerable traditions of long-distance pilgrim-
ages, brought farmers and pastoralists from the Indo-Tibetan frontier re-
gion into contact with one another, linking the Indian and Tibetan eco-
nomic spheres (cf. Fiirer-Haimendorf 1975; Aris 1992). The trade with
Tibet kept traders from peripheral regions like Dolpo in touch with the
aesthetic and religious culture of their neighbors and afforded them a
chance to acquire valuable jewelry, clothing, household goods, and ritual
objects. In addition to the barter complex in grains and salt, there was a
long-distance trade in luxury goods like musk, medicinal herbs, and pre-
cious stones, which initially grew around monastic fairs and places of
pilgrimage but came to be focused around regional trade centers like Lo
Monthang. Some “luxuries” such as sugar, Indian tea, metal utensils, to-
bacco, and matches supplemented the grains that were brought from the
middle hills of Nepal to exchange for the commodities produced by Ti-
betan pastoralists (cf. Fiirer-Haimendorf 1975; Spengen 2000).

The profitability in these trades depended upon advantageous access to
markets and a restriction of competition. Buddhist communities living at
the fringe of the Tibetan culture region depended partly on their control
over trade routes, and partly on privileges granted to them by local prin-
cipalities or states, to profit from this trans-Himalayan commerce (cf.
Fiirer-Haimendorf 1975). West of the Kali Gandaki Valley, where “easy”
passes across the main chain of the Himalayas were fewer, long-distance
trade was in the hands of a few communities like those of Dolpo, Tichu-
rong, and the upper Mugu Karnali watershed (cf. Jest 1975; Fiirer-
Haimendorf 1975; Fisher 1986; Clarke 1987; Gurung 1989; Bishop 1990).
These high-altitude (greater than 3,500 m) pastoral communities shared a
pattern of winter trade in the villages of Nepal’s middle hills and summer
trade in Tibet at border bazaars (cf. Bishop 1990; Spengen 2000). Tibetan
authorities permitted only traders from Lo and Dolpo to purchase salt in
Tibet, while those from regions farther south were allowed to trade only
in wool and livestock.

The wealth and power that the trans-Himalayan commerce conferred
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never accumulated in Dolpo. Dolpo was always too rugged, sparsely pop-
ulated, and distant from the major passes over the Himalayas to become
a significant political entity: it was instead a pawn in the power struggles
of competing kingdoms like Lo and Jumla, which sought control of trade
routes across the Himalayas. Thus, Dolpo was for centuries a relatively
independent region in constant economic and cultural interaction with
the greater rival political powers that surrounded it. Rather, it became
better known for the asceticism and learning of its lamas, many of whom
were trained and taught in monasteries in Tibet. Perhaps the most famous
religious export from Dolpo was Sherab Gyaltsen, who in 1309 left Dolpo
for Tibet in search of teachers. Twenty years later, he was enthroned head
lama of Jonang monastery, where he constructed the largest stupa temple
ever seen in Tibet and wrote a series of treatises that “rocked the Tibetan
Buddhist world” (Stearns 1999:11).8

Dolpo served as a center of religious activity, too. The kings of Lo made
yearly pilgrimages to ask for blessings and consecrations from Dolpo’s
religious leaders (while their tax collectors were busy calling on villagers).”
Not only would Lo’s rule determine Dolpo’s political and cultural milieu
for the next several centuries, it would yoke Dolpo’s fate to that of Nepal
after the eighteenth century, when the Kali Gandaki became part of the
Gorkha kingdom.

The nation-state that would eventually incorporate Dolpo began taking
shape in the mid-1700s when the Gorkha tribes and their leader, Prithvi
Narayan Shah, consolidated their power, conquering neighbors and work-
ing their way toward Kathmandu, which they seized in 1769.!° The Gor-
khas fought a determined series of wars against the western kingdoms of
Jumla, as well as the Rai and Limbu groups in the east, to conquer the
territory that today defines Nepal’s international borders.!' P. N. Shah and
his successors co-opted and absorbed lesser fiefdoms to unite a vertiginous
land that spanned from the subtropical jungles of the Gangetic Plain to
the highest mountains in the world, a nation of many religions and
languages.

The Gorkhas encountered a series of Tibeto-Burman groups in their
march across the Himalayas, whose land they gave to Hindu immigrants
in order to consolidate their political control. By 1789 the Gorkhas had
extended their territorial control over the economically powerful Kali Gan-
daki Valley and subsumed the Kingdom of Lo. This allowed the king of
Lo to keep his title (which his successors still carry today) but forced him
to relinquish political power over the Kali Gandaki and surrounding re-
gions. Dolpo thus became the Gorkhas’ without having to fight on its
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own account. When the Kingdom of Lo succumbed to the Gorkhas, it
forfeited administrative power and privilege over Dolpo, and its rite of
tithes passed. In the aftermath of absorption by the Gorkha kingdom,
Dolpo became even more isolated than its physical remoteness had already
made it."?

Regionally, Dolpo fell clearly under the penumbra of its more powerful
neighbors. Yet its valleys were politically autonomous internally, if only by
dint of their isolation. The Gorkhali state was willing to accept regional
autonomy in peripheral areas like Dolpo, so long as tributes to the center
were dutifully paid. The British Crown’s resident representative in Kath-
mandu during the nineteenth century described the relationships between
Kathmandu and the northern regions:

The inhabitants of these frontier districts pay tax to the Nepal rajahs,
to whom they render an immense service by keeping up . . . the
trade of salt, wool, etc. They levy a small tax . . . and trade a little
on their own account, but are generally poor and very indolent.
Equally dependent on Nepal and Tibet, they naturally hold them-
selves independent of both. (Hodgson 1841, cited in Jest 1975)

Though Nepal controlled the external affairs of former principalities like
Lo after the eighteenth century (and, by extension, tributary regions such
as Dolpo), close cultural relations were maintained between Lhasa and
ethnically Tibetan border communities until the 1950s.'?

There is some confusion as to who controlled Dolpo fiscally after it
was absorbed by the Nepali state. During the Gorkha regime, Dolpo fell
administratively under the fiscal authority of Tripurakot (Tibtu), and later
of Jumla. But records translated by Pant and Pierce show that Dolpo paid
taxes to the Nepal king through Thakali subba (from Mustang District)
until 1957 (cf. Snellgrove 1992 [1967]; Pant and Pierce 1989; Kind 2003).
This splitting of evidence suggests that Dolpo’s eastern valleys (Panzang
and Tsharka) transacted their relations with the Nepali state through Mus-
tang, while the southern and western valleys (Phoksumdo, Tarap, and

Nangkhong) did so through Jumla.

THE NEPAL-TIBET WARS

Having conquered and consolidated their control in Nepal, the Gorkhas
were tempted by Tibet—its vast territory, its easy access to China’s mar-
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kets, and the legendary wealth of its monasteries. Kathmandu’s traditional
political view saw Tibet as a militarily weak, self-governing state, and a
buffer against intimate and potentially dangerous contact with China.
Nepal’s armies ventured north for the first time in 1788 and drew quickly
within striking distance of Tibet’s population centers. The Gorkhas were
encouraged by sectarian, anti-Lhasa forces to invade Tibet but were per-
suaded to return south by the Tibetan government, which promised to
pay a yearly tribute in exchange for their retreat (cf. Ramakant 1976;
Manandhar 1999). The Gorkhas attacked Tibet again in 1791 and seized
control of several major passes along the Himalayas, occupied four border
districts, and advanced as far as Shigatse, where they sacked the treasury
of its main monastery, Tashilumpo.

Nepal’s rulers may have hoped to replace China as Tibet’s nominal su-
zerain, but the Qing emperor took this attack as a blow to imperial prestige
and dispatched a contingent of 15,000 men to Tibet. They succeeded not
only in pushing the Gorkhas south of the border but also managed to carry
the battle to within twenty miles of Kathmandu itself. The Gorkhas were
forced to surrender, and China’s forces withdrew on the condition that
Nepal pay a tribute to the Chinese emperor every five years.

Chinese historians have argued that the Nepal-China Peace Agreement
(1792) marks Nepal’s acceptance of China’s suzerainty. Nepalese historians
counter that the tributary missions did not imply acceptance of Chinese
political control. Nepal’s best claim for independence—that it had gone the
hard road of statechood alone—was vis-a-vis its relationship with the British
Raj. Despite repeated requests, China did not come to the aid of Nepal
during the nineteenth-century Anglo-Nepalese wars, violating the provision
of mutual self-defense in their agreement. China’s refusal to comply with
this important clause forsook suzerain claims. Moreover, neither Nepal nor
Tibet gave the Chinese representative in Lhasa (the @mban) much of a role
as an arbitrator for the disputes they had over the course of the nineteenth
century (cf. Ghoble 1986; Grunfeld 1987; Manandhar 1999).

Nepal and China had had a long history of cultural and economic
contact, but the Nepal-Tibet wars of the eighteenth century provoked
their first direct encounter, militarily and as nation-states, at the Indo-
Tibetan frontier.'® Gorkha militarism had dislocated trade and created
instability in the Himalayas. China foiled Nepal’s territorial ambitions in
Tibet and gained the right to arbitrate in its disputes with Lhasa. These
responses demonstrated that China saw Tibet as an integral part of its
frontier security and would respond to any challenge of authority there
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(cf. Dhanalaxmi 1981; Ghoble 1986; Majumdar 1986). The Gorkhas’ armed
gambits helped trigger China’s increasing involvement in Tibet, with re-
percussions into the present.

THE BRITISH RAJ AND TRADE IN THE HIMALAYAS

The rise of British colonial power in India was also a formative factor in
economic and geopolitical developments along the Indo-Tibetan frontier.
Like the Chinese, British forces had fought to contain Gorkhali ambitions
during the 1800s and succeeded in winning broad concessions from Nepal
in exchange for its territorial sovereignty. The East India Company’s pri-
mary goal was to keep Nepal stable and allied with economic interests of
the British: Nepal served the Raj better as a buffer against China and a
supplier of mercenaries (the much-feared Gurkha regiments) than as a
colony.” The guarantees of cooperation that the British Crown extracted
from Kathmandu’s rulers led to its virtual isolation from the world under
the Ranas for more than a century.

British and Gorkhali rivalries came to a head chiefly over control of the
major trans-Himalayan trade through the Kathmandu Valley and eastern
Nepal (cf. English 1985). The Hindu kingdom controlled these traditional
routes and imposed heavy customs on goods passing to and from Tibet
(via Kutin and Kyirong). The British sought new routes into China to
access untapped markets for their manufactured goods. Trade across the
central Himalayas had traditionally passed through the Kathmandu Valley,
where Newari traders occupied a key position as economic middlemen
and cultural brokers in the Kathmandu-Kodari-Gyantse-Kyirong network.
Meanwhile, barter trade across the other high passes of the Nepal Him-
alayas remained in the hands of local populations like those in Lo and
Dolpo (cf. Chandola 1987; Chakrabarty 1990; Spengen 2000).

THE RANA

In 1846, Jung Bahadur Kunwar Rana, a member of Nepal’s royal court,
engineered the bloody Kot Massacre and seized power by eliminating his
enemies and many members of Nepal’s ruling families. This massacre in-
augurated a single-family despotism in Nepal that was to last for the next
century. Members of the Rana family appointed themselves hereditary
prime ministers and kept the crown strictly at bay from political matters.

Over the course of the nineteenth century, China’s Qing dynasty suf-
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fered a series of setbacks at the hands of the British Empire. Weakened by
a civil war (the Taiping rebellion), the Chinese dynasty was desperately
struggling for survival. Seeing China’s weakness, the Gorkhas swept north
into Tibet again in 1856 on the pretext of trade violations. Unable to
defend itself against a superior force, nor able to rely on its patron China,
Tibet was forced to sign a humiliating treaty that promised annual tributes
to Nepal and extraterritorial rights for Nepalese living there. After the War
of 1856, Nepalese merchants could sell their goods cheaper in Tibet than
any other foreigners with their diplomatic immunity and tax-free status
(cf. Ghoble 1986; Majumdar 1986; Grunfeld 1987).

