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Introduction 

From the middle to the end of the twentieth century, the Tibet Question has 
been one of the most controversial international political issues. It has been 
heatedly debated and contested in many international forums, and 
polemicized from both sides. Thus, today world opinion is divided, cutting 
along, first of all, ideological lines and, now, increasingly along lines forlor 
against the People's Republic of China. And as we approach the twenty-first 
century, there still seems to be no structural solution to this vexed question 
if both sides and their respective supporters continue to argue along the 
same old lines. This study is an open-minded inquiry into the Tibet 
Question from the earliest beginnings of Sino-Tibetan relationships to the 
latest manifestations of the Communist power, policy and practice in 
occupied Tibet. The accent, however, is on a spirit of dialogue, discussion 
and debate, in which I have been engaged for a long time. 

When an ancient civilization and old nation like China clashes with 
another entity which has perhaps the most documented case of ethnic 
differentiation with the former, Chinese intellectuals and publicists tend to 
historicize their views on Tibet. In this respect the Communist version has 
been more rigid and orthodox than their predecessor, the Republican one. 
When the Chinese People's Liberation Army forced their way into Tibet in 
1950, the communists justified their "liberative" action with a combination 
of old historical claims, new Marxist mission and age-old security 
imperatives. 

We find these justifications repeated or echoed in almost every post-1959 
communist publication on Tibet. The ordering principle of this combination, 
however, varies from situation to situation, depending on the specific 
purpose or the occasion, which may call for special emphasis. But the 
essential message is the same because they have done their writing of 
the history of Sino-Tibetan relations according to the canon of Han 
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nationalism or  Middle Kingdom imperialism. There is neither little 
variation nor concession on this historicized claim: Tibet, since the eighth 
century (or since the Yuan dynasty in the mid-thirteenth century), has been 
an integral part of Imperial China. The function of state-sponsored 
Tibetology in Communist China is simply to  substantiate and prove this 
truth claim. 

The Tibetan side has essentially done two things to  counter what they 
call communist propaganda. As a reaction to  the Chinese nationalistic 
construction of historical discourse, they fell back on their own writing of 
Tibetan history and in particular that of Sino-Tibetan relations. Their 
conclusion up to 1988 is equally simplistic: that Tibet has always been 
independent in fact, and that Sino-Tibetan relations have been nothing 
more than a form of patron-priest relations, with little or  no implication of 
country to  country or state to  state relations. These two conflicting views of 
Sino-Tibetan history today stand as stumbling blocks to  a negotiated 
settlement between Beijing and the Dalai Lama on the future relative status 
of Tibet. 

Secondly, the Tibetans, like any other weak and wronged people, have 
sought refuge in and support from International Law. This has resulted in 
considerable legal literature, which remains one of the more popular and 
respected academic approaches to  the Tibet Question until now. If the 
communist authorities were t o  respect the principles of International Law 
and legal opinion, a number of Western and Asian international lawyers 
have done more than their share of work.' Unfortunately, Chinese 
Communists perceive legal indictment and intervention as one of the 
Western legal instruments by which the Western nations, during the Cold 
War, used to  interfere in what Communist China regarded as its own 
"internal affair". That is why I have opted for a social science approach 
whose value-neutral orientations and scientific generalities might have the 
capacity to  create more of a common ground and bridge the gap that 
separates nationalities and cross the boundaries that are the real fuel in the 
Sino-Tibetan conflict. In this way, we might see the old problems in a new 
light. 

Such controversial issues pose problems of transcultural comprehension 
and interpretation. When the contemporary Chinese politicians and 
publicists assert that Tibet has always been a part of China, are they saying 
that Tibet, since the middle of the thirteenth century, used to  participate in 
the Chinese tribute-paying relations? But the tribute relations comprised a 
pan-Confucian international system in which most of the East, Southeast 
and Central Asian states or countries used to  participate. It was much more 
general than Sino-Tibetan relations, though, as this study shows, the 
Chinese emperor-Tibetan lama relationship constituted a special type of 
tribute relations. Even occasional armed Chinese interventions characterized 
tribute relations not only with Tibet but also with Vietnam and Korea. 
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There is no easy answer to such difficult transcultural problems. 
However, I have evolved a method of studying historical Sino-Tibetan 
relations over time and space which perhaps allow this to be done more 
systematically (or scientifically?). Chapters 1-7 represent my understanding 
of the history (or histories) of SineTibetan relations. First, 1 focus on 
regime changes in Beijing and Lhasa. Next, I set such regime changes 
against the larger background of significant political/cultural developments 
in China and Tibet which shape a particular dynasty's project at  the centre 
as well as a ruling sect's agenda in LhasaISakya. In particular I pay attention 
to the main security concerns of Imperial China that directly or indirectly 
affect China's Tibet policy. As a result of the above-mentioned processes, 
what sort of authority relations emerge between the Chinese emperors and 
Tibetan lamas? The assumption behind such methodological questions is 
that historical SineTibetan relations were not characterized by an all-time 
continuity; they changed with regime changes. At the same time there was, 
to be sure, a degree of continuity, especially in authority relations. 

Even though the essence of SineTibetan relations historically may be, in 
an ultimate sense, generalizable in terms of power relations, power alone 
was seldom expressed or exercised. It was characteristically tempered and 
embedded in cultural symbolism and ceremonial rituals that characterized 
pre-modern Asian relations. This is not to mystify the strange relationship. 
Rather it is to point out that there is an enormous communication gap - 
over eight centuries between then and now. During this long period of time 
the Chinese exercise of power in Tibet has ranged from mild dominance, 
characteristic of tribute relations, to  extreme forms of direct political 
intervention and domination, as the communists have done. 

After having been cautioned about the general use of the term 
"sovereignty" in pre-nation-state political discourse, one must admit that 
Sino-Tibetan relations did share several features of tribute relations that 
characterized the Middle Kingdom's hierarchical relations with other 
actors/players in the Sino-centric world system. This leads me to typologize 
the tribute relations as such and indicate the specific category under which 
Sino-Tibetan relations may be subsumed. 

First, there emerged from the probable beginnings of Confucian 
civilization, a political tradition of intra-Confucian relations, based on 
shared commonalties such as Confucian China's relations with Korea, 
Japan, Vietnam, etc. This was the typical and generic form of tribute 
relations from which the ideology and practice of tribute relations as such 
originated and emerged in feudal China. Secondly, as early China expanded 
and consolidated within the Han hinterland, it faced the menace of 
neighbouring Central Asian tribes' raids and invasions across its borders. 
Thus was born the practice of Sino-barbarian relations, necessitated by 
problems of imperial security and usually patched up by the ho'chin 
relations (matrimonial relations). Confucian China's relations with 
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Hsiungnu, Ch'iang, pre-Buddhist Mongols exemplify this second category 
of necessary but not desirable tribute relations. 

Tribute relations as a cultural transaction may be conceived as virtue (de) 
- an honouring system in which the Son of Heaven, as a cosmic figure, 
recognized and honoured the virtue of other rulers who may be less 
powerful than the Middle Kingdom. This was particularly true of intra- 
Confucian relations and China's relations with Buddhist countries. This 
brings us to the third type of tribute relations which were probably invented 
in the middle of the thirteenth century when the Confucian ideocracy was 
transformed into a multinational empire by the Mongol warriors. This 
added a new dimension to the Confucian institution of tribute relations and 
a new factor to Sino-barbarian relations. This neo-Buddhist diplomacy, 
with Buddhist protocols within the larger Confucian institution of tribute 
relations, characterize Yuan, Ming and Qing dynasties' relations with 
Buddhist Tibet, Mongolia, Thailand, Burma, etc. 

The striking thing about this form of Buddhist diplomatic relations is 
that Buddhism, whose penetration and diffusion in China predates the 
Yuan dynasty, has tended to soften, if not diffuse, the authority and power 
relations between the Middle Kingdom and Buddhist dependencies. This 
was particularly true of Tibet, which since the twelfth century was 
progressively projected and perceived as the Vatican of Mahayana 
Buddhism. We find no parallels in Chinese history to  the highest-level 
state receptions accorded to the Vth Dalai Lama by the Qing Emperor, to 
the Sakya Lama (Phagpa) by the Yuan Emperor and to the Vth Karmapa 
Lama (Dezhin Shakpa) by the Ming Emperor. None of these Tibetan Lamas 
had to kowtow before the emperor; kowtow culture was transformed into 
mutual respect. Nor was the custom of conferring titles the only imperial 
prerogative; the Dalai Lamas exchanged titles with several Qing emperors. 

In short, the high level state receptions accorded to  and the deep respect, 
if not veneration, with which the High Lamas of Tibet were received by 
successive Chinese emperors in Beijing were not extended even to the 
Confucian monarchs (Wang) of Korea, Vietnam and Japan. This might 
suggest that the lamaist type of tribute relations was elevated to a higher 
level than intra-Confucian relations. As a result, most emperors treated the 
High Lamas as near-equals even within the Confucian culture of hierarchy. 
This suggests that Sino-Tibetan relations perhaps constituted a special type 
of relationship among intra-Confucian relations as well as within Sino- 
barbarian relations. That is why even the Communist leaders signed an 
agreement in 1951 with the Tibetan "local" government only, not with any 
other minority nationalities in the People's Republic of China (Chapter 12). 

What does tribute relations mean in our age? Do we have a functional 
equivalent? According to Mark Mancall, we do: "The issuance of patents of 
office by the emperor of China to  his tributaries was roughly equivalent to 
modern diplomatic recognition in the West, where political entities that 
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have no international diplomatic status are not considered to exist legally."2 
Thus, if the present day United Nations is a great power-centric 
international system which renders diplomatic representation and recogni- 
tion to lesser powers, the tribute relations was a Sino-centric international 
system in which lesser powers were given diplomatic recognition and 
representation to act in the said international system. The symbolic 
participation in this international system by other actors did not "affect the 
constitutional structure of the tributary societies".' This was understandable. 
Since the whole tribute relations system was conceived in symbolic 
hierarchical relations, and not in the modern doctrine of equality, the 
requirement of the system was really symbolic gradation in which Buddhist 
Tibet figured rather highly. The Sino-centric dominance did not usually 
translate itself into hardcore political domination or military intervention 
(unless requested by the non-coercive lamaist regime). Symbolic acts and 
ceremonial relations were enough from both sides for most of the time. 
A tributary relationship was not only symbolic but was characterized by 
ceremonialism rather than political domination. Such inter-state ceremonies 
suggest that the emperors of China treated the leading lamas of Tibet as 
near-equals. It was in such a spirit of mutual respect and concern that 
imperial China rendered military assistance, when necessary, to protect the 
non-coercive regime in Tibet. 

But the present fact is that all those Confucian societies who had 
historically engaged in intra-Confucian tribute relations and even most of 
those Central Asian societies who had historically participated in the Sino- 
barbarian tribute relations, have by now graduated from dependency to 
independence. Tibet alone remains one of those vanished and failed states. 
The reasons for this are complex. They may be simplified as an antiquated 
political system's inability to change, a conservative monastic community's 
resistance to  modernity and the ruling classes' general failure to change and 
adapt to  modern conditions. Apart from these internal reasons, there is a 
larger reason that springs from Tibet's geopolitical and geostrategic 
location, which by 1950 created a strategic dilemma for the communists. 
Is, then, a communist "liberation" of Tibet an historically justified action? 
Or  is it really a security imperative? (Chapter 14). 

The Song dynasty did not touch Tibet itself where a Buddhist Revolution 
was in progress. It, however, interfered and intervened in Amdo affairs 
because the latter figured largely in the Song strategy against Xixia, a 
frontier state then situated between Song China and Eastern Tibet. The 
dynasty used Amdowa warriors in its defensive fight against the expanding 
Xixia state, and in the process it tried to set up a regional Amdo regime in 
Eastern Tibet. 

The Ming dynasty's major security concern was the Mongols, not the 
Tibetans. However, since its main dynastic preoccupation was the Confucian 
restoration, it emphasized tribute relations with all its neighbours, and even 
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beyond, as a symbol of its greatness. This expansion of tribute relations 
included Tibet as well, where a number of leading lamas were honoured 
with titles of "Prince of Dharma" (chos-rgyal). But it was not accompanied 
or followed by Chinese intervention nor even indirect rule. Tibet was then 
ruled by successive regional chieftains who struggled for hegemonic power 
in Central and Western Tibet. 

Tibet experienced more organized structures of domination under 
Mongol (Yuan) and Manchu (Qing) dynasties. This may lead one to think 
that most political domination results from good intentions. Both of these 
dynasties started with considerable Buddhist influences, which continued to 
be felt in both China and Tibet. Sino-Tibetan relations were more 
patterned, and the institutions of indirect rule were firmly established 
during these two periods. But neither the Mongol-Sakya rule for 85 years 
nor the Manchu-Gelugpa rule for 300 years experienced significant peasant 
revolts or popular protests in Tibet. This might have a lot to do  with the 
legitimacy that the Lama rule enjoyed for good or evil, depending upon the 
prevailing epochal rationality. 

The concept of legitimacy is not the creation of conservative political 
scientists. Legitimacy makes one ruler's rule acceptable to  the ruled, with 
minimum use of legitimate force. Without legitimacy, one could force one's 
rule for sometime with the frequent threat or the actual use of force, but 
would, in the long run, find it difficult, if not impossible, to make it 
acceptable to the ruled at  large. It is in this context that Communist China 
faces a serious legitimation crisis in Tibet, unprecedented in the history of 
Sino-Tibetan relations of indirect rule (Chapter 19). 

Notions of legitimacy such as the Son of Heaven were fairly well- 
developed in Tang China but not so btsan Tibet. In Tibet, during the same 
period, an individual's military prowess seems to have been the main 
criterion for leadership. Whoever was powerful, invented his own sense of 
legitimacy. Such were the btsanpos. But the Buddhist Revolution in Tibet 
(842-1247) created not only new structures of social order but also a new 
concept of legitimacy. Ever since then, no subsequent lay ruler, without this 
lamaist legitimation, could recover the power and glory enjoyed by the 
btsan rulers, nor establish any sustainable legitimate rule in Tibet for long. 
The role of high lamas in post-twelfth century Tibetan history may be 
understood in this context. The rise of Sakya Lamas signified the end of the 
btsan rule and the interregnum period of chaotic but creative conditions. It 
also signified the beginning of lama-rulers whose social acceptance, popular 
influence - in short whose legitimacy - were made possible by the Buddhist 
Revolution in Tibet. 

The Grand Lamas were the sources of legitimation not only in Tibet. The 
Sakya and the Dalai Lamas were responsible for lending moral support to 
and legitimating the two barbarian dynasties (Yuan and Qing) in China till 
the latter were Sinicized in the gradual process of Chinese bureaucratic 



f ntroduction 

administration (Chapter 10). After that the Sakya regime in Tibet and the 
Yuan dynasty in China, the Dalai Lama rule in Lhasa and the Qing dynasty 
in China, exchanged mutually reinforcing mechanisms of indirect rule, 
legitimacy and prestige systems. 

The relative peace and social stability that prevailed during the Dalai and 
Sakya Lamas' rule are clear indications of the great sense o f  legitimacy the 
lama rule enjoyed. In modern terms, we might say that popular culture and 
political structures were congruent to each other despite incongruous 
economic and political disparities. We have described these two periods of 
lama rule as classic examples of indirect rule (Chapters 4, 6 and 10). The 
success of such indirect rule resides in the ingenuous ways and the manner 
in which the mandarins deliberately kept the popular sense of legitimacy 
and the routine administration in Tibetan hands. Indirect rule failed 
whenever the Chinese authorities took direct political action in Lhasa such 
as happened in the mid-seventeenth century and in the mid-twentieth 
century when the Chinese Communists took direct armed intervention in 
Tibet. In both cases Tibetans revolted against China (Chapters 6 and 13). 

Since 1950 and especially after 1959, the Communists have attempted to 
create a "revolutionary" sense of legitimation based on proclaimed social 
justice. Their self-appointed mission in Tibet is proclaimed to be the 
"liberation" of Tibetan serfs from feudalism and the region from imperialist 
aggression. These slogans did not make much sense to the conservative 
Buddhist communities rooted in their own indigenous sense of identity and 
nationhood (in the traditional sense of the term). Therefore, the 
revolutionary sense of legitimacy can be obtained primarily from the 
Communist economic performance in Tibet. But so far this economic 
mission is undercut, if not systematically undermined, by the Chinese 
informal practice of internal colonialism and their state policy of 
population transfer (Chapters 7 and 8). Moreover, the recent powerful 
waves of democracy and freedom sweeping the world, especially the former 
Communist world, have affected and might continue to affect China and 
Tibet. Such emerging situations make it clear that Chinese Communists 
would find it extremely difficult to gain Tibetan social acceptance of what 
appears to most Tibetans to be illegitimate Communist domination. 

The Communist sense of legitimacy runs thin in the face of Tibetan 
cultural identity, embedded in their specific culture, territoriality and social 
history, which have, for centuries, taken an autonomous course of 
development which differed from Han China. Thus, the same revolutionary 
legitimacy that the early Chinese Communists might have enjoyed in China 
proper did not apply to  Tibet. The Communists have, for the past 50 years, 
imposed their revolution upon unwilling Tibetan peasants and nomads, and 
have "ruled" Tibet by the threat, or often the actual use, of torce. But force 
alone cannot, in the long-run, sustain an illegitimate domination. The 
history of Sino-Tibetan relations reveals that indirect rule can enjoy 
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Tibetan legitimacy while securing vital Chinese iriterests in 
Tibet. 

Imperial security considerations and barbarian fear appear to have 
plaved an important role in Confucian and Imperial China's policy towards 
Tibet. During the Tang dynasty it appears to  me (Chapter 2) that it was not 
so much the Tibetan htsan threat to  invade China proper, but it was 

the Tibetan takeover of several small frontier states - which then 
constituted buffer states between the Chinese and Tibetan empires - that 
compelled Tang China to  engage in several conflicts with btsan Tibet. 

Since the Song dynasty's main security problem was with the Xixia state, 
its mandarins pursued the policy of using "barbarians to  fight against 
barbarians". They instigated the Amdowa (Tibetan) warriors in Amdo to 
fight against the Xixia state which was then expanding in the Southwest at 
the expanse of Song China and therefore posing a threat to  the latter. In 
Tibet a Buddhist revival was underway, and Tibet was not in a position to 
pose any security threat to  Song China. Therefore, the Song dynasty 
showed no  signs of intervention and expansion into Tibet, even though the 
internal chaotic situation in Tibet was highly favourable for an easy 
Chinese takeover. 

The Mongols had perhaps posed one of the most persistent and greatest 
threats to  the security of the Chinese empire before the nineteenth century. 
In the mid-thirteenth century this resulted in the Mongol conquest of China 
and the establishment of the Yuan dynasty. This almost automatically 
reduced the Mongol threat to  China until the Ming dynasty. Coupled with 
this was the Sakya Lamas' conversion of the most fierce Mongol warriors 
into Tibetan Buddhism, thereby reducing the Mongol threat as such to the 
Chinese Empire. The security practice of Mongol emperors was to deploy 
the Tibetan lamas to disarm any rival Mongol threats to  the Yuan empire 
and to use such High Lamas as the instruments of indirect rule in Tibet. 

Mongol threats again appeared before the next dynasty, the Ming. The 
Ming strategy was to  prevent any probable alliance between the Mongol 
warriors and the Tibetan lamas, an unholy alliance that led to  Khubilai 
Khan's conquest of China. This appeasement policy found expression in the 
Ming tea trade with Tibet and the proliferation of honouring leading 
Tibetan lamas with titles and patents (Chapter 5 ) .  But it should be noted 
that, like the Song dynasty, the Ming dynasty did not engage in armed 
intervention in Tibet, even though the domestic situation in Tibet at  that 
time - as it had been in the post-btsan period, was highly favourable to an 
easy Chinese takeover. 

During the Manchu dynasty, whose close relations with the Dalai Lamas 
led to a longer spell of indirect rule, it was again another Mongol tribe's 
(Zhunghars) intrigues in Lhasa that led to  Qing China's armed intervention 
in Tibet. Otherwise, for the most part, the 300 years of Gelugpa rule were 
relatively peaceful and stable. 
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In the twentieth century Chinese perceptions of threat wcrc intensified 
and greatly magnified. During the "Great Game" in Central Asia unfolding 
at the turn of the last century, British lndia perceived Russian expansionist 
threats to the security of their empire in India, and despatched the 
Younghusband Expedition to L-hasa in 1903/4. Zhao Erfeng's military 
campaign in Kham was a Chinese response t o  the British armed 
"expedition". It was during this period that the popular Chinese image o f  
Tibet as a holy place was transformed into a high security zone, a dangerous 
perception that persists up to the present day (Chapters 1 1  and 14). 

By 1950 when the Cold War was boiling, the nascent communist regme 
in Beijing faced a security or strategic dilemma in a defenceless Tibet 
(Chapter 16). The threat perceptions from the then American-led bloc. and 
South Asia might have reinforced, i f  not cotnpelled, the Communist leaders 
to take over Tibet by military and other means. Again, in the early 1970s, it 
was the close Indo-Soviet cooperation in South Asia that led to the Chinese 
establishment of nuclear facilities in Eastern Tibet (Chapter 14). 

With the end of Cold War tensions (Chapter 15), however, one sees some 
favourable global and regional developments which might encourage a 
reduction of the tensions and suspicions that had originally compelled the 
communist armed intervention and direct political action in Tibet. With 
improvements in the overall security environment in Asia and with the start 
of "strategic dialogue" between China and India (6-7 March 2000)4 the 
communist leaders might be in a more relaxed and confident position to 
grant the Tibetan people higher degrees of autonomy (Chapter R),  without 
the paranoid fear of external conspiracies in "China's Tibet". The recent 
record of Sino-Tibetan dialogue reveals that Communist China desires a 
100 per cent security guarantee (Chapters 14 and 18). Such a definite 
objective might be neither desirable in the post-Communist era nor feasible 
in the post-Cold War unipolar international system. China may have to be 
contented with the relative security that the resolution of the Tibet 
Question would bring about. 

Our brief survey of the complex history of SineTibetan relations has an 
unusual implication which one hesitates to state. Imperialism is not 
inherent within the autochtoneous structure of Confucian culture, which is 
sedentary and culture-bound. We note the early spread of Confucian culture 
in East and Southeast Asia which followed the diffusion of Yellow River 
agricultural techniques. Nor is imperialism inherent within the broader 
patterns of Han history, which are preoccupied with boundary conscious- 
ness and boundary maintenance of what Confucian culture defines as its 
sacred space. Tang China's wars with htsatt Tibet were mostly defensive in 
nature, and fit this broader pattern of Han history. Moreover, pure Han 
dynasties, such as the Song and Ming, showed no signs of expansionism 
into Tibet; they were contented with the Confucian tradition of tribute 
relations with Tibet. 
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What transformed this sedentary culture into an agent of imperialism are 
two external influences which are alien to Confucian culture as such. The 
Mongol warriors in the thirteenth century gave China the imperial idea 
which would transform the Confucian ideocracy into a multinational 
empire. From that time Confucian China's relations with non-Confucian 
and non-Han peoples would never be the same. Finally, in the mid- 
twentieth century, the Marxist-Leninist ideology of "national liberationm 
provided unprecedented motivation and organizational abilities for 
expansionism into non-Han areas which have now turned into clear cases 
of unintended imperialism (Chapter 7). Even now I believe if Communist 
China had turned expansionist, it is the theoretical logic and dialectics of 
frontier security, which has led Confucian China from the Han hinterland 
to  the Inner Asian frontiers. The historically unprecedented Han state 
power has now enabled Communist China to  make the frontier state into 
an integral part of the communist empire. The critical question is whether 
the conscience of the world and the great powers will continue to  tolerate 
the expansion of the Han State a t  the expense of the powerless Tibetan 
~ e o p l e  in the twenty-first century (Chapters 11, 1 5  and 16). 

One of the tragedies of the Chinese Revolution is that there was neither a 
revolutionary situation nor a Han race nor a Confucian culture in Tibet. 
This is in stark contrast t o  the Chinese Revolution in China where, in its 
formative stages, it virtually grew out of the sons and soil of the Chinese 
earth. Revolution in Tibet has to  be exported and imposed, and the Maoists 
did it with force (Chapter 12). This fact may be understood from the 
perspective of Tibetan cultural development and social history, which run 
their own independent course, differing from China. When the Chinese 
People's Liberation Army were marching into Tibet in 1950, M a o  Zedong 
instructed his generals to  be careful in Tibet because "we don't have any 
social basis" there.Qgain when M a o  launched his anti-Confucius 
campaign in China in 1972, he had to  give the campaign a Tibetan 
orientation - anti-Dalai and anti-Panchen Lamas. For no  Tibetan knew 
about Confucius. This popular ignorance of Confucian culture and the Han 
race in Tibet calls for an explanation. 

In the earlier formative phases of their histories, different ecological and 
economic conditions in China and Tibet gave rise to  two different types of 
economy and society, as we will note in Chapter 1. In the eighth century 
when the Tibetan King Song-tsen Gambo married a Chinese princess 
(Weng Chen), she attempted to  introduce some elements of Chinese culture 
and agricultural techniques. But her lonely attempts at  the Confucianization 
of Tibet were soon swept away by the socially vigorous Buddhist 
Revolution that followed the fall of btsan rulers. Because of the crucible- 
like nature of the Tibetan Plateau, relatively isolated and insulated from 
neighbouring South and East Asian countries, Mahayana Buddhism, once 
introduced, was soon internalized, consolidated and Tibetanized so that by 
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the time of the Younghusband Expedition ( 1  903) it was called uI-amalsm",h 
different from Chinese forms or Indian origins. This "TlbetannessW 1s even 
more pervasive and pronounced in rural Tibet than urban areas like l.hasa 
where some Sinic influences such as diet, dress and paintings persisted. Rut 
the majority of Tibetan peasants and nomads had never wen a Chinese 
before the 1950 takeover. Any Chinese presence was confined to Lhasa and 
some border towns in the Sino-Tibetan borders in Kham and Amdo. Thus 
the previous Panchen Lama reported to Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai in his 
70,000 characters report, "Although Tibet has been under the jurisdiction 
of the motherland for several hundred years, because of methods of rule 
and ways of managing its internal affairs are different from those of other 
minorities within the motherland, most of the people rn every strata 
strongly perceive themselves as Tibetan, and have a weak perceptron o f  the 
motherland."' 

This popular social sovereignty and the relative autonomy of cultural 
identity were not only what ordinary Tibetans socially and historically 
experienced before 1950 but such social Tibetan sovereignty and cultural 
identity were almost automatically ensured by the policy and practice of 
indirect rule for nearly 400 years. Thus, the popular Tibetan perception of 
Chinese "liberation" as "invasion" may be understood in such a social 
context. This is proved by the spontaneous nature and mass character of the 
Tibetan revolts of 1956, 1959 and 1987, in which no members of the ruling 
class were involved (Chapter 13). Tibetan social history provides a 
paradoxical and ironic lesson to the Marxists. I t  is the ordinary Tibetan 
nomads and peasants who have given sufficient evidence of the Tibetan will 
to self-determination (Chapter 20); and it is always the Tibetan elites 
(including the Dalai Lama) who are ready to make compromises and reach 
a negotiated settlement with the Chinese (Chapter 18). This elite realism 
was demonstrated in the 1951 Sino-Tibetan agreement (Chapter 12) and 
again in 1979 (Chapter 18). 

When the Dalai Lama agreed to start negotiations with Deng's China in 
1979 on autonomy (Chapter 8), the exiled administration had to dispatch 
officials from Dharamsala to different settlements in India and Nepal to 
pacify and explain to the Tibetan commoners why the Dalai Lama had 
to scale down the Tibetan demand from rang-btsan (Independence) to 
rang-skyong-ljongs (autonomy). In such an ironic situation the Dalai Lama 
functioned as a mediator and buffer between the Tibetan masses who 
demand rang-btsan or self-determination, based on their social experience, 
and the Tibetan educated elites who reason that such mass aspirations are, 
under the given circumstances, unrealistic. The Lama, therefore, might be 
in a unique position to mediate between the Chinese masters and the 
Tibetan masses, as has been the historical pattern and function. 





PART I 

Patterns of the Sino-Tibetan 
Past and Current Political 

Realities 

"The fascination of sociology lies in the fact that its perspective makes 
us see in a new light the very world in which we have lived all of our 
lives. This also constitutes a trarzsformation of consciousness." 

Peter L. Berger' 

"The issuance of patents of ofice by the emperor of China to his 
tributaries was roughly equitlalent to modern diplomatic recognition 
in the West, where polrtical entities that have no international 
diplomatic status are not considered to exist legally. However, the 
imperial patents did not themselt~es affect the constitutional structure 
of the tributarv societies. " 

Mark MancallZ 

"So vou see how data dictate theory. " 
K. C. Chang3 

James M. Henslin, (ed.) Down to Earth Sociology (New York: The Free Press, 1988), p. 5. 
Mark Mancall, China at the Centre (New York: The Free Press, 1984), p. 39. 
K. C. Chang, Current Anthropology Vol. 36, No. 62. (April 1995), p. 31 1. 





Chapter 1 

The Origins of Tribute Relations 
and the Buddhist Factor in 
Sino-Barbarian Relations 

In this first part, I present some of the main findings of my study. I do  so by 
surveying the recorded history of Sino-Tibetan relations from the seventh 
to  the mid-twentieth centuries, highlighting the turning-points and different 
stages in the evolution of those relations. The purpose of this seemingly 
sweeping survey is to  unearth different historical structures and degrees of 
domination of Tibet by imperial China implicit in the Sino-Tibetan 
relations over time. In this way, we will see glimpses of historical structures 
and religio-political mechanisms by which pre-modern China, directly or 
indirectly, exercised varying degrees and types of political influence over 
traditional Tibet. This exercise of power (or more appropriately influence) 
was expressed through rituals and ceremonies in their periodic bilateral 
relations. 

However, by the late nineteenth or early twentieth centuries, the 
symbolic domination and ceremonial relations fundamentally changed 
with the emergence of modern political ideas of Chinese nationalism and 
nation-state within which the Chinese Nationalists first and then the 
Communists sought to  integrate Tibet, based upon a unitary conception of 
a Han-dominated state. But the Kuomintang and Chinese Communist Party 
differed on the degrees of integration and areas or spheres to be included in 
integration. This is not trivial; it is rather pertinent to  the present Sino- 
Tibetan discourse and dialogue. For between the degrees of and areas for 
integration may reside the Tibetan aspiration for a genuine autonomy. 

Any search for the origins of prehistoric Chinese economy and culture 
must begin with some speculations and assumptions. I do  so along the lines 
suggested by Owen Lattimore.' Lattimore's thesis has great heuristic value 
for our prologue. It demonstrates and explains convincingly whv from the 
earliest beginnings of Chinese history until the end of the nineteenth 
century, there was never any decisive spread of Chinese culture in Inner 
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Asia, either by colonization or by the assimilation of the steppe people. For 
centuries, the Chinese hinterland and Inner Asia, though geographically 
contiguous to each other, stood worlds apart, divided more by two 
antagonistic types of economy and society than by the Great Wall. In order 
to understand this historical fact, we must transport ourselves from the 
present high-tech world which has practically conquered the forces of 
nature to the primitive era of Yellow River loess communities whose 
struggle for existence largely depended on the givens of geography and 
whims of nature. It is at such a tender age of man's existence that a 
materialist interpretation of history makes sense. 

The earliest signs of Han culture began in regions where intensive 
agriculture based on irrigation was possible. Therefore, the primary focus 
of Chinese prehistory was in the middle Yellow River valley and secondarily 
in the middle Yangtze valley. The lower Yellow River, flowing across the 
Great Plain of northern and middle China, frequently flooded and changed 
its course. Such challenges posed by geography necessitated organized 
social labour such as clearing, draining and tinkering that went beyond the 
isolated primitive man's lonely effort and struggle for survival. From the 
Yellow River valley, the early Chinese spread to the Yangtze valley where 
they found even more favourable conditions for intensive agriculture. This 
agricultural technique spread f re dominantly from north to  south and west 
to east along with migration and c0nquest.l All this, it should be noted, 
took place within the agricultural core of ancient China: the Jing and Wei 
rivers in Shaanxi, the Fen River in Shaanxi, and the lower Yellow River. 
Where conditions for irrigation-based intensive agriculture were not 
favourable such as the Mongolian steppes, or Tibetan wasteland, neither 
migration nor conquest took place. 

In fact Lattimore demonstrates that the first known case of distinction 
between Chinese and "barbarians" appeared among the Chinese them- 
selves, referring to  the same ethnic stock (Han) but to  those whose 
agricultural technique was less evolved. Similarly the so-called barbarian 
wars in Sheng Shang China were not nomadic conquests from the steppes 
but internal wars among different social groups belonging to essentially the 
same ethnic stock - Han. They differed on the lines of agricultural 
technique and economic development. The social cohesion made possible 
by intensive agriculture led to  a wide expansion of the groups who practised 
it. These groups became "Chinese" co-terminus with civilization..' Any 
other group in the Chinese hinterland not familiar with the Yellow River 
technique became "barbarians". Therefore, in the ultimate analysis, the 
distinction between civility and barbarity in ancient China depended on a 
geographical accident: which side of the loess highlands you were. The 
eastern side was more fertile than the western side. The internal barbarians 
were in fact regarded as detachments lingering in territories into which the 
Yellow River culture was expanding. 



The Buddhist Factor 

They may not have been ethnically distinct from the Chinese. Possibly, 
and even probably they were backward, less developed groups of the 
same stock as that from which the Chinese had evolved - a stock 
anciently holding the whole of North China, both the loess Highlands 
in the west and the Great Plain in the east.4 

In short, the early Chinese, after developing their ingenious agricultural 
technique in the Yellow River basin and after perfecting it in the Yangne 
valley, expanded all over the Chinese mainland except the north. 
Subsequently, their migration and diffusion extended beyond China proper 
to regions or islands where the objective conditions for intensive agriculture 
were favourable such as the Korean Peninsula, the Japanese islands and the 
Indo-China region by the first century A D .  This meant that if the environment 
was suitable for intensive agriculture, they, especially the Southern Chinese, 
dared to cross the seas and set up colonies by conquest and assimilation, 
migration and diffusion. But not to the Inner Asian steppes, even though such 
steppes were contiguous to China. In this region the Chinese agriculturists 
encountered an altogether different world, the world of nomadic pastoralism 
which produced a society and economy entirely different from the Chinese. 
Here the pre-modern Chinese expansion stopped. "The major environment 
that resisted Chinese penetration was steppe, and the steppe society was 
obdurate in setting itself against the society of China."s Reasons were rooted 
in their different economies and societies as well as in their early formative 
adaptation patterns. If the Chinese gravitated towards intensive agriculture, 
which in turn encouraged the closeness of society and therefore high degrees 
of social cohesion, the Inner Asian nomads' way of life and economy were 
dependent on mobility and dispersal. The former conditions prevailed in the 
Chinese hinterland; and the latter, in the steppes. 

Primitive man was really at the mercy of nature, and his adaptation to 
his environment, most of the time, followed the laws of nature: lines of least 
resistance. Geography virtually put such major ethnic groups in their 
ecological niche which shaped their formative characteristics and psycho- 
logical pre-dispositions. Such early influences predate that of world 
religions. All this might sound like an unnecessary academic exercise in 
antiquity. However, the Sinic world of Han peasants, and the Inner Asian 
world of nomads and semi-nomads continued to be worlds apart for nearly 
3,000 years; today their prehistoric legacies weigh heavily as they, especially 
the Central Asian peoples, struggle for their identity and freedom in the 
modern world. Their reluctance to identify themselves with either the 
Russian or the Chinese Revolution in the twentieth century is neither 
ideological nor purely political. It is essentially rooted in their ancient 
legacy of two radically different types of economy and society, which, for 
centuries, functioned antagonistically, resulting in the formation of two 
distinct categories of culture: Sinic and Inner Asian types. 
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Along with intensive agriculture there developed in the same regions - 
the Yellow River basin and the Yangtze valley - some of the defining 
characteristics and peculiar institutions of what we today call Confucian 
civilization. This Confucian-Taoist culture tended to  follow wherever the 
Chinese intensive agriculture techniques spread, first over the Chinese 
Mainland, then gradually, through migration and partial conquest, to the 
islands to  the Northeast and finally to  Indo-China. Intensive agriculture 
provided the economic foundations for a trans-border Confucian cultural 
ideocracy, based on shared Confucian cosmological beliefs, ancestor 
worship, a pictographic writing system and similar bureaucratic institutions. 
It appears that this Confucian ideocracy did not, in its early and pure form, 
include those regions which, even though contiguous to  China, such as 
Inner Asia, lacked the necessary conditions for intensive agriculture based 
on irrigation. Confucian culture spread along with their agricultural 
technique, thereby providing both a common economic base as well as a 
cultural common ground for the wide acceptance of the Son of Heaven 
(tianzi) as the legitimate overlord who reigned the Confucian common- 
wealth or trans-border ideocracy that extended from Northeast Asia to the 
greater part of Southeast Asia, with regional variations. 

Just as the early Chinese intensive agricultural technique was a typical 
product of the agro-friendly environment of the Yellow River basin and the 
Yangtze valley, the Taoist-Confucian culture was a typical early Chinese 
response to  the Sinic agrarian world. The main characteristic of the 
Confucian civilization, as it evolved gradually from the Yellow River days 
to  the present day fast-growing economies of East Asia, is not its profundity 
or its originality. Its unique feature lies in its confrontation with and 
meditation on the concreteness and facticity of man and his territoriality 
which constitutes his universe. What is amazing is its carefully nurtured 
antiquity such as ancestor worship, a pictographic writing system, its 
longevity and its sheer retention capacity whereby an incremental 
achievement of one generation or  era - ranging from an agricultural 
technique to  painting - is intensively practised and retained within the 
Great Wall of China before exporting it t o  similar environments. And if any 
metaphysical speculations developed a t  all such as the concept of tian 
necessary for the legitimation of Confucian order, it proceeded from the 
notions of simple man that divinity resides high in the "skies", which 
constitutes the centrality of the Chinese belief-system. 

What are the generic traits of Confucian culture that continue to 
influence the ways of thinking of millions of Chinese (Han) ,  Koreans, 
Japanese and Vietnamese? We should discuss such traits as they developed 
within the agricultural core of China and subsequent regional variations, 
based on the Chinese pattern in Korea, Japan and Vietnam. 

In China intensive agriculture tended to  favour the closeness of 
co~nmu~l i ty  and such closeness drew early Chinese attention to  the 
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characteristically Chinese objects of meditation which are concrete and 
immediate: the ancestor, the family, the clan. Therefore, the early Chinese 
religious ideas "centered on the clan and its deities, often identified as 
an~es tors" ,~  and ancestor worship has been one of the oldeht religious 
beliefs of Confucian c u l t ~ r e . ~  This ancestor worship is directly related to 
another equally potent feature of the Confucian culture: an extraordinary 
sense of territoriality. Ancient Chinese families drew fences around their 
houses and walls, and early Chinese states built walls to  defend their 
territories culminating in the construction of the Great Wall of Ch~na.  The 
belief is that the spirits of their ancestors reside in the ancestral land where 
their bodies are buried. In other words, ancestor worship, focused as it is on 
one's ancestral land, tends to sanctify territory. In the present era, Chinese 
and Vietnamese Communists displayed strong territorial~ty in their 
nationalisms. This characteristically Confucian sense of territoriality 
contrasts sharply with the Central Asian nomads' sense of almost borderless 
open space. 

In feudal China (pre-300 BC) some of the core Confucian political 
doctrines and institutions germinated which were subsequently extended to 
the Confucian culture areas outside China, to govern centre-periphery 
relations within the Confucian commonwealth. Feudalism as such is often 
understood as essentially unegalitarian property relations with a consequent 
involvement of exploitation. Such a normative or economic approach 
misses the political characteristics of feudalism. Politically, feudalism may 
be defined as the absence or weakening of a centralized state with 
consequent war among feudal lords being the permanent condition of 
feudalism. From 1000 BC to the wars of ever increasing intensity in fifth, 
fourth and third centuries BC; the so-called barbarian wars and the warring 
states conflicts created much social disorder and dislocation: a popular 
hunger for peace grew. Chinese social response, as typified by Confucius 
(551-479 BC),  was to create a supra-regional order among the warring 
feudal states by emphasizing "ancient religious conceptions of a high god, 
Shang-ti, the Lord on High, presiding over the fate of man, especially of 
those called to put the world in order". As Robert Krammer continues: 

The highest power is also often referred to as tiarz heaven, and it takes 
precedence over all other gods who are honoured with the cult. It 
chooses the sovereigns to bring civilization to the people and to 
instruct them in the correct human relationships. The ruler's charisma 
is sanctioned by the mandate they receive from the tianming and it is 
by this sanction that they exercise their power and ensure a ritual 
order in the symbiosis of gods, ancestors, and men in which each has 
proper ~ t a t i o n . ~  

Therefore, central to the Confucian political cosmology which sanctions 
and legitimates the reign, if not the rule, of the "Son of Heaven" (tianzi) 
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over "all under heaven" (tianxi) is the ancient pre-world religion concept of 
and belief in tian usually translated as heaven: tian may be considered as the 
ancient Chinese equivalent of god expressed in typically Chinese concrete 
geographical space terms, the sky above the earth. It predates any of the 
world religions. The emperor or king is conceived as the son of tian reigning 
over his earthly kingdom expressed as "all under heaven" (tianxi). 
Therefore, the imperial sounding term "all under heaven" is neither a 
geographical concept in the sense "the Ch'in or Han Chinese still 
subscribed to the view that China embraced the whole ~ o r l d " , ~  nor is it 
really an imperial concept in the sense that the "Son of Heaven" ruled over 
non-Confucian culture areas and non-Han peoples who did not believe in 
tian. It is essentially a cultural concept with limited political implications. 
It refers to the extent of areas or regions, originally within China proper, 
where the Yellow River agricultural technique and Taoist-Confucian 
culture had spread; and subsequently to the Northeast Asian islands and 
the Southeast Asian region where such techniques and culture spread 
through Chinese migration and cultural diffusion, or through partial 
conquest and assimilation. 

"All under heaven" referred originally and essentially to  what I have 
called the Confucian trans-border cultural ideocracy whose members shared 
(and still subconsciously share) several vital commonalities such as culture, a 
writing-system, political institutions and racial affinity. But to  the Buddhists 
and Muslims of Central Asia, some of whom later came under the sway of 
"all under heaven" since the Yuan dynasty or Mongol empire, tian meant 
sky without its Confucian-Taoist religious connotation - heaven. Tibetan 
language, for instance, has another term for heaven, lha-yul, which was not 
used to translate tian, it was simply translated as gnam, meaning sky.1° 

In order to trace the ancient roots of the "Confucian world" order, I have 
isolated some primary ideas and institutions in the pre-world religion and 
prehistory of China which had moulded the Chinese worldview in its most 
formative period before its encounter with some of the world religions, 
particularly Buddhism. At that time the picture becomes more complex; but 
before that, as we have argued already, the essential events of the Confucian 
political cosmology such as shamanistic or Taoist beliefs (tian)" and pre- 
Confucius Confucian ideas that reached their maturation and codification 
during the Warring States, Qin and Han periods - fundamentally shaped 
the Chinese worldview. In particular, philosophical speculations during the 
Warring States "reshaped the long-established religious and ritual elements 
of the concept of kingship and government".I2 

Such a concept of kingship and government was most readily accepted 
within China where the Confucian culture was most concentrated; it was 
less accepted in secondary derivative Confucian culture areas; and 
practically not at all accepted in non-Confucian culture areas in Inner Asia 
before the Yuan dynasty. 
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My generalization of Confuc~an cultural ideocracy and (;onfuaan 
culture areas or regions should not be misconstrued as a monolith. As 
already hinted before, the historical process of primary civilization- 
diffusion and resultant cultural by-products in secondary c~vilizati<~ns is 
an extremely complex one which I have tried to delineate clsewhere.13 For 
the present purpose I might be permitted to summarize that complex 
process. The Confucian culture that originated in China and was then 
exported to Korea, Japan and Vietnam is neither the Chinesc or~ginal nor 
purely Korean, Japanese and Vietnamese creations. It is, in most cases, the 
Korean, Japanese and Vietnamese versions or variations on the Confucian 
civilizational pattern. This appears to be necessarily so because the 
Confucian universal was, in the course of history, med~ated and negotiated 
by the specificities of Korean, Japanese and Vietnamese local cultures, and 
particular national trajectories of history. That is why the transition from 
trans-border Confucian ideocracy to the "Middle Kingdomn (zhong' uo) 
was relatively easy. It was premised upon shared culture and language, 
similar political institutions and racial affinity. Nor was it strictly an imperial 
concept by origin and intention, for an empire is a centralized political 
system that rules over many different nations and nationalities, differing in 
race, language and culture. The historical formation of nation-states in 
Japan, Korea and Vietnam was fairly easy, though not entirely painless. 
What becomes foregrounded in the course of nation-building and national 
identity projection are IocaVnational variations, not the original prototypes 
which tend to fade into the background during nationalist movements. 

The Confucian trans-border ideocracy predates the concept of nation- 
state in the sense of a loose confederation of like-minded nations which 
virtually surrender their local sovereignties to a higher central deity ( t ian) 
located in the feudal origins of tribute relations that later governed the 
inter-state relations within the Confucian commonwealth. 

Feudal China, especially during the spring and autumn period (722481 
BC) witnessed the growth of a number of independent states which some 
contemporary writers have conceptualized as an international system of 
multiple states. This contemporary analogy is quite misleading. For those 
analogies may be closer to the medieval Christiandom in Europe before the 
emergence of nation-states or  the twentieth century Soviet transnational 
ideocracy based on a common ideology. It was the Mongol warriors, not 
Confucian literati, who transformed the Confucian ideocracy into an  
imperial concept. 

Now we must turn to  the ancient states which belonged essentially to the 
same Han race and the Confucian-Taoist culture but which did not always 
develop that culture and its institutions at  the same rate or level of growth. 
Such internal differential growth rates gave rise to  hierarchical inter-state 
relations as well as frequent inter-state conflict in feudal China. As Owen 
Lattimore comments, 
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In feudal China, as in feudal Europe, the real unit of sovereignty was 
not the nation but the domain of the feudal lord. The Chou "emperorsm 
represented the center of gravity of a widely spread culture but they 
did not rule an integrated empire by direct administration of each 
territory that composed it. All that they could claim was the allegiance, 
within the limits of feudalism, of a number of great nobles each of 
whom claimed in a similar way the allegiance of minor nobles.14 

Yu Yin-Shih takes great pains to  emphasize "the order of the world as a 
whole was never their [Han rulers'] concern; rather they were concerned 
with the establishment and maintenance of the Chinese world order, which 
was by definition s i n o c e n t r i ~ . " ~ ~  The concept of "all under heaven" may 
not even have included the geographical world known to the Han literati at 
that time; it essentially indicated those areas and regions within the Chinese 
Plains where the Yellow River agricultural technique and Confucian culture 
had spread. It is, in other words, a Confucian-Taoist metaphor for the 
limited Confucian world inhabited by Han people who shared the 
Confucian cosmological beliefs such as tian. Within such a Confucian 
universe there developed a hierarchical tradition of inter-state relations 
originally among the Chinese feudal states themselves and subsequently 
applied to foreign relations with similar Confucian culture countries and 
states in East Asia and Southeast Asia. 

The Confucian conception of inter-state relations differed from the 
European concept which is based on the legal equality of sovereign states. 
Since it grew in a domestic milieu which was feudal, the Confucian world 
order was deliberately feudal, and hierarchical order may be considered as a 
miniature and forerunner of the Confucian model of traditional inter-state 
relations. It was fundamentally feudal in the sense that the supra-regional 
order was conceived and constituted with a strong and strict sense of 
political hierarchy. The hierarchy was not expressed in vertical terms, 
though in conception and in praxis it was essentially hierarchical. With 
their characteristic concrete geographic sense, the early Chinese perceived 
their supra-regional order in concentric cycles in which Chineseness 
(chu-hsia) and Confucian influence ( d e )  are the strongest a t  the centre of 
the Confucian universe (zhong'uo) and decrease in almost direct proportion 
to the distance one travels from the centre to the periphery. In other words, 
sister satellite states orbit around the Middle Kingdom. This supra-regional 
order expressed in concentric cycles is best exemplified by the Han rulers' 
"foreign" relations within China itself. 

The Han zone (tianfu) was the royal domain, under the direct rule of the 
King. The royal domain was immediately surrounded by the lords' zone 
(honfu), territories apportioned by the King for his feudal lords. Next to the 
honfu were the Chinese states conquered and converted by the reigning 
dynasty, known as suifu or pinfu. They were called collectively pacified or 
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guest zone. The last two zones were reserved for the barbarians, probably 
Han tribes yet to be converted to Shang culture and Yellow River agricultural 
techniques. The man and I barbarians lived outside the suifu in the so-called 
controlled zone (yaofu). Finally beyond the controlled zone lay the Jung and 
Ti barbarians who were their own masters in the wild zone (huungfu).16 

This supra-regional order expressed in Confucian cosmic terms was 
maintained largely by the so-called tribute relations. The tribute relations 
originated in the Zhou gift-giving system which continued to represent 
legitimation and status in inter-state relations during the feudal period.17 
The rituals of diplomacy - the feasts (hsianglhang) and covenants (meng) - 
derived from the Zhou gift-giving ceremony and associated mortuary feasts. 
Such shamanistic rituals symbolized the Zhou king's mystic power (de) to 
"charge" (ming) a gift recipient (local lord?) thereby empowering and 
legitimating the latter to rule his limited domain with ming. 'Tied by 
marriage (human gifts) into kinship affiliates, lords feasted with each other 
like "fathers and older brothers".18 

The Chun Qiu inscriptions reveal several local versions of the Zhou 
concept of the Mandate of Heaven (tianming) which was manipulated by 
local lords to  legitimate their own identities and domains. They suggest two 
basic types of authority relations and legitimation mechanism: matrimonial 
alliances and "charged" cases. The latter was represented by inscribed 
bronze vessels which were considered "the ultimate symbols of prestige and 
contract in the earlier Zhou gift-giving system".19 The bronze text 
functioned "as a contract between ancestral or spiritual authorities, the 
host or gift-giver and the guest or gift r e ~ e i p i e n t " . ~ ~  

A prototype of tribute practices can be traced to  the Shang period during 
which more than 100 tribute-paying areas have been identified.21 Central to 
the tribute relations system remained the gift-giving ceremony or gift- 
exchange, a characteristically Chinese polite way of persuading the less 
powerful to  submit symbolically to the more powerful. This essence was 
solidified and later hierarchicized into a feudal order with due consideration 
and with the modern character of the Confucian civilization. "Thus, the 
(Han) king received tribute from the central zone on a daily basis, from the 
lords' zone monthly, from the pacified zone trimonthly, from the controlled 
zone annually, and from the wild zone only once."12 

Professor Fairbank's account further confirms the feudal origins of 
tribute relations applied originally to the king's relations with various 
feudatories within China before Ch'in unification. The Chinese term for 
tribute "pung" (gong) originally meant "tribute rice" (tsao-milkrrngmi) 
shipped annually from the Lower Yangtze region to Beijing. In feudal China 
(403-221 B C )  numerous walled centres of local power existed that 
functioned as mini-states of almost equal status but most of them regarding 
the Zhou king as the Son of Heaven. The kingJemperor invested/charged 
(feng) a number of hereditary vassals (fun) who in turn presented him with 
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tribute. Such vassals included "clan-vassals" or "clan-feudatories". The 
Chinese term for vassals (fan) means "hedge, a boundary, a frontiern,2' 
which suggests political fragmentation characteristic of feudalism as well as 
a very Chinese characteristic - territoriality. Each of the feudal domains was 
hedged, walled or bounded to demarcate its boundary. Out  of such feuda] 
conditions the idea and practice of tribute relations originated, grew and 
diffused, initially all over China, and later extended to the Confucian 
culture areas in East Asia and Southeast Asia. 

As the cultural unification and political centralization of China 
progressed after 221 BC, tribute relations, which used to govern feudal 
relations within China, were extended and applied, with some modification, 
to China's external relations with her neighbouring states. Its structure 
remained feudal and its mode of communication, gift-exchange. "Despite 
all the rhetoric concerning China's superiority over neighbouring tributary 
states, most of the time Chinese writers had to recognize that the China- 
centred world order was basically similar to the feudal overlord-vassal 
relationship of ancient times."24 

Concepts like "all under heaven", the "Son of heaven" and the 
"Mandate of Heaven" are culture-specific. Their validity, applicability 
and acceptability decreased as the early Chinese pioneers crossed the Inner 
Asian Frontiers of China. Here "all under heaven" stopped, and foreign 
relations really began. The Han dynasty, for example, had such relations 
with non-Han peoples like Hsiung-nu and Ch'iang, the Tibetan ancestors 
who lay "outside Han t e r r i t ~ r y " . ~ ~  Where the Confucian cosmological 
beliefs and assumptions were neither understood nor accepted, the Han 
rulers emphasized the filial or kinship aspects of the Confucian philosophy. 
It was called ho-ch'in or harmonious kinship, and is really a matrimonial 
alliance through which a hostile foreign power is transformed into a 
"brotherly state". The first such ho-ch'in treaty was concluded in 198 BC 

between Han China and a Xiongnu (Huns) ruler, called in Chinese Shanyu. 
It included the following four terms of agreement: first, a Han princess 
would be given in marriage to Shanyu; secondly, the Han king would send 
"gifts" to  the Xiongnu ruler; thirdly, Han China and Xiongnu would 
become "brotherly states" equal in status; fourthly, neither side would 
venture beyond each other's boundary26 as signified by the Great Wall. This 
ingenious human transaction would compel a foreign or non-Confucian 
ruler to engage in the tribute relations system. O n  the pretext of the Han 
princess married to  the foreign king, the Han court, without losing its face 
or dignity, would send "gifts" which must be, in turn, reciprocated. The 
return gifts were perceived and recorded by Han chroniclers as " t r ib~ te" .~ '  
This shows the extent to  which the early Han rulers went in order to extract 
tributes from lesser rulers by clever manipulation. 

Such matrimonial practices continued to be a key feature of successive 
Chinese dynasties' foreign policy in dealing with non-Confucian peoples 
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and states in Central Asia. The eighth century Tibetan king Songtsen 
Gambo's marriage to  a Tang princess should be seen in this perspective. 

Equality was alien to the Confucian world order, as in most pre-modern 
cultures. Yet sometimes the Son of Heaven had "come to terms with the 
geographic fact of nomadic Inner Asian fighting power".2R Ho-ch'in was a 
practice that enabled the Chinese emperors to accept other powers on a 
more or less equal basis, because kinship ties eases the problems of 
hierarchy and might transform them into fraternity. 

As Lien-sheng Yang writes, "Politically and militarily in several periods, 
China recognized the neighbouring peoples as equal adversaries ( l i g ~ o ) . " ~ ~  
Examples include Han and Xiongnu, Tang and Tibet, Sung and Liao, Yuan 
and Chin. In these relations, kinship terms were often used. Thus, the Sung 
emperor and Liao emperor were called elder and younger brothers 
respectively. To make peace with China in 1138, the founder of the 
Southern Sung dynasty had to accept the status of a vassal (ch'en). But his 
successor improved the status to that of a nephew (chih) and addressed the 
Chin emperor as young uncle (shu). The 821 A D  Sino-Tibetan treaty refers 
to the rulers of Tang China and Tibet in similar terms; uncle and nephew. 

Where Confucian cosmological beliefs were not understood or accepted, 
early Chinese rulers tried to  relate to non-Confucian rulers in Central Asia 
on a human level, and matrimonial alliance is a classic example of this. 
Through harmonious relations (ho-ch'in) "brotherly statesm30 can form an 
"alliance of b r ~ t h e r h o o d " , ~ ~  while maintaining the territorial integrity and 
cultural identity of such brotherly member states. Thus, under the redefined 
tribute relations based on ho-ch'in, the "Hsiung-nu still maintained an 
independent state in every sense of the word, with full territorial 
integrity".32 Jing-shen Tao writes 

Even in the Tiang, Sino-Turkish and Sino-Tibetan relations were 
often marked by a sense of equality between the parties . . . rational 
diplomatic practices were specified in detail, kinship relations were 
established, and both emperors were to have the title of the Great 
Emperor.33 

From the Han dynasty (former, 206 B C )  to  the Song dynasty (southern, 
1279 AD),  Confucian China confined its tribute relations essentially to the 
members of its Confucian commonwealth. The fact that shared culture - 
embodied in the Chinese ideographic writing system, the Confucian 
classical teachings about family and social order, a state-run examination 
system and bureaucratic institutions and a similar life style - was a 
cementing and reinforcing factor in this special, though hierarchically 
arranged, relationship is beyond doubt. Thus, the king of Vietnam 
submitted humbly before the Han emperor Huangai edict in 179 BC, even 
though it meant, in modern terms, national h ~ m i l i a t i o n . ~ ~  Thus, "Korea 
was not fully devoted to the Ch'ing dynasty, whereas she had highly 
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respected the Ming, not only because the Ming had given help during the 
Japanese invasions of the sixteenth century but also because Confucian 
culture had flourished in Ming China."3s China also tried to  maintain some 
sort of tribute relations with her neighbouring non-Han social groups and 
non-Confucian states on the west and north, such as the Xiongnu and the 
Jiang. But this relationship was not based on shared culture, and therefore 
became problematic through the centuries. It was based on national 
security needs. 

Perhaps no  state in the ancient world had nurtured such an 
extraordinary sense of territoriality and boundary-consciousness as the 
Chinese state had demonstrated by building walls, maintaining frontier- 
guards and establishing command posts on the frontiers. It was such 
strategic considerations that led to Sino-barbarian relations on the Inner 
Asian frontiers of China, based on twisted tribute relations plus the 
ho-ch'in system. To the Central Asian peoples and their chieftains, tribute 
did not mean submission before the Son of Heaven; it was a commercially 
profitable transaction, as Mark Mancall and Yu Ying-shih Such 
peoples and states remained outside the territorial limits of Han China, and 
were not members of the trans-border Confucian ideocracy based on shared 
culture. They might have constituted waiguo (foreign countries) which "did 
not originate in this nineteenth century but had a long history going back to 
the Han dynasty".37 

When the Mongols conquered China in the thirteenth century, it was 
part of their world conquest that included, apart from China, most of the 
states in East Asia, Central Asia, Southeast Asia and parts of the Middle 
East. The Mongol empire stretched as far as Eastern Europe including 
Hungary, northern Poland, southern Romania and Russia. But it was in 
China that the Mongol emperors stayed the longest (1271-1368), because 
of the existing infrastructure, the availability of human and material 
resources, and their familiarity with local people and their culture. 

Mongol imperial rule marked a clean departure from the conventional 
Confucian tribute relations which transformed the Confucian ideocracy 
into a multinational empire. First, they continued to retain and rule the 
former Confucian states on the East Asian islands and in the Southeast 
Asian region. Since willing submission to  their rule was not forthcoming 
due to lack of Confucian legitimacy, they reinforced domination with the 
threat and actual use of force "whenever feasible or necessary". There was 
"no system of foreign relations here, merely the extension of the Mongol 
empire as far as possible".38 Secondly, in addition to the member states of 
this Confucian ideocracy, the Mongol emperors included their freshly 
conquered states and peoples of Central Asia into the Chinese empire. In 
fact, the Yuan dynasty's lasting contribution to  China as such is that the 
Mongol emperors were able to bring the non-Han social groups and non- 
Confucian states of Central Asia, who had resisted Chinese penetration for 
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centuries, under varying degrees of Chinese control. 'This focus on Central 
Asia was further continued by the Manchu dynasty: 

Central Asia, and not sedentary Southeast Asia, was the primary focus 
of dynastic foreign policy, at least until the early nineteenth century. 
China constantly sought to dominate the Central Asian steppes and 
deserts by demonstrating her military strength, trying to force the 
barbarians to recognize it by performing the prescribed Confucian 
rituals.39 

It is an irony of history that the Mongol and Manchu emperors who shared 
more commonalities with the peoples of Central Asia were precisely 
responsible for making the Inner Asian states and peoples part of the 
Chinese empire. As we might recall, the earlier Han rulers up to the 
thirteenth century confined themselves to the Confucian culture areas in 
East Asia and Southeast Asia. Today it is this Mongol and Manchu political 
legacy that forms the basis of the Chinese Communists' and Nationalists' 
(KMT) claim over Tibet, Inner Mongolia and Xinjiang. In fact, it appears 
that subsequent Han rulers such as the Ming dynasty hesitated or refused to 
recognize the Mongol empire which included not only the Confucian 
culture areas but also non-Confucian culture areas in Central Asia. As 
Professor Wang Gungwu writes, 

Ming historians found it wiser not to comment on any of the events of 
the Mongol empire at  all. It was as if the whole Mongol imperial 
experience was beyond r a t i o n a l i ~ a t i o n . ~ ~  

Tibet's historical relations with China, starting from the Tang Dynasty and 
ending with the Ching Dynasty, seems to pose an intellectual challenge to 
the Fairbankian concept of Chinese world order and its concomitant tribute 
relations. For Tibet did not share the Confucian culture, and at no point of 
Chinese history until the mid-twentieth century, did the Chinese ever try to 
enculturate the Tibetans into the Confucian civilizational mould. Therefore, 
Tibet's relations with Imperial China differed from typical tribute relations 
characterized by Sino-Korean and Sino-Vietnamese relations. Nor did 
Tibet pose, after the btsan period and subsequent Buddhist Revolution in 
the country, any security problem to the Chinese empire. Therefore 
medieval Chinese perceptions of Tibetans differed from those of Mongols 
and Turks. What my comparative analysis suggests is a third category of 
Imperial Chinese foreign relations, which will be briefly surveyed in this 
section. 

For a long time the four or five concentric zones theory41 has been widely 
accepted as constitutive of Chinese world order and foreign relations. 
However, from the perspective of Owen Lattimore's thesis, on which we 
have largely based the preceding section, this concentric and Sino-centric 
worldview might have been the early Han idealized views of Confucian 



Sino-Tibetan Past and Current Political Realities 

world order and worldview as they were then evolving in Han culture areas 
under the feudal conditions within China proper. Such views reflected the 
extent of  the world known to the early Han a t  that time. Their 
dichotomization of "barbarians" and civilized Hans were well formed 
within China itself due to different rates of material and cultural growth 
before such notions were extended beyond China. But this extension was 
not random; it was applied to particular areas where the Yellow River 
agricultural technique had spread and where Confucian culture had 
diffused. Thus, during the Chin and Han dynasties, this Sino-centric 
Confucian world order was extended and applied to  the Korean Peninsula, 
Indo-China and the Japanese islands. 

In other words, this Confucian world order and its concomitant tribute 
relations constituted essentially an intra-Confucian states system operative 
in Han areas within early China, and later made acceptable to  Confucian 
states outside China who shared the basic Confucian political cosmology 
and other values. This system of inter-state relations was feudal in origin, 
remained hierarchical throughout its history. The idea of equality was alien 
to its theory and praxis. 

Such a system can operate only on two conditions: (1) that its members 
share the same culture, especially its political cosmology that legitimates 
this hierarchical subordination or (2) the threat and actual use of force to 
enforce the system across nations. Generally enculturation was preferred to 
the use of force primarily because the pre-modern Chinese state's military 
resources were rather limited and also because the central Confucian 
teaching believed in the spread of influence through virtuous behaviour. 
Thus, even though some of the indigenous dynasties such as Han, Tang and 
Ming attempted to  apply and extend the tribute relations to  the 
non-Chinese states in Central Asia, it hardly worked. "Thus, the Chinese 
culture-based theory of the Son of Heaven's supremacy had to come to 
terms with the geographic fact of nomadic Inner Asian fighting power."42 In 
general the Son of Heaven's mandate to  rule "all under heaven" did not 
include non-Confucian states and non-Han peoples, who, in the case of 
Inner Asia, had the fighting power to  resist it. It is this form of Imperial 
China's foreign relations that should be problematized and made the focus 
of analysis. 

Thus far, we have been making the central framework of our analysis 
what the early mandarin predecessors had said about their views of the 
Confucian world order. Such subjective views can, at best, be treated as 
early Chinese perceptions of the world order which ought to  be subjected to 
critical analysis, and we should not habitually accept it as ready-made 
framework of analysis. We should analyse not only early Chinese 
perceptions of their world order but also more importantly the history of 
early China's historical experience of dealing with and relating to non-Han 
peoples living in areas, regions or countries with non-Confucian cultures. 
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For history is, to simplify it, a record of what man did, and not SO much 
what man said. It is in this sense that Ch'in and Han dynasties', far 
example, historical experience of dealing with and relating to non-Han 
people such as Xiongnu and Jiang, constitutes early China's foreign 
relations in the true sense of the term. This category of foreign relations, not 
so much the tribute relations, constitutes the core of early Chinese foreign 
policy in the true sense of the term. For the tribute relations was an 
extension of the feudal domestic order to familiar, if not intimate, terrains 
where the Confucian cosmological assumptions were not questioned and 
where similar life styles, based on intensive agriculture prevailed. 

The preceding remarks might sound unnecessarily long-winded and 
academically ambitious. However, my purpose is limited. I am trying to  
locate historical Sino-Tibetan relations within the context of Chinese world 
order and tribute relations. In so doing, I have encountered three major 
types of tribute relations which differ from each other substantially and 
among which Tibet forms the third category. 

Han, Tang and Ming dynasties' relations with Korea, Vietnam and Japan 
may be cited as classic examples of true tribute relations. Such relations 
may be considered Confucian China's "fraternal" relations with the 
members of the Confucian commonwealth, in which the relationship was 
based on shared culture; and the symbolic subordination of member states 
to the Middle kingdom was generally accepted. Since the authority of the 
Son of Heaven was generally or usually accepted, the intra-Confucian states 
relations were not generally characterized by zero sum strategic parabellurn, 
and the use of force was an exception rather than the rule. They were 
governed by the Confucian-Mencian model of "enculturation, good 
government, and minimal use of violence for the righteous defense of a 
morally correct political order".43 The nearest analogy to the fraternal 
relations among the member states of the Confucian commonwealth may 
be the British Dominions such as Australia, Canada and New Zealand 
who shared racial affinity, a common culture and liberal democratic 
institutions. 

However, it would be misleading to assume that all was peaceful in the 
intra-Confucian states' relations with Imperial China. Enculturated 
Vietnam's relations with several reigning dynasties in the Middle Kingdom 
is a good example. There was evidence of locaYregional/national kings' 
tendencies to  assert their national identities and to exercise their authority 
in their domains independently of Imperial China. Such nationalistic 
tendencies increased as they approached and encountered the modern era, 
especially in the nineteenth century. The historical process was similar to 
the medieval European one in which nations emerged with the breakdown 
of Christendom. Korean and Vietnamese tribute relations with the Qing 
dynasty began to loosen in the nineteenth century and finally broke free at  
the beginning of twentieth century. 
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The Ch'in and Han dynasties' relations with the Hsiung-nu (Xiangnu) 
and the Chi'ang; the Tang dynasty's relations with the Tibetans and Turks; 
and the Ming dynasty's relations with the Mongols, etc. constitute the 
second category of Imperial China's foreign relations. These non-Chinese 
states were neither Han in race nor Confucian in culture, and they posed the 
greatest threat to the security of pre-modern China. Their relations with 
traditional China were not marked by tribute-paying missions but by 
frequent conflicts and treaty-making events which were practically 
unknown in intra-Confucian relations with Korea, Japan or Vietnam. 
Out of this historical experience of dealing with non-Han peoples and 
non-Confucian states in Inner Asia developed the realpolitik tradition of 
Chinese foreign policy, which Alastair Johnston calls "cultural realism" or 
the parabellurn paradigm. It assumes that "conflict is a constant feature 
of human affairs, that it is due largely to  the rapacious or threatening nature 
of the adversary, and that in this zero-sum context the application of 
violence is highly efficacious for dealing with the enemy."44 

This realpolitik tradition probably originated during the spring and 
autumn and Warring States periods (770-221 B C )  when relatioils among the 
feudal states of central China were characterized by anarchical multipolar 
states. "But realpolitik axioms persisted across the rise of unipolar imperial 
states"4s interacting with weaker but none the less threatening nomadic and 
semi-nomadic states in Inner Asia. This parabellurn paradigm entailed a 
combination of a deployment of force and the pursuit of ho-chin policy, as 
explained earlier. This, and not the classical tribute relations, constitute the 
foreign relations and policy of traditional China in the true sense of the 
term. In such cases, the Son of Heaven and his mandarin advisers were 
compelled to  recognize the reality of Inner Asian fighting power, and came 
to terms with the Turks, the Mongols and the Tibetans, and recognized 
them as "equal adversary" states. 

The third type of relationship differs fundamentally from the second 
type, and less so from the first case. The first model's centrality is shared 
culture which was enculturated over a long period of time through 
migration and cultural diffusion, partial conquests and consequent 
assimilation achieved before the emergence of world religions and the 
modern world capitalist system. The third type of relationship has a certain 
resemblance with the first case in the sense that i f  it was Confucian culture 
that bound East Asian and Southeast Asian states to the Son of Heaven 
situated in China - as in the case of post-Song SineTibetan relations - it 
was Buddhism that built the bridge between Imperial China and Buddhist 
Tibet, engendering a lamaist form of tribute relations. 

The core of the second model of relationship focused on Chinese security 
needs, as the Turks, the btsan Tibetans and the Mongols threatened border 
security and sometimes the very existence of the Chinese state. Therefore, 
the latter's relations with the former marked a significant departure from 
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the classical Confucian tribute relations. They were characterized by 
cultural realism and realpolitik, based on strategic thinking and calculated 
policy that impelled the Chinese emperors to recognize their neighbouring 
non-Confucian states in Inner Asia as more or less equalsm4~ The threat to 
use and the actual use of force was the essence of this Sino-Central Asian 
relationship from both sides. 

The third model, which seeks neither enculturatian as the basis of 
bilateral relationship nor strategic zero-sum coercion as the dynamic of 
foreign relations, is best represented by Imperial China's relations with 
Buddhist Tibet and Mongolia. This policy originated with the Yuan dynasty 
(1279-1370), and thereafter the Ming and Qing dynasties continued it with 
some modifications. The calculus of this policy was Imperial China's 
recognition of a new historical reality in Central Asia: the Buddhist 
Revolution in Tibet (840s-1240s) and its implications for Chinese foreign 
policy. That revolution threw up certain charismatic High Lamas into 
prominence and popularity in Inner Asian politics and societies, in 
particular such lamas who had exercised a pacifying effect on Central 
Asian warriors who threatened Chinese security for centuries. The core 
calculus of this imperial policy was to use some of the most prominent 
lamas as instruments of indirect rule and of imperial influence in the 
Buddhist regions such as Tibet, Mongolia and the Himalayan states. Apart 
from such instrumentalities, there was a piety involved in the Emperor- 
Lama relationship, as most of the Yuan, Qing and even early Ming 
Emperors who initiated and sustained this relationship were either 
Buddhists themselves or had Buddhist credentials. 

This led to  the development of a lamaist form of tribute relations in 
which Buddhist items replaced the typical Confucian tribute offerings such 
as local products. The lamaist tribute offerings consisted of an image of the 
Buddha, Buddhist texts and a miniature temple or stupa. As we shall 
document in Chapters 4 and 6, High Lamas did not usually perform the 
customary kowtow before the Emperor. This was a special priest-patron 
relationship which in its purest form was viewed as a guru-disciple 
relationship: emperors as powerful patrons of Tibetan Buddhism and 
extraordinary followers of Buddhism which the Tibetan High Lamas 
taught. The actual reality was much more complex than this ideal-type as 
I will try to  show in Chapter 10. However, my intention at  this stage is to  
show how this lamaist form of tribute relations differed, both in letter and 
in spirit, from typical intra-Confucian states tribute relations in which the 
super-ordination-subordination question was well settled and generally 
accepted. 

One of the central problematics of the Confucian world order and its 
tribute relations has been, throughout its history, the question of super- 
ordination-subordination. In his relations with the Confucian member 
states, the Son of Heaven was able to maintain almost absolute superiority 
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and supremacy over the king of Korea or Vietnam, who almost willingly 
subordinated himself and therefore his country to  the Chinese emperor, The 
same cannot, however, be said of the Chinese relations with Central Asian 
warrior nations which, not being Confucianized, did not accept the 
authority of the Son of Heaven, and which had the fighting power to resist 
Chinese supremacy. The patron-priest relations, like the kinship ( h ~ - ~ h i ~ )  
relations, represents an ingeneous attempt by the mandarins to resolve 
this central problematic inherent in the Confucian world order: super- 
ordination-subordination or the symbolic supremacy of the Chinese 
emperor in the "world". It indicates that only through the invention of 
ho-chin and tisri systems could the Emperor still maintain relative 
superiority while conceding high degree of respect and autonomy to the 
non-Confucian states and non-Han peoples in Central Asia. In this way, 
superiority is transformed into seniority which, by its kinship nature, is 
more acceptable than the brute and simple subordination that classic 
Confucian tribute relations imply. 

The patron-priest relations or the lamaist form of tribute relations with 
no significant implications to  impact either on the internal functioning or 
the political structure of Tibet continued as long as such sacred territories 
did not constitute a threat to the security of the Chinese empire. However, 
by the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the "Great Game" in 
Central Asia and in particular British India's policy activities in Tibet 
tended to create a great deal of suspicion in the Chinese mind. In this way, 
the "sacred realm" was unwittingly transformed into a high security zone. 
This was a ~ol i t ica l  process, the consequences of which continue to haunt 
the Tibetan Question up to  the present day. 



Chapter 2 

The Warrior Kings of 
Tibet (624-842 AD) and 

Tang China (618-756 AD): 

The Strategic Factor 

SineTibetan relations during the period 61 8-842 At> were characterized by 
almost constant conflict and periodic attempts at  peace-making. Between 
637 and 801 A D  there were fifteen conflicts (see Table 2.1 ) mostly initiated 
by Tibet, as well as seven or eight treaties (see Table 2.2) signed between 
China and Tibet during the period 706-822 A D .  Thus, Professor Yihong 
Pan writes that Tibet (Tufan) "posed severe problems to the Chinese, 
challenging more severely than any other non-Chinese state in the Tang 
period Chinese security and sense of superiority", and "more than any 
other nomadic tribes, Tibetans competed against China for territorial 
expansion".' For more than 160 years Tibet appeared as the most powerful 
and antagonistic rival power to  Tang China, keeping the latter engaged in 
the battlefield most of the time and at  other times at the negotiating table. 
This is what essentially characterizes Tang-Tibet relations during the 
period, even though Princess Weng Chen (married to Sron-btsan Sgampo) 
tried to introduce certain aspects of Confucian culture which unfortunately 
did not have much lasting impact on the evolution of Tibetan c iv i l i~a t ion .~  

Tibetan ancestors, then called Jiang in Chinese, were the warriors who 
threatened the security of the Han and Ch'in dynasties. "Throughout the 
Han period", writes Professor Yu Ying-shih, "Turfan (Tibet) owing to  its 
proximity to  the Hsiung-nu, proved to  be the most intractable of the 
Western  state^."^ But it took Sron-btsan Sgampo's ( 6 1 8 4 1  ) leadership and 
organizational abilities, which the Jiang lacked, to  transform this martial 
prowess into a great military power in Central Asia. He came to the throne 
at  about the same time as the inauguration of the Tang dvnasty in 618. 
"Thereafter the Tibetan kingdom appeared on the Tang frontier as a new 
type of threatening f ~ r c e . " ~  

Tibetan expansion during the btsan period was not, at  least initially and 
by original intention, it appears to  me, towards China per se. As Tibetan 
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Table 2.1 Sino-Tibetan conflicts 637-801 AD 

51. No Date Conflict Comment 

Tu-Yu-Hun 

12 September 
638 

Tibet raids Sung Zchou Chinese border town 

Tibet defeats Tsu-yii-hun Tibet's takeover of Aza 

Near Kokonor 3 May 670 T'ang-Tibetan battle for 
four garrisons 

3 October 678 

685-689 

T'ang and Tibetan armies Across Kokokor 

Curzan was Tuskic country Tibetan-Tang battles over 
Cuzan 

mid 691 

mid 763 

Tang Army attack Tibet Near Wu-wei 

Tibetan army capture 
Ch'ang-an 

Chiang-an was Tang 
capital 

Tibetan army raid and take 
over Liang zhou 

Zhou is a prefecture 

1 0 December 
786 

78 7 

Tibetan army take over 
Yen, Hsia, Lin and Yin zhou. 

Tibet captures Tun-huang 

Tang-Tibetan battle over 
Yang Hsi-ku 

Tibetan and western allies 
kill half Chinese forces 

Tibetan takeover of Khotan 

Sino-Uyghur forces destroy 
Tibetan army 

Around Qacho 

Tibetan fight with Nan- 
chao and Chinese forces 

Sources: Christopher I. Beckwith, The Tibetan Empire in Central Asia (Princeton: University 
Press, 1987) pp. 22-1 57); Than-yig gsar-rnyuin-las byuin-b' bod-chen-po' gsrid-lugs, Qinghai 
Nationalities Press, 1983, pp. 10-62; Dawa Norbu, "Bstann, Blama-Dponpo and Sprul-Spu: 
Changing Notions of Authority and Shifting Basis of Power, and their Combined Impact on 
Political Development in Tibet, 600-1950", pp. 7-22, a paper presented and read at the 
ninth Wisconsin Conference on South Asia held on 7-9 November 1980 at the University of 
Wisconsin, Madison, USA. 