Throughout the nineteenth century, Nepal continued to pay tribute to
the Chinese emperor every five years, but only because these missions
provided wonderful opportunities for trade—notably, the opium trade. In
addition to rich gifts for the emperor, the 1852 mission carried opium
worth 300,000 rupees, duty-free and under wraps of diplomatic immunity
(cf. Majumdar 1986; Bhatt 1996). In 1866, eight hundred Nepalese porters
headed off to China loaded with opium to return only after a journey of
five years (cf. Uprety 1980; Manandhar 1999). Opium came from the
Tarai, Nepal’s southern belt, where its cultivation was regulated by the
government: farmers were organized into cooperatives and forced to grow
opium and sell it at fixed prices to agents of the government (ryot). The
tributes became lucrative trading ventures for Kathmandu’s elite—an op-
portunity to dispose of a considerable cargo of opium in the western
provinces of China without paying heavy maritime duties.

The trade in certain goods, namely opium, was an elite privilege. Lux-
ury trade did not develop infrastructure or industry in Nepal, though, and
served to perpetuate the status quo for successive ruling families of Nepal.
Subsistence barter between border communities continued, without state
intrusion. The intensification of commercial activity along the Himalayan
border between 1850 and 1950 allowed some groups to rise, only to see
their trade be relocated and reorganized by the British Raj.

By the 1860s, China’s power had decayed so much that it could not
enforce its claim to suzerainty over Tibet. Kathmandu’s relationship with
China, though defined in terms of “vassalage” by Beijing, never held much
political significance for Nepal’s internal politics. However, the Nepalese
learned the value of an association with China as a deterrent in their periodic
confrontations with the British. Throughout the nineteenth century, Chi-
nese officials considered Nepal to belong to the broader British Empire in
India. China resorted to a policy of maintaining the status quo north of the
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Himalayas and avoided direct involvement south of the mountain range
since the costs—financial, military, and political—of intervention across the
Himalayas would be too high for the weakened dynasty.'¢

Though the Ranas courted the British Raj for the protection afforded
by the empire, their trade policies were isolationist. In the 1860s the British
began planning alternate land routes to Tibet via western China and In-
dia—a direct threat to Nepal’s virtual trade monopoly. By 1877 the British
had completed an eastern trade corridor from Siliguri (an Indian railhead
in north Bengal), to Kalimpong and through Sikkim (up the Jelep Pass),
and into Tibet’s Chumbi Valley (cf. Karan 1976; Ghoble 1986; Chandola
1987; Bishop 1990; Chakrabarty 1990; Khatana 1992; Agrawal 1998; Rizvi
1999; Saberwal 1999). The opening of this new trade route caused a steady
decline in the trans-Himalayan trade via Nepal and undermined the extra-
territorial rights of Nepali citizens in Tibet. By the turn of the century,
Kalimpong had replaced Kathmandu as the leading trade entrepét for the
subcontinent. Since Nepal had no jurisdiction over new routes, Nepal’s
erstwhile commercial monopoly in Tibet was gone and Nepal could no
longer bully its neighbor at will (cf. Uprety 1980).

Seasonal trade marts and commercial fairs had been part of the eco-
nomic and cultural landscape of the Tibetan Plateau for centuries, but in
this period they flourished (cf. Karan 1976; Spengen 2000). By Tibetan
standards, the scattered nomads of southern Changtang prospered from
the export of wool to British India. Almost 100,000 bales of wool were
shipped by caravan every year before the late 1950s. There was also a lively
trade in yak tails, used as ritual fans in Hindu temples in India and for
Saint Nicholas beards in Europe. Wool was obtained from the salt-laden
flocks visiting the seasonal frontier marts along the Tibetan border. After
shearing their sheep and selling them, the nomads returned to Tibet loaded
down with grain brought from the other side of the Himalayas.

The Ranas’ self-imposed isolation of Nepal spurred local trade along its
northern borders, and communities there came to supplement, and partly
replace, the Newar trade across the Indo-Tibetan frontier. These fairs were
cosmopolitan by Central Asian standards. The distinguishing feature of
these commercial bazaars was their openness to all trade and traders, irre-
spective of their provenance. As such, they flourished in times of limited
political interference and in areas outside effective governmental control—
frontier conditions that were satisfied in Tibet and its borderlands.

In China, fairs flourished only in times of disintegration of the central
polity. From the moment fresh political unity was achieved, and the Chi-
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nese bureaucracy restored to its former efficiency, fairs in the interior of
China declined, but remained intact in a few frontier zones. This distinc-
tion between India and China (until the rise of the British) may well
explain the relative preponderance of fairs along the Himalayan border of
Tibet, and their paucity along the Sino-Tibetan one (cf. Spengen 2000).

During the nineteenth century, a trader from Dolpo is likely to have
encountered a wide-ranging cast of characters on his journeys, drawn to
the Indo-Tibetan frontier by commercial, educational, and cultural op-
portunities—and the possibility of trading in all manner of goods pastoral.
For example, at Gartok (in western Tibet), traders from Hindustan, La-
dakh, Kashmir, Tartary, Yarkhand, Lhasa, and China proper gathered every
summer (cf. Sherring 1906). The markets were often held after a religious
function and were accompanied by entertainment and other forms of
amusement.

The economic pull of the British colonial empire in India made itself
felt in the Himalayas with the rise of a cohesive infrastructure network,
fueled by a bout of road and railway building during the second half of the
nineteenth century (cf. Chandola 1987; Spengen 2000). China lagged be-
hind, but transport networks were slowly improved within its empire, too.
The greater mobility of goods and people allowed for an intensification of
economic activities, especially in the form of marketplaces near major passes
over the Himalayas. This focusing of commerce also led to increased regu-
lation of trade fairs by regimes—a succession of centralizing Hindu and
Buddhist polities across the Himalayas, motivated to condition regional
trade flows by the need to collect revenues for state-building programs (cf.
Scott 1998). The Rana regime continued the exploitive and nefarious man-
agement of Nepal’s economy and trade by preserving the labor, land, tax-
ation, and legal systems the Shahs had employed (cf. Bishop 1990).

The frontier character of Tibet gave way during the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries to contending spheres of interest (cf. Majumdar 1986;
Chandola 1987; Chakrabarty 1990; Spengen 2000). The British were
guided by the desire to secure a well-defined frontier with Tibet and mo-
nopolize trade relations across Central Asia. The Chinese could not ignore
the presence of the British and accordingly sought to bring Tibet more
firmly under the control of the emperor. The British tried to define the
borders between Nepal, India, and China—the so-called McMahon
line—but contested borders would fuel many of the events that ensued in
the twentieth century (cf. Shakya 1999). Historians see the roots of the
present disputes over Tibetan sovereignty as growing out of the conflicts
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left in the wake of the British Empire’s creeping interests into the Him-
alayas during this period.

RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN THE NEPALI STATE AND
ITS PERIPHERIES

In 1854, J. B. Rana promulgated the Muluki Ain, a national caste system
and set of codes that was used to legitimate Nepal’s political identity, unify
internal administration, and establish a cohesive legal system to replace
existing regional ones. This caste and ethnic identity system became the
primary tool the state used to discriminate between its citizens. ]. B. Rana
likened Nepal to a garden with many flowers: forty-six castes (jaat) based
on occupation, customs (e.g., liquor consumption), language, and geog-
raphy. Nepal’s rulers were eager to promote and perpetuate a Hindu-based
hierarchy, which gave them natural positions of privilege.

Unlike caste systems in India, the Nepalese hierarchy placed the non-
Hindu middle hills and mountain groups in a middle-ranking position.
Despite their great cultural and social divergence from Sanskritic ideals—
meat eating, liquor drinking, Buddhism, to name a few differences—
Dolpo’s residents were placed within Nepal’s middle rank when the nation
defined its ethnic groups. Ethnic group membership and caste ranking
were critical in matters of land tenure and trading rights, and signified
economic and political roles in Nepal. Scholars see ethnic relations in
Nepal today as the outcome of a historical process of accommodation
between ethnic systems and the policies of a centralizing state (cf. Levine
1989). The direct effects of the Muluki Ain were probably few in Dolpo,
but these laws dramatically changed the socioeconomic circumstances of
non-Hindu ethnic groups in closer proximity to the center, like the Ta-
mang and Thangmi.'” More importantly for Dolpo’s future, the Muluki
Ain provided a legal basis for state-building—a way to claim authority
and monopolize territory—which Nepal would leverage in its relations
with peripheral populations over the next 150 years.

The rise of the transnational British-Indian economy forced Nepal to
consider its economic relations with peripheral northern border areas. To
collect revenue from its peripheral areas, Nepal’s kings made contracts with
middlemen who controlled access to trade routes in the northern border-
lands. As a result, trade privileges were extended to a few ethnic groups by
the Kathmandu government for the purposes of assimilating Nepal’s border
areas within the project of nation-state building (cf. Vinding 1998; Spengen
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2000). In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, members of the Thakali
and Nyishangba groups obtained customs contracts (laal mohor) from the
Nepalese government. These contracts allowed these groups to monopolize
the trade in salt and led to the accumulation of great fortunes in the hands
of men who held the office of district magistrate (subba).'®

The attitude of the Nepalese government toward the villages of Nyishang
(today’s Manang District) stayed virtually unchanged through the first half
of the twentieth century: they kept their laal mohar privileges, which guar-
anteed no customs duties were charged them and coincided with the liberal
granting of passports to inhabitants of the district. The king collected a
fixed amount of tax as a sign of loyalty to the Nepalese crown while local
residents continuously conveyed the impression of a poor and backward
district to the authorities—a good example of how central state action may
be subverted by a peripheral group (cf. Spengen 2000).

The era of nation-state formation (between 1750 and 1950) would oc-
casion dramatic changes in Nepal’s external relations with China, India,
and Tibet. After its emergence as a modern nation-state in the mid-
eighteenth century, Nepal faced the formidable problem of preserving its
independence amidst two concurrent threats posed by the British in India
and the Chinese in Tibet. Politically, Nepal was important to China vis-
a-vis its shared border with Tibet. Nepal, in turn, looked upon China as
a useful balance to threats to its integrity from India (cf. Rose 1971; Shres-
tha 1980; Prasad 1989). When its power in Tibet waned or it confronted
local opposition, China watched Nepal, lest it become a base from which
outsiders could promote their objectives in Tibet. The Chinese also valued
Tibet as a buffer against the British, particularly for the densely populated
provinces of Szechuan and Yunnan.

Along the Indo-Tibetan frontier, routes of commerce, currencies, avail-
able goods, and distribution networks all shifted significantly during Ne-
pal’s state-formation period. If we understand the Indo-Tibetan frontier
as a region in flux before 1959, we see more clearly how changes that
occurred later were both part of this process and unprecedented departures
from it. Though Dolpo remained peripheral to the Nepali state up until
the 1960s, the political and economic forces articulated in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries would give rise to the dramatic transformations
this region experienced in the second half of the twentieth century.



For pastoral peoples, the critical fact of modern times is the rise of the state and its
consolidation of control through military means.

—Philip Salzman (1980:130)

There is probably no group toward which Chinese Communist Party policy has been more
uncertain and ineffective than the pastoral nomads of Tibet.

—Robert Ekvall (1961:1)

4
Aot

A NEW WORLD ORDER IN TIBET

The backdrop to Dolpo’s recent history is vast, of course. The twentieth
century was a seminal time for nation-state building in China, India, and
Nepal. By the end of the 1940s, Mao Tse-tung’s long march to power in
China was coming to an end. The Communist Party’s victory ushered in
a radically different economic and political order in the world’s most pop-
ulous nation and, consequently, in lands that China bordered, like Tibet.
India won independence in 1947, only to be rent by religious and ethnic
warfare, and mass migrations, following partition. Nepal, meanwhile, was
also changing rapidly. The 1950s began with the overthrow of the Rana
oligarchy, which had ruled Nepal for over a century, and led to a ten-year
experiment in democracy.