6tsan"ower increased, it began to  expand towards what the Chinese call 
"western regions" where a number of minor frontier states lay between 
China and Tibet. Throughout recorded history, such frontier states had 
functioned as buffer states to  minimize direct Sino-Tibetan confrontation, 
in addition to  acting as bridges of commerce and trade between China and 
Tibet. Examples include Hsiungnu and Ch'iang during the Han dynasty; 
T'u-yu-Hun, 'Aza, Khotan, Tun-Huang, Nan-Chao, Turkistan, Kokonor 
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Table 2.2 Sino-Tibetan treaties, 7 0 6 8 2 2  AD 

Year Treaty Con tent 

First Treaty 

Second Treaty 

Third Treaty 

Fourth Treaty 

Fifth Treaty 

Sixth Treaty 

Seventh 
Treaty 

False Treaty 
of Pinliang 

1. Demarcation of the boundary between China 
and Tibet. 

2. Following the signing of the treaty, Princess 
Wencheng was given in marriage to  the 
Tibetan king - marriage alliance. 

1. After years of wars between Tang and Tibet 
peace treaty. 

2. China and Tibet set u p  their own stone stele. 

1. Tibet compels Tang to  accept Tibetan ritual 
practice at the swearing ceremony. 

2. Tibet makes the Chinese emperor Suzong to  
pay yearly tribute of 50,000 rolls of silk. 

1. Tibet requested Sino-Tibetan peace 
settlements. 

1. To "restore farmer friendship" peace treaty. 

1. Tang initiated peace process in order to  relieve 
pressure o n  the Chinese frontier by Nanzha* 
Tibetan alliance and thus concentrate o n  
suppressing internal rebellions. 

2. West of Lingzhou, the Helam Mountain should 
the border demarcation line. 

3. Tibetan demand that Tibet should be treated 
as a rival or equal power. 

1. Tibet should return three Chinese prefectures 
of Qinzhou, Yuanzhou and Anlezhou. 

2. Tang and Tibet recognized each other as 
equal. 

O n  the Tang refusal to  cede territory, the 
Tibetans retaliated by military force, and then 
proposed this peace treaty. But on  the day of the 
oath-swearing ceremony in 787 Tibetan forces 
ambushed and kidnapped more than 60 
Chinese officials. Hence, the "False Treaty". 

Source: H .  E .  Richardson, Ancient Historical Edicts at Lhasa and The M u  Tsung/Khri Ytsug Lde 
Brtsan Treaty of 82 1-822 AD form the Inscription At Lhasa (London: The Royal Asiatic Society of 
Great Britain and Ireland, 1952); Yihong Pan, "The Sino-Tibetan Treaties in the Tang 
Dynasty", T'oung Pao LXXVlll ( 1  992). 

etc. during the Tang dynasty; Gusiluo and Xixia during the Song dynasty. 
As can be observed, the greatest proliferation of minor frontier states had 
occurred just before the rise of the btsan rulers to power; and the latter's 
takeover of the former had immediate strategic implications to the security 
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of the Tang state. Thus, what was initially Tibetan expansion into the Tarim 
Basin countries led to  intense Sino-Tibetan struggles for spheres of 
influence or occupation of the western regions and often, and finally, to 
direct Sino-Tibetan conflicts within the Chinese territory. Of the fifteen 
conflicts recorded in Table 2.1, nearly half were fought between Tibet and 
Tarim Basin countries, and the other half between China and Tibet. 

The problems caused by the rise of btsan power in Tibet and its 
consequent expansion into the western frontier states and the subsequent 
implications for neighbouring power(s) were to  be mirrored in the mid- 
twentieth century. The rise of Communist power in China led to  Chinese 
expansion into Tibet. This has had immediate objective implications to the 
security of the major South Asian powers because Tibet's disappearance 
signifies the disappearance of a functioning buffer between India and 
China. As in the ancient btsan case, a Communist takeover of Tibet was not 
initially designed as a stepping stone to  Chinese expansion into the 
cis-Himalayan countries, but it has brought the two Asian giants physically 
of China and India closer to  each other, thereby engendering Sino-Indian 
rivalry in the Himalayan states. The dynamics of this incessant rivalry, not 
so much the subjective goodwill from either or  both sides, generates much 
suspicion, tension and periodic conflicts such as those of 1962 and 1967. 

Our  observation that the btsan expansionists probably did not intend to 
expand into Han territory is largely confirmed by the Sino-Tibetan treaties 
signed during the period. Between 706 and 822 A D  seven or  eight bilateral 
treaties were concluded between China and Tibet, of which five or six 
focused on Sino-Tibetan boundary settlements (see Table 2.2). The treaty 
of 732 states, "Accordingly, in order t o  show the border that was 
established beyond Chilling, agreeing in every respect with what was 
previously settled". The treaty of 783 makes the most comprehensive 
boundary demarcations: 

Now the frontiers that the Chinese state holds t o  the West of Jingzhou 
as far as the Western mouth of the Tangzheng strait, west of Longzhou 
as far as Qingshui country; west of Fenzheng as far as Tonggu county, 
and on to  the Western Mountains of Jiannan and eastern banks of the 
Dadu River shall be the Han territory. The garrisons which the 
Tibetan nation holds in [the prefectures of] Lan, Wei and Hui; west as 
far as Lintao, and east to  Chengzhou, reaching the Masuo and various 
Man on the western frontiers of Jiannan and the southwest of the 
Dadu River, shall be the Tibetan territory. . . . As for what is presently 
under control, Tan is the sovereign and as for the whole region of the 
western frontiers, Great Tibet is the ruler." 

This eighth-century treaty on the Sino-Tibetan boundary demarcations in 
the East is much more specific and clearer than the twentieth-century 
Sino-Indian border dispute. And finally the Sino-Tibetan treaty of 8211822 
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concludes, "All to the east is the country of Great China. All to the west is 
assuredly the country of Great Tibet."' 

If the primary Tibetan motive was territorial expansion into the western 
regions and consequent Sino-Tibetan boundary disputes, the secondary 
motive appears to  have been the btsan prestige. Sron-btsan Sgampo had 
learnt from a Chinese envoy Feng De Xia that both the Turks and the 
Tu-~uhun had received Chinese princesses in marriage alliances. He decided 
to do likewise, but his marriage proposal was turned down. He was "duly 
offended", and with his huge army "attacked and easily defeated" the 
~ u - ~ u h u n . ~  Two or three years later, in 640, Princess Wencheng was given 
in marriage to  Sron-btsan Sgampo. The Tang emperor's first rejection of the 
Tibetan king's marriage proposal was determined by China's relations with 
Tu-yuhun. In 634 Tang and Tu-yuhun were at  war, and the emperor would 
have agreed on a matrimonial alliance with Tibet against Tu-yuhun. But 
from 634 to 636 the situation had changed with the establishment of a 
pro-Tibetan regime in Tu-yuhun, and the need to ally with Tibet had 
disappeared. Therefore, it was largely Tibetan fighting power and 
determination that compelled the Tang ruler to give Princess Wencheng 
to Sron-btsan Sgampo. Once given, the Chinese made best use of the 
marriage connection. 

The episode demonstrates how matrimonial alliances were intricately 
connected with the strategic problems of war and peace. Usually a Tang 
princess was given in marriage to  a barbarian chieftain whose fighting power 
the Chinese could not match. This was called, as we might recall, ho-chin 
policy, which was designed to resolve problems of war and inequality in 
inter-state relations. By establishing kinship ties with a barbarian power, the 
latter's fighting power against China was subdued. In so doing, it also 
resolved one of the major problematics of Confucian inter-state relations 
which insisted on the superiority of the Han state over all other states. 

After Princess Wencheng's marriage with Sron btsan Sgampo, the 
relations between China and Tibet were invariably called as one between 
"Uncle" and "Nephew".9 Thus, formal inter-state relations became more 
or less royal kinship ties which transformed the Chinese superiority claims 
into one of seniority order determined not by power but by age. This 
ingenious formality "saved face" on both sides, but actual ~ rob lems  were 
far from being solved, as frequent SineTibetan conflicts indicate. 

So what sort of inter-state relations did exist between Tang China and 
btsan Tibet which might shed light on our inquiry? Dr Yihong Pan's 
conclusion is this: "from 706 to 822 Tang and Tibet concluded seven sworn 
treaties which give us valuable insights into the conflicting attitudes of the 
two parties towards their relationship and show how China was reluctantly 
forced to abandon its traditional superiority and treat Tibet on an equal 
basis."1° Professor Christopher Beckwith, the author of The Tibetan 
Empire in Central Asia, reached a similar conclusion: 
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Henceforth, neighbouring states - even haughty China - were to deal 
with Tibet on an equal level, and actually refer to the btsanpo either 
by his Tibetan title or, in unofficial writings, with Chinese terms 
meaning "emperor". The spread of Tibetan power soon left them 
little choice.ll 

In the 660s the Tibetan court compelled the Tang envoy Chen Xingyan to 
perform kowtow before the Tibetan king.12 Old Tibetan historical sources 
record frequent Chinese as well as Arab, Turk and other "embassies to 
Tibet to tshal (pay tribute)".13 In 756 a number of envoys from the Western 
Regions - including the northern Pamir countries of the Black Ganjak, 
Wakham and Shug non-paid homage to the Tibetan court, and Tibetan 
envoys were sent in return.I4 While Tang dynasty gave political titles many 
times to the rulers of other non-Chinese peoples, nomadic or sedentary, 
"throughout the history of Tang-Tibet relations the conferment of political 
titles took place only twice: once in 641 to the Tibetan Chief Minister Lu- 
ding-zan (Mgar stong rtsan) and once in 649 to the Tibetan btsanpo".'s 
The second conferment warrants an explanation. The Chinese Empire 
Guozeng was a fervent Buddhist; and therefore his offer of the title of Pao- 
wang to Sron-btsan Sgampo was probably accepted.16 Therefore, we may 
suggest that Tang China-btsan Tibet relations, characterized by frequent 
conflicts and treaties, were more or less of equal nature; and that Chinese 
political influence in Tibet during the period was minimal, if any. Even 
semi-official Communist historians admit, "of course, we do not deny the 
fact that both the Tang and the Tubo (Tibet) were independent states at that 
time, and the Tang did not have official rule over the Tubo"." 



Chapter 3 

The Song Dynasty (960-1 126) 
and the Buddhist Revolution in 

Tibet (842-1247): 
A Period of Benign Neglect 

While the political status of Tibet during the Tang dynasty is unambiguous 
from the points of view of both the parties, the next phase of Sino-Tibetan 
relations during the Song dynasty seems not so clear. Communist historians 
claim that Amdo and the greater part of Kham (Eastern Tibet) were made 
part of China during the Song dynasty.' To the Tibetan historians, both 
lama and lay, it was "a dark kingless" period (sil-bur gyrrr-ba) when the 
centralized power and authority of the btsan rulers disintegrated into 
warring feudal principalities, and the question of Sino-Tibetan relations 
during this period does not arise. One way to  approach this period might be 
to focus our discussion on mainstream developments in China and Tibet 
respectively during the period(s), as well as on the main thrust of the Song 
Dynasty's foreign policy. The political and historical status of Tibet should 
emerge out of these larger developments. 

If Tang China and btsan Tibet were essentially military powers 
contesting with each other, the succeeding regimes in both China and 
Tibet were ones of relative peace and cultural creativity. It appears that 
strong centralized military powers are not conducive to  human or cultural 
development, whereas decentralized regimes show a greater inclination 
towards patronization and promotion of arts and culture, as the histories of 
Song China and Buddhist Tibet exemplify. 

As the centralized btsan power declined after 842 leading to  the 
political fragmentation of Tibet, the Tang dynasty also soon declined and 
was finally overthrown in 907, leading to a complete, albeit brief, 
disintegration of centralized rule in China. Central and South China as well 
as parts of the North were divided among rival regional military 
commanders, each claiming to be the emperor of China. There ensued 
fourteen such kingdoms (891-979) and, in North China, five short dynasties 
(907-60). And when the Northern Song dynasty was finally established 
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in 960, it controlled less area of Han territory than either the Tang or Ming 
dynasties. 

The Song dynasty's major preoccupation and historical achievement was 
neither territorial expansion nor defensive preparations against foreign 
invasions such as Liao Tanguts, the Jurchens or the Mongols. O n  the whole 
it favoured econon~ic and cultural development to  warfare; a rare period in 
Chinese history characterized by "Commercial Revolution" and “nee- 
Confucian ~ e n a i s s a n c e " . ~  Thus, from the Song period onward, Chinese 
civilization had been characterized "by an overwhelming emphasis on civil 
accomplishments and a contempt for the martial life",3 the Song army was 
"the Chief means of taking care of the ~ n e m p l o y e d " . ~  As Professor 
Fairbank comments: 

The Sung never achieved the military prowess of the Han and Tang. It 
was unable to  reincorporate Northern Vietnam (Annam) into the 
empire or extend its control over any part of Central Asia or the 
northern steppe. It even failed to  win back the sixteen prefectures lost 
to the Khitan Liao in 926, and in 1004 it agreed to  pay the Liao an 
annual sum of 300,000 units of silk and silver. O n  other north west, 
Sung was hard pressed by Tangut Tribes of Tibetans. These had 
established a strong state in the Kansu panhandle and the Ordos 
region inside the northern hook of the Yellow River, and in 1038 they 
assumed the Chinese dynasty name of Hsia (called in history the Hsi 
Hsia, or "Western Hsia"). After a series of defeat, the Sung started in 
1044 to pay an annual sum to the Hse Hsia too.5 

During the Song dynasty, the major organized frontier state between China 
and Tibet was Xixia, composed mainly of the Danxiang people of ethnic 
Tibetan origins, Xixia, situated as it was in present-day Ningxia and 
northern Shaanxi, posed a serious threat to  the security of the Song dynasty. 
In order to  "cope with the invasion by the Xixia", the Song dynasty began 
to  pursue a policy of "using barbarians to  fight barbarians". It armed the 
Khampa and Amdo warriors from nearby Amdo and Kham to fight against 
the Xixia expansion. This policy of patronage and encouragement of 
Eastern Tibetan warriors led to  the consolidation of their relative power 
and the formation of the first Amdo state under Gusiluo in the 1060s. The 
function of this Amdo state, in the Song's scheme, was to  check and 
counterbalance the expansionist power of the Xixia state. That is why the 
"Song court, attaching great importance to  Gusiluo's role in resisting the 
Xixia, managed to  strengthen its ties with the Tibetian regime by granting 
official posts and rewards t o  its leaders". This Amdo state "cooperated with 
the Song Dynasty in wars against the Xixia  invader^".^ From this 
perspective, it is more accurate to  say that Amdowa and Khampa warriors 
became the military allies of the Song dynasty than to  claim that they "came 
under the sovereignty of the Song dynastyv.' The term "sovereignty" is too 
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strong and too precise to describe the medieval, feudal political relations of 
the tenth-eleventh centuries; the sovereignty concept did not gain currency 

the nineteenth century in either China or the west. 
When we turn to Tibet, we find similar cultural creativity and peaceful 

activity going on during this period. What turned out to be the last htsanpo 
Lang Dharma ( 8 3 8 4 2 )  banned Buddhism and persecuted members of the 
Sangha. Buddhism virtually disappeared for 70-80 years from Central and 
near Eastern Tibet. It survived only in the extreme eastern and western 
corners of the country, Amdo and Ngari respectively. This illustrates how 
gographical factors, not rational choice, were often decisive in the 
pre-modern world, in shaping man's destiny. These two border locations, 
far away from Central Tibet, where the persecution of Buddhism was least 
effective, ensured not only the survival of Buddhism but also favoured the 
establishment of minor Buddhist kingdoms, namely Guge Kindgom in 
Ngari and Gusileo Kingdom in Amdo. During the period of Tibetan 
disintegration, their frontier locations enabled them to enjoy sustained, 
fruitful and cultural-contacts with their neighbouring Buddhist civilizations 
- the Xixia in the case of the Amdo kingdom and North Indian princely 
states in the case of Ngari. 

As a leading Buddhist centre, Amdo, was not only able to revive and 
spread Buddhism in the Eastern corners of Tibet; more importantly it 
initiated, established and reinforced a Buddhist impact on Xixia, and 
maintained regular spiritual ties with the latter, not with the Song dynasty. 
In fact, it appears that Xixia, not China, was the first Buddhist state to start 
what later came to be known as the patron-priest relations with Tibet. As 
Chinese sources record: 

The Xixia State believed in Buddhism, and Tibetan Buddhism held 
sway in the state. During the rise of various Tibetan Budddhist sects 
during the second-period spread and development of Buddhism in 
Tubo (Tibet), the royal family of the Xixia State managed to maintain 
ties with some of these sects. The Xixia State was found to be the 
earliest to appoint eminent monks as "Imperial T u t ~ r s . " ~  

While Lachen Gongpa Rabsal and Yeshi Gyaltsen were principally 
responsible for the propagation of Buddhism in Amdo and some parts of 
Kham, the Indian Buddhist master Atisa (982-1054) invited by the Guge 
royalty and the Tibetan Buddhist translator Rinchen Sangpo (958-1055) 
were to usher in not only a Buddhist renewal but a renaissance in Ngari that 
soon engulfed U-Tsang. This renewal was keenly supported and patronized 
by the Guge kings, especially Lha Lama Yeshi'Od and Changchub 'Od, 
both of whom became Buddhist monks. Lha Lama Yeshi'Od sent 21 boys 
to Kashmir to  study Sanskrit and Buddhism but only two survived, Rinchen 
Sangpo and Lekpe Sherab. These two, on completion of their study, invited 
some Indian pandits to  accompany them back to western Tibet. Their 
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arrival in 978 was considered to be the beginning of the renaissance of 
Buddhism described in Tibetan Chronicles as "a spark rekindled in the east 
and spread by a wind flowing from the west".' Thus the conversion of the 
huge Tibetan Plateau to Buddhism was completed by the eleventh century. 

It appears that initial interest in Buddhism during the btsan period was 
confined to royalty and the court, and it is probable that its spread to the 
peasants and nomads, who remained Bon believers until the Buddhist 
revolution, was restricted for political reasons.1° However, during the 
disintegration following the Lang Dharma's murder in 842, Buddhism 
changed from a courtly interest into a larger public passion. It appears that 
after years of war during the btsan rule, people at  large hungered for peace, 
and Buddhism was peace-activity par excellence, much promoted and 
pushed forward by Indian and Tibetan Buddhist missionaries operating 
from Western Tibet. During this period, there emerged in Central Tibet 
many rival principalities, "many of which were ruled by lamas, or by 
laymen closely allied with lamas".ll Such priest-chieftains no longer 
competed against each other in the battlefield for military glory but tried to 
outdo each other in their competitive efforts to act as greater patrons of 
Buddhism. Piety and prestige were the dynamics of the Buddhist revolution 
in Inner Asia. As Shakabpa writes: 

It was considered a worthy achievement for any Tibetan prince or 
local ruler to send scholars to India, or to  invite Indian pandits to 
Tibet. There was considerable rivalry among persons of power, who 
wanted to acquire reputations as patrons of religious learning. l 2  

Perhaps the most significant transformation during the period was in the 
sphere of society value or what constitutes good. During the btsan period, 
military prowess and glory were considered "good", during the disintegration 
it was peaceful Buddhist activity that was preferred. 

Though some translation was done during the btsan period, the majority 
of the translations were done during this "dark kingless period". For 
example, Rinchen Sangpo, the Buddhist translator and missionary in 
Western Tibet built 58 monasteries and translated 250 titles from Sanskrit 
into the Tibetan language. Sarat Chandra Das records the names of 104 
Indian Buddhist pandits engaged in translation and teaching; and many 
more private Tibetans went to India in search of Buddhist teachings and 
texts. 

It was also during this disintegration period (978-1247) that the 
formation of the four major sects of Tibetan Buddhism took place. Even 
though the old sect Nyingma may be traced to  the time of Padmasambhava 
in the eighth century, in terms of codification of doctrine, practice and 
monastic organization, it took real shape only during this period. The 
Kagyu, the Sakya and the Kadampa - the predecessor of the Gelugpa sect - 
all originated during this kingless period. Finally, Bon, the pre-Buddhist 
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religion, was incorporated into Buddhism and acquired its contemporary 
form and shape during this period. 

Throughout this 100 year period of Buddhist transformation, numerous 
Indian Buddhist pandits visited Tibet but they were not accompanied or 
followed by Indian sepoys. As the Asian Buddhist history as a whole 
indicates, the spread of Buddhism from India to Tibet was without Indian 
armed intervention or political ideology. It  was primarily a cultural 
transaction and diffusion with no political content. 

The Song dynasty's relations were limited to Amdo and some parts of 
Kham. That too did not originate in any intention to expand and establish 
what contemporary Communist historians call Chinese sovereignty in 
Amdo and Kham. The Song intention, as we have seen, was to mobilize 
Amdowa and Khampa warriors against the frontier and the then expanding 
Xixia state which was threatening the security of the Song State. Song 
China had no contact with either U-Tsang or Ngari. The reason for this 
may not have been just the distance; Central and Western Tibet, which was 
undergoing a peaceful Buddhist transformation, posed no security threat to  
Song China. This reasoning can not only be applied to this kingless era, hut 
also to the later Internal Hegemonic period of struggle (1350-1642) when 
there was also no security threat to China, and therefore, there was no 
Chinese influence or intervention. Confucian China's influence and 
intervention in non-Confucian countries might have stemed more from 
Chinese security concerns near its borders than any imperial desire to 
extend their rule over non-Confucian territories. Active intervention and 
expansionism were a Mongol imperial(ist) idea, a warrior's contribution to  
the sedentary Confucian statecraft. 
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The Mongol Empire (1 207-1 368) 
and the Sakya Lamas (1 2 4 4 1  358): 

The Buddhist Factor in 
Operation 

There are essentially two opposing views on the Sino-Tibetan relations 
during the Yuan dynasty. Chinese Communist historians emphasize the 
political dimension of the relationship which leads them to  conclude that "a 
political relationship of superior and subordinate also existed, i.e., a 
relationship between sovereign and subjectn.l O n  the other hand, Tibetan 
historians emphasize the religious nature of the relationship and conclude 
that it was essentially a patron-priest relationship (chos-yon) between the 
Mongol emperors and the Sakya Lamas.' Since the relations were complex 
and long, lasting for 124 years,3 there is evidence for both the viewpoints 
and there seems to  be some truth in both the Chinese and Tibetan versions. 
The baffling complexity and uniqueness of the relationship suggest that, at 
the time, the religious and political aspects were both important, which 
makes it difficult for us in the late twentieth century to  understand its 
religious motives and medieval forms. 

It seems clear that there was an underlying political dimension to the 
relationship in which the religious motives seem to have had a moderating 
effect on the political. Nor would it be true to  say that the religious 
dimension was merely a cover-up or pretext for political domination; the 
Buddhist factor was important to  the relationship. There was a political 
dimension but it was tempered, moderated, softened and eased by what 
appears to have been the religious belief of the early Mongol emperors such 
as Godan and Khubilai Khan, both of whom were converted to  Buddhism 
by two Sakya Lamas, Sakya Pandita (1182-12.51) and Choegyal Phagpa 
(1230-80). In short, the Mongol conquerors and early Yuan emperors 
made some political concessions for Tibet as a special case in the Empire on 
account of their religious faith in and fascination with the Sakya Pandita 
and Phagpa Lama. In practical terms, this resulted in the Yuan dynasty's 
indirect rule over Tibet, which giving the Tibetan elite full self-administration 
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and self-rule, with little o r  no interference from China. The Mongols c h m  
the Sakya Lamas as their medium of indirect rule over Tibet, and a Tibetan 
government was established a t  Sakya which directly ruled U-Tsang and 
Ngari for 114 years. This was the first centralized government established, 
with Mongol support, after the fall of the btsan state. 

The spirit and structure of Sino-Tibetan relations during the Yuan 
dynasty were largely determined by the personal relations between Prince 
Godan and the Sakya Pandita from 1240 and between Khubilai Khan and 
Phagpa Lama from 1252. And when the Mongol warriors finally conquered 
the whole of China in 1279, the relationship between the Mongol warriors 
and the Sakya Lamas were formalized and institutionalized. 

Although the initial religious spirit might have declined, the special nature 
and structure of the Sino-Tibetan relations remained basically the same. In 
due course of time, the relationship gained importance for both sides. The 
Sakya Lamas needed the Mongol (Yuan) military support for their 
non-coercive regime in Sakya, while for the Yuan dynasty the Sakya Lamas 
provided an easier mode of indirect rule over Tibet. In addition, Buddhist 
Tibet and its charismatic lamas were to become valuable instruments of 
imperial policy in Buddhist Central Asia and China. I discuss these aspects of 
chos-yon relations in Chapter 10, based on the Sakya and Dalai Lama cases. 

When Communist historians assert that "Tibet was officially incorporated 
into China during the Yuan D y n a ~ t y " , ~  they might be confusing the 
historical process of Mongol empire-building that predates the Mongol 
takeover of China and the subsequent exact periodization of the Yuan 
dynasty. In 1207 the Tibetan chieftains heard that Chingghis Khan and his 
army were invading Xixia which was Tibet's close neighbour. At once, the 
Tibetan leaders met in Central Tibet and decided to send a delegation to the 
Khan, and submit. H e  accepted the Tibetan submission on the condition of 
periodic tribute payments; Tibet was, thus, saved from the imminent 
Mongol invasion. However, after the death of Chingghis Khan in 1227, the 
Tibetan leaders ceased to  pay the prescribed tribute, and in 1240 Godan, 
the grandson of Chingghis Khan and the second son of the new Khan, led 
his troops up to  Central Tibet and called for negotiation5 with an eminent 
lama. This time it was the Sakya Pandita who saved Tibet from Mongol 
invasion and occupation. 

In other words, Tibet was part of the Mongol global conquests in Asia, 
the Middle East and Eastern Europe: one of the nineteen such conquests 
involving the takeover of twenty such countries or regions in the world (see 
Table 4.1). Unlike most of the other conquered countries, Tibet was saved 
in 1207 by the Tibetan submission before Chingghis Khan, and in 1240 by 
the Sakya Pandita's appeal before Godan. Under a special papal 
arrangement which acknowledged the Mongol emperors' "suzeraint)." 
(or indirect rule), Tibet enjoyed full and genuine domestic autonomy or 
self-rule. This was not true of other conquered countries, as we shall see. 



Sino-Tibetan Past and Current Political Realities 

Table 4.1 Tibet as part of Mongol global conquests 

Year Mongol Conquered Comment 
conqueror 

Xixia 

Tibet 

- 
Xixia is next to Tibet Chingghis Khan 

Chingghis Khan Tibetan leaders submit to Khan 
on condition of tribute. Tibet was 
saved from invasion 

Chingghis Khan 

Chingghis Khan 

Jin 

Korea Mongols chased Liao general who 
ran away to Korea, and Korea was 
conquered by the Mongols 

General Jebe 

Chingghis Khan 

Liao 

Khwarazma 
Chazna, Bamia, 
Persia, Turkey 

Mongol-Ti bet 
relations 
strained 

After Chingghis' death, Tibetans 
ceased tribute payment to 
Mongols 

Sakya Pandit saves Tibet from 
Mongol invasion 

Invade Tibet Kotan 

Su beetei Bronx, Belgorod 
Kolomna, Moscow 

These places are now in Russia 

Hungary, Northern 
Poland and 
Southern Romania 

Batu 

Ogedei 

Hungary 

Jin Empire Northwestern region of the 
Yellow River 

Khubilai Khan 

Heluge 

Dali Present day Yunnan 

Persia, Iraq, Assyria 

Vietnam 

Mongke Khan Song China 
(attack) 

Mongke died in July of that year 
in Sichuan 

Khubilai Khan 

Khubilai Khan 

Khubilai Khan's 
attempt 

Song China Final takeover 

Burma Burmese surrender to the Khan 

Mongols plunder from Japanese 
cities but fail to occupy Japan 

Khubilai Khan Java and Kolang 

Sources: John K. Fairbank et al., East Asia: Tradition and Transformation (London: Allen and 
Unwin, 1993), pp. 163-7; anon., The Mongols and Tibet (Dharamsala, India: Department of 
Information and International Relations, 1996), pp. 1-20. 
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This historical evidence also demonstrates that Tibet became a special 
domain or indirect part of Chingghis Khan's still expanding empire in 1207, 
72 years before his sons or grandsons conquered China in 1279; and the 
peculiar Mongol patron-Sakya Lama relations began in 1240, 39 years 
before the Yuan dynasty was established by the Mongol warriors in China. 
The Chinese Communist position, would appear to be that if the Yuan 
dynasty conquered Tibet in or after 1279, then Beijing could claim Ti bet as 
being part of Yuan China, and therefore part of the People's Republic of 
China. However, the historical facts are that Mongol-Tibet relations had 
begun some time before the Mongol conquest of China, and that China was 
one of the several conquered countries, though undoubtedly one of the 
largest and richest possessions. It is also true that it was in China that the 
Mongol warriors stabilized their empire, due in part to the prior existence 
of bureaucratic and institutional infrastructures as well as rich cultural and 
economic resources. 

The most favoured relations that the Sakya Lamas enjoyed with the 
Mongol warriors-turned-emperors have both political and religious aspects. 
It is difficult to separate the two but for analytical purpose I shall try to 
focus first on the political dimension. Prince Godan's edict of 1244 to the 
Sakya Pandita was in the nature of a high command and order. It begins 
thus, "This is the command from me. Let these words be heard by Sakya 
Pandita Kunga G y a l t ~ e n . " ~  But this political order is not devoid of religious 
motives: although it is a command it is expressed in religious terms which 
seem to carry conviction and a ring of truth: 

In order to repay my debt of gratitude to my parents, the earth and the 
sky, 
I need a lama to guide me in the correct moral direction. 
After investigation I found you. 
You must come regardless of travelling inconvenience. 
If you say you are old, 
then what about the countless 
Incarnations the Lord Buddha sacrificed in the past 
for other sentient beings.' 

The transfer of pan-Tibetan authority from the Mongol emperors to the 
Sakya Lamas and the Mongol appointment of Phagpa Lama as the Tibetan 
ruler of Tibet were a political act, but one which was transacted in religious 
terms. The whole process does not seem to have been a meaningless ritual 
in view of the tenor of the dualistic relationship. According to Tibetan 
tradition, Phagpa Lama bestowed tantric initiation (Havajra Abisheca) on 
Khubilai Khan and his imperial family and his court on three occasions. 
The first earned the Lama the authority to  rule the thirteen myriarchies 
(khri 'khor bcu-gsum). After the second, he was given a relic of the Buddha 
and invested with authority over the three regions of Tibet - U-Tsang, 
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Kham and Amdo. And when Khubilai became Khan in 1260, Phagpa Lama 
was given the title of tishih meaning "imperial p r e ~ e p t o r " . ~  

Such descriptions might sound incredible in our sceptical age; there is, 
therefore, a need to situate these medieval transactions in their proper 
historical context, a context characterized by Khubilai's growing faith in or 
fascination with Phagpa Lama whose religious stature made excellent 
material for indirect Mongol rule over Tibet. There was probably a 
mutuality of interests involved here: the warrior-turned-emperor needed a 
friendly philosopher guide and the Lama needed a powerful patron. Thus, 
their relationship, especially at the early formative stages, was characterized 
by mutual respect and the mutuality of enlightened self-interest on both 
sides. 

The same spirit prevailed when it came to the definition and delineation 
of authority relations between the Khan and the Lama. The unique Sakya 
sect tantric consecration (Hevajra) into which Khubilai Khan was initiated 
by Phagpa Lama addressed this question. According to this rare ritual, in 
which the Lama occupies a supreme position, the Khan not only had to 
prostrate himself before the Lama, but make a serious religious commitment 
that he would never go against the Lama's wishes. (This was one of the 
ways by which lamaist absolutism came to be established in Tibet.) Such a 
condition was, of course, unacceptable to the Mongol warrior, requiring, as 
it does, not only subordination to the Lama but also self-negation. 
However, Khubilai Khan agreed with the following compromise formula 
which basically defined the Sakya Lama-Yuan authority relations: 

During meditations, teachings and at  small gatherings, the lama can 
sit a t  the head. During large gatherings, consisting of royal families, 
their bridegrooms, chieftains and the general populace, Khubilai will 
sit at the head to maintain the decorum necessary to rule his subjects. 
On matters regarding Tibet, Khubilai will follow the wishes of 
Phagpa. Khubilai will not issue orders without consulting the lama. 
But with regard to other matters, Phagpa should not allow himself to 
be used as a conduit to Khubilai since his compassionate nature would 
not make for strong rule. The lama should not interfere in the political 
affairs of Chinese and Mongolian t e r r i t ~ r i e s . ~  

Other significant political acts initiated by the Yuan dynasty and introduced 
into Tibet indicate that this was a period of indirect rule, and not of direct 
political domination. Its western equivalent might be "suzerainty" as 
understood in feudal international law. If it were a case of "sovereignty" as 
contemporary Chinese Communist writers claim, then Tibet would have 
become the thirteenth province of the Yuan Empirelo or would simply have 
been incorporated into one of the neighbouring Chinese provinces, as the 
Communists have done in the case of Amdo and greater parts of Kha~n 
since 1951. This was not the case. Tibet, throughout the Mongol empire 
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was ruled indirectly as a special domain of lamas and Buddhism. If 
the Communist claims are true, then it would not have been necessary for 
the Mongol emperors to use the good offices of tishih (The Sakya Lama) 
and Ponchen (the chief Tibetan administrator) at Sakya, in order to  rule 
over Tibet. There would simply have been a Mongol invasion and 
occupation of Tibet, and the establishment of direct imperial rule over 
Tibet. 

Instead the Mongol emperors created complex bureaucratic procedures 
and Tibeto-Mongolian dyarchic structures through which they maintained 
their indirect rule or "suzerainty7' over Tibet. The Ponchan who actually 
ruled Tibet from Sakya, was generally nominated or recommended by the 
tishih, and approved and appointed by the Mongol emperor." A similar 
procedure was followed with regard to the nomination and appointment of 
regional military officers or commanders.12 

In short, it was to  the credit of enculturated Mongol emperors that they 
began to re-build relatively centralized administrative and political 
structures that would reconstitute a Tibetan government in Tibet warrior 
since the fall of early Tibetan kings in the eighth century. The establishment 
of fifteen postal stations and the reorganization of Tibetan political 
community, based on four censuses, were distinct Yuan dynasty's 
contributions to  the political centralization and cultural unification of 
Tibet after the "dark, kingless" period of political fragmentation and 
disintegration (842-1 247). 

In this process we observe that neither Prince Godan's nor Khubilai 
Khan's interest in Tibetan Buddhism was purely instrumental to their 
political designs. There is ample contemporaneous textual evidence that 
suggests that both the warriors showed a genuine and keen interest, if not 
faith, in Tibetan Buddhism. For example, their choices of Sakya Pandita 
and Phagpa Lama were not random; they were based on their rigorous 
search and careful consideration of the two lamas' merits. Prince Godan 
selected the Sakya Pandit from three or four other lamas, as being the most 
learned and most religious.13 Again it was not just Sakya Pandita's 
recommendation of his nephew as his successor that led to Khubilai Khan's 
choice of Phagpa. The Khan held an interview in which Phagpa was 
questioned and scrutinized on various critical aspects of Tibetan Buddhist 
philosophy and history.14 

Tibetan records15 suggest that both Godan and Khubilai were converted 
to Buddhism more out of religious conviction than mere political necessity, 
after listening to  the lamas. Thus, Prince Godan declared in 1247, "From 
now on Akawun (the leading shaman) and Lhapa-tso (the oracle) may not 
sit at the head of rows of monks during religious ceremonies. Instead the 
Supreme Lama (Sakya Pandita) will be seated at the head of rows."Ih We 
might recall that Khubilai Khan also went through a similar conversion 
process following his initiation into Hevajra tantra by Phagpa Lama, and 
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made a similar declaration that defined authority relations between the 
patron and the lama." Khubilai Khan's two edicts (of 1254 and 1264) 
explain why he came to  believe in Buddhism. The first edict, known as 
Bhendhey Sheykeyma, states: 

Like the sun, the Buddha Shakyyamuni's splendour vanquished the 
darkness of ignorance and its environs. Like a lion, king of jungle, he 
vanquished all the demons and non-Buddhists. His characteristics, 
virtuous deeds and teachings have won the perpetual belief of me and 
Chabu (queen). Because of this, I became the patron of Buddhism and 
its monks. Even now, I have faith in the Lord Sakyapa and Master 
Phagpa. l 8  

The second edict states, 

For complete prosperity in this life, it is fine to  enforce the legal code 
of Lord Chinggis Khan. However, future lives must depend on 
spirituality. Therefore, after investigating various religions, I have 
found Buddha Shakyamuni's path to be the most wholesome. Master 
Phagpa is the one who has achieved spiritual realization and shown 
the true path to others.19 

Such contemporaneous textual evidences suggest that the Yuan emperors 
were not only patrons of Tibetan Buddhism; they also appear in these texts 
as believing, if not practising, Buddhists themselves. This social fact 
constitutes the Buddhist factor in Sino-barbarian relations, and in Sino- 
Tibetan relations since the thirteenth century the Buddhist factor played a 
determining role. Professor Fairbank and other historians observe the 
remarkable political stability that China had enjoyed from the thirteenth 
century till the nineteenth century.20 This stability can be explained in two 
ways. The Mongol and Manchu warriors, who had posed one of the 
greatest and long standing threats to  Chinese security, were converted to 
Buddhism by the Tibetan lamas in the thirteenth and sixteenth centuries. 
Thus, one of the major pre-modern sources of danger to  China from 
Central Asia all but disappeared, and the Chinese enjoyed almost 600 years 
of peace and stability, until the nineteenth century when they were 
threatened by the Western imperial powers. By that time, the Industrial 
Revolution in Western Europe, whose powerful coercive by-products had 
reached the coasts of China, rendered the Inner Asian "fighting power" 
obsolete. 

However, before that, the Mongols were a power t o  contend with, 
especially in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Their conquest of China 
marked radical departures from Confucian China's tradition of policy 
towards and relations with non-Confucian states. In so doing, they 
transformed the traditional Confucian ideocracy into a truly multinational 
empire. 'That is to say, the Mongol empire or Yuan China included not only 
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the Confucian culture countries but also many more non-Confucian states 
or nations in Central Asia, Southeast Asia, the Middle East and even pans 
of Eastern Europe. The extent of this empire was never dreamt of by any 
"Son of Heaven" in Chinese history supposedly reigning "all under 
heaven". It was this Confucian myth which the Mongol emperors made 
into a reality. 

After 60 years of continual Mongol expansion into Central Asia, East 
Asia and the Middle East, Khubilai Khan, in 1267, laid down the specific 
terms of tribute, which redefined the traditional Confucian tribute relations 
in much stricter terms. The Khan's terms of tribute exacted and exhorted 
the following: (a )  the ruler of the conquered country must seek imperial 
audience in person; (b)  son(s) of the ruler must be sent to and kept as a 
"hostage prince" at  the imperial court; (c) a Mongol governor to be placed 
in charge of the conquered countrylterritory; (d)  a census of the conquered 
population to  be made; (e) the local people must provide military service; 
and ( f )  they must also pay taxes.21 These terms must have been enforced 
upon all those conquered countries which failed to  submit at once, and 
where direct Mongol rule was extended such as Korea (121 8-1 368) and 
Burma (1271-1368). In other parts of the empire, for example Eurasia 
and the Middle East, fifteen generations of Batu's dynasty directly ruled the 
Russian principalities up to  1480; and six generations of Heluge's dynasty 
ruled the Middle Eastern countries until, 1526. In the case of Tibet, it was 
not a Mongol governor who ruled but a Tibetan official called PonchenZ2 
(dpon-chen). As a special Buddhist country, Tibet was exempt from both 
military service and taxes.23 

Neither Sakya Pandit nor Phagpa Lama could be strictly considered a 
"hostage prince", though a technical semblance could be discerned. As we 
have seen, both of these charismatic lamas were treated with great respect 
and honour, if not reverence, unprecedented in Mongol or Chinese 
annals.24 The Sakya Pandita, then aged 63, met Prince Godan in 1247, 
and after remaining with Godan for four years, died. His successor Phagpa 
Lama did not appear to  have been kept as a "hostage prince" at Beijing. 
Instead, he was elevated to "State Preceptor" and "Imperial Preceptor". 

When Phagpa prepared to return to Tibet in 1274, the Khan decided 
to accompany him part of the way. Out of fondness for the lama, he 
remained with him for many months, until they reached the upper 
bend of the Manchu (Yellow River) in the Amdo region. A grand 
farewell party was given there for Phagpa by the members of the 
Mongolian court.2" 

The highly respectful and reverential treatment extended to the Sakya 
Lamas is not an isolated case, though it is the first such case in Sino-Tibetan 
relations. Similar reverence and respect were shown by successive Chinese 
dynasties to successive ruling or reigning High Lamas of Tibet. Two such 
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examples will illustrate our point: the Ming emperor invited the V Karmapa 
(Lama Dezhin Shagpa) to China in 1407. A noted Tibetan historian 
accompanying him recorded the imperial reception to  the Lama in the 
following words: 

On the first day of the first month of the Fire Hog year, we arrived at 
the outskirts of Nanking, the capital of the Ming. Officials and 
noblemen on horses welcomed us and placed Karmapa on an 
elephant. At the city gate of Nanking, the Emperor himself received 
Karmapa Lama. Gifts were exchanged. Karmapa presented a gold 
model of a wheel and a scarf to the Emperor, and received in return a 
conch shell and a scarf. After the Emperor had returned to  his palace, 
Karmapa was escorted to  the guest house.26 

It should be noted that the Emperor came out of his palace to receive 
the Lama, and that there was no question of kowtow by the latter to the 
former. We might say their relations, though not on equal footing, were 
characterized by mutual respect and implicit compromise politics. An even 
higher level of state reception was accorded to  the V Dalai Lama by the 
Qing Emperor Shen Xhi in 1652. The Lama's state visit was an 
unprecedented event in the history of Qing-Tibetan relations. As William 
Rockhill writes, "He [the V Dalai Lama] had been treated with all the 
ceremony which could have been accorded to any independent sovereign, 
and nothing can be found in the Chinese works that he was looked upon in 
any other light."27 

We note that when Phagpa Lama was leaving China, Khubilai Khan 
went out of his way to accompany the Lama up to  Amdo; when the 
V Karmapa Lama visited Nanking, the Ming emperor came out of his 
imperial palace to receive the Lama, and when the V Dalai Lama visited 
Beijing, the Qing Emperor came out of his imperial palace to receive the 
Lama. The Lamas did not have to kowtow before the emperors. Tributes 
were exchanged between the patron and the priest, not submitted by the 
political subordinate to the super-ordinate. The items of tribute were not 
local products but symbolic Buddhist artifacts,28 symbolizing the religious 
nature of the relationship. Communist historians, being declared atheists 
and materialists, find it difficult to  understand the religious motives and 
symbolism surrounding and permeating the "Chos-yon" relationship. 
Failing to understand the religious phenomena, they gave a one-sided 
picture of this strange relationship. 

There is no record that the kings of Korea, Vietnam or Burma were ever 
received in Beijing or Nanking, and accorded the same level of imperial 
reception as done to  the Dalai Lama, the Sakya Lama and to the Karmapa 
Lama by the emperors of China. This is where what I have called the 
Buddhist factor in Sino-barbarian relations is relevant. It transformed 
the kowtow culture into mutual respect. From this point of view, Buddhist 
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Tibet's relation with Imperial China was unique, warranting special 
treatment and status within China. 

One of the fundamental psychological obstacles in the way of Sin* 
Tibetan understanding and dialogue appears to  be the Chinese Communists' 
failure to  understand the Tibetan religious phenomena that shaped the 
Sino-Tibetan relations for more than 800 years. They do  not understand 
why the Dalai Lama continues to  have such a potent and deep seated hold 
over not only the Tibetan masses but also upon Westerners who come from 
a highly rational and scientific educational background. This remains a 
mystery to  them, beyond Marxist comprehension. Nor do their historians 
understand why past Chinese emperors respected and even venerated the 
Grand Lamas of Tibet so much so that the latter had succeeded in creating a 
special status for Buddhist Tibet within the Chinese empire. Behind this 
failure resides their ideological commitment to resist any understanding of 
religious phenomena in human affairs; and without such an understanding 
the actual history of Sino-Tibetan relations may be easily distorted and 
misunderstood, as Chinese Communist historians have done. 

However, there is hope. During President Clinton's visit to China in 
June-July, 1998, he urged President Jiang Zemin to resume dialogue with 
the Dalai Lama in return for the recognition of Tibet as part of China and 
"the recognition of the unique cultural and religious heritage of that 
region". President Jiang candidly replied in front of a nation-wide television 
news conference: 

But still I have a question; that is, my visit to  the United States last 
year, and also during my previous visits to  other European countries, 
I found that, although education, science and technology have 
developed to  a very high level, and people are enjoying modern 
civilization, still quite a number of them believe in Lamaism. This is 
the question that I am still studying and still looking into.29 

One hopes that President Jiang will recommend his close associates and 
intellectuals in China to  follow his example. I believe there are enormous 
cultural barriers that invisibly obstruct the progress of Sino-Tibetan 
understanding and dialogue. Chinese Communist leaders and opinion- 
makers tend to  dismiss Tibetan Buddhism or what they call "Lamaism" as a 
bundle of superstitions that has kept the Tibetan people in the darkness of 
medieval theocratic feudalism which now is obstructing Tibetan progress to  
modernity under Communist auspices. On  the other hand, the Tibetans still 
retain a Cold War image of Chinese Communists who have systematically 
and brutally destroyed the Tibetan religion and way of life. 

President Jiang's promise to  "study and look into" Tibetan religion will 
go a long way to  close the gap that divides Chinese and Tibetan cultures. 
Such an academic exercise, if carried on a wide scale, might decrease the 
Chinese habitual bias, reinforced by Maoist Han-centric ideology against 
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Tibetan "barbarians". The aim should not be to convert the Chinese to 
"Lamaismw but to increase their critical appreciation of Tibetan cultural 
heritage. On the Tibetan side, the Dalai Lama and his close associates 
should try to study and understand China's great past and present heritage, 
and not always be obsessed with the politics of Sino-Tibetan dialogue. For 
I believe a sound and enduring basis for dialogue is first to build up mutual 
respect for each other's culture and way of life; then to  recognize the reality 
of limiting parameters from both sides. 



Chapter 5 

The Confucian Restoration in 
Ming China (1368-1662) and the 

Refeudalization of Post-Sakya 
Tibet (1 337-1 565): The   ole of 

Karmapa in Tibetan Politics 

In order to understand the post-Sakya developments in Tibet, dominated by 
the local Tsang hegemones' power struggles, it is necessary to have some 
ideas, however tentative and sketchy, of the Tibeto-Mongolian diarchic 
political system in Sakya that was instrumental in the indirect Mongol rule 
over Tibet during the Sakya period.' For this explains why and how the 
rapid process of the refeudalization of Tibetan politics and society directly 
flowed out of the collapse of the Sakya government. The characteristic 
feature of the post-Sakya period was incessant power struggles among 
better organized and more ambitious local, feudal units for supremacy 
which each fighting unit sought to  legitimate by patronizing different 
Buddhist sects. 

As we might recall, Khubilai Khan "offered" ('phul) thirteen myriarchies 
(khri-'khor hehu-gsum) to  the Sakya Pandita's successor Phagpa. This 
approximately included U-Tsang and Ngari. Each myriarchy was "directly 
ruledv2 by a myriarch (khri-dpon), exercising both administrative and 
judicial authority over his local domain (khri-'khor = 10,000 households). 
He also maintained a small private arrny,j especially after the Sakya 
government began to  weaken itself with the decline of the Yuan dynasty. 

The executive head of this loose confederation of thirteen autonomous 
myriarchies was the office of the Ponchen (dpon-chen), translated as the 
"Great Authority", Chief Administrator or Governor of Tibet located at 
Sakya. The office of the Ponchen functioned for all practical purposes, as 
the Tibetan government at  the pleasure of the Mongol khans and later Yuan 
emperors. The Ponchen was invariably a Tibetan nominated by the ruling 
Sakya Lama and approved by the reigning emperor, as we have seen in our 
analysis of Yuan-Sakya relations. His function was, apart trom being the 
chief executive head of the Sakya government, to appoint a tripon for each 
of the thirteen myriarchies, and to act as liason between the Yuan dynasty 



Sino-Tibetan Past and Current Political Realities 

and Tibet. It also appears that the Ponchen had a small army at Sakya itself 
but this was inadequate in terms of internal rebellion and external invasion, 
His major military support came from the Mongols or Yuan dynasty.4 

Thus, when the Mongol empire declined, the Ponchen's military back-up 
system also disappeared, and those myriarchies with ambitious leaders, 
better organizational abilities and relative military power such as Nedong, 
Yazang, Thangpoche, Yardok, etc. began their power struggle for the 
political void left by the collapse of the Sakya government. 

The immediate victor to emerge from the downfall of Sakya government 
was no less than one of its khri-dpon, Changchub Gyaltsen, who headed the 
Nedong myriarchy, and who had been treated unjustly by the declining and 
degenerated Sakya regime. Changchub Gyaltsen and his descendents ruled 
U-Tsang (Outer Tibet) for nearly 97  years under the dynastic name of 
Phamo-drupa. However, they were, except for their founder (1354-1434), 
frequently challenged and contested by their descendents and dissidents. 
The year 1434 marked the end of the Phamo-drupa rule in Tibet and the 
ensuing 100 years were marked "by a constant struggle for power between 
the provinces of U and Tsang whose leaders adhered respectively to the 
Ge-lug-pa and the Kar-ma-pa  sect^".^ The main contenders were Dhondub 
Dorje and Dhonyo Dorje of Rinpung who were subsequently challenged by 
Tseten Dorje and Konchok Rinchen of Dewa T ~ a n g p a . ~  

I have described the post-Sakya developments in Tibet as one of 
"refeudalization", the first case of feudalization being the post-tsan period 
or "Kingless Age". In both the cases I refer more to the political 
consequences of feudalism than its economic aspects. The post-Sakya 
period was feudal and anarchic in the following senses: ( a )  it exhibited 
a weakened centralized state power structure or a relative absence of a 
centralized state system, which provided an opportunity for power struggles 
among the local political elite in search of power and security; (b)  such 
political feudal conditions were characterized by constant power struggles 
among rival local political units in search of power and security in an age of 
insecurity and uncertainty; (c )  sociologically, the political features 
"associated with feudalism are a direct outcome of a society striving for 
patterns of organization and cohesion in a period of declining state power 
and the disruption of traditional kinship security groups".' Such anarchic 
conditions are favourable for the flourishing of multiple sects and 
charismatic lamas%hose moral support and legitimation the local 
magnates and feudal lords seek in their power struggle and consolidation 
of limited local powers. It was these types of social and political conditions 
which existed during the post-btsan (842-1247) and post-Sakya period 
(1350-1 642). 

Amidst the constant power struggles and sectarian strife which lasted 
over 150 years, the really historically significant development appears to be 
Changchub Gyaltsen's rule (1302-64). His rule reveals a Tibetan nationalist 
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vision that was only partially fulfilled. His various reforms were designed to 
undo the Mongol traces and influences inherent in the Sakya administrative 
structure, and sought to revive, instead, the national traditions and glories 
of the early warrior kings (btsan). For example, he replaced the khrr-dpon 
administrative system by the indigenous dzongpon system; Mongolian 
dress, which was popular during the Sakya regime, by btsan outfits; the 
h40ngol martial law-like summary execution system by the Tibetan legal 
code called 'khrim-yig zhelche bchu-gsum originating from the btsan 
period, etc. He also did away with the decimally-based social organization 
of the Mongols and created a village-based defence system and new 
taxation laws.9 Thus, by 1350 Changchub Gyaltsen had "established 
himself as actual master of all Tibet, deliberately fostering a feeling of 
national unity and reviving the traditions and glories of the early kings".") 

However, it is not clear what areas of the Tibetan Plateau were brought 
under Changchub Gyaltsen's control. Richardson says "all Tibet"," Tsepon 
Shakabpa, "all of Tibet with the exception of Sakya",I2 and Communist 
historians refuse to recognize Changchub Gyaltsen's conquest, and describe 
him as "one of the 13  wanhu (10,000 households) officials who were given 
their official position during the Yuan Dynasty".13 The record of his rule as 
a whole indicates that it did not include Kham and Amdo whose lamas and 
chieftains carried on tribute-trade relations with the Ming dynasty; it 
included only U-Tsang and probably Ngari. 

When Changchub Gyaltsen established his nationalistic regime and was 
in full control of U-Tsang, the "enfeebled Yuan Emperor could do  nothing 
but accept the fait accompli and regularize the position by the grant of 
title"14 (Tai Situ) to him. Changchub Gyaltsen visited neither the Yuan nor 
the Ming court; the title was sent to him through an envoy. Nor did any of 
his successors visit the Ming imperial court. However, Ming titles continued 
to flow to them. For example, "the imperial state perceptor"'~it1es were 
sent to Desid Jamyang Sakya Gyalsten and Desid Dawa Gyaltsen in 1372 
and 1406 respectively, neither of whom went to Nanjing or Beijing to 
receive the titles. 

Being nationalistic, the Tsangpa rulers must have understood the political 
implications of asking for titles from or sending tribute missions to the 
Chinese imperial court. As such, their relations, tribute or otherwise, with 
Ming China were perhaps at  the lowest ebb. No other non-lamaist regime in 
Tibet since the fall of the warrior kings had resisted Chinese diplomatic 
pressure as the Phamo Drupa, Rinpung and the Tsangpa rulers had done. 

As we have seen, for almost 130 years U-Tsang was in turmoil. Yet the 
Ming dynasty "refrained from sending troops to subdue Tibet or from 
garrisoning troops in Tibet".16 The Ming response to Tibet during this 
period reflected a typical Confucian attitude towards the "western region". 
It was characterized by an active tribute-cum-trade diplomacy with Inner 
Tibet so as to create an environment of peace and security along China's 
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immediate border areas. Traditional Chinese concern had almost always 
been security and border maintenance; it was not, unlike the Mongol 
emperors, imperialist and interventionist in the military sense, unless, of 
course, compelled by crisis situations. Had it been the Yuan dynasty, they 
would have intervened militarily in Outer Tibet either in order to protect 
their preferred lamaist regime or in order to carry out their imperial desire 
to rule over a conquered territory. 

We have briefly examined the internal developments in Tibet during the 
Phamo-drupa, Rinpung and Tsangpa regimes. We shall now turn to the 
internal developments within Ming China. Such internal developments 
could provide a larger context in which to understand Ming-Tibet relations 
than speculating about Ming policy towards Tibet. For in pre-modern times 
internal developments were more decisive than international factors. So 
what sense can we make of Ming-Tibet relations? According to Chinese 
Communist historians, "The Ming Dynasty basically followed the system 
introduced by the Yuan Dynasty in exercising rule over the Tibetan 
areas."" This was true of the Amdo and Kham areas (Inner Tibet) but not 
of Outer Tibet (U-Tsang and Ngari) where, as we have seen, three 
successive nationalistic regimes came into existence, which Communist 
historians prefer to ignore. 

On the other hand, Tibetan nationalist historians such as Shakabpa 
maintain that "Tibet gained its independence from the Mongols in the time 
of Changchub Gyaltsen (1302-64), and China gained hers in 1368 under 
the leadership of Chu Yuan-chang."18 Shakabpa is only partially correct. 
Changchub Gyaltsen's Tibet included only U-Tsang and Ngari (Outer 
Tibet) and not Amdo and Kham whose lamas and chieftains continued to 
have flourishing tribute-cum-trade relations with the Ming dynasty, as we 
shall see later. 

Besides these two extreme views is a considerable body of academic 
literature bristling with academic debates. The dominant view, as reflected 
in the works of Luciano Petech19 and Sato H i s a ~ h i , ~ ~  is that the Ming court 
pursued a divide-and-rule policy towards post-Sakya Tibet in order to keep 
it weak and fragmented. However, Elliot Sperling does not find any textual 
evidence in either Ming records or in Tibetan texts to support the Petech- 
Sato thesis.21 The latter is probably based on deduction from the number of 
titles conferred by the Ming emperors upon the eminent Tibetan lamas of 
the period rather than on comparative analysis of developments in China 
and Tibet. 

The first and rather instinctive reaction of the founding Ming emperor 
was to express his will to continue China's tribute relations with all 
tributary states, as established and practised by the previous Yuan dynasty. 
Wang Jiawei's account implies that the Ming dynasty's founding 
proclamation and call for submission was made only to Tibet,12 whereas 
Fairbank states, 
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Upon gaining the throne, Hung-wu immediately tried to re-establish 
the grand design of the Chinese state in his foreign relations as well as 
at home. He sent envoys to the peripheral states, Korea, Japan, 
Annam (Vietnam), Champa, Tibet, and others, announcing his 
accession. 23 

The Ming Emperor Taizu's "business-as-usual" an~ tude  towards the 
resumption of Confucian tribute relations with Tibet and other states, as 
maintained by the Mongol emperors - minus armed intervention - is clearly 
indicated by the second edict. This edict called on "various tribal leaders to 
recommend ex-Yuan officials to receive new official posts in N a n j i r ~ ~ " . ~ ~  
Tibetan ex-officials also responded in a similar manner. Namgyal 
Palzangpo, the last acting imperial tutor of the Yuan Dynasty from Sakya 
who had withdrawn to live near Sakya Monastery after the fall of the Yuan 
dynasty, went to  the Ming capital in 1373 to report. The new Ming 
emperor was so glad with Palzangpo's submission that he at once appointed 
the lama as state tutor and gave him a jade seal. With Palzangpo's 
recommendation, approximately 100 ex-Yuan title-holders were given new 
Ming titles.2" 

As we might recall, the Chinese empire reached the zenith of its 
territorial expansion under the Mongol emperors, and it was therefore to be 
expected that the Ming successors would lay claim to all the lands and lords 
brought under varying degrees of Mongol control. But laying claim is one 
thing, and having the power or force to back up that claim is quite another. 
Since the Mongols proved to be the major threat to  the security of the Ming 
empire,26 the Ming dynasty could not spare any military forces to back up 
their tributary claims. Faced with this situation, the Ming dynasty reverted 
to the Confucian instruments of tribute relations, more emphatically than 
before. In this way, Ming tribute relations differed from the Yuan system in 
the following ways: (a)  the threat and actual use of force to regulate tribute 
relations was minimal, being preoccupied with the Mongol threat; 
(b) therefore, the Ming court pursued typical Confucian methods of 
diplomacy such as granting an unlimited number of titles and gifts; (c) since 
the whole emphasis during the Ming dynasty was on a Confucian 
re~toration,~'  the Buddhist factor, which had received a prominent position 
during the Yuan and Qing dynasties, was relegated to a respectable 
secondary position. These are the factors which define the tenor of Ming 
China-Post Sakya Tibet relations. 

While the Ming court pursued Confucian diplomacy and tribute 
relations with all those Confucian states in East Asia and Southeast Asia 
as well as with non-Confucian states in Central Asia like its predecessor, its 
model was not the Yuan dynasty. In fact Ming China, like the Han, Tang 
and Song dynasties, nursed a deep resentment against Mongols and things 
M o n g ~ l i a n . ~ ~  The whole period was characterized by anti-Mongolian Han 
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nationalism whose cultural expression was revitalized Confucianism in  
almost every sphere of public life. "In the Ming revival of a purely Chinese 
rule  over China, the animating spirit had been to  return to the pre-h.longo1 
institutions of the T'ang and S ~ n g . " ~ '  This vigorous C~nfuc ian iza t io~  was 
evident in the conduct of Ming foreign relations as well. How else can we 
understand the unprecedented maritime expeditions that the Ming court 
ventured into? Essentially, those expeditions were made neither for trade 
nor for conquest but purely for Confucian diplomatic purpose: "to bring all  
the known world within the Chinese tributary scheme of thingsV.30 

The Ming court sent seven maritime expeditions, the first in 1405 and 
continuing until 1433. The first fleet sailed in 1405-7 with 62 vessels 
carrying 28,000 men and reached India, as did the second and third fleets. 
The fourth voyage in 1413-15 reached Aden and the head of Asian 
circumnavigation at  Hermuz on the Persian Gulf. The seventh voyage 
started out with 27,500 men and reached Hermuz, again in 1431-33. 
Chinese vessels sailed down the east coast of Africa. In addition to 
traditional tributary states, like Vietnam and Siam, 50  new countries or 
places were visited, and their rulers enrolled as tributaries. Missions from 
Hermuz and the African coast came to Ming China four times, from Bengal 
eleven times.31 

It appears to me that those large scale and spectacular feats of 
seamanship, dated before any European penetration, were essentially 
performed for the sake of Confucian glory and Ming prestige, and not for 
trade, given the well-known Ming anti-commercial p r o ~ l i v i t i e s . ~ ~  

In other words, the larger context and perspective that emerge from the 
Ming history suggests this: as a Han nationalist reaction to  the Mongol 
domination, the Ming dynasty's nationalist project was to restore pristine 
Confucian traditions and institutions. They were rather dramatically 
evident in the conduct of Ming foreign relations. My common sense 
inclines me to see the Ming court's policy towards and relations with 
Buddhist Tibet in this larger perspective. If the Ming dynasty could devote 
such resources - both men and materials - to  equip and send ships to the 
Indian Ocean and Persian Gulf rim countries in order to establish tribute 
relations, why could it not do the same in its own neighbourhood where the 
strategic stakes were much higher and where a tradition of a Buddhist form 
of tribute relations had already been established? The Ming court did 
precisely that in a typically Confucian way through virtuous conduct and 
honour incentives, minus the armed intervention which was the Mongolian 
way. This seems to me a plausible way to explain why the Tibetan tribute 
payers reached the maximum number (4,000 in a year) during the Ming 
dynastyu and why the latter honoured more lamas (eight) with major titles 
during the post-Sakya period than in any other period of Sino-Tibetan 
history.34 Usually in Confucian theory and practice, it was a more 
discerning procedure. The fact that the bestowal of titles and tribute 



The Role of Karmapa 

payers proliferated during the Ming dynasty may partly be due to  its 
emphasis on Confucian restoration and partly due to  the relatively confused 
situation in Tibet. 

What did the honorary titles that the Confucian monarch conferred on 
the Confucian rulers in East Asia and Southeast Asia as well as on the 
non-Confucian lama rulers and Khans in Central Asia signify? What did the 
tribute relations as such mean to  the actors themselves? Can we find any 
modern functional equivalents of such tribute relations in order to enhance 
our contemporary understanding? I raise these larger questions because 
1 believe even the singularity of patron-priest relations cannot be properly 
understood without discussing it within the larger context of Confucian 
China and its ancient institutions. 

The conferment of honorary titles and the issuance of patents were an 
important aspects of Confucian diplomatic culture and practice in inter- 
state relations. Their rationale appears to be this: "The Son of Heaven 
reigns all under heaven", usually by the demonstration of virtue (de), not by 
the deployment of force. Hence, the Chinese elite enjoyed the popular belief 
that theirs was the supreme civilization which attracted one and all towards 
the Middle Kingdom. But the way Confucian China related to the outside 
world was deliberately hierarchical, not egalitarian. While the kings (wang) 
and khans were inferior to  the emperor, there were princes inferior to  kings, 
tribal chieftains inferior t o  civilized monarchs. And it has been my finding 
in this study, that in this Confucian China's scale of values and politico- 
cultural hierarchy of honours, the Grand Lamas of Tibet ranked - and were 
often treated as being higher - than any wang (king) in East Asia. 

Generally, the bestowal of titles by the Confucian emperor to the local/ 
national rulers implied some kind of authority relations. It implies that the 
Son of Heaven, whose rule was in popular belief characterized by virtue, 
recognized other lesser rulers' merit and virtue by granting them this 
honour. In so doing, he (the emperor) indirectly and subtly encouraged the 
honoured foreign rulers, lamas or kings, to  rule their own domains 
righteously, as they were seen by the Son of Heaven to  be the most fit to 
rule. This, in other words, was a justification and explanation for the 
practical wisdom of "indirect rule" in the case of distant and difficult lands. 
This, in turn, entailed the evolution of certain peculiar rules of the game - 
tribute relations and the exchange of titles and gifts. A post-Fairbankian 
Sinologist explains this ancient game for our modern age: 

The issuance of patents of office by the emperor of China to his 
tributaries was roughly equivalent to  modern diplomatic recognition 
in the West, where political entities that have no international 
diplomatic status are not considered to  exist legally. However, the 
imperial patents did not themselves affect the corlstitutional structure 
of the tributary s o ~ i e t i e s . ~ ~  
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As a rule only the Confucian monarch (Son of Heaven) had the power and 
authority to  confer honorary titles and patents to the heads of tributary 
states, and not the other way round. NO Korean, Vietnamese or Burmese 
king (wang) ever dared to  offer titles t o  the Chinese emperors. On the other 
hand the High Lamas of Tibet did receive titles from Chinese emperors but 
also offered titles. The V Dalai Lama bestowed upon the Qing emperor 
Shunzi the honorary title of "The Heavenly Lord Manjushri, the Great 
Emperorv. The I11 Dalai Laina gave the title of "Dharmaraja, Brahma, the 
Lord of Devas" to  Altan Khan.36 This is one of the grounds which lead me 
to  think that even though Tibet was considered a tributary state, Confucian 
China-Buddhist Tibet relations constituted a special case within the tribute 
relations system. This was due to  what I have called the Buddhist factor in 
Sino-barbarian relations. 

While Ming China underwent re-Confucianization both in its domestic 
and foreign policies, Buddhism was not marginalized altogether. Buddhist 
influence was considerable especially during the early stages of the Ming 
dynasty. Its founder, Zhu Yuanzhang, for instance, was a Buddhist monk 
who cherished his Buddhist bias.37 Thus, his successor Ming Chengzu 
dispatched an envoy to  Tibet with an invitation for the V Karmapa Dezhin 
Shegpa. The imperial invitation letter reads, 

Formerly, when I was in the North, after hearing of your good name, 
I thought to  meet you [just] once. . . . The previous king built up the 
kingdom of the Middle country [i.e. China] by peaceful means. A long 
time has passed since the former one, a believer in the doctrine of the 
Buddha, my father, the king T'ai [-tsu] kao huang [-ti][Tib. Tha'I 
rgyal-po hu hang] and the faithful consort, Kao huang-hou [Tib. Hu 
hwang-bu] passed away, but no way of repaying their kindness has 
been found. Lama, you, in the true sense of having obtained the 
excellent siddi [Tib.dngos-grub] by means of skill and deeds, are the 
essence of Buddha. In order that having speedily come by whatever 
(means necessary), you perform the rituals for the liberation of the 
deceased ones, the present junior Director of Ceremonials [Tib. 
Li-skyam (sinc) sha'u skyam], Hou Hsien [Tib. Hu'u Rkyen], and 
others have been sent, the (gift in) support of the latter has been 
transmitted, and the invitation has gone 

Our modern sceptical age might have difficulty in reading and under- 
standing the spirit and letter of this invitation letter dated 10 March 1403, 
because there is a communication gap of over 600 years. M y  critical and 
close reading of this text suggests that it is not so much a politically 
motivated contrivance and concoction designed to  entice His Holiness the 
Karmapa Lama and use him as an imperial instrument of political policy. 
The document's content sounds convincing and credible, as it reads. It 
recalls the emperor's hearing of the famous Karmapa's name before, 
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reaffirms his father's Buddhist connection and expresses his desire to have 
the Lama perform rituals for his deceased parents, which was perfectly 
natural in the context of Confucian emphasis on filial piety. Finally his 
description of the V Karmapa as the embodiment of siddi and the essence of 
Buddha is quite convincing in the sense it reveals intimate knowledge of the 
Karmapa Lama in particular and Mahayana Buddhism in general. 

At the least, the letter of  invitation does not sound like a politically 
motivated text, i f  the reader cares to penetrate and empathize with the spirit 
of the times. The successive Ming emperors' entitlement of the most 
eminent lamas from various sects and sub-sects of Tibetan Buddhism 
should be seen in a similar, if not the same spirit as the emperor Chengzu's 
recognition of virtue (de) in the V Karmapa. 

In short, even though the Buddhist factor was not as predominant and 
decisive as during the Mongol dynasty, its weight was considerable even 
during the Ming dynasty. This was particularly so in the latter's relations 
with the High Lamas of Tibet. As a characteristically Confucian dynasty, 
the Ming emperors' relations with the outstanding lamas of Tibet could be 
seen as a reflection and continuation of Confucian political ideals: 
recognition of merit and rule by virtue, not by force alone. Past scholarship 
on Ming-Tibet relations has tended to stress the ulterior political motives 
on the part of Ming emperors in their relations with the Lamas of Tibet. 
I have attempted to show that while political motives obviously cannot be 
ruled out, there was also a strong spiritual and cultural dimension to the 
relationship, both in Buddhist and Confucian terms, which should not be 
neglected or ignored as part of a fuller understanding of Ming policy 
towards Ti bet. 

What was the actual historical status of Tibet during the Ming dynasty? 
And what is the contemporary Communist historians' view of post-Sakya 
Tibet? The Communist historians do  not recognize Tibet as a geographical 
or political entity during the Ming dynasty. They always refer to it as 
"Tibetan areas"39 subject to Ming rule. This description is fairly correct if it 
describes Ming relations with and the anarchic political conditions in Kham 
and Amdo (Inner Tibet) during the period. Being close to China, as well as 
being free from Lhasa control, chieftains (dpon) and lamas continued a 
flourishing tribute-cum-trade relations with the Ming dynasty. For example, 
in 1536 some 4,000 Tibetans (mostly Khampas and Amdowas) went to pay 
"tribute" to  the Ming emperor and the imperial court complained "at the 
large influx of Tibetan visitors and stated that gifts should not be given to 
them on any second visit".40 Such "tribute missions" were not only 
uncontrollably numerous and unregulated; rather than being made up of 
standard Buddhist symbolic tribute artefacts, their tribute items included 
mundane material objects such as horses, fabrics, lion skin, e t ~ . ~ I  Moreover, 
the Chinese indigenous tea-for-horse trade operating in neighbouring 
Chinese provinces such as Yunnan, Guizhou and Sichuan that bound 
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Eastern Tibet with China41 affected mostly the Khampa and Amdowa 
traders, not Outer Tibet. 

Communist historians fail to make this critical distinction, and do not 
recognize the fact and the reality of the existence of nationalist regimes of 
Phamo-drupa, Rinpung and Dewa Tsangpa, all of whom ceased their 
tribute relations with Ming China. As is to be expected, three Tibetan rulers 
at  the time were conferred imperial titles by post but none of them left Tibet 
to  visit Nanjing or B e i ~ i n g . ~ ~  

Did Tibet, therefore, constitute part and parcel of the ancestor-worship 
sanctified territory of Confucian China during the Ming dynasty? In 1654 
Wang Fen, a Chinese legal officer in the Ming court, drew a map of the then 
Chinese empire. The names and sizes of Chinese provinces were clearly 
written in Chinese. But this Ming map "includes no region of Tibet, not 
even the easternmost regions of A m d ~ . " ~ ~  Professor Fairbank notes that 
"the Ming was divided into 15 provinces", whose names and sizes, as 
depicted on his map (p. 186) do  not appear to include Tibet.4s In short, 
contemporaneous fair-minded Ming mandarins might declare that Tibet 
was not territorially a part of the Ming Middle Kingdom but that it (Tibet) 
was considered one of the tributary states, even though the actual relations 
were, as I have tried to show in this section, more complex than this. And 
tributary status was, according to  the Confucian political culture and 
tradition, more a Confucian recognition of Tibet, like others in East Asia 
and Southeast Asia, as a legitimate actor in the then international system 
dominated and led by Imperial China. 



Chapter 6 

The Manchu Empire (1 662-1 91 2) 
and the Gelugpa Hegemony 
(1 642-1 950): The lndigenous 
Instruments of lndirect Rule 

The Gelugpa history is, in several respects, a continuation of the post- 
Sakya period characterized by political instability and consequent power 
struggles. However, there is one significant difference: a polarization of 
conflicting forces into a direct confrontation between Gelugpa and 
Kargyupa forces by the 1530s. In the regions there was a series of 
conflicts between U (where Gelugpa influence predominated) and Tsang 
(where Kargyupa influence predominated). This Gelug-Kargyu struggle 
for power and sectarian hegemony continued for over 100 years 
(1537-1642). 

The internal struggles were not only internecine but also indec~sive. It 
required a level of external intervention to  tilt the balance of forces 
decisively one way or the other. This fact was finally appreciated by both 
the parties towards the end of their struggles in the mid 1630s. The Lhasa- 
based Gelugpa leaders decided to  seek the military help of the Qirat, 
Zunghar and Chahar (all Mongol tribes); and the Tsang ruler, Karma 
Tenkyong, who championed the Karmapa cause, sought help from the 
Chogthu Mongols. Since both Tibetan parties were then aided hy their 
respective Mongol supporters, the Gelug-Kargyu struggle would have 
continued for some years, had it not been for Gushri Khan's strategic moves 
finally tilting the balance in favour of Gelugpa victory. 

When the Tsangpa ruler approached the Chogthu Mongols for help, they 
sent Arsalang, the chief's son, with 10,000 troops in 1635 to  Tibet "to wipe 
out the Ge-lug-pa sect".' Gushri Khan, the Qosot chieftain and the staunch 
supporter of the Gelugpa cause, gathered a small body of troops and 
intercepted the Chogthu army. A secret meeting took place between the two 
Mongol chieftains and Arsalang changed his plans. He left his troops in 
Tengri Nor, some 700 miles from Lhasa and entered the Tibetan capital 
with his personal bodyguards. Since no one was certain on whose side 
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Arsalang might fight, the Karmapa Lama and his close disciples fled Lhara 
on the former's arrival. 

Karma Tenkyong, meanwhile complained to the Chogthu chief about 
Arsalang's betrayal. The Chogthu chief at once sent his special emissaries to 
Tibet to assassinate Arsalang. Gushri Khan realized that Arsalang's death 
made it almost certain that the Chogthu army would attack the 
pro-Gelugpa forces, and decided to  counterattack the Chogthu tribes in  
their own homeland in the Kokonor region. He allied with another Mongol 
chieftain, Baatur Khungteji, and jointly they attacked Chogthu tribal camps 
in Kokonor in 1637. This strategic move eliminated the external challenge 
to the Gelugpa power and left the Chogthu Army in Tibet in a dilemma: 
whether to march back to Kokonor or to  join forces with the Tsanngpa 
ruler. Finally they decided to settle down to a nomadic life in Tibet. Thus, 
the Gelugpa victory over the Karmapa and his lay supporters was ensured 
and marked the beginning of 308 years of Gelugpa hegemony the supreme 
institutional expression of which has been Dalai Lama. 

In 1638, Gushri Khan, along with other Mongol pilgrims, visited Lhasa 
and received religious teaching from the V Dalai Lama. At a special 
ceremony held in Jokhang, the Khan was placed on a throne and given the 
title and seal of bstan-zin chos-kyi rgyalpo (meaning Dharma-raja and the 
"defender of the faith") by the Gelugpa h i e r a r ~ h . ~  Gushri Khan continued 
to complete the Gelugpa mission in Tibet. Instigated by the Dalai Lama's 
chief attendant, Sonam Choephel, the Khan defeated anti-Gelugpa forces in 
Kham as well as the pro-Karmapa ruler of Tsang. Thus, nearly the whole of 
Tibet came under the Dalai Lama's rule beginning in 1642. In that year, the 
V Dalai Lama was led in state and enthroned in Shigatse. O n  two other 
thrones, lower than his, sat Gushri Khan and Sonam Choephel. The seating 
arrangement and the relative height of the thrones signified the new 
Gelugpa power structure that endured beyond the V Dalai Lama's rule. The 
Khan, on that occasion, made a Mahayana Buddhist ritual offering of the 
universe called man-dral rtan-gsum to the Dalai Lama. 

The Mongol Khan then declared that he conferred on the Dalai Lama 
supreme authority over all Tibet from Tachienlu in the east up to the 
Ladakh border in the west. The responsibility for the political 
administration of Tibet would remain in the hands of Sonam Choepel, 
who was given the title of Desi (sde-srid).' 

We have focused on the critical final phase of the Gelugpa-Kargyu-pa 
struggle for supremacy; actually the beginnings of Gelugpa-Mongol 
relations go back to 1578, when the I11 Dalai Lama converted Eastern 
and Western Mongols to the Gelugpa sect of Tibetan Buddhism. How did 
the Mongol Khans and the Dalai Lamas perceive each other in this bilateral 
relationship? This question is important to an understanding of the initial 
spirit and the basic nature of their relationship especially in the initial stages, 
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Medieval Tibet began to be associated, as we have seen, with Imperial 
China but not without initial Mongol connections and mediation. such an 
historical pattern tends to  lend credence to  a gee-strategic interpretation 
Sin-Tibetan relations; that is, to  view the warrior-lama relations initially 
in terms of Mongol military strategy on China and Tibet, and subsequently 
as Imperial China's strategic designs on Mongolia and Tibet.x This is not an 
implausible interpretation. However, 1 would like to  suggest another 
interpretation which is implicit in Luciano Petech's work9 and which I shall 
make more explicit. We shall take the Zunghar invasion of 1717 as an 
illustrative case. 

So far we have mentioned the roles of the 111, IV and V Dalai Lama as 
being crucial to the consolidation of Gelugpa power. But the VI Dalai Lama 
proved to be an unusual and unorthodox lama. He was found to be 
womanizing instead of meditating, writing love poems instead of 
commentaries on sutra. Such behaviour, by a Dalai Lama, was unacceptable 
to the Tibetan ruling class and particularly to  the Tibetanized Qosot ruler 
Chos-rgyal, Lajang Khan. They decided to  depose the "illegitimate and 
~ ~ u r i o u s " ~ 0  VI Dalai Lama. But the Mongols and the Tibetan lamas all 
violently opposed any action against the Dalai Lama, whose unorthodox 
behaviour they took to be another expression of extreme spirituality.ll This 
is the backdrop to the event which led to  the so-called "Zunghar invasion". 
The larger international context of this event was the tenacious but uneven 
rivalry between the Sino-Manchu empire and the last nomadic empire of 
Central Asia, "the Lamaistic Mongol tribe of Dsungars".12 As the Zunghar 
empire rapidly declined, it was largely the religious motive, I believe, which 
impelled the Zunghars to  act on behalf of the Dalai Lama, whose very name 
inspired faith and fanaticism among the Mongols. 