As these nations came into their borders, they began to deal in earnest
with the populations on their peripheries—pastoral communities like
Dolpo’s, living on high frontiers. The following couple of chapters place
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Dolpo’s contemporary story in the larger regional context of relations
between Nepal, Tibet, China, and India. Chapters 4 and s are written as
meta-narratives of geopolitical change from 1951 onwards. I look at the
formation of the Nepal-China border, and describe the actions and policies
of the Chinese and Nepalese governments toward pastoralists. It is not
possible to understand how Dolpo’s livelihood patterns changed without
these regional historical and political perspectives. Even as I acknowledge
(and experience firsthand) that the process of writing history is a selective
one, I am drawn by its potential to tell this part of Dolpo’s story.

The present chapter describes some of the major political and economic
developments that occurred in Tibet, especially in the nomadic regions
north of Dolpo, after the Chinese assumed control. My departure point,
historically, is the “Seventeen Point Agreement” signed between China
and Tibet in 1951." Though the Seventeen Point Agreement is still the
subject of vigorous debate and interpretation, it serves as an apt marker
of the modern period in Tibet. I leave judgment of this contested history
to those who have provided more exhaustive accounts of the relations
between China and Tibet.?

Instead, I aim here to examine the consequences—specifically for trans-
border trade and the organization of pastoral production—of this pivotal
period in western Tibet and, by extension, Dolpo. I trace the evolution
of government policies for pastoralists in the Tibet Autonomous Region
(TAR) and describe how the devolution of China’s politics in this era
affected millions of livestock-dependent people on the Tibetan Plateau,
and beyond. These external changes forced the Dolpo-pa to modify their
resource-use patterns and economic interactions, transformations that I
will describe in chapter 6.

CHINA’ S FRONTIERS AND BORDERS

Frontiers are areas of potential expansion for cultures—like those of Mon-
golia, Russia, the United States, and China, to cite just a few historical
examples—bent on occupying more territory (cf. Kristof 1959). The Chi-
nese viewed their far frontiers with a combination of desire and distaste.
China’s history is full of instances of invasion from the inner Asian fron-
tiers, and the Han Chinese saw frontier peoples as barbarians whose pas-
toral way of life represented a sharp reproach to their own view of refined
culture and Confucian ideals (especially as practiced in China’s urban
centers). The empire also saw frontier territories as vulnerable to imperi-
alist encroachment (cf. French 1994; Hopkirk 1994). Accordingly, one of
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China’s major aims—from the days of its early empires to its contemporary
emergence as a Communist state—was to secure the territories that lay
along its periphery (cf. Lattimore 1951; Spengen 2000). The Communist
Party’s program for incorporating Tibet into China differed little from tra-
ditional Chinese frontier policies—an inner-Asian version of Manifest Des-
tiny. Since the Qing Dynasty, Chinese leaders had actively pursued Tibet’s
integration into China’s polity. The frontier territories were thought by
the Communists and their predecessors alike to be rich in the natural
resources necessary for China’s economic development (cf. Ginsburg and
Mathos 1964; Smith 1996). The emergence of Chinese nationalism in the
twentieth century drove its leaders, too: the Guomindang were just as
passionately nationalistic as the Communists and believed that the terri-
torial limits of modern China lay in the foothills of the Himalayas.? After
the signing of the Seventeen Point Agreement, China subsumed Tibet,
bringing to bear centuries of resolve and accomplishing an empire’s long-
held ambition.

One of China’s first tasks was to consolidate its position in Tibet vis-
a-vis other nations. Hence, the Chinese conducted their diplomacy with
skill and extreme caution in the first decade of the regime (cf. Shakya
1999). In 1954 the Republics of India and China signed the “Agreement on
Trade and Intercourse Between the Tibet Region of China and India,”
which established the “Five Principles [Paanch Sheela) of Peaceful Coexis-
tence.” In this agreement, India agreed to give up all the special privileges
in Tibet it had inherited from the British. The agreement confirmed China’s
modern claims to Tibet and, at the same time, assured India’s primacy in
the sub-Himalayan region.*

The following year, the governments of Nepal and China initiated dip-
lomatic relations and began negotiations over their borders. The central
issue in these discussions was Nepal’s privileges vis-a-vis Tibet: China was
determined to do away with the extraterritorial status of Nepalese citizens
living in Tibet—especially their duty-free status—as anachronisms left
over from the Nepal-Tibet treaties of 1792 and 1856. The two governments
exchanged diplomatic notes and signed an agreement by which Nepal
relinquished the extraterritorial rights of its citizens and withdrew its
armed escorts from Tibet, in exchange for assurances that China had no
political or territorial ambitions beyond the Himalayas. The “Agreement
to Maintain Friendly Relations and on Trade and Intercourse,” signed on
September 20, 1956, placed Sino-Nepalese relations on a basis of equal
sovereignty.

This agreement illustrates a dominant strategy in Nepal’s foreign policy:
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the Nepali state has historically attempted to use China’s support as a
political counterweight and foil to India. Nevertheless, since the nine-
teenth century, the rulers of Nepal have known that its independence was
underwritten by India, though their policy was not to admit it openly.
For doing so would tarnish the image that Nepal wanted to project—a
country free from the tutelage of its great neighbors. This posturing is
reminiscent of the attitude of the Ranas, who resented any overt pater-
nalistic posture of the British, while making certain that Nepal’s security
fell under the penumbra of the Raj.

By 1956, China had secured India and Nepal’s acceptance of its sover-
eignty over Tibet, which left little room for other foreign powers to raise
the issue of its independence.” With its regional dominion over Tibet
secure, China’s Communist Party turned to the business of nation-state
building there. The Chinese state was determined to integrate Tibetans,
along with the rest of its minorities, into one nationalist vision: this theme
in China’s relations toward its peripheral populations was repeated
throughout the twentieth century (cf. Ginsburg and Mathos 1964; Ra-
makant 1976; Shakya 1999). But military preponderance and communi-
cations supremacy still needed to be established before it was possible for
China to assimilate Tibet politically and economically. Physical control of
Tibet would be won only when a transportation infrastructure linking it
with the rest of China could be built, thereby binding its economic for-
tunes with the motherland.

Beginning in the 1950s, the Communists embarked on an ambitious
network-building program in the Tibet Autonomous Region and other
Tibetan areas of southwest China (e.g., Kham, Amdo). Alongside con-
scripted local workers, soldiers from the People’s Liberation Army (PLA)
built roads, bridges, and tunnels from Yunnan and Szechuan Provinces
across the Tibetan Plateau. By the mid-1950s, China had achieved a virtual
monopoly on Tibetan commerce, transportation, and communications. Be-
fore 1959, the majority of farmers and herdsmen had never been incorpo-
rated into a cash economy. Now the Tibetan masses were becoming wage
laborers: tens of thousands were employed in construction during these
years, with discernible effects on Tibetan economy and society (cf. Shakya
1999). During the 1950s, the seasonal fairs and local trade networks that
characterized the Indo-Tibetan frontier were eclipsed by urban markets and
a professional trade circuit, which relied on just a few roads to traverse the
Himalayas.® A growing cash-based economy marginalized barter partner-
ships, like the ones that Tibetan nomads had with traders from Dolpo.
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As the Chinese built roads across the plateau, the needs of Tibetans and
local economic development were secondary concerns to supplying the Peo-
ple’s Liberation Army: the Communists doubted the loyalty of frontier
nationals and were willing to entrust the defense of China’s borders only to
the PLA (cf. Smith 1996). The network of new roads was built to stockpile
military barracks—including gasoline, arms, food and weapons—most of
which were strategically placed along the Indo-Tibetan border. With the
Szechuan-Tibet and the Xinghai-Tibet motor roads completed, the Chinese
could dispatch overwhelming force to quell any rebellion along this erst-
while frontier. And, indeed, a rebellion was stirring in Tibet.

In the 1950s, a Tibetan resistance movement was organized by a loose
confederation of guerrilla fighters, who took up arms against the Chinese.
The ranks of these guerrillas were primarily composed of fighters from the
Kham region. The Tibetan resistance army called itself Chu Shi Gang
Druk (“four rivers, six mountain ranges”), which reflected the geographic
origins of the rebel soldiers and their unity in defense of Tibet.” The
soldiers of Chu Shi Gang Druk were motivated both by patriotism and
religious conviction, as defenders of Tibet and Buddhism. But this army
was also created out of the intrigues of the Cold War, a time when others
were used as proxies in global conflicts. The full dimensions of the role
that covert operatives from India, the United States, and other countries
played in the Tibetan resistance movement have only recently been pub-
licly discussed.®

During the 1950s, the Eisenhower administration and the U.S. govern-
ment supported anti-Communist groups worldwide. In this spirit, and
with the encouragement of the Indian government and high-ranking
members of the Tibetan government-in-exile, CIA agents recruited,
trained, and supplied guerrillas inside Tibet to fight covert, running battles
against the Chinese. Tibetans were flown to military camps in India and
the United States, where they trained in techniques of subterfuge, sabo-
tage, demolition, and code-and-cipher. The Tibetans waged a series of
ultimately hopeless battles—a war of attrition—against the People’s Lib-
eration Army until the 1959 Tibetan Uprising.

These pockets of resistance were not serious threats, but their recurrence
undermined the legitimacy of the Chinese government. The main prob-
lem for China in Tibet was not military weakness but one of assimilating
the Tibetans. Tibet’s feudal government—the Regents, the Parliament,
and the Dalai Lama, who was coming of age under the most trying of
circumstances—struggled throughout the 1950s to define its role in the
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aftermath of the Seventeen Point Agreement. On the tenth of March 1959,
thousands of Tibetans took to the streets of Lhasa. With the eruption of
protests, arrests, and violence, the Dalai Lama departed Tibet and its feu-
dal government collapsed. It was CIA-trained soldiers who escorted the
Dalai Lama to the border, and into political exile, in India. The Dalai
Lama’s flight triggered an unprecedented exodus of Tibetans across the
Himalayas—up to 80,000 refugees in the first years of the diaspora.” An
estimated 85,000 Tibetans were killed as the People’s Liberation Army
suppressed the uprising. (The second act and denouement of the Tibetan
Resistance would be played out mostly in Nepal and forms a critical part
of the next chapter’s narrative.)

A combination of factors seems to have doomed Beijing’s original plans
for Tibet: misunderstandings of the Buddhist nature of this society; a lack
of consistency in Beijing’s political line; persistent Han chauvinism; and
an inability to respond to the growing resentment of Tibetans toward the
army and other representatives of the Chinese Communist regime. The
Chinese had to act fast and come up with measures that would quiet a
restive people. They suspended all agricultural and mercantile taxes, as
well as compulsory labor, to entice Tibetans to stay. The Communist Party
announced that grazing taxes would be abolished to bring economic relief
to Tibet’s pastoralists (cf. Ginsburg and Mathos 1964; Shakya 1999).
Though nomadic communities in Tibet had not participated in the 1959
uprising (which had been largely limited to Lhasa), they were subjected
to the “Anti-Rebellion Campaign” that followed. This campaign was
launched to coerce the cooperation of the Tibetans and to show clearly
who the rulers of Tibet were.!® Ultimately, the Chinese relied on the use
and threat of violence, along with massive population transfers of ethnic
Chinese to overwhelm and reorder Tibet’s political and economic systems.

China was determined to cut off Tibet’s traditional commercial links
and made it clear that Nepalese traders would no longer benefit from the
duty-free exemptions they had previously enjoyed. However, practical con-
siderations held both China and Nepal back from trying to control barter
among border groups, a wide-ranging and seasonal trade in products from
which these states could extract little.

The Chinese used other means of controlling their mobile populations,
though: they administrated the outlets through which nomads in Tibet
could dispose of their products. The Chinese attempted to regulate the
sources from which nomads could buy goods like grain to supplement
their diet of meat and dairy products. Chinese purchasing agencies put
pressure on nomads who refused to conform by giving preferential prices
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and terms to those who complied with the Chinese pattern. For those
who organized themselves into collectives, the Chinese made the purchase
of rice, flour, grain, and tea easier (cf. Ekvall 1961).

The 1959 uprising put Nepalese traders in direct jeopardy. During the
revolt, they were taken into custody for alleged complicity. They were
suspect in Chinese eyes, and Tibetans were warned off from dealing with
Nepalese. The Chinese put forward bureaucratic hindrances and made the
business environment impossible for Nepalese traders still living in Tibet.
Large numbers of Nepalese lost not only their businesses but were forced
to leave the country.!!

Private trade in Tibet was stifled by the Chinese monopoly on trans-
portation: industrial and commercial functions were taken over by state
enterprises. Formerly, all transportation had been borne by animals, the
vehicle of pastoralism (cf. Ekvall 1961; Smith 1996). The gradual diversion
of Tibetan trade toward China was abandoned after the uprising of 1959,
when the Chinese government assumed firm control over the volume,
direction, and means of Tibet’s trade (cf. Karan 1976; Ray 1986).

In reestablishing political and economic control over Tibet, China had
to cope with a sensitive border, a rebellious population, and contending
factions among the Han themselves. The first years of the new Tibetan
regime were characterized by crisis and conflict impelled by developments
within China’s Communist Party. Political dynamics during Mao’s tenure
involved recurring cycles of radicalization and reconstruction at the highest
levels of the government.'? The resulting turmoil was created and used by
Mao and his cadres to eliminate real or perceived enemies, and to test
their power within the party and in society at large. Chairman Mao’s
interpretations of Marxism were translated into experiments of social en-
gineering on a massive scale, at the cost of millions of lives in China and
Tibet.

In the Second Five-Year Plan (1958-1962), Mao and his fellow radicals
figured that China could simultaneously develop industry and agriculture
if more productivity could be extracted from its rural sector. The “Great
Leap Forward,” as the campaign became known, was designed to further
China’s socialist transformation and increase political control through col-
lectivization. With efficiency as its great standard, the movement took two
forms: a mass steel campaign and the formation of agricultural com-
munes."? The salient feature of communes was the merging of economic,
social, and administrative structures within the organization of the Com-
munist Parcy.!4

At every level of the party, excessively zealous production figures were
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set for China’s communes: nothing was impossible if the masses were mo-
bilized to perform extraordinary feats of manual labor. An attempt to master
nature, the Great Leap Forward was an abject economic, social, and eco-
logical failure. The national campaign resulted in the overproduction of
poor-quality goods, deterioration of industrial infrastructure, and the ex-
haustion and demoralization of the populace, not to mention party and
government cadres at all levels (cf. Lieberthal 1995; Poon 2001; Spence 1999).

Industrial production dropped, and food and raw materials shortages
provoked rising discontent in mainland China. The party’s failed eco-
nomic development policies were compounded by a series of natural di-
sasters: already hard-hit rural provinces were ravaged by droughts and
floods, in turn, and an estimated twenty-three million people died in the
famines that swept China (cf. Mueggler 2001). The Chinese army forcibly
prevented peasants from fleeing rural areas stricken by famine, and in the
early 1960s the military took over many government and state functions
(cf. Lieberthal 1995). Mao eventually accepted responsibility for the disas-
ters of the Great Leap Forward and stepped down from his position as
chairman of the People’s Republic in 1961. He withdrew to Shanghai,
where he stayed in semiseclusion and plotted his return to power.

Still, the ineluctable logic of the Communist Party pressed forward and
demanded the simultaneous development of agriculture and industry. In
Tibet, the Great Leap Forward resulted in a series of disastrous harvests
of winter wheat—a crop demanded by Beijing’s planners in place of “tra-
ditional” barley. The industrial and agricultural reforms caused Tibet’s first
recorded famines, killing an estimated 340,000."

Matters were made worse for China when the Soviet Union withdrew
its economic and technical assistance. China maintained that aggression
and revolution were the only means to achieve the basic Communist pur-
pose of overthrowing capitalism. The Soviets terminated their agreement
to help China produce its own nuclear weapons and missiles, and recalled
their technicians and advisers from China (cf. Lieberthal 1995; Poon 2001).
Disputes with the USSR dominated China’s foreign relations during the
late 1950s, and China grew further isolated. The Soviet Union had been
China’s principal benefactor and ally, but relations between the two Com-
munist powers cooled quickly. The Chinese accused the Soviets of “revi-
sionism” and betrayal of Marxist-Leninist ideals; the latter countered with
charges of “dogmatism.” Without active financing by the USSR, the Chi-
nese scheme for developing industrial and high-level technology, including
nuclear weapons, became hampered. Their alliance deteriorated rapidly
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and, in 1962, China openly condemned the USSR for withdrawing its
missiles from Cuba.

To add to its troubles, China’s long-standing border issues with India
erupted into open conflict in 1961 and 1962.° Since the establishment of
diplomatic relations between the Republics of China and India, the line
of demarcation had lurked as a potentially divisive issue. Neither country
had addressed the border situation, until the Dalai Lama’s departure from
Tibet prompted a flood of refugees into India, which meant that it was
impossible for the two countries to maintain the status quo. Their treaty
of friendship lapsing, China and India met at the cusp of the 1960s, the
first nuclear powers among the “developing” nations (cf. Shakya 1999).

Had it not been for the Tibetan Uprising in 1959, India and China’s
border disputes might have been confined to flurries of diplomatic notes
and protestations of bad intent. Instead, it became an armed confrontation
and tense standoff between nation-states, in the chilling political arena of
the Cold War.

From the outset, China had developed Tibet as a military bastion from
which it could protect and demonstrate its power in bordering regions.
The Chinese considered the Tibetan rebellion a foreign conspiracy, like
previous insults China had suffered at the hands of imperialists. Through-
out the early 1960s, the Chinese deployed large numbers of PLA troops
to infiltrate and guard Tibetan border regions. The Chinese recruited hun-
dreds of Tibetans to work for the PLA, and employed them to clear feed
roads and carry supplies to troops stationed in western Tibet. India and
China both built up their armed presence and, by 1962, had established
more than fifty new border posts along the western Himalayas, including
the high passes between Dolpo and Tibet. Trade between India and Tibet
ceased as a result of this armed standoff in 1961 and 1962 (cf. Karan 1976;
Shakya 1999). During these crisis years, traders hung back well beyond
the appointed dates to reach markets, hesitant as they heard about con-
ditions in Tibet from refugees—tales of disorder, unsteady prices, and
failing currencies.

Peace negotiations between India and China proved inconclusive.
Fighting erupted in October 1962 when Chinese troops advanced and took
military possession of the Aksai Chin—a plateau of more than 100,000
square kilometers in the northwest Himalayas.!” Although the Chinese
subsequently withdrew the troops to their 1959 positions, the aggression
lowered China’s prestige among the nations of Asia and Africa and spurred
20,000 additional refugees to leave Tibet. Obviously embarrassed by the
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exodus of Tibetans, China worked from within to stem the flow and
tightened its watch on Tibet’s borders with Nepal, Sikkim, and Bhutan.
The border tension along the Himalayan belt forced the Chinese to aban-
don their attempts to win the Tibetans over by persuasion and to seck a
more rapid integration of Tibet (cf. Shakya 1999). The Chinese were de-
termined to cut off Tibet’s access to South Asia and demanded the with-
drawal of Indian technicians from Nepal’s borders as well as an end to the
use of Gurkha soldiers by India (cf. Prasad 1989; Shakya 1999).

The border controls put into effect by China and India, and eventually
Nepal, made the mountain pastures in adjoining border areas of Tibet
unusable for pastoral groups like the Dolpo-pa. Chinese patrols ended
age-old patterns of trade and animal migrations on both sides. Herdsmen
in Tibet were collectivized and moved toward settled areas, at the nodes
of the Chinese economic network, where goods and government services
were available.

Throughout the 1960s, the Chinese extended roads and built outposts
even into uninhabited mountain passes to mark the border with India and
Nepal. This added to China’s sense of security and its neighbors’ insecurities
(cf. Karan 1976; Smith 1996). Roads removed the geographical barriers to
China’s rule and allowed the Chinese to shift the vortex of Tibetan trade
away from India, despite the much greater expense initially of doing so.

In Beijing, on January 20, 1963, the Tibet Autonomous Region and
Nepal signed a “Boundary Protocol” which stated that, “Border inhabi-
tants of the two countries may, within an area of thirty kilometers from
the border, carry on the petty traditional trade on a barter basis.”'® Dolpo’s
valleys were located within this conscribed, “traditional” space. Having
permitted trans-border subsistence trade, the Boundary Protocol also stip-
ulated that both governments “abolish the existing practice of trans-
frontier pasturing by border inhabitants of both countries. Each party shall
see to it that no new cases of trans-frontier pasturing shall be allowed for
its border inhabitants, nor shall the trans-frontier pasturing which has been
given up be resumed in the territory of the other party.” Thus, through
transnational accords like the Boundary Protocol of 1963, the governments
of Nepal and China agreed to restrict the movements of their mobile
pastoral populations and established a legalistic basis for these policies.

The key premise of these statutes was that rangelands were national
resources. As such, nation-states had the right to exclude noncitizen re-
source users. Nepal and China did away with centuries of customary prop-
erty and resource-use arrangements that pastoralists across the Himalayas
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had used to successfully exploit rangeland resources across this ecological
frontier to synergize livestock production with seasonal trade and agricul-
ture.?’ In its agreements with the Tibet Autonomous Region and the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China, the Nepalese government managed only to secure
subsistence trade rights for its border populations. It did not, however,
provide for future access to Tibet’s pastures—the trans-border rangeland
resources that Dolpo’s way of life had depended upon. Thus, the govern-
ment was not able or did not care to advocate on behalf of pastoralists
living on their borders. The Nepalese government was, perhaps, hard-
pressed to concern itself with these groups—peripheral as they were in
space and imagination.

Once Tibet had been physically integrated into the state, the Chinese
could begin the process of altering local political institutions. Road con-
struction became a means for the Communist Party to mobilize the Ti-
betan people and penetrate every level of society. During their years of
guerrilla activities against the Nationalists, the Chinese Communists had
used small work teams to communicate ideology and to persuade peasants
about socialist reforms. They applied these selfsame thought reform tech-
niques in Tibet.

Every Tibetan began to feel the presence of the Chinese. After a day of
road construction, PLA troops would organize political study classes to
publicize that the Chinese had come to modernize Tibet. The military’s
collectivist organization was posited as the model for the socialist transfor-
mation of China’s frontier areas (cf. Karan 1976; Smith 1996). In fact, during
this period many Tibetans did join the party and related organizations, since
membership guaranteed a job and conferred privileges (cf. Shakya 1999).
Even as these major changes were occurring in urban and densely settled
agricultural centers, the nomads who ranged the plains north of Dolpo
remained largely unimpacted by China’s reforms (cf. Goldstein and Beall
1989; Shakya 1999).

Before the 1950s, Tibetan society had been organized as a feudal, theo-
cratic state.”! Large estates were the dominant unit of economic produc-
tion and constituted the basic pattern of land organization, especially in
the more densely settled areas of central and southern Tibet. In pastoral
areas, the feudal system taxed households in the form of livestock products,
especially butter and meat, as well as agricultural and herding labor (cf.
Epstein 1983). Monasteries, too, were nodes of political and economic
activity, and they relied on tributes from nomads within their dominion
to provide livestock products for trade and consumption.
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Confronted with Tibet’s feudal society—a system antithetical to their
vision—the Communists sought to break up the theocratic state. Their
goal was to replace the old economic structures—in which monasteries
and feudal estates controlled the use and development of natural resources,
wealth, and trade—with a centrally planned socialist state. In this new
economic order, the state would own and operate industrial, commercial,
and transport facilities. A major land redistribution program was initiated
to collectivize agricultural and pastoral production in Tibet, and this in-
volved the breaking up of the big estates formerly owned by the monas-
teries and nobility.