Professer Petech repeatedly emphasizes that the Zunghar invasion was 
"not so much for strategic reasons [Tibet was and has always been, a 
military backwater] but because of the religious relations between the Holy 
See of Lhasa and the Lamaist Monarchy in Ili",'"he Zunghar capital. He 
explains that the Zunghar ruler Cewang Arabtan (Tibetan: Tsedwan 
Rab-btsan) viewed the extension of Manchu Chinese influence over Tibet, 
through the alliance with Lajang Khan and the possession of such a reserve 
pawn in the game, as offered by the rightful Dalai Lama. 

It was of the highest importance for the Dsungars to secure influence 
over Tibet, not so much strategic grounds, for that road led nowhere, as 
because of religious-political reasons. The man who ruled over Tibet in 
harmony with the lamas was sure to have at his disposal the influence of 
the Lamaist church, a great factor of power in the Mongol world.I4 

How Cewang Arabtan, as the leader of Zunghars, strategized is one thing; 
and why common Zunghar soldiers felt and fought for the Dalai Lama, 
spurious or otherwise, quite another. I wish to take the latter social fact 
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more seriously than it is usually taken. The fact was, as the then Chinese 
emperor admitted, "all the Mongols whole-heartedly obey the Dalai Lama; 
although he is spurious, he still has the name of a Dalai Lama and all the 
Mongols follow him".ls The absolute loyalty of a medieval warrior to a 
mysterious lama and the unshakable faith of Mongols in Tibetan Buddhism 
which characterized the Zunghars' devotion to the V1 Dalai Lama and to 
the Gelugpa cause do  not make much sense to  the modern reader. These 
two qualities seemed to have reinforced each other, producing a kind of 
religious fundamentalism. As Professor Petech remarks about the Zunghar 
army's persecution of the Nyingmapa sect, whose doctrine and practice the 
Gelugpa puritans used to criticize: "Now these strangers from the 
northeast, more Lamaist than lamas, imported into Tibet a full-dress 
religious intolerance and persecution." l6  

In short, the Zunghars' faith in and devotion to the Dalai Lama and the 
Gelugpa sect, like other Mongols, was not based on critical and discerning 
appreciation of the finer details of Tsongkhapa's philosophy; it was merely 
an uncritical and emotional attachment to and complete identification with 
the Yellow sect. This profound faith seems to have been reinforced by the 
fact that the title Dalai was given by a Mongol Khan and that the IV Dalai 
Lama was born into a Mongol family. Mongols believe that the Dalai Lama 
is their creation. 

Without understanding the depth and the fundamentalist nature of 
Mongolian faith in Lamaism, it would be difficult to understand the 
Mongol warriors' passionate involvement with and armed intervention in 
Tibetan internal politics. The Zunghar invasion is such a case in point. If it 
had been a mere military adventure, the Zunghars would have left Tibet 
after being defeated. But they kept on, as they were determined and 
adamant, to  be in touch with their religious saviour (Dalai Lama) and their 
Holy Land (Tibet). They even went to  the extent of requesting their 
traditional enemy, the Chinese emperor, to permit them to visit the Gelugpa 
monasteries in Tibet. They might have felt it was their sacred duty to 
protect the Dalai Lama and his sect. The Zunghar missions of 1743, 174718 
and 1750 were essentially religious in nature but were misinterpreted by the 
sinicized Manchu mandarins in Beijing. 

The post- 171 7 Zunghar religious missions to  the Dalai Lama's Tibet 
acquired the political dimensions of a "Zunghar intrigue" in the XI11 Dalai 
Lama's Tibet. The Mongol characters like the Zunghars in the eighteenth 
century and Dorjievs in the early twentieth century pose problems of 
interpretation in our age. One is not quite sure where religious motives 
begin and where political motives end. A clue, however, to understanding 
such phenomena may be the fundamentalist nature of Mongol faith and the 
unquestioning loyalty that warfare habitually demanded of warriors. 

Mongol warriors of various tribal backgrounds may be said to have 
conquered Tibet during the medieval period but they did not historicize 
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their claim that Tibet is part of Mongolia. If, on the other hand, China 
continues to declare that Tibet is part of China, it is not through direct 
Chinese conquest; it was through the Mongol invasion, intervention 
association. Simply and historically put, Tibet comes to China via Mongols 
whose primarily religious motives we have just explained. This is the 
pattern observable in both the Sakya-Mongol relations and the Gelugpa- 
Mongol relations. In both cases, Tibeto-Mongol relations begin before the 
founding of the Yuan and Qing dynasties. Again, in both the cases, the role 
of the Tibetan Grand Lamas, has been to  render higher objectives to an 
otherwise objectless imperialism; to render moral support and guidance to 
the great Mongol Khans so that they could become universal rulers 
(cakravartins). In this sense, the High Lamas became moral, if not political, 
partners of the "barbarian" empire-building in Yuan and Qing China. 

The Gelugpa-Mongol relations began in the 1570s when Altan Khan of 
the Tumat Mongols invited the I11 Dalai Lama, Sonam Gyatso, to visit 
Mongolia. The Khan and his tribe were then converted to  the Gelugpa sect 
of Tibetan Buddhism. In return for his teachings, Sonam Gyatso received 
numerous presents with the title, "Dalai Lama", which ever since have 
been used by the highest religio-political hierarch of the Gelugpa sect. 
"Dalai" is Mongolian for "ocean" and metaphorically connotes the depth 
and width of the Lama's knowledge and wisdom. Sonam Gyaltso was also 
given a seal with the inscription "Dorje Chang" (Vajradhara). The Dalai 
Lama, in return, gave the Khan the title of "Dharma king", "Brahma of 
the gods", prophesizing "that within eighty years the descendents of the 
Khan would become the rulers of all Mongolia and China"." This 
prophesy became significant later when the Manchus conquered China 
and became Qing emperors, ruling indeed both China and Mongolia and 
much else. According to  Tibetan belief, Manchus and Mongols were 
closely related. l 8  

An interesting aspect of the 111 Dalai Lama's Mongolia visit is that it 
sheds light on the relative freedom and fluidity with which inter-state 
relations were conducted in the pre-Qing period. Thus, the Dalai Lama on 
his way back, was invited to  visit the Chinese authorities in Langzhou and 
Ningxia, where he received an invitation from the Ming Emperor to visit 
China. The Khan and Lama also decided to set-up a diplomatic office at 
Tongkhor (Lusar) which was about half-way between Lhasa and Chahar in 
Mongolia, thereby indicating a high degree of quality and warmth in their 
bilateral relationship. It suggests a mutuality and complimentarity of 
interests between the Khan and Lama, as well as the mutual respect for each 
other that characterized early Mongol-Gelugpa relations. This relative 
freedom of action in foreign relations remained during the early phases of 
Manchu rule. Thus, in the early 1670s, the Manchu emperor requested the 
Dalai Lama "for a loan of Tibetan and Mongol troops" to  suppress a 
rebellion in China.19 
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All this suggests, first, that countries like China, Mongolia and Tibet 
were separate entities, and were treated and, indeed, behaved as such. 
Secondly, the relations were in not one-way; there was considerable 
intercourse between the separate states. This situation continued until the 
Zunghar invasion of 1717 and the Gurkha invasions of 1788, 1791 and 
1855 which compelled the Qing dynasty to establish tighter control over 
Tibet, as 1 shall demonstrate later. But now we turn to the Gelugpa-Manchu 
relations. 

Like the Sakya-Mongol relations, the Gelugpa relations with the 
Manchu rulers predate the Sino-Manchurian dynastic history. More than 
70 years ago, a Japanese scholar outlined and documented the formative 
stage of the Manchu conversion to Tibetan B u d d h i ~ m . ~ ~  We might recall 
how the I11 Dalai Lama passed through Chahar territory while on his 
historic visit to Mongolia. Early seventeenth-century Tibeto-Mongol texts 
refer to how Tibetan Buddhist missionaries were established in the Chahar 
Khanate, and how some lamas moved eastward from Chahar into its 
dependencies in Manchuria. This period, which coincided with Nurhaci's 
expansion into northwestern and southern Manchuria, was marked by the 
arrival of Tibetan Buddhist missions at  the pre-dynastic Manchu court. At 
any rate, prior to  1621 Nurhaci was converted to Tibetan Buddhism, and 
he, as the ruler of Manchuria, appointed his royal guru (dbu bla) m Olug 
Darhan Nangso who, at  the time also became "Dharma-master of the 
Manchu realm". Nurhaci's patronage of Tibetan Buddhism and involvement 
in a lama-patron relationship was continued by his son and successor, 
Abahai. The latter founded, in 1635, "the Temple of Mahakala at Mukden 
to enshrine the image of the guardian deity of the Sa-skya pa, the remains of 
the Sa skya Lama Sarpa Qutugtu, and the Mongol Kan~ur" .~ '  It was also a 
group of Sakya lamas who consecrated Abahai's accession to  power. As a 
further sign of Manchu honour to the Sakya sect and its tantric cult of 
Mahakala, which became the dynastic cult of the Qing dynasty, Abahai's 
religious advisor Beligtu Nangso Lama began to direct work on the 
extension of the Mahakala complex. "Under the shared patronage of 
Abahai and Fu-lin (i.e. the Shun-chih Emperor, r. 1644-62), the Saskya pa 
completed in 1645 an elaborate complex of four temples and adjunct stupas 
. . . to  encircle the Temple of Mahakala, the palace of the cakravanin, and 
the capital of Mukden within a mandala." This architectonic representation 
of the Buddhist cosmological order, as Samuel Grupper comments, 
celebrated Abahai's succession as cakrazlartin, defined Manchu dynastic 
right, and set the Manchu capital and realm under the protection of 
Mahakala. "On the other hand it identified the interests of the ruling house 
with its sanctuary and the presiding lamas while demonstrating an abiding 
conviction in the efficacy of the Sa-skya pa world view."12 

With the V Dalai Lama's 1653 visit to Beijing, the Sino-Manchu 
dynasty's patronage changed from the Sakyapas to Gelugpas more for 



Sino-Tibetan Past and Current Political Realities 

political reasons. By then the Gelugpas, headed by the Dalai Lama, had 
become the most ~ o p u l a r  and therefore most influential sect in Tibet - 
thanks to the Gushi Khan's help. The significance and implications of this 
Gelugpa dominance was not lost on the Chinese mandarins who found in  
the rising institution of the Dalai Lama a more viable instrument of indirect 
rule in Tibet, not unlike the Sakya Lamas in the thirteenth and fourteenth 
centuries. Thus, when the Gelugpa lamas resumed their patron-priest 
relations with the Manchu dynasty, they used the same format of chos-yon 
that was pioneered by the Sakya lamas. For instance, the Gelugpa lama 
Lchan-skya Rolpa' (1717-86), who became a celebrated imperial guru to 
the Qianlong Emperor, virtually enacted the spiritual drama of Phagpa 
Lama-Khubilai tantric initiation, with due Gelugpa substitution. When he 
initiated the Emperor into the Gelugpa tantric ritual called cakrasambhava, 
the lama felt himself like the Phagpa Lama initiating Khubilai Khan into 
Hevajra Tantra. It was the same year of the bull, he r e ~ o l l e c t e d . ~ ~  Similarly, 
he recognized Emperor Qianlong as the incarnation of Manjusri. In other 
words, the spiritual analogy and continuity in the patron-priest relations 
from Sakya Lamas to the Dalai Lamas was not merely subconscious. As 
Changkyi Rolpai Dorje's case reveals, it was quite deliberate. 

It is clear that the Khubilai Khan-Phagpa Lama alliance was so 
successful that it became a legendary model for every subsequent Mongol 
(or Manchu) Khan to emulate. Gushri Khan perceived his relations with the 
V Dalai Lama as a revival and continuation of Khubilai Khan's relations 
with the Sakya Lama; so did Altan Khan in his relations with the I11 Dalai 
Lama; and now we encounter with the same phonomena in the Gelugpa- 
Manchu relations. The pre-dynastic Manchu rulers were initiated into the 
Sakyapa sect of Tibetan Buddhism, and soon Sakya ideas and institutions, 
that had worked well with the Yuan-Tibet relations, were introduced into 
Manchuria by Sakya Lamas. Even Gelugpa Lamas, after becoming imperial 
chaplains to the Qing Emperors, employed essentially the same model and 
religious imagery used earlier by the Sakya Lamas in the thirteenth century, 
in their relations with Khubilai Khan and the Yuan Emperors. 

For the Lama not only gave transcendental objectives and spiritual 
meaning to an otherwise objectless imperialism; he also sacralized and 
legitimated the Mongol and Manchu warriors as a universal ruler 
(cakravartin) or Buddhist monarch (Dharmaraja) in contradistinction to, 
or as an alternative to, the Confucian notion of Son of Heaven. In this way 
Buddhism not only constituted an important international factor in 
Sino-barbarian relations, it also offered alternative ideas and institutions to 
Mongols, Tibetans, Manchurians, etc. that impacted on Chinese dynasties 
since the thirteenth century. Finally there was something especially 
attractive in Tantric Buddhism which the Sakya Lamas emphasized while 
converting important Mongol and Manchu warriors. Through tantric 
deities such as Hevajra, Mahakala promised what the warrior really longed 
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for: "supernatural protection of the protector* and "supernatural power"24 
to achieve his goal - either decisive victory in battle or the rapid 
consolidation of an empire. 

The beginning of Chinese imperial interest in the Gelugpa sect may be 
traced to the life time of its founder, Tsongkhapa, when the latter received 
invitations on two occasions from the Ming Emperor Yung Lo, in 1408 and 
1414. This was followed by the Ming court's invitation of 1578 to the 111 
Dalai Lama. This implies that the mandarins had keenly and carefully 
watched the rapid progress of the Gelugpa sect and the increasing influence 
of its charismatic leaders such as Tsongkhapa and the I11 and IV Dalai 
Lamas in Inner Asia. As a rule, the Chinese mandarins upon whose 
bureaucratic experience and expertise both the Mongol and Manchu 
dynasties had to depend, showed more interest in such sectarian movements 
which enjoyed a mass following than in internal power struggles and petty 
politics. This was true of the post-Tsan and post-Sakya periods when there 
was no Chinese intervention and little interest. The reason, I believe, had a 
lot to do  with what mandarins considered to be prerequisites for indirect 
rule through charismatic lamas as happened in the cases of the Sakya 
Lamas, the Dalai Lamas and was attempted with more than one of the 
Karmapa Lamas. 

The logic of a traditional Confucian monarch's indirect rule over 
dependent peoples appears to be as follows. The emperor, usually, does not 
impose his will upon a dependent people, unless, of course, compelled or 
necessitated by a crisis situation which endangers the national security of 
China. He does so indirectly and subtly through the medium of a local or 
indigenous elite whom the emperor believes enjoys a wide, mass following 
in the dependent country. More specifically, he singles out the most 
outstanding leader or charismatic institution of that local elite for 
patronage, commendation and honour. In so doing, the emperor merely 
recognizes such Lamas and Princes as an expression or indication of implied 
popular will and mandate and acknowledges their rule locally with his 
imperial blessing. This was how the mandarins interpreted and applied the 
Confucian political principle of the Mandate of Heaven in the specific 
context of dependent countries such as Tibet. In other words, the Son of 
Heaven reigned but did not directly rule Tibet. The actual act of ruling was 
always done by or through the indigenous instruments of indirect rule. The 
rule of the Dalai Lamas was a classic case of indirect rule by the Middle 
Kingdom, not unlike that of the Sakya Lamas. 

The V Dalai Lama's Beijing visit of 1653 signified the Qing China's 
recognition of the Gelugpa regime in Lhasa, following the Mongol Khan's 
acclamation and recognition much earlier. Such occasions were characterized 
by complex layers of what, today, we call "protocols" that signified the 
hierarchy of authority relations and the relative distribution of power 
among the Chinese, the Tibetan and the Mongol dignitaries. In the context 
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of such a religio-political hierarchy characterizing authority relations, i t  
be inaccurate to  describe the power of  the Dalai Lama as 

usovereign" in any absolute sense. For even the power of the emperor, 
in theory, was subject to the Mandate of Heaven. The occasion defined the 
relative sovereignty of the Dalai Lama in relation to Buddhist Tibet and 
Mongol converts,ls but not unfortunately in relation to  the Emperor, 
relation to the Emperor, the Dalai Lama's position and power may be 
described as symbolically, subtly and delicately "near equal" to the former. 
For example, the V Dalai Lama recalls and records in his autobiography 
vividly his meeting with the Emperor: 

The Emperor sat on top of a wooden stool, which was on top of the 
Throne, which was as high as a man's waist. I sat on a seat, which was 
a little lower than the Emperor's Throne and which was situated not 
far from one whole fathom's length from the Emperor's Throne. 
When tea arrived, although he asked me to drink before he did, 
1 submitted that was not proper, and be granted that we drink at the 
same time. Such and other showing of (mutual) respect we did very 
much.16 

Note that: (a )  the Lama sat on a seat "a little lower" than the Emperor's; 
(b)  that the former requested the latter to  start tea, but Lama submitted that 
it was not proper to do  so; and finally (c) that both sides showed "mutual 
respect" to each other. Such a relationship of symbolic subordination with 
mutual respect characterized the Emperor's subsequent "edicts" and the 
Dalai Lama's  memorial^".^' 

But the unique aspect of this Manchu Emperor-Dalai Lama relationship 
was that the Lama did not have to  kowtow before the Emperor normally a 
requirement for any 'foreign' dignitary desiring to  have an audience with 
the Emperor. Again in the Dalai Lama's own words: 

From this spot, when I had covered the distance covered by 4 arrow- 
lengths, I dismounted from my horse. The Emperor descended from 
his Throne and advanced for a distance of 10 fathoms (gzu-dom). He 
seized my hand with his hand. An interpreter was installed, and he 
(the Emperor) enquired after health.2H 

What is interesting in this passage is that: ( a )  the Emperor descended from 
his throne and advanced about ten steps to meet the Lama; (b)  the Emperor 
shook hands with the Lama and there was no kowtow; (c) the whole 
ceremony symbolizes mutual respect, especially evident in the Lama 
dismounting from his horse and walking to meet the Emperor, and the latter 
descending from his throne and walking towards the Dalai Lama to meet 
and shake hands. Again, we note that, it was not absolute equality. The 
Dalai Lama dismounted "a little earlier" and covered a "little larger" 
distance than the Emperor. But in the religious domain, the Larna sat on a 
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higher throne than the Emperor, as Khubilai Khan defined and drew this 
distinction in the case of Phagpa l.ama.2Y Changkya Rolpai Ilorje, the 
Gelugpa hierarch who was imperial guru to Emperor Qianlong followed 
this procedure when he initiated the emperor to Cakrasamvara Tantra. 

The Qing Emperor-Dalai Lama relations were perceived differently by 
the different actors involved. The Emperor and Manchu officials showed 
more sincere or deeper reverence to the Dalai Lama than Han mandarins 
who viewed the Lama as being politically subordinate to the Emperor and 
quite coldly wished to use the Lama, as usual, as an instrument of indirect 
rule in Tibet.31 To the Tibetan lamas, as to the Emperor and his Manchu 
officials, the relations were, first and foremost, of a religious nature and 
secondarily, of a politico-military nature, namely chos-yon hyin-bdag. 
What the Dalai Lama was looking for was Qing patronage of his sect and 
protection of his non-coercive regime, as it was with the Mongols. That is 
why I have presented the Tibetan perception of this relationship as a 
continuation from Khubilai Khan to Altan Khan, from Altan to Gushri, 
from Gushri to Manchu Emperor. This relationship has three aspects: 
"Worshipped and Worshipper, Patronized and Patron, Protected and 
Protector. "32 

This might have been the expectation at the outset, but once the 
"Worshipper", the "Patron" and the "Protector" stepped into the shoes of 
the imperial state power structure, the Mongol warriors became Yuan 
Emperors and the Manchus, Qing Emperors. In this process, both the 
Mongols and the Manchus become sinicized and imperialized, placing 
greater stress on the political rather than the religious aspects of the 
relationship, and the pious beginnings were lost. This, however, does not 
mean that most of the emperors gave up their faith in or bias for Tibetan 
Buddhism. The most expansionist Qing Emperor Qianlong, for example, 
showed as enormous interest in the study and practice of sutra and tantra of 
the Gelugpa tradition.33 Thus, on the whole, the Buddhist legacy and 
impact, from 1260 to  191 1, was felt more by Yuan and Qing dynasties but 
no less by the Song and Ming dynasties. In particular, the influence was 
there in Chinese relations with Buddhist Tibet till the Communist 
Revolution in 1949. 

The external relations of Buddhist Tibet as a catholic transnational actor 
were not limited to a bilateral relationship with China. Until the nineteenth 
century, a t  least, a triangular relationship existed, including China, Tibet and 
M ~ n g o l i a . ~ ~  Thus, Buddhist converts in Central Asia (mostly Mongols) 
inevitably figured in Tibet's medieval history along with Chinese emperors, 
as mediators, subjects and objects of history. First, the Lamas sought to 
establish relations with Mongol warriors essentially for the purpose of 
military "protection". Secondly, it was such Central Asian warriors-turned- 
cakravartin who, guided and inspired by charismatic Tibetan lamas, 
conquered China and created the Yuan and Qing empires. In this circuitous 
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way Tibet became part of China through its Mongol connection. And for 
China, its Buddhist policy was derived not only from Tibet but also from 
various Mongol tribes in Qinghai, Inner and Outer Mongolia. 

~t appears that after Chingghis Khan's death, Mongol national unity 
began to fragment into various tribes, each of whom struggled for 
supremacy. Out  of such frequent intra-Mongol struggles emerged the rise 
of the Eastern Mongols whom Tibetans call HOY and who desperately tried 
to  recreate the Khubilai Khan's Chinese empire. That is why the ZungharS, 
the major Eastern Mongol tribe, posed the greatest threat to  the imperial 
security of Qing China until the late eighteenth century; it is also why the 
Zunghars intervened in (invaded) Tibet and why a Tibetanized Her 
chieftain, Dga-lden, rebelled against Qing Emperor, having considerable 
consequences for the territorial integrity of Eastern Tibet, as we shall show. 

Zunghars were not merely Buddhists; they were Tibetanized Mongols 
and Gelugpa fundamentali~ts. '~ These intimate relations and close spiritual 
bondage brought the Dalai Lama and his sect into a closer and more 
passionate involvement with the Zunghars. The  Gelugpa-Zunghar 
identification and affinity, if not alliance, had unintended consequences 
on the internal independence and territorial integrity of Tibet. Following 
the Zunghar invasion, the Qing court intervened militarily in Tibet and, in 
1721, removed the indigenous civil government that had existed in Lhasa 
since the V Dalai Lama's rule. The office of sde-srid was replaced by a 
council of ministers (bka-bshag). This council was to  govern Tibet under 
the close supervision of the Chinese garrison commander stationed in 
Lhasa, who frequently interfered with Kashag decisions, especially when 
Chinese interests were involved.j6 

Secondly, over a period of six years (1690-96) the Qing waged a 
campaign against Dga-lden, a Tibetanized Qosot Mongol living near Amdo 
who was a Gelugpa convert and closely allied with the then Tibetan ruling 
class, and annexed the valley of the Ta-tung and Hsi-ning rivers, and 
established a "legal foothold" - if one might use such a term - in Tibet 
(1694). In 1696 China "annexed Ta-chien-lu" (Tibetan: Dar-tse-mdo) to 
the Manchu empire.j7 This was the beginning of a gradual Chinese nibbling 
of Eastern Tibet territory (Amdo and Kham) which culminated with the 
Communist incorporation of Amdo and large parts of Kham into the 
neighbouring Chinese provinces of Qinghai, Gansu, Yunnan and Sichuan. 

This raises a series of intriguing questions. Was the initial territorial 
annexation a result of objective dialectics of escalating campaigns against 
Galden? O r  was it a conscious plan of annexation? These questions are 
compounded by the fact that there is some evidence to  indicate that all 
Imperial China wanted was peace on the border areas38 and when these 
border areas were disturbed, as by the Zunghars in general and Dga-ldan 
(and by association the Geluga regime) in particular, China responded with 
the use of force. 
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What was the territorial extent of Tibet during the Gelugpa rcgrme? And 
what was the politicalllegal status of Tibet vis-a-vrs C;hlna? Accordrng to 
Tibetan sources, Tibet, which was offeredldonated to the V Dalai Lama by 
(iurshri Khan in 1642, included almost the entire Tibetan plateau "from 
Tachienlu in the east up to the Ladakh border in the west", a claim 
implicitly supported by Zehiruddin Ahmad's account of early (lhrnese 
annexation of Eastern Tibet which we have lust described. Thrs constrtuted 
U-Tsang, Ngari and K l ~ a m . ~ ~  However, Tibetan sources are silent on Amdo, 
which, being located in the Kokonor Region, might have k e n  directly 
controlled by the Qosot Mongol  chieftain^.^^' 

The idea of offering or donating a territory conquered by a Mongol 
Khan to a Tibetan Lama implies that the Lama has theoretical ownersh~p 
over that conquered territory, which also happens to be the Lama's country. 
It also implies that the Khan who conquered and then offered the country to 
a ruling Lama still retained a moral responsibility for protecting and 
defending that territory. Thus, the Khan retained a continued role within 
the lamaist political system, as the protector of the Lama and his country, 
even after the conquest. This was true of both Sakya and Gelugpa cases. In 
other words, this was the Mongol warrior's honourable way of ind~rect 
rule. 

At the same time some of the Dalai Lamas such as Vth and XlIlth and 
their officials showed a surprising degree of territoriality; they seemed to 
have had definite ideas of Tibet's territory and its boundaries. In 1648 the 
V Dalai Lama sent two Tibetan officials to Tachienlu, Chakla, Gyarong, 
Bah, Lithang, Jun, Gyalthang, Mili, Dan, Gakhok, Lingtsang, Lhathok and 
Nangchen, all in eastern Kham, to take a census of the Khampa population 
and to collect taxes - a clear statement of territorial o ~ n e r s h i p . ~ ~  

During the period 1659-73, there were much coming and going "of 
embassies between Lhasa and Peking to settle border issues".42 Such 
missions were concerned with "the arrival of Ch'ing at  the southeastern and 
eastern borders of Tibet, just as the conquest of Kansu in 1645 had marked 
the arrival of the Ch'ing at  the north-eastern borders of Tibet".4"herefore, 
it appears that the Chinese authorities, from the early eighteenth century 
onwards, nursed secret ambitions of gradually nibbling away at Tibetan 
territory in Kham and Amdo. This became clear when the Tibetan ruler 
Gyurme Namgyal (1747-SO), son and successor of Polha-nas, petitioned 
the Emperor for his permission to send some Gelugpa lamas from Lhasa to  
"those parts of Tibet which had been taken under direct Chinese 
administration during the K'ang-hsi period".44 This aroused enormous 
Chinese suspicion and they resolutely opposed Gyurme Namgyal. This 
petition with nationalistic overtones cost him his political life. The incident 
indicates that the Chinese not only progressively took Tibetan territories in 
Kham but also strongly opposed any Lhasa attempt to regain those "lost'' 
territories. 
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However, the Qing dynasty was less interested in Tibet's borders with its 
South AsianIHin~alayan neighbours. All the pre-1950 treaties/conventions1 
agreements concerning the Tibeto-IndianJSino-Indian boundary were 
negotiated and signed between the XI11 Dalai Lama's government and the 
British (or with the Himalayan states concerned), except the SineIndian 
agreement of 1890 on the Sikkim-Tibet border. Tibetan authorities 
negotiated and signed all these border treaties, with the full knowledge 
and sanction of the A r n b a n ~ , ~ h h e  Qing imperial Resident in Lhasa. 

Finally, what was the external status of the Dalai Lama's Tibet, 
particularly in relation to  its Chinese, Mongolian and South Asian 
neighbours? There are several difficulties with any attempt to define the 
status using more precise modern legal concepts like "sovereign" and 
"suzerain", which may at best be approximate European equivalents to the 
strange complexity of chos-yon byin-bdag. In the latter case, we 
encountered above the problems of singling out or prioritizing of religious 
and political motives. Nor do we find a permanent sense of order; the sense 
of hierarchy changes from situation to situation. It may, therefore, be more 
useful to describe the significances, degrees and structures of imperial 
domination in Tibet than to define the status in terms of water-tight legal 
concepts. The intention is not to  pronounce judgement; it is more to 
promote understanding so that both parties and their respective supporters 
might have a clear idea of the problem(s) involved. And hopefully, finally, 
justice will prevail. 

Professor Zehiruddin Ahmad, who specializes in seventeenth-century 
Sino-Tibetan relations, sums up Tibet's status during that period as "the 
creation of a sovereign State of Tibet, under the sovereignty of the Dalai 
Lama".46 Such a description, although somewhat exaggerated, may be 
partly true in the sense that during the greater part of the seventeenth 
century, the Dalai Lamas had a closer relationship with the Mongol Khans 
(over whom the Lamas enjoyed spiritual sovereignty) than with the Chinese 
emperors. Moreover, this was the period of the Great V Dalai Lama who, 
according to most accounts, enjoyed a high degree of independence. 

Professor Luciano Petech, who wrote a definitive history of Sino-Tibetan 
relations in eighteenth century, terms Tibet's status during this time as a 
Chinese "protectorate".47 This may be a fairly value-neutral description of 
Tibet's status during the eighteenth century, which witnessed increasing 
Chinese intervention in Tibet in response to the Zunghar invasion of 1717 
and the civil war of 1727-28. 

However, there is some scholarly consensus, that we could objectively 
use as a fairly correct term to describe Tibet's actual status the phrase: "a 
separate country"48 in a concrete territorial and administrative sense. Petech 
uses it f r e q ~ e n t l y ; ~ ~  and Ahmad often.50 This is fairly close to  the realities of 
a pre-nation-state stage in which traditional Tibet found itself until 1950 due 
to the failure of its ruling class, both lama and lay, to modernize the country. 



Indigenous instruments of Indirect Rule 

Table 6.1 Tibet and Indo-China border disputes 

Sector Western Middle Eastern 

Name Aksaichin 

Dispute 24,000 sq. km. 
Area 

Treaty Ladakh-Tibet treaty 
of 1684 

Maharaja Culab 
Singh-Tibet treaty of 
1842 

Position lndian position: part 
of Ladakh since 
tenth century. Some 
Ladakhi and 
Kashmiri records. 
Chinese position: Part 
of Xinjiang and 
Ngari (Tibet). No 
Tibetan records on 
greater part of Aksai 
Chin may be some 
Chinese since 
nineteenth century 

(a) Bara Hott (Carhwal) 
(b) Sikkim-Tibet border 

320 sq. km 

(a) Discussion between 
lndian Collector of Carhwal 
and Tibetan officials on 
5-7 September 1890; also 
discussions between 
Tibetan Prime Minister 
and the Political Officer 
of Sikkim on 10 July 191 4 
confirmed U.P.-Tibet 
border along Tunjun La, 
Mahri La, Shalshal and 
Balchandhura passes. 
(b) Sin-Indian agreement 
of 1890 and Lhasa 
Convention of 1904. 

lndian position: Traditional 
boundary confirmed by 
1954 Treaty (Panchsheel) 
in which six border passes 
mentioned. 
Chinese position: Part of 
Tibet and therefore part of 
China. Tibetan records. 

--  

Tibet-Arunachal Border 
(Monpa Areas) 

51,200 sq. km 

Simla Convention of 
191 4 (India, China 
Tibet): China initialled, 
but did not rectify. India 
and Tibet signed 
including the McMahon 
Line. 

lndian position: ( i )  Except 
in Tawang area, no 
Chinese or Tibetan 
evidence of 
administration. (ii) Simla 
Convention of 191 4. 
Chinese position: Names 
of rivers, passes and 
other places in Tibetan. 
Some Tibetan records on 
Buddhist areas of 
Arunachal Pradesh 
(Monpas). 

Source: British, lndian and Tibetan Records. 

In such a traditional state of affairs, what mattered to the people at large 
was their land which was the economic basis of their existence and their 
habitat. Although who ruled over them also mattered, as I shall explain. The 
image of "country" captures the two concrete senses of territoriality and 
administration. Concepts like "sovereignty" and "independent", so often 
associated with the nation-state, are too modern to describe pre-1950 
traditional Tibet's relations with Qing China, Buddhist Mongolia and the 
Himalayan States. The folk notion of phayulllungpa (country) presupposes 
territorial ownership over one's country which is ruled by a ruler and a 
ruling class who share the same values and similar ethnicity, culture, 
language, etc. with the ruled. During the period under discussion, it has been 
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a line of Dalai Lamas who enjoyed religious hegemony over the majority of 

the Tibetan population, and upon whom the people reposed their unwrinen 
mandate. That is why the Gelugpa-lamaist polity lasted for 308 years, the 
longest period of rule in recorded Tibetan history. 

The type of lamaist polity, first created by the V Dalai Lama with Gushri 
Khan's armed help, remained an ideal Gelugpa model of government, even 
though its actual operation was by no means constant throughout the 300 
years. It was characterized by a high degree of decentralization and even of 
distancing the autonomous units that supposedly composed the government, 
Its fundamental problem was a lack of cordination between the three 
components: the Dalai Lama, the Khan (King) and the Desid (sde-srid). 

Ideally, this should have created a typical pyramidal power structure 
with the Dalai Lama at the top of the pyramid, and with the Mongol Khan 
and the Desid at  either end of the base, which should have operated as a 
triumvirate rule with the Dalai Lama presiding or supervising. But, with 
a characteristic Tibetan lack of institutionalization, the three components 
rarely agreed with each other on vital issues, and were poorly coordinated, 
especially when the "Defence Minister" (the Khan) preferred to roam 
around the pastures of Dam, away from the Lama or  when the Dalai Lama 
was still a minor (i.e. under eighteen years of age). 

The rationale for this triangular political structure (or triumvirate rule), 
seen from the Gelugpa point of view, was as follows: the Dalai Lama, as the 
Buddhisattva ruler, unlike a King or Prime Minister, should not directly 
concern himself with such mundane and secular questions as administrative 
and military matters, which he should delegate to  others. As a Buddhist 
pope, he reigns through his legitimation of the actual ruling which he 
delegates to others. This makes the High Lama an ideal instrument of 
indirect rule in Tibet. If the Dalai Lama engages in politics and begins to 
directly rule the Tibetan people, it will go against the principles of indirect 
rule, as seen from the Chinese point of view. 

In Gelugpa political theory, the Dalai Lama occupies a supreme spiritual 
and political place in their political system. His function is essentially to 
legitimate and morally support the government he presides over. But since 
his spiritual constituency is not confined or limited to  Tibet, his powerful 
influence extends beyond the Tibetan borders, to the Mongol and Manchu 
world as well as to the cis-Himalayas. This factor, even i f  it is not a religious 
reason, has traditionally compelled the Chinese emperors to respect the 
person and institution of the Dalai Lama. Thus, the Emperor and his 
ambans took great care not to disrespect the V and VII Dalai ~ a m a . ~ '  In 
short, Tibetans worshipped the Dalai Lama as did the Mongol and Manchu 
Khans; and Chinese emperors and mandarins generally respected the Lama, 
as a matter of policy, if not of faith. These ~ o w e r f u l  factors sustained the 
Dalai Lama as a fairly permanent institution in the Gelugpa political 
system, sometimes having real power but always enjoying moral authority 
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and legitimative functions, not only in Tibet but also in China, Mongolia 
and Zungharia. 

Next in the hierarchy of the Gelugpa political system as it operated during 
the V Dalai Lama's rule was the Mongol warriorIKhan whom the Lama 
called Bstan-zin chos-rgyal - the defender of the faith and Dharmaraja. As 
we might recall in both the Gelugpa and Sakya cases, it was the Mongol 
warrior who put the Lama in power in Tibet. Partly a reflection of the lamas' 
gyatitude for "defending the faith" and partly because they perceived a 
continuing need for a "protector", the early Dalai Lamas placed the Khan 
within the Tibetan political system with specific functions. The function of 
the Khans such as Gushri Khan and Lajang Khan was essentially military in 
nature; to "protect" the Dalai Lama and his country as well as "to defend 
the Gelugpa faith" from the "enemies of the faithn (bstan-dgra). In other 
words, the Khan was the Dalai Lama's military protector. 

Now why this defence minister had to be a non-Tibetan (Mongol) has as 
much to do with Buddhist philosophy as with the early trajectories of 
lamaist history. As a Buddhisattva ruler (not as Dharmaraja or Cakravartin, 
titles which the Lamas usually preferred to give to Mongol, Manchu or 
Chinese rulers), the Dalai Lama has no philosophical or theological sanction 
to use direct force on a public scale to defend either himself or his regime. As 
a matter of faith, the Lama indirectly and informally entrusted the Mongol 
warrior with this "evil", but necessary, task of ensuring his safety, the 
security of his regime and of his country. In this way the Lama is absolved 
from the "sin" or charge of committing or sanctioning violence. This might 
sound hypocritical to  the modern reader, but it is the Lama's way of 
suggesting that he is, by nature and philosophy, non-violent as a 
Buddhisattva while, as a ruler, he sees the necessity of occasional force to 
defend the "holy" regime. This is analogous to the Tibetan Buddhists who 
eat meat provided someone else has butchered the poor animal. It reveals a 
definite dislike for violence but also a strong survival instinct. 

The role of the Khans was particularly crucial and visible during the early 
formative stages of the lamaist regime after which they remained in the 
political background. However, military dependence on an external power 
(or foreign person) constitutes a fundamental and inherent weakness in the 
lamaist regime, particularly as it is a dependence without which the 
non-coercive lamaist regime could not survive. This weakness became more 
serious with the decrease in the power of the traditional lamaist protector, the 
Mongols, and the penetration of Asian countries by Western imperial powers. 

The role of the Desid had been a much more pervasive and somewhat 
permanent institution in the history of lamaist regimes. This title, to all 
intents and purposes, means "Chief Administrator" or "Chief Minister", 
and the office holder could exercise, as a matter of routine, considerable 
executive power. This was particularly true during the eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries. During the V Dalai Lama's old age and the VI Dalai 
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Lama's minority, Desid Sangye Gyatso "gathered all power in his hands and 
made his office the actual head of the State, practically uncontrolled and 
acting quite on his own authority even in matters of foreign policy" 
Similarly, other Tibetan lay rulers functioning in a basically sde-srjd 
capacity, virtually ruled Tibet, as Petech remarks: 

P'o-lha-nas and after him Gyur-med-rnam-rgyal exercised their power 
in their own name and authority, without reference to the Dalai Lama. 
The Chinese supervision was merely nominal, it was non-existent in 
internal affairs and limited itself to the control of external affairs.52 

As in the case of chos-rgyal, the origins and the necessity of a Desid in the 
Gelugpa political system follow the same lamaist logic. The Dalai Lama as 
a Buddhisattva, was expected to devote himself to the study and practice of 
Dharma, and had neither the time nor the inclination to directly administer 
his realm. This administrative task was delegated and relegated to a Desid, 
And in the process of daily administration, the Desid acquired considerable 
executive power, sometimes usurping the power and prerogatives of a 
Dalai Lama. 

I have depicted the Gelugpa political system in an ideal-type fashion, 
stressing its constitutive components and their respective or relative 
functions within the system. In practice, as in history, the triangular 
system's efficacy depended on the relative strength of character of the 
triumvirate personalities as well as on the general situation at home and in 
neighbouring territories. The 111, V, VIII, XI11 and XIV Dalai Lamas have 
excelled in holding power in their hands and keeping the country together. 
The greatest danger to the institution of Dalai Lamas was not necessarily 
been either non-Gelugpa or external until modern times: it tended to be 
internal intrigues. In particular, since Regency rule is valid only until the 
Dalai Lama attains majority (eighteen years), the Regent has attempted to 
kill the minor Lama in order to perpetuate his own (Regent's) power.53 

If a strong amban (the title which replaced the Khan in 1711) coupled 
with a domestic or external crisis situation, coincided with a weak or minor 
Dalai Lama, Imperial China tended to take stronger measures, and to 
interfere more than usual in the internal affairs of Tibet. This was what 
happened to Tibet during the Zunghar invasion and the Gorkha wars. In 
each of these incidents Qing China intervened and introduced radical 
reforms in the Gelugpa political system. Following the Zunghar invasion of 
1717, Qing Emperor Kangxi set up in 1728 an imperial Resident Office in 
Lhasa called arnhanss4 who remained in the Tibetan capital until 1912. 
At the same time the powerful one-man office of sde-srid was replaced in 
1721 by a council of ministers called bka-bshag which continued to 
function in Lhasa until 1959; and which today is in exile. The stationing of 
two ambans with their Chinese garrison in Lhasa since 1728 is significant. 
I t  demonstrated that Manchu China had, for all practical purposes, 
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replaced the role and function of the Mongol protector (Khan) of the 
lamaist regime, showing that the non-coercive regime could not function 
without military dependency on an external power. Thus, the &lugpa 
regime moved from one dependency to another. 

What has remained a fairly constant factor in the long period of Gelugpa 
history is the institution of the Dalai Lama, sometimes as a real power but 

as a moral and legitimative authority (ngag-dwan). While there have 
been changes within the political system, I feel, based on this analysis, that 
the Dalai Lama headed a pyramidal political structure which produced, at  
its most successful, a structural triumvirate rule which remained basically 
unchanged in its components. What, however, did change over time, and 
especially in modern times, was the non-Tibetan component of the system, 
namely the protector, who historically has been an external power - 
Mongol, Manchu, Chinese, Russian, British, Indian, US, etc.js In a 
theoretical sense, it was the absence of a devoted/committed "protector* 
- like the Mongol warriors in medieval times - that caused the collapse of 
the non-coercive holy regime by the mid-twentieth century. 

The way in which Qing China gradually increased its control over Tibet 
was subtle and gradual, a process similar to  the Chinese erosion of Eastern 
Tibetan territories. Beijing took advantage of crisis situations in Tibet with 
which the non-coercive regime was unable to cope, and opportunely 
intervened each time. O n  such pretexts or in such contexts, China increased 
its control over the Gelugpa regime; it was not a direct Chinese conquest 
that resulted in the establishment of Chinese "protectorateship" (Petech) or  
"sovereignty" (Li). In this gradual process, we can observe roughly three 
stages. First, during the V Dalai Lama's rule, when the Gelugpa regime first 
began its relations with China, Sino-Tibetan relations were characterized 
by near-equality and mutual respect. There was no imperial resident 
(amban) in Lhasa, and the Lama communicated more or less directly with 
the Qing Emperor. During this period the Lama may be said to have been 
subordinate t o  the Emperor in a very subtle and symbolic manner; but there 
was no Chinese interference in internal or even external affairs. 

All this changed with the Zunghar invasion of 1717. Then, after 1721, 
the Manchu commander of the Chinese garrison stationed in Lhasa often 
interfered with the Kashag's decisions when Chinese interests were directly 
concerned and the emperor confirmed or approved the appointment of 
Tibetan ministers." But still Tibet enjoyed considerable internal indepen- 
dence. The Tibetan Ministers were subordinate to  the Dalai Lama and 
conducted "the government of Tibet in agreement with the ambans". 
The latter's functions were threefold: the drafting and forwarding of 
Tibetan memorials to  the Throne; they were in charge of the Chinese 
garrison in Lhasa; and supervision of mail stages." However, over a period 
of 184 years, the amban's status changed from consultative to  supervisory 
and finally to  commanding official in Lhasa. 
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But following the Gurkha invasion of 1788, China established a much 
stricter form of indirect rule in Lhasa. The ambans, one posted in Lhasa and 
the other at  Shigatse, were given the same rank as the Dalai and Panchen 
Lamas. These two high-ranking Lamas were denied the traditional privilege 
to communicate with the Emperor directly; they could do so only through 
the ambans. All important appointments of Tibetan ministers and other 
high-ranking officials were made by the Dalai and Panchen Lamas "in 
conjunction" with the ambans. The latter also controlled Tibet's relations 
with Nepal, Bhutan and S ~ k k i r n . ~ ~  

Perhaps the most damaging departure from traditional practice was the 
Emperor's 1792 order that reincarnations of the Dalai and Panchen Lamas 
were to  be selected by drawing lots should there be more than one 
claimant.j9 This loss of authority in the most critical sector of its political 
structure - the institution of the Dalai Lama - shows how much the lamaist 
regime had lost its power. This fall occurred because of the non-coercive 
nature of the regime and its military inadequacy which was incapable of 
coping with external invasions and internal rebellions, the level of which 
had increased with modern times. Each time Imperial China intervened on 
behalf of the Dalai Lama, it took more power from the Tibetan authorities. 
But still China chose to  rule Tibet indirectly through the medium of 
indigenous charismatic institutions like that of the Dalai Lama and through 
the medium of an indigenous ruling class, both lama and lay,60 because 
Chinese had discovered indirect rule to be more effective and less costly in 
military and economic terms. And finally during the period 19 12-1 950, 
when the XI11 and XIV Dalai Lama were ruling, Tibet was, according to 
international lawyers, de facto i nde~enden t .~ '  Indeed, during this period 
Tibet did enjoy a high degree of internal and even external independence to 
a lesser extent, due, largely, to the fact China during this period was weak 
and divided. 

There is a strange ~ a r a d o x  in Gelugpa history. It began with the relative 
sovereignty, grandeur and glory of the V Dalai Lama, and ended with such 
degradation and defeat by the mid-twentieth century. Unlike the previous 
lamaist regime, the Sakyapa, whose top hierarch had to  reside permanently 
in Beijing, the Dalai Lamas stayed in Lhasa and sent one of the Gelugpa 
lamas to Beijing to act as representative and imperial chaplain. Indeed the 
Gelugpa regime began with a much greater degree of internal independence 
vis-a-vis China than the Sakya regime ever had. However, it managed to 
establish a kind of Buddhist transnational ideocracy in which other 
Buddhist states like Bhutan, Sikkim, Ladakh, Mongolia and Zungharia 
were subordinate in religious terms and were therefore indirectly 
subordinate politically to  the Asian Buddhist vatican, ~ h a s a . ~ ~  Yet from 
the early eighteenth century onwards, the Gelugpa regime found itself 
progressively losing its internal independence and freedom of action to an 
extent that no Yuan Emperor had ever subjected the Sakya regime. 
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~ 0 t h  the regimes were similar in their non-coercive character and in their 
dependent relationship with Imperial China. The main reason concerned 
the radical change in the international environment. When the Sakya Idamas 
were indirectly ruling Tibet, the Mongols were the superpower and no 
lesser powers dared to threaten Tibet. But by the time the Dalai Lamas 
came to power and began their long rule, they found the outside world 
more complex and unstable. It was no longer the unipolar world of the 
Mongol empire but almost a multipolar world in which the Zunghar, 
the Gorkha and finally the British powers threatened the otherwise stable 
Sino-Tibetan order in Inner Asia. The Gelugpa regime faced more than its 
share of internal disturbances such as the civil wars of 1603-21 and of 
1727-28, Nyarong Rebellion of 1864; and five invasions - the Zunghar 
invasion of 1717, three Gorkha invasions (1 788, 1791 and 1855), the 
Dogra invasion of 1841, the British Indian armed expedition of 1904 and 
Chao Erh-feng's military campaign of 1906-8. These crises tested the limits 
of a non-coercive regime, especially a lamaist type of government based on 
not using organized force as a matter of principle and policy. This military 
inadequacy led to increasing military dependency on Imperial China and a 
progressive decrease in Tibet's internal independence. 

Finally, a few remarks on the nature of lamaist polity (chos-srid gnyis- 
ldan) and lamaist politics (bstanpa chub-srid). While trying to conceptualize 
the Gelugpa regime, we cannot fail to essentialize the centrality and 
constancy of the institution of the Dalai Lama within the political system, 
as a Buddhisattva ruler. His non-violent philosophy determined the non- 
coercive character of his regime. But his unparalleled yet institutionalized 
charisma provided a most enduring legitimation to the regime which 
explains why it lasted for more than 300 years, despite heavy external and 
internal odds. In the ultimate analysis, the lamaist non-coercive regime 
which might appeal to Tibetan lamas and others, may not only be a 
contradiction in terms; it is also anachronistic in the modern international 
system. The secret of Gelugpa power, despite their non-coercive regime, for 
more than 300 years resided in this combination; the Mongol military force 
transformed the Dalai Lama's charismatic influence into power. 

The concept of Lama rulers (Buddhisattva rulers) and non-coercive lamaist 
regimes are really Tibet-Mongol inventions for which we do not find any indic 
precedence. If the Tibetans origynally opted for the concept of Dhamaraja or 
C a k r a ~ a r t i n , ~ ~  their ruler could have combined all the vital functions of the 
State such as military and administrative affairs. But the concept and practice of 
a Buddhisattva ruler cannot create a state; for to do so would be not only to 
self-contradict but also to self-negate. He could only muddle through a 
non-coercive regime that promotes the welfare of the monastic community and 
fails miserably in the defence of his country. This conclusion is not only deduced 
from Buddhist theory; it is empirically borne out by the tragic trajectory of 
Tibetan history, as I have tried to analyse and show here. 



Chapter 7 

The Rise of the Han Nation and 
the End of Indirect Rule: 

The Consequences of 
Non-Change in Tibet 

We have raced through nearly two thousand years of Sino-Tibetan 
relations, from the earliest beginnings to  the present with a focus on 
historical change. The significance, the structure and the function of Sino- 
Tibetan relationships have changed over time; and it is through the 
changing patterns of Sino-Tibetan relations that we can unearth general 
patterns which will be above a partisan point of view. Such an academic 
exercise might shed light on contemporary issues in Sino-Tibetan dialogue 
as well as discern possible future structures for conflict resolution in Tibet.' 

While pursuing this study, I have kept in mind the following guiding 
questions: ( a )  whether or not points of reference have changed; (b) how 
authority relations have been worked out; (c)  how relations have been 
maintained; and (d)  how tensions or conflicts have been resolved. Each of 
these questions has been analysed against the larger historical background 
of Imperial China and Inner Asia, stressing, in particular, the turning points 
in Sino-Tibetan history and the enduring structures of authority relations. 
In order to  do  this, I pursue regime changes in China and Tibet, and 
critically examine whether their policies towards each other persisting or 
changing. Such an analysis suggests two tentative generalizations. 

Confucian China, by culture if not by nature, does not appear to be 
either expansionist or imperialist. However, there is a deeply internalized 
sense of territoriality which necessitates boundary-building and boundary- 
maintenance of what was initially ancestor-worship sanctified territory.' In 
other words, what the typical Confucian monarch and his council of 
mandarins wanted was peace and security along their well-defined 
boundaries that marked off Confucian China from Central Asia. And 
when threats to  their ancestor-worship sanctified territory were perceived 
and border peace was disturbed, they tended to  use force and engage in war 
which resulted in limited expansionism. In particular, the Mongols. 
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Tibetans and Turks were constant sources of threat to  the border vcurity 
and peace of sedentary Confucian China3 until the nineteenth century when 

Western weapons made Central Asian horse-driven fighting power 
obsolete. This latter revolution changed the Chinese threat perceptions, but 
it neither altered nor eliminated boundary consciousness. j u e f o r c  .-- - 
boundary-maintenance and boundary consciousness that appear to be the 
-._ _ _--- 
&namlcsof: !he Chinese .- - search ..,. ,.- for c"L.cwarry,- new front~ers and t e n a n c y  -i;r 
exeonism -- l r  rather than i m p e x i s m  per re, unlit;, for exarnpl=$ 
imperiaKm. An ancient Han  scholar, Wangfu, emphasized the imperatives 
of boundary-maintenance for China in 110 AD. 

- 

No country can exist without frontiers. A country without frontiers is 
a country that has perished. Therefore, i f  Liang-chou were to  be lost, 
then the metropolitan area would become the frontier; i f  the 
metropolitan area were to  be lost, then Hung-nung would become 
the frontier; if Hung-nung were to  be lost, then Lo-yang would become 
the frontier. If we were to take this to  its conclusion, even were we to 
withdraw to  the eastern seaboard, there should still be a f r ~ n t i e r . ~  

As we might recall, in the eighth century when the Tibetan warrior kings 
(btsan) began to  take over Tarim Basin countries which - at the time 
constituted a buffer zone between Confucian China and Bon Tibet - the 
Tang dynasty engaged in numerous battles against the Tibetan army. By 
analogy in the modern period, if it is not stretching it too far, I believe it was 
this same strong and urgent u e  of threat to m e  security from So . . uth 
Asia that led to  Chao Erh-fPlnP'. 1 9 0 4 - m t h e  
People's ~ i b e r a t ~ o n  

A .  

t in I a S t r a t e g i c a l l y  located 
Tibet does continue to  constitute a security dilemma for both China and 
India today. How else can we explain the total absence of Chinese 
intervention during the post-tsan (842-1247) and post-Sakva periods 
(1337-1540) when Tibet did not constitute a threat to  Chinese security? 
Therefore, it appears to  me that the outright invasion and occupation of 
Tibet ("liberation") in 1950 was largely caused by the security dilemma that 
the Maoists perceived in Tibet, and it was reinforced by Maoist mission. 

The imperial idea and indeed the praxis of imperialism appear to  have 
been the militaristic Mongol gift to  the essentially sedentary Confucian 
culture from the thirteenth century onwards. Before that Han, Tang and 
Song China did have a transnational Confucian ideocracv in which 
Confucian culture states such as Korea, Japan. Annam, etc. did participate, 
but this did not strictly constitute an empire, in the sense that non-Confucian 
culture areas and non-Han peoples were included in it. The empire was the 
political achievement of the Yuan dynasty; it was the Mongol emperors 
who transformed the Confucian ideocracy into a multinational empire. 
Tibet was a part of this larger historical process, even though it was made a 
special category through imperial favour to  Buddhist Tibet. 
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However, from 1260 to 1950, there was no attempt at outright conquest 
or semi-permanent military occupation or even direct rule; it was always a 
case of indirect rule mediated through the acclaimed indigenous instruments 
of indirect rule. This was for the following reasons. First, the tried and 
tested Confucian practical wisdom had been indirect rule, even in the cares 
of member states of the Confucian ideocracy who shared several cultural 
and economic commonalties with, but were situated away from, the Middle 
Kingdom. This prudent and pragmatic precedent was followed by the Yuan 
dynasty onwards up to the Qing dynasty, with exceptional favour being 
shown towards Buddhist Tibet. This imperial favour came to constitute 
what I have called the "Buddhist factor" in Sino-barbarian relations, on 
which I have frequently commented in the course of this study. Briefly 
stated, the Grand Lamas of Tibet came to exercise enormous influence not 
only among the Tibetans but also among the Mongols, the Manchurians, 
the cis-Himalaya peoples, etc. Charismatic Lamas of wide influence had 
been found, and had proved themselves to  be the ideal instruments of 
indirect Chinese rule in Tibet since the Yuan dynasty. 

What cemented and sustained the Emperor-Lama relationship, as I have 
tried to  show in this study, was not pragmatic political consideration alone 
on the part of the imperial court. The Yuan, the Qing and, to a lesser 
extent, the Ming emperors showed incredible faith in and fascination with 
Tibetan B ~ d d h i s m . ~  This imperial bias was naturally reflected in the special 
ways in which Imperial China had treated Buddhist Tibet. The respect and 
honour with which the Chinese emperors welcomed and received the V 
Dalai Lama, V Karmapa and the Phagpa Lama to Beijing had no parallels 
in the history of imperial protocols. These High Lamas were treated as 
"near-equals" to the Son of Heaven. They were not required to kowtow 
before the Emperor as was the customary practice and the necessary 
prerequisite with every other foreign dignitary. Even the King or Prince 
( Wang) from Korea, Vietnam or Burma, had to kowtow before the Chinese 
emperor. It is on such evidence that it appears that Buddhist Tibet 
constituted a special case of indirect rule among not only the Central Asian 
dependencies but even among Confucian member states in East and 
Southeast Asia, however preposterous and incongruous it sounds at the end 
of the twentieth century. 

One of the central principles and policies by which Imperial China 
managed to maintain her influence, and sometimes power, within her trans- 
border cultural ideocracy and subsequently in her multinational empire was 
the typical Chinese institution of indirect rule variously translated in the 
past as either "suzerainty" or "protectorate".6 I prefer to use this phrase 
(indirect rule) because it is a value-neutral term, less devoid of Eurocentric 
connotations and associations. Indirect rule refers to  a rule that is not based 
on direct political action by a reigning external power but on behind-the- 
scenes influence, subtly but effectively exerted through the medium of local 
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elites so that foreign domination appears to be native rule in the eyes of the 
native population. This has characteristically been the mandarin manner by 
which Imperial China exercised indirect ruler over neighbouring or 

distant countries outside China itself where direct domination 
was unacceptable or illegitimate and, in fact, usually considered politically 
unsophisticated from the mandarin point of view. Foreign domination, as a 
rule, attracts local resistance to or revolt against such alien domination; one 
of the main motives behind indirect rule is to minimize local resistance 
or nationalistic revolt, yet to establish varying degrees of control over the 
dependent country, varying to  accommodate different domestic and 
international situations. The concept and practice of indirect rule was 
certainly one of the crowning achievements of Chinese statecraft and 
Confucian political culture seen from the historical perspective of two 
thousand years of Sino-barbarian relationship history. This has chiefly been 
done through imperial acclamation and recognition of local talents which 
they perceived to  be indigenous manifestations of Confucian universal de 
(virtue). 

In our study of Tibet we found two periods of Tibetan history which 
appear as classic cases of indirect rule: namely the Sakya and Gelugpa 
regimes. Nedong Gongma regime (1337-1565) may also be considered as 
an example of indirect rule. During the Sakya period, decision-making 
power was located in Beijing but the actual ruling was done from Sakya by 
a Tibetan official called dpon-chen, meaning "Great Authority" or "Chief 
Administrator"). The Yuan emperors took pains to make it appear that 
their orders or edicts to Tibet were the result of joint Yuan-Tibetan 
decisions. A Sakya Lama who resided in Reijing usually made a proposal 
concerning Tibet and the Emperor generally approved the proposal. There 
was no Chinese interference in the Tibetan administration as there was no 
amban in Sakya and only one case of armed Yuan intervention in a period 
of nearly 100 years of Sakya rule. This was probably the most successful 
case of indirect rule over Tibet by Imperial China. 

The Gelugpa rule was much longer and more complex than the Sakya 
regime. No Dalai Lamas, unlike the Sakya Lamas, had to  reside in and 
function at  Beijing as dbu-lha (imperial chaplain) and therefore there was 
no question of the Qing Emperor and the Dalai Lama jointly making 
decisions affecting Tibet. Because of this, a permanent office of the amban 
with suitable military escort or, at later times, a garrison was established to 
represent the Emperor's interests and views at Lhasa. It was, therefore, 
essentially through the amban that Qing China exercised varying degrees of 
control over Gelugpa Tibet. However, this control was always through the 
indigenous instruments of indirect rule such as the charismatic institution of 
the Dalai Lamas or lay local aristocratic notables at times of the Lama's 
minority. This form of indirect rule was analogous to what the British Raj 
used to call princely states in India, where an imperial Resident through the 
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medium and person of a traditional ruler (Maharaja) exercised considerable 
power to ensure the latter's indirect rule. 

The Dalai Lamas' long rule indicates the limits of and objective 
conditions under which indirect rule was or was not possible. Whenever 
Chinese acted through the institution or person of the Dalai Lama, there 
was no anti-Chinese reaction or revolt against their indirect rule, B~~ 
whenever the Emperor or Amban took direct political action, bypassing the 
indigenous instruments of indirect rule, the Tibetan people (or more 
accurately the Tibetan public at Lhasa) tended to revolt against the Chinese. 
This is the point at  which indirect rule ends and at  which direct Chinese rule 
begins: Tibetan resistance follows almost automatically. Chinese direct 
political action, not routed through the indigenous ruler or ruling class, was 
- and still is - perceived by the Lhasa public as a violation of one of the 
central principles of indirect rule. 

This pattern of Tibetan reaction against Chinese direct political action in 
Lhasa repeats itself throughout the course of Tibetan history. When Lajang 
Khan, in conjunction with Emperor Kangxi in 1706, tried to depose the 
controversial VI Dalai Lama, the Lhasa public in general and its powerful 
monastic community in particular rose up against the Chinese. Similarly 
when two ambans murdered the Tibetan ruler Gyurme Namgyal in 1750, 
the Lhasa populace, led by Lobsang Tashi, rioted and revolted against 
the Chinese. In more modern times, we should remember that one of the 
immediate causes of the 1959 Lhasa Revolt was the rumour that the 
People's Liberation Army planned to kidnap the XIV Dalai Lama. 

Such incidents have been enough to drive home the message to the 
Chinese that direct Chinese political action in Tibet is invariably resented 
by the indigenous population; it is, in fact, counterproductive. The most 
efficacious means of ruling a religious Tibet, as discovered by the Confucian 
mandarins over the ages, was, has been and probably still is indirect 
Chinese rule, routed, however, through the indigenous instruments of 
indirect rule, preferably and most probably through the institution of the 
Dalai Lama. Such indirect rule might prove itself to be the least costly in 
terms of both human suffering and economics for both parties. 

Whether or not such a proposition might be acceptable to the Marxist 
authorities in Beijing or even to  the Dalai Lama himself is difficult to say. 
The times have changed. I have argued in conservative, not revolutionary 
terms, that historical wisdom might benefit both China and Tibet now as 
well as in the near future. But 1 will go on to  examine the critical question of 
what has changed and what has persisted in the Chinese ~ol i t ical  culture 
and worldview. This might reveal to what extent my emphasis on the study 
of the past Chinese history and Confucian tradition is justified in order to 
find an enduring solution to the persisting problem of Tibet. 

In this introductory historical survey, I have   aid more attention to the 
traditional structures of domination or Sino-Tibetan authority relations 
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and historical patterns of Sin-Tibetan relations. One of my immediate 
intentions is to present an historical perspective which might have a cooling 
effect on the emotionally charged and tense political situation of Sin* 
Tibetan dialogue today. The other reason, no less urgent or important is my 
earnest desire to participate intellectually in an interesting post-Communist 
debate on Sino-Tibetan history, initiated by overseas Chinese  intellectual^.^ 
The latter, I feel, are in an unique situation at this critical juncture of  
SineTibetan relations, coming, as they do, from their Chinese cultural and 
Communist background and yet emancipated as they are from Communist 
totalitarianism or neo-Confucian authoritarianism. Their call seems to he 
simple and clear: (a)  The Communist Revolution as championed and 
practised by Chairman Mao and his followers, was over by 1986; (b) now 
there is an urgent need to re-read the embattled pages of Sino-Tibetan 
history and rectify the distortions wrought by Maoist propagandists and do 
what they called "justice to  history"; (c) such earnest debates hope to shed 
light on the "true" historical status of Tibet in China as well as the 
"objective" patterns of Sino-Tibetan relations in and through history. I see 
much timely wisdom in their goals. That is why I have gone into 
considerable historical detail and present, unashamed my personal re-reading 
and understanding of Sin-Tibetan history and politics. 

While some of the Chinese dissidents appear to be over-enthusiastic 
about the possibilities of deconstructing Chinese history,A I am a realist. 
I believe such opportunities will largely be determined by the degrees of 
revolutionary change that have impacted on Chinese political culture, its 
worldview, leaders and general social change in China over the last 137 
years (1839-1976). This revolutionary period is rather long. For the present 
purpose, I shall consider the effects of the period on Tibet, with the hope 
that a more competent Sinologist will be able to deal with the areas I have 
not covered. 

Revolutionary change does not come either easily or willingly to ancient 
societies which have four to five million years of civilizational history. This 
is particularly true of Confucian China which has at least two million years 
of systematic state-sponsored internalization of Taoist-Confucian values 
and beliefs. Change came to China under pressure from and encounter with 
Western powers. The Opium War of 1840 and the so-called unequal treaties 
of the 1860s created a political crisis within Confucian statecraft, leading to 
an internal interrogation of tradition and a need for reform signified by 
such events as the Self-strengthening Movement of 186 1-72 and the 
"100 Days Reform" of 1 898.9 

The Japanese takeover of Formosa (1 871-74), the Russian occupation of 
Zungharia (1871-8 I ) ,  the Sino-French war over Vietnam ( 1880-85 ), and 
Japanese aggression in Korea and the partition of China (1894) compelled 
China to ideas of empire and settle on the Han nation-state. But the 
decision did not come easily to the Chinese. For the Sino-Western conflicts 
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from 1895 to 1939 proved beyond doubt the Western barbarian supremacy 
over the previously assumed Confucian superiority. This created among the 
Confucian literate a complex politico-cultural crisis, shaking the 
foundations of their Chinese self-image and concept of Confucian world 
order. The Chinese and Confucian officials before the 191 1 revolution used 
to describe their country as a nation and as an empire. The imperial idea, 
not traditional Han nationalism, faced an unprecedented crisis in its 
encounter with challenging Western powers. The Confucian mode of 
exercising, or more appropriately demonstrating, imperial power was the 
ostentatious display of presumed superior Chinese culture to the barbarian 
subordinate groups rather direct political domination, as we have shown. 
The Confucian politico-cultural assumptions such as culture as a symbol 
imperial power, cultural hegemony as a civilized mode of exercising power, 
and even culture as a value system were seriously questioned and doubted. 
In the process the Chinese elite came to the stark realization that it was not 
de (virtuous behaviour), as ancient sages advised, but power that made the 
critical difference in the nation's survival and world politics. As the leading 
contemporary Chinese intellectual wrote: 

In the world there is only power - there is no other force. That the 
strong always rule the weak is in truth the first universal rule of 
nature. Hence, if we wish to attain liberty, there is no other road; we 
can only seek first to  be strong.1° 

A couple of decades later Mao  could formulate how that power was to be 
achieved: "Political power grows out of the barrel of a gun";ll for 
"foreigners treat a weak nation like a piece of meat to  be eaten or like a 
prey to  be swallowed by whales".12 The current Communist ambition to 
make China a great military power, both in nuclear and conventional 
spheres, has its roots in the nineteenth-century Confucian Chinese dealings 
with Western imperial powers. Thus, the old Confucian idea of de with, a 
last resort of force, was transformed into almost total reliance on force and 
power that characterized the Communist rise to  power in China, whose first 
victim was a defenceless Tibet in 1950. Tibetan leaders will have to 
recognize the factuality of this Han power in the years to  come. 

Flowing from the logic of power, by the turn of the century, the orderly 
and symbolic tribute relations were transformed into power politics, 
especially in relation to Tibet. This is obviously the second major change in 
inter-state relations and behaviour. The most striking thing about this 
change is the increasing use of force to fit Tibet into the Han scheme of 
nation-state, such as signified by Chao Erh-feng's 1904-1 1 military 
campaigns in Eastern Tibet and above all the Communists' armed 
"liberation" of Tibet in 1950. 

Previously, during pre-modern periods, Imperial China had rarely sent 
any uninvited armed expedition into Tibet, and only then upon the request 
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of the ruling Lama to protect his non-coercive regime in extreme cases 
internal rebellion or external invasion. There was little evidence in Sin(* 
Tibetan history of any attempt by Imperial China to invade and occupy 
Tibet before the modern period, either in the name of enculturation or 
national security. For Tibet, in the traditional Chinese mind, was always a 
separate country, foreign yet intimate territory. 

The subject matter of inter-state relations discourse also underwent a 
sea-change. It was no longer dominated by traditional subject matters like 
tribute exchanges and patent issuance, announcement and acclamation of 
lamas and princes. By the beginning of the twentieth century there emerged 
in the Lifangyuan (Chinese Foreign Office) a new breed of scholar-officials 
who began to talk in a new language. Their new discourse made tribute 
relations and patron-priest relations irrelevant and obsolete. They began to 
press for Chinese sovereignty over Tibet as signified by the 1905 Anglo- 
Chinese talks in Calcutta, the Shimla Convention of 1913-14, and General 
Huang Musong's Lhasa negotiations of 1934,13 and finally by the 
Communists in the 1951 Sino-Tibetan Agreement. Medieval Tibet was 
totally unprepared for the "modern" change in Tibet's status that was 
demanded by the "newly" educated Chinese.14 

The British colonial discourse about Chinese "suzerainty" but not 
"sovereignty" over Tibet was a compromise attempt to accommodate the 
Chinese position in a pre-nation-state, as European feudal, legal terminology 
that might prevent "New China" from switching her position on Tibet from 
empire to  nation-state. For the irony was, as the British colonial officials 
realized, Tibet would be safer within the Chinese empire than in a Han- 
dominated nation-state. The rules of the game differ for these two different 
conceptions. Empire-tolerated heterogeneity allowing considerable social 
space for different identities, cultures, languages, etc. to exist, whereas the 
nation-state, in the name of political centralization and cultural unification, 
does not tolerate the politics of differences; instead it melts minorities 
within the crucible of national integration. This is what the Chinese 
Communists are doing in Tibet today in the name of "national 
development". 

The third change which is also connected with the notion of a nation- 
state is the enlargement of the sense of territoriality and the transformation 
of trans-border frontiers into a water-tight fixation of territorial integrity. 
We argued earlier that a sense of territoriality was inherent in Confucian 
cultural practice but only a t  the level of family and clan. What transformed 
this clannish territoriality into a nation-wide consciousness about Chinese 
territory was the Maoists' mobilization of Chinese peasants for the anti- 
Japanese war ( 1 9 3 4 4 5 )  in China. Strictly speaking, Tibetan territory did 
not constitute a part of the ancestor-worship sanctified territory of 
Confucian China or  what Pearl S. Buck called Chinese "good earth". But 
because the late Qing officials and early Han nationalists claimed Tibet to 
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be a part of the five-race15 based nation-state or republic, both KMT 
(Kuomintang) and CCP (Chinese Communist Party) officials declared and 
demanded Tibet to be "an integral part of Chinese territory". 

Tibetan officials also displayed a strong sense of Tibetan territoriality. 
Tibetan troops fought hard in the early 1930s to  regain lost territories in 

Eastern Tibet; in 1934 the Tibetan government repeatedly requested the 
visiting KMT General Huang to  return those Khampa territories captured 
by the late Qing dynasty to Lhasa; even in the course of the 1951 
Sino-Tibetan agreement, the Tibetan government repeated this same 
request to the Communist authorities. 

Once again, it was not moral persuasion or legal argument but force that 
decided Tibet's modern fate. From a separate country with time-honoured 
Sino-Tibetan borders, Tibet was made into an integral part of the territory 
of China. Neither Confucian culture nor Chinese history justified this 
territorial integration as our study reveals but the tyranny of the logic of the 
nation-state and Communist interventionist ideology presented it with an 
almost unalterable fait accompli. We shall see in the next section how the 
concepts of a unitary state and a multinational state are, in fact, 
contradictory. 

When the Confucian ideocracy-turned-Chinese empire was transformed 
into a Han nation-state by the mid-twentieth century, there were, in theory, 
two basic options for Chinese states: they couid be defined as imperial 
b p n d & c i e s  which & o $ a & f i s  --+b\ - -*. . L +# ==.+-A - ;;ahate td ..+-. fd! r r r  indeb&= 
or they would- be forced to  Integrate into the 'Han nation-state w m -  
C*C- 

m m i s e  -.__--- of _ _ autonomi. '"The-membei states of the former-TbhfuciG 
ideocracy which used t o  pay regular tributes to the Middle Kingdom as 
had Tibet, but whose head of state ranked lower than the ruling Lamas of 
Buddhist Tibet, fully fought for and graduated into independence, whlch is 
how they exist today. This was a logically necessary and ideologically 
justifiable stand for the anti-imperialist Maoists. But in the c a s e o f  
defenceless and unmodernized Yibet, the Maoists deviated from this .---. - 

.c -rer7Y 
principled - -- stand, 'forcefully took Tibet over arid contiriues t d Y n t e g r u  .?- 

into the Han-domi~lated nation-state by means of totalitarian t e c h n i w  
and a Stalinist-like terror unknown to the Confucian culture. 

D u r  analytical survey shows that Tibet did not constitute part of the 
Confucian-Taoist ancestor-worship sanctified Chinese territory; most 
Chinese dynasties treated it as a separate territory and autonomous 
domain, almost a special category among the so-called dependencies. Nor 
were the Tibetans related to  the Han nation in any significant way: culture, 
language, history, political tradition, social organization, etc. Therefore. the 
Communist direct political action in 1950 not only violated one of the -- 
ca rd ina r inc ip le s  -.- of indirect rule but also c ~ n s t i t u t e d X ~ ~ ~ $  
imperialism about whZZLTCZmrnunis t s  continue to feel guilty and --. .-- 
embarrassed at  heart. 3 

94 



Consequences of Non-Change 

~t the time of the so-called liberation, and reiterated since on a number 
of occasions, the Chinese Communists have o f f e r e d h  wimary 

n . - justifications for the armed Yli? 
-&d on grounds of national security. Historically, the Communists claim 
that l ibet  has been an integral part of China since the thirteenth century. 
The Tibetan case is more complex than this, as I have attempted to show In 
the case of each regime change in both China and Tibet. If, to take one 
obvious criterion, the regular payment of tributes and issuance of patents 
were the hallmark of Imperial China's claim over dependent or subordinate 
states, not only Tibet but also a number of minor states in East Asia, 
Central Asia, Southeast Asia and the cis-Himalayas would have become 
part of China in the loose historical sense in which the Maoists justify their 
takeover of Tibet. 

The Marxist ideological justification that Tibet was feudal, exploitative 
and backward - therefore in dire need of liberation - is more complicated 
and I shall address this issue in the final balance sheet. Let me, however, add 
in haste that this ideological justification may not carry much weight when 
we recall that the Himalayan kingdoms, which used to pay tribute to China 
either directly or via Buddhist Tibet, were as backward and feudal as Tibet 
in the early 1950s, and therefore also in need of "liberation", But my 
findings suggest that it was a strategic compulsion that compelled 
Communist China to take over Tibet in 1950 and occupy the country 
ever since (see Chapter 14). Again we note that it was the modern national 
security doctrine of state sovereignty that sacrificed Tibet, and not others in 
the Himalayas or near-East Asia. In the ultimate analysis, Tibet became an 
unwitting, and of course unwilling, target of Han nationalism whose 
external expression was Chinese expansionism. 

The fourth change that is totally unprecedented in scale and thoroughness 
in Chinese society must be the rise of the Han nation, and the consequent 
transformation of elite culturalism into nationalism. This simply means 
nearly 93 per cent of the Chinese population were mobilized, activated, 
organized and, above all, politicized in the course of the Chinese 
Revolution, thereby becoming not only politically conscious, most of them 
in the process became and continue to be Han nationalists to the core. This 
transformation of the sleeping dragon into a Han nation, fully conscious of 
its identity and destiny in the world, is both terrifying and gratifying. If is 
used for democratic and peaceful development, it could achieve spectacular 
results; but if used for nationalistic purposes, it threatens the survival of its 
minorities, security of its neighbours and even world peace. Communist 
China today stands at  this crossroads, both in the case of Tibet and for the 
world at large. 

Elite culturalism, which may be viewed as a small-scale, traditional form 
of nationalism, affected a small minority in pre-modern China: the Emperor 
and his courtiers, mandarin and gentry classes, all of whom preferred and 
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believed in the wisdom of indirect rule for dependent peoples who differed 
from the Han majority in fundamental ways, and yet who had security and 
cultural ties with the Middle Kingdom. The traditional elite not only 
respected but also encouraged minority cultures such as Buddhism. This is 
not the case with the rise of the Han nation, especially under Communist 
auspices. The rise of the Han nation and Han nationalism has resulted in  
Han majoritarianism both in theory and in practice. This has serious 
implications for the Tibetans. Using a totalitarian democratic logic, the 
Communist power elite present the will of the Han majority as the will of 
all, thereby marginalizing the non-Han social groups in China as a matter 
of no consequence. It follows from this twisted logic that rule over the 
minorities must necessarily be Han domination as they are the majority 
and dominant group in China. Not only this: the majority group, based on 
the logic of totalitarian democratic majoritarianism, is also presented as the 
leading cultural model which legitimates "national" integration and 
assimilation as the leading model for the minorities to follow. It is, 
therefore, Han nationalism that threatens the cultural identity and political 
autonomy of the Tibetan people, as never before in Asian history. Han 
nationalism once aroused cannot be eliminated; it can be regulated and 
controlled for the sake of minorities, as could be done by a democratic and 
humane government. 

I have briefly explained the four fundamental changes in the Confucian 
political culture and traditional statecraft that have completely transformed 
the sleeping dragon into a power-packed nation-state, within whose 
realities and parameters, I am afraid, Tibet has to  seek justice and 
structural adjustment unless positive social change in China continues and 
non-threatening international pressure on China is maintained. While these 
political changes have occurred in the course of modern Chinese 
governance (1839-1949), particularly in their self-shattering encounter 
with the West and Japan, some old Chinese biases and beliefs have, 
however, ~ersis ted under new disguises. I shall briefly comment on two of 
these "Han ancients" which have direct implications on contemporary 
Chinese attitudes toward Tibetans and other non-Han peoples. 

It has often been observed by Western and Asian writers - and I believe 
there is a grain of persisting truth in their observation - that Han people 
continue to enjoy or suffer from a deeply internalized superiority complex 
which even modern radical egalitarian ideology could not erase. In fact 
Chinese Communism has probably unintentionally reinforced their belief 
based on their claim the Han people are (or were) the most revolutionary 
people in Asia which mandates their right to  leadership or domination. This 
claim, in post-Communist form, manifests itself as follows. Han people are 
the most modernized and most cultured group in China, whose 
modernization role and model the non-Han minorities, especially the 
Tibetans, must follow. The basis of this Han superiority complex is a set of 
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ancient Chinese myths such as the Middle Kingdom, super civilization, the 
longest recorded imperial history, etc. which is normally not aniculated 
into crude jingoism but which nevertheless forms the basis of Han identity 
and consciousness in relation to non-Han peoples. Hence the current 
communist power elite's refined arrogance towards non-Confucian powers 
in world politics. It envisages the centrality of China in world politics, not 
merely a multipolar world. 

Second, continuity with the past may be in the form of neo-Confucian 
authoritarianism in domestic politics. It is generally true that Han people 
had more respect for their emperor and scholar-officials than the theoretical 
right to rebel attitude which was much emphasized during the Cultural 
Revolution. The Chinese Communists inherited this deep-rooted author- 
itarian structure and spirit upon their seizure of state power in 1949 and in 
fact reinforced it with their Leninist organization "science" and incentiveless 
forced-labour efficiency. However, before the starry eyes of millions of Han 
peasants, Chairman Mao offered what Dick Wilson called a "People's 
~ m ~ i r e " , ' ~  and the Chinese Communist Party was seen as a charismatic 
institution that would rule the People's Republic of China, not unlike the 
imperial dynasty. That is why the contemporary Communist leaders and 
their Party members find it so difficult to understand why the peasants 
and nomads, monks and nuns of Tibet continue to revolt so often against 
the Communist regime. Communists feel that this is the height of 
ingratitude for liberation! But as I have tried to show in this book, Han 
and Tibetan peoples constitute two fundamentally distinct social groups, 
nurtured within the wombs of two different civilizations and no amount of 
forceful social engineering is likely to succeed to merge them into one 
nation, or people as the former Soviet Union's 80 year experiment clearly 
shows. 

While China went through revolutionary changes for over a century 
(1839-1949) and while India passed through great changes during the same 
period, Tibet remained static and non-changing, living in splendid isolation 
and illusionary independence (19 12-50). This isolationism and conservatism 
had incalculable consequences on the modern fate of Tibet. In particular 
Sino-Tibetan relations went through changes during the century that 
neither the lamas nor the commoners of Tibet could comprehend. The 
Confucian ideocracy was transformed into a Han-dominated nation-state 
which tolerated no separate entities or identities like Tibet. The fluid 
frontiers of civilizational realms began to freeze into solidified boundaries 
of the nation-state fixation whereby the late Qing dynasty began nibbling 
Tibetan territories and finally the Communist takeover in 1950. The 
symbolic tribute relations, based on a recognition of virtue and imperial 
acclamation through Confucian rituals and ceremonies, suddenly changed 
into a Chinese unilateral declaration of sovereignty over Tibet. During all 
these processes of change, Chinese elite culturalism was being socially and 
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systematically transformed into mass nationalism that, under Maols 
leadership and organization, swallowed up Tibet. No neo-Communist 
regime in China would have taken such direct political and military action 
in Tibet. China's internal imperialism in Inner Asia was not and is not 
inherent in the structure of Confucian culture; it is the direct result of an 
alien expansionist, interventionist ideology that justified its acts of internal 
imperialism as "liberation". 

"New China" learnt its new ways, first from former imperiaYcolonial 
powers at  a time when international politics was indeed power politics; and 
secondly, from Marxist-Leninism, which became in due course the primary 
means of organizational and ideological weapons to  capture Tibet. But the 
sad fact is that the first target (or guinea pig) used to try out those new ideas 
and forceful ways was a Medieval Tibet which was least prepared to cope 
with imposed "revolutionary changes". 

So what have the Tibetan people gained from and lost to the Chinese 
Revolution? It might drag us into the perennial Left-versus-Right 
controversy; but I think there is no harm in attempting a summary balance 
sheet in which I present my findings and humble opinion. In order to 
achieve this in the space available, I have to concentrate on the essential 
points, leaving out exceptions and qualifications. From 1951 to 1976 the 
Chinese Communists were neither engaged in social revolution nor in 
economic development, two primary purposes for which the Communists 
had supposedly come to Tibet; they were preoccupied with strategic 
infrastructure developments for their first 25 years. Most of the Central 
Government's funds to Tibet as well as Tibet's own limited resources and 
revenues were spent on building "defence" infrastructure such as military 
barracks, roads, airfields, bridges, etc. 

When Deng Xiaoping's new economic policy was enunciated in 1980, 
development projects began to appear in Tibet which might have benefited 
the Tibetan people. But, by 1983, the Chinese population transfer into 
Tibet had begun in the name of assisting development. China has increased 
the massive Chinese influx ever since and these people are now taking away 
better-paid jobs, better housing facilities, better educational opportunities 
from the urban Tibetans; the Chinese are also competing for scarce limited 
local resources with Tibetan peasants and nomads. It must, however, be 
admitted that simple scientific agricultural improvement techniques - for 
which Chinese are well-known - such as land reform, waste land 
reclamation, irrigation, etc., have certainly increased Tibetan agricultural 
and livestock productivity since 1959. But the Tibetan peasants and 
nomads complain and lament the fact that they are now taxed much more 
than under the ancient regime." 

The first three decades of development have tended to enhance the 
security of the Han-dominated nation-state which has expanded into Tibet 
since 1951. Tibetans have neither any stake nor say in such security matters. 
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The p~s t -1980  economic developments have the potential to  benefit the 
Tibetan masses, but the Chinese migrants have benefited much more than 
the native ~opula t ion  through manipulated market prices and discriminatory 
policy. Thus, so far, the Tibetan people have lost, both culturally and 
economically, more to Chinese Communist rule than they have gained from 
the Chinese Revolution. They lost community power in 1959; are rapidly 
losing their cultural identity and control over their own locat resources; and 
now their natural habitat is endangered. So what are their prospects for the 
twenty-first century? 



Chapter 8 

The Anatomy of Tibetan 
Autonomy: An Agenda for the 

Twenty-first Century 

By the late 1980s when certain global events raised the Tibetan peopIek 
hopes and expectations, fertile speculations about Tibet's near future began 
in Dharamsala (India) and around the world where pro-Tibet groups are 
active. However, neither the collapse of the Soviet empire, nor the 
Tiannanmen Square Pro-Democracy Demonstrations nor the Western 
acclamation of the Dalai Lama as a nobel laureate was enough to 
pressurize the neo-nationalist leaders in Beijing to resume1 the Sino-Tibetan 
dialogue. The Chinese intransigence frustrated the Dalai Lama's repeated 
calls for a negotiated settlement on the Tibet issue, finally forcing him, in 
March 1995, to declare that the whole question is open to public debate. 
The debate among the exile community continued throughout 1996 
culminating in a three-day meeting (2 1-23 January 1997) in Dharamsala 
where certain representative refugee intellectuals presented their views. 
Four distinct approaches to the resolution of the problem emerged out of 
this discussion: continuing the Dalai Lama's middle path policy of genuine 
autonomy; launching a Gandhian civil disobedience movement (satyagrah) 
inside Tibet; asking for self-determination or fighting for independence.' 
This exercise was supposed to have ended with a referendum but, in fact, it 
closed with a popular request to the Dalai Lama to continue his policy of 
genulne autonomy. 

The silent and innocent majority3 accept the Dalai Lama's middle path 
policy not because they understand the nuances and subtlety of his 
compromise politics, but because they believe him to be the living Buddha 
without a shadow of doubt: they simply put their complete trust in him. In 
the heart of hearts, they seem to desire complete religious freedom in Tibet 
with the Dalai Lama restored as their ruler. Most of them do not seem to 
resent the past economic exploitation associated with the medieval 
theocracy. What they desire is not so much political independence but 
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social-cultural independence which has been the h a w  the 
< . . ir hisr . . 

&I 
ex ti- wit- of or nn_C.hlnPse 
=heir soc-ln short, the Dalai Lama does enjoy the 
Tibetan mandate in the same manner as Mao enjoyed the mass following of 
a whole generation of Chinese. In both cases, it is a question of charismatic 
leadership. 

In the course of this study, I also pay equal attention to the various 
shades of Chinese opinion on the Tibet question. These include the post- 
1989 Chinese dissidents (who have been vocal on the Tibet question), 
Taiwanese views, Hong Kong intellectuals and overseas Chinese public 
opinion in general. There have been various shades of opinion among the 
dissidents. However, recent surveys indicate that most of them have seemed 
to reach a general consensus on Tibetan autonomy whose concept and 
content seem to merge with the pre-1949 Kuomintang (KMT) views. Most 
of the non-Communist overseas Chinese opinion tends to agree that what 
the Communist authorities have done in Tibet during the past 40 years is in 
excess of Confucian moderation; they feel a need to moderate the 
Communist policy and p r a ~ t i c e . ~  Therefore, we see a growing Confucian 
consensus on Buddhist Tibet's autonomous status within China. 

My own findings are not far from what I have called the Confucian 
consensus. I have faced some conceptual problems while participating in 
this post-Communist debate on Tibet's historical status. My tentative 
conclusion is that Tibet's historical status vis-a-vis Imperial China was 
neither completely independent nor an integral part of the Chinese empire. 
Tibet was at  critical junctures, militarily dependent on Mongols and 
Manchus, politically subordinate to Imperial China but in practice, High 
Lamas of Tibet were treated as near-equals by Chinese emperors. My 
critical task has been how to translate that dependent or subordinate status 
into a contemporary political equivalent which is comprehensible to the 
modern reader and which at  the same time does justice to the subject of 
Sino-Tibetan history. The term increasingly used to denote this peculiar 
status today is "autonomy" whose operational meanings vary widely. And 
this is the core of the debate. 

The genesis of this problem is rooted in nineteenth-century British 
colonial history in Asia. It raises the general problems of interpretation and 
cross-cultural understanding which emerged when the West encountered 
the East. Before that epochal encounter, essentially, East was East and West 
was West. Each culture understood and spoke in its own terms, idiom and 
format. For example, Confucian China was better understood by 
Confucian Korea than by Buddhist Tibet. Nevertheless Tibet was familiar 
with Imperial China particularly with its royalty and some of its basic 
institutions such as tribute relations. 

When the Chinese emperors honoured the charismatic Tibetan lamas 
with titles, patents and gifts, the lamas symbolically submitted themselves 
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a who]e generation of Chinese. In both cases, it is a question of  chorismotic 
leadership. 

In the course of this study, 1 also pay equal attention to the various 
shades of Chinese opinion on the Tibet question. 'These include the post- 
1989 Chinese dissidents (who have been vocal on the Tibet question), 
Taiwanese views, Hong Kong intellectuals and overseas Chinese public 
opinion in general. There have been various shades of opinion among the 
dissidents. However, recent surveys indicate that most of them have seemed 
to reach a general consensus on Tibetan autonomy whose concept and 
content seem to merge with the pre-1949 Kuomintang (KMT) views. Most 
of the non-Communist overseas Chinese opinion tends to agree that what 
the Communist authorities have done in Tibet during the past 40 years is in 
excess of Confucian moderation; they feel a need to moderate the 
Communist policy and p r a ~ t i c e . ~  Therefore, we see a growing Confucian 
consensus on Buddhist Tibet's autonomous status within China. 

My own findings are not far from what I have called the Confucian 
consensus. I have faced some conceptual problems while participating in 
this post-Communist debate on Tibet's historical status. My tentative 
conclusion is that Tibet's historical status vis-a-vis Imperial China was 
neither completely independent nor an integral part of the Chinese empire. 
Tibet was at critical junctures, militarily dependent on Mongols and 
Manchus, politically subordinate to  Imperial China but in practice, High 
Lamas of Tibet were treated as near-equals by Chinese emperors. My 
critical task has been how to translate that dependent or subordinate status 
into a contemporary political equivalent which is comprehensible to the 
modern reader and which at  the same time does justice to the subject of 
Sino-Tibetan history. The term increasingly used to denote this peculiar 
status today is "autonomy" whose operational meanings vary widely. And 
this is the core of the debate. 

The genesis of this problem is rooted in nineteenth-century British 
colonial history in Asia. It raises the general problems of interpretation and 
cross-cultural understanding which emerged when the West encountered 
the East. Before that epochal encounter, essentially, East was East and West 
was West. Each culture understood and spoke in its own terms, idiom and 
format. For example, Confucian China was better understood by 
Confucian Korea than by Buddhist Tibet. Nevertheless Tibet was familiar 
with Imperial China particularly with its royalty and some of its basic 
institutions such as tribute relations. 

When the Chinese emperors honoured the charismatic Tibetan lamas 
with titles, patents and gifts, the lamas symbolically submitted themselves 



Sino-Tibetan Past and Current Political Realities 

to  the emperors by participating in the tribute relations system. From the 
Tibetan point of view, their submission was in the nature of reciprocity. 
How to interpret this Oriental event in European terms was the intellectual 
problem that the British colonial officials in India and China faced. With 
their European classical educational background, they naturally understood 
it in their familiar European terms of pre-modern feudal relations. They 
interpreted it in the feudal legal terminology of "suzerainty" and later 
"protectorate", which was probably closer to  reality than the contemporary 
Communist attempt to  interpret it in terms of the nation-state-sovereignty. 
In reaching this tentative conclusion, British officials were not merely 
imposing their views on China and Tibet, as may be suspected, being the 
great world power a t  the time. They took pains to study and understand the 
"true" nature of Tibet's relations with China, as the British Ambassador to 
China, Sir Ernest Satow's dialogue with Prince Qing clearly demonstrates.5 
Such inquiries convinced British India to  recognize Chinese suzerainty over 
Tibet, which enabled Tibetans to  enjoy complete domestic autonomy. Being 
the first to  use the term "autonomy" to  define Tibet's internal status in 
relation to  China, the British definition of Tibetan autonomy was rather 
generous, as reflected in the Shimla Agreement (1 9 13-14): 

The meaning of suzerainty and autonomy are implicit in the 
provisions of the draft agreement. "Suzerainty" was limited by 
engagements to respect the territorial integrity of Tibet; to abstain 
from interference in the administration of the country, including 
selection of the Dalai Lama; not to  send troops, officials or colonists 
into Tibet, except for a high official at  Lhasa with an escort of 
300 men.6 

While the KMT officials objected to the British usage of "suzerainty" which 
they countered with claims to  "sovereignty", they nevertheless had little 
objection to  "autonomy'' in a sense similar to  the British meaning. As we 
shall see later, a high-ranking KMT envoy to  Lhasa proposed a generous 
package of high degrees of Tibetan autonomy in 1934. But it was the 
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) who appropriated, popularized and 
propagated their concept of "autonomy" the most. Hardly anyone 
concerned with Tibetan affairs, such as Nehru,' had any inkling of what 
the Commu~lists meant by "autonomy" until much later. While retaining 
the term most associated with Tibet's internal status since the turn of the 
twentieth century, the Communists' practice of autonomy was much more 
restricted and centralized than the form British India and the KMT had 
agreed. This miscarriage of Tibetan autonomy was the first-hand experience 
of the present Dalai Lama and the Tibetans; they have naturally been highly 
critical of the Communist concept and practice of autonomy. Yet finally 
(since 1993) the Dalai Lama too has conceded to the fact that the point of 
reference and framework for negotiation with post-Deng China has to be 
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~ ~ a u t o n o m y v ~ h ~ ~ e  quantum would be the subject of future negotiations. 
~ h , ~  is basically in consonant with growing Confucian consensus. 

The convergence of Taiwanese and dissidents' views are nowhere more 
clearly manifested than on the issue of Tibetan autonomy. In 1999 Taiwan 
president Lee Teng-hui published his Taiwan's Viewpoint in which he 
proposed that China be divided into seven regions, though he mentions only 
five - Taiwan, Tibet, Xinjiang, Mongolia and Northeast China.y This listing 
follows the 1994 Chinese dissidents' proposed draft "Constitution of 
Federa] Republic of China", lo  which grants special "Autonomous State- 
hoodw to Inner Mongolia, Taiwan, Tibet, Xinjiang, Ningxia and Guangxi. 
president Lee suggests that Beijing should dispel the burden of an over- 
centralized "Great China", and allow each region to pursue its own 
development at its own pace. Such non-ideological visions of a decentralized 
yet stable China (founded not on imposed ideology and force but on shared 
prosperity and pride) is shared by the post-1989 dissidents now living in the 
west as well as by those remaining in the People's Republic of China (PRC). 
The latter group in particular is showing courage in maintaining their views 
on Tibet in the face of the Communist authorities. For instance, in February 
1998, the veteran Chinese dissident Xu Wenli called the Beijing authorities, 
in an open letter, to  open talks with the Dalai Lama as a first step in granting 
"greater autonomy" but not independence to Tibet." 

In short, we observe a growing consensus among the contemporary as 
well as historical actors involved in the Tibetan tragic drama. Communists 
insist on "national regional autonomy" but the Dalai Lama demands 
"genuine autonomy". The Chinese dissidents call for "greater autonomy". 
Historically, as we might recall, British and KMT officials debated the 
quantum of autonomy for Tibet (see Chapter 10). If in the past the debate 
was essentially bilateral, it has now become multilateral and more complex. 
The contemporary "autonomy" debate seriously questions the Maoist 
concept and assumptions of "national regional autonomy" premised upon 
a strong, centralized unitary state in a multi-ethnic republic. Theretore, it 
seems to be only a matter of time before the Chinese public compels the 
Maoist power elite to grant Tibet greater autonomy. 

In such a context can we construct an anatomy of Tibetan autonomy 
that may be anticipated in the near future? This is a difficult question, 
probing the future as it does. However, in order to minimize the speculation 
required, I shall situate our discussion within a historical context in which 
such futures were debated and discussed as viable and reasonable 
alternatives for Tibet. I refer to KMT General Huang Musong's 1934 
proposal on Tibetan autonomy and a similar programme as reflected in the 
Communist-imposed Seventeen Point Agreement (1951). A comparative 
analysis of these two relevant texts might reveal the degrees of consensus 
and differences that existed between the Communist rulers and their 
predecessors regarding Tibetan autonomy. Such an exercise shows how the 
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Communists deviated from the historical pattern of indirect rule, thereby 
creating unprecedented problems for both China and Tibet. 

This is where historical scholarship, which characterizes this study, can 
be fruitfully employed to understand, if not solve, the present problems. I do 
not think history repeats itself. However, I do  believe there may be certain 
historical junctures and persisting political structures in history which 
might be congruent with contemporary post-Communist imperatives and 
emerging situations (Chapter 11). 

A few introductory words about the two texts may be in order. From 
1912 to  1950 Tibet enjoyed de facto independence achieved not through 
nation-building but due to the fact that China was busy with revolution and 
civil war. During this period China had no representative in Lhasa nor any 
presence in Tibet. Then, in December 1933, the XIIIth Dalai Lama passed 
away. This provided a suitable pretext for the KMT Government to show a 
Chinese presence and renew their connections with Tibet. General Huang 
Musong, Deputy Chief of the General Staff was selected for this purpose. 
Under the pretext of paying posthumous tribute to  the late Dalai Lama, he 
came to  hold Sino-Tibetan negotiations on Tibet's status within the Chinese 
Republic. General Huang's offer was a generous autonomy package which 
the Tibetan authorities declined, insisting on "complete autonomy".12 

Our second text is the "Seventeen Point Agreement" of 1951 which was 
more widely publicized and better known than General Huang's proposal. 
Soon after their revolutionary victory in 1949, the Communists "liberated" 
Tibet with a combination of force and deceit. This takeover was legitimated 
by a Sino-Tibetan Agreement whose main clauses were dictated by the 
Communists. While it declared, like the KMT, Chinese territorial and 
political sovereignty over Tibet, the Agreement offered a number of 
concessions to Tibetans which amounted to  a special autonomous status for 
Tibet within the People's Republic of China (PRC). Such status was not 
negotiated nor granted to  any other minority nationality. If earnestly 
implemented, this treaty would grant high degrees of autonomy to Tibet.13 

The KMT proposal begins with two fundamental declarations: Chinese 
territorial and ~ol i t i ca l  sovereignty over Tibet (Table 8.1, A1 and A2 
respectively). The Communists make the same claims, but they weave them 
into an ideological and historicized narrative. The Preamble to the 
Seventeen Point Agreement states that Tibet has been within the boundaries 
of China for a long time, and that the "unification of the territory and 
sovereignty" of the PRC was achieved through "liberation". 

Both the KMT (B2a and B2b) and the Communists (Point 14) declare 
that foreign affairs and the defence of Tibet would be entrusted to the 
Chinese Central Government. The KMT demand that communications also 
"shall be managed by the Central Government" (B2c). The Communists 
did not explicitly make a similar demand; they took it for granted since they 
fought so hard with Tibetan negotiators for the induction of the ~eople's 
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~ ~ b l e  8.1 Comparative positions of Kuomintang and Communists 
on Tibetan autonomy 

- 

KMT 1 934 CCP 1950 

Tibet must be an 
integral part of the 
territory of China 

Preamble Tibetan nationality is one of the 
nationalities with a long history within 
the boundar~es of China 

Tibet must obey the 
Central Government 

In the preservation of 
the traditional political 
system, Tibet shall be 
granted autonomy. 
Any administrative 
measures within the 
authority of the 
autonomy of Tibet, the 
Central Covernment 
will not inferfere with 

Foreign affairs shall be 
directed by the Central 
Covernment 

National defence shall 
be planned by the 
Central Government 

Communications shall 
be managed by the 
Central Government 

Buddhism shall be 
respected by all and 
given protection and 
its propagation 
encouraged 

Preamble In order that the influences of 
aggressive imperialist forces in Tibet 
might be successfully eliminated, the 
unification of the territory and 
sovereignty of the PRC accomplished, 
and national defence safeguarded, in 
order that the Tibetan nationality and 
people might be freed and return to 
the big family of the PRC 

3. In accordance with the policy 
towards nationalities laid down in the 
Common Programme of the CPPCC, 
the Tibetan people have the right of 
exercising national regional autonomy 
under the unified leadership of the 
Central People's Covernment 
4. The Central authorities will not alter 
the existing political system in Tibet 

14 The Central People's Government 
shall have centralized handling of all 
external affairs of the area of Tibet 

8. Tibetan troops shall be reorganized 
step by step into the People's 
Liberation Army and become a part of 
the national defence force of the PRC 

2. (Probably implied): The local 
government of Tibet shall actively 
assist the People's Liberation Army to 
enter Tibet and consolidate the 
national defences 

7. The policy of freedom of religious 
belief laid down in the Common 
Programme of the CPPCC shall be 
carried out. The religious beliefs, 
customs and habits of the Tibetan 
people shall be respected and lama 
monasteries shall be protected. The 
Central government will not effect a 
change in the income of the 
monasteries 
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Liberation Army (PLA) into Tibet, who in due course took charge of 
communications. 

In return for these fundamental political demands, both the KMT and 
the Communists gave assurances on the protection of Tibetan Buddhism (in 
which all classes of Tibetan society believe) and on the continuation of the 
traditional Lamaist polity (in which the Tibetan ruling class had vested 
interests). However, there is a nuanced difference which reveals a relative 
sincerity on the part of one party and a hidden agenda on the part of the 
other. The KMT promises that they will not only respect and protect 
Tibetan Buddhism and its institutions but will also help in the propagation 
of that religion (Bl) .  The Communists made similar promises, except their 
help to  propagate Buddhism (Point 7) which was not mentioned. 

The KMT described the traditional Tibetan polity as autonomous, and 
promised that they would not interfere in the functioning of this autonomy 
(B2). The Communists devoted two articles to  this issue. Article 3 stipulates 
that the Tibetan people have the "right to exercising national regional 
autonomy under the unified leadership of the Central People's Government". 
But Article 4 promises that the said Central Government "will not alter the 
existing political system in Tibet." 

O n  the question of Chinese official representation at  Lhasa, the KMT 
and Communists hold similar views. The former state the "Central 
Government shall grant Tibet autonomy but for the purpose of exercising 
full sovereignty in an integral part of its territory, the Central Government 
shall appoint a high commissioner to  be stationed in Tibet as the 
representative of the Central Government, on the one hand to carry out 
national administrative measures, and on the other to  guide the regional 
autonomy." This representative's retinue "shall not exceed twenty-five" 
(C5). This resembles the Amban (imperial resident) office of the Qing 
dynasty stationed in Lhasa from 1727 to 1913. However, the Communists 
have a much larger scheme in mind when they declare: "In order to ensure 
the implementation of this agreement, the Central People's Government 
will set up a military and administrative committee, and a military area 
headquarters in Tibet" (Article 15).  Later in 1954 when the Dalai Lama 
visited Beijing, Mao  was pleased to  make a concession on this score. Instead 
of a military and administrative committee, Mao  decided to set up a more 
liberal body, the Preparatory Committee for Tibet Autonomous Region 
(PCTAR).14 The unstated function of this Committee was not merely to 
represent China in Tibet; it was also to  implement "revolutionary 
programmes" that would systematically undermine what the Agreement 
promises to  protect. 

Where the Communists and the KMT really differ are on the degrees of 
regional autonomy and national integration which they respectively 
envisaged for Tibet. As the Seventeen Point Agreement and the ~ost-1959 
Chinese policy demonstrate, the Communists enforced an almost total 
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integration and assimilation of Tibet with China proper. The KMT had no 
such hidden agenda. This is a crucial difference because the question is no 
longer whether Tibet is or  is not part of China. an embattled debate which 
,,, important during the Cold War. NOW that the Dalai Lama has 
recognized Tibet as being part of China since 1979, the critical question 
shifts to the degrees of autonomy and non-integration which can ensure 
Tibetan cultural identity and genuine autonomy. 

The Communists differ from the KMT in two significant respects: the use 
of force to enforce their conception of "autonomy" and the hidden 
communist agenda, which would undermine Tibetan autonomy and 
destroy Tibetan identity (see Table 8.2). The Seventeen Point Agreement 
contains four Articles concerning the PLA's induction into Tibet, its 
function, its policy and its expenses (Articles 2, 13, 15  and 16). Chapter 12  
shows that the Tibetan Government resisted until the eleventh hour the 
induction of the PLA into Tibet. The KMT had no intention of using force 
either to implement its conception of autonomy or to  permanently station 
Chinese forces in Tibet. As their Clause C8 unambiguously states: "Military 
forces to be stationed on the borders of Tibet for defence purpose shall be 
despatched by the Government of Tibet as at  present. If and when there 
should be foreign invasion, the Chinese Government shall be consulted on 
military measures to be taken." 

The KMT proposal is characterized by the conspicuous absence of any 
hidden agenda. This is in sharp contrast with the Communists who 
carefully concealed their ideological agenda on Tibet and Tibetans. The 
Seventeen Point Agreement has three Articles (9, 10 and 11) which carries 
what I call hidden Communist agenda items on Buddhist Tibet, carefully 
worded with appeasing ambiguity. Article 11 is typical. It promises: "In 
matters related to  various reforms, there will not be any compulsion on the 
part of the central authorities." It should be noted that the Con~munists 
carefully and cunningly omitted adding to  "various reforms" the adjective 
"democratic" which might offend the conservative ruling class and 
religious masses. In fact after March 1959, this was what exactly the 
Maoists did under the slogan of "democratic  reform^".'^ 

The tone of the two texts differs markedly. The KMT text is clear, candid 
and categorical in its basic political demands of Lhasa. Its promise and 
assurance of autonomy seems genuine and serious. One gets the impression, 
while reading the text, that if the Tibetan authorities conceded to Chinese 
territorial and political sovereignty over Tibet, the KMT would have left 
Tibet virtually intact to preserve Tibetan cultural identity, and to pursue a 
kind of development a t  the pace Tibetans could manage and in forms the 
Tibetan elite would desire. 

On the other hand the tone of the Seventeen Point Agreement is 
essentially deceptive. The Chinese fundamental claims to  territorial and 
political sovereignty are taken for granted as if they were historically 
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Table 8.2 Communist departures from KMT 

Integration 

9. The spoken and written language and school education of the 
Tibetan nationality shall be developed step by step in accordance 
with the actual conditions in Tibet. 

10. Tibetan agriculture, livestock-raising, industry, and commerce shall 
be developed step by step and the people's livelihood shall be 
improved step by step, in accordance with the actual conditions in 
Ti bet. 

11.  In matters related to various reforms in Tibet, there will not be any 
compulsion on the part of the central autorities, the local 
government of Tibet should carry out reforms of its own accord, 
and, when the people raise demands for reforms, they shall be 
settled by means of consultation with the leading personnel of 
Tibet. 

2. The local government of Tibet shall actively assist the People's 
Liberation Army to enter Tibet and consolidate the national defence. 

13. The People's Liberation Army entering Tibet shall abide by all the 
above-mentioned policies and shall also be fair in all buying and 
selling and shall not arbitrarily take a needle or thread from the 
people. 

15. In order to ensure the implementation of this agreement, the 
Central People's Government shall set up a Military and 
Administrative Committee and a Military Area HQ in Tibet. Apart 
from the personnel sent there by the Central People's Government, 
it shall absorb as many local Tibetan personnel as possible to take 
part in the work. Local personnel taking part in the Military and 
Administrative Committee may include patriotic elements from the 
local government of Tibet, various districts and various principal 
monasteries; the name-list shall be set forth after consultation 
between the representatives designated by the Central People's 
Government and various quarters concerned and shall be submitted 
to the Central People's Government for appointment. 

16. Funds needed by the Military and Administrative Committee, the 
Military Area HQ and the People's Liberation Army entering Tibet 
shall be provided by the Central People's Government. The local 
government of Tibet should assist the People's Liberation Army in 
the purchase and transport of food, fodder and other daily 
necessities. 

Source: Tieh-tseng Li, The Historical Status of Tibet (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1956)' pp. 168-9; Liming Song, "General Huang Musong's Mission to Lhasa and the Sino- 
Tibetan Negotiations in 1934" in Helmut Krasser et al. (ed.), Tibetan Studies (Wten: Verlag 
Osterreichischen, 1997), pp. 903-1 6; for the text of the Seventeen Point Agreement, see 
Tsering Shakya, The Dragon in the Land of Snows: A History of Modern Tibet (London: Pimlico, 
19991, pp. 442-92. 
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definitive; others are twisted into an ideological narrative in which radical 

P ' ejects for total integration and assimilation are carefully hidden, though 
hinted If, therefore, the 1934 KMT proposal basically means what it states, 
[he 1951 ~ino-Tibetan Agreement conceals more than it explicit]y 
promises. 

In retrospect it appears that the purpose and function of the hidden 
communist agenda was not merely to communize Tibetans as an 
ideologically embraced Maoist mission. It was more to undermine the 
socia]-politi~al basis of Tibetan autonomy and identity (1951-59). Since 
this time, Communist policy and practice have been designed to totally 
integrate, assimilate and merge the Tibetan people with the Han majority 
not politically and economically but also culturally, linguistically, 

Such an assimilationist policy in the name of "revolution" amounts 
to a systematic destruction of Tibetan autonomy and the sinicization of 
Tibetan identity. Tibetans oppose sinicization not because they disrespect 
Confucian culture but because they love their own culture more, like most 
ethnic groups. 

In order to understand this process of sinicization, we must understand 
the nature, motive and mechanism of the imposed Han Revolution in Tibet. 
The "Cultural Revolution" (1966-76), for instance, was not and is not an 
ethnically neutral revolution in Tibet. It glorified a Han leader (Mao 
Zedong), propagated his thoughts, heavily sinicized Communism. This we 
can learn from Chinese sources and the Chinese language, which bring 
along with the "Cultural Revolution" Chinese language, culture, history, 
politics and Han ethnicity. Its main target were the chief characteristics of 
Tibetan cultural identity such as Tibetan Buddhism, culture, thoughts, 
customs and almost anything connected with traditional Tibet. This is how 
indirectly but effectively the sinicization of the Tibetans has taken place in 
Tibet under the banner or  pretext of "revolution" and "progress", which 
are automatically associated with the Han race - thanks to the Han 
Revolution. The point is that the Chinese Revolution was a Han affair16 
with which the Tibetan people cannot identify. There was no social basis for 
it and no mass following in Tibet.17 The Chinese Revolution was imported 
to and imposed upon an unwilling Tibet by means of structural violence 
and psychological warfare. In short, the Chinese Revolution, being a Han 
phenomenon, benefited mostly the dominant and majority social group in 
China - the Han people. It has meant to the minority nationalities, 
especially the Tibetans and Turks, the loss of their community power, loss 
of control over their local resources, loss of their cultural identity, etc. 

The "Cultural Revolution" is now seen by post-Mao China as an 
avoidable aberration in modern Chinese history. Almost immediately after 
Mae's death the "Gang of Four", including his wife, were arrested and 
imprisoned. And since 1979, under Deng Xiaoping's moderate leadership, 
China has enjoyed a period of liberalization especially in the economic and 
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social spheres. This is not true of Tibet except perhaps for the economic 
reforms, although these have SO far benefited the Han and Hui migrants 
more than the native Tibetans. In 1977 the previous ranchen Lama 
complained in public that Maoist leftism was more rampant in Tibet than 
in Communist China.'' In 1998, the Tibet Party secretary, as i f  to confirm 
the Lama's observation, declared that in Tibet the critical task before the 
Party is still "class struggle", not liberal reforms.I9 

It is clear then that in Mainland China, the neo-nationalist power elite 
feels it safe to  allow considerable degrees of individual and social freedom, 
but that this is not so in Tibet. The Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR), since 
1995, continues to  be under a relentless reign of terror directed against the 
religious community and lay believers. It is characterized by anti-Dharma, 
anti-Sangha and anti-Dalai Lama campaigns,20 which China would not have 
dared to d o  had it been a case of Islam or  Christianity. The Communists 
have increased their control over the lay community as a whole also, 
denying them the freedom of religion and movement. Why is Tibet being 
subjected to  re-regimentation while China enjoys relative freedom? 

There are two related reasons. The general rule for Party cadres, 
particularly Tibetan ones, has always been this: it is more prudent to be 
leftist than rightist or  even moderate in Tibet.21 For to take a rightist or 
even a moderate position, within the Chinese ideological spectrum, on the 
sensitive Tibetan question, is t o  be associated with "splitism", a crime more 
serious than counter-revolution in Communist China.22 

Secondly, if the Tibetan cadres and functionaries are impelled by a 
combination of careerism and opportunism to  act more "red" than Mao or 
Maoists, they are basically following their Han role models within the 
Party, the local government and within the Public Security Bureau. The 
ideology of this post-revolution generation of Han cadres in Tibet seems to 
be primarily Han nationalism, devoid of any Marxian ideals or Confucian 
values. These Han nationalists' reading of Tibetan history and the problem 
seems to  be as follows: what has kept Tibet apart from China for centuries 
is not so much due to political will or armed resistance. It has more to do 
with the non-Confucian Buddhist culture and its unique institutions, which 
have sustained the spirit of Tibetan social independence. Such Communist- 
turned-Han nationalist second generation cadres realize that Imperial 
China had coveted Tibet for centuries but it is the Chinese Communists 
who have made the imperial dream a reality. Therefore, they seem to reason 
and conclude that it is the sacred historical duty of the Chinese Communists 
not only to communize - which in itself is a Chinese phenomenon - but also 
to sinicize the Tibetans so that the Tibetan problem is resolved once and 
for all. 

Can such a Han project succeed in Tibet? It is unlikely for two reasons. 
Most Tibetologists would agree that the Tibetan ~ e o p l e  are ~ossessed by a 
complex yet coherent culture that is heavily documented and deeply 
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And if the Han activists try t o  erase and destroy such a living 
cu l tu ra l  complexity, they will face - and are facing today - an organic 

from the Tibetan people: anti-Chinese nationalism based on a 
and revitalized cultural identity that is being driven under- 

ground, This is the lesson the post-Deng Chinese leaders can learn from the 
Soviet implosion. The Russians tried, for almost 80 years, to assimilate 

non-Russian minorities into Russian culture, only to find the minorities 
reacted strongly against this process. This was one of the main causes of the 
collapse of the Soviet empire. 

The causes of the Communist failure in Tibet are rooted in their hidden 
ideologicaI agenda and over-centralized political structure which are 
Stalinist in origin and character. When the Party cadres act more leftist in 
Tibet than in China proper, they are doing what the Party secretly expects 
them to do in Tibet, and not necessarily what it says. What the Party says is 
to pay lip service t o  the Common Programme, the Constitution, the 
National People's Congress (NPC) resolutions, etc. which are really 
legitimating cosmetics for the actual hidden agenda on Tibet: sinicization. 
The Party cadres' and government functionaries' inner attitude and 
operational code of conduct in Tibet which we have observed, are really 
calculated responses t o  the secret Party directives23 and hidden agenda, 
which are the real yardstick for their performance. 

Anyone, whether Han or  Tibetan, who has pursued or advocated a 
moderate policy based on Tibetan realities, has been victimized by leftists. 
Deng Xiaoping, who was chiefly responsible for the moderate policy in 
Tibet in the 1950s, was attacked by the Red Guards for practising "a 
hundred percent revisionism" in Tibet.24 Hu Yaobang, who enunciated 
a moderate Tibet-friendly policy in 1980, was soon disgraced, and "leftist 
officials exploded fire crackers and drank in ~ e l e b r a t i o n " . ~ ~  The Xth 
Panchen Lama, who defended and fought for the Tibetan people's 
legitimate religious, civil and economic rights as guaranteed by the Chinese 
Constitution, was victimized and imprisoned for thirteen years.2h 

There is, therefore, considerable evidence to  suggest that the Chinese 
Communist Party (CCP) in Tibet has found, over the years, its leftist 
policies and programmes as ideologically legitimate tools through which it 
cannot only communize but more importantly it can sinicize the Tibetan 
population. In pursuit of his policy, the Han's burden is carried on by an 
increasing number of hardcore Han nationalists positioned in the Party, the 
local government and the Public Security Bureau, all united in their design 
and determination to  sinicize the Tibetans. Sinocization is carried on under 
Marxist slogans such as "liberation", "democratic reforms", "Cultural 
Revolution", and now in the name of "development" and "progress". As 
argued earlier, such revolutionary changes and programmes are not an 
ethnically neutral medium of social change. They bring with them the 
Chinese language, culture, history and Han ethnicity which, by their nature, 
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have a more enduring effect than a mere revolutionary message. Revolution 
in China was over by 1976 and globally by 1986 as far as communists are 
concerned. But revolutionary slogans are still used in Tibet today as a 
defensible means of sinicization. 

1 have given some indications of the Communist hidden agenda in 
operation in Tibet during the past 40 years which differentiate Communist 
policy from that of the KMT. 1 shall now try to  demonstrate how a centrally 
controlled political structure called "national regional autonomym all but 
denies the actual exercise of autonomy. I begin this discussion with a benefit 
of doubt. 

It appears to  me that the intention of early Communist leaders was not 
Han domination of the minority nationalities - not, at  least, in visible, 
direct ways. Mao  Z e d ~ n g , ~ '  Zhou Enlai2* and Liu S h a ~ g x i ~ ~  had all 
condemned what they called "Han-chauvinism" in no uncertain terms. ~~t 
they did not seem to  have realized the fact that the over-centralized political 
structures, which they were then creating for the minority nationalities, 
have built-in tendencies for more than a mere verbal expression of Han- 
chauvinism. Such centrally controlled and Han dominated "autonomousn 
structures are, in fact, conducive to  Han domination, leading gradually and 
systematically to  the political marginalization of the minorities within the 
system of national regional autonomy. The Tibetan experience for the past 
34 years indicates that the regional autonomous organs are neither self- 
governing nor self-regulating bodies. Each one of such local organs such as 
administration, education, economy, culture, etc. is directly linked to and 
controlled by the relevant Central State sector in Beijing, closely supervised 
and monitored by the nation-wide Party network that has penetrated every 
office; and all this awesome centralized policy and operation is backed by 
the PLA and police. The Tibetan regional government is not an autonomous 
local self-government; it is an effective extension of the Chinese Central 
State located in Beijing. This conclusion emerges out of successive Chinese 
Constitutions and other documents. 

Li Weihan, an official authority on minority nationalities, writes, "An 
autonomous organ is a local organ of state power."30 The General 
Programme on regional autonomy states: "Autonomous organs are the 
organs of State power of the people in autonomous areas." Article 40 
declares, "The right of interpretation and of amendment of the ~ e n e r a l  
Program rests with the central people's government."" For instance, the 
NPC is supposed to be the supreme legislative body of the Chinese people 
and minorities. But the 1978 Constitution contains the following article 
(21): "The National People's Congress is composed of deputies elected by 
the people's congresses of the provinces, autonomous regions, and 
municipalities, directly under the Central Government, and by  the people's 
Liberation Army"" (emphasis added). In 1979 a state ~ublication admitted 
thus, "The organs of self-government of national autonomous areas are 
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people9s congress and revolutionary committees (replaced by local 

g 
overnments by 1980) and they are all Chinese local state organs."JJ The 

phrases like "Chinese local state organs" should not be construed as in 
*rnerican or Indian constitutional practice. In the latter case, each province 
or state has a state government which enjoys greater political autonomy. In 

Chinese Communist case, there is only one state and that state is the 
central State located in Beijing, whose centralized power is extended to  the 

and autonomous regions in the form of a local people's congress 
,,d local government. This appears t o  be the meaning of an "unitary statew. 

The limited autonomy given to the TAR by the Chinese Constitution is 
further undercut by the Party's power monopoly, operative beh in~ i3~  the 
scenes in every department or  office of the local government. ~ o s t  of 
the high-ranking government officials are concurrently Party members 
and the few who are not Party members such as the Panchen Lama and 
Phagpata Geleg Namgyal, have less power within their office than Han 
party members whose official rank may be lower and whose role in the 
local government is not recognized by the Chinese Constitution or other 
legal documents. Thus, within the vast network of the TAR government, a 
Chinese Communist Party corollary such as the Party's "United Front Work 
Department" which is particularly active in Tibet, is implanted a t  each 
office to oversee the working of the government and to formulate local 
policies. According t o  the Chinese Constitution, the two primary 
instruments in the exercise of regional autonomy are the people's congress 
and people's government. But the function of the TAR People's Congress is 
to rubber-stamp policies already made by Party members in Beijing and 
Lhasa, while the function of the TAR People's Government to implement 
and enforce such decisions. The key positions within the CCP structure in 
Tibet are dominated by Han cadres. The region's Party First Secretary is the 
most powerful post in Tibet. Since 1965 when this most powerful post was 
first created, no Tibetan has ever been appointed to  this post: 

Thus, power in the TAR flows from non-Tibetan Communists in 
Beijing to non-Tibetans in the TAR, essentially leaving Tibetans out of 
the political landscape. The result is that regardless of what power is 
devolved to the TAR as an autonomous region, de facto power remains 
in the hands of the Communist Party and with n o n - T i b e t a n ~ . ~ ~  

The Communist practice of Party power monopoly and the modern Chinese 
cult of absolute state sovereignty, being congruent to  each other, have 
worked together against Tibetan autonomy. The Maoists have created not 
only an over-centralized "autonomous" political structure to ensure unitary 
state sovereignty but also staffed such centralized structures with Han 
cadres36 to ensure Chinese political and ideological hegemony in Tibet. In 
such a situation, regional autonomy is reduced to an obedient implementing 
agency with no decision-making power of even a local or regional nature. 



Sino-Tibetan Past and Current l'olitical Realities 

The most important decisions on Tibet are made in Beijing by the 
Politbureau members, who externally manifest themselves as the Central 
Government Ministers; and whatever remaining local autonomy is given to 
Lhasa, is monopolized by the Communist Party Tibet Work Committee 
members, who formulate plans and make decisions as well as oversee the 
implementation process, using local government infrastructures and extra- 
governmental Party outfits and cells. Regional autonomy resides in finding 
and devising suitable means and tactics to  implement strategic decisions 
and goals decided by the Chinese Central Government and the Communist 
Party. The TAR government does not have power even to  make economic 
plans, as Article 118 of the 1982 Chinese Constitution stipulates: "The 
organs of self-government of national autonomous areas independently 
arrange for and administer local economic development under the guidance 
of state plans" (emphasis added). 

It is in such a context of empty autonomy that the Dalai Lama's call for 
genuine autonomy in Tibet makes sense in the post-Communist and post- 
Cold War era. The Lama has offered foreign policy and defence matters to 
China, the rest - economic, cultural, administration, education, etc. - ought 
to  be delinked from the Central Government, and granted to a local Tibetan 
government to  manage its own internal affairs. This is the generally 
accepted meaning of autonomy as understood world-wide: "Autonomy is 
here taken in its original meaning as signifying the power and authority as 
well as the legitimate capacity, to  govern oneself in those matters which 
form the basis of the comm~ni ty ."~ '  

Continued centralized control over Tibet's limited autonomy is justified 
in terms of Han leadership, which has, over the years, degenerated into Han 
hegemony. Li Weihan wrote in 1951, "Ethnic regional autonomy is 
practised within the People's Republic of China under the unified leadership 
of the central people's government."38 Wanchu echoes this centrism 
equated with autonomy when he wrote in 1952, "It means regional 
autonomy practised within the boundaries of the People's Republic of 
China under the unified leadership of the central people's government."'g 
And the latest law on regional autonomy (1984) defines it as follows: 
"Regional autonomy of nationalities is practised in areas where minority 
nationalities are concentrated and where self-governing bodies are 
established and the right to autonomy is exercised under the uniform 
direction of the Central G~vernment . "~ '  

All this constant and strictly centralized control over Tibetan autonomy 
stems from the Chinese cult of state sovereignty.4' This ~ol i t ical  cult was 
born out of certain historical conditions which are no longer in existence. It 
arose out of the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Chinese bitter 
experience of dealing with the great encroaching Western colonial powers. 
most of whom have declined in relation to the PRC. We may ask, therefore, 
whether China's continued paranoia about state sovereignty and national 
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security is justified in the light of its ever-growing power in Aria and the 
world? 

However, from 1954 to 1978 we encounter this repeated declaration in - - 

[he Chinese Constitutions: "The People's Republic of China is a unitary 
multinational state."42 A Han-determined unitary state within a multi- 
national republic seems to be a contradiction in terms, founded not on 
ethnic realities but on a misplaced idealism which evaporated a long time 
ago, ~ t s  continued assumption creates problems for multinational China. 
Our historical survey indicates that the Chinese empire was neither a strong - 
unitary state directly ruling over all its domains, nor was China ever 
culturally homogeneous except for the Han majority in China proper where 
it was pssible for a unitary state to exist and rule. The current Communist 
power elite is well aware of this historical fact, as Eugene Kamenka and 
Alice Tay remark, "Chinese officials have long seen themselves as holding 
China together and the educated are all too aware of the fact that China has 
not been a single or unitary state for more than half of its history - not 
unitary in spoken language, in ethnic origin, in local religion and 
traditions. "43 

From the perspective of our historical analysis (see Chapters 1-6),  the 
PRC has been the most politically centralized empire in the entire course of 
Chinese history, using the term empire in a technical sense, though not in an 
ideological intentionality sense. The fact is all the Manchus, Mongols, 
Tibetans, Turks (and others) - each of whom were separate nations or 
nationalities with their national histories, cultural identities, autonomous 
regimes, etc. separate from Imperial China - are all now forcefully merged 
and ruled by a single Han-dominated state. This is a technical definition of 
an empire which has reached this - rather sorry - stage from its original 
revolutionary and utopian assumptions of a multinational i d e o ~ r a c ~ . ~ ~  The 
failed Soviet model indicates that all the Russian Revolution resulted in was 
the Russofication of non-Russian minorities and ever-hardening of the 
Russian-dominated state, which generated typical contradictions within 
the empire. Communist China escaped a Soviet-like collapse in 1989 
because of its adept handling of the Chinese economy and Han 
demographic predominance. Its nationality problems in Tibet, Xianjang, 
Inner Mongolia, etc., stemming largely from over-centralized control and 
Han domination, are far from resolved. It is in such a context that a number 
of Chinese dissident intellectuals in 199445 and President Lee Teng-hui of 
Taiwan in 199946 and the Dalai Lama in 198g4? have pragmatically 
proposed a federal system for China in which major minorities would enjoy 
autonomous statehood. For the Communist concept of multinational 
ideocracy is no longer tenable in the post-Communist era; and classical 
ideal of empire was universally condemned as anachronistic a long time 
ago. Therefore, there now seems to be no alternative before the Chinese 
Communist empire but a federal system. 
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Federation is the alternative to empire. It is this because the power 
wielded in a federation is predominantly consensual while that of an 
empire is coercive.4R 

If the present Communist leaders want to  find a satisfactory solution and 
yet retain the present extent of the PRC's territory, 60 per cent of which 
belongs to  the minority nationalities, federation may be the answer. 
Whether the PRC devolves itself into a federation or does so under pressure 
is difficult to  predict at  the moment. But there is no question that the 
question of autonomy - its enlargement and actualization - might be put on 
the world agenda in the early twenty-first century. For the general consensus 
seems to  be autonomy as a basic point of reference and framework within 
which the Tibetan Question may be resolved in the near future. It enjoyed 
historical precedence in Anglo-Chinese negotiations, considerable Confucian 
concurrence, as reflected in the imperial policy of indirect rule, and growing 
international consensus. Currently both the Communist rulers and the 
Dalai Lama, since 1993, use the term but with different meanings which 
need to  be bridged and negotiated through dialogue. In this respect the 
Dalai Lama and the Tibetan intelligentsia and their supporters49 have given 
considerable thought to  the question of genuine Tibetan autonomy. 

Finally, in this chapter, I present a cross-section of Tibetan opinions on 
different aspects of Tibetan autonomy, based on informal interviews and 
discussions with Tibetan exiles and with recent arrivals from Tibet, 
conducted during the summer months from 1994 to  1999.50 

Political dimension Most of the respondents accept the political 
dimension of Tibetan autonomy as specified and defined by the Dalai Lama 
in his Strasbourg Statement (1988). In that document, the Lama concedes 
Tibet's foreign policy and defence to  China; otherwise the region retains 
complete domestic autonomy (rang-srid rang-skyongs) in "association with 
the PRC". He envisages future new ~ o l i t y  to  be "a self-governing democratic 
political entity founded on law by agreement of the people". His vision of a 
future democratic Tibet, "with a popularly elected chief executive, a 
bicameral legislative branch and an independent judicial system"," seems to 
be in the right democratic direction and in tune with the current and likely 
future global trends. At the present time, the Communists might not agree to 
such a democratic structure, however, I feel it has a good chance of being 
accepted, with due modifications of course, in the near future. 

As we might recall, both the CCP and the KMT had demanded Chinese 
political and territorial sovereignty over Tibet, whereas the ~ a l a i  Lama's 
1988 document vaguely leaves it as being "in association with the PRC", 
which does not satisfy Communist negotiators. There is, therefore, an 
urgent need for both the Chinese supreme leader and the Dalai Lama to 
negotiate on the question of Chinese political and territorial sovereignty 
over Tibet. 
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~ i ~ ~ ~ ~ i ~ ~ l l ~ ,  the Chinese insistence on their territorial-political sovereignty 
,,, Tibet is not backed by history; it is more a function of the rise of 
Chinese power in modern times. AS our historical analysis of SineTibetan 
relations shows (Chapters 1-7), the emperors of the Yuan, Ming and Qing 
dynasties may be said to have been "ceremonial  sovereign^"^^ of Buddhist 
Tibet, essentially in their capacity as patrons and protectors of Tibetan 
~ ~ d d h i s m  and its institutions. TO translate this "ceremonial sovereignty" 
into hard-boiled modern political and territorial sovereignty is inaccurate 
and unfair. Some respondents are critical of the Dalai Lama's concession of 
security and foreign affairs to the Communists. There is also unanimity 
among Dharamsala Tibetan exiles about the inclusion of Kham and Amdo 
(Eastern Tibet) into the TAR so that all Tibetans can enjoy the benefits of 
genuine Tibetan a u t o n o m ~ . ' ~  

Economic dimension It is surprising that while the economic policies of 
the provinces and autonomous regions of the PRC have been decentralized 
since the early 1980s, the TAR'S economic policy is still decided by the 
central G ~ v e r n r n e n t . ~ ~  The respondents unanimously feel that the Tibetan 

ought to  be given complete control over Tibetan local resources 
including mining rights. In particular, fresh arrivals from Kham and Amdo 
stress the importance of mining rights being placed in Tibetan hands. The 
educated younger generation in India place greater emphasis on economic 
development and education than on religion and culture, a clear departure 
from their parents' priorities. 

The type of economic development preferred by most respondents seems 
to be sustainable development supplemented by Chinese economic 
assistance, border trade, tourism and related service industries. Their 
preferred economic models range from a mixed economy to  a free marketsss 

The overall impression one gains from the respondents is that local 
resources must be left within Tibet, to  be exploited on a sustainable basis by 
the Tibetan people and to  be gradually developed by the indigenous people 
(and others) at  the pace and in forms Tibetans feel comfortable with. They 
all deplore the current practice of internal colonialism in Tibet. 

Self-administration Communist rule in Tibet has been the most carefully 
crafted Han domination in the entire history of SineTibetan relations, as 
we have seen. All the important decision-making powers were entrusted to 
PLA generals who concurrently held top Party positions (1959-68) and 
ruled Tibet. Even now important posts with crucial decision-making 
powers, from county-level and above are held by Han cadres. A semblance 
of "local government" is fashioned by Chinese-educated Tibetan colla- 
borators most of whom are given ceremonially visible posts. The Tibetan 
majority have no say in the administration of their region. It was in such a 
context that H u  Yaobang, after his 1980 visit to  Central Tibet, proposed 
that two-thirds of civil servants must be held by Tibetans within two to 
three years.'6 
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The majority of respondents, especially those in the Dalai 
exiled administration, express confidence, will and a capacity for self- 
administration. Their reasons are that historically Tibet has experienced 
self-rule and self-administration throughout most of its recorded history; 
that the Dalai Lama's administration a t  Dharamsala (India) has demon- 
strated, during the past 40 years, the Tibetan capacity to do  so, and even 
to  face complex problems in the modern world. The older generation of 
respondents seem to put the onus on the educational qualifications and 
administrative competence of the new generation. The overall impression 
I get is that the average Tibetan wants a minimum of Chinese interference 
in the administration of their region. This is, as we might recall, in keeping 
with the Chinese tradition of indirect rule. As one fresh arrival from 
Eastern Tibet put it rhetorically, "If the Chinese who know practically 
nothing about Tibet or Tibetans can rule Tibet, why can't we Tibetans rule 
our own country?"s7 

Religious freedom In China proper religious freedom is much wider and 
more real than in Tibet. In Tibet the Communists are currently conducting a 
religious persecution campaign directed against the Dalai Lama, the monks 
and the nuns.s8 The formal ideological justification for anti-Buddhist 
attitude is provided by Marx's bias against religion. However, the Chinese 
Communist reason is more specific. They have discovered that the popular 
practice of Tibetan Buddhism is somehow bound up with what they call 
"splitism". It forms the core of Tibetan cultural identity that differentiates 
Tibetans from Han  Chinese; it is the spirit that resists continuing Chinese 
occupation and domination. If the Communists have discovered the 
relation between Tibetan Buddhism and nationalism, the answer they have 
proposed in the form of religious persecution is actually counter productive. 
If the co-relation between Tibetan Buddhism and nationalism is correct, 
then the current Communist anti-Dharma, anti-Sangha and anti-Dalai 
Lama campaign is actually accentuating and activating the Tibetan 
nationality problem, the very phenomenon the Communists want to 
prevent. The religious persecution increases the Tibetan religious feelings 
and identity consciousness, driving them underground, thereby deepening 
and sharpening the cultural foundations of "separatism", ready to burst out 
a t  any opportune moment. Such an eventuality is good neither for the 
Tibetans nor the C h i n e ~ e . ' ~  

The Communists' hope of eliminating the Tibetan spirit and identity is 
most unlikely to  succeed, as the Soviet Union's Stalinist experiment on the 
merger and assimilation of religious minorities for 80 years demonstrates. 
Tibetan religion-induced nationalism may be largely a reaction to Han 
hegemony and Han homogenizing tendencies on the ~ l a t e a u .  The answer, 
I believe, is not direct political action in the form of religious ~ersecution 
which is not in keeping with the subtlety and indirection of the ~onfuc i an  
political culture. The separation of religion from nationalism (politicization 
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,f religion) can be achieved, paradoxically, by granting full religious 
freedom and by restoring indirect rule by the Dalai Lama. For only he can 

and control Tibetan cultural nationalism directed against the 
Chinese. Religious persecution, on the surface, might seem to have swept 
aside the nationality problem but. deep inside, it increases and sharpens the 

Therefore, with regard to  religious freedom, there is consensus among 

the majority - peasants and nomads in Tibet and sweater-sellers in 
India. To them Buddhism is their living tradition and way of life; and the 
communists' denial of religious freedom amounts to a denial of the essence 
,f life as they understand it. A respondent nun who had recently left Central 
Tibet explained it in this way: "I do  not want electricity and other colourful 
things the Chinese have introduced. I want full freedom to practise my 
religion without which I feel my life is empty and mean ing le~s . "~~  

However, both in exile and in Tibet, a younger generation of Tibetans is 
beginning to emerge. In India they are the Dalai-centric secularists 
graduating from Tibetan schools and colleges. They tend to single out the 
Dalai Lama as the anchor of their freedom struggle and the essence of their 
culture. They emphasize Tibetan language and literature, and not so much 
Tibet's religious traditions and other lamas. They accept religious freedom 
with an emphasis on freedom. 

Secondly, the five decades of Communist rule has unintentionally 
brought about in Tibet a new breed of Chinese-educated Tibetan 
 nationalist^.^^ This group, though small in number, is a significant new 
development in Tibetan social history. It is evidence of an emerging social 
fact that those young Tibetans who receive Chinese education via a Chinese 
medium do not necessarily become sinicized and pro-Chinese. The Chinese 
education has enabled them to critically and secretly rediscover Tibetan 
history, society and culture in a neo-colonial context.62 To this small elite 
group, religion is the main reason for the loss of Tibet's independence and 
failure to enter the modern Religious freedom is unimportant to 
the Chinese-educated Tibetan nationalists. 

Meanwhile the silent majority in Tibet continues to suffer religious 
persecution, which concerns me greatly. The current Communist determi- 
nation to kill the Tibetan spirit and eliminate its identity might have more 
to do with flawed Marxist assumptions and utopian beliefs. It is high time 
now, after the collapse of Communist systems almost everywhere else, that 
the CCP give up its dogmatic truth claim that only the Party members know 
what is good for the Tibetan people. More specifically some of its early 
leaders proclaimed on several occasions that their mission in Tibet, as 
Marxists, was to help the common people, and that the Party dearly loves 
the people. Those living in the post-Communist era should now tell the 
Chinese Communists - who still appear to be prisoners of their ideology - 
that the best way to "love" the silent majority of Tibetans is to, at least, 
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respect the religious beliefs which they hold, as the previous ranchen Lama 
observed, as clearly as their own life.64 Secondly, the Chinese Communist 
leaders must give up their Marxist project of "changing the worldn 
Tibet) in the Communist image. The universal collapse of Communist 
systems has rendered such a radical project meaningless - neither feasible 
nor desirable. And if any Communist Party is still clinging to such 
Communist dogmas in the name of Marx or Mao, it does so with an 
ulterior motive of destroying minority identity and autonomy under the 
banner of a Communism that is no longer alive. 

Education There is one area of agreement among all sections of Tibetan 
society - education. Even among the traditional learned class (such as 
Geshe Sonam Rinchen and Khensur Thubten P h u n t ~ o g ) ~ ~  there is an acute 
realization that their generation's failure was modern education which they 
all now emphasize as the "future seeds for a modern Tibet". And we have 
observed how the older lay respondents emphasize the importance of 
modern education for those who want to  govern Tibet in the future. 

However, there is some disagreement about the medium of instruction 
and curriculum content. Those with a Tibetan educational background 
such as Rabsal and Karma Monlam feel the medium of instruction should 
be Tibetan," and that education should be entirely in Tibetan hands. 
Others, who are in the majority, think that although Tibetan can be the 
medium of instruction, we should also learn Chinese as a link language 
along with English and Hindi. With regard to  the school curriculum, most 
respondents stress equally a modern liberal education, and science and 
technology. 

I have submitted before you my findings and feelings on a subject that 
concerns the Tibetan people, their historical neighbours and also the 
international community. The task is made easier by my direct confrontation 
with reality, with the hope that out of such reality might emerge a truly 
autonomous and neutralized Tibet that resolves the strategic contradiction 
and constant tension between China and India, autonomy that is congruent 
with the historical pattern of Sino-Tibetan relations, which is consonant 
with current Confucian consensus and with the Tibetan people's limited 
aspiration for greater autonomy, so that all earnest supporters of the 
Tibetan cause around the globe, including Chinese, Indians and Westerners 
might feel proud that they have all helped to create a just and equitable 
autonomous Tibetan society in the heart of Asia. 

We began our discourse on Tibetan autonomy by noting the good 
intentions of early Chinese leaders. Good intentions do  not necessarily 
bring about good or intended results, unless such positive intentions are 
given institutional expression in the form of enforceable legislation and 
concrete state policy. Unfortunately, the good intentions and pious 
sentiments of Chinese leaders were not and are not institutionalized in 
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Tibet. The result is rampant Han hegemony and homogenization which 
were apparently not intended by Mao, Zhou or Deng. 

The success of any revolution is measured in terms of the extent to which 
democratic ideals are institutionalized SO that long aher the revolutionary 
fervour has evaporated, democratic and humane ideals, so institutionalized, 

continue to  shape citizens' public lives. Mao's Revolution was, 
unfortunately, not of this truly democratic type. The only institution it 
has produced is the Communist Party which, even though it has forcefully 

Greater China, has, in the process, destroyed Chinese civil society, 
which is the social structure of freedom. Deng Xiaoping's revolution is a 
definite improvement, and those post-Communist leaders who wish to 
continue this revolution will do  well to  give institutional expression to 
democratic, humane and liberal values of the Chinese public-in-the-making. 
This, of course, includes Tibet as well so that democratic institutions might 
rule a truly autonomous Tibet. 





Part II 

China and Tibet in War 
and Peace 

"No country can exist without frontiers. A country without frontiers 
is a country that has perished. Therefore, if Liang-chou were to be 
lost, then the metropolitan area would become the frontier; if the 
metropolitan area were to be lost, then Hung-nung would become the 
frontier; i f  Hung-nung were to be lost, then Lo-yang would become 
the frontier. lf we were to take this to its conclusion, even were we to 
withdraw to the eastern seaboard, there should still be a frontier." 

Wang Fu in 1 1 0  AD' 

"lt would be madness for us to cross the Himalayas and occupy it 
[Tibet]. But it is important that no one else should seize it; and it 
should be turned into a sort of buffer between the Indian and Russian 
Empires. I f  Russia were to come down to the big mountains she 
would at once begin intriguing with Nepal; and we should have a 
second Afghanistan on the north . . . What I mean is that Tibet itself 
and not Nepal must be the buffer state that zue must endeatpour to 
create. " 

Lord Curzon in 19012 

' Yu Ying-Shih, "Han foreign relations", in The Cambridge History of China Vol. 1 (Cambridge: 
University Press, 1986), p. 431. 
Alastair Lamb, Britain and Chinese Central Asia (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 19601, 
p. 260. 





Chapter 9 

The Warrior Kings of Tibet and 
the Tang Dynasty 

Apart from the Dunhuang documents discovered at the beginning of this 
century, there has been little objective data on the ancient history of Tibet. 
This makes our discussion of Tibetan kingship, which precedes the 
Buddhist era in Tibet, somewhat problematic. The problem is compounded 
by the Buddhisization of ancient Tibetan history that took place during the 
Buddhist Renaissance in Tibet, 842-1419.' Indeed our conventional view 
of Tibetan kings, including the myth of chos-rgyal, has come down to us 
from what might be called the lamaist historiography that flourished during 
the period. A full treatment of the development of this myth is beyond the 
scope of this paper; our main concern is with btsan. However, the following 
points may be briefly noted, which give us some idea of how this 
development might have occurred. 

It seems ironic, although it is true, that Buddhist Renaissance took place 
during what Tibetan historians call sil-bu' dus, a veritable dark age that 
began with the fall of chos-rgyal or  the Religious Kings in the 830s and ended 
with the rise of the Sakya Lamas (Bla mas)2 in the 1230s. This period 
witnessed not only a renewal but a renaissance of Buddhism in Tibet: the four 
major sects of Tibetan Buddhism as we know them today took shape during 
this period; most of the great Lama scholars wrote their monumental work 
during this period; and of course, most of the translation of Sanskrit works 
into Tibetan that fuelled the Renaissance was undertaken during this period." 

Under the impact of such an intellectual revolution, a new conception of 
history emerged: C h ~ s - ' b ~ u n ~ . ~  And although the old conception of history 
(rgyal-rabs or royal chronicles) did survive, it is Chos-'byung that 
predominated the quasi-historical work. What is Chos-'byung? Usually 
rendered as a history of religion, it means now (in Tibetan) Chos or (in 
Sanskrit) Dharma and it came into being in Tibet. Most of the authors of 
this genre were Lama-scholars whose pious, partisan preoccupation was 
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not history per se, religious or  otherwise, but the progress of Chos. From 
then on, history could not be a record simply of what men did, but of what 
they did for or against chos. While recording what they called bstan-pa sna- 
dar (233-842 AD),  or  the spread of Buddhism under the royal patronage, 
the Chos-'byung authors established an invidious contrast between pro- 
and anti-Buddhist forces. The former, such as Sron-btsan Sgampo, were 
glorified; and the latter, such as Glang Dharma, were vilified. In short, 
ancient Tibetan history was largely rewritten in the light of Buddhism and 
in terms of Buddhist rationale during the Buddhist Renaissance. The myth 
of chos-rgyal is an intellectual legacy of this period. 

A new theory of kingship was constructed, and the theogenic origins of 
early kings were reinterpreted. Thus when Gnya-Khri Btsan-Po, the first 
known king, pointed his fingers towards the sky indicating where he came 
from to the Tibetan Bonpos - to  whom sky had a religious significance - it 
was later interpreted by Chos-'byung authors that he meant India; he might 
after all have pointed towards the sky above India! Hence, theogenic origin 
of Tibetan royalty was traced to  the Buddhist Mecca - India. Asoka, the 
Indian emperor reputed for his patronage of Buddhism, was projected as 
the model king for all Buddhists."mong the Tibetan kings Sron-btsan 
Sgampo was invariably called chos-rgyal par excellence in most works of 
the Chos-byung genre. Chos-rgyal is the Tibetan translation of the Sanskrit 
term Dharmaraja, meaning a ruler who rules not only in accordance with 
the holy doctrine, but also who patronizes Dharma. This view of kingship 
indeed became an established orthodoxy in both intellectual traditions, 
chos-'byung and rgyal-rabs. 

That such a myth should have developed is not surprising when we recall 
the early vicissitudes of Buddhism in Central Tibet: the mixed reception at 
the court; then its disappearance from the centre and diffusion in the 
peripheries as a result of pro-Bon, anti-Buddhist forces; and finally its 
triumphant resurgence after 982 A D  -gradually pervading all Tibet. For any 
adherent t o  write about the persecution of one's belief system is hard 
enough; and to  an author of a chos-'byung work it seems to be his duty to 
exaggerate royal patronage of, and Bon opposition to, Buddhism. This can 
be seen in the dialogues of Tibetans who were sent to  invite gurus from 
India during the tenth and eleventh c e n t ~ r i e s . ~  

Included in the enormous amount of translation work done during this 
period was sulekha, a kind of epistle, usually addressed to  kings and other 
eminent persons. One of the main purposes of such epistles is to gently and 
politely indoctrinate a king so that he may be compassionate to his subjects 
and generous to  the Sangha. The overall didactic effect of such sulekhas 
was, then, to idealize the Buddhist conception of kingship - namely, that of 
Dharmaraja or chos-rgyal. It seems to  me that the translation of his famous 
epistles to  Raja (King) Gautamiputra, to Raja Satavahana, and so on, 
played no small role in the popularization of the chos-rgyal idea' in Tibet. 
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A of questions remain unanswered, and must remain so until 
thorough research is done, but there is no harm in raising the questions 
now. who  was the first Lama scholar or  author of any chos-'byung work to 
call the Tibetan kings, especially Sron-btsan Sgampo, a chos-rgyal, and 
when di J this occur? As it usually happens in Tibetan literary movements, 
the first known text which christened btsan kings as chos-rgyal is an 
anonymous work called Bb chem ka-kholma written in 1049 AD.' It is 
believed to be Sron-bstan Sgamba's death-bed testimony. The date is quite 
credible in the context of Tibetan history, that is 207 years after the fall of 
the last btsan king. It appears that since the 1040s the concept of chos-rgyal 
gained wide currency and social circulation so as to  make it a powerful 
myth that captured the Tibetan imagination. This means that the concept of 
chos-rgyal was invented with Buddhist fuel after 842 A D ,  prior to which 
date all the warrior kings were called, behaved and acted like btsan. 

In the literature on the traditional Sino-Tibetan relationship it is argued 
that the Sakya Lamas and the Dalai Lamas conceived the Mongol chief 
(Yuan Emperor) and Manchu Chief (Qing Emperors) as chos-rgyal. We 
have observed that by 1271 'Phags-Pa was calling Khubilai Khan, a chos- 
rgyal, but 24 years later, in 1295, 'Phags-Pa becomes the first Lama to 
receive that title from the Yuan E m p e r ~ r . ~  His full title was: 'Gro-Mgon 
chos-rgyal 'Phagspa, which may be translated as the "Lord of sentient 
beings, the King of Dharma, the Noble One."lo But it was the Ming 
dynasty (1368-1644) that popularized the title: it conferred the title of 
chos-rgyal to eight eminent Lamas." The Chinese message was subtle but 
unmistakable: the most eminent Lama of each epoch was appointed by the 
Mandate of Heaven as the chos-rgyal of what Chinese documents vaguely 
refer to as the "Western realm". Tibet by the Ming period had of course 
become a fully Buddhist country. Thus, in Sino-Tibetan usage, the term 
chos-rgyal acquired two meanings. When the Tibetan lamas called Mongol 
and Manchu emperors chos-rgyal, they meant in the lndic sense of "a king 
who rules in accordance with Dharma" and who patronizes the Sangha. On  
the other hand when the latter honoured the former with the title of 
chos-rgyal, they meant the highest authority (i.e. king) on spiritual matters. 

But so far there is no evidence to  prove that any of the Tibetan kings ever 
called himself or was called by his contemporaries chos-rgyal. We search in 
vain for the term in any of the ancient historical records available today in 
Dunhuang documents12 or  in the ancient edicts and treaty documents that 
Hugh Richardson has published over the years.l"or has Haarh found the 
term in his lengthy study of the "history of ancient Tibet and the origin and 
nature of its kings" (1969).14 The myth of chos-rgyal then appears to be a 
post-Glang-Dharma phenomenon. It was an honorific title conferred 
posthumously to those Tibetan kings who were believed to have patronized 
Buddhism by the authors of chos-'byung works and by other Lama scholars 
in gratitude. The surprising fact is that this myth has not only survived in 
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Tibetan literature to this day: it has found its way into the Western 
scholarship on Tibet as well.'5 But neither the concept of Tibetan kingship 
nor the magnitude of the Buddhist revolution in Inner Asia can be fully 
understood without questioning this myth first. 

The fact that terms like btsan or gnam have lost the cultural and political 
connotations they once possessed during the royal period is indicative of the 
magnitude of revolutionary change brought about by the introduction of 
Buddhism in Tibet. Btsan is today an antiquated word (sgra-rnyingpa) no 
longer current in the Tibetan language. Gnam, for example, does not mean 
"heaven", the connotation it probably had in pre-Buddhist Tibet; it simply 
means "sky" - purely a technical word. Tantric gods and goddesses do not 
reside in abodes way above the sky, where some of the Lha (gods) of the 
pre-Buddhist native religion were believed to  be residing. Tibet since 842 AD 

underwent a cultural r e v ~ l u t i o n ~ ~  of the highest magnitude. In the process 
meanings of certain metaphysical and political terms were changed or lost 
altogether. Such is the fate of btsan. Today we need to  close that conceptual 
gap in order to appreciate political and cultural development in Tibet. 

If one looks a t  the list of the names of the Tibetan kings published in the 
Tibetan Review (March 1973), one is at  once struck by the recurrent word 
btsan (or sometimes tsan which is phonetically the same) that almost all of 
them share in common," either as part of their first name as in Sron-btsan 
Sgampo or  as part of their last name in Gnya-Khri Btsan-Po. And those 
were the names by which the kings were known in all of the ancient 
documents available today. 

The Chinese who have kept better records than most other Asian peoples 
are clear on this point. A Song chronicler states that "Tibet's king is called 
btsanpoW. A modern Chinese historian in a work published in 1903 
reiterated the same fact. A contemporary Communist historian in a work 
published in 1965 has more to  say on the subject: 

Btsan means "a strong, powerful he-man." This is a tribute to Gnya- 
Khri Btsan-ko, Ever since he became the overlord of six tribes, he was 
known as Btsan-Po. At the time of Gnya-Khri Btsan-Po, society began 
to  be differentiated into higher and lower, and in due course social 
classes were formed. Hence, the need for a king. Gnya-Khri Btsan-Po's 
successors retained the name Btsan. . . . Sometimes fairy tales contain 
actual truth: (The story that) Gnya-Khri Btsan-Po descended from 
heaven to  earth actually indicates (Tibet's) historical transition from 
an epoch of classless society to  a class society.lg 

This definition of btsan is highly" suggestive. Stripped of the class analysis 
dressing, the author describes the political conditions and circumstances 
under which the first Tibetan king came to  power as the leader of the six 
tribes. He  cites some Tibetan sources which state that "The stronger 
became the leader; and the weak were forced to  be subjects." In an almost 
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~ ~ b b ~ ~ i a n  political jungle which seems to have approximated the pre- 
~ ~ ~ ~ - K h r i  Btsan-Po Tibet, force or strength might well have been the 

determinant of political domination. 
Btsan, however, is not co-terminus with the term "king" as the Chinese 

historians seem to imply. Although the fact that almost all the Tibetan kings 
called themselves btsan in one way or the other might tempt one to equate it 
with "king", it was not exclusive to the king even as a royal title. For 
example, one of Khri-Srong Lde-Btsan's queens had four sons with the 
surname Btsan. Nor was the name confirmed to the royalty alone; we come 
across the names of ministers, of generals and of ambassadors to China with 
the suffix btsan to their names.20 Etymologically it indicated only physical 
prowess, which was a necessary attribute of leadership in a Hobbesian 
political situation. Through habitual usage the term came to be almost 
co-terminus with "king" as applied to the rulers of pre-842 Tibet, although 
the Tibetan language does have a word for king, rgyal-po, a common male 
name among Tibetan-speaking peoples; but the same can hardly be said of 
btsan, which again goes to show how far the Tibetan people have travelled 
from the path of violence to  that of non-violence (ahimsa). 

Although the Tibetan kings represented the embodiment of power in its 
more primitive form - force - and although force was indeed the practical 
basis of their rule, it seems they could not do  so on a long-term basis 
without some "justifications which attempt to  make use of force 
legitimate". As Reinhard Bendix observes "wherever power is vigorously 
pursued and exercised, ideas of legitimacy tend to develop to give meaning, 
re-enforcement, and justification to  that power".21 The theogenic myth 
about Gnya-Khri Btsan-Po's descent from the "country of gods" above the 
sky to rule the six tribes in Tibet marked not only an historical transition 
from primitive communism to elementary class society; more significantly it 
points to the political need for an extra-human sanction for legitimate rule. 
This is particularly true in a near-Hobbesian political situation which 
seemed to have been the case in pre-Btsan Tibet. Physical prowess was 
crucial and critical in defeating the less strong; but, after that, physical 
prowess alone would probably not be adequate to maintain one's 
dominance over others, because there is always the possibility that someone 
else might appear on the political scene stronger than a Gnya-Khri Btsan-Po. 
A ruler in a pre-political era must claim some extraordinary power 
exclusive to him. In Tibet, that claim took the form of divine descent and 
the possession of magical power ('Phrul). This was a way to keep Gnya-Khri 
b a n - P o  a step ahead of others who might be equally or even stronger than 
he was. Once he was declared to be a grandson of God, the King presiding 
somewhere above, the cloudy sky, Gnya-Khri made himself extraordinary; 
phrul-gyi Iha-btsanpo, most ferocious deity with power. He claimed 
charismatic power. Thus he and six of his successors were believed to have 
"returned to the sky-cord".22 According to one version, Gnya-Khri Btsan-Po 
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was appointed king on the mistaken belief that he came from the sky 
when he actually meant India from where he had escaped. Similarly when 
Tho-Tho-ri Hnyan-Btsan (605-6491650) mysteriously received the first 
Buddhist text, he had to  fool his Bonpo Ministers that the holy book had 
"descended from the sky".23 

The place of gnam (sky) in the cosmology of the pre-Buddhist native 
religion must be understood in order to appreciate the symbolic significance 
of the theogenic origins of Tibetan kings. What we call Bon today was then 
known to the believers as the "Way of Heaven and Earth" (Gnam-Sa'a 
Lugs). The space above the sky was considered the abode of gods (or simply 
"heaven", to borrow the Christian terminology). In this respect, the ancient 
Tibetans shared something in common with the Sinic world where tian 
(heaven) played such a significant role in the Confucian cosmology. Early 
pre-Buddhist Tibetans had a simple three tiered cosmology, in which [ha 
(gods) situated in the sky (gnam); btsan situated in between sky and earth; 
and glu below the earth. It appears the warrior kings claimed to be a fusion 
of lha and btsan. 