The categories of subjects, which had determined Tibet’s internal eco-
nomic relationships for hundreds of years, were disbanded. Farming estates
were confiscated and redistributed to lower strata. A Tibetan refugee, in-
terviewed later in Nepal, described the results: “They distributed land and
for many of us it was the first land we had worked for ourselves. Then,
when our granaries began to fill they taxed and rationed us and nation-
alized all property” (cf. Karan 1976:41—42). Cooperatives paved the way
for eventual collectivization of agro-pastoral production and the introduc-
tion of communes. With the suspension of property and tax categories,
Tibet’s feudal economic structure collapsed. The dissolution of the eco-
nomic power base of the monasteries and manorial lords was “the most
significant social and political event in the history of Tibet since the in-
troduction of Buddhism” (cf. Shakya 1999:254). A few monastic estates
that stood under the protection of the Panchen Lama were tolerated until
the 1960s, before they too were expropriated.?

In the early phase of their rule, the Communists were realistic enough
to recognize that indiscriminate application of reforms in nomadic areas
would lead to catastrophe. The formulation and implementation of pastoral
policy in Tibet after 1959 was based on a number of premises: some were
historical, while others were doctrinaire in nature and related to the Marxist
blueprint for developing a socialist society. Some policies were imitative and
owed their genesis to the example of Soviet experience in dealing with the
nomads of Russian Central Asia. Still others stemmed from subsistence
techniques of Chinese tillers, who had little experience in—and, therefore,
little aptitude for—raising livestock on the Tibetan Plateau (cf. Ekvall 1961;
Grunfeld 1987; Cincotta, Yanqing, and Xingmin 1992).

The Chinese initially understood the difficulty of instituting pastoral
reforms in the short term and lamented the inability of cadres from sed-
entary areas to fully comprehend the situation in livestock-dependent ar-
eas. Robert Ekvall writes:
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It is a litde known, and even less appreciated, fact that the final
stages of the Long March, just before the Chinese turned back into
China, were a bitter and traumatic experience for the Chinese Com-
munist leaders. They found that a tough Chinese and a tough Com-
munist who, against all enemies, could pass unscathed throughout
the breadth of China, might yet succumb to the rigors of the grass-
lands and the unwavering enmity of the people of the grasslands.

(1961:1)

Another difficulty confronting the Communists was how to distribute land
and livestock held in accordance with patterns of ownership and use rights
that were unfamiliar to the Chinese.

The party decided initially not to redistribute cattle and imposed no
class distinctions in regard to pastoral areas. Observing Tibetan pastoralists
during the 1960s, Ekvall writes:

In April 1961, the [Chinese Communist] Party announced that it
would not establish livestock breeders’ cooperatives in Tibet in the
next five years. . . . The [Communist] Party would try to “persuade”
the nomads to undertake “experiments in mutual aid and coopera-
tion” with the hope that these experiments would be successful and
could gradually be “popularized” in other “qualified” areas. (1961:2-3)

As a result, a series of gradual pastoral policies were put into place until
the radical reorganization of Tibetan society—which began in the 1960s
and continued through the Cultural Revolution.

During the early 1960s, the political tide in China had begun to swing
to the right, with the ascendance of more moderate leadership. To stabilize
the economy after the disastrous experiments of the Great Leap Forward,
the government initiated a series of corrective measures, including the
reorganization of the commune system to allow for more autonomy in
production and marketing.

CHINA’ S CYCLES OF POLITICAL RADICALIZATION
UNDER MAO

Chairman Mao grew uneasy about “creeping capitalist” and “antisocialist
tendencies.” As a hardened revolutionary, Mao continued to believe that
material incentives in economic development were counterrevolutionary
and would corrupt the masses. The Tenth Plenum, in 1962, marked the
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return to power of the radical faction within China’s Communist Party.
As a result, Mao began an offensive to purify the ranks of the party. Bitter
partisan battles erupted, a riptide on the corrective economic measures
that the moderates had put into place after the Great Leap Forward. Social
well-being was once again subordinated to politics.

Mao Tse-tung systematically regained control of the party and launched
his Socialist Education Movement (1962-1965). This campaign was meant
to arrest China’s so-called capitalist tendencies by restoring ideological
purity, intensifying class struggle, mobilizing the peasantry, and reinfusing
revolutionary fervor into the party and government bureaucracies. Until
the Socialist Education Movement, Tibet had not been directly exposed
to the volatile political culture of Beijing. This time, the aim was to steer
the Tibetan masses into overthrowing the old society and embracing a
new one led by the party (cf. Shakya 1999). The Communists began to
advocate that Tibet’s former serfs and indentured nomads should de-
nounce their enemies—Ilandlords, rich farmers, and religious leaders.

The Communists wanted to create a new set of values by which indi-
viduals and communities would judge their thought and behavior: the
goal was to inculcate a sense of belonging to the state. The Socialist Edu-
cation Movement placed class and class warfare in the forefront of politics.
Throughout the 1960s, Communist cadres organized “struggle sessions”
in Tibet’s villages, where important religious figures and rich landlords
were forced to confess that they had exploited the poor and were thereafter
subjected to verbal abuse and often beaten (cf. Shakya 1999). But these
struggle sessions, and the class warfare they entailed, were but a prelude
to the Cultural Revolution that was to engulf China and Tibet.

Just as Tibet and China appeared to be recovering from the cataclysm
of the Great Leap Forward, Mao’s cohort conspired to foment another
revolution. The Communist Party was hewn to conflict, it seems. Its cad-
res had come of age with war—Japan’s invasion of China, the Long March
against the Nationalists, and World War II. The Cultural Revolution
would thrust the party, and the whole of China, once again into a self-
destructive maelstrom, from which it would emerge only ten years later
(cf. Ghoble 1986).

Mao was convinced that he could no longer depend on the formal
party organization, which had been permeated with “capitalist inroaders”
and “bourgeois obstructionists” (cf. Epstein 1986; Smith 1996). By the
mid-1960s, Mao’s crusade to cleanse the party had erupted into a nation-
wide phenomenon—the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution. This was
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the first mass action in China to emerge against the Communist Party
apparatus itself. As the movement gained momentum, community meet-
ings were organized throughout China to rally the masses around class
consciousness, rather than ethnic or national loyalties.

Beginning in 1963, the Chinese attempted to institute an elaborate sys-
tem of class groups among nomads in eastern Tibet, based on ownership
of livestock. The number of animals a householder owned, and whether
a household had hired laborers to look after its animals, defined Tibetans’
class membership (cf. Shakya 1999). “Bureaucratic logic is pleasurable
when it accomplishes successful classifications,” according to Don Han-
delman, and the Chinese took great pains to organize Tibetan society into
categories (Handelman 1998:xlix). Nomads’ pasture allocation systems and
seasonal migrations were radically reworked, with concomitant transfor-
mations in social and labor relations.?> The application of agrarian models
to effect the socialist transformation of nomadic areas was seen throughout
the 1951 to 1976 period. Likewise, the collectivization program had been
designed for agrarian, not pastoral, production.

From the divested herds of former estates, “Mutual Aid Teams” of six
to seven families were formed, and Tibet’s nomads took their first steps
toward communization.?* Owners of large livestock herds found it increas-
ingly difficult to hire labor for herding and were compelled to adapt to
the growing collective sector of the economy.?> By 1965, more than four
thousand Mutual Aid Teams had been formed, encompassing half of Ti-
bet’s stockbreeders (cf. Dargyay 1982; Epstein 1983).

The radicalization of politics in Tibet—where the loyalty of the popu-
lation to China and the Communist Party could certainly be called into
question—was inevitable. The first half of the 1960s proved to be an
economic disaster in Tibet, and the chaos of the Cultural Revolution only
deepened the crisis.?® Butter—one of Tibet’s essential commodities—was
already scarce, and livestock numbers fell as state-driven quotas expropri-
ated pastoral produce (cf. Shakya 1999). The Tenth Panchen Lama was
one of the few who dared to speak out about the worsening conditions in
Tibet. He wrote Chairman Mao a 90,000-word letter describing, in part,
how his starving countrymen had been reduced to picking apart horse
manure for undigested grain.?”

After 1965, China began to actively reorganize Tibet’s agro-pastoral
economy by introducing reforms that redistributed land and livestock,
banned bartering, and imposed new forms of taxation. The animals of
wealthy herd-owners were confiscated and distributed among work bri-
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gades. Poor herdsmen were to be the mainstay of the subsequently orga-
nized communes, though they had never been the moving force of pastoral
communities in Tibet.??

A negative opinion of the nomadic existence is common in sedentary
agricultural societies, whose members see nomads as shiftless and difficult
to control (cf. Scott 1998). Mobility confounds settled relationships and
raises uncomfortable questions of teleological histories, undermines state
attempts to territorialize and control its population, and confounds ac-
cepted understandings of the relationships between private property rights
and community resources (cf. Agrawal 1998). The Chinese denigrated no-
madic life as “neither beneficial to the development of animal husbandry
nor to the prosperity of the human population” (Li 1958:294; see also
Smith 1996). There were deeper roots, too, for China’s antipathy toward
the Tibetan way of life: the traditional equation by Han Chinese of no-
madism with barbarism. The free-roaming nomads of Tibet had no place
in the Maoist world of social uniformity and close supervision:

In the Marxist blueprint for the theoretical socialist state there is no
place for the nomad who is an anachronism that does not fit into
any sector of the socialist economy or belong in any stage of its
development. . . . In the historic mission of making Tibet, actually
and truly, a part of China, that plateau could only be safe for Chinese
when the nomads—who control most of the transportation of the
land, produce most of what Tibet exports and are most difficult to
number, tax and administer—were placed under tight control. (Ek-
vall 1961:4—5)

Given these predilections, the Communists concentrated their livestock
development efforts on anchoring nomads to permanent winter quarters.
Settling nomads would unmoor pastoral communities and reorient them
toward the state. Immobility would allow the state to develop these iso-
lated populations by diffusing goods and services through government-
controlled nodes, in urban areas and along transport and communications
networks (cf. Karan 1976; Goldstein 1991; Cincotta, Yanging, and Xingmin
1992; Agrawal 1998; Scott 1999; Miller 1999b; Fernandez-Gimenez and
Huntsinger 1999).

Nomads in Tibet experienced a basic transformation in their lifestyle,
as the government attempted to implement a more radical vision of pas-
toral development. The introduction of veterinarian stations, schools,
lending banks, experimental breeding stations, and winter feed areas for
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livestock led to a marked decrease in the mobility of Tibet’s nomadic
populations. The Chinese established these fixed points of economic and
political reference as a means of inducing nomads to become semiseden-
tary. Supplementing the veterinary stations were experimental breeding
farms, designed to make the fixed bases even more attractive to the no-
mads, who knew the value of improved breeding stock. The establishment
primary schools also encouraged nomads to leave family members at per-
manent bases and thus further restricted mobility (cf. Ekvall 1968).

Throughout the 1960s, pastoral communities in Tibet were resettled,
sometimes hundreds of miles away from their original homes.?” Chinese
authorities planned and pursued this social isolation in order to make the
Tibetans more open for Communist indoctrination (cf. Dargyay 1982;
Clarke 1987; Smith 1996). The Chinese logic for relocating nomadic pop-
ulations seems evident: in exchange for government goods and services,
the nomads would relinquish their patterns of free movement as well
as their informal social alliances and economic relationships, which had
sustained agricultural and trading communities on both sides of the
Himalayas.

The introduction of the communes in Tibet was meant to solve its
economic backwardness and realize the ideological goal of self-reliance. But
besides being collective economic units, the communes were also intended
to be grassroots organs of political power, a means for the Chinese to install
their own hierarchy in Tibetan society. However, the party’s authoritarian
policies of forced settlement and communal reorganization imposed an alien
code; they failed to recognize that Tibetans took pride in their cultural
differences based on whether they were nomads or farmers.