In actual fact, none of the kings had the audacity or folly to claim that he 
was a son or grandson of god. Instead most of them used Phrul-Gyi Lha 
Btsan-Po as their formal title. The first syllable is intriguing. Does it mean 
the same as sprul, from which the Buddhist term for reincarnation Sprul-Sku 
is coined? After reproducing in his Bod-Kyi Srid-Don Rgyal-Rabs a number 
of documents dating from the Btsan era, Shakabpa translates the ancient 
word 'phrul as s ~ r 1 - 1 1 ~ ~  for the modern reader. If this interpretation is 
correct, then the Tibetan kings claimed to be reincarnations of some god (to 
be specified later). But the root syllable 'phrul, unlike btsan, has been pretty 
much in use over the years. When the pre-industrial Tibetans had to create a 
new vocabulary to meet the modern scientific needs, ' ~ h r u l  became handy. 
From it the term for machine or machinery is derived 'phrul-'khor, literally 
meaning "magical wheel". But the same word is used to express an ancient 
idea deeply rooted in Tibetan psychology: magic (rgyu-'phrul). The same 
word is used to express supposedly a new concept when Buddhism was 
introduced: miracle ('zu-'phrul). Again the same word is used to express 
what I might call for want of better term -the lighter shade of reincarnation 
- manifestation. In other words, the term 'phrul not only survived the 
Buddhist Revolution; it is revitalized by Buddhism. Btsan, on the other 
hand, came to be used only in one sense as far as current usage is concerned: 
a powerful demon in the indigenous religious system, and hence, not much 
used. It was revived only after the Communist takeover in 1950. 

Sarat Chandra Das in his Tibetan-English Dictionary gives two 
meanings to the term bt~an.~"irst, "a species of demon, inhabiting a 
given locality", and Guiseppe Tucci2%dds that it is one of the most 
powerful deities in the hierarchy of the indigenous religion. Its second 
meaning, probably metaphorically deriving from the first, is mighty. 
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P owerful, strong, violent, and Das adds the following historical note: " ~ t  is 
,,id that while Tibet was under early monarchy the laws were enforced 
with greatest severity and rigor, and because the kings administered them so 
well they were called Tsan (Btsanpo)." 

~t is the second meaning that the Tibetan-Chinese Dictionary27 gives to 
btsan. It is, therefore, interesting to note that after the so-called "liberation* 
of Tibet when the Chinese Communists had to create a new political 
language for their ideology, they coined the Tibetan equivalent of 
"imperialism" deriving from Btsan: literally meaning the ideology of a 
forceful/powerful nation.'* 

The usual formal title by which the Tibetan kings were known in 
contemporary documents was 'Phrul-Gyi L h a - B t s a n - P ~ , ~ ~  which may be 
rendered as the "Manifestation of god or magically-powered god-king, the 
~ o s t  Powerful". Did they claim to be a manifestation of god? A king with 
magical powers? A sort of magician-king? There is some explicit evidence to 
indicate that the kings did claim some magical power, the idea being that they 
were not only physically stronger than others but had some power that others 
did not possess. Such is the story of Gnya-Khri's successor, Dri-Gum, who 
could not be challenged by others unless he divested his magical powers.30 

There is less explicit evidence, however, to show that the kings claimed 
to be a reincarnation of a god; we can infer such a claim only from their 
theogenic origins, from the myth about the first six kings having returned to 
the sky, etc. If they did implicitly make such claims at  all, I would like 
to hypothesize and associate the first meaning of 'Phrul (i.e. emanation) 
with the first meaning of btsan. That is, as every Tibetan knows, Btsan is 
one of the most powerful deities of the folk religion. Btsan is depicted by a 
Thanka-painter 'Btsan' as a fierce-looking warrior with a garment that 
looks like a suit of a r m ~ u r . ~ '  Were the 'Phrul-Gyi Lha Btsan-Po the 
reincarnation of this fierce-looking, warrior-like deity? 

Our discussion of btsan should not be construed as an abstraction 
without material basis. In what follows we shall briefly describe (a)  early 
images of the Tibetan people; (b) the organization of society; (c) general law 
and military discipline; (d )  Tibet's expansion into the neighbouring 
countries from the seventh to the ninth centuries. All of these point 
towards the direction of btsan, not towards chos-rgyal. 

The portrait of the Tibetan people during the Btsan period that emerges 
out of early Chinese and Tibetan records is one of warriors. The Song 
annals depict them as always wearing swords and arrows. The latter 
disappeared but the sword-wearing tradition among Tibetan men 
continued until April 1959. The Sui annals, while recording a "tribute 
mission", registered Tibet as a "women's nation" (nuer gao), being ruled by 
a queen and an assistant queen because men were engaged in military 
activities." How widespread and how long such a supposedly matriarchal 
society lasted is not known. But what is interesting is the military 
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motivation and military criteria apparent in such a social structure, A 
similar organizing principle is apparent in the even earlier Chinesc 
descriptions of Tibet: the young were held in high esteem; the old were 
not. "Those who are strong are made leaders" we read, and again, "and the 
weak were forced to be  subject^":'^ A Song historian describes something 
that might be termed "warrior ethic":34 

Those who died in the battlefield were honoured; those who died in 
bed natural death were contemptuously treated as if no purpose 
served; and those who were defeated or ran away from the battlefield 
were put to shame by tying a fox's tail on their heads, suggesting that 
they were as cunning and cowardly as the fox. 

In other words military prowess was both the criteria for leadership as well 
as a source of social prestige. This warrior ethic and warrior spirit pervades 
the whole of Gesar3' epic which Tibetans believe actually happened in 
history and which Shakabpa locates in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. 
This warrior spirit survived the Buddhist Revolution to a considerable 
degree, especially among the Khampas. This is not surprising. Historically 
too it was mostly the people of what we today broadly call Kham who did 
most of the fighting against China in the seventh and eighth centuries. As 
late as 1666 the Chinese found certain tribes in Kham as people who 
"delight in wars and conflicts, not hesitant to  die".36 

Both the Tibetan and Chinese sources3' confirm that the entire country 
was organized on a war footing: ( a )  the entire country was organized into 
four major and four minor regiments (ru); (b)  each regiment was broken 
down into groups of one hundred and one thousand soldiers; (c) effective 
control was exercised through the army unit of one hundred soldiers 
(rgya-shog), with each regiment commanded by a general, assistant general 
and a military police chief; (d)  the military chiefs were also heads of civil 
administration; (e) the four regiments had a total of 4,624,000 soldiers. All 
this indicates a very complex military organization and an effective chain of 
command operative during the Btsan period. 

The distinguishing features of the btsan legal system were the threat or 
actual use of (a )  force and (b)  magic in the form of swearing-in ceremonies. 
Indeed the threat or actual use of force was always present in the exercise 
of authority. The conclusion of a treaty with China or of a swearing-in 
allegiance ceremony was always marked by an animal sacrifice. Sometimes 
swearing in was done by dipping fingers in the blood of the sacrificed 
animals. The idea was to  warn that if the promise was not kept, the 
violator would meet the same fate as the animal sacrificed. The sky and 
earth, which the pre-Buddhist Tibetans worshipped were called upon to 
witness such solemn ceremonies. "Whoever changes his mind and turns a 
traitor, may the earth and the sky witness that he may be ~unished  like this 
animal.y38 The Tang new annals in particular stress the severity of the 
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corporal inflicted by btsan rulers such as taking out eye-balls, 
off hands, feet and noses, etc." as an example of what he calls a 

blwarrior nation" whose "social structure is oriented toward the military 
function, that does not need to  be readjusted to that function by the power 
of the crown and a new warrior class, added at the same time to the 
previou~Iy existing classes; a nation where the politically important classes 
- but not necessarily all the classes - view warfare as their main 
profession, are professional soldiers, do  not need to be specially trained as 

This description seems to fit the Tibet of the Btsan period 
(600-842 AD),  as the preceding three points indicated: warrior class, 
complex military organization of the society, and a kind of "martial law" 
that prevailed. 

From 635 onward the Tibetan warriors extended their "warrior-like 
activities in all directions with remarkable vigorn. In particular, they were a 
"constant source of trouble" to the Tang dynasty. The Chinese have kept 
quite precise records of Tibetan military activities in or around Southwest 
China: (a)  Between 634 and 849 AD, fifteen or sixteen instances of conflict 
occurred between China and Tibet, of which 80 per cent were Tibetan 
aggression against China; (b)  the average deployment of Tibetan troops in 
each incidence was 1,270,789;41 (c) of the total number of conflicts, eight 
occurred during the reign of one of the most religious kings, Khri-Srong 
Lde-btsan (740-798).42 These facts question the conventional assumptions 
about the so-called chos-rgyal. 

A contemporary Chinese p ~ b l i c a t i o n ~ ~  lists the names of 27  places in the 
present day Gansu, Sichuan, Qinghai and Yunnan provinces invaded by 
Tibetans. Most of the battles were fought - for almost 120 years against 
Tang China - in the region of Koko Nor and Chinese Turkistan described as 
"the pools of Chinese blood" and "field of Chinese graves". Perhaps one of 
the highlights of the Tibetan campaigns was Sron-btsan Sgampo's strong 
army marching into China demanding Princess Wencheng in marriage from 
the Tang Emperor Tai Zong. In 763 another strong army captured the 
Chinese capital (Sian) and installed, for a short period, a Tibetan prince as 
Emperor of China.44 

After the Sino-Tibetan treaty of 783 AD Tibetan military attention was 
diverted to the Arabs in the West. According to E. Bretschnerder, the 
Tibetans were continually engaged in military operations against the Arabs 
between 785 and 805. Crossing the River Oxus, they penetrated as far as 
the Farghana and Samarkant. Today a lake to the north of the river stands 
as the monument to  their expedition, aptly called Al-Tubbat ("little Tibetan 
lake"). The extent of the Tibetan threat to West Asia may perhaps be 
gauged by the fact that the Caliph of Baghdad, Harun Ar-Rashed had to 
ally himself with the Chinese against the Tibetans. Luciano notes, "The 
very fact that nothing less than the coalition of the two most powerful 
empires of early Middle Ages was necessary for checking the expansion of 



China and  Tibet in War and  Peace 

the Tibetan state, is a magnificent witness of the political capacities and 
military valour of those sturdy m~unta ineers . "~~ '  

Since the text of this chapter was written in early 1980 and presented 
a paper at  the University of Wisconsin (Madison) later that year, it has 
provoked considerable interest in and research46 on the subject. such new 
findings enable me to  draw some tentative conclusions about the pre- 
Buddhist early period of Tibetan history, especially the warrior kings who 
waged war against Tang China and elsewhere. 

All the currently available contemporaneous sources of information on 
the period such as the Tang annals (old and new),47 the Dunhuang 
documents48 and the unadulterated Bon ritual texts49 confirm that the early 
Tibetan kings up to  Glang Dharma (842 A D )  called themselves and were 
called by others btsan, and not chos-rgyal as commonly mentioned in 
Tibetan Buddhist historical texts (chos-'byung)." The Christianization of 
btsan as chos-rgyal probably began in the 1 0 4 0 ~ , ~ *  nearly 200 years after 
the fall of last btsan king, Glang Dharma. However, the usage of btsan titles 
by native notables continued even during the Buddhist Revolution 
(842-1247).s2 

The original or ancient meanings of btsan have survived only in old 
Tibetan dictionariess3 and in continuing pre-Buddhist native folk religions 
(pure B O ~ ? ) . ~ ~  The first meaning of btsan as given in dictionaries is that it 
refers to  the most fearsome deity in the folk religion; and second, as a 
metaphor for the early warrior kings. A more intriguing part of these two 
meanings is btsan as a most violent and the most powerful deity in the 
Tibetan folk religion whose emanation or manifestation the early warrior 
kings were believed to  be. The portrayal or representation of early kings, 
especially Sron-btsan Sgampo has been so canonized and Buddhisized in 
thanka paintings that it is difficult to  say now how they looked or dressed in 
their own times, because, as I have suggested, the canonization of early 
kings began only in 1040s. But one thing is clear: btsan as a deity is always 
represented in Tibetan thanka paintings as a warrior with full battle 
uniform (btsan-gos) and armoury5' (go-lag). A further clue is discernible: 
dmag-dpon rinpoche (meaning "Precious General") which continues to 
figure in Buddhist rituals is painted as a military general looking exactly like 
a b t ~ a n . ' ~  And, of course, in early Bon ritual texts"' btsan and dmag-pon 
rinpoche are synonymous. This might suggest that btsan as a wrathful diety 
and btsan as a warrior king are represented in the Tibetan tradition as one 
and the same thing. Therefore, it is quite clear that the Tibetan warrior 
kings claimed to be btsan-like or even a manifestation of btsan in battle and 
in life. Such a warrior-like conception of life's ideal and profession is evident 
in the militarization of Tibetan society, its warrior ideology, expansionist 
activities in Central Asia and martial law that were maintained both within 
society and in the battlefield. Thus, the term btsan has both specific 
meaning and corresponding content. 



The Warrior Kings of Tibet 

That the warrior kings called themselves btsan is quite clear. But by 
[he eighth century, some of them added a new appellate to their btsan title. 
~h~~ Khri gtsug lde-btsan was called 'phrul-wi lha btsanpo.5' 'Phrul-gyi ]ha 
means with magical/miraculous power", a divine designation higher 
than btsan.lY If the btsan deity's function is believed to be to inflict violence 
and death on the enemy or target, that of 1/70 is believed to be possessing 
magical powers. Again the warrior kings' claim to "divine magical power" 
,as in relation to military strategy. They were believed to know 
cphnrl '&boy, the magic of  military science or "magical circles" indicative of 
military strategy and tactics.60 Thus, the warrior kings were not only 
btsan-like in battle but also they were magician-like strategists. It was such a 
line of warrior kings who not only kept Tang power at  bay, they also fought 
hard in the battlefield for equal or near-equal status with Imperial China. 
On this score there is no disagreement on either side, Chinese and Tibetan. 

Perhaps the most significant political development in Tibet since the fall 
of the btsans is the fact that central power as such had withered away, and 
authority had gradually shifted from lay to lama (Blama) rulers, from kings 
to priests culminating in the Sakya Pandita's accession to power in 1249. 
From then on it would be impossible for any non-priest, no matter how 
powerful he may be, to rule, or even reign in Tibet without some religious 
sanction and active support provided by one sect or the other. The 
interregnum period between the first and second wave of Lama rule bears 
testimony to this. Within a period of 292 years there were three major 
struggles for power among lay rulers; but neither the Phag-Mo Gru-Pa 
(1350-1450) nor Rin-Spungs-Pa (1450-1550) nor the Gtsang-Pa kings 
(1550-1642) could exercise effective authority without allying with the 
most popular sects of the day - Dge-Lugs-Pa and Bka-bryyud-Pa. 

This shows, on the one hand, the reluctance and refusal on the part of lay 
nobility and landed gentry to accept the Lama's monopoly of power and 
authority; and, on the other hand, the utter futility of such an attempt, 
particularly one made by Byang-Chub Rgyal-Mtsan to restore the btsan 
glory. Lamas had come to stay at the apex of authority and power in Tibet 
for good or otherwise. 

The commencement of the Sakya Lamas' rule marked not only a 
sectarian victory; it was the consummation of the Buddhist revolution that 
really began in earnest after the anti-Buddhist king's death in 842. From 
1247 on, all legitimacy and mandate to rule had to come from Buddhism. 
This in practice meant the political preeminence of Lamas in both state and 
society. This in turn tended to create a fundamental structural contradiction 
in lamaist polity: while Buddhism provided adequate legitimacy, a proof of 
which is the unprecedented social harmony, its reluctance to use power or 
force as a matter of policy tended to create structural contradictions within 
the lamaist polity. This led to the creation of a non-coercive regime which, 
by its very nature, resulted in a necessary military dependence on external 



China and Tibet in War and Peace 

powers in the case of internal rebellion or external invasion (Chapter 10). 
this respect the effect of the myth of chos-rgyal was actually felt by the 
Lama rulers. In other words, the Lamas had the popular mandate to rule 
once the population was converted to  Buddhism, but they possessed little 
power to  enforce their rule. 

This change in the concept of authority presupposes a considerable 
degree of social change in order for the political change to be acceptable to 
the people at  large. This is, indeed, what happened during the 405-year 
period of general disintegration brought about by the fall of btsan and the 
subsequent Buddhist Renaissance in Tibet. Causes of btsans' downfall and 
reasons for Buddhism's success are complex questions, answers to which 
must await further research. What seems evident from some limited 
research is that Buddhism prospered not during the rule of the chos-rgyals, 
as conventionally believed but after their fall. 

It should be reiterated here that the royal patronage of Buddhism seems 
to  have been highly exaggerated. The number of temples built during the 
btsan period is fairly low - twelve,61 and all of them sponsored by royalty. 
We know of hardly any private individuals building temples during the 
period. This makes one suspect whether the so-called royal patronage was 
actually designed to  control the spread of Buddhism, as happened in China 
during the same period.62 Only after the disintegration of central power did 
the mushrooming of monasteries and temples begin in Tibet, that is during 
the period of silbui-dus. Buddhism was brought down from the confinement 
of the court to  society a t  large only after the end of the btsan period. Glang 
Dharma's contribution, undoubtedly unintended, was to  release Buddhist 
energy from the centre, where it was confined, to  the peripheries where it 
could freely flourish, and then eventually engulf the whole of Tibet. His 
intention might have been anti-Buddhist but the result produced by his 
action was pro-Buddhist. 

How Buddhism spread from the peripheries to  the centre is still not quite 
clear. In general, it seems that after the destruction of the political basis of 
Bon at  Lhasa, the new religion might have become an ideological weapon in 
the hands of new interest groups struggling for hegemony. In central Tibet, 
a number of petty rival principalities emerged, many of which were ruled by 
Lamas or laymen closely allied with the former. A whole new class of what 
Shakabpa calls "priest chieftains" emerged, whose worldliness surprised the 
great Indian pandit, Atisa, during his visit to  Western and Central Tibet in 
1042. There seemed to have been rivalry and competition among the well- 
to-do about inviting gurus from India and Nepal. The patronage of 
Buddhism had become a matter of social prestige and a means of political 
rivalry. It was no longer the royal prerogative and monopoly. That seemed 
to  have been the way in which Buddhism was transformed from a courtly 
interest into a social force. This social transformation was a  rer requisite for 
the rise of the Lamas to power. 



Chapter 10 

Imperial China and the Lama 
- 

Rulers: Imperial Power, 
a Non-coercive Regime and 

Military Dependency 

Since its introduction in the seventh century and especially after 842, 
Buddhism brought about both ideological and structural transformations in 
inner Asia that could truly be called revolutionary. It created, among other 
things, new conceptions of the state unfamiliar to  modern political science: 
bla-ma-dpon-po and chos-srid gnis-ldan.' The first term literally means a 
ruler who combines the dual functions of a blama and political authority. 
Generally it applies to  the Sakya Lamas who ruled during the Yuan dynasty. 
Specifically it refers to  the Lama who resided in Beijing as dishi (dbu-bla) 
and the executive authority called dpon-chen in Sakya who administered. 
Their claim to authority resides in their inherited lama attributes such as 
religious learning and high levels of spiritual realization, and is based on the 
concept of reincarnation. If bla-ma-dpon-po is the personalization of 
rulership, chos-srid gnis-ldan is an abstraction or conceptualization of a 
political system. It literally means a polity in which the spiritual and 
political principles operate harmoniously - without contradiction. It refers 
to the enmeshing of the spiritual with the political so as to create a Buddhist 
polity that serves both the sacred and the mundane aspects of social life. It 
is a Gelugpa invention and served well during the rule of the Dalai Lamas. 
This kind of state differed from Western conceptions in that it did not rely 
on military force as the basis of polity and p ~ l i c y . ~  

This was a clear case of how Buddhist ideology (viz .  non-violence) 
influenced political structure. Only in Tibet was a sector of the samgha able 
to capture state power and shape the political system accordinglv. This 
makes Tibet unique among all Buddhist countries, for evervwhere else the 
sangha was politically subservient to  royal authority, though not spiritually 
so: A non-coercive ~ e ~ i m e . 3  The very history of chos-srid gnis-ldan 
demonstrates that even i f  force is renounced in principle, it is still a 
necessary part of  the state's existence. If it does not possess its own armed 
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forces, a state must depend on others for military support. In what sense 
then do  we mean that the lamaist regime was essentially non-coercive? lt 
was not conceptually based on organized forces sufficient to maintain the 
status quo. This does not mean that no force was used in Buddhist Tibet; one 
can recall three incidents of monastic participation in warfare in the l o t h  
century alone.4 However, it must be conceded that such incidents were the 
exception rather than the rule when we recall how Buddhism convened an 
entire warrior race into a peaceful Buddhist community. What I am saying is 
that, as a matter of principle, lama rulers neither possessed sufficient forces 
nor believed in the direct deployment of force. That is, just as lamas in 
general do  not mind eating meat as long as someone else does the 
butchering, so lama rulers did not mind others using force on their behalf. 

This essentially non-coercive character of the lamaist regime created two 
structural contradictions. Internally, it created a highly decentralized polity 
as characterized by the existence of several autonomous centres of local 
power, such as Derge, Nyarong, Sakya and Shigatse. Externally, its lack of 
armed forces compelled the lamaist regime to  depend on external powers 
for military support. It is the last point which concerns us in this chapter: 
we will examine how this fundamentally shaped the nature of Sino-Tibetan 
relationships during the period 1245-1911.5 This entails a discussion of 
two relationships during perhaps the most controversial periods of 
Sino-Tibetan history as these are pertinent t o  the present analysis. I treat 
them in their historical sequences, and not in any political order.6 

By the time Chinggis Khan conquered Inner Asia around 1207, the 
Buddhist transformation of Tibet was almost complete: political authority 
had shifted from lay rulers to  lamas entrenched in big monasteries. Godan 
Khan, successor to  Chinggis, invited the most famous lama of the day, 
Sakya Pandita (1182-1251) to  his court in 1245 and two years later 
"offered" ('phul) him the greater part of Tibet, i.e. the "thirteen 
myriarchiesV (khri-skor bcu-gsum) and the chol-kha gsum.' The Sakya 
Gdun-rabs Chen-mo speaks of wondrous miracles that the lama ~erformed 
which, along with his "all-knowing" wisdom, converted the Mongol 
warrior chief to  the Sakya tradition of Tibetan Buddhism. This dramatic 
conversion may be partly explained by what sociologists call "elective 
affinity": the warrior could a t  once identity himself with the chief wrathful 
deity of the Sakya tradition, Hevajra, whose empowerment (dban) he was 
given as an initiation into Buddhism. A more mundane reason may be that 
"the illiterate Mongol prince wished primarily to  get a learned Tibetan 
lama for his court, who would invent a writing-system for the ~ o n ~ o l s  and 
thereby initiate them into the higher culture of the ~ i b e t a n s . " ~  

With the Mongol conquest of China, the warrior-priest alliance was 
automatically transferred and elevated to  the respectable if somewhat more 
ambitious Yuan Emperor-Sakya lama relationship (1247-1358), thereby 
giving rise to  a new pattern of Sino-Tibetan relations. While commanding 
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his conquering troops in Homan, Khubilai invited the Sakya lama chos- 
r g y a ~  .phags-pa to his courtlcamp and appointed him Imperial Preceptor 
(Dishi/dbubla); when he was proclaimed Khan at Karakorum in 1260, he 
promoted his guru to "State Preceptor" (Guoshi) and at the same time 
made Tibetan Buddhism the official religion of the whole eastern part of the 
Mongol empire in China. Thus for more than 80 years one of the senior 
Sakya Lamas had to  attend the imperial court in the capacity of dishi. 

~t Peking an autonomous office was set up in 1264 whose political 
functions might have been analogous to the India Office in London during 
[he British Raj. It was called the Bureau of Buddhist and Tibetan Affairs 
(xuanzheng Yuan). A second ranking monk-official was put in charge, but 
its formal head was the dbu-bla. The main function of this office was to 

an executive to head the administration in Tibet. Such an executive 
was called dpon-chen (literally, "great authority"), usually appointed by the 
lama and approved by the Emperor. Shakabpa names seventeen dpon-chens 
who ruled Tibet from S a k ~ a . ~  

Throughout the Sakya rule the loci of military power and political 
authority remained separate from each other. As long as there was no 
showdown, this caused no disruption in the political process. The Mongol 
dominance was most indirect: Sakya lamas remained the sources of 
authority and legitimacy, while the dpon-chens carried on the administration 
at Sakya. However, there was no doubt as to who had the political clout. 
When a dispute developed between dpon-chen Kung-dga' bzari-po and one 
of 'Phags-pa's relatives at  Sakya, the Chinese troops were dispatched to 
execute the dpon-chen. lo  

This was probably the first case of external armed intervention in Tibet 
since the fall of the btsans, the next being the military aid given by 
Khubilai's son in suppressing the rebellion of the 'Bri-gun-pa against the 
Sakya regime (1285-1290). This conspicuous lack of external intervention 
during the Sakya period sharply contrasts with the age of the Dalai Lamas. 
The Tibetan-Mongolian diarchic structure which regulated the relations 
between Yuan China and Sakya Tibet may partly explain the relatively 
stable situation in Inner Asia. The kind of power or control exercised by the 
Yuan dynasty over Tibet was neither purely political nor military; it was 
fundamentally structural. I use this term in two senses: institutional and 
organizational. The institutional aspect has already been referred to 
(1.e. Xuanzheng Yuan); in what follows we shall briefly discuss the 
organizational control and the context in which both of these were 
introduced in Tibet. 

When Godan summoned Sakya Pandita in 1245, Tibet was still in the 
state Tibetan historians call silbui-dus, the period of fragmentation: (842- 
12471, which appears to have actually been a period of transformation." 
The country was without centralized administration or central power. It 
consisted of four main principalities centred around Mna-ris, Gtsan, Lhasa 
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and Lho-kha, in addition to numerous chiefdoms in Khams. It was in 
context that the Mongols grafted their semi-military organization and, 
later, Chinese bureaucratic elements - on to  a fragmented Tibet, 
to make it possible for the lamas to  rule, and for the Yuan dynasty to 
control developments in Central Asia as a whole indirectly. 

However, the organization of the country probably did not begin until 
1268 when the Mongol census of Tibet was conducted. Perhaps "censusw is 
not the right word here: it was really a count of households (them-tho), 
assuming six persons per household (hor-dud). The whole country was 
organized as follows: 50  hor-dud = 1 rta-mgo (horse head); 2 rta-mgo = 1 
brgya-skor (100 households); 1 0  brgya-skor = 1 ston-skor (chiliarchy); 
10  ston-skor - 1 khri-skor (myriarchy); 10  khri-skor = 1 klu (circuit); 
10  klu = 1 zin (province). It was roughly figured that Tibet had sufficient 
population for three klu (Ch. lu), or chol-kha.12 

Above this nation-wide administrative structure, another complex 
organization of communication networks operated. Twenty-seven postal 
stages (jam) were set up, each of which functioned as a postal district with 
an appointed jam-dpon in charge. Thus Tibet was first reorganized along 
Mongol military lines into neat decimal administrative units ranging from 
one rta-mgo to  a khri-skor (i.e. 50-10,000 households). Central control 
over these various administrative units was probably exercised through the 
2 7  communication posts which were spread throughout Tibet. The jam 
organization, it appears, functioned as a command-cum-control system. 
Thus the Mongols provided the Sakya lamas with an administrative 
infrastructure which Tibet lacked a t  the time. But the Tibetans enjoyed 
considerable freedom and autonomy. A Bengali Tibetologist characterized 
the Yuan power in Tibet during the Sakya period as " ~ u z e r a i n t ~ " , ' ~  and a 
German Sinologist has recently (1982) written that "Tibet was terra 
incognita, a foreign country for the Chinese and ~ o n ~ o l s " , ' ~  during the 
same period. 

As if to  drive home the point that it rested primarily on the Mongol- 
Tibetan diarchy, the Sakya government in Tibet fell in 1358, anticipating 
the fall of the Yuan dynasty in 1368. In Peking the ministry for Tibetan 
affairs "discontinued its activities" and the dpon-chens "ceased to be 
nominated" by the Yuan emperors.15 

If the Ming emperors were not "suzerain" over Tibet, as the ~ o n ~ o l s  
had been, they did not, however, misunderstand the logic of politics in Inner 
Asia. From the Yuan dynasty onwards it was the constant policy of every 
dynasty to  favour and, if necessary, to  support the most popular sect and 
the most famous lama, who was invariably the head of that sect.'' The 
Ming dynasty (1368-1644) unmistakably singled out for imperial patron- 
age the Karmapa sect, which had become the most popular and therefore 
the most powerful sect after the fall of Sakya. But it did not help to set up 3 

national regime.'' Rival lamas belonging to  lesser sects also vied to gal" 
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local power andweal th  through imperial patronage, eagerly bringing 
,ribute to the Chinese emperor. However, since Tibet had no single 
centralized government and since the lay regional rulers did not have 

with China, Tibet was not "in any real sense tributary to 
China during the Ming period".lx 

The next phase of Sino-Tibetan relations followed a pattern strikingly 
to that of Yuan-Sakya relations. Almost every significant historical 

detail was repeated. Like that of the Sakya Lamas, the rise of the Dalai 
Lamas, who maintained the longest period of relations with China 
(1642-1911), has to be traced to  the rise of a new sect in Tibetan 
Buddhism, in this case the Dge-lugs-pa. Again, as and when the first Sakya 
Lama achieved temporal power, the Mongols put the "first" Dalai Lama in 
power at ~ h a s a . ' ~  But it was not until the age of the Great Fifth, some four 
centuries after the Yuan-Sakya connection was formed, that the second 
wave of really controversial Sino-Tibetan relations began. 

~t is well-known that in 1577 the chief of the Ordos tribe, Altan Khan, 
invited the I11 Dalai Lama to his country. Again, as in the case of Sakya 
Pandita's conversion of Godan, Tibetan texts (e.g. the Dnos grub rgya 
mtsho sin rta) record how the Dalai Lama converted Altan to  the Dge-lugs- 
pa order. The sectarian distinction here is important. If Altan's ambition 
was conquest, the Dalai Lama's was to  fight his rival, the Karmapa, and 
settle their sectarian scores. In any case the Mongol troops continued 
sporadically to fight Gtsan forces for almost 30 years in order to  enable the 
nascent Dge-lugs-pa regime to establish itself firmly. After that Bka'-brgyud 
forces were compelled to  search for greener pastures in the cis-Himalayan 
regions. 

As a symbol of mutual agreement, they exchanged honorary titles with 
each other: the Lama became Dalai ("ocean" viz. Of virtue) and Altan, 
chos-rgyal (dharmaraja). Once again the vital link between Mongol 
chieftains and charismatic Tibetan lamas was revived. However, this time, 
although they put their lama in power, the Mongols would not conquer 
China as Khubilai had; and as their cultural cousins, the Manchus, would. 
The lamaist influence over the Manchus, even before their conquest of 
China, was considerable even if indirect, via the Mongols. It began as early 
as the thirteenth century when the Sakya Lama-Khubilai Khan contact was 
established. Historically, the Manchus were the descendents of the Jurchen 
tribes conquered by the Mongols in 1234, and so along with Mongol rule 
came lamaist influence in Manchuria. Etymologically, "Manchuria" is 
derived from Manjusri, given as a title by the IV Dalai Lama to the Manchu 
ruler in a 1615 New Year's greeting.2o There is also good evidence that 
Nurhachi was himself a B ~ d d h i s t . ~ '  Therefore, it is not surprising that as 
early as 1640, even before the conquest of China, the Manchu Emperor Tai 
Zong (1627-1643) extended an invitation to  the great V Dalai Lama and 
the chos-rgyal of Tibet, Gushi Khan: 
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The aim of the Manchus was to  win Mongol cooperation in the 
conquest of China through friendly treatment of lamas and lamaism, 
since it had become the universal religion of the Mongols. This 
situation remained unchanged after the Manchu entrance into 
~ e k i n g . ~ ~  

In 1652 the Qing Emperor Shunzhi reissued the invitation to the v Dalai 
Lama. The Lama's state visit was an unprecedented event in the history of 
Qing-Tibetan relations. "He had been treated with all the ceremony which 
could have been accorded to  any independent sovereign, and nothing can be 
found in the Chinese works to  indicate that he was looked upon i n  any 
other light; a t  this period of China's relations with Tibet, the temporal 
power of the lama, backed by the arms of Gushi Khan and the devotion of 
all Mongolia was not a thing for the Emperor of China to  question."23 The 
Great V Dalai Lama was received as "an independent sovereign, because 
the Emperor wished to  secure his alliance with a view to  establish the rule 
of Manchus over the peoples of M ~ n g o l i a " . ~ ~  

However, Qing-Tibetan relations were not to  remain on this delicate 
footing of apparent equality for long. As far as China was concerned, the V 
Dalai Lama's visit t o  Peking signified the revival of Sino-Tibetan relations 
that had existed during the Yuan dynasty. This, from the Tibetan point of 
view, meant the priest-patron relationship (danapatilchos-yon-sbyin-bdag/ 
shih-chu),15 perhaps differentiated from its predecessor by the increasing 
role of the ruling dynasty in China as military protector of the non-coercive 
regime in Tibet. 

Both the Sakya and Dalai Lamas' rule may be broadly conceived as 
theocratic systems, but they differed in their degree of dependency on 
external powers and their crisis-management capabilities. In the case of 
Sakya, internal contradictions were resolved or prevented by the jam 
organization. Externally Tibet faced no invasion during Sakya rule. The 
Dalai Lamas, on the other hand, gained a far greater quantum of autonomy 
from China or Mongolia, but, precisely because their essentially non- 
coercive regime lacked a permanent military support system, they faced 
more national crises which necessitated external military support. What 
therefore caused a fundamental change in Sino-Tibetan relations during the 
Qing period was Tibet's military dependency on China in the event of any 
major national crisis, external aggression or internal rebellion. As crises 
with which the state was unable to cope because of inherent contradictions 
multiplied in Tibet, lama rulers had to  depend more and more on Chinese 
or Mongol military support. 

As Table 10.1 shows, between 1708 and 1904 there were at  least eight 
serious and violent crises which invited external military intervention in 
Tibet. This fundamentally changed the nature of Sino-Tibetan relations and 
resulted in the eventual establishment of what Petech calls Chinese 
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Table 10.1 Patterns of Chinese intervention in T i k t  

~~l~ crisis situation in Tibet External intervention Consequences 

1708 political struggle La-tu-hunts First imperial envoy to 
between Lhasang investigation and assist in Lhasa 
and Tibetans. Regent recommendations to 
killed 

171 7 Zhungars beseige 
Lhasa and Lhasang 

1728 Clash of pro- and 
anti-Manchu 
ministers 

1747 Anti-Manchu 
uprising in Lhasa 

1788 First Curkha invasion 
Tibetans defeated 

1791 Second Gurkha 
invasion 

1834 Dogras invade Tibet 

1904 Younghusband 
expedition 

the emperor 

Two successive 
Chinese military 
expeditions 

Two imperial envoys 
attempt mediation in 
vain. 15,000 troops 
sent to Tibet 

800-man expedition 
dispatched 

1 0,000 Chinese troops 
drive out Gurkhas 

Opium war. No troops 
available for duty in 
Ti bet 

Boxer rebellion, etc. 
No troops available 

New Dalai Lama 
enthroned. Rule by 
Chinese "junta" 

Office of Amban 
established. Chinese 
military presence 

New Amban appointment. 
Anti-Manchu elements 
punished 

Heavy war indemnity to 
Nepal 

Ambans take power in 
Lhasa government 

Anglo-Tibetan convention 
signed at Lhasa 

"protectorate"26 and Li calls Chinese "~overeignty"~' in Tibet. Since we 
have no space for the details of their respective arguments we shall confine 
ourselves to an analysis of Qing responses to those crises and of the 
concrete consequences of Chinese interventions. Looking at that history we 
can make a small number of generalizations about the changing nature of 
Sino-Tibetan relations surrounding the eight major crises under considera- 
tion. Five were invasions, of which China was able to intervene militarily in 
two, namely against the Zhungars (who were actually invited by Tibetan 
lamas in their fight against Lhasang Khan), and during the second Gurkha 
invasion. China was unable to  intervene on three occasions largely because 
of its own domestic troubles, e.g. the Opium War and the Boxer Rebellion. 
Tibet was able to meet one aggression successfully, namely the Dogra 
invasion. The rest of the crises were internal power struggles involving 
pro-Manchu or pro-Mongol factions and Tibetan nationalist elements. 
China intervened promptly in all of them: diplomatically in two and 
militarily in one. 
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We can now make a few tentative conclusions about the pattern of 
Chinese intervention and its consequences. First, there is a direct 
between a crisis in Tibet and external intervention. Second, there is also a 
direct relationship between the frequency of external intervention and the 
decrease of Tibetan independence: greater intervention corresponds to a 
greater reduction of Tibetan independen~e .~"~  should be noted that a l l  the 
interventions under discussion were requested by one ruling group or 
another. When and if the ruling dynasty in China could not intervene, as in 
the case of the Dogra Invasion or the Younghusband Expedition, the 
Ambans in Lhasa always appeared on the scene after the fighting was over 
pretending to  offer guidance in the negotiations. Following expulsion of the 
Dsungars, a Manchu military command ruled Tibet for a year during which 
a new Dalai Lama was enthroned and Lhasang's puppet lama executed. The 
office of Regent (Sde-srid) was abolished, and in its place a 
ministerial council called Kashak (Bka-sag) functioned under the supervision 
of the Manchu military command. Thus, by the time of the Qianlong reign, 
which witnessed Qing expansion into Central Asia, there were no further 
exciting military adventures in Tibet for the Manchu generals except to 
institute stricter control. Their measures were designed to "preclude an 
occurrence of any unwanted change of internal conditions in the future, and 
at  the same time to  protect the country against any foreign interventionn.29 

After placing the VII Dalai Lama in power in 1720, the Qing army 
remained in Lhasa. From then onwards, until the fall of the dynasty in 
191 1, Manchu emperors maintained Ambans and some military presence in 
Lhasa." But after the 1840s, as the central authority in Peking weakened, 
Qing power in Tibet also declined. The practice of forwarding important 
decisions to  the Amban ceased; the "Golden Seal of the Rainbow and the 
Earth" was no longer used to  stamp Tibetan edicts; the golden urn 
presented by the Qianlong emperor for selecting Dalai Lama candidates 
was not used in the cases of the XI11 and XIV Dalai Lamas." After the 191 1 
revolution the XI11 Dalai Lama was able to  expel the remaining Qing forces 
from Lhasa and in 1912 declare Tibet's i n d e ~ e n d e n c e . ~ ~  

We note that the establishment of a Manchu-Chinese protectorate or 
sovereignty in Tibet was a gradual process; it was not the case that a single 
act completed the process of i m ~ e r i a l i s m . ~ ~  Rather, each crisis led the 
non-coercive regime to  turn to external powers for military support, which 
in turn led to increasing foreign influence and power within the country. 
What the whole process might demonstrate is a ~ol i t ical  truism: a state is by 
definition based on force, and any state which does not meet this definition, 
especially in the modern era, jeopardizes its independence. ~uddh i s t  Tibet, 
being an ideological state,j4 tolerated external interference in the ~olitical 
sphere as long as external powers did not threaten its belief system. 

Why did such a strange relationship develop? In order to  answer this 
question, we should discuss it within the context of the lamaist polity as it 



Imperial China and the Lama Rulers 

evolved in Tibet from 1247 onwards. First, we must begin with a naive 
when the high priest of a religion that supposedly renounces 

attachment to the material world decides to become rule5 he not only 
has to find a convincing theological justification for his secular indulgence 
but he must act, especially in the initial stages, in such a way as to maintain 
, degree of credibility for this rule to  be legitimate and acceptable to the 

If the definition of a modern state is one claiming "ultimate 
monopoly over the legitimate use of force within a given territory" (Max 
weber) a lama ruler cannot by definition discharge one of the vital 
functions of the state, namely the use of force. He has to rely on someone 
else to do that sinful job and must delegate military authority to a 
non-lama. Why that was usually a non-Tibetan is explained by indecisive 
sectarian struggles which could not be resolved without powerful, external 

If, however, that military supporter were a non- 
Buddhist, assignment of political and military authority to him would be 
tantamount to a surrender of sovereignty. This problem was theoretically 
and practically solved by the priest-patron relationship. 

Using Weber's definition of state, I concluded (1976, 1980) that "Tibet 
had ceased to be a state in the Weberian sense".36 It may have been this 
which led an anthropologist to entitle a 1982 article on Tibetan political 
structure "Tibet as a stateless society".37 However, the limits of such a 
concept become clear when we attempt to apply it more broadly. Japan from 
1945 to 1979, for example, may be thought of as analogous to Tibet in terms 
of its lack of armed forces. But who would say that Japan was a stateless 
society during that period? A degree of decentralization alone is not a proper 
criterion for judging whether a given political community constitutes a state. 
Most traditional parties were decentralized due to a lack of nationwide 
organizational and coercive means, which are primarily modern phenomena. 
In fact, as I have argued elsewhere,38 the state, particularly the compound 
nation-state, is an unprecedented modern, political entity, prior to which 
only ill-organized ancient regimes existed at the centre. Above all, we must 
remember that Weber's is one of four major theories of the state. The other 
three appear more applicable to the Tibetan case, for according to them 
Tibet did indeed have a state, especially in the Lockean sense."g 

I end my analysis with a methodological point. Many of our scholarly 
concepts derive from Western historical experience; some may be 
universally applicable, others simply are not. One of the major tasks of 
social scientists dealing with complex non-Western societies is to determine 
to what degree our concepts or theories are appropriate. If they are not, 
then we must not superimpose our theories on recalcitrant realities. It is 
from this perspective that I have approached the controversial subject of 
Sin-Tibetan relations. 

MY interpretation departs from the conventional sovereignty-suzerainty 
dichotomy7 because that is essentially a superimposition of Western legal 
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conceptions on a non-Western phenomenon. I also shifted my emphasis 
from the simple patron-priest paradigm because it presupposes a degree of 
religiosity on the part of Chinese emperors which may be incorrect. Instead 
I concentrate on a concrete analysis of historical forces and ideological 
influences shaping traditional Sino-Tibetan relations. This approach 
suggests that the Buddhist revolution in Tibet (842-1245) not only  
fundamentally altered the balance of power between Imperial China and 
Inner Asia, but also revolutionized the concept and content of post-842 
Sino-Tibetan relationships. Buddhist Tibet's subordinate relation to 
Imperial China was a function of the non-coercive nature of the lamaist 
regime. 

1 recapitulate the major dynamics of Sino-Tibetan relations as f o l l ~ ~ ~ ,  
Generally speaking, pre-Buddhist Sino-Tibetan relations were characterized 
by frequent conflicts between the two countries: btsan Tibet (ca. 600-842 AD) 

was one of the major barbarian" powers menacing China, which attempted 
to  resolve this security problem by forming matrimonial alliances with 
Tibetan kings. But neither matrimonial alliances nor friendly treaties 
secured a durable peace; only the Buddhist revolution in Inner Asia solved 
China's pre-modern security problem. It not only tamed the Tibetan martial 
spirit but also created a non-coercive regime necessitating military 
dependency. Post-1245, and even post-842, Sino-Tibetan relations were 
therefore characterized by Tibet's progressive military dependency on 
external powers. 

This relationship of military dependency with its accompanying ~olitical 
influence may be variously interpreted according to  Chinese, Tibetan or 
Western conceptions of international law, as was done in the 1950s and 
1960s. In the context of our analysis we may note the following cardinal 
points which seem unambiguous and irreducible: 

(a)  Chinese emperors promoted imperial interest and influence in Central 
Asia through charismatic lamas by patronizing the latter's sects.40 
Tibetan lamas, on the other hand, viewed this imperial patronage as 
exemplifying the guru-disciple relationship. 

(b )  This policy, coupled with Ti bet's increasing military dependency, led to 
increasing external influence and power in Lhasa, but there is no 
evidence in Chinese history that pre-1911 China ever considered Tibet 
one of her provinces.4' 

(c) There is plenty of evidence, on the other hand, to indicate that Tihet 
was treated as a tributary state, as indeed were all the peripheral states 
in East, Southeast and Central Asia. Even within that system, however, 
Buddhist Tihet occupied a special place because of the charismatic 
lamas' dominant influence in Buddhist Central Asia, and also because 
some Chinese emperors were indeed Buddhists who venerated high 
lamas as living Buddhas (hu f ~ ) . ~ ~  
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A pattern is discernible in the evolution of this strange relationship. 
The founding of a new sect in Tibet and the subsequent attention given to it 
by a central Asian warrior, who would support a charismatic lama of that 

to obtain power a t  the epicentre of the lamaist world, resulted in 
ideological direction being given by empowered lamas to  Inner Asian 
conquests which had hitherto been seemingly objectless imperialism, ~~~t 
important, the lamas provided the necessary sacralization and legitimation 
,f "barbarianv rule in Imperial China.43 With the Mongol/Manchu 
conquests of China, the lama-warrior relationship became institutionalized 
into a permanent structure of dominance and dependency. There was, 
however, a mutuality of interests. Mongol and Manchu warriors provided 
the military and political support necessary for lamas to  remain in power, 
and the latter reciprocated with moral support and initial legitimation of 
barbarian rule. Even after the signification of barbarian rulers, charismatic 
lamas continued to be useful instruments of imperial influence in the 
Buddhist 



Chapter 11 

British Interpretations of 
Sino-Tibetan Relationships: 

The Genesis of Tibetan 
"Autonomy" and Chinese 

"Suzerainty" 

In Chapter 7, I analysed the traditional Sino-Tibetan relationship in terms 
of military dependency between an imperial power (pre-1911 China) and a 
non-coercive regime (Buddhist Tibet).' The operation of such a relationship 
assumed a capacity and willingness on the part of Imperial China to provide 
military protection to  Tibet when and if necessary. It also assumed a fairly 
stable regional situation, particularly around Tibet because the protector's 
military resources prior to  the modern era were rather limited. I submit that 
both of these assumptions were valid until the appearance of great Western 
colonial powers on the Asian political scene. 

But what would happen to  such a fragile non-coercive regime when the 
objective conditions, on which the above assumptions were based, changed? 
This is one of the central themes of this chapter. The establishment of the 
British empire in India from 1757 and economic penetration of China by 
Western imperial powers from 1839, fundamentally altered the traditional 
balance of power on the Asian continent. For Western imperial politics 
was "concerned with contesting, controlling, reordering and redefining 
geographical spacen.' Though itself a victim of Western power politics and 
active imperialism, the later imperial China and early Republican regime 
increasingly sought to transform the traditional Sino-Tibetan relationship, 
previously based on symbolic language and ceremonial behaviour, into one 
of political subordination and structural domination. 

China's Tibet policy during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
was one of procrastination, because the time (i.e. due to domestic ~roblems 
and British power) did not appear to  be opportune for the realization of 
China's ultimate goals in Tibet. While not quite agreeing to the ~rit ish 
approaches, Beijing nevertheless pretended to represent Tibet in various 
international fora. One of the main contentions of this chapter is that the 
dialectics of Anglo-Chinese negotiations on Tibet ~rovided  not only the 
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catalyst but in fact the crucible within which the future international status 
o f ~ i b e t  was &aped. That is if the British delegates declared "suzerainty" as 
chinays status in Tibet, their Chinese counterparts insisted on "sovereignty". 
Thus, the whole concept and content of the traditional Sino-Tibetan 
relationship were transformed into the vocabulary of power politics. Gone 
were the days of patron-priest relations. 

This is not to blame the British colonial/imperial officials for unwittingly 
facilitating the Chinese transition from symbolic dominance to structural 
domination in the name of modernity. Since both parties acted as empires, it 
never seemed to have crossed their minds that Tibet should graduate from 
Chinese imperial dominion to  Tibetan freedom and independence in 
accordance with a modern ideology. The main point, however, in the 
present context is to demonstrate a certain objective process by which this 
monstrous metamorphosis in the SineIndian relationship took place. It  has 
a lot to do with power relations and dynamics which, although not absent 
in the pre-modern era were accentuated by modern conditions. That is to 
say that power dominance goes side by side with cultural dominance. As the 
dominant imperial power, the British officials defined the critical terms and 
conditions of their discourse and dialogue. And since political dominance 
implied cultural dominance too, the British demanded that the Chinese 
articulate their ancient ties with Tibet in terms of exacting Western legal 
and political concepts which the British best understood. To be fair, the 
British officials took pains to  understand the peculiar Sino-Tibetan 
relationship and translate it into their familiar concepts. This is evident in 
Satow-Ching (Beijing) and Fraser-Tiang (Calcutta) talks as well as in their 
earlier attempts since the 1770s to undersatnd the political conditions in 
Lhasa. 

British policy toward Tibet was characterized by two conflicting 
imperatives which, throughout their rule in India, they sought to reconcile. 
From early on the British rulers realized the importance of Tibet as a buffer 
between India and any external power on the north, be it France, Russia or 
China. But to support or even encourage a completely independent Tibet 
was to damage a much larger commercial interest in China. Hence, they 
sought to limit Chinese power in Tibet and encourage Tibetan autonomy. In 
short, the British Government recognized what they called Chinese 
"suzerainty" but not sovereignty in Lhasa. 

As they gradually consolidated their power in South Asia, the British raj 
was increasingly confronted with the problem of safeguarding the long land 
frontier of their empire to the north. Tibet, by virtue of its strategic 
situation, occupied a prominent place in British India's strategy in Asia. 
Coupled with this strategic consideration was the social fact that Lhasa, as 
the epicentre of the lamaist world, wielded considerable influence 
throughout the cis-Himalayan region, China, Mongolia and Russia. Hence, 
as early as 1775, the British rulers tried to establish contact with Lhasa, but 
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the latter studiously adopted a closed-door policy right up to 1904. A major 
purpose of this section is to  trace the origin of this isolationist and 
explain why Tibet chose to  adopt it. 

The images of Lhasa as the 'Forbidden City' and Tibet as the 'Hermit 
Kingdom' are of recent origin - probably dating from the nineteenth 
century. Prior to  that, Lhasa was, by traditional Asian standards, a fairly 
cosmopolitan city where Mongols from Mongolia and Russia, Nepalese, 
Bhutanese, Sikkimese, Ladakhi pilgrims and scholars, Kashmiri Muslim 
traders and Christian missionaries from Europe rubbed shoulders. This 
cosmopolitan characterization of Tibet is confirmed by the findings of 
eminent Western Tibetologists. Various types of influence including Indian, 
Chinese and the Middle Eastern had gone into the making of Tibetan 
c iv i l i~a t ion .~  Such influences could not have penetrated Tibet had it been a 
closed, isolated hermit kingdom. In fact, with the emergence of Tibet as the 
Vatican of Mahayana Buddhism since the thirteenth century, TibetYs 
cosmopolitan character continued to  flourish. 

In particular, Tibet enjoyed close cultural ties with India. But with the 
Muslim arrival, the intensity of cultural contact (842-1247) that had 
characterized the Indo-Tibetan relations for three or four centuries 
suddenly ceased. The alleged Muslim destruction of Buddhist monasteries 
in India is vividly described in such texts Kalacakra Tantra (Dus 'khor 
rgyud). The number of Tibetan scholars and pilgrims dramatically 
decreased. But this did not mean that Tibet's door was closed to Muslims, 
and much less so to  Hindus. Hindu pilgrims and mystics continued to visit 
their sacred sites in Western Tibet. A class of Bengali holy men called 
Gosains "wandered freely in the mountains between India and Tibet, 
visiting the holy places that were revered by both Hindus and B~ddhists".~ 
As for Muslims, they had come to  trade and settle down in Lhasa, Shigatse 
and Tsethang since the time of the V Dalai Lama (1679-1705) and 
continued to  d o  so, numbering about 3,000 in 19.59.~ 

Nor was Tibet's door closed to Westerners. In 1625 Roman Catholic 
missionaries were well received by the King and Queen of Guge (Western 
Tibet). They opened a mission in Tsaparang, and in ten years 100 baptisms 
were performed. One of the Jesuits, Cabral, went to  Shigatse with the Guge 
King's introduction. In 1661 a German Jesuit, John Grueber, and his 
Belgian companion, Albert d'orville, went to  Lhasa. In 1716 Desideri and 
Freyre reached Lhasa and stayed there for five years. Their mission "was 
accepted with good grace and welcomed with genuine hospitalityv by 
Lhasang Khan who was ruling Tibet at  the time.h They were followed by a 
Capuchin mission headed by Francisco della Pennadi Billi. In 1724 the 
Dalai Lama decreed for the establishment of a church in ~ h a s a  by the 
Capuchin Friars. The Friars were well received by Pholanas in 1741.' 

In other words, up to the 1740s Tibet remained a fairly open society. 
What caused Lhasa to  tighten its door to  Westerners was the rise of British 
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Table 11.1 British expansion into the Lamaist culture areas 

year of takeover Name of Lamoist culture area - 
1835 Darjeeling 

Tawang 

Lahul and Spiti 

1846 Ladakh 

1861 -90 Sikkim 

imperialism in South Asia which, since the 1 8 4 0 ~ ,  had expanded into the 
Himalayan region, traditionally the Tibetan sphere of influence. We can 
establish a rough correlation between British expansionism into the 
cis-Himalayan region and the Tibetan authorities' decision to close Tibet's 
door to Westerners (Table 1 1.1 ). 

Tibetan suspicion of British power in India was "progressively confirmed 
by the extension of British ascendancy all along the Himalayan foothills in 
areas where the influence of Lhasa, even if not sovereign, had long been 
respected".8 It might be useful here to explain the complex cultural 
relations between Tibet and the lamaist culture areas in the cis-Himalayan 
region. The Tibetan-speaking peoples inhabiting the cis-Himalayan region 
saw Lhasa as the centre of their faith, and in terms of the strange trans- 
Himalayan religio-political relations, Lhasa wielded considerable influence 
over the lamaist culture areas in the cis-Himalayan region. In fact Ladakh, 
Sikkim and Bhutan used to  pay tri-annual tributes to the Dalai Lama until 
the Communist takeover of Tibet in 1950.9 

Although the Tibetan fear of a possible British takeover of their country 
was ill-founded, they never ceased to suspect the worst from South Asia 
until the XI11 Dalai Lama's escape to India in 1909-12. Just as British 
expansionism into the lamaist culture areas in the cis-Himalayan region had 
brought home the reality and unprecedented power of British imperialism, 
Tibet's close neighbours informed the Tibetan ruling class about the new 
dangers. Such informants included Indian Muslim merchants who held a 
grudge against the British rulers who overthrew their empire in India, the 
Chinese who had experienced gunboat diplomacy, and the Nepalese who 
had witnessed British expansionism into India from close quarters. These 
groups all shared the early Tibetan perception of British imperialism which 
gradually blew up into mythical proportions. Therefore, the real reason for 
Tibet's isolationism and anti-Western phobia was the perceived threat that 
British imperialism in South Asia appeared to represent to the territorial 
integrity of Tibet if not to the whole lamaist world. The whole affair was 
couched in a popular idiom that the religious people could understand. The 
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Westerners were projected and portrayed as a diabolical threat to the 
survival of Tibetan religion and the political system that sustained that  
religion. l o  

Soon after George Bogle's arrival in 1775, the Panchen Lama had heard 
that "the Fringes were fond of war; and after insinuating themselves into a 
country, raised disturbances, and made themselves masters of it; that no 
Fringes had ever been admitted into Tibet, he [Regent] advised the Lama to 
find some method of sending me back, either on account of the smallpox, or 
on any other pretence"." Thomas Manning who managed to visit Lhasa 
(1811-12) found that the Chinese Imperial Resident (Amban) "detested 
Europeans". The Amban told Manning, "These Europeans are very 
formidable; now one man has come to  spy the country, he will inform 
others. Numbers will come, and at  last they will be for taking the country 
from us."12 The Kashmiri merchants who were doing business in Tibet 
described the British as "the most cunning people in the world; little by 
little (they) are acquiring possession of all countries of India, but it is always 
rather by stratagem than open force . . . Instead of overthrowing the 
authorities they cleverly manage to  get them on their side, to  enlist them in 
their interest."13 The King of Nepal warned not only the Panchen Lama but 
also the Dalai Lama that "he desired them further to have no connection 
with Fringes or Moghuls, and not to  admit them into the country".14 The 
Sikkimese, whose country the British took over in 1890, also played their 
role in informing the Tibetan ruling class about the invincible British power 
in South Asia. An ex-minister of the Raja of Sikkim who was expelled from 
the country for his treatment of Dr Hooker and Campbell, obtained from 
the Dalai Lama the post of frontier officer, t o  watch the British 
encroachments. He  viewed the attempts of Dr Hooker, Mr  Edgar and Sir 
Richard Temple to  enter Tibetan territory as encroachment on the part of 
British India. He  told the Tibetan authorities that British India was 
"devoting all its energies to  the invasion of ~ i b e t " . ' ~  

In other words, the Tibetan authorities came to know the nature of 
British imperialism in South Asia early on from their neighbours. As the 
Panchen Lama confided in George Bogle in 1775: "I had heard also much of 
the power of the Fringes; that the Company was like a great king, and fond 
of war and conquest; and as my business and that of my people is to pray to 
god, I was afraid to admit any Fringes into the ~ountr~."~"amuel  Turner 
who followed Bogle's footsteps was asked by the then Regent in ~ h a s a  why 
so many Englishmen were "willing to  leave their country for the inclement 
climates and rude, inhospitable men" of other lands. Turner's apology for 
British colonialism was no less ingenious. He replied that education and 
recognition of talent "prompted by curosity, not less than by a desire of 
wealth, spread themselves [British] over every region of the universe"." 

It is true that modern terms like "imperialism" or "colonialism" were 
never used by either Tibetan authorities or by the contemporaneous 
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informants They did not fail to understand the colonial nature and the 
power of British imperialism, as manifested in the Indian 

in general and the cis-Himalayan region in particular. Soon 
~ ~ i ~ i ~ h  imperialism came to  be conceived in the more familiar idiom of 
Tibetan mythology. "English are dreaded by the Government officers, 
,special]y the monk officials, as an invincible power, and as being the 
incarnation of the Lhamayin (giants) who fought against gods. . . . The 
whole world will succumb to the power of Phylings (Russians and English). 
Neither the Emperor of China nor combined legions of Gods and demigods 
who reside round the golden mount of Rirab (Semeru), will be able to  arrest 
the progress of their arms or  the miracles of their superior intellectW.l~ 

Lhasa did not ban the entry of all foreigners; only Europeans. In 1775 
the Panchen Lama told George Bogle not to  send any English but a Hindu, 
if necessary.'9 Subsequently the British sent Indians to explore Tibet. In 
1865 Mann Singh and Mani Singh were to conduct a route survey and 
reconnaissance work up to  Lhasa and to survey the goldfield of Thok Jalung 
in Western Tibet. Sarat Chandra Das, disguised as a Sikkimese lama, was 
sent to observe the political conditions of Lhasa and Shigatse in 1879 and 
1881. Spies from other Asian nations could also penetrate Lhasa but not 
Europeans. A Japanese monk, Ekai Kawaguchi lived in Lhasa for three 
years (1901-3). A well-known Russian agent, Agvan Dorjiev, a Mongol by 
birth, lived in Lhasa for a number of years and also acted as a tutor to the 
XI11 Dalai Lama. Thus Lord Curzon ransacked the entire British empire to  
select suitable messengers or go-betweens. A Bhutanese named Ugyen Kazi, 
a Burmese named Taw Sein KO and a Ladakhi named Chiranj Palgez were 
selected as possible British messengers to  the XI11 Dalai Lama. But the Dalai 
Lama refused to  receive any communication from British India. The two 
letters sent by Lord Curzon through Kennion and Ugyen Kazi were returned 
to India unopened at  the turn of the century. 

Even those foreigners with Chinese passports were denied entry into 
Tibet. Col. Nikolai Prejevalsky with a Chinese permit to travel to Tibet was 
stopped by Tibetan troops a t  150 miles short of Lhasa. "When Prejevalsky 
flourished his Chinese passport and protested that he had the Emperor's 
authority to travel to  Lhasa, the Tibetans replied that they did not take their 
orders from the Chinese but only from their own G~vernment" .~ '  In 1876 
China again granted passport for a British overland mission to Tibet but the 
Tibetan border guards refused entry. The mission once again readied itself 
in 1886 to march through Sikkim; but hearing this, the Tibetan troops 
moved near Sikkim. In the same year, a French traveller, Gabriel Bonvalet, 
was stopped twelve days march from Lhasa. Captain Hamilton Bower and 
Surgeon Captain W.D. Thorod were stopped by Tibetan soldiers. In 1892 
Annie Taylor was stopped at  a place three days march from Lhasa. In 1894 
Dutrevil de Rhins and Fernand Grenard fought their way but failed to reach 
Lhasa. Mr and Mrs St. George Littledale met the same fate. In 1897 Henry 
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Savage Landor was stopped by Tibetan soldiers. The followillg year Charles 
and Susie Rijnhart were also stopped by Tibetan tro0~s.21 

Tsarist Russia, however, was more successful than British India in 
establishing diplomatic relations with Lhasa. Russia's relative success 
indicates what the lamaist regime a t  Lhasa considered as the proper mode 
of diplomatic conduct. It raises the question of the lamaist conception of 
international relations: with whom and how such international relations 
may be properly conducted and sustained. The Russian success in gaining 
access to  the XI11 Dalai Lama was the achievement of a single Russian 
citizen of Mongol origin called D ~ r j i e v . ~ ~  He did so well in his studies that 
he became, at  the turn of the century, professor of metaphysics (tsenyid- 
mkhanpo) and a tutor to  the XI11 Dalai Lama. As such Dorjiev thoroughly 
understood not only Buddhist metaphysics but more relevantly the 
culture of Tibet. As an advisor t o  the Dalai Lama, he argued that, as Tibet's 
traditional protector, China was getting weaker, Lhasa should seek a Tsarist 
alliance in order to  defend itself from British India. In order to convince the 
Tibetan authorities not only of the political necessity of Russian support but 
of its appropriateness in terms of Tibetan Buddhist tradition, Dorjiev 
translated the Tsar's possible role in Tibet in terms of Tibetan mythology. 
He propagated, in a short treatise written in Tibetan, that Jang Shambala 
(Shangrila) referred to  Russia, and that the Tsar was the incarnation of Je 
Tsongkhapa, the founder of the Gelukpa sect to  which the Dalai Lama 
belongs.23 The Dalai Lama was so convinced of Dorjiev's argument that he 
decided to  visit Russia, and sent his throne in advance. 

Buddhist Tibet as the Vatican of Mahayana Buddhism had, up to 1950, 
long and consistent relations with other Buddhist countries surrounding it 
including China, Mongolia, Nepal, Ladakh, Sikkim and Bhutan. Such 
international lamaist relations may be characterized in two ways: 
(a )  patron-priest relations and (b)  priest-disciple relation. Tibet's relations 
with China and Mongolia fall under the former category and its relations 
with Bhutan, Ladakh and Sikkim under the latter category. That is to say 
that Tibet used to  conceive China and Mongolia as the ~ower fu l  patrons 
of Tibetan Buddhism, and had proper relations accordingly. somewhat on 
a different level Lhasa used to  conceive Bhutan, Sikkim and ~ a d a k h  as 
disciples of High Lamas, and had proper relations with each of them 
accordingly. Implicit in such a conception of intercourse between nations 
is not only a sense of hierarchy or  dependency but also heavy moral 
overtones. This is not t o  say that all such relations were purely religious; 
religion is the idiom and format of such diplomacy but its concept can 
vary and can include political, military, economic matters. T ~ U S ,  the 
Panchen Lama interceded on behalf of the Bhutanese with Warren 
Hastings in 1 7 7 4 . ~ ~  Similarly, whenever Tibet was invaded, China used to 
rush to  send military assistance if the Tibetans could not defend 
themselves. 
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It was, therefore, the fear of British colonialism which was alien to the 
lama;st conception of international relations and that compelled the larnairt 
reg;me at Lhasa to cut off all contacts with and refuse any communication 
fro, the British Government in India. Similarly when the Republican 
regime in China started to reveal expansionist tendencies in East Tibet in 
1908-9, Lhasa decided to terminate the centuries long relations with China. 
The Tibetan refusal is indicative of both moral indignation at the ways of  
colonjalism and military inability to cope with such a situation. This 
method of dealing with the modern world may seem strange and 

to outsiders but Tibet was medieval and strange. It 
,a, a moral refusal to interact with new forces that violated its customary 
norms of a lamaist conception of inter-state relations. For lamas were used 
to spiritual conquests but not to  political or territorial takeovers of other 
countries. A certain degree of dependency is probably implicit in the lamaist 
conception of inter-state relations but outright colonization or brutal 
takeover is definitely alien to it. 

Despite Tibet's closed-door policy, British India made a number of 
attempts to survey the economic resources, to spy on the political 
conditions in Lhasa and Shigatse, and above all to establish some son  of 
contact with the Tibetan government. The British rulers were unsuccessful 
in establishing contact with Lhasa until 1904. Yet they were undaunted in 
their effort, for Tibet figured increasingly in the Empire's defence policy. 

What complicated British political interest in Tibet was the latter's 
peculiar relationship with China about which the early British explorers 
had vaguely learned. The critical question was: should India approach Tibet 
directly or through China? When the British approached Tibet directly, 
Tibetan authorities tend to hide behind the facade of Chinese imperial 
authority. On the other hand when they approached China regarding 
Tibetan affairs, the Tibetan authorities objected and refused to honour any 
Chinese orders. Initially it was a trade interest which gradually became a 
political interest by 1885. Tibet was a means of access not only to the local 
trade in Tibet and the adjoining Himalayan states but also to the fabulous 
markets of the Chinese Empire. The East India Company's Court wrote to 
their counterparts in Bengal in February 1768: "We desire you will obtain 
the best intelligence you can whether trade be opened with Nepal, and 
whether cloth and other European commodities may not find their way 
thence to Tibet, Lhasa, Western parts of China".25 By the end of 1769 the 
Compally decided to try to establish trade contact with Tibet and Western 
provinces of China. When Warren Hastings sent George Bogie to Shigatse, 
he hoped that the Panchen Lama "would speak favourably to the Chinese 
Emperor about English supercargoes bottled up in Canton. . . . He was 

" 26 probing Tibet's possible use as a back door to China . 
Although British India's trade interest gradually declined as the century 

advanced, the view that Tibet can be used as a back door to trade with 
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China continued to  persist. A British trade agent in Ladakh, Captain C. 
Chenevix French gave the fullest expression to  this point of view: "In view 
of the future uncertainty of  our trade with Chinese Turkistan, and the 
chance that 'open door' in that quarter may not always be open as now, it is 
our duty to  look fresh fields. In my opinion this is to be found in the 
direction of Tibet. A commercial invasion of that mystic country, with 
the rich provinces of Szuchuan and Kansu and Shensi in China as 
objectives, would, I believe, be p r ~ f i t a b l e . " ~ ~  

As the British surreptitious explorations of Tibet progressed, they came 
to  realize that it could not be used as a back door to  Southwestern China 
because the Tibetan authorities objected. Nor did Tibet possess much trade 
potential. Trade eventually centred around two commodities: tea and gold. 
Tea was cultivated in Darjeeling and Assam (India) in the ninteenth 
century, and if such tea could be exported to  Tibet, large profits could be 
made, it was argued. But the problem with the expected tea trade boon was 
Tibetan tea drinking habits. Tibetans, for centuries, drank Chinese brick 
tea, and not loose leaves from India. Indian tea could not be exported to 
Tibet unless it was made to  suit the Tibetan taste. Ja-ril was such an 
attempt to  cater to  the Tibetan taste and it used to  sell in Tibet quite well 
before 1959. 

Gold was observed by early Jesuit and Capuchin missionary travellers 
such as Bogle, Turner, Kirkpatrick, Moorcroft, etc. Subsequently, Hamilton's 
East India Gazzetter of 1815 notes that gold is found in Tibet in very large 
quantities, and that it is the principal article of export from Tibet. 
Therefore, in 1867 an Indian Pandit explorer was sent to  explore the gold 
mines of Jalung. In fact in April 1899 an agent of the Rothschilds 
approached the India Office for support for a venture to  exploit Tibetan 
gold. Lord Salisbury dismissed it as a "mad scheme"; Lord Curzon laughed 
a t  it, remarking "how far they care to  burn, or perhaps I should say freeze 
their fingers, all for the auri farca fames in those inhospitable regions". 
Even during the Younghusband Expedition, an attempt was made to obtain 
gold concessions from the Tibetan Government but the Indian Government 
refused to  help these schemes.28 

A British officer with a good deal of experience in Tibet explained the 
main drawback to  large-scale Indo-Tibetan trade as follows: "The main 
drawback to  a big trade with India is that Tibet is a poor sparsely ~opulated 
region whose inhabitants are separated by enormous barren distances, and 
with but little transport between her trade centers which lie in the few 
comparatively fertile valleys and the Indian frontier. Then also the Tihetan 
is a peddlar, not a trader. He has not the instincts of trade in him, and the 
foreign trade and considerable portion of local trade is monopolized by 
outsiders e.g. Nepalese, Kashmiris and ~hinese."" The ~ r i t i sh  trade 
interest receded after M a c a u l e ~  Mission (1885). and subsequently their 
interest centred on political and strategic issues. 
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There is a tragic irony in Tibet's decision to  remain isolated. It did so 
because of its incurable fear of colonization of the country by the British. 
B~~ the British, after preliminary exploration, found out that it was not 
worth colonization. British colonial officials rightly calculated from early 
,, that Tibet is a case which brings diminishing returns to imperialism. 
Even "the most optimistic imperialist would have shrunk from assuming 
responsibility for another 2000 miles or SO of frontier enclosing over 50,000 
,quare miles of country, mostly high, severe and unpopulated and totally 
lacking in communication. It seemed, therefore, the best solution to patch 
things up between Tibet and China in a way which would restore formal 

between them, saving Chinese face but restricting Chinese 
c~ntro1."30 

~t appears that the British colonial officials came to such a decision from 
the time of the East India Company. The Panchen Lama, in a letter, pleaded 
for British assistance against the Gurkhas. Cornwallis replied negatively: 
"First, it would be too costly; secondly, the Company had no cause to attack 
Nepal; and thirdly, British sea trade with China was too important to  risk 
alienating the Emperor by such an act of a g g r e ~ s i o n . " ~ ~  Bogle also warned 
the Company that Britain could not sustain suzerain responsibilities in Tibet 
because communication lines were simply too long. Samuel Truner who 
travelled to Bhutan and Tibet in 1783 observed, "The objections I have made 
against an expedition into Bhutan hold good with respect to  Nepal and 
Lhasa, for this sole reason that a communication cannot be kept on."32 When 
the Younghusband Expedition (1903) was under preparation, the British 
government made it clear t o  the Chinese and Tibetan government that "the 
mission was of an exclusively commercial character, that we repudiate all 
designs of political nature upon Tibet, that we have no desire either to  declare 
a protectorate or permanently to  occupy any portion of the country."33 

When the Chinese forces overran Tibet in 1909, the Dalai Lama, then in 
exile in India, began to press upon the British Government to extend its 
protectorate on Tibet. In June, 1910 three Tibetan Ministers appealed to  
Charles Bell, who was the British political officer in Sikkim, in these terms: 
"We want an alliance with the British Government on the same terms that 
Nepal has her alliance with the British Government, namely that the British 
Government and Tibet should help each other with armed assistance as 
each requires of the other."34 The Dalai Lama became desperate and went 
further. He mentioned Bhutan's relations with British India as an 
appropriate model on which to  base Tibet's future relations with India.3" 
Britain dismissed Tibet as an economically unviable proposition for 
colonization, protectorship or even for trade. Such evidences contradict 
the Chinese charge that India intended to  take over Tibet. However, there is 
overwhelming evidence in the documentary works by Mehra, Ghosh, Addy, 
etc. that Britain intended, tried and succeeded for 48 years in making Tibet 
an autonomous buffer state between India and China. 
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The Tibetan authorities continued to  float the idea of a British 
protectorate over Tibet from the beginning of the twentieth century and 
the idea continued to dominate Tibetan thinking even in the 1920s. Charles 
Bell wrote "Even now there are several influential Tibetans who desire a 
British protectorate over their country. But it was recognized on our side 
from the first day that this would have devolved far too heavy a burden 
upon us, the responsibility of protecting the distant and difficult expanse of 
~ i b ~ t . " ~ 6  Even Lord Curzon, the architect and advocate of British forward 
policy towards Central Asia, wrote in 1901: 

It would be madness for us to cross the Himalaya and occupy it 
[Tibet]. But it is important that no one else should seize it, and it 
should be turned into a sort of buffer between the Indian and Russian 
Empires. If Russia were to  come down to  the big mountains she would 
a t  once begin intriguing with Nepal; and we should have a second 
Afghanistan on the north. I have not put this very clearly. What I mean 
is that Tibet itself and not Nepal must be the buffer state that we must 
endeavour t o  create.37 

This succinctly sums up the British policy towards Tibet. Tibet was 
economically worthless for the British to  colonize or even extend 
protectorate over; but this did not mean that Tibet should be dismissed 
altogether from the framework of British Imperial foreign or defence policy. 
Tibet figured to  the British just as it does now for independent India: in 
purely strategic terms. 

There were various options before the British Empire in India with 
regard to  Tibet. They could have colonized Tibet with much difficulty and 
a t  high cost; they ruled out this option as early as 1775, because it was then 
not a viable economic proposition. They could easily have extended their 
protectorate, as the Tibetan authorities including the XI11 Dalai Lama and 
his ministers repeatedly requested, but the British ruled out this option too 
because it would be a costly affair. They could have granted independent 
status to  Tibet, as they tentatively tried to  d o  after 1912 until 1947, but this 
option was not officially sanctioned because it was an action which would 
damage their much larger commercial interest in China. Under the 
circumstances, the only viable option they considered seriously was that 
China had suzerainty over Tibet but on the understanding that Tibet was 
autonomous. Such a conditional policy safeguarded British economic 
interests in China as well as the national security of the Indian empire. 

The primary consideration in British policy towards Tibet was how to 
ensure the security of the 2,000 mile long Himalayan frontier that India 
shares with Tibet. This could be ensured if Tibet remained autonomous 111 

the British sense and as long as China remained weak as a nominal suzerain 
authority in Tibet. This formula (suzerainty with autonomy) worked up to 
1949 because China remained weak and divided until 1949. The other, 
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important factor was British power acting as a deterrent against any 

Chinese intervention in Tibet. The British strategy was to allow Tibet 
to continue with the fiction of Chinese suzerainty over her. This concession 
to Beijing was not out of any British love for the Manchu rule but for their 
understanding that Tibet under the suzerainty of the weak Chinese would 

be a source of danger to  the safety and security of British India.'"his 
could be ensured if Tibet remained free from direct Chinese control or 
hegemony. 

Article 111 of the Simla Convention put it thus: "Recognizing the special 
interest of Great Britain, in virtue of the geographical position of Tibet, in 
the existence of peace and order in the neighbourhood of the frontiers of 
India and adjoining states." The Simla Convention gave the fullest 
expression to British strategic designs and Tibet's place in them. Tibet 
would be divided into two zones; Inner Tibet consisting of Kham and the 
Amdo was declared part of the Chinese sphere of influence, and Outer Tibet 
becomes autonomous under the direction of the Government of Lhasa, and 
Chinese are precluded from introducting military forces, administrative 

or colonists in this portion of the country (Simla Convention Article 
In). As the India Office wrote "The extent of our interest in Tibet, as is made 
clear in the Simla Convention of 1914, is the maintenance of the integrity and 
autonomy of Outer Tibet (that is Tibet proper), and of an effective Tibetan 
Government, able to maintain peace and order in the neighbourhood of the 
frontiers of India and the adjoining States and free from the influence of any 
foreign power (excluding China from that term)."39 Such a design, the British 
declared, brought together their own interests and the Tibetan desire. "The 
frontier between India and Tibet is 1,800 miles long. It  should never be 
forgotten that a peaceful and contented Tibet is the cheapest and most 
efficient safeguard to  India's North East F r ~ n t i e r . " ~ ~  

The British were interested in a relatively stable government because the 
"theory of the buffer state has never worked properly except where the 
buffer state was strong enough to  keep up an efficient Government and 
administration and to  make encroachment by either neighbour a risk".41 
Since Tibetan society was stable and peaceful - thanks to its value system - 
the basic British objective was "to remove the Chinese to as great a distance 
as possible from Lhasa, Outer Tibet generally and at  the same time to 
interpose a buffer state under Chinese administration between Outer Tibet 
and Mongolia, so that Russian influence may not easily penetrate to  the 
Tibetan capital".42 The British further clarified that they "wished to avoid 
interference in Tibet, a t  the same time we held that though we recognized 
Chinese suzerainty over Tibet, Tibet ought to remain an autonomous state 
between India and China; and this view we should press diplomatically in 
Peking as strongly as needed be". They further stated that their "only real 
object is to establish Tibetan autonomy and that is the great desire of the 
Tibetans themselves. All we ask is that the Chinese should recognize Tibet 
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as an autonomous dominion bearing the same relation to  China as a British 
dominion to the United K i n g d ~ m . " ~ ~  

We have seen that British official despatches had consistently described 
the historical status of China in Tibet as suzerainty. We shall now examine 
the observations of British officials and foreign travellers who spent 
sometime in Tibet. George Bogle, who visited the ranchen Lama i n  
Shigatse, wrote, "In 1720 the Emperor of China acquired sovereignty of 
Tibet in the way sovereigns are generally acquired by interfering in the 
quarrels between two contending parties."44 At the same time he 
the considerable influence the Dalai Lama and the Panchen Lama wielded 
at  the Chinese imperial court. Thomas Manning who managed to penetrate 
Lhasa during the years 1811-12 described China's status as a &&master- 
n a t i ~ n " . ~ s  Sarat Chandra Das, who was in Tibet during the years 1881-82, 
described the Dalai Lama as the Pope and the latter's relation with China as 
one of dependency.46 The Japanese monk Ekai Kawaguchi, who was in 
Tibet during the years 1897-1903, described the Sino-Tibetan relations as 
masterlvassal and Tibet as a protectorate of China.47 Col. Younghusband, 
who led the British Expedition to  Lhasa in 1903-4, described China's status 
as suzerainty.48 And, of course, the Anglo-Russian treaty of 1907 described 
China's status as suzerain - the first international agreement where China's 
status is specified as such. Sir Charles Bell who visited Lhasa on several 
occasions described China's status as follows: "It may be argued that 
whatever might be the opinion as to  Chinese action in Tibet the country 
was undoubtedly under suzerainty of China. But Asia does not think along 
European lines. The Tibetan Government maintain that the Dalai Lama is 
the spiritual guide and the Chinese Emperor his lay supporter."49 

Our  sample of observations by foreign visitors obviously indicates 
certain discrepancies. The discrepancies are due to  a number of factors 
including whether the visitor in question had been to  Lhasa or to Shigatse 
where Chinese influence was most apparent; whether the Ambanm was a 
strongman or Regency ruler in which case the Amban found it easier to 
bully the Tibetan officials while the Dalai Lama was a minor. Obviously if a 
strong Amban's tenure happened to  coincide with Regency rule, the 
Chinese influence a t  Lhasa tended to  be stronger. Conversely i f  a weak 
Amban was in residence while a Dalai Lama was in power, then Chinese 
influence a t  the capital tended to be weak. 

While the British insisted that China's historical status in ~ i b e t  was 
suzerain, the Chinese learnt to  speak in the same political language but, of 
course, did not agree with the British proposition; they claimed their status 
was sovereign in Tibet. After the 191 1 Revolution "the ~ a n c h u  had bitter 
experience a t  the hands of western powers, who taught them a novel 
method and language which they proceeded to apply to  the innocent 
Tibetans."" From the vantage point of traditional patron-priest relations. 
the Chinese stand marked a clear departure from the traditional conception 
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of mutual relations. The transformation of a traditional conception of 
relations into the political language of nationalism came about in two ways. 
A new generation of Chinese officials had come into existence as a of 
Western education in treaty ports and they increasingly spoke in Western 

P olitical language in relation to Tibet. Secondly, Great Britain and China 
held a series of negotiations regarding Tibet the frame of which was 
dictated by the British, being the greater power. Such negotiations, 
particularly the Calcutta talks, unwittingly taught the Chinese to  
conceptualize their views on past SineTibetan ties in modern Western 
political and legal terms. 

One such Western educated Chinese official was Tang Shao Yi who held 
very definite ideas along modern lines regarding China's status in Tibet. He 
told his British counterpart that China's status approximated that described 
by the term "sovereignty" rather than "suzerainty". He added that Tibet's 
position in relation to  China was analogous to  Mongolia's. Recognizing 
China's declining strength in Tibet, Tang proposed to reverse this by a drastic 
reform which marked a radical departure from traditional Sin-Tibetan 
relations. He argued, for instance, that the large number of monks who led a 
parasitical life on the wealth of the land should be made to  work.52 

Tang's views were later (1904) echoed by Prince Qing whose conversation 
with the British ambassador in Beijing was dispatched in the form of a 
memorandum to the British Foreign Office. 

Sir Ernest [Satow] then asked what was the proper technical term in 
Chinese to express the relation of Tibet to  China. In English China 
was described as the "suzerain" of Tibet. How was this expressed in 
Chinese? The Prince said there was no proper word to  express this. 
The Tibetans called the Emperor of China their "Huangshang", not 
"Ta Husangti (Da Huangdi)", as a foreign nation would say. The 
word "suzerain" he supposed implied the "shang-kuo (Shang guo)". 
The upper nation. The superiority of the Emperor over the Dalai 
Lama was demonstrated in his appointment by patent (chih-shu 
(Zhishu)). Sir Ernest asked in the Ming dynasty a "chih-shu" was not 
also given to the Shogun of Japan. His Highness: "Yes, he believed so, 
though in that case it did not imply any claim on the part of China to 
sovereignty over Japan but was merely the act of a big Power to a 
small one." 

Sir Ernest asked whether China considered that in Mongolia both land and 
people were subject to  China. His Highness: Yes. Ernest: And Tibet? His 
Highness: "Tibet is very much in the same footing. We have conducted 
military operations in Tibet, in Chien Lung's (Qianlong) reign and may be 
said to have subjugated it."53 

Thus, since 1905, China has used the term "sovereignty" to describe her 
status in Tibet, and Great Britain has insisted that it should be "suzerainty". 
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Of   articular historical interest was the Anglc-Chinese talks at Calcutta on 
the Lhasa Convention. Chinese representative Tang Shaw-yi, who was a 
graduate of Yale and held a Ph.D., objected to  the term 'suzeraintyy which he 
dismissed as "a word quite inadequate to define China's position towards 
Tibet. He declared the appropriate term was one of sovereignty. ~h~ 
Calcutta negotiations centred on the terms 'suzerainty' and 'sovereignty'. 
By July 1905 the British representatives maintained that China was suzerain 
power in Tibet, and Tang insisted that China was sovereign."s4 

British officials contributed towards the Chinese redefinition of China's 
historical status in Tibet in two specific ways. First, Anglo-Chinesc 
negotiations regarding Tibet which dictated that the Chinese representatives 
express themselves in modern terms of nationalism, even though there was 
no appropriate English equivalent for Shih-chu in Chinese and ~ h ~ ~ - ~ ~ ~ -  
sbyin bdag (patron-priest relations) in Ti betan. Once such talks were 
conducted in a modern Western political framework, the dialectics of the 
bargaining negotiations was to  demand something more than the party was 
willing to  concede. Thus if the British conceded that China's historical 
status approximated suzerainty, the Chinese counterpart would claim more 
than that: sovereignty. Our  argument might appear to  suggest that the 
British opened a pandora's box in demanding that China express her 
historical status in Tibet in the modern Western language of nationalism. 
What we are really trying to suggest is that British negotiators unwittingly 
helped late Imperial China and the early Republican government to redefine 
and reformulate their conception of China's status in Tibet in exacting a 
modern political vocabulary. This was unfair for Tibet which remained 
purely pre-modern in its outlook until 1950. But in view of the global 
ascendancy of European political and legal ideas, this Europeanization of 
Sino-Tibetan relations seemed inevitable, except that Tibet was far from 
ready for this crucial transition from feudalism to nationalism. 

The Europeanization of Sino-Tibetan relations took place roughly 
between 1905 and 1913. This marks a major discontinuity in the history of 
Sino-Tibetan relations: "the terms of reference have changed by which 
issues are defined, relationships maintained or contentions r e s o l ~ e d " . ~ ~  The 
terms of reference are no longer the Qing Emperor and the Dalai Lama, nor 
relations between two distinct though hierarchical civilizational realms. 
They are now the territorializing and nationalizing Chinese nation-state. 
Issues are no longer defined in terms of tributes and title exchanges but of 
the "Chinese nation-state's" monopolization of Tibet's traditional ties with 
British India, Nepal, Bhutan, etc. This territorializing and nationalizing 
process to  the cessation of the traditional ~ i n o - ~ i b e t a n  relations 
and ultimately led to the integration of Tibet to the Chinese body politic in 
the name of political modernization. 

From a comparative perspective, traditional international relations or 
feudal inter-state relations, in both theory and ~ract ice ,  were much more 
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and subtle than the modern political and legal doctrine of state- 
as far as small states are concerned. Modern 

law and relations orthodoxy operates on two extreme levels 
independence and non-independence. There is no middle ground 

arrangement such as the one that fined pre-1912 Tibet. This docs gross 
injustice to cases like Tibet. If YOU are non-independent, then you are 
supposed to be part of an independent "nation-state" since empires are no 
longer ideologically fashionable or acceptable in the post/colonial era. This 
is the tyranny of the logic of the nation-state which does not compromise on 
its supposed "territorial integrity", which in fact includes more than its true 
nation-state area. 

The treaty-port intellectuals, some of whom found their way into the late 
Qing burea~cracy,~%esponded well to  the British insistence on the 
~ ~ ~ ~ ~ e a n i z a t i o n  of the traditional symbolic modes of Sino-Tibetan 

as being more tangibly advantageous to China. Out of this legal 
"Europeanization" arose the contemporary Chinese Marxist claim that 
Tibet is an integral part of China, empire or no empire. The logic used here 
is that of nationalism which hardly permits any half-way house political 
arrangement in which the pre-1911 Tibet tended to fit, yet the action 
consequence is technically imperialistic in the sense defined earlier. It 
marked the Chinese transition from culturalism to nationalism. 

In concrete terms, the period 1775-1 907 briefly analysed in this chapter 
marks one of the great transitions from old-fashioned symbolic dominance 
to modern structural domination in centre-periphery relations. It witnessed 
the rise and growth of modern capitalist imperialism in South Asia which 
produced demonstration-effects on China's relations with Tibet. 

However, there is a great qualitative difference between classical 
Confucian imperialism and modern disguised imperialism. The former 
based on the concept of tian-hsia (all under heaven or "universal rule") was 
largely contented with symbolic submission from subordinate powers 
residing at  the peripheries of the Confucian universe and loosely 
institutionalized by periodic ceremonial relations. It demanded neither 
political nor socio-economic integration of the peripheral yet autonomous 
units with China proper. Such is hardly the case with Chinese Marxist 
action in Tibet since 1950. Using the logic of Chinese nationalism, they 
failed to appreciate the complex nature of Sino-Tibetan relations in a truly 
historical perspective; they refused to even recognize a half-way form of 
political status for Tibet as warranted by history, at  least from 1720 to 
1911. Nor have they granted the Tibetans the right to graduate from 
dependency to independence as happened in the colonial world. Having 
said all that, we must remember that the Chinese Marxist transition from 
symbolic dominance to  structural domination of Tibet in the name of 
Marxist liberation and Chinese nationalism was, as we have argued, paved 
unwittingly by British India and necessitated by Chinese national security. 
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Tibet should have graduated, according to the logic and practice of 
decolonization, from a Chinese imperial dominion to  Tibetan independence 
and freedom. But that graduation was subverted by the Maoist armed 
intervention in the name of Marx. 

Thus China's new claims on Tibet did not remain at  the verbal plane. 
Both the late Qing dynasty and the early Republican regime sought to 
translate their new claims into military action. In this regard, too, the 
British played a considerable role in causing much suspicion in the Chinese 
mind, and therefore increasing Chinese military operations in Eastern 
Tibet. More  specifically the Younghusband Expedition of 1903-4 
dramatically sensitized the Chinese to  the strategic importance of Tibet 
t o  China. After all, if Tibet was strategically important to  the British empire 
in India, it was no  less so to  the Chinese empire. In fact Chao Erh-fengYs 
military campaign in Eastern Tibet (1907-8)57 can be viewed as a Chinese 
reaction to the British armed expedition to Lhasa in 1904. In 1906 Chang 
Yin-Tang sought t o  weed out all those Chinese and Tibetans alike who had 
been associated in the least degree with the British Commissioner or the 
Convention. He  "suspended Tibetan functionaries until the term Tibetan 
Administration became synonymous with Chinese administration in 
Tibet".5x Contemporary Chinese Communist historiography depicts the 
Younghusband Expedition as "iron clad proof" that the British in India 
coveted Tibet which would later be used as a base to attack China proper.59 
But this Chinese suspicion is really unfounded. As demonstrated earlier, 
British internal documents reveal that British India did not harbour any 
territorial ambitions in Tibet. More specifically, the Younghusband 
Expedition had no sanction for occupation or even annexation of any part 
of Tibet. After forcing a treaty (1904 Lhasa Convention), the expedition 
returned to India. 

Thus the British activity and immense interest in Tibet caused great 
suspicion in the Chinese mind, and made them suspect the worst in Tibet. It 
became a classic case of a security dilemma for China: "If we did not take 
over Tibet, India would so, let us take it over". The utter strategic 
importance of Tibet after the Younghusband Mission, dawned up011 the 
Chinese as never before. The Governors of Szechuan warned " ~ i b e t  again is 
like the backdoor to  a house. If the door is opened wide, robbers will flock 
into the apartments."hQnother Chinese official expressed a similar view: 

Lhasa is the capital of all Tibet, the home of the cult of lamaism, the 
abode of the Imperial Resident, the seat of the numberless Buddhist 
shrines, the rendezvous of all the tribes; it has long been coveted by 
the British. Tibet again is the door that shuts off Yunnan and Sichuan, 
and should we prove remiss, the teeth will feel cold when the lips have 
gone. Any disturbance of her present status would bequeath to us a 
legacy of deep-seated injury.h1 
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We note here that the idea of Tibet as a backdoor to  China was first 
by the East India Company.62 

~f the British rulers were most determined that no other power - either 
~ ~ ~ ~ i ~ n  or Britain" should replace China in Tibet, and if at  the same time 
they were most emphatic that China would not he allowed to take over 
Tibet, two basic questions remain. What was the extent of Tibet's 
autonomy vis-a-vis China? What was the measure of Chinese suzerain 
rights in Tibet? First of all the Tibetan autonomy on which the British rulers 
insisted was a necessary concomitant of India's frontiers being peaceful. In 
other words, Tibetan autonomy was a necessary prerequisite to the security 
of India's northern frontier. Whenever China gained direct and extensive 
control over Tibet, it posed a definite danger to  the imperial security system. 
~~t why did they not support Tibet's complete independence which would 
automatically ensure the British security requirement? 

The British position on this critical question was almost equally divided 
between its imperial security requirement in India and its commercial 
interests in China. The practical result was the recognition of Chinese 
suzerainty with the Chinese assurance of Tibetan autonomy. The 
recognition of Chinese suzerainty was to  safeguard British commercial 
interests in China and the support of Tibetan autonomy was to ensure the 
security of India's northern frontier. These two conflicting imperatives in 
British policy towards Tibet caused many oscillations, much confusion and 
even contradiction in the course of the actual implementation of this policy. 
Thus, they declared China had suzeraiilty over Tibet yet insisted on Tibetan 
autonomy. While Tibet was declared to  be a part of the Qing Empire, it had 
a separate political entity with treaty-making powers.64 

When late Imperial China began to amass troops in Eastern Tibet, British 
India sought to  define Tibetan autonomy in clearer terms. Sir John Jordan 
protested to China as follows: "His Majesty's Government, while they have 
formally recognized the 'suzerain rights' of China in Tibet, have never 
recognized, and not prepared to  recognize right of China to intervene 
actively in the administration of Tibet, which should remain, as 
contemplated by the Treaties in the hands of Tibetan Administration . . . 
While the right of China to  station a representative with a suitable escort at 
Lhasa, with authority t o  advise the Tibetans as to  their foreign relations, is 
not disputed." The British Government was not prepared "to acquiesce in 
the maintenance of an unlimited number of Chinese troops either at  Lhasa 
or in Tibet generally". More precisely Tibetan autonomy meant that China 
could not introduce "military forces, administrative officials or colonists" 
in outer Tibet.'Xhinese suzerain rights included two items: (a )  to station 
the Amban with a suitable escort (300-500); (b)  to advise the Tibetan 
Government in their foreign relations. 

This suited and satisfied the Tibetans as well. As Hugh Richardson 
writes, "the Tibetans, not affected by the uncompromising Western attitude 
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to  nationalism, were content to continue what had become a habit - 
formal recognition of a link with, but not ultimate dependence on, the 
Emperor together with the practical freedom to do as they pleased in  their 
country".66 

As far as the British Government was concerned, Chinays suzerain right 
meant essentially the Chinese right to  advise Tibet in its foreign relations, 
and this right they scrupulously recognized. This is evident i n  the 
Younghusband Mission to Lhasa in particular and other treaties in general. 
Younghusband made every effort to  associate the Amban with every stage 
of the proceedings, and although he did not sign it, he was present at the 
signing of the treaty.67 Thus, the formula which the British were groping for 
in the early twentieth century was an autonomous Tibet, subject to a weak 
Chinese suzerainty and guaranteed by the Anglo-Russian treaty of 1907. 
The British Government made their recognition of Chinese suzerainty 
conditional on Chinese recognition of Tibetan autonomy.68 Chinese 
suzerainty assumed Tibetan autonomy, and Tibetan autonomy implied 
Chinese suzerainty; the two concepts were inseparable. 

The British resolution of their conflicting imperatives was a typical 
British compromise on the issues concerning China and Tibet; they declared 
China's status in Tibet was suzerain but on the condition that Tibet was 
autonomous, terms which call for explanation. Though used by missionary 
accounts and by British intelligence reports much earlier, these terms, 
especially suzerain, began to  be officially used by Great Britain from 1905 
onwards until the 1930s, when the usual Chinese presence was almost 
absent in Tibet. It became standard British (and therefore Western) 
shorthand to  describe Sino-Tibetan historical relations. By suzerain the 
British meant the Chinese power t o  ( a )  station an Amban with (b) suitable 
escorts (ranging between 200-300 soldiers) at  Lhasa and (c) China's power 
to  guide the external relations of Tibet.69 Only this extent of Chinese 
suzerain power in Tibet is evident in the works of Alastair Lamb, 
Parshotam Mehra, Suchitra Ghosh, Premen Addy, etc. who have researched 
the official British documents. 

Such an official usage of suzerain to  describe a complex relationship is 
unfortunate but the British thought that it was the most appropriate term 
for the traditional Sino-Tibetan relationship. ~ t ~ m o l o ~ i c a l l ~ ,  it was used in 
the middle ages to  describe the relation between a feudal lord and his 
vassal. The suzerain relationship implied that " ( I )  the vassal had to ~erform 
every year an act of homage and submission to  the suzerain; (2) he had to 
pay a tribute to suzerain; (3)  he had to  serve the Emperor with his soldiers 
in times of war and emergency; (4) the suzerainty granted a subsidy Or - 

7' 70 pension to  the vassal . 
Let us see how far these points are met by the substance of Sino-Tibetan 

relations. Most of the Chinese emperors, especially Buddhist ones such as 
the Mongol and Manchu dynasties regarded the Dalai Lama and other 
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~ , ~ h  Lamas of Tibet as their gurus. AS such, who paid homage and 
to who may be debatable. There was, however, a custom of 

Pay 
ing tributes to the Chinese emperor in terms of Buddhist holy objects 

as scriptures, icons, etc. O n  point (3),  the situation was exactly the 
re,erse: China served Tibet with soldiers in terms of war and emergency. 
There was no Chinese subsidy or pension to the Tibetan authorities 
including the Dalai Lama, though Buddhist emperors used to make 
donations or offerings to  famous monasteries and to the High Lamas of 

Tibet. 
Therefore the term suzerainty in its proper usage is not appropriate to 

designate China's historical status in Tibet. It may be suitable if used by 
"analogy to describe a relationship of dependency between states of 

power, the superior state being the 'suzerain' and the dependent 
state the 'vassal"'.71 

The other term much used and advocated most emphatically by the 
British was autonomy. It is interesting to note that the Chinese Marxists 
have appropriated the same word to designate Tibet's status, but in a vastly 
different connotation than that of the British. As far as the British were 
concerned, the term autonomous or  the autonomy of Tibet implied the 
following conditions: (a )  the absence of Chinese troops other than the 
specified suitable escort t o  the Amban; (b)  no  interference in the Tibetan 
Administration which meant the absence of Chinese officials in the said 
Administration; (c) no transfer of Chinese colonists into Tibet; (d)  that 
neither China nor Tibet was allowed to  permit any foreign power into 
Tibet. In short, the Tibetan Government was independent in all of its 
domestic affairs except the foreign affairs which China as suzerain power 
was expected to guide.72 

The classical Chinese lexicon has no exact term for "autonomyn. The 
Chinese Marxists have used the same term that the British do to  designate 
Tibet's contemporary status since 1965. But the Chinese usage appears to 
be a mockery of the term autonomy in the sense its historical popularizers 
had in mind. For today, the Tibet Autonomous Region, for all practical 
purposes, is a glorified provincial status for a Tibet that managed at  least its 
internal affairs for centuries. Chinese domination seems to be most 
comprehensive: (a)  the People's Liberation Army estimates range from 
200,000 to 300,000 in Outer Tibet alone;73 (b)  since 1959 the Chinese have 
reorganized the Tibetan Administration into the Chinese model and all 
upper echelon positions are staffed by C h i n e ~ e ; ~ ~  (c) since 1983 Peking has 
been transferring Chinese colonists into Tibet.75 As a Marxist regime, the 
People's Republic of China, of course, justify all these radical measures on 
the grounds of "liberation" and progress. 

It appears that the British Government, on the whole, tried to  follow 
Oppenheirn's legal definition of "suzerainty". Professor Oppenheim stated 
"Modern suzerainty involves only a few rights of the suzerain state over the 
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vassal state. . . . The rights of the suzerain state over the vassal are 
principally international rights" that is foreign policy. He further stared 
"the vassal remains nevertheless a half-sovereign state on account of its 
internal independence".76 

Does the suzerain State (China). therefore, have ownership rights over 
the territory of the vassal state (Tibet)? Here historical facts do not fit the 
legal definition. In the context of war, Professor Oppenheim wrote, 
states under the suzerainty of another state are internationally in several 
respects considered to  be a portion of its territory, they fa l l  within the 
region of war between it and another power."77 During World War 11 the 
USA asked the Tibetan Government to  allow it and its allies (which 
included China as well) to use Southern Tibet as an alternative route to 
wartorn China from British India, but Lhasa refused on grounds of 
neutrality.78 Secondly, all the pre-1950 treaties/conventions/agreements 
concerning the Tibeto-Indian boundary - five or six in number - were 
negotiated and signed between Tibet and British India (or with Himalayan 
States concerned) except the Sino-Indian agreement of 1890 on the Sikkim- 
Tibet border, which the XI11 Dalai Lama's Government refused to 
recognize.79 

But neither Chinese "suzerainty" nor Tibet's "autonomy" were 
acceptable to  Lhasa. These terms were British impositions on an unwilling 
and unarmed Tibet, as the appropriate status - based not so much on actual 
history but on British imperial security and commercial imperatives. The 
British, too, learned how the Chinese suzerain power ran in Tibet, especially 
since 1890. Tibet refused to  accept the terms of all Anglo-Chinese treaties 
on  Tibet to  which the Tibetan Government was not a party. Similarly, all 
those foreign travellers or missions to  Tibet with Chinese purposes were not 
entertained by the Tibetan authorities. Thus, despite her isolationist policy, 
Tibet's refusal to  comply with Anglo-Chinese attempts to redefine her 
international status is clearly on record. By 1908 the British rulers had 
learned that any Anglo-Chinese attempt to  define Tibet's status without 
Ti betan participation was unacceptable to  the Ti betans. The Simla 
Convention was a logical culmination of an attempt to discuss Tibet's 
status among all the parties involved - India, China and Tibet. 

Finally we shall examine the international treaties signed on or by Tibet. 
Such treaties may be considered as indices to (a )  the extent of ~hinese 
suzerain power and Tibetan willingness or refusal to comply with such 
orders as might emanate from the suzerain power; (b) the quantum of 
Tibetan automony on which the British always insisted; (c) the status of 
Tibet as contemplated by the said treaties. 

The first Anglo-Chinese diplomatic discussion on Tibet took place in 
1846 regarding Ladakh-Tibet border. The British thought it necessary 
confer with the representative from Jammu-Kashmir and Tibet to Prevent 
future border disputes. Tibet showed no signs of complying. The British 
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sought to get Reijing to press the Tibetan authorities to  agree to the 
but the Chinese declined and refused.80 

The chefoo Convention of 1876 signed between Great Britain and 
china, permitted a British exploratory mission into Tibet, but the Tibetan 

refused to recognize the Chinese passport and the Mission could 
not proceed. '' 

The Anglo-Chinese treaty of 1890 recognized the British protectorate 
over Sikkim and sought to demarcate the Sikkim-Tibet border. The 
Tibetans showed profound disregard for the treaty stipulations by 
demolishing the new border markers (pillars).B2 That is, the Tibetans 
refused to recognize the British takeover of Sikkim and consequently the 
newly defined boundary between Sikkim and Tibet. 

Tibetan authorities showed no less an objection to the Anglo-Chinese 
Trade Regulations of 1893 which agreed to the establishment of a British 
trade mart at Yatung (Dromo). "It was evident from the outset that the 
Tibetans had no intention of observing the Convention. At Phari, a march 
or two beyond Yatung a 10  percent duty was charged on all goods from 
India, no Tibetan traders were allowed to  go beyond Phari in the direction 
of Yatung with their goods. In 1895 the Commissioner of the Rajashahi 
Division was told flatly a t  Yatung that, as the Convention was made by the 
Chinese only, the Tibetan Government refused to  recognize it."83 

Whatever may have been the motives behind the Younghusband 
Expedition (Russian intrigue or Tibetan refusal to  communicate with Lord 
Curzon), the Lhasa Convention begins with this Preamble: "Whereas 
doubts and difficulties have arisen as to the meaning and validity of the 
Anglo-Chinese Convention of 1890, and the Trade Regulations of 1893, 
and as to the liabilities of the Tibetan Government under these 
agreements". Article I stipulates that "the Government of Tibet engages 
to respect the Anglo-Chinese Convention of 1890, and to recognize the 
frontier between Sikkim and Tibet, as defined in Article I of the said 
Convention and to re-erect boundary pillars accordingly." Article I1 deals 
with the trade mart a t  Yatung under the Anglo-Chinese Trade Regulations 
which "shall, subject to such amendments as may be hereafter be agreed 
upon by common consent between the British and Tibetan Governments, 
apply to the marts above r n e n t i ~ n e d " . ~ ~  Such stipulations make it clear that 
the British Government compelled the Tibetan Government to accept the 
Anglo-Chinese treaties in which Tibetans had no say and which they 
therefore refused to recognize as binding on Tibet. But the true significance 
of the Lhasa Convention lies in the fact that Britain recognized Tibet's 
treaty-making power or at  least the realization that a treaty concerning 
Tibet without Tibetan participation would be quite meaningless. 

The Lhasa Convention was signed between Great Britain and Tibet, and 
failed to obtain the Chinese signature which Younghusband thought was 
necessary. Thus, the potential was left for later Chinese complaints. In order 
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to  appease the Chinese Government, Britain entered into the Angl+chinese 
Convention of 1906. This treaty makes it clear that the Lhasa Convention 
was necessitated by Tibet's refusal to  recognize the Anglo-Chinese treaties 
of 1890 and 1893: "And whereas the refusal of Tibet to recognize 
validity of or to  carry into full effect the provisions of the AnglwChinese 
Convention of 17th March, 1890, and Regulations of 5th December, 1893 
placed the British Government under the necessity of making steps to secure 
their rights and interest under the said Convention and Regulationsmv 
Chinese face was saved. However, Tibet refused to  recognize the validity of 
the Anglo-Chinese Convention of 1906 and repudiated it at the Simla 
C ~ n v e n t i o n . ~ "  

Another Anglo-Chinese Trade Regulation (1908) made sure that China 
accepted the Lhasa Convention. It was provided that "both the High 
Contracting Parties should engage to  take at  all times such steps as might be 
necessary to  secure the due fulfillment of the terms specified in the Lhasa 
Convention of 7th September, 1904 between Great Britain and Tibet, the 
text of which was attached as an Annex to  the above-mentioned 
Convention (Preamble)". Though signed between China and Britain, this 
treaty accepted the authorization of a Tibetan delegate, and as such there 
appeared to  be no opposition or objection from the Tibetan side. It is the 
first international agreement in which Great Britain managed to get both 
China and Tibet to  accept the agreement, and marks a prelude to the Simla 
Convention of 1913-14. 

The Simla Convention is the culmination of several British attempts to 
settle the question of Tibet and its relations to  both China and British India. 
It is a culmination in the following sense. First, believing in Chinese 
suzerainty, the British signed treaties with China on issues concerning Tibet. 
But such treaties were repudiated by Tibet as not binding on her. Hence, 
they tried to  bring both claimants (China and Tibet), to the negotiating 
table. The Simla treaty also sought to  divide Tibet into Outer and Inner 
zones, whereby the latter was declared as the Chinese sphere of influence 
and the former as autonomous Tibet. It was a tripartite treaty between 
Britain, China and Tibet. Though initialled, the Chinese Government 
refused to  ratify it. However, its true significance lies in the realization that 
dawned upon the British Government that no treaty concerning Tibet can 
be meaningful without Tibetan participation. 

A of proposals were repeatedly put forward that the Chinese 
Government should be approached through the British Legation at Bei~ing 
to grant an order of admittance to Tibet: the "Chinese Governmellt would 
never willingly grant permission for a British visit to Tibet partly because it 
did not want to see its own position endangered and partly because it was 
impossible that even if permission were granted, the Tihetans would honour 
it." Coleman Macaulay's proposed mission to  Lhasa was "flatly refused by 
Tibetans and Chinese unable to  compel them to accept."'' When Tibet 
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Sikkim in 1886, Peking was approached but the Tibetan troops did 
Lord Curzon approached the Ambans with regard to a 

nv,sion of Trade Regulation of 1 893 and to demarcate the Sikkim-Tibetan 
frontier but concluded that Chinese suzerainty was a constitutional 
fiction." Hence, the British decided to try direct dealing with Lhara. Lord 
curlonP two letters addressed to the Dalai Lama and the Simla Convention 
,, which Tibet was one of the parties - represented this belated, hut new, 

We have analysed the foreign policies of British lndia and imperial China 
towards Tibet during one of the most tumu!tuous periods in Asian history, 
the era of capitalist imperialism, whose politics and dialectics largely 
determined the status of Tibet. Tibet remained isolated from and closed to  
the outside world for nearly 130 years (1775-1904) during which time 
Great Britain rose to  power in South Asia, redrawing Asian maps to suit her 
grand strategy. We emphasize that Tibet's isolationism was not so much due 
to her alleged fear of the destruction of her religion by European powers 
nor due to her anger that the British were behind the Gurkha invasion of 
Tibet (1788), as several earlier writers have alleged. It was fundamentally 
out of a well-informed fear of British colonialism as manifested in India and 
the cis-Himalayan region in particular. 

Tibetan fear and suspicion that their country too might be colonized by 
European powers in general and Great Britain in particular (Phyi-gling) 
proved, unfortunately, to  be wrong. As Owen Lattimore remarked, Tibet 
brings diminishing returns to  imperialism; one might add only its strategic 
importance both to  China and India makes the cost bearable. Since China 
remained weak and divided from the early 1840s up to 1949, the British 
could manage their national security through diplomatic manoeuvres 
without colonizing or even extending protectorate over Tibet. Finding 
Tibet's economy poor, resources bad and communications difficult, the 
British ruled out any colonization of Tibet from the time of the East lndia 
Company. If it had been colonized like South Asia, Tibet's modern fate 
might have been very different. British imperialism was a modern capitalist 
imperialism based mostly on profit motivation rather than on glory of 
conquest or habit of warfare rooted in its social structure. Neither Great 
Britain nor Tsarist Russia was willing to  extend protectorate over Tibet. 
Both of these powers, which had high security stakes in Central Asia, 
sought, instead, to neutralize Tibet, as clearly reflected in the Anglo-Russian 
Convention of 1907, so that their respective security goals were ensured. 

Once colonization of or  protectorate over Tibet was ruled out, it became 
a matter of adjustment with the Chinese Empire. In fact Imperial China and 
British India mutually perceived themselves as "respective Empires" as 
written in the Conventions of 1890 and 1906; such phrases were not used 
in the case of the Anglo-Russian agreement. There is therefore some truth 
in the view that at  certain periods, especially during Curzon's Viceroyship, 
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there developed a working alliance between British India and Imperial 
chinamg9 For the common enemy intriguing in and disturbing Inner Asian 
peace was perceived to  be Tsarist Russia. 

Besides this alliance, there is another important factor which we must 
consider, namely the British overall policy towards Imperial China as such. 
Unlike South Asia where the British were able to  defeat other European 
contestants for power, in China no single Western power could triumph 
over other rivals who were equally well-entrenched in their respective 
spheres of influence. Since protracted struggles for the domination of China 
were likely to  be costly for the rival imperialist powers, there emerged 
among such powers an operational consensus on their commitment to the 
territorial integrity of China. Thus, Chinese 'melon' was divided among 
Western imperialist powers and China became a hypo-colony but the 
territorial integrity of the Chinese Empire was ensured.90 

Throughout their rule in India, the chief British interest in Tibet was how 
to maintain the security of the 2,000 mile long northern frontier of their 
Empire in India. Tibet was essentially conceived as a buffer between India 
and other powers that neighbour Tibet - China and Russia. At the heyday 
of British colonial power in India they designed a double-rampart security 
system. The outer rampart included the Tibetan Plateau where external 
influence was not ruled out (e.g. by China); and the inner rampart consisted 
of the Himalayan states where no external influence was permitted.91 That 
is why the British took over Sikkim, which used to be tied to Tibet in several 
ways, and signed a treaty with China in 1890 which recognized that the 
British Government "has direct and exclusive control over the internal 
administration and foreign relations of that state".92 In the case of Tibet, 
they intervened militarily only if there was perceived definite external 
danger such as the so-called Russian intrigue. 

The British attempt to make Tibet a buffer state was not without 
difficulties, because Tibet had traditional relations with China that defied 
any simple explanation. But it was not because of Chinese opposition that 
they could not take over Tibet in the same way as Sikkim; they could easily 
have overrun Tibet if they had deemed it vital to their interests. The real 
reasons were conflicting imperatives in British policy towards Tihet. 
Throughout their period of imperial power in Asia, the British tended to be 
anxious lest their diplomacy towards both China and states considered as 
falling within the Chinese sphere might produce an adverse effect on the 
British commercial interest in China. In 1814-16, for example, when 
Britain was a t  war with Nepal (a country thought to be in some way 
tributary to the Chinese emperor) the Indian Government endeavoured to 
minimize the risk of Chinese reprisals against the East India Company5 
trade a t  Canton, the main source of its ~ r o f i t s  at the time.93 In fact the 
British Government showed even more sensitivity towards Chinese 
sentiments regarding Tibet as shown in their fastidious interest in the 
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nature of the historical SineTibetan relationship, so as to  determine 
china's historical status in Tibet. 

The init ial  Chinese reaction to  the early British encroachment in Tibet 
was one of traditional imperialism - a glory of domination rather than 
economic or strategic interest. However, as time passed, especially after the 
younghusband Expedition, Britain realized a new dimension to Tibet which 
did not exist in the Chinese consciousness. It was the strategic value of Tikt 
to China. Since then China began to  perceive Tibet as "the back-doorw to 
China, as "the lips of the mouth". If the backdoor was open and occupied 
by a foreign power, China proper could not feel safe and secure. If the lips 
of the mouth were open, alien and dangerous elements might penetrate the 
Chinese body politic. In an important sense the Chinese Communist 
takeover of Tibet in 1950 might be explained in such strategic terms. 

In driving the Chinese perception into a strategic direction, the British 
played no small role. Their activities in Tibet - such as spying, exploration, 
expedition, "trade" posts, diplomatic attempts to define China's historical 
status in Tibet, etc. - aroused tremendous suspicion in the Chinese mind. 
AS far as the British were concerned such activities were nothing more than 
a "show of their presence" in a region vital to  the security of their empire in 
India, and to ward off any possible danger to their national security. 

In conclusion I will now reiterate one of the basic assumptions of this 
chapter and the larger international system that prevailed in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries: a sort of strategic rivalry ("the 
Great Game") between British India, Imperial China and Tsarist Russia 
that shaped the status of pre-1950 Tibet as an autonomous, buffer state in 
Inner Asia. The assumption is this: Buddhist Tibet represented a rare case of 
a non-coercive regime in the sense that the said regime did not possess 
sufficient armed forces t o  defend itself, especially from any external 
intervention or takeover. 

During the traditional era, that is before the Western colonial powers' 
penetration of Asia which completely upset the pre-modern balance of 
power in the whole Asian continent, Tibet used to  depend on Mongol, 
Manchu and Chinese power for its necessary military p r o t e c t i ~ n . ~ ~  This 
arrangement worked fairly well for the lamaist regime as long as there was 
no radical change in the external security environment surrounding Inner 
Asia, and also provided that its traditional military protectors were either 
Buddhist themselves, such as the Yuan and Qing dynasties, or at  least 
sympathetic towards lamaist culture, such as Republican China and British 
India. 

But all this changed radically with the arrival and consolidation of 
European colonial powers in various parts of Asia, particularly in South 
and East Asia since the 1830s; they brought about a great transformation in 
the traditional modes and the very concept of inter-state relations in Asia, 
directly affecting Tibet. This chap;er has been primarily concerned with the 
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objective impact of this great transformation on the traditional pattern of 
Sino-Tibetan relations, resulting in the Europeanization of the relationship. 
It represents a major discontinuity in the historical process. 

The British coloniallimperial officials concerned with Indian affairs  
perceived and forcefully interpreted the traditional modes of SineTibetan 
relations in terms of European international law and the praxis of 
imperialism. They believed that the sole actor in international politics is 
either the sovereign state or empires which may be defined as a single 
imperial metropolis or  centre controlling various nations and nationalities 
under a single political roof. Tibet was put under the latter category as 
belonging to  the Qing Empire. These were the ways and means by which 
the British power elite sought to  legitimate their stand on Tibet ~ i s - d - ~ j ~  
China. But the extent of Tibet's actual autonomy and China's suzerain 
status in practice was largely determined by the imperial security concerns 
of the British empire in India, backed undoubtedly by the unparalleled 
power of Pax Britannica. 

The security problem of a non-coercive regime, situated in a strategic 
location, became all the more acute in the early modern age of active 
imperialism and rising nationalism because of increased rivalry, competition 
and conflict over security concerns and economic resources. Therefore, one 
of the first consequences of British imperialism in South Asia was to create a 
major security crisis, as the Tibetans at  first perceived it, in their traditional 
external security arrangement as it worked with the Mongol and Manchu 
protectors. The then military protector, the Qing Dynasty, proved 
inadequate to  meet this unprecedented threat, as demonstrated by the 
Chinese failure t o  intervene when the Younghusband Expedition marched 
to  Lhasa in 1903-4. Faced with such an unprecedented threat from South 
Asia, Tibet almost completely isolated and insulated itself from British 
India in particular and from all Europeans in general. This remained so for 
nearly 133 years (1775-1904). Tihet remained in splendid isolation while 
all around her was tense with revolutionary changes. Tibet fell because it 
failed to  cope with changes in the modern world - more specifically Tibetan 
elites' failure to  modernize their state structure, traditional economy and 

system. In this monumental failure monastic conservatism played a 
pivotal role. O n  failing to modernize itself, Tibet virtually ceased to he an 
actor, however limited, in international politics at  an age of active 
imperialism and rising nationalism. This made it easier for the great 
powers to  redefine and decide the modern status of Tibet, almost behind the 
Tibetan back. 

With the decline of Chinese power in Tibet, British India tended to 

progressively relax its constraint on Lhasa from 1912 onwards, even 
encouraging Tibetan operational independence. This line of policy was 
advocated by such British officials as Charles Bell. F. W. Williamson and 
Basil Gou]d.Ys But, on the whole, Britain appeared to be cautious, even 
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during this period, about recognizing Tibet's de facto independence 
11912-50) because its (Britain's) two conflicting imperatives continued to 
persist Nevertheless, from the perspective of this chapter, British India 
functioned, during this period, for all practical purposes, as the informal 

P rotector of the lamaist state from the time of the XI11 Dalai Lama. In this 
connection, we should recall how British India tried to  persuade and 

China to reach a negotiated boundary settlement with Tibet at  
simla in 1913-14 and how it tried to  mediate and resolve the Sino-~ihetan 
conflict in Kham during 1930-32, as well as its offer to  supply arms to 
Lhasa. 

The fact that, on the whole, British diplomatic pressure and the 
occasional threat to use force sufficed to  protect the fragile Tibetan 
autonomy from possible Chinese intervention for nearly 35 years meant 
that the power of Pax Britannica in South Asia was, of course far greater 
than that of a weak and divided China. And, in a larger military sense, the 
Chinese Communist takeover of Tibet in 1950 was facilitated by the change 
in the balance of power between East and South Asia since late 1940s. 

~ h u s ,  one of the major difficulties in ensuring Tibetan autonomy is the 
drastic change in the balance of power between South Asia and Northeast 
Asia. This is the reversal of the international situation that prevailed during 
the British Raj which makes the protection of Tibetan autonomy through 
international pressures problematic. At least the British were in a powerful 
position as well as willing to  protect the neutralized autonomy of Tibet 
through diplomatic pressure or armed intervention if necessary. Two 
instances will illustrate this point. When Russia's "intrigue" was suspected 
in Lhasa at the turn of the twentieth century, the British foreign secretary at  
once protested to the Russian ambassador in London. "With a map of 
Central Asia before me", he recalled later, "I pointed out to  his Excellency 
[Russian Ambassador] that Lhasa was within a comparatively short 
distance of the northern frontier of India. It was on the other hand, 
considerably over 1,000 miles distant from the Asiatic processions of 
Russia, and any sudden display of Russian interest or activity in the regions 
immediately adjoining the possession of Great Britain could scarcely fail to 
have a disturbing impact upon the population or create the impression that 
British influence was receding and that of Russia making rapid advances 
into regions which had been regarded as altogether outside her sphere of 
influence. "96 

Similarly when they heard of the Chinese Military Expedition against 
Tibet in 1909, Sir John Jordan, the British Ambassador to China, protested 
to the Chinese authorities that Great Britain "would not tolerate any 
attempt to reduce Tibet, who had independent treaty relations with Great 
Britain to the condition of a province of China and he warned the Chinese 
Government that grave complications might ensue if the Chinese expedition 

'9 97 crossed the frontier into Tibet . 
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Such necessary protection of the Tibetan autonomy - by a great power 
situated in South Asia which had its own interests in safeguarding the 
Himalayan frontier - is now lacking, and this puts Tibet's autonomy at the 
mercy of China. The survival of a non-coercive regime, defined as a self- 
contained political system lacking in armed forces, to perpetuate and 
maintain itself in the early modern era of power politics and active 
imperialism, depended on two factors: (a)  that the claimant power 
(i.e. China) remains weak and divided; (b)  a great power capable of acting 
in South Asia as a deterrent against any possible takeover of the non- 
coercive regime by China. This deterrent power protects the non-coercive 
regime in Tibet largely to ensure a safe and secure frontier along the 
Himalayan region. By 1949 the above-mentioned two conditions had 
almost completely changed, adversely affecting Tibet's autonomy. China 
became strong and united under Communist leadership, ready to take over 
Tibet by 1949-50. The power that used to  deter China from taking over 
Tibet had departed South Asia by 1 9 4 7 . ~ ~  



Part Ill 

Tibet in 
Communist China 

"Chinese irredentism and Communist imperialism are different from 
the expansionism or imperialism o f  the Western Powers. The former 
has a cloak of ideology which makes it ten times more dangerous. " 

Sardar Patel1 

"Tibet is the roof o f  the world. I f  we build rocket-launching sites there 
and install missiles, does it not mean that we can easily strike where 
they point? Control over Tibet enables us to gain the strategic 
initiative. " 

People's Liberation Army officer2 

' Durga Das, Sardar Patel Select Correspondence 1945-50, Vol. 10 (Ahmedabad: Navalvant 
1971), p. 337. 
Foreign Broadcast Information Service, 9 September 1991, p. 31. 





Chapter 12 

The Problematics of the 
~ino-Tibetan Agreement of 1951 

The Seventeen Point Agreement (1951)' is one of the most controversial 
and significant documents in the history of SineTibetan relations since the 
821 treaty. In 1951 the Tibetan plenipotentiaries were compelled or 
coerced, as we shall find out later, to  sign and surrender Tibetan sovereignty 
for the first time in more explicit terms than any other Tibetan authorities 
had done under any Chinese regime, imperial or republican. The treaty has 
now become a quasi-legal instrument by which the Chinese Marxist 
missionaries sought to  legitimate their takeover of Tibet and to integrate 
systematically with China in the name of Marxism. 

With the internationalization of the Tibet issue since the late 1980s, the 
practical utility and current relevance of the Agreement to  the continued 
Chinese occupation of Tibet cannot be underestimated. In 1991, the 
People's Republic of China (PRC) launched a year long celebration to mark 
the fortieth anniversary of "the Agreement of the Central People's 
Government and the Local Government of Tibet on Measures for the 
Peaceful Liberation of TibetV.l The occasion encouraged several publications 
on the topic in the Chinese media and some academic contributions in the 
West also.3 Above all, four out of five Tibetan delegates and their two 
translators have published their memoirs, all of which call for a 
reexamination of the event and the document in a somewhat clearer 
perspective than was possible before. 

The Chinese Marxists left Tibet practically untouched until the end of 
their revolution. However, Tibet, along with Mongol and Turkic minority 
nationalities, figured occasionally in pre-1931 Communist  document^.^ 
Otherwise, the Communists concentrated on those minority nationalities 
such as Inner Mongolians and Hui (Chinese Muslims) who were within the 
theatre of their revolutionary activity. However, the Communists passed 
through Eastern Tibet during their Long March (1934-35).' This brief 
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encounter, during which the Communists faced stiff Tibetan resistance, 
might have sensitized Mao Zedong and other leaders to the fact that the 
Tibetans were far from ready for revolution or "liberation", and that the 
most prudent strategy was to leave them alone for the time being until 
the Han Revolution was completed. At that point it might be accomplished 
through a combination of force and persuasion, as it was in October 1950, 

As soon as the C o m m u l y y ~ c a m e  to  ower in B a i %  in O c w  
General Chu De, the Commander-in-Chief m+ *" o t e People's Liberation Army 
( ~ L A )  declared that Tibet was part of the PRC and that the next task of the 
PLA was to "liberate" Tibet and T a i w a n . V h i s  was followed bv 

I 

propaganda broadcasts from Beijing and Sichuan beamed towards the 
Tibetans. The Communist leaders had made their intentions clear from 
October 1949 onwards: "peaceful liberation" negotiation or armed 
intervention and forceful takeover. 

In response to the Communist broadcast, the Tibetan Government sent a 
three-member negotiating team headed by Tsipon Shakabpa in December 
1949.' Shakabpa was instructed to  hold talks with the Chinese 
representative "near the border" either in Hong Kong or Singapore but 
preferably not in Beijing. The British Government, however, did not 
approve of the idea of holding Sino-Tibetan talks in territories under British 
rule; they hinted that the talks should be held in Delhi. The Chinese 
objected t o  this venue, and insisted that the Tibetan negotiators should go 
to  Beijing. Being caught in the cross-currents of international pressure, the 
Shakabpa team had to  wait in Delhi for nearly a year during which time 

held negotiations with the Chinese ambassador in India. 
7 October 1950, almost a year after the first announcement of 

two divisions of the PLA, the 52nd Division from the north 
and the 53rd Division from the south, hunched a full-scale attack on 
Eastern r j.V..s Tibet. The 7,000 or 8,0008 badly-trained and ill-equipped Tibetan "' - 
troops were no match for the 40,000 battle-seasoned PLA troops. The 
Chinese crushed the Tibetans, killing 5,700 men out of 7,000 in c h a m d o 3  
O n  19  October 1950, Ngabo Ngawang Jigme, Commander of the Tibetan 
crack troops and the Governor of Eastern Tibet (Kham), surrendered to 
General Wang Chimi. On 7 December 1950, he despatched two Tibetan 
messengers to  Lhasa, informing the Dalai Lama and the Kashag (Cabinet) 
of the fall of Chamdo and enclosing a copy of the 10-Point Chinese peace 
proposal. The proposal was discussed by the Tibetan National Assembly 
(tsong 'du) on 12  December 1950. 

At the same time the Kashag and the abbots of the three great Gelugpa - 

monasteries held a secret meeting on the security of the Dalai Lama in view 
of the advancing Chinese army.10 Most felt it was not safe for the Dalai 
Lama to remain in Lhasa. On  the night of 16 December 1950, the Dalai 
Lama, his two tutors and the Kashag members left for Dromo (Yatung), 
near the Indo-Tibetan border. Before leaving, the Dalai Lama appointed 



The Sino-Tibetan Agreement of 1951 

~ , , ~ k h ~ ~ ~ w a  and Lobsang Tashi as the joint caretaker Prime Ministers (srid 
tsab) as well as two men (Sampho Tenzin Dhondup and Khenchung 
Thubten Legman) to assist Ngabo in the negotiations. From Dromo the 
~~~h~~ appointed and sent two more delegates, Lhawutara, Thubten 
Tendhar and Kheme Sonam Wan&, with Chinese and English translators, 
Takla Phuntsog Tashi and Sandhu Lobsang Rinchen, respectively via India. 
On 29 April 1951 the Sino-Tibetan talks formally began in Beijing and 
ended on 23 May 1951. The talks actually lasted eleven days. 

The preceding facts provide the background to and the context within 
which the Seventeen Point Agreement will be discussed. 

Shakabpa in Delhi tried his best to  forestall a full-scale invasion and to 
reach a compromise solution through peaceful negotiation.' Yet, by early 
October 1950, his almost year-long effort failed and the PLA launched their 
massive attack on Chamdo. The critical question is whether the British 
refusal to issue a transit visa t o  the Shakabpa delegation to Hong Kong 
pecipitated the Chinese military action or whether a Maoist armed 
intervention ("liberation") was already on the Chinese agenda. In the latter 
case, it was a matter of timing. The Communist leaders might have 
misperceived the British intention to assume a "fair policyw role in the 
negotiating process, especially with regard to  its venue. 

The British Government deliberately delayed issuing transit visa for 
Hong Kong to the Lhasa delegation, making it impossible for them 
to come to Peking. According to  reports from various sources when 
the Lhasa delegation were loitering in India, the British High 
Commissioner Nye and other foreign imperialist elements used every 
effort to persuade the delegation not to  come to any agreement with 
the Chinese People's Government. Then on the 12th August, when the 
Indian Government saw that the operations of Chinese Government's 
forces to enter Tibet were about to  begin, they informed the Chinese 
Government that the British Government had withdrawn its refusal to 
issue visas to the Tibetan delegation and that facilities for the 
departure of the delegation for Peking were available.12 

The People's Daily with its ideological mindset, especially under Cold War 
conditions, lumps "the British High Commissioner Nye and other foreign 
imperialist elements" together. Actually the British, American and Indian 
policies on Tibet were quite distinct, if not divergent. The British Foreign 
Office and its overseas missions in Asia operated on their traditional 
assumption that China enjoyed suzerain rights in Tibet but that Tibet had 
also enjoyed autonomy in their (British) sense of the term; and that instead 
of fighting a futile "war", it was advisable for the beleagued Tibetans to 
negotiate with Beijing. But they differed on the venue of the negotiation. 

While the Tibetan authorities, with their memories of former British 
imperial power, felt the negotiations should be held in a British territory 
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such as Hong Kong or Singapore so as t o  receive British moral support and 
an implicit political presence which would augment their (Tibetan) 
bargaining power, Britain thought Delhi was more suited for the venue, 
with independent India having a higher stake in the outcome the 
negotiations. This was probably one of  the main reasons for the 
procrastination over the visas. In such a vein the British tried to restrain 
the US officials and their agents who showed the most active interest in 
helping Tibet, short of open armed intervention. The British view was that a 
clandestine American interest in Tibet might create more suspicion in the 
Chinese mind and therefore might damage Tibetan prospects for negotiation, 
In this respect, there was some convergence between London and Delhi. 
Both in the end inclined towards peaceful negotiation rather than half- 
hearted intervention or futile Tibetan resistance, which in the face of the 
might of the PLA had little chance. However, the Indian view differed from 
both the US and British. Britain expected, with the transfer of power to 
Nehru's Government, that India would play a "leading" role in the Tibet 
question in which there was Indian self-interest. But Nehru and his 
associates had a different opinion. They were afraid of losing their influence 
on the PRC, especially on such international issues as the Korean war, by 
their fruitless involvement with Tibet. And they were completely against 
any Cold War entanglement which would inevitably result if they 
cooperated with or acquiesced in an American venture in Tibet.13 

In mid-August 1950, the US Government "informed the Indian 
government of U.S. willingness to  help Tibet with arms and ammunitions 
if the Tibetan government could arrange for transit of such equipment 
across neighbouring countries, that is to say, 1ndia".l4 Then on 12 August 
1950 the Government of India "informed the Chinese Government that the 
British government had withdrawn its refusal to issue visas to the Tibetan 
delegation and that facilities for the departure of the delegation for Peking - 
were a ~ a i l a b l e " . ' ~  The Chinese Communists perceived a US interventiop in 
Tibet by m i d - 0 c t o E o  be a great d a n i d  this might he why they 
promptly enacted their full-scale military invasion in early October 1950. 
This is one plausible interpretation. 7 

At the same time, there is some evidence to suggest that the Communist 
power elite's decision to  move the PLA troops into Eastern Tihet (Kham and 
Amdo) was made as early as January 1950. As General Chang Kuo-hua of 
the 18th Corps of the Second Field Army, who led the Communist invasion 
of Tibet, wrote: "In January 1950, immediately upon the conclusion of the 
campaign of the liberation of the great Southwest, Army accepted the 
glorious task of advancing on and liberating Tibet." He further explained 
that the "brilliant directive" was from Chairman Mao himself transmitted to 

General Chang via "Commanders Liu Po-ch'eng and H o  Lung and Political 
Commissar Teng Hsiao-peng from the Southwest Bureau [of the CCP'" 
Central Committee] and the Southwest Military District ~ommand" ."  
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The most revealing part of his reminiscences of the invasion was M~~ 
2dong9s Tibet-specific policy that the Tibet-bound PLA troops were 
instructed to follow while marching into Tibet. As General Chang Kuo-hua 

recalls, 

Having exhaustively considered the special characteristics of Tibet, 
and having analyzed scientifically the complicated historical hack- 
eround and political situation of Tibet, the Chairman instructed our 
0 

Tibet-bound forces to carry out earnestly the Party's nationality policy 
and po~icT toward religion. to  d o  united front work properly b 

m n g  the support of the upper strata, influencing and rallying th: 
masses, protecting patriotic and law-abiding lamas and monasteries, 

, . 
and respecting the freedom of religious beliefs and local habits and 
customs; to unite closely with the nationality, to strive to  win over and 

patriotic forces that could be rallied, and to concentrate on 
dealing blows to  imperialism and its faithful lackeys - the 
pro-imperialist secessionists.1g 

This sums up the basic Maoist Tibet-liberation strategy. It is written in 
Communist language which must be decoded. Mao and his close associates, 
and in particular Mao's men on the spot such as General Chang Kuo-hua, 
understood the Tibetan situation quite well. They also agreed that the task 
before the Tibet-bound PLA troops was fundamentally different from the 
one they faced in China proper, that is in the Han areas. 

Unlike the Han peasants with whom the Maoists shared basic 
commonalities, the Tibetans differed in terms of common language, social 
-history, relig;ion&ure, social ornagzation. all of which make the T i b e w  
people a distinct a n p  -This 
assessment was recognized and accepted by Mao  and his close comrades. 
They warned their troops that they were dealing with a nationality different 
from their familiar Han race. Secondly, the Chairman was quite correct in 
stressing on Party's policy on religion (Buddhism) which permeates almost 
every sphere and psyche of the Tibetan people. Hence, he instructed the 
PLA to protect "patriotic and law-abiding lamas and monasteries" and to 
respect "the freedom of religious beliefs and local habits and customs". 
Thirdly, unlike China proper, in Tibet (both Outer and Inner) there was no 
"revolutionary situation".19 This meant that the Communist "liberators" 
had to hide their radical ideological project, as they did so successfully in 
the Seventeen Point Agreement and their earlier policy on Tibet. In short, 
the "special characteristics", "the complicated historical background" and 
the "political situation" of Tibet dictated, from Mao's realistic point of 
view, a special policy for Tibet. But Mao's final advice was to "concentrate 
on dealing blows to  imperialism and its faithful lackeys - the pro- 
imperialist secessionists", that is Tibetan nationalists and their foreign 
supporters. There was to  be no compromise with Tibetan nationalism. This 
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explains the Communists' insistence upon Beijing as the only acceptable 
venue for negotiation, their resolute opposition to any external "inter- 
ference", their uncompromising stand on Tibetan nationalistic rebels and 
their refusal to concede to the Tibetan authorities' repeated appeal that 
Tibet was not part of China. That Tibet is part of China was Chairman 
Mao's decision and so it became a Party decision. 

While the Tibet liberation strategy was outlined by Mao, the situation 
specific tactics to be adopted by the Tibet-bound PLA were specified by 
Teng Hsiao-ping. "Political Commissar Teng Hsiao-ping pointed out the 
resolute execution of the Party's guidelines and policies would have decisive 
significance to our expedition to Tibet and liberation of Tibet, that we 
should depend on policy for movement and food." Being in Southwest 
China for a long time, Teng was evidently familiar with the situation in  
Tibet, and suggested that the projection of a new, clean image for the PLA 
and Communists was imperative for the success of the "liberation" of 
Tibet: "that with correct policy we must dispel the evil rumours and 
propaganda of Chinese and foreign reactionaries, remove the national 
barriers and prejudices left by history".20 

The first task of the Tibet-bound PLA was not to  fight but to propagate 
the Tibet-specific !gospel and to  project an image of a "new Han". This 

warfare consisted of the following essential messages: that 
the PLA was totally different from any previous Chinese army sent to Tibet, 
that they would take neither a "needle nor thread" from the Tibetan 
people, and that they were sent to Tibet to help, not to  rule over ~ i b e d ~ h i s  
had an effect on some Tibetan officials. Ngabo tried to  dispel the Tibetan 
government fears in this way, "to send troops to Tibet is by no means to 
arbitrarily interfere in Tibet's internal affairs, but because the world 
situation is turbulent at  present."21 Lhautara, a Tibetan delegate to the 
Seventeen Point delegation expressed similar apprehensions which he, 
living now in Lhasa under Chinese rule, says were ill-founded: "I feared 
that the People's Liberation Army might take over all the Kashag's powers, 
like the imperial troops used to  do  in olden days."22 General Chang claimed 
a similar victory in propaganda and the conversion of Tibetans in ~ h a r n . ~ "  

In particular, Mao  emphasized the good intentions of the PLA in Tibet in 
his meeting with the Tibetan delegates on 25 May 1951 after the conclusion 
of the Agreement. Takla Phuntsog Tashi, the Chinese translator from the 
Tibetan side recalls Mao as saying: 

We the Chinese Communist Party [in Tibet] are to help in scientific 
and economic development [of Tibet]; we are not there to rule over 
you. We are not evil doers. If the Chinese working personnel [in Tibet] 
bully you, you should let us know.24 

Khame Sonam Wangdu, the second ranking member of the Tibetan 
delegation also recalls that Mao told them: "Now Beijing is yours and i f  
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[here is any qualified Tibetan, he can be our Chairman." He further told 
[hem that for one or two years, the Tihetans should help the P1.A in food 
and matters; after that the Chinese would assist Tibet in its a l l  round - - 

The Dalai Lama during his 1954 visit to China received similar 
assurances from Mao: 

He [Mao] said it was the mission of China to bring progress to  Tibet by 
developing its natural resources, and that the generals who were in 
Lhasa, Chang Chin-wu and Fan Ming, were there as representatives of 
China to help me and the people of Tibet. They had not gone there to 
exercise any kind of authority over the Tibetan government or peopIe.2h 

~~0 comments may be in order. The Chinese-imposed and -imported 
revolution in Tibet might initially have begun with good intentions. The 
problem with "Marxist good intentions" is that they not only forced their 

on an unwilling people but dangerously claimed that they knew 
what was good for the people. In so doing, the&mmunists ignored the 
invisible forces of society and history such as ethnicity and ethnic identity, 

orientation and other grou characteristics that constitute a 
distinct society, people or a nation. 5 hey also underestimate people's 
ingenuity and ignore their relative free will. However, whatever the initial 
premise, the Chinese Communist "good intentions" in Tibet have now 
degenerated into Han hegemony." 

Secondly, the Maoist psychological tactics, particularly their projection 
of a new image for the Chinese army, might have had an impact on some 
Tibetans, especially on the traditional ruling class. The main purpose of this 
PLA peace offensive was to  reduce Tibetan resistance at  the grass roots level 
and to make the "liberation" appear less like an invasion or an act of 
aggression against Tibet. This alone, however, was not enough. The 
Communist strategy consisted of a combination of peace offensive plus the 
threat of actual force throughout the year-long military campaign in Kham 
and during the month-long negotiating period in Beijing. 

After the peace missions, such as those of Gaddi Rinpoche and Taktse 
Rinpoche failed "to persuade the Lhasa authorities to  accept a peaceful 
solution",28 the Communists decided on a massive attack on the Tibetan 
garrison at Chamdo, the headquarters of the Tibetan official resistance 
force against the invasion. They knew19 that their 40,000 battle-hardened 
soldiers could easily defeat the 7,000 ill-trained Tibetan soldiers. However, 
that was not their sole motive. As General Chang wrote, "The whole army 
had only one thought: catch him [the enemy or Ngabo], surround him! Do 
not let him escape. Strive for complete victory in the battle of Changtu 
[ C h a m d ~ ] " . ~  Their tactic was this: after inflicting a crushing blow on the 
Tibetan troops, capture Ngabo and his officers, and from the strength of 
that position, force Ngabo to  call upon Lhasa for peaceful negotiation. 
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This serious military blow, which was like a bolt from the blue, 
quickened a political division within the upper level ruling clique of 
Tibet. Under such a situation, the local government of Tibet finally 
responded to  the appeal of the great nationality policy of our Central 
People's Government and Chairman Mao,  and sent a peace 
delegation headed by Ngapo Ngawang Jigme, to Peking to open 
negotiations.31 

Apart from their historical significance, the origins of the Seventeen Points 
of the Sino-Tibetan Agreement could answer the question of to what extent 
various articles of the Agreement were predetermined. Was there much 
scope left for free and fair discussion on the basic issues between the two 
parties? Was it a case of capitulation, compulsion or coercion? 

Most of the general points of the Agreement were derived from the 
"Common Programme" adopted by the Chinese People's Political Con- 
sultative Conference on 29  September 1949. A copy of this document was 
given to  Tsipon Shakabpa on 16  September 1950 by the Chinese 
Ambassador General Yuan Chung-Hsien in Delhi.32 The Ambassador told 
him that Articles 50  to  53 would be implemented in Tibet; and indeed in the 
Seventeen Point Agreement, "The Common Programme" was mentioned 
four times as the basic point of reference. Article 50 states, 

r ~ l l  nationalities within the boundaries o f  the People's Republic of 
China are equal. They shall establish unity and mutual aid among 
themselves, and shall oppose imperialism and their own public 
enemies, so that the People's Republic of China will become a big 
fraternal and cooperative family composed of all its nationalities. 
Greater nationalism and chauvinism shall be opposed. Acts involving 
discrimination, oppression and splitting of the unity of the various 
nationalities shall be prohibited (emphasis added).33 

Those underlined sentences or phrases are the points that have figured in 
the Agreement. The first part of Article 50 appears in the Preamble of the 
Agreement as "all national minorities have fully enjoyed the right of mutual 
equality, and have exercised, or  are exercising, national regional 
autonomy". It is repeated towards the end of the Preamble as "in order 
the Tibetan nationality and people may be freed and return to  the big family 
of the People's Republic of China to  enjoy the same rights of national 
equality as all the other nationalities in the country". Defining equality as 
national regional autonomy, Point Three of the Seventeen Point Agreement 
stipulates in more specific terms, "the Tibetan people have the right of 
exercising national regional autonomy under the unified leadership of the 
Central People's Government", citing from "The Common Programme". 

The metaphor of the "big Chinese familyv to  which the Tibetans were 
expected - and indeed compelled - to return is repeated twice in the 
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preamble. And the very first point of the Agreement is the order: "The 
~ i b ~ t ~ n  people shall be united and drive out the imperialist aggressive 
forces from Tibet; that the Tibetan people shall return to the big family of 

the - the People's Republic of China." 
The final underlined part of Article 50, namely, "splitting of the unity of 

the various nationalities shall be prohibited", does not figure in its exact 
$rasing. However, its echoes pervade the Preamble of the Agreement. 
British India's attempt to direct Tibet's evolution into an autonomous buffer 
state between British India and China is depicted as "imperialistw 
penetration into "the Tibetan region", carrying out "all kinds of deceptions 
and provocations".34 It further notes that "The Local Government of Tibet 
did not oppose imperialist deception and provocations, but adopted an 
unpatriotic attitude towards the great motherland'' (Preamble). 

~ h u s ,  the Preamble gives the strong impression that one of the primary 
objectives of the "liberation" was to  create "national unity" by the forceful 
integration of Tibet with China. Western imperialism was viewed as the 
enemy of this supposed unity: "In order that the influences of the aggressive 
imperialist forces in Tibet may be successfully eliminated, the unification of 
the territory and sovereignty of the People's Republic of China accomplished, 
and national defence safeguarded" (Preamble). This controversial part of 
the history of Sino-Tibetan relations was stated in more general and 
ideological terms. "Imperialism" was also a popular Communist metaphor 
for Western powers including the USA opposed to  the Communist bloc 
during the Cold War. 

Article 52 of "The Common Programme" says: 

Regional autonomy shall be exercised in areas where national 
minorities are concentrated and various kinds of autonomy 
organizations of different nationalities shall be set up according to 
the size and respective populations and regions. In places where 
different nationalities live together and in the autonomous areas of 
the national minorities, the different nationalities shall each have an 
appropriate number of representatives in the local organs of political 
power. 

Even though the subject of Article 52 is not listed among the Seventeen 
Points, it is repeated twice in the Preamble. In the first instance, the same 
phrasing occurs, "national regional autonomy is to be exercised in areas 
where national minorities are concentrated". In the second case "national 
regional autonomy" is mentioned as "the right of national equality". Why 
the question of "national regional autonomy" is expressed in more general 
terms in the Preamble and not listed, at  least, explicitly among the 
Seventeen Points might have to do  with the fact that the Communists 
wanted to conceal their future "revolutionary plans" for Tibet for fear that 
they scared the Tibetan delegates. 
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Article 52  says: 

All national minorities within the boundaries of the People's Republic 
shall have the right to  join the People's Liberation Army and to 
organize local people's public security forces in accordance with the 
unified military system of the state (emphasis added). 

This article, in its exact phrasing, does not occur in the Agreement. ~~t that 
does not mean it is unimportant. It is so important that its subject occupies 
four of the Seventeen Points (2, 8, 13 and 16). It had to be expanded to suit 
the Tibetan situation in which pre-1950 Tibet was a separate political entity 
having its own army, however good or bad that army may have been. Yet 
the Chinese Communists felt it was imperative that the PLA troops would 
not merely "liberate" Tibet but that they would station themselves there for 
a long time. The Chinese decision to  send their occupation forces to Tibet 
contradicted the Tibetan authorities' determination to  retain a high degree 
of autonomy which necessitated retention of some local forces. 

Finally, we shall consider Article 5 3  of "The Common Programme": 

F m t i o n a l  minorities shall have freedom t o  develop their dialects and 
languages, t o  preserve or reform their traditions, customs and religious 
beliefs. The People's Government shall assist the masses of the people 
of all national minorities t o  develop their political, economic, cultural 
and educational construction work (emphasis added). 3 

The first part of Article 53  forms the Ninth Point in the Seventeen Point 
Agreement: "The spoken and written language and school education of the 
Tibetan nationality will be developed step by step in accordance with 
the actual conditions in Tibet". And the second part figures in the Tenth 
Point of the Agreement as "Tibetan agriculture, livestock raising, industry 
and commerce will be developed step by step, and the people's livelihood 
will be improved step by step in accordance with the actual conditions in 
Tibet". The only difference is that reforms in Tibet would be characterized 
by gradualism, unlike other minority nationalities' areas. Thus, much of the 
Preamble material and two or three Articles of the Agreement have 
prefigured in "The Common Programme", eighteen months before the 
negotiation. 

A more liberal application of "The Common Programme", specific to 
Kham appeared in a poster in Kham on 9 November 1950 within a month 
of the PLA entry into Eastern Tibet (7 October 1950).Js Ngaho might have 
been given a copy of this poster and cites it as a "Ten-Point talk-proposal" 
published by the "Southwest Military/Political ~ o m r n a n d " . ~ ~  It has six 
paragraphs and foreshadows most of the Seventeen Points as applicable to 
the Kham situation. 

The Kham situation was then, as it had always been, characterized by 
diffused authority and relative freedom from Lhasa or Beijing rule. 
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Moreover, Khampas were warriors. It appears such details about Kham 
we, taken into account while drafting the six-paragraphed poster. I ~ S  

language is far less commanding; in fact it politely appeals for Khampa 
with the PLA entry. 

Four of the six paragraphs begin with the PLA, and are designed to 
dispel any suspicion or fear from the Khampa mind regarding the "new" 
Chinese army. The poster has no Preamble such as that which would a year 
later appear in such declaratory and commanding style in the Seventeen 
point Agreement. It mentions neither the Dalai Lama nor the Panchen 
Lama (whose seats were in Central Tibet), but addresses itself to  " ~ 1 1  
lamas, officials and chieftains" or  to  the "Tibetan people". Nor is there any 
reference to the "Local Government of Tibet" which becomes the official 
Chinese designation of the Tibetan government in the Seventeen Point 
Agreement. In other words, the Communists viewed Kham and Amdo, 
though ethnically Tibetan, as not falling under the jurisdiction of the Dalai 
Lama's government in Lhasa. The terms and conditions of the Seventeen 
Point Agreement did not apply to  Inner Tibet (Amdo and Kham); the 
Agreement applies only to U-Tsang, a term Ngabo repeatedly uses in his 
Tibetan text.37 

We shall summarize the poster,38 pointing out similarities to and 
departures from the Seventeen Point Agreement. The first paragraph states 
that the PLA had been ordered by Mao and Chu Te, to enter Tibet "for the 
purpose of assisting the Tibetan people t o  free themselves from oppression 
forever". After having assisted the PLA "in ridding Tibet of imperialist 
influence and in establishing a regional self-government for the Tibetan 
people", the Tibetan people should "together construct a new Tibet within 
new China". The third paragraph contains the substance of Point Seven 
(religious freedom) and Point Ten (economic development) of the Seventeen 
Point Agreement. The fourth paragraph contains the substance of Point 
Four (maintaining the status quo of the "existing administrative and 
military systems of Tibet"), Point Eight (Tibetan troops will become a p a n  
of the PLA) and Point Eleven (no forced reform) of the Seventeen Point 
Agreement. The fifth paragraph is on the same subject as Point Twelve 
(reconciliation with pro-imperialist and pro-Kuomintang (KMT) elements) 
of the Agreement. The final paragraph is devoted to the new clean image of 
the PLA who would not take "even a needle or a thread from the people" - 
the Thirteenth Point of the Agreement. Thus, out of seventeen points, eight 
had already figured in this poster publicized in Kham six months before the 
negotiation. 

Four articles of "The Common Programme" (29 September 1949) and 
the ten point poster circulated in Kham on 9 November 1950 may be 
considered, and they did become Chinese position papers and the subject of 
the negotiations. This would have been quite reasonable i f  the Tibetan 
position papers (which both Shakabpa and Kheme had brought with them) 
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had been considered too. The Chinese, however, did not allow either 
presentation or discussion of the Tibetan p~s i t i on .~ '  This is not fair, we 
shall, therefore, briefly discuss the details of the unsurfaced Tibetan 
position. 

In response to  Communist propaganda, in late 1949, announcing their 
intention to "liberate" Tibet, the Tibetan government sent Khenchung 
Thubten Gyalpo, Tsipon Shakabpa and Geshe Lodo Gyatso to hold talks 
with the Communist leaders. They reached Kalimpong (India) on 7 March 
1950, carrying with them a longish letter from the Tibetan "Nationa] 
AssemblyM (tsong du). The letter states the initial Tibetan position which 
later formed the substance of the Five Point Tibetan proposal that Khame 
was given by the Kashag. I will summarize the meandering letter as follows: 

1. We have not lost our power/sovereignty to  any foreign country - Tibet is 
independent. 

2. Please instruct Communist forces not to  encroach upon our territories 
bordering Kokonor and Xinjiang (twice repeated). 

After the civil war, we may resume negotiations on those Tibetan 
territories taken over by China earlier so that Sino-Tibetan borders may 
become tranquil. 

3. In reply to  Communist propaganda broadcast by Beijing and Sichuan 
radios, we, the representatives of the Tibetan people, state that we are a 
deeply religious people and are happy and contented under the rule of 
the Dalai Lama, who is the embodiment of Avalokitesvara (spyan-res- 
gsigs ) . 

4. Because of Manchu emperors' devotion to  the Dalai Lamas, there had 
been Manchu-Tibet relations in the spirit of priest-and-patron. But this 
does not mean Tibet is part of China. We are different by race, language, 
religion, dress and behaviour [from the Chinese]. 

5.  Since Tibet is strategically located in Asia, it is imperative that Tibet 
remains independent in the interest of all neighbouring countries.40 

The second Tibetan position paper, issued by the Dalai Lama and the 
Tibetan government to the Ngabo-headed delegation, exists in two versions 
in the Tibetan language. Takla's version looks like summary points of the 
Shakabpa text4* which we have just examined. To me, Lu'o yue-hung's 
version looks more credible; he entered in his diary dated April 1951 
(Kanze): 

1. There is no imperialist influence in Tibet. The little relations that Tibet 
had with Britain started after the XI11 Dalai Lama's visit abroad. The 
relations with America are purely commercial relations. 

2. Tibetan territories that have been taken by the old Chinese Govern- 
ments as well as those that have been "liberated" should be returned to 
Tibet. 
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3. ~f foreigners invade Tibet, we will seek help from the Chinese 
Government. 

4, The people's Liberation soldiers who have arrived in Kham and Chang 
(Northern Tibet) should be withdrawn. 

5. In future, China should not listen to  trouble-making rumours spread by 
the Panchen Lama and Reting groups (in China).42 

These ~0 position papers show several basic features in common such as a 
strong sense of territoriality and claims to Tibet's independence. When the 
National Assembly issued Shakabpa the Tibetan position paper, the PLA 
,as yet to enter Tibet, and therefore the points were made much more 
explicit and even somewhat assertive. Thus, Point One declares Tibet's 
independence; Point Four gives a Tibetan interpretation of the Sin+Tibetan 

as those between a priest and his patron, which from the Tibetan 
point of view, "proves" that "Tibet is not part of China". The document 
shows a strong sense of territoriality in Points Two and Three. 

When the second position paper was drafted in Lhasa, the PLA had 
already captured the Tibetan forces in Chamdo, and there was tremendous 
pressure from the Chinese side. Therefore, Tibet's claim to independence is 
only implied, as Points One and Three indicate. However, even in this 
document, a strong sense of territoriality is retained and expressed, as 
Points Two and Four demonstrate. 

Both "The Common Programme" and the six-point poster (circulated in 
Kham) maintained a diplomatic silence on crucial Chinese political 
demands such as Tibet's status as part of the PRC and the permanent 
stationing of the PLA in Tibet. Such issues were implicit in the two 
documents. But later (after September 1950)  they were made the 
preconditions for negotiation in the course of "prenegotiation" talks 
between General Yuan Chung-Hsien and Tsipon Shakabpa in Delhi, 
between General Wang Chimi and Ngabo in Chamdo. Apart from handing 
over the copy of "The Common Programme", General Yuan, it is clear, did 
some plain-speaking to  Shakabpa which the latter sums up as follows: 

1. Tibet is part of China. 
2. Tibet's defence will be handled by the Government of China. 
3. Tibet's foreign relations and external trade relations will be conducted 

through the Chinese G ~ v e r n r n e n t . ~ ~  

The Kashag telegrammed their reply to  the above points on 29 September 
1950, saying that the Chinese demands were "too strong"; thev'would be 
discussed by the Tibetan Government soon. The Kashag's reply came on 
12 October 1950, rejecting the Chinese demands: "If we accept the three 
points, we lose all our power and mandate deriving from our religio- 
political system".44 The Kashag's telegrams of 12 and 1 7  October 19-50 
urged Shakabpa to  request the Chinese Ambassador in Delhi not to advance 
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the PLA troops towards Tibet. The Communists were obviously increasing 
their pressure on Lhasa to  accept their preconditions and come to 
fofmality of a negotiating table. The Tibetan government telegram of 
21 October 1950 to Shakabpa was desperate in its tone. It says that 
Chamdo Radio is not working and Chinese troops have advanced into 
Kham. In reply to the three points, the Tibetan National Assembly resolved 
that: 

If [the Chinese can guarantee that] His Holiness the Dalai Lamaps 
reputation, power and authority will not be damaged; similarly if 
"Tibet's religio-political system"4s will continue to function indepen- 
dently, then we may recognize Tibet as part of China for external 
consumption. We do  not accept the second point regarding Tibet's 
external relations. Since the stationing of the Chinese Army in Tibet 
would constitute a threat to our religio-political system, we can never 
accept the third point.46 

In short the Kashag and the National Assembly accepted, with qualifications, 
only the first of the three points laid down by General Yuan. 

It appears that, like the General Yuan-Shakabpa meeting in Delhi but 
certainly under less free conditions in Chamdo, General Wang Chimi began 
to pressurize Ngabo to  accept the fundamental Chinese political conditions, 
namely: (a )  that Tibet is part of Chinese territory; (b)  that the PLA must 
enter Tibet. The Wang-Ngabo meetings must have begun soon after. Ngabo 
surrendered himself and his remaining elite troops on 19 October 1950, 
although they might have gone on for a couple of months. At any rate when 
Sarnpho Tenzin Dhundup and Khenchung Thubten Legmon handed over 
the Kashag's five-point letter to  Ngabo, which was supposed to be the 
Tibetan position paper at the Beijing negotiation, Ngabo wrote, 

As soon as I saw the Kashag letter, I thought there is no room for 
negotiation. For although [Communist] China has already decided 
to  liberate Tibet, the local government of Tibet is thinking of Sino- 
Tibetan relations like the previous KMT-Tibet relations. This 
[position] does not recognize that Tibet is part of China and is 
against the People's Liberation Army's entry into Tibet.47 

The Kashag's five-point position as Ngabo remembers it is as follows. First, 
the Delegation must make a claim for Tibet's independence, by arguing that 
past Sino-Tibetan relations were one of priest-patron relationship. If this 
position becomes unacceptable, then the delegation might concede: (a) that 
Tibet is part of China on the condition that the Tibetans enjoy complete 
internal independence; (b)  that no Chinese troops can be stationed on the 
Tibetan borders; (c) that the Chinese representative (to Lhasa), his staff and 
guards must not exceed more than 100 persons; (d )  the Chinese 
representative should preferably be a B u d d h i ~ t . ~ ~  
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~~~b~ his delegation members for a discussion of the Dalai 
Lama's position paper, and he concluded that unless the PLA troops were 
allowed to enter Tibet, there would be no scope for negotiation with the 
communists. He telegrammed the Kashag in Yatung to  this effect. The 
K ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ' s  reply insisted that no Chinese troops should be stationed in Tibet. 
instead, it proposed that the Tibetan army should be incorporated into the 
 LA and that such "rechristened" Tibetan troops should be responsible for 
border defence.49 It therefore appears that Ngabo was either pressed hard 
by the Chinese a t  Chamdo during the six-month long captivity or that he 
understood the Chinese hints that there were two preconditions for 
dialogue: (a) that Tibet is part of China and (b)  that the PLA must be 
stationed in Tibet. He had decided to  accept these two crucial points before 
leaving Chamdo for Beijing.so 

We have traced the origins of the Seventeen Points to "The Common 
programme" published eighteen months before the negotiation, and to the 
T~~-Po in t  poster publicized in Kham six months before the negotiation. 
~ u c h  of the material for the Preamble and two or three articles of the 
Seventeen Point Agreement was derived from "The Common Programme". 
Eight out of seventeen points of the Agreement were publicized well before 
the Sino-Tibetan negotiations began on 29 April 195 1. Furthermore, this 
exercise has revealed a vital fact: General Yuan in Delhi and General Wang 
in Chamdo pressed Shakabpa and Ngabo (respectively) to accept that Tibet 
is part of China and that the PLA troops must enter Tibet as basic political 
preconditions for negotiation. Ngabo accepted these preconditions, and 
tried to convince the Lhasa authorities to  sanction them. However, 
Shakabpa was reluctant, and consulted his government. Up to the end, 
the Tibetan government was determined not to  yield to the stationing of 
PLA troops in any part of Tibet. However, regarding Tibet's external 
political status, it conceded a nominal Chinese "suzerainty" over Tibet by 
which the Tibetans could enjoy complete internal independence. Ngabo 
was correct in his analogy: the Tibetan government was willing to concede 
to the Communists no  more than what it accepted under the KMT: nominal 
su~erainty.~ 

The Preamble, which was not open to  discussion during the formal 
negotiation,s2 is of fundamental importance. Stripped of its heavily 
ideological language, it is a basic statement of China's historical claims 
over Tibet and of the Communist hidden agenda on Tibet. It begins with the 
declaration that "The Tibetan nationality is one of the many nationalities 
which has a long history within the boundaries of China". That is to say 
"Tibet has always been an integral part of China". Instead of this current 
expression, the text, throughout, uses the phrase "within the boundaries of 
China", which repeats three times in the course of the Preamble. It might 
indicate a strong sense of territoriality on the part of the Communists in the 
sense that they are claiming "Tibet is part of the Chinese territory"; but also 
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they may be saying something else. While Tibet is "within the boundaries 
China", its special status within the PRC is defined by the Seventeen point 
Agreement. 

The Chinese Marxists' claim that Tibet has always been a part of china 
needs some rewriting of recent history, and this is second purpose of the 
Preamble. Tibet's de facto independence from 19 12  to 1950s%s accordingly 
viewed as a function of "imperialist deception and provocations", which 
the "Local Government of Tibet did not oppose", but an 
unpatriotic attitude towards the great motherland". The "liberationm is 
depicted as the successful elimination of the "influences of the aggressive 
imperialist forces in Tibet" (Tibetan nationalism) and the execution of "the 
unification of the territory and sovereignty of the People's Republic of 
China". In short, the Preamble establishes Chinese sovereignty over Tibet 
and views imperialism as the agent of Tibetan nationalism, seeking divorce 
from "the great motherland". The term occurs three times in the Preamble, 

The third theme that emerges from the Preamble is the hidden 
Communist ideological agenda on Tibet. The Communists took great 
pains to  conceal their "revolutionary" intentions towards Buddhist Tibet. 
However, a close scrutiny reveals such Communist intentions were looming 
large in the background. While the Seventeen Points demonstrate that the 
Tibetan nationality is given a special treatment and separate status within 
the PRC, the Preamble points out the long-term Communist policy to which 
the Tibetans would be subjected. The Tibetan people are treated in very 
generous terms such as "one of the many nationalities" in China who, like 
"all national minorities" would enjoy "national regional autonomy". The 
recuring metaphor of Tibetans "returning to  the great motherland" might 
reveal Communist intentions of an all-round integration of Tibetans into 
the Han race and culture in the name of progress and revolution. Moreover, 
while Point Four of the Seventeen Point Agreement stipulates that China 
"will not alter the existing political system in Tibet", the Preamble and 
Point Three mention "national regional autonomy" for all those "areas 
where national minorities are concentrated", thereby strongly hinting 
Tibet's future status within the PRC. This means that the Chinese 
Communists were either overconfident of their "revolutionary victory" in 
a deeply religious Tibet or had malafide intentions of imposing their system 
on the unwilling Tibetans. 

Having declared their non-negotiable principles in the preamble, the 
Communists listed the Tibet-specific issues on which some degree of 
discussion was permitted. But Points One to Three read like an imperial 
edict in Con~munist dressing: that the Tibetan people "shall be united and 
drive out the imperialist aggressive forces from Tibet", and "shall return to 
the big family of the motherland - the People's Republic of China" (Point 1); 
that the "Local Government of Tibet shall actively assist" the PLA to enter 
Tibet and "consolidate the national defences" (Point 2); that the Tibeta* 
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people "have the right to exercise national regional autonomy under the 
leadership of the Central People's Government", as "laid down in 

Common Programme" (Point 3) .  
That the Tibetan people are deeply religious, and that Buddhism 

enormous influence on almost every aspect of Tibetan life, society 
and polity, is a well-known fact. This social fact was peculiar to Tibet. 
Hence four articles deal with this subject: that Beij~ng "will not alter the 

status, functions and powers of the Dalai Lama (Point 4); that 
the "established status, functions and power of the Panchen Erdeni (Lama) 

be maintained" (Point 5).  The next clause (Point 6)  seeks to clarify and 
redefine what the Panchen Lama's "established status" means "By the 
established status, functions and powers of the Dalai Lama and the Panchen 
Erdeni is meant the status, functions and powers of the 13th Dalai Lama 
and of the 9th Panchen Erdeni when they were in friendly and amicable 

with each other." 
AS the Tibetan participants' memoirs reveal, the delegates, especiallv 

Ngabo, deeply resented and resisted the Chinese forcing the Panchen Lama 
issue into what they regarded as a China-Tibet negotiation. The 
Communists' keen interest in and resolute support for the boy Panchen 
may be connected with their future plan of real politik in post-1951 Tibet. 
As the 1950's experience confirms, the Communists intended to use the 
Panchen Lama as a countervailing force against the Dalai Lama and 
Tibetan n a t i o n a l i ~ m . ~ ~  Concern for the religious sentiments of the Tibetan 
masses' and for the huge monastic community is shown by Point 7, which 
guarantees religious freedom as laid down in "The Common Programmen. 
It also adds "The Central Authorities will not effect any change in the 
income of the monasteries." 

For their cooperation with the Communists, the traditional ruling class 
who mostly constituted the "Local Government of Tibet" received two 
benefits. Article 4 stipulates, "The Central Authorities will not alter the 
existing political system in Tibet. . . . Officials of various ranks will hold 
office as usual." Article 12 condones Tibetan nationalistic officials under 
certain conditions: "In so far as former pro-imperialist and pro-KMT 
officials resolutely sever relations with imperialism and the KMT and do  
not engage in sabotage or  resistance, they may continue to hold office 
irrespective of their past." 

True to their reputation, the Chinese Marxists show intriguing 
pragmatism in scheming out their imported revolution in Tihet. Their 
main focus was on the leading lamas and aristocratic officials while the 
masses of peasants and nomads (who were supposed to be the target of 
Lb ' 

Ilberation") received benign neglect in the Seventeen Point Agreement. 
Point Nine states, "The spoken and written language and school education 
of the Tibetan nationality will be developed step by step in accordrlncc with 
the actual conditions in Tibet." Again Point Ten envisages a similar plan: 
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"Tibetan agriculture, livestock raising, industry and commerce will be 
developed step by step, and the people's livelihood will be improved step by 
step in accordance with the actual conditions in Tibet." In matters relating 
to "various reforms in Tibet", the Communist leaders assure the Tibetan 
religious and political elite that "there will be no compulsion on the part of 
the Central Authorities. The Local Government of Tibet should carry out 
reforms of its own accord, and when the people raise demands for reform, 
they must be settled through consultation with the leading personnel of 
Tibet" (Point Eleven). The emphasis is, as we have underlined, on 
gradualism dictated by local realities, In this way, Communist intentions 
are concealed and the local ruling classes' fears assuaged. 

The maximum number of clauses (5) dealing with a single subject is 
military. Point Two orders that the Local Government of Tibet 
actively assist the People's Liberation Army to enter Tibet and consolidate 
the national defence". Point Eight declares: "The Tibetan troops will be 
reorganized step by step into the People's Liberation Army, and become a 
part of the national defence forces of the People's Republic of China." Point 
Thirteen commends the good behaviour of the PLA entering Tibet who 
"will abide by all the above-mentioned policies and . . . will not arbitrarily 
take even a needle or a thread from the people" without paying for it. Apart 
from "national defence", the PLA's other function, equally important, is 
revealed by Point fifteen: "In order to  ensure the implementation of this 
agreement, the Central People's Government will set up a military and 
administrative committee and a military area headquarters in Tibet." (This 
Article, which contradicts Article 4, was questioned by a Tibetan delegate. 
This will be discussed further below.) Article Sixteen consoles poor Tibet: 
"Funds needed by the military and administrative committee, the military 
area headquarters and the People's Liberation Army entering Tibet will be 
provided by the Central People's Government." 

The Seventeen Point Agreement was essentially the result of Maoist 
armed intervention, the outcome of which was a foregone conclusion. Yet 
the Communists made an attempt to  conceal the military dimension of the 
"liberation", and to  highlight its quasi-legality. The Agreement was in fact 
a quasi-legal mechanism by which they sought t o  legitimate their military 
takeover of Tibet. The dominant role of force was self-evident in the 
course of the negotiations. First of all, it was two PLA generals, Yuan and 
Wang, who pressed the Communist basic political demands upon 
Shakabpa and Ngabo in Delhi and Chamdo respectively. ~dditionally, 
out of the four Chinese delegates to the negotiation in Beijing, two were 
PLA generals involved in the invasion of Tibet, Chang KUO-hua and 
Chang As further evidence of the military emphasis, we can 
point out that the negotiations were held in "an Army headquarters in 
Be i j ingWShnd that nearly one-third of the seventeen points dealt with 
military matters. 
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The fact that, after the fall of Chamdo in late October 1950, the 
Communist takeover of Tibet becoming a reality, the Communists went 
through the whole motion and formalities of an agreement demonstrates 
[hat they wished to legitimate their military action. In November 1950, 

they upon Lhasa for negotiation on "the peaceful liberation of 
T,betv,57 the Tibetan delegate "plenip~tentiaries",~H went through 
[he formality of "discussing" the draft Agreement point by point,'g even 

Tibetan dissent was silenced; forged the seals (for the Tibetan 
delegates)" to sign and seal the Agreement; and arranged for the treaty 
document to be signed a t  the Chinese imperial palace in Beijing61 and not at 
the Army Headquarters where the negotiations took place. Finally, the 
communist delegates threatened to use force if their counterparts did not 
accept Point 15. 

of the five Tibetan delegates, four have gone public. So have the two 
official translators. Among the four Chinese delegates, only General Chang 
KUO-hua has written down his reminiscences, dealing mostly with the 

campaign and making only passing reference to the Seventeen 
Point ~ ~ r e e m e n t . "  A Chinese who accompanied Ngabo's entourage kept a 
diary of the events.63 However, the Chinese views are reflected in Ngabo's 
and Lhawutara's writings. This constitutes a major difficulty in assigning 
any weight to the opinions expressed in the memoirs and articles. They 
differ fundamentally, depending on whether the author was writing in 
China or in exile. This reflects both relative academic freedom and partisan 
loyalty. Nevertheless, we should pay close attention to the voices of the 
participants with the hope that they might shed some light on the "inside 
story". I do so in order to  give each participant's voice a chance to be heard. 

Since Ngabo was the chief Tibetan delegate to the negotiation and a high 
ranking (Kalon) Tibetan Government official, his value to  the PRC as the 
living testimony to the Seventeen Point Agreement is enormous. As such his 
views on the Seventeen Point Agreement were given wide coverage in the 
Chinese media. In English language publications, Ngabo repeatedly makes 
two points: he conceded that Tibet is part of China and believed in the 
necessity of the PLA to enter Tibet; and that he and his delegation were fully 
authorized and empowered to sign the Agreement.64 He does so not in the 
blunt factual way in which I have summarized above; he does so in a 
roundabout way through ideological gymnastics so that he cannot be 
accused of being a traitor. General Wang's preconditions for negotiation 
pressed upon captive Ngabo a t  Chamdo were rendered in polite ideological 
terms: 

The delegations of  two sides had an identical stand on the 
fundamental issue of the negotiation, namely, the issue of strengthening 
the unity of Han and Tibetan nationalities (i.e. Tibet is part of China) 
and safeguarding the integrity of the country (i.e. the PLA must be 
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stationed in Tibet). In spite of disputes and disagreements on some 
issues between the two sides, the negotiations were held in a friendly, 
sincere and consultative a t m o s ~ h e r e . ~ "  

Ngabo's speech (in Tibetan) to  the Second Plenary Session of the Fifth Tibet 
Autonomous People's Congress provides more details explaining the 
circumstances under which he took the decision to accept the two Chinese 
preconditions which were not available for negotiation. He argued that 
without accepting the preconditions, there could be no negotiation with the 
Communists at  a1F6 thereby indicating that he was either convinced of or 
compelled to  accept the Chinese terms while being a captive in Chamdo. 
This was what he conveyed to  Lhasa through two messengers and discussed 
subsequently with his fellow delegates. He ridiculed the Kashag's lack of 
knowledge of Communists who, he rightly said, differed radically from the 
KMT. Therefore, he argued that Tibet's status under the Communists could 
not be similar to  the status it enjoyed under the KMT. He seemed to have 
grasped the Communist meaning of " l i b e r a t i ~ n " ~ ~  as a military campaign 
with an ideological mission. 

Ngabo got some justification for the first precondition when the Kashag 
instructed him (through the position paper sent through Kheme) to concede 
"Tibet as part of China" provided the Tibetans would enjoy complete 
informal, internal i n d e ~ e n d e n c e . ~ ~  But he got no sanction to accept the 
second precondition, namely that the PLA must be stationed in Tibet, which 
the Kashag resisted to the very end. When he got the Kashag's negative reply 
on this issue, Ngabo took the decision almost by himself to accept this 
second precondition as well. The Kashag insisted that if the Chinese were 
determined to station PLA troops on the border, Tibetan troops could merge 
with the PLA and the rechristened Tibetan troops could be posted to the 
border. This was the last Kashag stand. Ngabo says he discussed the matter 
with Takla Tashi Phuntsog, Sandhu Pinchen and Gyaltsen Phuntsog and 
part of the official delegation. They agreed that "since the most important 
issue like Tibet is not independent is decided, all other matters (including the 
PLA issue) are minor. Therefore we all decided to  sign the Agreement."6y 

It seems clear from all accounts that Ngabo might have been responsible 
for agreeing to accept the two basic demands, especially the PLA induction, 
made by the Communists in Chamdo. Subsequently, he sought to get 
indirect sanction from the Kashag by manipulating the latter's qualified and 
guarded instructions sent through Kheme, as we have seen. For the 
apparent approval of the second demand, he again manipulated a select 
group of the non-delegate members to  support his decision. He was 
obviously pressurized to accept the two Chinese demands, but, having done 
so, he felt negotiation was a matter of minor details and formalities. 

However, in the Tibetan text (1989) Ngabo mentions some other details 
as well. Two separate letters of agreement were also signed, he says. One 
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P 
r,mised that i f  the Dalai Lama were to go into exile, he could watch the 

P 
mgress and development in Tibet from outside for four or five years. And, 

aher that i f  the Lama decided to  return to Tibet, his status and power 
would be protected. The second letter of agreement promised that the 
~~~h~~ could nominate one or  two of its members t o  the Chinese proposed 
Military/~dministrati~e Committee.70Ngabo also noted some objections to 