By monopolizing transport, the commune system was also designed to
inhibit private commerce. Each collective unit had the right to exchange
livestock products with agricultural communes. Beholden to central pro-
duction quotas, the surplus of Tibet’s agro-pastoral producers was si-
phoned to China, and resulted in grain shortages and steep declines in
livestock numbers. The Chinese failed to recognize not only the environ-
mental constraints to farming on the Tibetan Plateau but also the cultural
ones. A fundamental cultural obstacle to communization arose from the
fact that, in Tibet, there was real pride in the nomadic way of life. In
Tibet the tough life of nomads was, in fact, a desirable livelihood in terms
of its greater income opportunities and independence.?

Many minority nationalities in China experienced collectivization as a
rapid and unprecedented imposition of state control (cf. Smith 1996). The
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organizational principles of communes were fairly uniform throughout
nomadic areas. Communes collectively owned and managed pastures and
livestock, as well as equipment like carts, milk separators, butter churns,
tractors, and other machines (cf. Epstein 1983; Goldstein and Beall 1990).
Up to one thousand households were organized into a production unit
under a Chinese official. The commune production system had “five fixed
quotas”: the number of persons assigned to each task; the number of
animals taken care of by each team; the pasture area for each herd or flock;
targets for natural increase; and sales to the state.!

Road building in Tibet and neighboring Nepal continued unabated
through the 1960s. King Mahendra of Nepal concluded an agreement with
China to build a road connecting Kathmandu with Lhasa, which Beijing
agreed to finance and supervise. A 300-mile, east-west military road par-
allel to the Nepalese border was also completed. These new roads were
disconcerting to India, in light of its border disputes with China, and
signaled a shift in the balance of power as Nepal moved closer to China.

The building of roads into Nepal was more than good neighborliness:
China was facing chronic difficulties supplying its large military establish-
ment in Tibet. The road afforded the Chinese the possibility of supplying
their army through Nepal, and India lost its strategic advantage: India
could no longer cut off China’s access to South Asia by closing the Him-
alayan routes through Sikkim and Bhutan (cf. Ramakant 1976; Raj 1978;
Ghoble 1986; Prasad 1989). The urgency with which China built the
Lhasa-Kathmandu road demonstrates that, despite the heavy strain it
placed on limited foreign-exchange reserves and its own domestic eco-
nomic crisis, this project was critical to China’s position in Tibet.

The Chinese provided all the needed building materials, tools, trucks,
bulldozers, and so on for the road, which they completed in 1966.32 The
Chinese focus remained on expanding and improving the road system
through the 1960s, until the total road grid covered over 13,000 miles
(21,000 km) throughout the Tibet Autonomous Region. The improving
transportation network reinforced the ties of isolated nomadic commu-
nities to Chinese-dominated centers and made the task of controlling the
plateau, as well as restructuring its economy, substantially easier.

The Cultural Revolution caused massive physical displacements, the
destruction of thousands of monasteries, the exile of Tibet’s spiritual and
political leaders, and the death of over one million people.?* The Cultural
Revolution precipitated another exodus from Tibet, as thousands of ref-
ugees again crossed into India to escape the factional violence of the move-
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ment. In mainland China, normal economic activities ground to a halt
during the first years of the Cultural Revolution, and agricultural and
industrial production fell precipitously.

The logistical and social obstacles of reorganizing Tibet’s far-flung no-
mads into communes may have been overcome had it not been for the
Cultural Revolution, and the overriding interests of security that the Chi-
nese imposed on the border areas. While the cooperative nature of pastoral
labor organization could have lent itself to the socialist collective, the
Chinese poured resources into transforming rangelands into farmlands—
an enterprise with a high risk of failure on the highest plateau in the world.

As it was, the first years of the Cultural Revolution in western Tibet
were confined mainly to the castigation of rich nomads and lamas in
struggle sessions.* Further alienation came from the forced confiscation
of weapons—a prized possession among nomads—and the apparently ran-
dom humiliation of revered clerical figures in an effort to diminish their
prestige, and hence power, among the general population (cf. Grunfeld
1987). Monasteries, fortresses, and other symbols of Tibet’s feudal theo-
cratic state were torn down. While shepherds were freed from forced feudal
labor, they were often compelled to work in labor gangs to build govern-
ment infrastructure projects; many were relocated by their communes.

The redistribution of livestock begun in the 1960s accelerated through
the 1970s. Many Tibetans liquidated their herds before their animals were
absorbed by the state-sponsored communes (cf. Karan 1976). Throughout
this period, livestock in Tibet were assigned to various forms of state
enterprises, in which herders were team members. The Chinese met with
strong resistance to communization among the nomads; in the western
Tibetan region of Phala an open revolt broke out in 1969 (cf. Goldstein
and Beall 1989). The Chinese were forced to deploy the People’s Liberation
Army to restore order and attempt governance simultaneously. Though
western Tibet’s nomads had not taken part in the 1959 uprising, they
rebelled ten years later when the commune system was imposed, telling
of how important local history and regionalism were in shaping political
and economic history in Tibet.

The Chinese speeded up the introduction of communes during the
1970s, and many herdsmen built houses and animal shelters; by 1976, 90
percent of Tibet’s population was organized into production units (cf.
Peking Review 1971; Epstein 1983). Each county in the Tibet Autonomous
Region was subdivided into communes, each with teams of herding units.
The few accounts of this period attest that, although there was a general
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increase in livestock production due to technological inputs and improved
transport infrastructure, the living standards of Tibetan nomads did not
improve because the government expropriated whatever surplus was pro-
duced (cf. Cincotta, Yanqing, and Xingmin 1992; Shakya 1999).

The border regions of Tibet were governed directly by the PLA (as
opposed to the TAR administration) since the early 1960s, partly as a
deterrent to the Tibetan guerrillas based in Mustang. Despite the partisan
battles of the Cultural Revolution, the Red Guards dealt severely with
party cadres who tried to catalyze factional politics in the sensitive border
areas and, in the interest of stability, refused them entry. Infighting within
China’s political ranks continued unabated through the mid-1970s while
Mao Tse-tung was alive (cf. Lieberthal 1995; Shakya 1999). In 1976, Mao
died, ushering in a new era in China.

Mao’s political campaigns to effect rapid transitions to socialism had
resulted in repeated and destructive campaigns to mobilize a beleaguered
population. These campaigns, with their attendant social and economic
disruptions, precipitated tremendous changes in the pastoral areas of Tibet
and, by extension, Dolpo after 1959. In western Tibet’s Ngari region,
rangelands were degraded when nomads were settled and forced to turn
pasture into fields. At great expense, the Chinese supplied enormous quan-
tities of grain to seed the plains, only to see the crops continually fail
because of Tibet’s extreme climate. Similar experiments were carried out
among other nomadic groups in China, also without success (cf. Sneath
2000; Williams 2002). Moreover, the economies of scale that communes
were meant to achieve through centralized production were impossible in
the wide-flung nomadic regions.*

The goal of extending the state’s control over nomads often trumped
its stated objective of raising production: a captured nomadic population
is not necessarily a more productive one. Most states are younger than the
societies they purport to administer: they confront patterns of settlement,
social relations, and production that evolved largely independent of state
plans.*® The Marxist interpretation of pastoral development fell short in
Tibet when it faced the problem of transforming power into effective
administrative structures that could systematically regulate affairs on
China’s peripheries (cf. Burnham 1979).

Since the founding of the People’s Republic in 1949, China tried to
solve pastoral production problems among its minority nationalities by
applying modern technology and management, denying the idea that the
traditional values and practices of rural communities might be of use (cf.
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Clarke 1987). The disquiet of Chinese rule in Tibet is rooted, in part, to
the application of a unitary administrative structure that is unresponsive
to local knowledge and conditions.

China took a decided step toward capitalist organization of its economy
in the 1980s, though these changes still passed through the socialist po-
litical and rhetorical filter of the Communist Party. In 1980, members of
the Central Committee of the Communist Party—China’s highest politi-
cal cadres—made an inspection tour of the Tibet Autonomous Region.?”
The tour resulted in a highly critical report that equated China’s rule over
Tibet to colonialism and urged that immediate relief measures and re-
sources be released for Tibet’s development (cf. Shakya 1999). Wheat cul-
tivation was abandoned, and Tibetans were granted a tax hiatus on agri-
cultural and animal products, as well as industrial and commercial goods.
The Chinese relaxed trade restrictions and in 1984 pastoralists from four
Nepali border districts were allowed to migrate once again with their
animals to seasonal pastures in Tibet.

The period of reform after 1980 had an overarching aim: to generate
material prosperity through large state subsidies and to make political
dissent based on differences of nationality irrelevant (cf. Clarke 1987).
China was determined to assimilate its minority regions into the moth-
erland, but in the 1980s, toward the end of the collective period, admin-
istrative units were reorganized into smaller production teams, scaled to
reflect village and household production units. The Communist Party
came to recognize that livestock was best left to independent operators
working in closely knit kin groups, and that changes in relations of pro-
duction could still be affected through market mechanisms. After 1980
there was greater government stress on stockbreeding. Livestock devel-
opment programs in the Tibet Autonomous Region shifted their emphasis
from sedentarization and communization to mobile ranching and animal
breeding (cf. Clarke 1987). Private pasture rights were instituted, replacing
the fluid, seasonal kin-based structures of nomad lands (cf. Clarke 1987;
Levine 1989).

In the process of becoming modern nation-states, both China and Ne-
pal enacted policies that reorganized the economics of pastoral production
and cross-border trade. The Chinese constructed administrative centers
across the Tibetan Plateau, while Nepal linked its northern border regions
with the center by building district outposts, airports, and other govern-
ment facilities. The differences between Dolpo and western Tibet by 1970
were marked. After centuries of fluid interactions, these contraposited bor-
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der communities now had radically different schemes of hierarchy and
economic production (cf. Donnan and Wilson 1994). How the Nepali
state would negotiate this turbulent period, and how the discourse and
practice of “development” played out in Nepal’s peripheries, are the con-
cerns of the next chapter.



The many races of Nepal are not so much different people as variations upon two simple
themes, namely Tibetan kinship and Indian penetration, which have been interplaying up
and down the valleys for the last two thousand years.

—David Snellgrove (1989[1961]:xxiii)

S
Aot

NEPAL’ S RELATIONS WITH ITS BORDER
POPULATIONS AND THE CASE OF DOLPO

This chapter observes the post-1951 period through the lens of Nepal, with
a constant gaze toward Dolpo, to understand how pastoral systems along
the Indo-Tibetan frontier were transformed not only by Chinese policies
and politics, as discussed in the previous chapter, but also by Nepal’s state-
making actions and rhetoric.

THE OVERTHROW OF THE RANAS AND
THE CREATION OF MODERN NEPAL

The model of the nation-state—a sovereign, politically demarcated terri-
tory—supplanted a traditional model of royal dominion only gradually in
Nepal. In collusion with the Raj in India, the Rana prime ministers im-

95
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posed more than a century of isolation, from 1847 until 1951. Although it
was never colonized, the Ranas traded British sovereignty over Nepal’s
external affairs for dominion over internal affairs, especially the right to
maintain their profitable trade monopolies. But opposition to the Ranas
grew among Nepal’s political activists, who were apprenticed in the Indian
independence movement. These nascent political parties rallied around
the heir to the Shah dynasty, who overthrew the Ranas in 19s51.

Early twentieth-century political, social, and economic forces at
work throughout the world, but particularly in India, portended the
inevitable downfall of the Ranas and their outmoded, isolationist,
and feudalistic regime in Nepal. During this period the advent of a
number of secret Nepalese political groups in India was closely
linked to the development of an independence movement. . .. When
the British finally departed from South Asia in 1947, the Ranas lost
the crucial support of an Indian government upon which they had
long relied for noninterference in their own despotic domestic affairs.

(Bishop 1990:147—48)

Thence began Nepal’s first experiment with democracy.

Nepal threw open its borders, inviting visitors from other countries, for
the first time in a century. A wave of anthropologists, mountaineers, bot-
anists, and other traveling kin began exploring the Himalayan kingdom
in the early 1950s, and soon the world became aware of Nepal when the
news broke in May 1953 that Edmund Hillary and Tenzin Norgay Sherpa
had summited Mount Everest.! The conquest of the planet’s highest
mountain is a fitting departure point for this chapter chronicling the mod-
ern period, and the shrinking world into which Nepal was thrust.

The 1950s were a time of chronic political instability and confusion in
Nepal as King Tribhuvan appointed a series of ineffectual governments.
Upon this monarch’s death in 1955, his son Mahendra quickened the pace
of political and administrative reorganization. By 1959 he had promulgated
a new constitution: general elections were held, and a parliamentary de-
mocracy in which the Nepalese Congress Party held control was estab-
lished (cf. Burghart 1984, 1994; Hoftun, Raeper, and Whelpton 1999a,
1999b). This new phase in national politics coincided with the postwar
emergence of the international development apparatus (cf. Pigg 1996).

The Nepali nation-state fully joined the international scene during the
1950s, becoming a member of the United Nations, establishing diplomatic
relations with many nations, and negotiating political and economic agree-
ments with its neighbors. We see, during this period, the antecedents of
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the global phenomenon of “development,” which came to structure Ne-
pal’s economy and dominate its national rhetoric. The beginnings of de-
velopment aid to countries like Nepal can be traced to the economic aid
the United States provided to Japan and Europe after World War II as
part of the Marshall Plan. As the Cold War commenced, the United States
and the Soviet Union provided billions of aid dollars to countries to gain
political allegiance, access to resources, strategic military advantage, and
so on. Organizations like the World Bank and the International Monetary
Fund came to structure international finance and determine the economic
course of many countries (cf. Pigg 1996). Strategically positioned between
the world’s most populous nations, Nepal assumed an importance all out
of proportion to its size and population and began to receive millions of
dollars from international development agencies.

Deliberating on the causes and consequences of development, Stacey
Leigh Pigg writes: “For nearly forty years Nepal’s modern political identity
has been linked to global institutions of international development. During
this time, the population has been exposed to a barrage of political rhetoric
equating the legitimacy of the government with national unity on the one
hand and national progress on the other” (Pigg 1992:448). Development is
not only about the economic position of a nation-state relative to others: it
is a crucial form of identity, a vision of cultural norms and “civilization” in
the postcolonial world.? Development programs were mechanisms to bring
about economic and social progress and establish national independence,
to launch nations on the path to “modernity” (cf. Gupta 1998).

After incarceration for a century by the Ranas, Nepal was to be restored
to its former glory, not through renewed territorial expansion, but by
entering the world community of nations, entering the modern age,
achieving a “developed” state. This required new forms of parliamentary
structure and civil service bureaucracy to gain UN membership, for ex-
ample. But as a means of state unification—for a few to control the coun-
try from the center—its goals remained consonant with those of past rulers
(cf. Pigg 1992, 1996).

Like other “developing” countries, Nepal began to receive financial and
technical assistance from “developed” countries beginning in the 1950s.
By the 1960s, foreign aid became a significant portion of Nepal’s gross
domestic product. Aiming to improve the agriculture, human health,
transportation, communications, and manufacturing sectors, donors un-
dertook ambitious infrastructure projects, like the Lhasa-Kathmandu road
that China built (cf. Bista 1991).

China’s attempts to woo Nepal into friendly, if not obedient, foreign
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relations are clear from the diplomatic record. In 1956, China promised
aid worth 60,000,000 Indian rupees—one-third in hard currency, the
remainder as advisers, machinery, equipment, materials, and commodities.
In 1960, Chinese aid to Nepal represented less than 5 percent of the total
foreign aid received by the kingdom. Ten years later this figure reached
20 percent (cf. Ramakant 1976; Raj 1978; Shrestha 1980; Prasad 1989;
Shakya 1999).

Nepal had reaped benefits from its relationship with Beijing since es-
tablishing diplomatic relations in 1956. China’s leaders, in turn, used Nepal
as a sounding board and as an instrument against India. Chinese Com-
munist Party leaders often indulged tirades against India at press confer-
ences in Kathmandu. The relative stability and absence of conflict between
China and Nepal are indicative of their complementary interests: a strong,
independent, and nonaligned kingdom was complementary to China’s
security interests in South Asia.

The United States, too, became involved in Nepal’s growing develop-
ment industry, and USAID focused initially on agriculture, couching its
interventions in the rhetoric of democratic governance.> While dozens of
countries and international agencies invested in Nepal, China forged ahead
alone in Tibet, projecting its vision of development on the world’s highest
plateau; China’s development agencies concentrated on irrigation and re-
forestation, as well as building schools, roads, and government extension
offices.

THE TIBETAN DILEMMA AND THE KHAMPA IN MUSTANG

After the 1959 Tibetan Uprising, the government of Nepal placed restric-
tions on travel within twenty-five miles of its northern border, in com-
pliance with the wishes of the Chinese, who did not want the world to
see the measures it was taking to suppress the rebellion and subdue the
Tibetans (Ramakant 1976). Kathmandu watched Tibet closely, and with
increasing alarm, as the Chinese assumed control over Tibet’s political and
economic life.

Since the Dalai Lama’s exile from Tibet, Nepal’s policy has been to
scrupulously avoid any measure that would give Beijing an excuse to create
tension in the northern border regions. The age-old relations of pastoral
communities in Nepal with Tibetans created a political dilemma and po-
tentially explosive border situation for Kathmandu; Nepal’s defense budget
doubled as China’s military might encroached upon the Himalayan king-
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dom all along their shared border (Ramakant 1976). The arbitrariness of
political borders was sharply felt by the Dolpo-pa, whose trade relation-
ships were based on kinship, language, culture, and ecology—not on car-
tographic lines drawn by nation-states.

In June 1960 an important incident occurred in Mustang District,
which bore direct consequences for border relations. Chinese troops at-
tacked a group of Nepal frontier guards, killing one and capturing sixteen
soldiers. Both sides initially claimed that the incident took place inside
their borders. Chinese premier Zhou Enlai informed Kathmandu that PLA
troops had entered the demilitarized zone to suppress Tibetan rebels, and
mistakenly fired on the Nepalese soldiers. After strong protests, the Chi-
nese returned the Nepalese prisoners, tendered an apology, and expressed
regret over the death of the soldier (Prasad 1989).

China’s diplomats did not wish to risk disturbing the harmonious en-
vironment they had cultivated in their relationships with the Nepalese.
The behavior of China’s government subsequent to the Mustang incident
is typical of their attitude—reasonableness-cum-force—toward Nepal dur-
ing this period. The PLA withdrew from the Nepali border, but the Chi-
nese insisted on their version of the event and a unilateral interpretation
of the demilitarized zone; later they conceded that the incident had taken
place on Nepalese territory (Ramakant 1976). China had far more to gain
by keeping Nepal out of regional conflicts than by pushing it further
toward India or the West.”

As it was, China and Nepal were anxious to settle the question of their
boundaries and began to meet in 1960 to discuss their shared border, which
stretched over 1,400 kilometers (km) and crossed the world’s highest
mountains. Using the instrument of transnational accords, China and
Nepal fixed their borders in the modern cartographic tradition and laid
territorial claim to their peripheries.® Historical records show that during
these border negotiations, Nepal relinquished claim to hundreds of square
kilometers of grazing grounds that pastoralists in their Himalayas relied
upon.”

The location of the international boundary became a flashpoint for
China-Nepal relations when it came time to designate jurisdiction over
the world’s highest mountain. At first, China claimed that Everest was
located solely within its boundaries, and that Chomolongma (“mother
goddess of the universe” in Tibetan) had traditionally belonged to Tibet.
This stance provoked nationalist pride and anti-Chinese feelings among
Nepalis, who also claimed Sagarmatha (the “mother of the oceans” in
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Nepali) as their own. Both China and Nepal argued for their jurisdiction
based on historical claims held over the mountain by Thyangboche mon-
astery, on Everest’s south side, and Rongbuk monastery on the northern
side. Note here the use of religious grounds by an atheististic Communist
state and a Hindu monarchy to claim territory.®

In the aftermath of the Mustang Border Incident, the Chinese were at
pains to demonstrate a willingness to negotiate with Nepal on the Mount
Everest issue.” China’s leaders knew that a bit of strategic diplomacy would
contrast Beijing with Delhi, whose leaders had been intransigent on border
disputes (cf. Shakya 1999). The Chinese yielded the contested mountain
space and agreed to share Everest, which cleared the way for the signing
of the Sino-Nepal Boundary Agreement in October 1961. The legislative
basis for border relations was established in a set of diplomatic notes China
and Nepal exchanged during the 1960s. The “Notes on Trade and Inter-
course Between the Tibetan Region and Nepal,” exchanged between the
chief delegates of the Joint Boundary Committee, fixed the location of
seventy-nine markers along an east-west border of 1,100 km.! Dolpo’s
boundaries were sealed within Nepal in the following passage:

The boundary line runs generally southeastwards along the water-
shed between the tributaries flowing into the Manasarowar Lake and
the tributaries of the Machuan River on the one hand and the trib-
utaries of the Humla Karnali River, the Mugu Karnali River, and
the Panjang Khola [Panzang River]."!

These diplomatic notes incorporated important provisions elaborating the
1961 Boundary Agreement. These notes became law, codifying trade and
pasture rights, and governing the future relations of populations living
along the Nepal-Tibet border (cf. Bhasin 1970; Ramakant 1976). China’s
government press touted the agreements: “Despite the imperialist actempts
to use the boundary questions to sow dissension and fish in troubled
waters, China and Nepal have smoothly solved these questions left over
by history” (Renmin Ribao 1960).

Militarization of the border continued and administration of the Tibet
Autonomous Region proceeded apace in creating checkposts at strategic
points along the Himalayas. Chinese patrols began regulating traffic under
a passport-cum-visa system. The Chinese premier justified the border
posts, saying, “There are non-Nepalese and non-Indian adventurers who
would like to take a peep at Tibet although there is nothing to see”
(Ramakant 1976:112). After signing agreements with Nepal, and in light
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of the embarrassing Mustang Border Incident, the Chinese did not want
to antagonize their southern neighbor. Entangled as China was in the
Korean War, the complications of ruling Tibet, and its conflicts with India
over their borders, China could not afford to take up an offensive in Nepal.
Furthermore, they wanted to appear generous in the wake of the contro-
versy stirred over Everest. While Nepal did not expect any Chinese mili-
tary incursion across the border, Kathmandu still feared China’s doings
along its northern border—especially Chinese interference with its cul-
turally Tibetan populations, such as the people of Dolpo, who had little
contact with the mainstreaming forces of Nepalese nationalism.

In December 1960, King Mahendra resumed absolute control of Nepal
in a swift and bloodless coup. This move was motivated in part by his
belief that Nepal lacked sufficient political sophistication to remain a uni-
fied, nonaligned, and independent nation-state in the face of continuing,
ominous external developments (cf. Bishop 1990). Indeed, in light of
events such as the Tibetan Uprising and the Sino-Indian conflict of 1962,
these claims gained credence and quelled political dissent.

In 1962, Mahendra promulgated a new constitution, banned political
parties, vested sovereignty in the monarchy, and made his position as king
the source of legislative, executive, and judicial power (Hutt 1994). His
Majesty’s Government of Nepal replaced the parliamentary democracy
with a partyless panchayat system of government and placed the king at
its apex.!?> Government teams were sent to the northern border regions in
the early 1960s to survey Nepal’s borders, expel Indian personnel from
relict military checkpoints, and move Tibetan refugees to camps for their
eventual transfer to settlements around the globe. These teams were the
vanguard of a transition from local political autonomy within distinct
ethnic enclaves—to a centralized state. Before 1960, the administration of
His Majesty’s Government had largely been ignored by villagers in Dolpo,
and external relations were mediated through the Thakali subbaand agents
of the king of Lo. By contrast, border populations like Mustang’s and
Dolpo’s were more directly affected by the presence of the Khampa during
the 1960s, who were taking their toll on local natural resources and taxing
local forbearance.