disagreement with Article Finally he observed and hinted that the 
Seventeen Point Agreement and subsequent policy on Tibet, when 

with other minority nationalities, represented a special case 
and special treatment for Tibet.72 

a representative of "the Local Government of Tibet", Ngabo tried his 
best to defend the limited identity, interest and integrity of that "local 
government" within the framework of the Seventeen Point Agreement. This 
was most clearly reflected on the strong objections he raised against the 
communists' inclusion of the 10th Panchen Lama issue into the Sino- 
Tibetan dialogue and into the purview of the Agreement. He felt it 
constituted Chinese interference in the "domestic" affairs of Tibet,73 and 
threatened not to sign the Agreement.74 

Lhawutara Thubten Tendhar was of the Tibetan delegates who 
accompanied Kheme Sonam Wangdi and went to Beijing via Delhi. He 
could not or did not escape and like Ngabo, he is living in China. This fact 
comes through his article quite powerfully. Even though he is most 
remembered by his Tibetan colleagues for raising the most fundamental 
question on Article 15 during the negotiation, Lhawutara himself is silent 
on this question. Instead he says, "since I was a monk-official 
representative, I asked more questions about religious freedom and 
monastic income".75 

Like Ngabo, Lhawutara says he and Kheme were given two letters by the 
Kashag: one public and the other confidential. The confidential letter 
instructed the delegates to  "recognize Tibet as part of China and to  agree to 
pay annual tribute" to  China. Apart from this, the delegates were instructed 
"not to agree to anything else, and on important matters the Kashag must 
be consulted through wirelessn.76 

They also had a letter from the Dalai Lama addressed to Prime Minister 
Nehru, seeking the latter's advice and mediation in the Sino-Tibetan 
negotiation. Nehru thought that the Tibetans had to  accept that Tibet was 
part of China, as it was generally recognized to be by the outside world; 
that Beijing would insist on handling Tibet's external relations, that it 
would also insist on the PLA's entry into Tibet. But the last demand, Nehru 
advised, should be resisted at  any cost.': 

At the start of the negotiation, Lhawutara recalls, Chinese delegates 
presented a Ten Point draft proposal, and "we also presented a Nine Point 
position ~aper".~"one of other delegates and interpreters remember 
anything about this "nine point proposal". On the conduct of negotiation, 
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he echoes the Chinese position when he writes, "Both sides negotiated on 
friendly and equal terms and reached c o n s e n ~ u s . " ~ ~  

Lhawutara makes a couple of other interesting points. The Kashagqs 
original position, as noted by other delegates, was this: that -ribet 
independent, that Tibetan territories acquired earlier by China must be 
returned; and serious Tibetan objection to  the PLA entry into Tibet,go H~ 
also recalls that Ngabo and 36 officers from Chamdo wrote to the Kashag, 
pleading for its permission to negotiate with the PRC, on the grounds that 
the Dalai Lama's power and Lhasa officials' interests would be pr0te~t~d.81 

Kheme (Khe-smad) Sonam Wangdu's recollections have appeared in two 
texts. The 1966 version is based on a talk given to an audience of exiles in  
1966; it emphasizes the coercive aspects of the n e g o t i a t i ~ n . ~ ~  The 1982 text 
appears as a chapter in his memoirs, based primarily on his 1966 talk but 
with fewer details and slightly edited.83 

Kheme received the authorization letter with the Dalai Lama's seal 
('bug-dam) and was instructed to  "consult the Kashag on crucial 
matters".84 In a Calcutta hotel, the delegates remember meeting a young 
American who told them that if they went to  Beijing, they would not be 
able to  r e t ~ r n . ~ "  Like Lhawutara, Kheme mentions the meeting with Prime 
Minister Nehru in Delhi. Nehru advised them to engage in a peaceful talk 
and try to  resist the PLA induction into Tibet.x6 He explained that India 
was a new nation with little power and so could not mediate in the 
Sino-Tibetan talks this time. In the Beijing hotel where the Tibetan 
delegates were put, they were not allowed any contact with outsiders except 
Chinese. It was similar to "house-arrest"" (bzang-btson). 

The Chinese Ten Point draft paper did not mention the Panchen Lama 
issue. It was forced into the negotiation by the Chinese negotiators. Ngabo 
objected to  a "monastic issue" (the Panchen Lama) being raised in the Tibet- 
China talks; it was finally agreed that a separate committee should discuss itmn8 

When Kheme expressed the opinion that "Tibet had, from early times, 
been independent", Li Weihan "forcefully shouted" (tsig-rtsub), "If this 
Agreement is not OK for you, you can go back any day, tomorrow or day 
after tomorrow. It is a matter of sending a telegram to our forces on the 
border."89 Since the Chinese were using such threats of force, "we could not 
consult our government" and were compelled to sign the ~ ~ r e e m e n t . ~ ~  The 
Chinese forged the seals for the Tibetan delegates, and kept everything - 
seals, pens, papers, ink - in the Chinese museum.91 Kheme also notes that 
no discussion was allowed on the Preamble to  the Agreement; the "Chinese 
achieved whatever they wanted with the threat to use force".92 When the 
Tibetan delegates expressed their wish to  go back together via india, the 
Chinese did not allow Ngabo to  go with the rest.93 

Sampho (bsam-pho) Tenzin Dhondup was one of the members of the 
Tibetan delegation who lived under Communist rule until 1981. He and 
Thubten Legmon went to  China via Chamdo where they met Ngabo- 
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sampho [ecalls the Panchen Lama issue as not being mentioned in the 
Chinese Ten Point draft position pap r .  Nor were the Tibetan 

delegates authorized to  recognize the young Lama, as there were other 
,,robable candidates. They, therefore, telegrammed the Kashag inquiring 
what to do. The Kashag replied that they could recognize the Chinese 
candidate but instructed them not to include him in the formal Agreement. 
yet the Chinese forced the Tibetans to include the Panchen Lama issue i n  
the Seventeen Point Agreement. "Is it not a clear case of using force to 
achieve the Agreement? "94 

similarly when Lhawutara raised questions about the purpose and 
function of the proposed "military and administrative committeew (Article 
15) which contradicts Article 4, Li Weihan threatened to use force unless 
their "liberation" was accepted: 

YOU are going against Communist China. If that is so, we cannot 
reach any agreement. You can all go back whenever you want to. It is, 
for us, a matter of sending a telegram to the [border] areas and there 
would not be any disagreement. Do you want armed or peaceful 
liberation? You choose between these two [options].9s 

TO express "our protest against the forced letter which we had to sign 
against our will, we did not want to  seal it with any Tibetan government 
seal", even though Ngabo had his official one for Chamdo. "We all used the 
seals made by the C h i n e ~ e " . ~ ~  Sampho concludes "Leave alone equal 
discussion between two sides, there was no consideration that should be 
shown to an edict-receiver by the edict-giver."97 

Takla (stag-lha) Phuntsog Tashi was the official Chinese interpreter for 
the Tibetan delegation who went to Beijing via India. Takla confirms the 
delegates' meeting with Nehru and his advice.98 He also remembers 
the Kashag's five-point letter that Lu'o Yus-hung notes in his diary.99 When 
the Chinese Government invited the Tibetan delegates to receive the 
Panchen Lama at  the railway station, only a junior officer and the two 
translators were sent in order to  reduce the significance of the event.loO 
Takla also confirms that the Chinese Ten Point proposal, circulated earlier 
in Kham, was made the basis for discussion but the Tibetan Five Point letter 
was not allowed to be brought to the negotiation table for discu~sion. '~ '  He 
also recalls the Lhawutara incident (about Article 15) in which the Chinese 
delegates threatened the use of force.lo2 

Takla's account is rich in detail about the Panchen Lama issue. Ngabo 
took a strong exception to  it arguing that he was neither instructed nor 
authorized by the Tibetan government to  discuss a "domestic affair" like 
the Panchen controversy. And i f  the Chinese insisted on this issue, Ngaho 
declared that he "would not be able to negotiate any further and stop 
signing it".'oz The chief Chinese delegate, Li Weihan, then explained: the 
Panchen Lama was the first to greet the founding of the People's Republic of 
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China. For 30 years, he and his entourage did not conspire orally 
imperialist forces. They did not go abroad. Such factors distinguish the 
Panchen Lama case (from others). Was it, Takla rhetorically asks, not a case 
of coercion and bullying? lo4 

Takla also writes that two letters of agreement were signed and 
exchanged with the Chinese, in which he personally participated. The first 
letter guaranteed the Dalai Lama's power and status in case he went into 
exile and then came back after two or three years. It was further agreed that 
all his expenses incurred during exile would be met by the Tibetan 
Government. O n  the subject of the second letter with five points concerning 
the stationing of PLA troops in Tibet, it was agreed that no more than a 
chun of PLA would be posted on the Tibetan borders and that the Kashag 
may appoint a Deputy Commander of the PLA troops stationed in Tibet. 
Although Article 8 stipulates that the Tibetan troops will gradually be 
merged with the PLA, it does not mention the limited forces to be retained 
by the Tibetan government. According to  the second letter of Agreement, 
the Dalai Lama could keep 500 bodyguards and 1,000 soldiers to maintain 
law and order in Tibet. Again Article 14 declares that "the Central 
Government will handle the external affairs of the area of Tibet", but the 
second letter of agreement made it clear that Tibet's Foreign Bureau would 
merge with the Chinese Foreign Affairs branch in Tibet, and the Tibetan 
officials and staff would be re-employed in the new establishment.lo5 

Of the seven Tibetan delegation members, only Thubten Legmon1°6 and 
Sandhu Rinchen have not gone public on the Agreement. I managed to get 
an interview with the latter, who was the official English interpreter. He 
accompanied Kheme and Lhawutara via India, and they sought Nehru's 
advice. His recollection of Nehru's advice was similar to others' accounts. 
He vividly recalls the Lhawutara incident in which the Chinese threatened 
to use force if their terms and conditions were not accepted. Is this, he asked 
me, not a clear case of coercion? The Sino-Tibetan Agreement was a "walk 
over" for the Chinese, in which the Tibetan delegates had neither the power 
nor the force to  disagree over, and it was "signed with seals made by the 
Chinese in China". lo' 

In his chapter on the Seventeen Point Agreement, Professor Goldstein 
attributes 13 references to  Rimshi Sampho, none of which concerns 
coercion.108 Yet in his memoirs Sampho emphasized the coercive methods 
deployed by the Chinese "negotiators" in the course of the negotiation. He is 
not alone in his dissent. Of the seven Tibetan delegation members, six have 
gone public on the Agreement issue, and of those six, four have emphasized 
and documented the cases of coercion. Sampho, Takla and Sandhu cite the 
case of Lhawutara who questioned the Communists' future intentions 
(Article 15) and was threatened with the use of force. Kheme observes that 
there was no discussion of the Preamble to  the Agreement (wherein the 
Chinese sovereignty over security and Communist blueprint for Tibet are 
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declared) When he tried to make a case for Tibet's independence, Li Weihan 
,,,,lied with a threat of force. Ngabo, Kheme, Sampho and Takla 
unanimous]y cite the Panchen Lama issue (which was not mentioned in 

original Chinese Ten Point position paper) being imposed upon the 
Tibetan delegates as a clear case of coercion. Such coercive practices violate 
~ ~ ~ i ~ l ~  52 of the Law of Treaties: "A treaty is void if its conclusion has been 
pnxured by the threat or use of force in violation of the principles of 
international law embodied in the Charter of the United Nations."l09 

coupled with the Chinese coercion was Ngabo's crucial role that 
facilitated the formalities of the negotiation and the actual signing. He 
,-leared two barriers that would have otherwise blocked the road to  
negotiation. The Tibetan Government's last stand on the crucial issues is 
fairly well documented. The delegates were to  accept Tibet as part of China 
on the condition that Tibet enjoyed complete internal independence, naii- 
khul-dtr ran-brtsan ran-bdag yin.l1° External recognition was a mere 
formality by which Tibetans could enjoy genuine internal autonomy. The 
Tibetan Government's last stand on the PLA's entry into Tibet was similar in 
the sense the Tibetan troops would be merged with the PLA and these 
redesignated Tibetan troops should be posted along the Tibetan border. Just 
as Tibet is part of China only in a token sense, the border troops are to be 
Chinese in name but Tibetan in substance. 

Now Ngabo should have known from Lhawutara's vital question about 
the Military and Administrative Committee (Article 15) - which he 
remembers and notes1" - that if such a powerful Chinese committee were 
to be set up in Tibet, Tibet would not be able to enjoy complete "internal 
independence" and that Tibet's full autonomy would be jeopardized if the 
PLA troops were allowed to  occupy Tibet. Well aware of the various 
implications of his action, Ngabo took the decision on these crucial issues 
through manipulation, without consulting his fellow delegates, the Dalai 
Lama, the Kashag or the Tibetan people.112 Both Kheme and Lhawutara 
recall being specifically instructed by the Kashag to consult on important 
(gal-che) issues through ~ i r e 1 e s s . l ~ ~  Yet, Ngabo consulted the Kashag only 
once or twice.l14 This contrasts sharply with Shakabpa's practice: between 
19 September and 1 November 1950, ten telegrams were ex~hanged . "~  
Ngabo, intentionally or  unintentionally, deviated from the spirit of the 
Kashag's instructions, which constitutes a probable breach of trust reposed 
in him by the Dalai Lama and the Kashag. For nearly one month (22 April 
to 23 May 1950), Ngabo kept the Dalai Lama and the Kashag in the dark. 
Therefore, the Dalai Lama was surprised and shocked to hear the news: 

Neither I nor my government were told that an agreement had been 
signed. We first came to know of it from a broadcast which Ngabo 
made on Peking Radio. It was a terrible shock when we heard of the 
terms of it.1'6 
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The role of Ngabo in the Seventeen Point Agreement is enormous. ~h~ 
Communists realized his political value as the living testimony to the 
Agreement in case it were repudiated by the Dalai Lama or his government, 
After the signing of the Agreement, the Chinese did not allow him to travel 
via India with the rest of the delegation members;l17 during the cultural 
Revolution he was saved by the late Zhou Enlai from Red GuardVs wrath 
and flown back to Beijing from Lhasa;l18 he is not allowed to live in Tibet; 
he is not allowed to visit any foreign country. He lives comfortably under 
conditions of virtual house-arrest in Beijing. 

Ngabo is not a simple Tibetan. He is a complex and intelligent man who 
can manoeuvre things to  his advantage. He worked out his strategy for 
personal survival before he left Chamdo for the formal negotiation in 
Beijing. 

During his six-month long captivity, Ngabo witnessed what appeared to 
him to  be the invincible power of the Communist army against which, he 
was convinced, the Tibetans could never fight without external intervention, 
which, as far as he was concerned, was remote. He was convinced of some 
good intentions of the Communists for the future of Tibet and showed an 
elementary knowledge of communist ideology. Therefore, he decided from 
early on that he had to  accept the two unnegotiable conditions which were 
tutored by General Yuan and others in Chamdo. While making such a 
historic concession to the PRC, he at  the same time tried to defend the 
limited identity, integrity and interest of the "Local Government of Tibet" 
as written in the Seventeen Point Agreement of that political entity. During 
the negotiation and its aftermath Ngabo was trusted by neither the Chinese 
nor the Tibetan Government. l9  For he first negotiated his personal position 
vis-a-vis the Communists, and then afterwards between China and Tibet. 
His survivability resides in his historical value as the living testimony to the 
Seventeen Point Agreement. Without Ngabo there would have been no 
Seventeen Point Agreement. 

Who violated the Agreement is a controversial question. The Dalai 
Lama's post-March 1959 statements tended to  repudiate the Seventeen 
Point Agreement which, he charged, was signed "under duress and at the 
point of the bayonet".120 He specified the ways in which the Chinese 
violated the Agreement. The Chinese, on the other hand, maintain that "it 
was a handful of separatists who tore up the Seventeen Point Agreementv in 
March 1959 by launching "an all-round armed rebellion".121 such extreme 
and conflicting views may be understood when we situate the rebellion in its 
Cold War context. The fact is that both the Dalai Lama and the ~hinese 
generals in Tibet seemed to  have lost control over the momentum of the 
Khampa rebellion, which violently disrupted the implementation process of 
the accord. In this respect, the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) which 
aided the Khampa rebels, must bear a large measure of responsibility for 
subverting the Seventeen Point Agreement. 
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The Dalai Lama's specific charges against the Chinese local rulers which 
violated the spirit and the letter of the Agreement included the following: 
The Dalai Lama had to, under Chinese pressure, dismiss his two Prime 
Ministers, Lukhangwa and Lobsang Tashi in April 1952. They were 
charged with involvement in an anti-Chinese movement and organization 
called rnj-drnan t s o g s - d ~ . ' ~ ~  The Dalai Lama notes in his memoirs, "1 did 
not appoint any successors. It was no use having Prime Ministers i f  they 
were merely to be scapegoats for the Chinese."'2' 

The "Preparatory Committee for the Tibet Autonomous Region", which 
established in 1956, sought t o  systematically undermine the 

status, functions and powers of the Dalai Lama" which 
Article 4 of the Seventeen Point Agreement promised to  protect. I t  was also 
designed to reduce the constituency and the jurisdiction of the "Local 
Government of Tibet" by creating two pro-Chinese blocs in Outer Tibet: 
the "Chamdo Liberation Committee" in what remained of Kham and the 
ripanchen Lama Committee" in Western Tibet. Only fifteen members 
including the Dalai Lama were to  represent the Tibetan local government, 
eleven were to be chosen from leading monasteries, religious sects and 
~rominent public figures, ten each to  the "Panchen Lama Committeefi and 
to the "Chamdo Liberation Committee".l24 

These were both purely Chinese creations. Their representatives owed 
their positions mainly to  Chinese support, and in return they had to  
support any Chinese position. . . . With this solid block of controlled 
votes, in addition to  those of the five Chinese members, the 
Committee (i.e. PRCTAR) was powerless - a mere facade of Tibetan 
representation behind which all the effective power was exercised by 
the Chinese. In fact, all basic policy was decided by another body 
called the Committee of the Chinese Communist Party in Tibet, which 
had no Tibetan members.12" 

The Dalai Lama charged the Chinese Communists with "interference in the 
exercise of religious freedoms" in violation of Article 7 of the Seventeen 
Point Agreement. During the course of the suppression of the Khampa 
revolts in Eastern Tibet, the "Chinese Armed Forces destroyed a large 
number of monasteries. Many lamas were killed and a large number of 
monks and officials were taken and employed on the construction of roads 
in China."l26 

The Dalai Lama charged the Chinese authorities with obstructing the 
much needed reforms, including land reform, that he and his government 
had initiated in Tibet, thereby violating Article 11 of the Agreement. 

We have no desire to  disguise the fact that ours is an ancient society 
and that we must introduce immediate changes in the interest of the 
people of Tibet. In fact, during the last nine years several reforms were 
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proposed by me and my government, but every time these measures 
were strenuously opposed by the Chinese in spite of popular demand 
for them. The result was that nothing was done for the betterment of 
the social and economic conditions of  the people. In particular it was 
my earnest desire that the system of land tenure should be radically 
changed without further delay and the large landed estates acquired 
by the State on payment of compensation for distribution amongst the 
tillers of the soil. But the Chinese authorities deliberately put every 
obstacle in the way of carrying out this just and reasonable reform.127 

Finally, the Dalai Lama believed that Communist China had no intention of 
carrying out the Agreement. 

While I and my Government did not voluntarily accept the 
Agreement, we were obliged to acquiesce in it and decided to abide 
by the terms and conditions in order to  save my people and country 
from the danger of total destruction. It was, however, clear from the 
very beginning that the Chinese had no intention of carrying out the 
Agreement. Although they had solemnly undertaken to maintain my 
status and power as the Dalai Lama, they did not lose any opportunity 
to  undermine my authority and sow dissensions among my people. . . . 
Far from carrying out the Agreement, they deliberately began to 
pursue a course of policy which was diametrically opposed to the 
terms and conditions which they had themselves laid down (emphasis 
added). 28 

In fact some of the terms and conditions of the Seventeen Point Agreement 
were contradictory and ambiguous which left sufficient scope for future 
revolutionary action, while the main tenor of the Agreement is a status quo 
with which the Tibetans were deceived. For example, Article 11, which 
states that regarding "various reforms in Tibet, there will be no compulsion 
on the part of the Central Authority" contradicts Article 3 on the Tibetan 
people's right of "exercising national regional autonomy under the unified 
leadership of the Central People's Government". The terms of Article 15, 
which states that "In order to  ensure the implementation of this Agreement, 
the Central People's Government will set up a military and administrative 
committee, and a military area headquarters in Tibet" contradicts with 
what Article 4 promises: "The Central Authorities will not alter the existing 
political system in Ti bet". 

It is difficult to  see how the antique Tibetan polity could have been 
maintained while a much more powerful parallel political system was being 
set up, designed as it was to carry out reforms. The latter would undermine 
the functions and power of the former and make it redundant in due course. 
In other words, the Agreement gives the Dalai Lama and his "local 
government" a limited time to continue while gradually and systematically 
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P 
reparing the groundwork for a Chmnunist change in Tibet which would 

require the undermining of the traditional a u t h o r i ~  structures. 
The communists' verbal promise was status quo as a transitional 

but their intention and hidden agenda are "revolutionary 
change*, Therefore, the Chinese policy and the Tibetan expectations were 
diametrically opposed. They diverged further when accelerated by the 
j(hampa rebellion in Eastern and Central Tibet from the mid-19.505 
onwards. 

From the Chinese point of view, any nationalistic Tibetan rebellion, in 
word and deed, runs counter to  the spirit and the letter of the Agreement. 
This Agreement was signed on the basic premise that Tibet has been and is 
an integral part of China which virtually rules out any Tibetan expression 
of nationalism. To be a Tibetan nationalist meant falling under "the 
imperialist deception" and being "anti-national" in the larger Chinese sense 
of the term. Communists did not and d o  not tolerate any expression or act 
of rebellion that has nationalistic overtones. Thus, Lhukhangwa was 
dismissed on the charge of conspiring with an anti-national organization 
called "People's C ~ n f e r e n c e " ' ~ ~  which questioned the Chinese Marxist 
mandate in Tibet. Similarly China took the most serious view of the 1959 
revolt which "tore the Agreement to shreds".13'' 

In retrospect, the Chinese negotiators dictated most of the points in the 
Agreement as they desired but one thing they forgot to  insert was part of 
Article SO from "The Common Programme" . . . "splitting of the unity of 
the various nationalities shall be prohibited". Tibet was so badly defeated 
and internationally so isolated13' in the early 1950s that the Chinese did not 
perhaps anticipate any nationalistic reaction from the Tibetans. The 
Khampa rebellions in 1956 and the 1959 Lhasa Revolt took the 
Communists almost by surprise. These revolts practically derailed the plan 
chalked out neatly in the Seventeen Point Agreement. 

In a larger and more objective sense the violators of the Seventeen Point 
Agreement were the Khampas whose homeland did not fall within the 
purview of the Agreement. The Agreement was applicable only to Outer 
Tibet. Secondly, the instigators of the violation of the Agreement were 
American agents. The USA was strongly opposed to  the signing of the 
Agreement which, they rightly realized, legitimated Communist aggression. 
They tried their best to  persuade and even pressurize the Dalai Lama, while 
in Yatung, to "disavow" the Agreement and seek asylum in Sri Lanka, 
Thailand or the USA. These were the critical conditions for American 
support for the Tibetan cause.'-32 

When the Khampa revolts flared up in 1956, they at  once caught the CIA 
imagination. Between September 1957 and January 1960 the CIA made 
19 airdrops of 47 trained Khampas and 18 airdrops of arms inside Tibet. 
Two CIA-trained Khampa radio operators accompanied the Dalai Lama in 
his escape to India.13"f American Cold War actors had derailed the 



Tibet in Communist China 

Seventeen Point Agreement through subversion, it is fitting that post-~old 
War Americans are in the forefront of facilitating a dialogue between the 
Dalai Lama and Beijing for national reconciliation (see Chapter 15). 

The most controversial and fundamental problems between China and 
Tibet were ironed out through Ngabo while he was still in captivity, with a 
combination of coercion and persuasion. The origins of the Seventeen Point 
Agreement suggest that most of its articles were predetermined. A content 
analysis of the treaty text reveals a more objective method to measure the 
military dimension of "liberation" in terms of the number of clauses 
devoted to  the PLA ( 5 )  and the number of generals (2) who took part in the 
negotiation. The memoirs of the Tibetan participants reinforce our 
impression of coercion. Four of the six delegation members maintain that 
the Chinese threatened to  use force on two occasions. All these findings 
suggest a prima facie case of coercion. If Ngabo capitulated, he did so out 
of a desperate situation in which there was simply no alternative but to sign 
the Agreement that a t  least promised Outer Tibet a high degree of internal 
autonomy. It was a capitulation dictated by the situation, not by free will, 
and between the two there is, I believe, a valid distinction. 

Although the method of negotiation is questionable, the model of the 
Seventeen Point Agreement still has some utility. The Agreement signified, 
on the one hand, the liquidation of Tibet's pre-1950 de facto independence 
and, on the other hand, it confirmed the conferment of a special status for 
Outer Tibet - that was not granted to  any other minority nationality in the 
PRC.lJ4 This is the case that Ngabo also rnake~.'~"Tibet's special status, as 
reflected in the Seventeen Point Agreement was, in several technical and 
functional respects, similar to the "one country, two systems", status now 
offered to Hong Kong and Taiwan. The technical essence of this system is 
this: while the PRC retains its sovereignty over a contested territory, it 
nevertheless tolerates non-Communist systems of governance and economy 
to  co-exist within the boundaries of Communist China. While the 
Seventeen Point Agreement declares that Tibet is part of Chinese territory 
and dictates that Beijing will handle all the defence and foreign affairs issues 
of Tibet (sovereignty), at  the same time it promises that the Communists 
"will not alter the existing political system in Tibet", nor alter "the 
established status, functions and powers of the Dalai Lama". The 
Agreement further guarantees freedom of religion. The only functional 
difference with that offered to  Hong Kong is the duration of "the one 
country, two systems". In the case of Tibet, this was not spelled out and it 
proved to  be disastrous in that the Communist zealots hurried up reforms 
for which the Tibetans were not ready. In the case of Hong Kong, it is 
spelled out - 50 years. 

The Seventeen Point Agreement is, therefore, the first historical case of 
"one country, two systems". Dr Song Liming argues that if the ~ a l a i  Lama 
requests "real Tibetan autonomy, or one country, two systems on the bas's 
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of the Seventeen Point Agreement, the Chinese government would have 
difficujry i n  refusing it". Besides, if the Tibetans make clear that they 
want is one country, two systems", it would win "more sympathy and 

among the Chinese especially those in Taiwan and Hang KOng". 136 

such a popular demand must be viewed as a political progression, under 
vastjy changed circumstances, from the Seventeen Point Agreement, to  such 
as the one Communists had signed on Hong Kong. In the latter case, "one 
country, two systems" was really negotiated between Britain and China on 
,, equal basis. In the case of Tibet, the Seventeen Point Agreement was not 

negotiated on equal basis; most of its terms and conditions were 
impowd by a strong China upon a weak Tibet. It was an "unequal trearyw, 
which needs to be renegotiated in the post-Cold War and post-Communist 
era. A basic requirement for such renegotiation to take place is this: the 
Chinese Communists must realize that the Maoist model of "national 
regional autonomy" in Tibet is a practical failure. An appropriate "one 
country, two systems" model might solve China's Tibet problem. The 
Seventeen Point Agreement provides a convenient legal precedent and a 
structural framework within which specific details of negotiation could be 
worked out. 



Chapter 13 

The 1959 Revolt: 
In Defence of the Value System 

Tibet in 1950 was an isolated, working theocracy,l possibly unique among 
the various political systems of the modern world. Tibet might earlier have 
been colonized by Britain had the prospect been economically attractive. 
Instead she was doomed to  a virtually complete isolation as a result 
conflicting British, Chinese and Russian imperialist interests in Central Asia 
and the manoeuvring arising therefrom, reinforcing the natural mountain- 
bound isolation of her geography. Both the Anglo-Tibetan Convention of 
1904 and the Anglo-Russian Convention of 1907 were basically aimed at 
making Tibet an area free from any struggle for spheres of influence and 
c~ lon iza t ion .~  In so doing, they indirectly denied Tibet any alternative 
source of social change. 

If Britain were interested in policing Tibet and thereby enhancing Tibet's 
internal independence, China was opposed to any British presence in the 
region. It appears that the Chinese feared that while they were busy with 
revolution, Britain might colonize Tibet or encourage nationalistic Tibetans 
to  modernize and "nationalize" their country. In other words, China was 
also interested in preventing any exogenous source of change coming into 
Tibet. The Chinese central objective was, and still is, to prevent the _-.. 

nce of rn Tibe m"tFat would, " s e ~  " I lDet 

Z C d h e y  i n t e ~ d ~ ~ ~  nation% activity 
or even any sign of Tibetan nationalism during the first half of the twentieth 
century as British imperialist instigation and machination."he assumption 
behind this Chinese thesis is that Tibetans were and are incapable of feeling 
nationalistic because they are assumed either to be so loyal to the Chinese 
state or to be politically backward. Modern Tibetan history contradicts 
both of these assumptions. 

Although Britain did not think it worthwhile economically to colonize 
Tibet, it appears that she had no objection to  a limited modernization 



The 19.59 Revolt 

on by Tibetans themselves as long as it was under British auspices. 
The ~ 1 1 1  Dalai Lama (1876-1933) was interested in this, thanks to his 
highly educational flight to India and Mongolia, but the conservative 
monastic community was totally opposed. This situation was skilfully 
exploited by the Chinese to their national advantage: they bribed and 
instigated the powerful abbots in Lhasa. It was customary for China, as 
patron of Tibetan Buddhism, to  express concern over any anti-Buddhist 
(ice. Christian) influence entering the holy land.4 

There was also something in Tibetan social history between 1 9 1 2 4 8  
that encouraged complacency. The simple-minded Tibetan interpreted their 
easy expulsion of the Chinese troops from Tibet - which was really made 
possible by the 1911 Revolution and the speedy departure of the 
younghusband Expedition in 1904 - as simply the work of their faith. 
This interpretation reaffirmed their belief in the existing value system and 
shut the door to any exogenous source of change.5 

The absence of an exogenous source of change is not by itself an 
indication of the efficient functioning of a society. It may at  best prolong a 
slow decline if the social structure is disequilibrated and the value system 
has ceased to be sacred. But this was not the case in Tibet by 1950. This fact 

is easily proven by a number of works,6 especially those written by 
Westerners who spent several years in the country when the term ''TibetW 
was not a subject of political controversy. The French weekly, L'Express, 
asked a French Tibetologist a similar question about the Tibet which we are 
trying to discover here. His reply was: 

Tibet is not only an ethnic group but a civilization. The Tibetans stand 
distinctly from the Chinese with whom they have nothing in common. 
Tibet was also one of those rare nations of the world that developed 
its own culture till the twentieth century, in complete isolation from 
external influences. It was a country where literacy was high, and 
where until 1959 many dozens of new books, on voyages, poems, and 
biographies were being published each year. It was a religiozrsly active 
country where they were still constructing monasteries. Every member 
of the nobility had a library and artists were brought into their homes, 
at high prices. It was a civilization in no way on the decline, but on the 
contrary, having escaped colonialism, it continued to develop along its 
own lines.; 

Indeed, the historical development in Tibet was almost the reverse of the 
familiar patterns of Europe or elsewhere. Up to 842 AD, Tibet was a 
powerful monarchy in which the native belief system called Bon did not 
have the kind of hold over the State that Buddhism subsequently exerted. 
Four centuries later, however, the Buddhist revolution in Inner Asia had 
clearly succeeded; a lamaist "theocracy" had replaced the lay monarchy 
and Buddhism increasingly dominated both state and society. The 
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separation of "Church" and State, SO vital in Europe i n  breaking the 
clergy's inonopoly of power and authority, did not occur in Buddhist ~ i b ~ ~  
until 1959. 

Tibet differed fundamentally from the old China and even more so fro,,, 
the new China. The Chinese imperial tragedy in Tibet had been that, despite 
her repeated attempts a t  domination, Confucian China had not been able to 
influence the course of cultural developments in Tibet. If Tibet had shared a 
Confucian culture, the Communists would have faced fewer problems in 
their "liberation" and might even have avoided the Revolt altogether. ~h~~~ 
who advocate the "tribute system" as the basis of universal inter-state 
relations in the pre-modern East Asia have considerable difficulties in  
accommodating the peculiar SineTibetan relations in the Chinese world 
ordere8 For Sino-centrism, by definition, pre-supposes a ~ n i v e r s a l ] y - ~ h ~ ~ ~ d  
culture, without which its operation becomes problematic. Thus, China's 
relations with Korea, Japan or even Vietnam were orderly in comparison 
with those with Tibet, 

Since we are not concerned here with the legalities of the complex Sine- 
Tibetan relationship, we can safely assume that for all practical purposes 
Tibetan society was functioning independently of China. The relations that 
existed between China and Tibet before the Chinese Revolution as 
expressed in the priest-patron relationship (bhikshu-danapati) were 
confined to  the dynasties and ruling Lamas, Beijing and Lhasa. It was a 
formal, ceremonial and above all a loose structure which meant little or 
nothing to  the majority of Tibetans. "Our sense of independence was based 
more on the independence of our life and culture which was more real to the 
unlettered masses than on law or history, canons by which the non-Tibetans 
decide the fate of Tibet."9 

The wall that separates China and Tibet was experienced not only by 
the Tibetans when the Communists entered their country but also by the 
Chinese Communists when they passed through Eastern Tibet during the 
Long March in 1935. A participant in that March recalled: "I remember 
when we came out of the grasslands (Eastern Tibet) and broke through 
enemy lines into Kansu and saw Chinese peasants. They thought we were 
crazy. We touched their houses and the [Chinese] earth, we embraced them, 
and danced and sang and cried."'O And Dick Wilson comments: "Some 
small part of the tragedy of Communist China's role in Tibet during the 
1950s and 1960s may be owed to these experiences in 1935 when Tibetan 
hostility made the difference between death and survival for many 
comrades of soldiers who survived to take high positions in the Chinese 
Government and armed forces after 1949. "' ' 

Thanks to  such encounters which M a o  himself experienced, the 
Communists were able to  recognize the facts of the situation in Outer 
Tibet, at  least, and this recognition was clearly reflected in the Chinese 

towards Tibet between 1951 and 1958. The Chinese  evolution, first 
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, fa l l ,  was "a purely Chinese affair" and failed to  have any impact on T i k t  
before 1950. As George Moreley writes: "In contrast to the Russian 
 tion  ti on in which peoples other than the Great Russians played a 
significant role, the revolution in China was a purely Han Chinese affair. T~ 

a crude but useful distinction, it took place in 'inner7 China, for 
'outer9 China (Mongolia, Sinkiang and Tibet) had already drifted beyond 

reach of the Chinese Government by the time the CCP came into 
being." l 2  

1t was not because the Communists did not try to introduce revolution 
into Tibet earlier. When the Communists passed through Eastern Tibet 
during the long March in 1935, they at  once established a "people's 
government" there; they even managed to recruit two or three young 
Tibetans into the Red Army who later became high-ranking officials.l~ But, 
i n  Edgar Snow's words, "the Reds for the first time faced a populace united 
in its hostility to them",14 and this made revolution impossible unless 
imposed from above, and with force. The absence of a peasant rebellion in 
Tibetan history is in stark contrast with China's turbulent history, especially 
since the nineteenth century. While it does not prove that the Tibetans were 
happy and prosperous, it does suggest that their value system and social 
structure were in working condition. Communists, of course, can say that it 
was the "opiate of the people" that kept the peasants docile and contented, 
but the function of ideology is precisely that: the definition of the situation. 

As we have observed earlier it was perhaps due to their experiences 
during the Long March that the Communist leadership was able to take 
into consideration all the three points we have been discussing in their 
policy towards Tibet: (a)  that the Tibetan theocracy was functioning; (b)  
that Tibetan society, including its value system, was fundamentally different 
from that of China; (c) that the Chinese Revolution did not touch Tibet at  
all until 1950. As long as these basic points were kept in mind by those 
responsible for the execution of the Chinese policy in Tibet, there was far 
less likelihood of revolt. 

Volume V of Mao's Selected Works (p. 64) proves beyond doubt that the 
late chairman was one of the architects of the Chinese policy towards Tibet. 
In a policy directive dated 6 April 1952 and addressed to  the generals who 
were leading the PLA forces into Tibet, Mao instructed: 

Make every possible effort to  use all suitable means to win over the 
Dalai Lama and majority of the upper strata and isolate the minority 
of bad elements in order to  achieve long-term goals of transforming 
Tibetan economy and polity gradually without spilling blood. 

Mao realistically warned that Tibetans were "completely different people" 
and that the situation in Tibet was "worse than that we face in Sinkiang 
where we have at  least some support", namely from Han settlers. Mao 
summed up the situation in Tibet when he said, "We have no material base 
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in Tibet. In terms of social power they are stronger than us, which for 
moment will not change."'" 

How was this policy translated into action? June Dreyer shows i n  her 
study how this policy was conceived and implemented generally for a l l  
national minorities. Specifically in the case of Tibet, I have written on this 
elsewhere and since no one else has so far dealt with this aspect, I may be 
permitted to  repeat it here: 

Under the so-called "peaceful liberation" policy, extending from 1951 
to 1959, the Chinese Con~munists made no direct contact with the 
masses. This is surprising, as one would normally expect the 
Communists to  urge the proletariat to "shake off their yokes". ~~t 
the only contacts that the common Tibetan had with the Communists 
were at  the road camps and on journeys. The Chinese used the 
Tibetan people intelligently for their military preparation in Tibet. 
The blue uniformed comrades encouraged the Tibetans to work 
industriously on the roads, but they made no effort to indoctrinate 
them. They seemed to know that the Tibetans were stubborn and 
conservative, and that they would not exchange their own worst vices 
for the best Chinese virtues. They were deeply rooted in Tibet and in 
anything that was Tibetan. The majority were quite unreceptive to 
new ideas, especially to communism, which directly opposed the 
Spirit of their way of life. Admittedly there were a few Tibetans who 
responded to  the Chinese call; in Sakya about six young beggars and 
orphans became " C h i n e ~ e " . ' ~  

The 1951 agreement between China and Tibet signed in Beijing" never 
mentioned a word about socialism. It hesitated even to use the word 
"democratic" to  qualify the "various reforms" to be introduced. Instead it 
guaranteed that (a )  the existing political system, including the power and the 
position of the traditional ruling elite would function as before; (b)  neither 
the income nor power of the "Church" would be reduced and religious 
freedom would be protected; (c) with regard to the unspecified "various 
reforms", there would be "no compulsion on the part of the central 
authorities". As far as policy implementation was concerned, the Chinese 
local authorities tried to adhere to  the terms of the agreement to a degree 
that earned them the wrath of the radicals during the Cultural Revolution. 
"Why did Teng Hsiao-p'ing, as the general secretary of the Central 
Committee, try so hard to please, care for and support the former Tibetan 
local government headed by the Dalai?"IR 

For the majority of the ruling class there was no reason why fornlal 
cooperation would be unacceptable: 

As far as education and natural ability went, they were still miles 
ahead of the masses, having generations of learning to their 
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advantage. Consequently, if they studied Communism and sent their 
children to school, they would undoubtedly occupy the best positions 
,,en in the new society. Names and titles might vanish, but in 

they would continue to enjoy the same pri~ile~es.19 

~f the Chinese demonstrated such flexibility and responsiveness to the 
situation demands in Tibet, we might ask what caused the Tibetan 
Rebellion of 1959. 

The overall Chinese policy towards political Tibet (TAR) was 
realistic and imaginative, perhaps based on the United Front 

strategy. But with regard to ethnic Tibet (Kham and Amdo) the Chinese 
policy was based on a rigid legality and lack of realism: treat the ethnic 
Tibetans living in China - and twice as numerous as those under the Dalai 
Lama - as both de lure and de facto Chinese, since they were not under the 
jurisdiction of Lhasa. This was one of the fundamental flaws of Chinese 
policy in Tibet and a basic cause of the revolt. It was a great error to  base 
the policy for such a sensitive issue on a rigid apparent legality so far 
removed from the actual situation. For the fact was, that in the 1950s, that 
no matter how far these Eastern Tibetans were away from Lhasa or even 
how relatively close they were to  the Chinese provinces, they behaved and 
acted like any other Tibetan. And this social fact should have been taken 
into consideration. 

This legalistic distinction actually has an important political and legal 
implication that China was probably unaware of at  the time and would not 
hear of now: China recognized political Tibet, that is the territory under the 
effective political control of the Tibetan government, as a separate, if not 
independent, political entity. The recovery of a lost province may 
necessitate a treaty with a third country who had aided the rebel province 
but it would not require a treatylagreement with the rebel province itself. 
Since this agreement was signed between the Chinese Government and the 
Dalai Lama's Government, its terms, most of which as we have observed 
were favourable to the traditional ruling class, were applicable only to that 
part of Tibet ruled by the Dalai Lama. This means that about two-thirds of 
the Tibetan-speaking population were subjected to a radical policy similar 
to the one pursued in the rest of China, and which proved eminently 
unsuitable. 

Legally Chinese policy was perfectly correct. Well before the Communists 
came to power, a large part of Eastern Tibet, or what the British called 
"Inner Tibet" comprising Kham and Amdo, was gradually annexed and 
incorporated into the neighbouring Chinese provinces of Qinghai, Sichuan, 
Gansu and Yunnan.20 As the Chinese central government was unstable for 
almost the previous 100 years, Tibetans living in Eastern Tibet or what the 
Tibetans call Kharn, which was considered de lure Chinese territory, 
enioyed an incredible degree of independence both from Beijing and Lhasa. 
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While these Khampas were hostile to the Tibetan Government and in  
particular to  the lay aristocratic ruling class, their loyalty to the Dalai L~~~ 
as an incarnation of the Buddha of Compassion, and as supreme pontiff of 
Tibetan Buddhism which was operative throughout Buddhist Central Asia, 
was unquestionable. This social fact should have been the basis of Chinese 
policy in "Inner Tibet" as it was in "Outer Tibet", and it is directly 
to  the a etiology of the Tibetan Rebellion. 

Since the Khampas and Amdowas, who were to become the core of the 
Tibetan Revolt, were considered legally Chinese rather than Tibetan, 
various social, economic and political changes ("democratic reformsv) in 
Kham and Amdo were attempted more or less at  the same time as in other 
Chinese provinces such as Qinghai and Sichuan, around 1952-53. While 
"Outer Tibet" was granted an extension of six more years when there 
would be no reform, the Chinese tried to  force social changes into a 
segment of a whole functioning Tibetan Buddhist society, separated only by 
an artificial legality.21 In terms of a revolutionary situation, Kham was no 
more ready than Outer Tibet was for social change. The Dalai Lama was 
still considered by the population as the real incarnation of A~alokitesvar~. 
The Buddha, Buddhism and Sangha (monastic community) together 
constituted the Tibetan equivalent of God, which was still sacred. The 
definition of the social situation provided by such a value system was still 
considered valid, simply because of the lack of an exogenous source of 
change that could have undermined such beliefs prior to the Chinese 
coming and the suddenness of the Chinese "democratic reforms" which had 
no time to upset the division of labour and to  undermine the traditional 
value system. 

The Tibetan Revolt, fundamentally, was caused by the inevitable clash of 
two diametrically opposed value systems. The "democratic reforms" 
affected not only the property relations but, more importantly as far as 
the Tibetans living at  that point of time (early 1950s) were concerned, their 
value system. This calls for an insight into the Tibetan social structure and 
political institutions, all of which were premised and based on Tibetan 
B ~ d d h i s m . ~ ~  Thus, religion penetrated and ~e rmea ted  both the state and 
society. This inseparability of religion from the social system empirically 
means that there could be no social change without touching or 
undermining the religious foundation. In simple terms it would appear 
from all the evidence that, given the choice, Tibetan traditionalists opted for 
their value system that provided the definition of the social situation and 
sanctioned a political system which the Chinese Communists felt was 
unjust. The revolt was an expression of this choice. This is not to imply any 
value judgement, but merely to  analyse the Tibetan ~ e v o l t  in factual and 
functional terms. 

Given the basic functioning and equal condition of the Tibetan society as 
a whole including Inner Tibet, and in particular its value system throughollt 
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[he Tibetan world, any revolt against the system itself was ruled out. Such 
,, u n - ~ u d d h i ~ t ,  if not anti-Buddhist, act was almost inconceivable as far as 
the Tibetans living at  that point of time were concerned, since Buddhism 
had an absolute ideological monopoly. Thus there was no natural cause, 
,ither necessary or sufficient, for an indigenous revolt against the system. 
~ , , t  when a social system, and in particular the value system is functioning, 
there can be no revolt against the system, no matter how unjust others 
might think it to be, but in defence of that very system, when any power, 
external or internal, tries to tamper with it, no matter with what good 

The whole history of the development of the Tibetan Rebellion 
testifies to this. 

AS long as the Chinese did not tamper with the objectively functioning 
system and the value systems still considered sacred by the members 

of the society, as happened in Outer Tibet, there was no revolt, although the 
unprecedented Chinese presence in the country caused great resentment and 
anxiety. But the moment the Chinese tried to  alter the functioning and 
sacred social system in Inner Tibet which they considered de jure China 
proper, the revolt began. Let there be no doubt about this: the Tibetan 
Rebellion was in defence of Tibetan Buddhist values, and the political and 
sacred institutions founded upon such values. "The Khampa uprisings were 
concentrated in those regions where 'democratic reforms' were most 
widespread. These comprised the areas of Liangshan, Apha, and Kanze, 
and Beijing was forced to admit that large populations of Khampas, 
Amdos, and Guluks were involved in the rebellion."24 

It appears that democratic reforms were carried out in certain parts of 
Kham, for example, Gyalthang as early as 1953. The hero of the Khampa 
revolt, Gonpo Tashi Andrugtsang, described the hasty changes introduced 
by the Chinese and Khampa resentment against them in the following 
terms: 

In the area of Gyalthang Anthena Kham, the following year (1953), 
the local population was divided into five strata and a terror 
campaign of selective arrests (was) launched by the Chinese. People 
belonging to the first three strata were either publicly humiliated or 
condemned to the firing squads. This . . . alarming development 
reached such a state that the Chinese had destroyed thousands of 
monasteries in the areas of Bathang, Lithang, Gyalthang, Derge and 
many places in Amdo. . . . Many Lamas and monks were imprisoned 
without reason, others subjected to various ignominies or condemned 
to death after a farcical trial. . . . When the ~ e o p l e  began to learn how 
the Chinese were foisting their authority and their own system of 
government on the country, the simmering discontent against them, 
nurtured by the stories of atrocities in the east, grew into open 
resentnient and hostility.2" 
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Table 13.1 Revolts in Tibet, 1954-1987 

Date Revolt Place Estimated 

number of 
partisans 

August-September 1954 Kanting Rebellion Tachienlu 40,000 

February-March 1956 Lithang Rebellion Lithang Monastery 15,000 

June 1958-March 1959 Chushi Gang-drug Lhoka 5,000 

March 1959 Lhasa Uprising Lhasa 30,000 

2 7  September 1 9 8 7  Pro-independence Lhasa 
demonstrations 

October 1987  Pro-independence Lhasa 
demonstrations 

21 monks 

Sources: Michel Peissel, Cavaliers of Kham (London: Heineman, 1972) pp. 73-94; George N, 
Patterson, Tibet in Revolt (London: Faber & Faber, 1960) pp. 125-35; Ronald D. Schwartz, 
Circle of Protest (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994) pp. 74-1 08; Ken Herold, Tibet 
and the United States of America (San Francisco: International Committee of Lawyers for Tibet, 
1 994). 

If the revolt was in defence of the value system, it was against the reforms 
that the Chinese were trying to  introduce. This gives credence to the 
Chinese official interpretation of the revolt as one by the "upper strata 
reactionary clique"26 to  perpetuate their position, although the matter 
seems much more complicated than this. Suffice it to say that most of the 
upper strata was formally co-opted by the Chinese and the class 
composition of those who participated in the revolt cut along religious 
rather than on economic lines. The Tibetans, no matter to which class they 
belonged, were all united in their religious beliefs and supported the 
existing value system; they were more concerned with the latter than with 
economics. When the Chinese attempted to  implement "democratic 
reforms" and asked the Tibetan peasants if they would like "land reforms", 
which would necessarily involve taking away land from the monasteries 
which owned about 37 per cent of the arable land in Tibet, the Tibetans' 
answer was "No". It must be added that this was their reply then. It should 
also be noted that although there was an acute shortage of grain soon after 
the arrival of about 40,000 Chinese troops into Tibet, there was no revolt, 
only resentment. Nor was there any known peasant rebellion against the 
unjust economic disparity that   rev ailed under the old order. 

People often tend to  forget that the 1959 revolt was only the 
culmination of a revolt that started in Eastern Tibet in 1952-53, when 
"widespread fighting broke out in Kham and Amdo". According to George 
Patterson, who perhaps knew more than anyone else about the revolt, over 
80,000 rebels were involved in the initial rebellion, out of which "some" 
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12,000 were deserters from the Kuomintang. The revolt, however, died 
down "no immediate help forthcoming from either India or America, 
and because the Chinese, at  the persuasion of East Tibetan leaders, relaxed 

of immediate land reforms".27 But by 1953 a "large number of 
activists including ordinary people joined hands with the guerrillasm and the 
following year the revolt spread gradually "all over eastern and north- 
eastern ~ibet"." The New York Times in August 1954 reported, quoting 
Taiwanese sources, that "40,000 farmers took part in an uprising in East 
Tibet, which was suppressed by the 18th Chinese ArmyW.29 

~ u t  by far the most significant revolt in Kham was the one which has 
been termed "the Kanting Rebellion", 1955-56. The Chinese centra] 
authorities issued an order that "every possible means should be put into 
action to weed out the Tibetan reactionaries and exterminate the rebels". 
Anna L. Strong writes: 

The Kanting rebellion broke out in the winter of 1955-56 and took 
the form of murdering Central Government officials and Han citizens, 
there being no PLA in the area. As soon as the PLA arrived, they easily 
put down the rebels, but these fled into deeper hills and eventually 
into Chando. Arms were easy to get, for a t  least fifty thousand 
muskets and rifles had been left in the area from the warlords' battles 
between Tibetan and Szechwan warlords. . . . The Szechwan-Chando 
rebellion was basically repressed by the end of 1956, though isolated 
groups would remain as bandits as long as any monastery or until 
'local people's council' was organized. The bulk of the defeated rebels 
moved into Tibet. They were the Khampas, Sikan troops, cavalry, 
wild and undisciplined, accustomed to living by loot.30 

Nor did China deny her armed suppression of the Khampa uprising. When 
the Dalai Lama's first press statement in exile charged the Chinese with 
heavy-handed military suppression of the Kanting Rebellion in violation of 
the Seventeen-Point Agreement, China defended her strong military action 
on rigid legal grounds: that it was within de jure Chinese territory. China 
was evidently enraged a t  the Dalai Lama's "interference in China's internal 
affairs". The New China News Agency replied as follows: 

In the so-called "statement of the Dalai Lama" of April 18 [I9591 the 
"Khampa rebellion" was mentioned in an attempt to prove that the 
Central People's Government had violated the 17-article agreement 
on the Peaceful Liberation of Tibet. But the so-called "Khampa 
rebellion" [Khampa is a Tibetan word] refers to areas around Kantse, 
Szechwan Province, in the eastern Sikang-Tibet Plateau, inhabited by 
the Tibetan minority nationality. The Sikang area was not even a part 
of Tibet. Formally it was Sikang Province and later became part of 
Szechwan Province.3' 
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Although China's stand was legally sound (and although such a stand 
strongly implied the recognition of  Tibet as apart from China), it was a 
great error to  base her policy and actions on an apparent legality rather 
than on the facts of the situation. In reality, the Tibetans in Inner Tibet were 
ethnically, culturally and socially no  different from those in Outer Tibet 
(TAR); there was an objective need for policy to  treat them equally. N~ 
matter wherever the Tibetans were, in China or in India, they were al l  
united in one common objective during the 1950s: "we would rather live 
for one day and die under the Buddha than live for a hundred years in an 
abundance of food and clothing under atheist rule".32 

Thus, sporadic uprisings were widespread in most parts of Eastern Tibet 
by the mid-1950s, fighting against one common enemy but in separate 
uncoordinated pockets "for their homes, for their faith, and for their very 
race". 

And, indeed, forgetting their blood feuds and old disputes, all the 
tribes of Kham rose united against the Chinese; the ten clans 
Nangchen, those of Nakchu and Rakshi Gumpa, the Horpas of 
Kandze, the Chengtreng herders of the south and the dozen tribes 
of Markham. Even beyond Kham, in Chinghai to the north the twenty 
thousand horsemen of the much-feared Goloks of Khangsar, 
Tsangkor, Khangring and Butsang, rose up in arms.33 

A series of major uprisings started in Kham in 1956-57, moved to Amdo i n  
1958, and finally swept into Lhasa in 1959. Most fierce fighting broke out 
in Lithang, Bathang, Derge, Chando, Kanze, etc., places where the major 
monasteries of Eastern Tibet were located. Perhaps the heaviest fighting 
took place in Lithang Monastery, lasting for 64 days.34 What all this 
demonstrated was that Chinese Communism faced strong ideological 
opposition from the traditional Tibetan ideology, Buddhism. By early 1956 
Chamdo, Lithang, Bathang and Kanze were "temporarily over-run by 
Khampa irregulars" who numbered about 6,000.3s 

The Chinese determination and ruthlessness to suppress the Khampa 
uprisings in Eastern Tibet by military action, which starkly contrasted with 
their sweet reasonableness in Tibet proper (except during the 19.59 Lhasa 
Revolt) cannot be ~nderes t imated :~~ Apart from the apparent legal premises 
on which they acted, the strong military action in Eastern Tibet was 
necessitated by China's high political stakes in Central Asia. If the Khampa 
revolt could not been controlled and contained in Kham and prevented, at 
all cost, from spreading to Outer Tibet, China could not afford to ellgage in 
fighting in an extremely strategic border region where an already explosive 
situation existed. It appears that what China most feared at the time was 
foreign intervention; and i f  no decisive military action were to be taken, the 
danger to the new regime did appear real and threatening. I t  would not only 
be a huge embarrassment to the new regime but it would question the 
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whole and viability of the People's Republic that claimed to have 
been founded on the perfect equality and unity of all nationalities in China. 
~ h ~ ~ ,  "over 40 thousand" Chinese soldiers along with "29,000 trained 
militia from ~hinese-operated communes", evidently from the neighbouring 
Chinese provinces, were deployed to suppress the Khampa rebellion.'7 

~ u t  i f  the PLA were able to  end the fighting in Eastern Tibet, it was 
unable to "exterminate" the rebels. As the PLA carried on its extensive 
suppression campaigns all over Eastern Tibet, the majority of the Khampa 

who survived began to march slowly towards Central Tibet and: 

Looked to Lhasa, crying out with the blood of Tibet to the capital, to 
the holy city, to the Dalai Lama, to  the very epicentre of the world and 
of the values for which they fought, asking Central Tibet to join in 
their crusade. But once more they encountered only obstruction and 
indifferen~e.~' 

BY 1958 over 15,000 families, all rebels andlor refugees from Eastern Tibet, 
pitched their tents in Lhasa. This further intensified the already tense 
situation in Lhasa. 

If the "rebellion in Eastern Tibet were a result of local dissatisfaction 
with communist policies", as the chairman of the Chinese Buddhist 
Association declared, the Lhasa Rebellion of 1959 was precipitated by a 
series of careless Chinese actions in 1958. When Lhasa was swamped with 
refugees from Kham, the Chinese authorities tried to deport them back 
home. First, all the Chinese refugees, approximately, 1,500 were deported 
to China; next, an official census of Khampas who had sought refuge in 
Lhasa was taken, followed by an announcement that no Khampa without a 
Chinese identity card would be permitted to live in Lhasa." These 
thoughtless measures frightened the Khampas and drove them to an area 
south of Lhasa called Lhoka, where they began to  organize themselves into 
a nationalist resistance movement. So far the Khampa resistance had not 
been organized under a single centralized command: about 23 separate 
groups fought against the Chinese, defending their own villages and local 
monasteries. Now, literally driven together by the Chinese measures, and 
inspired by what Peissel calls the "epicentre" of Tibetan civilization, the 
Tibetans - who were by tradition notoriously allergic to organization of any 
kind - began to  organize themselves and try to coordinate their tribal 
fighting units into a single organization called Chushi Gangdruk, meaning 
"Four Rivers and Six Ranges", an ancient name for Kham, in Lhodrak 
(Dha[r]ma Dzong) on 16 June 1958. About 5,000 Khampa rebels including 
300 "volunteers from various parts of Tibet", were organized under the 
command of Gombo Tashi A n d r ~ g t s a n g . ~ ~  

Despite their attempt a t  organization, some of the Khampa chiefs 
deserted and "their lawless activities caused great resentment among the 
people and brought shame and disgrace to the volunteer force". What is 
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interesting, however, was the way in which the Chinese attempted to 
portray all Khampa rebels as robbers. According to Andrugtsang: 

The Chinese administration fully appreciated the potential of the 
bandit menace for creating animosity and distrust between the 
freedom fighters and the local populace. They took advantage of a few 
disloyal Tibetans and exploited them to raid and pillage to country- 
side, masquerading as freedom fighters.41 

As the Khampas moved their theatre of operation nearer Lhasa, the 
simmering discontent of the local people in Central Tibet grew into open 
resentment and hostility against the Chinese. Under this tense situation, the 
Dalai Lama and his government, whom the Chinese had so far used as an 
unconscious agent of their designs in Tibet, were under increasing pressure 
from all sides. They had an acute dilemma. By 1957 the traditional ruling 
class in Lhasa was split between those who sided with Ngapo Ngawang 
Jigme and the Dalai Lama, both of whom realistically thought that Tibet's 
future lay in collaborating with China, and those who felt, on the contrary, 
that Communist China and Buddhist Tibet had irreconcilable ideals.42 
The Dalai Lama in particular had a terrible dilemma because he had to 
openly oppose the very people who were trying to  "defend" him and fight 
for all  that he symbolized to  them. He did so because he was a realist and 
due to his non-violent moral convictions and at  the same time under 
Chinese pressure and p e r s ~ a s i o n . ~ ~  

Both George Patterson and Michel Peissel, the two leading experts on the 
Khampas, have condemned the Dalai Lama and the ruling elite for their 
collaboration with the Chinese when Tibet was in revolt. In particular, 
Peissel's criticism is unequivocal: 

A word from the Dalai Lama, one single proclamation and all Tibet 
would undoubtedly have stood up and faced the Chinese. The Dalai 
Lama's failure to  act, to  speak and to lead his people to war, is 
perhaps the greatest tragedy of Tibet's long history.44 

However, the Dalai Lama seemed to  have realized the futility of the 
Khampa rebellion against the Chinese; it was like "jumping off a cliff when 
you have eyes to see".4s To China he was an important weapon second only 
to  the PLA which China reserved as a last resort against Tibetan nationalist 
activities, regarded as anti-Chinese. Thus he officially had to sanction most 
of the "anti-Tibetan policies", dismiss his prime minister, Lukhangwa, 
condemn the Khampas as "reactionaries" and "order" them to lay down 
their arms, and outlaw the "Mimang Tsongdu", etc. 

While the Khampa rebellion has been over romanticized in recent years, 
a genuinely popular rebellion called Mimang Tsongdu (literally People's 
meetings), remains almost unknown to  the outside world. The movement 
began as early as 1954. George Patterson has written: "A powerful 
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,,,derground anti-Chinese group known as the Mimang Tsongdu (People\ 
party) came into public prominence with demonstrations, placarding of 
walls, denunciations of Chinese interference with the Dalai Lama\ power 
and the customs and religion of Tibet."46 

Mimang Tsongdu openly criticized Chinese policies, declaring outright 
that as "representatives of the Tibetan peoples they wanted the Chinese to 
leave ~ibet"." Sensing a the real danger, the Chinese dissolved the Mimang 
TSongdu and imprisoned its ringleaders, one of whom died in prison in 
Lhasa. Thus, in 1957, the Dalai Lama and his government issued official 
edicts banning the Mimang Tsongdu and depriving those Tibetans i n  
suspected of anti-Chinese activities on behalf of Tibetan nationality. The 
Tibetan government, as a rule, completely dissociated itself from the 
rebellion, though a few individual officials, such as Surkhang and Phala, 
had clandestine contact with the rebels. Thus, as the Khampas were fighting 
in Lhoka, the Dalai Lama and his government sent several delegations 
asking the Khampas to lay down arms. The ruling elite, on the whole, 
cooperated with the Chinese, some willingly, some reluctantly, as Michel 
Peissel explains: 

Apart from the leaders of the Mimang, who came to place their own 
clandestine operations at  the disposal of the Khampas, it would be fair 
to say that the majority of the influential personalities of Lhasa were 
jealous of the Khampas, and afraid of losing to  them their personal 
power and prestige. They preferred, along with the traitorous minister 
Ngabo, a certain collusion with the Chinese who had so cunningly 
maintained them in place of privilege that they could never have hoped 
to keep under a free Tibet led by the rugged warriors from the east.48 

Despite the Khampas' boastful accounts of fighting in Lhoka, they were 
continually chased, from the start, by the PLA troops. Between August 
1958 and Marchl959, Khampas engaged in a total of 14 skirmishes in the 
Lhoka area. There seems to be no end either to tragedy or to irony. All the 
Tibetan "scouting troops" were trapped by PLA units upon whom they 
were supposed to spy. It was really a series of battles between seasoned 
Maoist guerrillas and medieval crusaders, and the result was a foregone 
conclusion despite the Tibetan determination and courage inspired by their 
unshakable faith. 