The creation of the Panchayat in the 1960s forced some important
changes in Dolpo’s communities, especially in the standardization and
bureaucratization of administration in rural areas. The first local elections
for Nepal’s newly formed Parliament and village-level political offices were
held in Dolpa District in 1964. In practice, though, the Panchayat was a
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compromise that allowed room for Dolpo’s traditional village assemblies,
and local political lineages retained power. Describing the political reaction
in Tarap Valley at this time, Corneille Jest (1975) observed that the ancient
village assembly (midzom) simply changed its name. The men elected in
the first years of the Panchayat had all held positions of responsibility in
the old village assemblies: Dolpo’s traditional system of governance was
reconstituted within the Nepali state’s administration.'® The state used the
panchayat system to collect revenues it needed to meet the burgeoning
responsibilities of maintaining an administrative and armed presence in
all 75 districts. Nepal conducted a nationwide census and sent surveyors
to delineate public land and private property. This facilitated the creation
of a tax system and helped the government lay claim to its territories and
its citizens.'

Borders play an important role in nation-state formation: they are
markers of sovereignty, where states are the irreducible and inviolable play-
ers (cf. Smith 1996). Claiming territories is part of nation-state building,
and borders are symbolic of this historical process—for example, the places
where enemies were defeated or expansion ended (cf. Donnan and Wilson
1994; Scott 1999). After the violent suppression of the Tibetan Uprising,
China aimed to refurbish its image in the eyes of Asian countries and
quickly concluded border agreements with almost all its neighboring
states, including Afghanistan, Burma, Cambodia, Mongolia, Pakistan, and
Nepal. These agreements ensured the security of China’s frontiers with a
chain of weak, nonmilitarized buffers, like Nepal; they also isolated India
and the Soviet Union as the only states that had refused to settle boundary
disputes with China.

THE KHAMPA IN NEPAL

After its crushing defeats inside Tibet, the resistance movement regrouped,
determined to keep fighting the Chinese. After the 1962 Sino-Indian con-
flict, the Nepalese government was pressured by Delhi to allow Tibetan
guerrillas to operate from inside Mustang District, and thereby reduce the
rebels’ presence in India. Mustang District forms a thumb-shaped piece
of land that juts into the belly of Tibet, its northern border only a short
distance from China’s strategic east-west highway. Mustang became the
headquarters and base of operations for the Khampa: here the last acts of
the armed Tibetan resistance were played out.

The Chinese saw the independence movement inside and outside Tibet
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as linked to their border issues with Nepal and India. To them, all events
pointed to the development of an anti-Chinese movement in the Hima-
layas. Not only were the Americans actively supporting the Tibetans, but
the Indians, too, were involved. China’s leaders blamed these “outsiders”
for agitating discontent.!”

The Tibetan government-in-exile had had links with the U.S. govern-
ment since the early 1950s. But in the early 1960s, the United States’ role
in Tibetan affairs would escalate. The CIA helped create a paramilitary
force of almost 4,000 men who waged a guerrilla war against the Chinese
for more than a decade; the CIA called this operation “Shadow Circus”
(ct. Shadow Circus 1998; Knaus 1999). Between 1961 and 1974, the guerrilla
army launched a series of small-scale incursions into Tibet from its bases
in Mustang and maintained contact with officials from the Tibetan
government-in-exile and CIA operatives based in India.

Mustang’s strategic location allowed the CIA to use the Khampa as an
intelligence-gathering group—pawns in Cold War chess—though the Ti-
betans saw themselves as warriors against the Chinese (cf. Knaus 1999;
Shakya 1999). American policymakers never harbored the illusion of an
ultimate Khampa victory over the Chinese. Instead, they hoped the guer-
rillas would badger the PLA’s operations in Tibet and distract the Chinese.
The Khampa demonstrated their usefulness early on when they routed a
convoy of army trucks and captured secret documents that provided valu-
able intelligence.'

But Washington began to reconsider its role in supporting the Khampa.
Kathmandu dispatched several commissions to investigate the situation in
its northern border regions. Nepalese officials duly informed the Chinese
that they were satisfied with the situation and that the Tibetans then living
inside Nepal were bona fide refugees. This despite the fact that up to
4,000 armed Tibetans were moving with impunity up and down the Kali
Gandaki Valley, from the villages of the Thakali to Lo Monthang; under-
standably, China continually raised the question of foreign covert activities
with Nepal (cf. Shakya 1999). The Chinese began to isolate the recalcitrant
rebels and persuaded Nepal to seal off their supply and escape routes from
the south.

By 1963 the U.S. government initiated a broader political program of
support for Tibetans-in-exile.”” Whereas its previous focus had been on
supporting the resistance movement, the United States shifted its priorities
toward the creation of a viable Tibetan government-in-exile, and to pro-
vide economic support to Tibetan refugees who were being settled in
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Nepal, India, and other countries. Though the Nepali government held
nominal control over its northern districts, the Khampa had in fact mo-
nopolized trade in these regions and held sway over village life throughout
this period. In addition to the major base of operations in Mustang, the
Khampa operated war camps in other regions. A Swiss soldier-engineer
was sent to Dolpo’s Panzang Valley in the early 1960s to build an airstrip.
“He had a nice radio and a good revolver,” recalled his host in Tinkyu
village.’® This Swiss spent a winter fashioning a primitive tarmac. Sup-
posedly planned as a supply depot for the Khampa, the rough airstrip was
never used. The trace outlines of his work, written in the rocks, can still
be seen as you enter the village from the south.

For the most part, the Nepalese turned a blind eye to Tibetan activities
in Mustang during the 1960s and publicly claimed no knowledge of
Khampa on their territory. The government had its reasons to ignore the
Khampa situation in its borderlands: it hoped that the Tibetan rebels
would preoccupy the Chinese with their own security concerns and keep
them out of the demilitarized zone. Moreover,

The Nepali government was happy to pretend the Khampa didn’t
exist if it curried favor with the Indians, who were heavily investing
in Nepal during this period. Nepal tried to skillfully engage in a
dance with India and China, seeking as it was a steady border, na-
tional identity, and aid packages from both countries. (Shakya
1999:362)

The Nepalese were also wary of Communist infiltration into the kingdom
and the possible complications that this presence could create in Nepal’s
social fabric, especially for the institution of the monarchy (cf. Ramakant
1976). As a Hindu kingdom, the Nepali state had latent antipathy for
Marxism’s class struggles and antireligious rhetoric.

During the 1960s and 1970s, the Khampa proved an important wedge
between the northern border districts of Nepal and the central govern-
ment. The presence of Khampa soldiers was growing more complicated
and costly in political, economic, and social terms." Nepal came under
increasing pressure from China to curb the activities of the Tibetan rebels
in Mustang. Nepal had few alternatives but to cooperate in the determined
Chinese effort to claim Tibet as its own and exterminate the Tibetan
guerrillas. Moreover, the U.S. government cut off its aid to the Tibetan

rebels as the Nixon administration moved toward rapprochement with
China.
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The Khampa forces in Mustang splintered over the course of the 1960s
and coalesced into competing factions, one led by Baba Yeshi, the other
by Gyatso Wangdu. They hung on until 1974, when the Dalai Lama sent
an audiotape to Mustang in which he called upon the guerrillas to lay
down their arms and resist nonviolently, to follow the dictates of Bud-
dhism. Torn between their devotion to His Holiness and the defense of
their homeland, handfuls of soldiers committed suicide, while others re-
signed the struggle. Many Khampa were settled into refugee camps; others
remained in their adopted villages and dispersed in the mountains of Ne-
pal. Baba Yeshi and others brokered a surrender with the government, but
forces under Wangdu fled Mustang, and the Royal Nepal Army gave chase.
Wangdu was assassinated through an act of treachery, robbing the armed
Tibetan resistance of its last captain, and the final knell of the Khampa
rebellion sounded.

The Tibetan soldiers left a mixed legacy, especially in Mustang: on the
one hand, they had often terrorized local populations, stolen antiques, and
abused local forest and pasture resources; on the other, some of the
Khampa had assimilated into communities, married locals, and contrib-
uted to the material and cultural wealth of their adopted homes.?* The
king of Lo, Angdu Tenzin Trandul, had made great sacrifices on behalf of
the guerrillas, even giving them precious statues from his private chapel.
Locals felt ambivalence and fear toward the Khampa, their ethnic cousins
and coreligionists. Though vestiges of the Khampa presence linger in
Dolpo, most of the physical and cultural effects were concentrated in
Mustang District, where thousands of Khampa had set up war camps.

The 1960s and 1970s saw the establishment of new institutional and
political centers in Dolpa District. Regional and national boundaries were
demarcated, representatives elected, district chiefs appointed by the central
government, and agents of the state began to collect taxes directly. In 1975,
King Birendra updated his father’s panchayat system by creating smaller
local units called “Village Development Committees” (VDCs). The VDCs
were vested with authority to collect taxes and hold democratic elections.?!
Dolpo was subsequently divided into four VDCs—Do Tarap, Saldang,
Tinje, and Chharka—which approximated the traditional boundaries of
the four valleys (Tarap, Nangkhong, Panzang, and Tsharka, respectively).

With the advent of the Panchayat and VDC systems in rural Nepal,
district headquarters exercised greater power over local economies, espe-
cially through the distribution of government commodities and services.??
Throughout the nation-state building period, the loci of power in Nepal,
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especially with regards to taxation and administration, shifted significantly.
No less so for Dolpo’s villagers, as the small bazaar town of Dunai—once
but a waystation for traders enroute to bigger markets—became the head-
quarters of the newly demarcated Dolpa District. After the Panchayat era,
Dunai became the Nepalese government’s symbolic and physical outpost.
But like other district headquarters in Nepal’s hinterlands, Dunai was
dwarfed by the waves of mountains that still kept remote communities
like Dolpo’s distant from the government.?

The valleys of Dolpo remained relatively impenetrable, its population
dispersed and migratory—hardly a promising site for state appropriation
(cf. Scott 1998). But these centralizing moves by the government were not
designed solely to exact revenues from its subjects. They were also an effort
by the Nepalese to reassert authority over their northern border regions,
where the continuing presence of Khampa rebels belied His Majesty’s
sovereignty over these territories.

Nepal was obligated by the circumstances—not the least of which was
a rebel guerrilla army based inside its territory—to close its own bound-
aries and discourage trans-border trade during the 1970s. In 1970 the gov-
ernment of Nepal placed a complete ban on the movement of foreigners
near the border in Taplejung, Manang, Mustang, and Dolpa Districts.
Dolpo was relegated again to its traditional backwater in the body politic
of the Nepali state. The present-day designation of “restricted areas” along
Nepal’s northern borders is a relict of this period, when armed guerrillas
ranged the Himalayas.

For communities living on the Nepal-Tibet border, the era of de facto
political autonomy, of fluid borders and barter trade networks, passed in
the period after 1951. The dependent variables of Dolpo’s pastoral system—
access to seasonal pastures, differential value in commodities exchange, mo-
nopoly over transport, economic partnerships based on fictive family—were
all subject to the transforming forces of nation-state building in China and
Nepal. With their herds declining and winter range conditions deteriorat-
ing, pastoralists in Dolpo faced a day of reckoning. The presence of the
Khampa, a steady stream of refugees with their livestock, and the closing of
trans-border rangeland resources forced radical transformations in Dolpo’s
trade patterns and pastoral migrations, as we shall see in chapter 6.



Their whole life, it seems, is oriented towards Tibet, for they rely upon the grassy uplands
beyond the political frontier for their winter grazing.

—David Snellgrove (1989[1961]:100)

The closing of the Tibetan grasslands by the Chinese forced the herdsmen to take the
animals south into Nep