Meanwhile, popular anti-Chinese feelings in Lhasa had reached boiling 
point. Since the early summer of 1958, with the arrival of increasing 
numbers of Khampas and in particular when fighting was going on in 
Lhoka, barely 40 or 5 0  miles away from Lhasa, the situation in the city 
deteriorated progressively. The enraged public went beyond the control of 
even the Dalai Lama whom they were trying to protect, defend and fight 
for. From all contemporary accounts it would appear that the whole 
atmosphere in Lhasa and Central Tibet was charged with anger, fear, 
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suspense and suspicion. Between 13 February and 25 March ~ Y S L ) ,  
monlentous events and silly episodes took place in Lhasa, a blow-by-blow 
account of which has been written by Noel Barber.4Y What was needed 
set the smouldering situation on fire was a petty incident or a slight 
provocation, and that was provided by a Chinese invitation to the Dalai 
Lama to attend a theatrical show at  the PLA Headquarters on 10 March 
1959, a date indeed, as the Chinese repeatedly claimed, was personally 
chosen by the Dalai Lama himself a month earlier.jO Tibetan 
were supposedly aroused by the timing of the invitation, which coincided 
with the Great Prayer Festival (Monlam Chenmo) in Lhasa, and by the 
Chinese insistence that the Dalai Lama and his entourage come, unescorted 
by Tibetan troops, to the PLA Headquarters - again a practice for which 
there was a precedent. What enraged the Tibetan public and created most 
suspicion were the insistent reminders which the Chinese General sent to 
the Dalai Lama when the latter was taking part in a public ritual widely 
attended by Tibetans from all over Tibet. The immediate cause of the Lhasa 
Revolt was therefore trivial and "subiective". But, as Noel Barber remarks, 
it was not so trivial to the Tibetans: 

To western eyes, the reaction of Tibetans to  these infractions of 
protocol may seem exaggerated (though one can imagine the 
hullabaloo in London if an invited diplomat chose to boycott the 
State Opening of Parliament). But one has to remember that Tibetans 
had been smarting under occupation for eight years, and if their 
emotions were exaggerated, then that is what happens when simple, 
devoutly religious people feel they have been affronted.jl 

Tibetans, under the circumstances, saw the invitation as a Chinese trick to 
kidnap the Dalai Lama and to  try to  stage a coup d'etat. But it is clear from 
my own findings that Tibetan fears and suspicions were unfounded, and 
that the Chinese had no such intentions. They planned a series of more 
subtle coups in separate instalments, as they had been doing since 1951. 

Word spread around Lhasa like wildfire and by 10 March 1959, an 
estimated 30,000 Tibetans from all walks of life had gathered around what 
they regarded as the symbol and essence of Tibetan civilization and Tibet, 
the Dalai Lama, to "protect," defend and fight for all that he symbolized to 
the Tibetans. He was the personification of their faith and their country. 
Hence, the revolt symbolically took the form of surrounding, not the 
Chinese Army Headquarters, but the Dalai Lama's palace to "protect" and 
prevent him from visiting the military theatre. It is also clear from my own 
inquiries that  the Dalai Lama was personally against this angry 
demonstration which he thought was the quickest way to self-destruction. 
But the enraged public slipped out of his control. 

What was so striking beneath this strange medieval, religious and 
folkish behaviour was a resolute and fanatical sense of anti-Chinese and 
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anti-~ommunist feeling.12 The slogans that were shouted had strong 
of nationalism: "Drive away Chinese", "Independence for 

Tibetw, etc. The NCNA communique on the revolt scornfully commented: 
&'The spirit of these reactionaries soared to the clouds and they were ready 
to take over the whole universe."" On  17 March the Tibetan rebels sent a 
usecretfl telegram, which the Chinese intercepted, to their nationalist 
organization that had been operating in Kalimpong in India since the early 
1950~. The message read in part: 

The independent country of Tibet was formed on the first day the 
second month of the Tibetan calendar [that is 10 March of universal 
calendar, the day on which the rebellion started-NCNA editor]. 
Please announce this to all. . . .s4 

What triggered violence was an incident that further suggests the anti- 
Chinese character of the rebellion. Some in the anxious crowd that gathered 
around the Dalai Lama's palace on 10 March sighted a Tibetan aristocrat- 
official who was well-known as a Chinese collaborator, and the angry 
crowd shouted at  once: "Chinese spy! Chinese spy!" He was stoned to 
death. A little later a member of the Kashag (Dalai Lama's Cabinet) arrived 
in a Chinese jeep with Chinese escorts. The enraged public at once started 
pelting stones at  the high Tibetan official, but he managed to  escape death, 
thanks to Chinese 

H. E. Richardson, who spent several years in Lhasa first as the British 
and then as the Indian Resident, writes that one of the most popular ways 
of expressing public opinion was in street songs that the people sangs6 In 
Lhasa maids who fetched water for the aristocrat-official class often sang 
lampoons about the latest follies of their masters. In the late 1950s the most 
popular song throughout Tibet was the anonymous verse: 

We would rather have the Dalai Lama than Mao Zedong; 
We would rather have the Kashags7 than Uyon Lhan-Khang;S8 
We would rather have Buddhism than Communism; 
We would rather have Ten-Sung Mag-mi" than the PLA; 
We would rather use our own [wooden] bowls than [Chinese] mugs. 

The official Chinese interpretation of all this was conveyed in the following 
cryptic remark: "What is meant by independence here is in fact to turn 
Tibet into colony or protectorate of a foreign country."60 

Hence, at 10.00 a.m. on 20 March 1959, the PLA command in Tibet was 
"ordered to take punitive action against the clique of traitors who had 
committed monstrous crime." The rebellion was suppressed after "more 
than two days of fighting". An NCNA "rough count" showed that by 
23 March, more than 4,000 "rebel troops were taken prisoner, and 8,000 
small arms, 81 light and heavy machine guns, 2 7  mortars, six mountain 
guns and 10 million rounds of ammunition were captured". Considering 
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Tibet's total population of 1.2 million, China thought the rebellion by 
"20,000 people, mostly people who were deceived and intimidated to ,,in 
inm was not very significant. But the extent of popular participation i n  
rebellion may perhaps be better gauged by the following PLA proclamation 
which appeals and "hopes" that the Tibetan public would not help the 
rebels: "We hope that all the people in Tibet, lamas and laity, will 
energetically help our army in the campaign to  put down the rebellion and 
not shelter the bandits, srrpply the enemy or provide the rebelliom bandits 
with information" (emphasis added).61 

To a large extent, religion was the basic cause of the revolt. This feature 
leads some scholars to regard the 1959 revolt as essentially "anachronisticn, 
and indeed, from a twentieth-century perspective, it is. And yet if we keep 
in mind the kind of pre-modern society that existed in Tibet before 1950 or 
even before 1959, we should not expect anything else. 

The Tibetans did not perceive the Chinese "invasion" as a threat to the 

territorial integrity of Tibet, although Tibet had assumed a distinct 
geographical entity as a separate country since the seventh or eighth 
centuries. It was seen more as a threat to their faith. The Chinese liberators 
were called brtan dgra - enemies of the faith; the Khampa guerrillas who 
led the Tibetan nationalist movement were popularly called brtan srung - 
defenders of the faith; and the main aim of the movement was the defence 
of Tibetan Buddhism as personified by the Dalai Lama. 

The religious nature of the revolt was further reinforced by the devoutly 
religious nature of those who led it. Take, for example, the hero of the 1959 
revolt. The Dalai Lama, in a foreword to  the chief rebel's memoirs 
published posthumously in India, writes: 

The Andrugtsang family for several generations has been acknowl- 
edged for its immense reverence and deep devotion to the Dharma 
(i.e. Buddhism). Every Tibetan knows the almost legendary story of 
the late Gompo Tashi sacrificed his wealth and life for the Dharma 
and the national freedom of Tibet.62 

The rebellion was undoubtedly initiated and led by Khampas, Tibet's 
warrior class, but had other participants too including most of the "Tibetan 
army of only a little more than 3,000 men",63 most of Lhasa's 20,000 
monks,64 a great number of the 10-30,000 public6' that surrounded the 
Dalai Lama's palace and of course, the 10,000 Khampash6 who had fled to 
Lhasa by 1959. In the course of the suppression of the Revolt, the Chinese 
had killed over 87,000 ti bet an^.^' 

The scope of the revolt, however, was limited by the lack of modern 
organization and communications in a vast and mountainous Tibet whose 
scanty population is rather scattered. Given the popular cause, ten-sling 
(defend the faith), the rebels enjoyed popular public support and sympathy. 
The fact that they were able to sustain their fighting against the heaviest 
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odds for about six years was a testimony to  its public support. The revolt, 
therefore, was only "national in the sense that the sentiment of the majority 
of people of Ti bet were involved" ." 

The vast majority of the 23 Khampa leaders of the Tibet Revolt were 
merchants who had made their fortune since the "liberation", as China 
kept pouring silver coins called dm-yuan into Tibet to pay the T i h t a n  
ruling class and road workers. But instead of making more money or 
running away to India safely with their silver fortunes, Khampar spent the 
Chinese money on the purchase of arms and ammunition for the 

Thousands of mules laden with Chinese silver dollars were sent by this 
route (lonely trails running southwards across the Brahmaputra) to 
Assam (India) to collect sealed cargoes of rifles and ammunitions 
purchased in great secrecy under the very nose of the Indian 
officials.69 

What political sense can be made out of this apparently baffling revolt? In 
order to have a revolt against the Tibetan "theocracy" as such, Tibetans 

have to become, as a minimum coridition, secularized; and to have 
an indigenous revolution, the Tibetans would have to become anti- 
Buddhist. The whole value system would have to lose its meaning and 
sanctity. And the Dalai Lama must be proven to  be a man, not a Buddha. As 
we have seen, the situation was far from being what the Chinese 
Communists would like it to have been. To impose revolution on a 
functioning society is like burying a man alive. In such a case one man's 
conception of revolution inevitably becomes another man's destruction. 
Hence, the Tibetan Rebel l i~n. '~  



Chapter 14 

The Political Economy of 
Communist Rule: 

Strategic Developments 
1951-1998 

Strategic affairs and defence matters are supposed to  be state secrets, 
especially in China and India. Because of their sensitive and secret nature 
they are usually not considered a proper or respectable field of academic 
inquiry. Yet I have taken an open interest in this sensitive issue since 19721 
for a number of reasons. 

I have come to  believe over the years that the brutal reality of Chinese 
Communist rule in Tibet could not be fully comprehended without 
documenting the solid strategic developments and defence infrastructures 
which have made the Communist "liberation" a reality. These are the 
projects the Communists have concentrated on for the past 25 years 
(1951-76), not on economic development. To be sure some of them, such as 
highways, can have dual use, and there has been, since the early 1980s' 
some evidence of economic benefits to the local p ~ p u l a t i o n . ~  Such benefits 
are, however, side effects of the main purpose which is military- and 
strategic-oriented. This is suggested by the strategic routes that the 
highways take and by the order in which such highways were built in the 
1950s as well as by continuing high defence expenditure on Tibet. 

Secondly, the structure of Communist domination in Tibet consists of 
two equally effective components: an organizational monopoly of control 
and command that rules out almost any public space; this tight and 
systematic organizational control is reinforced by the People's Liberation 
Army (PLA), the People's Armed Police (PAP), and local militia. The PLA 
was used in the 1950 takeover and the 1959 revolt; the PAP were utilized in 
the 1987 and 1988 pro-independence demonstrations; and the militia as a 
combat service support to  the PLA during 1962 Sino-Indian war and the 
1967 Nathula skirmishes. It is through this structural violence - a 
combination of Leninist organizational networks and the threat or actual 
use of organized force - that constitutes the substance and the mechanism 
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by which Communists rule Tibet. We cannot understand such intricacy 
,ithour first documenting the way the Chinese armed forces were stationed 
in Tibet. 

Finally, I have come to the conclusion that the Chinese emphasis on 
strategic'development in Tibet has a lot to do  with Tibet's strategic lcKation 
and the consequent Sine-Indian rivalry in Inner Asia and the cis-Himalayas 
since 1949. To that extent Tibet may be considered a victim of Sinrr-lndian 

rivalry. Seen from such a perspective, my interest in strategic 
developments in the trans- and the cis-Himalayas is pan  of my peace study 
and conflict resolution. For I have come to believe that without resolving - 
the underlying strategic contradictions no peace plan can be workable in 
the long run. Hence, I discuss the possibilities neutralizing the contested 
territory in order to have an overall peace-producing effect on Sino-Indian 
relations in particular and on Asia in general. 

Inner Asia has been of crucial strategic importance to  the dominant 
powers of East and South Asia in the past just as it is now. The domination 
of the region by either power, directly or indirectly, has been an accurate 
indication of one power's supremacy over the other. At the turn of the 
century, it was the arena of the "Great Game" between Tsarist Russia and 
Great Britain.3 And by 1950, when two nationalist regimes had emerged in 
China and India, Tibet became a matter of acute contention between the 
two c~un t r i e s .~  The critical question was: Who should occupy the strategic 
frontier region between the two giants? India submitted to  Chinese 
demands, hoping that both parties would respect the Himalayas as the 
limit of each other's political sphere and defence perimeters. 

In March 1969 a group of Indian Parliament members led by one of 
India's respected leaders, Jayaprakash Narayan, urged their government to 
make a fresh appraisal of its policy towards Tibet. They cited Tibet's 
strategic importance to the national security of several Asian countries 
including India, in these terms: "Independent Tibet is vital not only to the 
national interest of India but also to  that of the Soviet Republics of Central 
Asia, of Mongolia, of Pakistan, of Nepal, Bhutan, Sikkim and of B ~ r m a . " ~  

Whatever the magnitude of changes in the regional power equation, 
there is no doubt that the strategic importance of Tibet to the People's 
Republic of China (PRC) increased with the growing Indo-Soviet friendship, 
especially after 1971.6 In the mid-1970s the Chinese media described Tibet 
as China's "southwest outpost against imperialism, revisionism and 
reaction",' terms that were specific references to  countries then considered 
hostile to China. In Tibet, China confronted enemies No. 1 and No. 2 - the 
Soviet Union and India. 

In November 1975 the Fourth Enlarged Plenym of the Tibet CCP8 
Committee report described Tibet as follows: "Tibet is located in the south- 
west frontier of the motherland. It occupies an extremely strategic 
position." It appears that the Chinese Communists' strategic perception 
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of Tibet has not changed since the 1970s. In late 1991 a pro-Beijing Hang 
 based periodical published an article entitled "Inside Story 0" H~,,, 
CPC Exercises Strict Control Over Tibet". Citing from the Central Military 
Commission ( C h i c )  secret reports, the author's quotes are worth 
reproducing here: 

Informed sources disclosed that the CPC Central Committee attaches 
more and more importance to  Tibet's strategic value. Not long ago 
several CMC strategy experts gave another report to the CPC Central 
Committee, analyzing the strategic importance of Tibet, Xinjiang, and 
Inner Mongolia. The report maintains that with huge changes taking 
place in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, the strategic roles of 
these three regions have become particularly ~ r o m i n e n t . ~  

And Tibet caps them all in strategic value in the nuclear age. A PLA official 
was quoted, as saying, 

Tibet is the roof of the world. If we build rocket-launching sites there 
and install missiles, does it not mean that we can easily strike where 
they point. Control over Tibet enables us to  gain the strategic 
initiative.1° 

From 1950, and in particular after the 1959 Revolt, the Chinese became 
acutely aware of the strategic importance of Tibet. No  sooner had the 
Chinese People's Liberation Army (PLA) marched into Tibet than it began 
building roads. Strategic development continued there for more than two 
decades and by 1976 China's basic strategic requirements had been 
completed.ll It seems therefore that the most spectacular aspect of 
development in Tibet from 1951 to  1976 has been strategic or military. 
This is not to  deny the economic aspect: it is merely to  point out a simple 
fact, often concealed and ignored, that strategic developments overshadow 
all other aspects of the exported revolution in Tibet. 

Most of the economic assistance that China claims to  have rendered Tibet 
has actually gone into road building and other strategic developments. This 
is not surprising when we keep in mind that China used to spend about 
10-1 1 per cent of its GNP on national defence and that, next to the borders 
facing the Soviet Union, Tibet was - and still is - probably one of the most 
strategic and vulnerable regions in the PRC. The Chinese poured silver 
dollars (dayuan) into road-building projects in Tibet in the 1950s. While it 
is difficult to  know exactly how much China spent on these projects, we can 
get a rough idea if we piece together the available evidence. During the First 
Five Year Plan (1953-57), China spent $4,232 million on "transportation 
and communications" (supposedly for the whole country), which constituted 
11.7 per cent of the total development expenditure.12 There is evidence to 
suggest that a large chunk of that amount was spent on building roads into 
or in Tibet. In his book on national minorities, Chang Chih-I, who was 
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then a Deputy Director of the United Front Work Department of the CCP 
wrote: 

With respect to communications and transportation, the greater part 
of the new highway construction throughout the country since 
Liberation has been located in the frontier regions of the motherland 
and in areas inhabited by national minorities. . . . The highway routes 
involving major engineering were, among others, the following: 
~ ~ ~ ~ t i n ~ - T i b e t ,  Tsinghai-Tibet, Tsinghai-Sinkiang, Cheng tu -~pa ,  
~ ~ n c h o w - L a n g m u ~ z u ,  Kunming-Talo, Lhasa-Shigatse, Shigatse- 
Gyangtse, and Phari-Yatung." 

~t should be noted that most of the highways listed above are in Tibet 
proper and the rest in the Xinjiang-Tibet border regions. In November 
1997, Beijing stated that it had spent over four billion yuan during the past 
40 years, building roads in Tibet. Now it had decided to allocate four 
billion yuan over the next 20 years to construct and improve the existing 
roads in Tibet.14 

Objective factors dictated and continue to  dictate the strategic 
development: ( a )  the strategic vulnerability of Tibet where China 
confronted both India and the Soviet Union who had been, in Chinese 
eyes, at least since the mid-1960s in their shared hostility towards China; 
( b )  the persistent Tibetan resistance which by itself may not pose any real 
danger to the well-entrenched PLA in Tibet but always had the dangerous 
potential of inviting foreign intervention into a strategic region that could 
transform Tibet into a "Vietnam". But are such strategic preoccupations 
valid any longer in the post-Cold War era? With the disintegration of the 
Soviet Union, the Russian presence and influence has departed from South 
Asia. And the Dalai Lama has, since 1987, repeatedly called for a 
reasonable settlement of the Tibet issue through peaceful negotiations.lS 

Prior to 1950 the lack of communications frustrated repeated Chinese 
attempts, both Imperial and Republican, to gain effective control over Tibet. 
The Manchu regime tried, a t  the turn of this century, to build roads in Kham 
(Eastern Tibet) but with little suc~ess.~"he Communists realized that 
without modern communications, and in particular motorable roads, the 
enormous physical barriers would make any attempt at  the "liberation" of 
Tibet meaningless. Thus, almost immediately after the conquest of Tibet in 
1951, the Chinese began constructing highways that would link Tibet with 
China for the first time in their history. However, it was not until the Sino- 
Tibetan Agreement of 1951 and the Sino-Indian Treaty on Tibet of 1954 that 
the Chinese were able to  launch their massive road construction programme 
using a Tibetan labour force.17 By 1965 two highways effectively linked 
Lhasa with interior China. And by 1975 China had completed 91 highways 
totalling 15,800 km with 300 permanent bridges in Outer Tibet alone, 
effectively connecting 97  per cent of the region's counties by road.18 
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The Sichuan-Tibet Highway (Southern Military Road) is 2,413 km long 
and is probably the highest highway in the world. With an average height of 
390 metres, the highway crosses fourteen high mountain ranges and twelve 
major rivers, including the Salween and Mekong. Starting from Sichuani 
capital, Chengdu, it passes through most of the important places in Eastern 
Tibet, and finally reaches Lhasa. From there the highway - under a new 
name, the Xinjiang-Tibet Highway - continues on to Xinjiang, passing 
through most of the important places in Western Tibet such as Shigatse, 
Lhatse, Gartok and Rutok on the way. The Xinjiang-Tibet Highway 
extends from Yechung in Xinjiang to  Ngari in Western Tibet. It is 1,179 km 
long and the highest of its kind. 

The second trunk road, the Qinghai-Tibet Highway (the Northern 
Military Road), was completed in 195.5. Starting from Xining the highway 
passes through Amdo (Koko-Nor area), Golmud (Horak), Nagchukha and 
finally reaches Lhasa. There is a motorable road which branches off from the 
highway at Nagchukha and then joins the Drodam Highway in the extreme 
west via Taktong Naina and Dangra Tso. In the event of sabotage on the 
Sichuan-Tibet Highway (the target of Khampa rebels in the 1950s), the 
Qinghai-Tibet Highway would prove to be unreliable, especially in winter 
when heavy snowfall makes it unpassable. These conditions are too risky for 
the Chinese in view of Tibet's strategic vulnerability and their past experience 
with the Tibetan resistance.19 Furthermore, there are logistical problems 
associated with air transport in a mountainous region and the Chinese Air 
Force is too weak to cope with any protracted war on the roof of the world. 
The 2,122 km highway is paved with asphalt, and winds its way across the 
Kunlun and Tanggula mountains at  an average elevation of 400 metres. 

Recent information suggests that the Chinese have overcome this 
difficulty by completing a fourth trunk road that also links Tibet with 
China. This new trunk road, the Yunnan-Tibet Highway, starts from 
Xiagun in Yunnan Province in the south and terminates in Mankam in 
Tibet in the north, covering a distance of 664 km running through Tithing 
(Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture) in Yunnan, Chamdo in Tibet, and finally 
linking with the Sichuan-Tibet Highway leading to  Lhasa. Some 423.21 
metres above sea level, it crosses the Jinsha and Lanzang Rivers and two 
mountain ranges including the Hengtuan Mountain Ranges. Begun in 1967, 
it was completed only in mid-1976, probably because the Cultural 
Revolution (1966-69) disrupted the work. 

While these four highways link Tibet with four neighbowing provinces 
in China, there are even more complex, more useful networks of roads 
connecting all the strategic and sensitive points on the international borders 
along the Himalayas. The Sichuan-Tibet Highway has several offshoots 
which link Lhasa with south and southeastern Tibet. One such offshoot 
goes to Tsethang Lhuntse, and Chayal via Jora and then climbs Sepa, 
northeast of Tawang in India. 
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ln Tibet prior to 1973, roads were built only 
banks of the Tsangpo River (Brahmaputra), connecting the 

tjichuan-Tibet Highway to Dongdu Ma, East of Hyiti. However, by late 
1973, the Chinese were able to  overcome this bottleneck too by building a 
259 rnetre-long bridge across the Tsangpo River south of Tsela Dzong. The 
bridge, which is wide enough for two-way vehicular traffic, is only 
12.8 km from the northeastern Indian border that proved to be most 
vulnerable to Chinese attacks in the 1962 SinceIndian war. There is another 
bridge, equally large and built earlier, across the Brahmaputra. It should be 
remembered that Lhoka (Southern Tibet) was the stronghold of the Tibeta" 
rebels in 1958-59, and that Tsangpo proved to be one of the biggest 

to Chinese military mobility in the course of the suppression 
campaigns. In fact, a French observer has argued that the Chinese Army 
was able to knife through northeastern India in 1962 so easily because of 
the Chinese strategic preoccupation with the Lhoka area and the army 
concentration there since the 1959 Revolt.20 Since then, the communications 
n e ~ o r k  in the area has been further improved. 

The Sichuan-Tibet Highway connects Lhasa with Shigatse, the most 
important town in western Tibet and the former seat of the Panchen Lama. 
From there the road branches off on to three different routes. One connects 
Xinjiang with Tibet. The second leads to  the Tibet-Sikkim border (Nathula), 
taking the old trade route, and touches on the way all the old trading centres - 
Gyantse, Phari, and Dromo - in the Chumbi Valley. This area, the trijunction 
between Tibet, Sikkim and Bhutan, is of great strategic importance. 

As the British Younghusband Expedition of 1904 indicated, the Nathula 
Pass and Chumbi Valley is the route that invaders from South Asia are most 
likely to take. And the SineIndian border skirmishes on the same pass in 
1967, when the Indian forces managed to hold on to  their positions, once 
again drove home the strategic importance of the Nathula Pass and Chumbi 
Valley. It therefore appears that the Chinese strategic preoccupation since 
1962 and particularly after 1967 shifted to the Chumbi Valley ~ o m p l e x . ~ '  
A new Shigatse-Yatung (Chumbi) road complex was begun in 1967 and 
completed in 1971. The new road, in addition to  the old trade route, takes 
an  extremely rocky and mountainous route, and only "an extreme military 
necessity could have made it a realityV.22 

It is evident from refugee accounts that the Chinese are now well 
prepared to meet any eventuality. Not only was a new road colnplex built, 
which doubled Chinese military mobility in an otherwise bottleneck area, 
but the PLA concentration and other military preparations were greatly 
stepped up. In April 1972, a Tibetan refugee from Chumbi Valley reported 
that "nearly every village (in Chumbi) has a company or two of PLA 
stationed", totalling about 21,000 troops in the valley. In 1967 fourteen 
underground military installation houses, all of which are guarded by 
tanks, were dug a t  Jema in the Lower Yatung Valley.23 
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Another offshoot of the Sichuan-Tibet Highway leads to the ~ ~ ~ ~ l -  
Tibet borders via Shekar, Thingri, Nyanam Dzong and Talima. In 1965-& 
Nyanam was linked with Kathmandu, the capital of Nepal, a country with 
which China has very friendly relations. Another road from Thing, leads 
to Dokmar (in Kyedrak) opposite Solo Khumbu in Nepal. Refugee repons 
in 1972-73 indicated that  the Chinese were still improving 
communications network in this strategic area, which is close to Mustang 
in Nepal from where Khampa guerrillas once launched periodic raids into 
Western Tibet where Chinese forces were based or passing through, and 
also not too far from Ladakh, which was the second Chinese target in the 
1962 SineIndian war. The Tibet-Nepal Highway starts from Lhasa, 
passes through Dham and reaches Kathmandu. It is 736 km long. 

Shekar, the former Tibetan garrison post on the Tibet-Nepal border, has 
roads that reach strategic border areas in the northwest Himalayas, passing 
through Jorebuk, Sri Rigod-tsang, and others. The extension of this 
network forms the Western Road complex which touches Ngari on the 
Tibetan side and Ladakh on the Indian side, before reaching Xinjiang. The 
most controversial section of the Western Road is the extension across 
Aksai Chin, one of the areas in dispute in the 1962 Sino-Indian conflict. 
Work on the 1,200 km-long road across a most difficult and still disputed 
terrain was completed in 19  months with 179.2 km running within territory 
claimed by India. The strategic importance of this road cannot be 
underestimated, since "one major objective has remained unchanged since 
at  least 1956 - unchallenged possession of the vital Aksai Chin link between 
Sinkiang and Tibet" .24 

In short, four highways link Lhasa with China and another two 
highways, the Northern Road and the Western Road complexes, cut across 
the continental Tibetan plateau, running almost parallel to the Himalayan 
borderland at an average distance of 42-64 km from the international 
border. By late 1975 at  least twelve vital offshoots reached the most 
strategic points on the international borders especially the Sin-Indian 
borders. Almost all of these roads were built by Tibetan labour under 
Chinese technical supervision and most of them are wide enough for 
two-way vehicular traffic and capable of taking seven ton loads. Groups of 
ten to  twenty Tibetan labourers are posted along the important military 
roads at  intervals of every 24 km to do  repair work throughout the year. 

Roads will continue to be the most important line of communication for 
the Chinese in Tibet, as there seem to be no immediate alternatives in sight. 
However, on 7 October 1994, a Chinese official in Lhasa announced 
China's plan to construct a railway line linking Outer Tibet with China 
proper. The project requires "a total investment of over 20 billion ~uan"." 

The 208 km project was first conceived and announced in the 1950s. In 
November 1977 the project was revived and a Railway Construction 
Preparation Office in Lhasa was set up. However, in 1980, after the then 
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party Secretary Hu Yaobang's inspection tour of Tibet, the railway pmjecl 
,as dropped or postponed. as Hu rightly felt more people-oriented 
economic programmes were what Tibet needed. The 1994 announcement 

the reversal of this people-friendly economic policy and BeijingVs 
determination to construct a railway line that has a more strategic and 
integrative purpose in mind- 

There had been a debate as to  whether the railroad should be built from 
chengdu or Golmud. In the 1970s, the eastern route from Chengdu was 
favoured At that time, most Han officials were from Sichuan and they 
might have favoured a direct link with their home province. However, since 
the to Golmud was completed in the early 1980s, the Golmud route 
appears to be the obvious choice because it is closer to Lhasa. Beside, this 
route has the mildest gradient and fewest mountains on its way. 

The construction cost of the railway, estimated at  20 billion yuan, dwarfs 
all  other development projects undertaken in Tibet since 1950; it renders 
funds spent on education, health or religious reconstruction minuscule. 
Even the 62 construction projects announced for Tibet by China in 1994 
only represent 12 per cent of the cost of the railway project. The projected 
20 billion yuan might equal the total amount of financial subsidies and 
basic construction investment that the PRC has provided for the last 
40 years to the TAR. The railway might have a dual use in the long run, but 
its immediate purpose is threefold for the Chinese: (a)  it will have a vital 
military use; (b) it will allow a massive increase in population transfer; and 
(c) it will speed up the total integration of Tibet with China. 

In short, by late 1996 China had built 15 trunk highways and 375 feeder 
roads with a total length of 22,000 km.26 Another Chinese source puts the 
total distance in Tibet a t  21,842 km, of which 17,981 km, are considered 
first grade and 1,172 km second grade. A total of 374 permanent bridges 
have been In these projects, we can observe certain strategic designs 
from the Communists' priorities. Their first and foremost objective was to 
link Central Tibet, especially Lhasa with China. Thus, the Qinghai-Tibet 
and Sichuan-Tibet Highways were built with great urgency and were 
completed in 1954. After having established their control over Lhasa by 
1954, the Communists' next objective was to consolidate their power in 
Central Tibet by extending the highway networks to  Shigatse and 
Gyangtse, two important towns in Central Western Tibet. Thus, the 
Lhasa-Shigatse and Shigatse-Gyangtse Highways were completed in 
October 1955. The third phase of the road construction was to put a 
connection through to the Tibetan-Himalayan borders. The Xinjiang-Tibet 
Highway was completed in October 1957, and the Nepal-Tibet Highway 
in 1962. The Lhasa-Yatung Highway had already been constructed much 
earlier. 

After having firmly establislled their grip over Tibet through a highly 
strategic network of highways, the Chinese, since the early 1980s, have at 
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last started to  consider the economic uses of the highways. For example, as 
part of the Ninth Five Year Plan (1996-2000), China plans to build a 
Lhasa-based highway transport network using the Qinghai-Tibet, Sichuan- 
Tibet and Tibet-Nepal highways as its arteries, based on the economic 
exploitation of fertile Southern Tibet. Chinese planners further envisage a 
special southwest economic zone that links Tibet with Xinjiang, Qinghai 
Gansu, Sichuan and Yunnan. A report states that the western region is ricd 
in non-ferrous metals, petroleum, natural gas, etc., and urges the 
strengthening of communication links with the east by opening up its 

trunk lines to  the western region so as to  form a regional network. has 
recommended the development of railways, roads, waterways and airways 
to  speed up economic development of the southwestern region.2"he 
Lhasa-Lhoka highway is probably the only road built purely with 
economic intentions. 

Meanwhile, China has renovated existing highways such as the Qinghai- 
Tibet Highway, and the China-Nepal Highway. From 1974 to 1985 China 
renovated the Golmud-Lhasa section of the Qinghai-Lhasa Highway by 
making it a second-grade asphalt road. In 1991 the Lhasa-Gongar 
Highway and Lhasa-Shigatse section of the China-Nepal Highway were 
paved with asphalt.29 Otherwise, most of the highways and feeder roads, 
are mud, not asphalt, roads, built in the 1950s with great urgency - hence 
the need to maintain a permanent workforce every 15 or 20 km along the 
highways to  repair roads, especially during the summer and winter months. 

The experience of Indian aircraft in Ladakh, which has a similar altitude 
to Tibet, indicates that Chinese aircraft operating from airfields in Tibet are 
greatly restricted in their payload. For the Tibetan plateau features high 
elevation and fierce weather which includes violent thunder and hail 
storms, drifting sand and volatile air currents. These weather conditions 
pose enormous difficulties for aviation. Apart from the obvious problems of 
logistics and maintenance, the Chinese Air Force, which is believed to be 
weaker in this area than its Indian counterpart, cannot be considered well 
prepared for the protracted and large-scale operations that would be 
necessary in the event of a major confrontation. Yet the importance of 
landing facilities in Tibet cannot be underestimated; it still takes nearly 
20 days by vehicle to go from Beijing to Lhasa. In organizational terms the 
basic line of communication is by road, supported, however, by the Chinese 
Air Force. Up to 1976, aircraft have been used ~ r i m a r i l ~  to carry important 
military personnel and supplies. 

The first airfield in Central Tibet near Lhasa was built almost at the same 
time as the Qinghai-Tibet Highway - 1955-56. By 1963 twelve airfields 
were completed, most near the frontiers of Nepal, Bhutan and Sikkim 
(India). There are now 23 airfields,"' the most important of them located 
near important military and administrative headquarters. However, a n  US 
source lists ten airfields31 in Tibet. The new airfield near Lhasa has been ln 
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since 1967 and is one of the two airfields open for regular weekly 
flights between Lhasa and Chengdu. Next to Lhasa, Shigatse is the 

important PLA headquarters commanding practically all the forward 
bases near the south and southwest Himalayas bordering Bhutan, Sikkim, 
~~~~l and Ladakh. The airfield near Shigatse was built by the PLA in great 
secrecy and was completed some time in 1970. Phari airfield provides a vital 
,ir link with a strategic point bordering both Sikkim and Bhutan, and a]] 
the important forward bases in the area. Work on the "sprawling airbase 

near Gyangtse was disrupted by the Cultural Revolution, but was 
resumed in early 1970. 

Begun in 1966, Worag airfield was completed within 14 months. Since 
its completion there has reportedly been a weekly flight to  and from 
chengdu. During the 1967 Sino-Indian skirmishes on the Nathula Pass, 
the airfield was the scene of increased activity with several planes landing 
daily. Worag is the most useful airlink for PLA troops stationed in the 
central sector of the Sino-Indian border. In western Tibet, bordering Nepal 
and Ladakh, the most important airfield is a t  Thingri; it was completed 
"before 1969". Thingri is connected by road to  forward bases like Shekar, 
~orebuk, Shri Rigod Tsang, etc. Another remote airfield at Chushul, about 
112 km from Leh, the capital of Ladakh, was completed in early 1970. It is 
near the disputed Aksai Chin territory and also close to  Xinjiang. In 
Eastern Tibet, Chamdo is the most important PLA headquarters, but other 
airfields in east Tibet were more active in the 1950s when the Khampas 
were in revolt. 

A 1997 Chinese booklet on transport reveals that their aviation 
history in Tibet dates from before the early 1 9 7 0 ~ ~ ~  during which, to be 
sure, most of the airfields and helipads were built due to the situation in 
South Asia at  that time. From 1956 to  1965 repeated trial flights were 
conducted which suggested that 11-18 aircraft could adapt to highland 
flight conditions. Initially five navigation stations were set up at  Xinlong, 
Chamdo, Shading, Nagchu and Qiankexi mountain passes. Equipment 
installed at the Lhasa Aviation Station upgraded radio communication and 
navigation. From 1-3 March, 1965, 11-18 (No. 204) aircraft began 
making maiden flights, marking the opening of the Beijing-Chengdu-Lhasa 
flight route. Between 1975 and 1985 the Lanzhou (later changed to Xian) 
G~hud-Lhasa flight route operated. From November 1969 to April 1970 
the CAAC3Qn- 12 (No. 20 1) planes conducted aerial photography and 
physical testing over Tibet. The Lhasa Aviation Station was in charge of 
39 safety flights. In November 1966, the Lhasa Aviation Station was moved 
from Damshung to the Gonggar Airport. In 1985, the CAAC Tibet 
Autonomous Regional Administration was founded on the basis of the 
Lhasa Aviation Station. 

Over the past 30 years, aircraft changed from the turboprop 11-18s used 
at  first to Boeing 707s in December 1983 and Boeing 757s in August 1992. 
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The number of flight routes increased from one ( L h a ~ a - C h e ~ ~ d ~ - ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ )  
to five, with new routes leading to Beijing, Chengdu, Chongqing, chamdo 
and Kathmandu (Nepal). Flights increased from once a week at the outlet 
to 20 a week. From 1956 to  1983 aviation was essentially used for military 
purposes to back up the PLA stationed in Tibet - to transport military and 
political personnel. It was only in the early 1980s with increased tourist 
traffic, that Boeing jet services began. Boeing 707 and Boeing 757 flights to 
and from Lhasa to Chinese cities and Kathmandu (Nepal) mostly cater to 
Western tourists. 

We can observe a similar strategic pattern in the development of aviation 
on the Tibetan Plateau as we saw in road construction. The feverish road- 
building activities of the early 1950s were dictated by the military-political 
need to strengthen the Communists' grip on the Tibetan Plateau and to 
consolidate their power in Central Tibet. The spur to  aviation development 
in the 1970s was occasioned by changes in the situation in South Asia: the 
Indo-Soviet Treaty of 1971, the Indian liberation of Bangladesh in 1971 
and the merger of Sikkim with the Indian Union in 1975 were perceived by 
the Chinese as a threatening prelude to  a joint Indo-Soviet venture into 
Tibet. (It was during this period that Beijing shifted its nuclear weapons to 
Eastern Tibet.) Even now the Chinese Communists do  not deny the strategic 
or military aspect of aviation in Tibet. They, of course, reverse the order: 
"The flight route plays an important part in Tibet's socio-economic 
development and China's national defen~e."'~ 

But airfields in Tibet have more alarming uses. John Ackerly writes: 
"Between 1968 and 1973, China brought its neighbours to  the south within 
effective nuclear range by expanding existing Tibetan airfields and building 
new air bases in the Tibetan region.""-' 

China has three types of aircraft which can be used for nuclear bombing 
missions: the Hog-6 and the Hog-5 bombers, and the Qian-5 attack jets. 
The Hog-6 has a combat radius of 3,000 km and can reach the Indian 
subcontinent. Almost all of the three types of aircraft could land and take 
off from airfields on the Tibetan Plateau. 

The main military air-bases in Tibet are Gonggar (near Lhasa), Chabcha 
(in Kokonor), Golmud (Central Qinghai). Chabcha and Golmud were used 
in the early 1960s as relay points for planes to  refuel on their way to Outer 
Tibet and the Sino-Indian borders. Gonggar, which superseded ~amshung, 
has been "the primary airfield and the main centre for Chinese forces in the 
border area".36 In 1987, China had deployed a squadron of 1-7 fighters, the 
Chinese version of the Soviet Mikoyan Mig-21, to the Gonggar airfield; 
since 1985, American-made S ikorsk~ 570C Black ~ a w k  helicopters have 
used the airfield to support military operations in the area." 

A 24-year old Tibetan who was a member of the PLA and who escaped 
into Bhutan in December 1973 replied, when asked about the "exact 
strength" of Chinese forces in Tibet: 
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is impossible to estimate the Chinese occupation forces i n  our 
country because of the strict secrecy regarding anything that is 
b b m i l i t a r y "  or "defence". We were not allowed to talk about military 
affairs, and are supposed not to  know the exact strength of even our 

Tibetans in the PLA are not permitted to mix with the 
Tibetan populace. If we want to  visit another army camp, we have to 
apply for a permit.)" 

In 1975 Tibetan sources in India estimated the PLA strength to be 300,000, 
while the Indian Defence Ministry's annual report estimated a range of 
130,000 to 180,000.'~ These figures may well have been true for the 1970s 
when the Indian Prime Minister Mrs. Indira Gandhi's military actions in 
south Asia caused apprehension and suspicion in the Chinese mind. 
However, since then there has been a considerable reduction in tension on 
the SineIndian border up to May 1998. Several confidence building 
measures including regular meetings between the border commanders of 
the two sides "have been instituted and are working well". At the eighth 
meeting of the Joint Working Group, held in August 1995, the two sides 
agreed to pull back four posts, two on each side, located in immediate 

to each other in Sumdorong Chu Valley.4o This disengagement 
was completed in October-November 1995. Thus, at  the moment the PLA 
strength in Outer Tibet may be 150,000 and on the Himalayan border 
40,000.41 

The Tibetan plateau falls under the defence jurisdiction of four of 
China's seven military regions. Westernmost Tibet including Rutok has 
been under the Xinjiang Military Regional Command since it was 
incorporated into Xinjiang sometime in 1970. Amdo, incorporated into 
Qinghai, forms a military district under the Lanzhou Military Regional 
Command. Large portions of Kham are incorporated into the Sichuan 
Military District under the Chengdu Military Regional Command, while 
yet another part of Kham is under the Gansu Military District, which is 
subordinated to the Kunming Military Regional Command. The PLA forces 
in Tibet were demoted from a Regional Command to a military district in 
December 1970 and are now subordinated to the Chengdu Military 
Regional Command. This reflects a Chinese tactical shift towards South 
Asia. As we have seen, Outer Tibet has been well developed in terms of 
military preparedness from the mid-1950s. But by making TAR a military 
district the Communists might have signalled that it has no military 
intentions towards its southern neighbours. But the real Chinese strategy is 
to move forward troops, weapons, and equipment rapidly to Outer Tibet in 
case of any conflict along the Sino-Indian border. 

Lhasa is now the PLA "district" headquarters, the highest military 
authority in Outer Tibet; other important subdistrict headquarters are at 
Chamdo. Nagchu, Shigatse, Nyingtri and Lhoka. In general, Lhasa is the 
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general headquarters and directs PLA units in Lhoka (South Tibet), 
Shigatse and Chamdo direct those in Western and Eastern ~ i h ~ ~  
respectively. 

Whatever the size of the army, there is little doubt ahout the 
preponderance of the PLA in the administration of Tibet. Perhaps more 
than anywhere else in China, the PLA shared, and in practice dominated, 
local power and politics in Tibet. The PLA role can be understood largely in 
terms of Tibet's strategic importance and China's experience with the 
Tibetan resistance movement for well over a decade. 

It is generally true that in Communist political practice the line between 
"civilian" and "military" is rather blurred. But in Tibet the PLks position 
has been too conspicuous and too consistent for anyone to miss the point 
that this is not a case of a military usurpation of civilian authority but a 
definite design on the part of the Communist Chinese government. Since 
1951 and especially after 1959, it has been Army generals who have ruled 
Tibet. From 1951, Zhang Guohua was the Commander of the Tibet 
Military Region (TMR) and concurrently first secretary of the Chinese 
Communist Party in Tibet until he was transferred to  Sichuan in 1967. Tan 
Guansan, a Political Commissioner of the TMR and also Secretary of the 

Secretariat of the CCP Tibet (Autonomous) Regional Committee, was 
another Army official involved in Tibetan politics from 1951 until he was 
also transferred and, in July 1967, appointed as Vice-President of the 
Supreme People's Court. By the mid-1960s both Zhang and Tan had 
become so identified with Chinese "unrevolutionary" policy in Tibet that 
they had to  face vehement criticism from Red Guards. As a face-saving 
compromise, Beijing discretely transferred the two "local emperors" to less 
volatile regions. 

The commander of the PLA in the Tibetan Military District in early 1979 
was Ren Rong, also a general before ranks were abolished. Like his 
predecessors, he was also first Secretary of the new Party Committee in 
Tibet set up in 1971. Tian Bao, whose Tibetan name is Sangey Yeshi, is the 
Political Commissar of the PLA in Tibet, and perhaps the most ~owerful 
Tibetan in both the Army and the Administration in the region and 
probably the whole of China. He was a vice-chairman of the Revolutionary 
Committee established late in 1968, and was elected a full member of the 
CCP Central Committee at the 10th 

Tian Bao was one of the few Tibetans who joined Mao's Red Army 
during its Long March in 1935. However, since then and especially after 
1959, the number of Tibetan recruits has evidently increased. Recent 
refugees explain that because the PLA men are better paid, many young 
Tibetans are eager to join the Army. Besides. the monasteries, which used to 
absorb about 15-20 per cent of the Tibetan male population, are no longer 
open. The criteria for recruiting young Tibetans are "proletarian" class 
background and political loyalty. It should be noted that even Chinese PLA 
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used to be handpicked and given a special Tibetan orientation course 
in chengdu before entering Tibet. 

The local people's militia, ''full-time peasants and spare-time i n  
~ , b ~ ~  were first organized in 1962 at  the time of the Sinc+lndian 

Before that time, each town or village had only rudimentary public 
,ec,ity committees (midman srungskyobs) whose primary duty was to  
prevent Tibetans from fleeing the country. However, the militia movement 
,as intensified in 1971-72, probably occasioned by the Bangladesh crisis 
and the loth Anniversary of Mao's instruction on militia building. The 
Anniversary received wide publicity in China and received equally wide 

if not more, in Tibet in view of the Indian action in Bangladesh, 
which China alleged was backed by the Soviet Union. At that time there 
was a feverish exhortation to  "get ready for war". The movement was then 

active in border towns. 
~t is again difficult to  estimate the total number of militia (yul-dmag) in 

Tibet, but we can get a rough idea from the reported number of militiamen 
in three small villages around Shekar - Gyalnor, Bartso and Langtor, which 
had 130,82 and 230 youths r e s p e c t i ~ e l y . ~ ~  According to reports from Tibet, 
the Chinese have mobilized almost the entire youth population for militia 
training, which would mean that there may be half a million Tibetan 
militia-men and -women. 

In 1975 a conference on the militia was held in Lhasa where it was 
claimed that the militia had also undertaken "intensified military training to 
improve its skills against the enemy". In 1974 Lhasa's militia had achieved 
remarkable results in target shooting, using "three different types of 
infantry weapons with live ammunition and hand grenade throwing".44 
Since local militia is typically a Maoist revolutionary strategy to  mobilize 
large numbers of the local youth population for warfare emergencies, one 
might associate its decline in the post-Mao era with the modernization of 
the armed forces. This is not true. The latest "White Paper on China's 
National Defence" (1998) states, "The Chinese People's Armed Police 
Force undertakes the tasks for the maintenance of security and social order 
entrusted by the state. The Militiamen, under the command of military 
organs, perform combat service support and defence operations, and help 
to maintain social order."45 Nor is there much change in the Maoist 
characteristic emphasis on a strong army. On  21 February 1996 General 
Liu Huaqing, member of the CCP Central Committee Political Bureau 
Standing Committee and Vice-Chairman of the Central Military Commission 
visited the Guangzhou Military Region and explained to the soldiers that 
despite relative peace and prosperity in recent years, the country must still 
have a "powerful army" to  protect it.46 

The People's Armed Police (PAP) is playing an increasingly dominant 
role in Tibet with persisting nationalistic unrest there. It was the PAP units 
that suppressed the 1987 and 1988 pro-independence and pro-democracy 
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demonstrations in Lhasa. Its present strength in the TAR might range from 
15,000 to  20,000.~' A Chinese scholar has recently written that ethnic 
unrest in outlying regions continues to  pose problems for the PAP. ~t has, 
therefore, "steadily built up its forces in Tibet, Xinjiang and other remote 

in recent years to  deal with periodic bouts of separatist and 
religious unrest, and expand coordination with local military, militia, and 

3, 48 law enforcement organs . 
The relationship between the PAP and the PLA is close, though separate. 

The PLA assumes no operational responsibility for the armed police during 
normal times when the latter is supposed to  guard the "domestic frontM. 
~~t during the times of war or  national crisis, the PLA takes command of 
the PAP. Therefore, the PAP was originally designed to take over the PLA 
internal security duties so as to enable military top brass to concentrate on 
rebuilding the PLA into a professional force. In order to project a clean 
public image - whether for ideological or political reasons - the PLA would 
not be used against "one's own people"; law and order would be 
maintained by the armed police. Thus, Tibetan unrest is not a freedom 
struggle but a problem of law and order, according to this PAP design. 

Nuclear Tibet 

Speculative reports about a possible Chinese nuclear base in Tibet first 
began to appear in the world press in the wake of the Sino-Soviet clashes 
along the Ussuri River in 1969. At the time China was said to be "seriously 
considering" the transfer of its nuclear testing center from Lop Nor, which 
was thought to  be too close to  the Soviet border to survive a Soviet 
preemptive strike. However, as early as December 1968 there were reports 
of a Chinese missile base in Tibet with an arms dump. The actual transfer 
from Lop Nor to Tibet was reported to  have begun a year earlier with 
"gaseous diffusion plants for atom bombs and nuclear warhead production 
and research". The transfer was detected by American observation satellites 
even though the Chinese left a bogus installation to fool aerial detection.4y 

Four years later the speculation was reactivated by a news item in the 
Tibetan Reviewg) which was subsequently picked up by newspapers around 
the world, including those in the former Soviet Union. The report identified 
the location of the nuclear base as Amdo village in Nagchu. Since Tibetan 
refugees, or for that matter even those who managed to infiltrate into Tibet, 
would not know what a "nuclear base" is, the report was based on two 
related observations: (a )  Amdo village was guarded with the utmost secrecy 
and extreme caution; even the PLA units moving from one post to another 
were not allowed to go anywhere near Amdo Hsien, which was heavily 
guarded by "special PLA units"; and ( b )  a new "industrial" township 
(nuclear research centre?) exclusively populated by Chinese technical 
experts had sprung up in a nearby place called ~ o l m u d . ~ '  
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B~~ of course it is almost impossible to verify such reports and reach any 
definitive conclusion. In the absence of corroborative evidence, i t  is perhaps 
common sense more than anything else that makes some observers feel that 
[he Chinese have either shifted their nuclear testing base from Lop Nor to 
Tibet or have built a new base in an attempt to disperse their nuclear 
installations. If we look at  the map of Tibet and in particular at  the Nagchu 
area, we find that Arndo Hsien is surrounded by a high range of mountains 
which not only makes aerial detections difficult, but could shield any 

installations from possible Soviet preemptive strikes. Tibet has a 
huge land mass with a sparse population, and would thus pose fewer 

in the event of radioactive fallout. Lastly, the dense black clouds 
[hat cover the Tibetan atmosphere most of the year and the high mountain 
ranges that surround Tibet like a wall make the region a safe and more 
suitable place than anywhere else for a nuclear base. 

In late August 1974, the Russian Novosti Press Agency (NPA) released a 
lengthy news report that argued along the same lines as the Tibetan report 
published five months earlier. The report said: "China already has more than 
200 atom and hydrogen bombs ready for action" and that their delivery 
vehicles were deployed on "open sites, in silos and caves of the Himalayas". 
China is now capable of hitting most of the South and Southeast Asian 
countries. Hence the nuclear threat "will grow immeasurably for these 
countries after the commissioning of another nuclear center in Tibet". NPA 
also reported that the "Chinese have built powerful radar and tracking 
stations" near the Indian borders.s2 

There has been no comment from US sources, although in the past 
American satellites reportedly detected a large modern space-cum-missile 
launching station a t  Shuang Zhengzi (Inner Mongolia) and also a "missile 
tracking station in western Tibet". The existence of "massive radar" 
stations on Nagchen Ta-gyori and Phutak Zoling mountains in Zonga 
Dzong and Rutok (all western Tibet), which Tibetan refugees reported in 
1970, was confirmed by the Indian Government in November 1971, and 
even earlier by American aerial detectionss3 

The latest report published in 1993, and probably the most detailed and 
highly documented study so far with 55 pages, demonstrates that 
preceeding speculative stories were not entirely without foundation, even 
though there had been some inaccuracies with regard to the location and 
nature of nuclear activity on the Tibetan Plateau." Nuclear Tibet states that 
the Chinese top-secret nuclear facility known as the Northwest Nuclear 
Weapons Research and Design Academy (or simply as the "Ninth 
Academy") is located in the Haibei Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture. 
Qinghai (Tibetan: Amdo) Province, near the shores of Lake Kokonor. In 
other words, it is within Qinghai Province, and not within Tibet 
Autonomous Region. But the pertinent point is that it is located on the 
Tibetan Plateau with serious consequences and that too in a Tibetan culture 
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area in Qinghai. The Ninth Academy at  Haibei remains today an imponant 
and high security military weapons plant; its primary nuclear functions 
"may have been relocated". 

Haibei, as a suitable site for a nuclear research centre, was selected by L, 
Jue, who had been a deputy commander and chief of staff of the ~ i b ~ ~  
Military Region. In May 1958 Deng Xiaoping, then as CCP General 
Secretary, approved of the site and plan. By the end of that year over 10,000 
construction workers set out for Haibei on the eastern shore of Lake 
Kokonor. In 1963 key Party leaders, technical experts, and scientists from 
theoretical, experimental design, and production fields began an 
attack" to build China's first atomic bomb. In 1964, the Ninth Academy 
conducted the first 1:l model blast experiment at  a site near the facility. 

With the deterioration in Sino-Soviet relations in the late 1960s and the 
Chinese fear of a Soviet surgical nuclear strike, the Ninth Academy was 
moved to neighbouring provinces. Its various critical nuclear functions 
were gradually moved to  Sichuan province; Sichuan was considered the 
safest site for nuclear installations in the whole of China. 

Some might argue rather quasi-legalistically that the Ninth Academy is 
strictly not within what we today call Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR or 
Outer Tibet). For the Haibei Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture in Amdo, 
though a Tibetan culture area, was incorporated into the Chinese Qinghai 
Province in the early 1950s and is, therefore, a part of China proper rather 
than that of the TAR. The Communists probably knew this and felt the 
need to build a nuclear reactor in Lhasa. The plan was proposed by the 
Ministry of Energy in Beijing in 1992, which then asked the Tibetan 
officials in Lhasa to announce it as if they (Tibetans) independently mooted 
the idea. But the Panchen Lama and other Tibetan officials opposed the 
plan on grounds of finance, expertise and lack of public support. The 
Panchen Lama reportedly said: "What will happen tomorrow if  the people 
demonstrate against it? This will become one issue which will be difficult to 
control."" The Lhasa Nuclear Reactor was scrapped in its early ~hase.  

However, there is little doubt that Kham and Amdo (Inner Tibet), those 
Tibetan culture areas now incorporated into Qinghai and Sichuan provinces, 
have become the favoured sites for Chinese nuclear research and related 
activity. A major uranium enrichment plant at  Hongyuan, southern Amdo, 
now under Ngapa Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, Sichuan Province, was 
reported in the early 1980s. Hongyuan is a new town built during the last 
40 years; its inhabitants are almost entirely Han. Nearby in Ngapa Tibetan 
Autonomous Prefecture is a large uranium mine which explains why the 
enrichment plant was built there. Other uranium deposits in large quantities 
are found around Lhasa, Gannan Tibetan Autonomous prefecture in Gansu 
Province and near Da Qaidam in Qinghai Province. 

The first nuclear weapon was brought t o  the Tibetan Plateau in 1971.'~ 
The year is significant. The PRC ~erceived perhaps the greatest threat to its 
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of Tibet when, India backed by the Soviet Union, intervened in 
East Pakistan and created Bangladesh. The Chinese literally asked 

what next? So in 1971 the Chinese ~ o m m u ~ ~ i s t s  brought their 
,,,,leaf weapons to Inner Tibet and stationed them in the Qaidam Basin in 
northern Amdo, now within Qinghai Province. To the west of Haiyen, 
~ ~ i j i n g  established a nuclear missile deployment and launch site for DF-4 
missiles in the Qaidam Basin in the early 1970s. The Da Qaidam site 
( 3 7 . 5 0 ~ ,  95.1%) has two missiles stored horizontally in tunnels near the 
launch pad. Fuel and oxidizer is stored in separate tunnels with lines to the 
launch pad. The Xiao Qaidam site (37.26N, 95.18E) appears to he 
organized along similar lines as the Da Qaidam. The missiles were moved 
to both sites in 1971. Nuclear missiles are believed to be stationed only at 
Xiao Qaidam and were moved to Da Qaidam during the early 1970s 
emergency. Another nuclear missile site on the Tibetan Plateau is located at 
Delingha (37.6N, 97.12E), about 200 km southeast of Da Qaidam. This is 
the missile regiment headquarters for Qinghai which houses four associated 
launch sites. By the early 1980s a new nuclear division has been established 
on the Tibetan Plateau on the border between Qinghai and Sichuan 
povinces, in Amdo. Here four CSS-4 missiles were deployed which have a 
range of over 12,000 km, capable of striking the USA, Europe and all of 
~ s i a . ~ '  Most of the other nuclear sites on the Tibetan Plateau have DF-4 
missiles. The DF-4 is China's first intercontinental ballistic missile and when 
initially deployed in 1971 had a range of 4,800 km. I t  could still not reach 
the desired targets. During the 1970s the range was extended; the modified 
version has a range of 7,000 km putting Indian targets easily within reach. 
New Delhi is approximately 2,000 km from Da Qaidam. 

Several strategic analysts, both in the East and West have commented in 
the past on the strategic suitability of the Tibetan Plateau for nuclear 
experimenting and testing. This has unfortunately come true. In this 
context we might recall a Chinese military cadre's remark made at a 1991 
PLA conference and which we quoted at  length earlier: Since Tibet is the 
roof of the world, "our" missiles placed there can strike anywhere in the 
world. "Control over Tibet enables us to  gain the strategic initiative."'& 
Hence, China's first attempt a t  nuclear research was made in 1958 at Amdo 
(Haibei) on the Tibetan Plateau and armed in 1971 when Beijing perceived 
a serious threat from the Soviet Union and India. By the early 1970s China 
has brought South Asia and the former Soviet Union within their effective 
nuclear range and reach. 

The fact that the Maoist strategists had chosen Amdo and Kham (near 
the Sino-Tibetan border) for their nuclear sites might have other 
implications and motives, beside geographical suitability and nuclear 
safety. By this mighty nuclear act, they might have cemented and 
concretized their claims over Inner Tibet. If this is so, then they might 
not easily give up Kham and Amdo, even though these two "provinces" are 
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linguistically, culturally and socially Tibetan as Outer Tibet is. H ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ,  
there may be hope for a future negotiated settlement on the TAR. 

During the 1950s and 1960s several observers viewed the chinese 
occupation of Tibet and subsequent strategic development there as a threat 
to  South Asia, implying Chinese expansionism. This view, of course, fitted 
with the Cold War image of the type of Communist China that most people 
had at  the time. George Ginsburg and Michael Mathos were typical: u ~ e  

who holds Tibet dominates the Himalayan piedmont; he who dominates 
the Himalayan piedmont threatens the Indian subcontinent; and he who 
threatens the Indian subcontinent, may well have all of South Asia within 
his reach, and with it all of Asia."5y 

The PLA in Tibet seems to  have two basic functions: (a)  to "defend the 
frontiers of the Motherland" where it confronts both its No. 1 and N ~ .  2 
enemies; (b) t o  suppress any signs of Tibetan nationalist resistance, which 
might invite foreign intervention and which would prove doubly dangerous 
in a strategic frontier region. Thus, in view of Tibet's strategic vulnerability 
and past record of resistance, the PLA is deeply entrenched and well- 
equipped for conventional warfare to  meet both external and internal 
challenges to  Chinese supremacy in Inner Asia. 

China, backed by its great military strength in a strategic Tibet appeared 
more interested in competing against India for "spheres of friendshipv in 
the Himalayan states. The Chinese aim seems to  have been to transfer 
Tibet's former buffer functions to Nepal and, if possible, Bhutan. The 
implication is that even if China recognized Tibet as the "natural" and 
geographical limit of its power, it felt that the Himalayas alone were not 
enough to  guarantee its national security in the modern age, especially given 
Tibet's strategic location. China ideally wants a chain of small friendly 
neighbours, obviously more friendly to  it, on the cis-Himalayan region 
separating the two Asian giants. Such links appear to be its aim, not war. 
This desire is quite clear from its official attitude towards Nepal, Bhutan 
and Sikkim.60 It makes no strategic or military sense to  the Chinese to 
"liberate" the Himalayan states which are geographically within the Indian 
subcontinent. Such an eventuality would bring China face to face with 
India. Moreover, it appears that China does not want any kind of war for a 
while anywhere near Tibet that might "internationalize" the Tibetan 
situation and question. What the Chinese have encouraged, however, is 
strong independent, nationalist regimes in the countries that lie between 
Tibet and India. Such nationalist regimes functioning as buffer zones are in 
the interest of Chinese national security. 

It is with this fundamental objective in mind that China has always 
called for and supported the right to  national self-determination in 
Kashmir, Nagaland and Sikkim, while at  the same time rejecting Tibet's 
claim to such a right. The same objective has ~ r o m ~ t e d  the Chinese to 
encourage anti-Indian nationalism in the Himalayan states. Whether in a 
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birthday geeting or a congratulatory message, the Chinese message to their 
,,ighbo~rs is essentially the same: safeguard national independence and 
rerritoriaI sovereignty. Any problem in the bilateral relations between India 
and the Himalayan kingdoms used to  be interpreted by Beijing as a 

case of "a big nation bullying small nations".61 
When the PLA troops invaded Tibet in October 1950, the Himalayan 

states' reaction was one of fear and suspicion. What next? they asked 
There existed some ties between such states and the Qing 

dynasty via Tibet, and it can be argued that they formed part of the ancient 
Chinese world order known as the tribute-paying system. It was probably 
on such gounds that Mao  made his claims over the Himalayan states in the 
1930s. Since such historical claims were used to  justify the Chinese 
jiberation of Tibet, the Himalayan states naturally became fearfully 
apprehensive of Chinese intentions towards them. The anxiety of the 
Himalayan states was that after the takeover of Tibet, the PLA might move 
to the cis-Himalayan region. Thus, the political climate on the Himalayas 
throughout the 1950s and well into the late 1960s was anti-Chinese and 
pro-Indian. 

It was under such circumstances that Prime Minister Nehru was able to 
forge a common defence system embracing the Himalayan states. It was 
designed and directed against a probable Chinese threat emanating from 
the Communist takeover of Tibet. New Delhi apparently "decided that it 
was essential to reach an agreement with the Ranas before the Chinese had 
established themselves in Tibet".62 India and Nepal signed treaties of peace 
and friendship, and trade and commerce in July 1950. Although the treaties 
did not have a defence clause, they were accompanied by an exchange of 
letters which stipulated: "Neither government shall tolerate any threat to 
the security of the other by a foreign aggressor. To deal with any such 
threat, the two governments shall consult with each other and devise 
effective  countermeasure^."^^ Article 5 of the treaty granted the Nepalese 
government the right t o  import "arms, ammunition or warlike materials 
and equipment necessary for the security of Nepal" through India, a right 
which the British Indian government had denied Kathmandu. Thus, Nehru 
declared in March 1950, that "we cannot tolerate any foreign invasion 
from any foreign country in any part of the Indian subcontinent. Any 
possible invasion of Nepal would inevitably involve the safety of India."64 

In 1951, New Delhi signed a treaty with the Maharaja of Sikkim 
retaining that state as a protectorate, whose defence and foreign affairs 
came to be handled strictly by India. In 1958, Nehru made a personal visit 
to Bhutan to  discuss with the Bhutanese king Wangchuck, the common 
policies to be pursued by their respective governments. He suggested that 
Thimphu accept Indian aid and, among other things, start constructing a 
road connecting India with central and western Bhutan which would have 
strategic and economic significance. "By and large, the Bhutanese shared 
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the Indian prime minister's concern over the strategic and securily 
implications of a Chinese-controlled Tibet."6s 

After their initial shock from China's absorption of Tibet 
necessitated the preceeding defence arrangements with India, the 
Himalayan states gradually realized that the Chinese presence was limited 
to the trans-Himalayan region, as indicated by the Sino-Tibetan Agreement 
of 195 1 and Sino-Indian Treaty of 19.54 (on Tibet). Such trends were most 
reassuring to  the Nepali elite in particular who were the first to comprehend 
the Chinese limited intentions in Inner Asia. Once they realized that the 
Chinese had no intentions of exporting liberation beyond Tibet and that 
they instead sought to  make the Himalayan states strong, independent 
nationalist states, acting as a buffer zone between New China and New 
India, the Himalayan states - Nepal in particular - began to enjoy the 
Chinese conferred position. They had learnt from history that when Tibet 
was made the buffer zone, all the Himalayan states became subordinated to 
the British imperial system in South Asia; they subsequently enjoyed little 
autonomy in external and defence matters. The new role envisaged by 
Chinese Communists promised full independence vis-a-vis the dominant 
South Asian power. This pleased the Himalayan states, who were tied to 
India in various ways, not only during the British Raj but to independent 
India since the Communist takeover of Tibet. They began to cash-in on 
their newly acquired strategic importance with varying degrees of success. 
Nepal has had some success in gaining a greater degree of independence 
from India by exploiting the Sino-Indian rift and by occasionally playing 
the two giants against each other. The late Chogyal of Sikkim tried to 
emulate the Nepali pioneering example in the late 1960s and early 1970s, 
but was caught out in the process. Bhutan, however, seems to have been 
more cautious, being aware of the risks involved in this delicate balancing 
game. But if Thimphu moved from isolation to dependency on India after 
1960, there is no guarantee that this position will continue in the face of 
Chinese encouragement t o  play a more autonomous role." In this respect 
we should note that the Chinese delegates to the Sino-Indian boundary 
talks in 1960 refused to deal with Bhutan-Tibet border when the Indian 
side raised the issue, thereby questioning New Delhi's "special relationship" 
with Bhutan. Beijing preferred to  discuss the Sino-Bhutanese border issue 
directly with Thimphu, and lately, several rounds of such talks have been 
held in their respective capitals. Such actions are calculated to encourage 
more autonomous actors in the cis-Himalayan region. Hence, the 
Bhutanese elite began to  give a new interpretation to the 1ndo-~hutanese 
Treaty of 1950: Bhutan can consult New Delhi on external matters hut is 
not obliged to  implement such guidance. 

Although there has been a surprising degree of convergence of political 
interest between the Himalayail states and China, the transformation of 
popular anti-Chinese attitudes in the Himalayas, prevalent during the 1950s 
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and 1960s, into friendly postures, owes in no small measure to the Chinese 
diplomatic effort in the region. Chinese policy has been intensive and 
persuasive. It has three essential components designed specifically for the 
~ i ~ ~ ] ~ y a n  situation. First, the Chinese have made i t  clear on numerous 
occasions and in various indirect ways that the People's Republic of China 
had no intention of extending its power beyond Tibet. The Himalayan states 
have nothing to fear from New China; instead - and this is the second a s p a t  
of their policy - beware of their southern neighbour, India's special 
relationship with the Himalayan states was indirectly questioned. Thirdly, 
the Chinese Communists never allowed their ideology to interfere in their 
relations with the Himalayan states. They showed little inclination to export 

to the Himalayan states, even though the latter are as feudal as 
Tibet and, therefore, in need of liberation. This ideological non-interference 
contrasted sharply with that of democratic India. Lastly, we may mention 
China's economic assistance, of which Nepal has been the major reoipient.6' 

In an historic sense, by 1950, India had lost the ideological and strategic 
battle to China in Inner Asia, a continental area where Buddhism had 
reigned supreme for centuries and which used to be the British Raj's 
exclusive sphere of influence. With Tibet under its complete domination, 
China now finds itself militarily in a stronger and more strategic position 
vis-a-vis India; diplomatically, too, it has been in a favourable environment 
with considerable scope for diplomatic manoeuvring in the Himalayas. In 
such a situation, the major "peaceful" function of the Tibet-based Chinese 
Army is to support Chinese diplomatic initiatives in the Himalayan region. 
Thus, under the constant shadow of a well-entrenched and well-disciplined 
Army in Tibet, China confidently and adroitly pursues its competitive 
diplomacy and tries to  build its own "spheres of friendship" in the cis- 
Himalayan region. Its ideal and, therefore, long-term goal appears to be 
this: to encourage actively the emergence of independent buffer states in the 
cis-Himalayan region between itself and India, with the hope that they will 
be more friendly to  China than to its adversary, India. What seems to be 
China's aim, in more immediate and concrete terms, is to combat the Indian 
influence in the region and prevent the possibility of the Himalayan states 
becoming forward bases for any attacks against "China's Tibet", like 
Nepal's Mustanghs 

What accentuated Sino-Indian rivalry along the cis-Himalayan region, 
however, was the Soviet influence in the subcontinent; and in this sense, the 
rivalry may be viewed as one of the functions of the Sino-Soviet dispute. In 
such a context, it is instructive to  recall the "Great Game" played between 
Tsarist Russia and Great Britain in the same region at  the turn of the 
twentieth century. 

Although it is difficult not to  view the Soviet concern in the Himalayas as 
an  extension of the Sino-Soviet dispute, Russian interest in Central Asia 
seems to run deeper than mere exercises in a new Cold War. Specifically, 
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Soviet interests in Tibet seemed to  be threefold. At a propaganda level, 
Moscow found the question of Tibet an outstanding example of how 
Chinese "chauvinists" mistreat small nationalities, thereby proving that 
Maoists have deviated from the Leninist principle of nationalities. B~~ what 
added weight to  this battle of words has been Russian national interests. 
one of the principal countries neighbouring Xinjiang, the Soviet Union has 
national interests and high strategic stakes in Inner Asia, which is now 
dominated by China. And what lent credibility to this idea, from a Chinese 
point of view, was the close Indo-Soviet cooperation and friendship, since 
both powers have vested interests in an independent Tibet. It should be 
noted that China saw the Soviet Union behind Indian initiatives and 
actions, both in Bangladesh and Sikkim. AS far as the continued occupation 
of Tibet is concerned, the Chinese fear of India did not stem so much from 
New Delhi as from Moscow, and the Soviet media during the 1970s has 
given Beijing enough cause for apprehension. Russian reports on Tibet, 
both in broadcasts and the press, have characterized Chinese rule in Tibet as 
"colonial" and  an-cha~vinistic"."~ The Literaturnaya Gazeta even 
characterized the Tibetan resistance movement as the Tibetan "people's 
national liberation struggle".70 

However, the likelihood of China attacking India in the near future, 
though widely speculated in the summer of 1987, seems remote for a 
number of reasons. First, with improvements in Sino-Russian relations, 
Beijing does not perceive any danger from India. This assessment is very 
different from that of the early 1970s when India, backed by the Soviet 
Union, engaged herself with the liberation of Bangladesh and the merger of 
Sikkim with the Indian Union. Such concerted Indo-Soviet cooperation 
constitutes, according to  the Chinese perception, a probable danger to the 
Chinese occupation of Tibet. 

The sense of security that China now feels is not confined only to her 
southern neighbour; it is reflected in the overall Chinese position in the 
world as a whole. This is in no small measure due to China's improved 
relations with the USA and Russia. Thus, since 1980, China's announced 
defence budget dropped from over 6 per cent of GNP to less than 3 per cent. 
Other measures include the reduction of the People's Liberation Army by 
one million, the General Staff Department by one half and the elimination 
of four Military Regional Headquarters." There is, however, no evidence of 
any reduction in number of Chinese armed forces in Tibet, which may be 
due more to  a need to suppress ~oss ib le  domestic rebellion than to any 
anticipated external danger. 

Secondly, as long as the Tibetan ~ e o p l e  are not reconciled with Chinese 
rule in Tibet and continue to  remain resentful of the Chinese presence on 
the plateau, it is not prudent for China to  get involved in a border war with 
India. Such a war might prove to be like fighting two wars simultaneousl~: 
one against an external foe and one against a resentful ~opulation.  That 1s 
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part ly  why China quickly withdrew and declared a ceasefire in 1962 after 
two weeks of fighting. Similarly after the crushing defeat of the Tihetan 
troops in Chamdo, the PLA called Lhasa for talks. As long as the Tiberan 
population remains uncooperative with the PLA in Tibet, China cannot 
rationally afford to engage in any protracted war with India. 

Judging by recent events, we can predict that the situation in Tibet 
(i,e. the Tibetan population resentful of the Chinese presence) is likely to 
remain unchanged in the foreseeable future. If this is so, then the likelihood 
of any potracted Sin-Indian war is ruled out for some time to come. This 

is largely based on the current history of Tibetan resistance 
Chinese domination. Tibetan resentment sometimes lies dormant 

and sometimes surfaces, depending on the Chinese policy in Tibet, but it 
nevertheless seems to be persistent. The paradox of this popular resentment 
which might perhaps explain its veracity, is that it expresses itself during a 
period of leniency and relative freedom. In the 1950s, Chinese rule was 
characterized by an extremely liberal policy and yet resulted in the 1959 
rebellion. Since 1980, the pragmatic Chinese leadership publicly acknowl- 
edged the Red Guard excesses in Tibet and introduced a liberal policy 
reminiscent of the honeymoon period in the 1950s. Again, this relative 
freedom was used to revolt against the Chinese rule in late September and 
early October 1987. The manner and timing of such anti-Chinese revolts 
indicate that the Tibetan population at  large is far from being reconciled to 
Chinese rule; no amount of appeasement on the part of the Chinese rulers 
has so far satisfied fundamental Tibetan resentment against unprecedented 
Chinese dominance in Tibet. Such a situation might remain unchanged in 
the foreseeable future. 

Thirdly, we must examine the argument often heard in Indian defence 
circles: "The India of today is not the India of 1962." This is true for both 
sides. As we have seen, most of China's development projects during the 
past two decades, which she projects in her propaganda as being for the 
Tibetan population's benefit, are primarily defence- and strategy-oriented. 
Technically speaking, therefore, China in Tibet is much more prepared 
today than it was in 1962. But because of its traumatic defeat in 1962, India 
has spared no effort and resources to  modernize the Indian Army and build 
strategic roads all along the Himalayan border region. The 1967 Nathula 
skirmish between India and China may be considered as a test for 
comparative defence preparedness under Himalayan conditions. The Indian 
side firmly resisted and held their position. When they found that the Indian 
Army was prepared and demonstrated a will to  resist, the PLA withdrew. 
Since then (1967), there have been no border clashes between China and 
India. 

In this context, we should briefly review the comparative military 
performance records of the two Armies in their respective fields. Despite 
their great past reputation, the PLA had not done so well in the Korean war 
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(19.50) nor in their recent attack against Vietnam (1979) as they did i n  the 
anti-Japanese war and the subsequent civil war in China. ~ ~ ~ t i ~ ~ l ~ ~ l ~  
noteworthy is the PLA's poor performance in war against small Vietnam, 
And if this can be taken as any indication. there may well have been, as 
many observers suspect a slight decline in PLA morale since their heroic 
days. On  the other hand, the Indian Army has, since 1962, witnessed more 
active service than the PLA. Though Pakistan cannot be compared with 
India in terms of its size and resource-base, the Indian Army performed 
quite well in Bangladesh (1971) and on the western front (1947/1965). 
However, in the event of any possible war under Himalayan conditions, the 
Chinese with military bases in Tibet are obviously in a logisticalIy more 
advantageous position. If this acts as a restraining factor against any Indian 
adventurism, the hostile Tibetan population performs the same function in 
the case of Chinese adventurism. 

If an aggressive war is ruled out, what is the motivation of the 
unprecedented Chinese military build-up in Tibet? As it stands now, 
the motivation behind Chinese strategic development in Inner Asia and the 
function of the PLA concentration in Tibet appear to be designed with a 
threefold purpose: (a )  to defend the Sino-Indian frontier where, in B e i ~ i n ~ ' ~  
view especially during the 1970s, China confronted Indian and Soviet 
power acting in concert; (b )  to  suppress any signs of the Tibetan nationalist 
movement which might invite foreign intervention; (c) to ensure and 
encourage the emergence of anti-Indian nationalist regimes in the cis- 
Himalayan region, hopefully encouraging them to  be more friendly towards 
China than to  its adversary. 

Apart from the controversial Sino-Indian border war of 1962, the 
political situation in the trans- and cis-Himalayan region following the 
Communist takeover of Tibet in 1950 has been characterized by intense 
Sino-Indian rivalry in the remote region. If the Chinese Communists 
"liberatedv Tibet, Sikkim "merged" with India in 1975. If Aksai Chin is 
under Chinese control, the disputed NEFA was transformed into 
Arunachal Pradesh in 1987. If Chinese influence is stronger in Nepal, 
Indian influence is stronger in Bhutan. Because of such intense rivalry in 
this vital strategic region, the prospect for a final resolution of the Sino- 
Indian border dispute seems remote; it might stalemate for some time to 
come. 

The second aspect of Sino-Indian rivalry, at  least since the early 1960~, 
has been characterized by mutual interference and involvement in each 
other's domestic problems. China supports the Pakistani stand on the 
Kashmir dispute. Although India recognizes Tibet as part of China, Beijing 
still refuses to  recognize Sikkim's merger with India. There is evidence of 
Chinese involvement in Naga insurgency and the ~ a x a l i t e  movement. 
China is also extending her influence in Myanmar. Because lndia is a n  open 
society and China a closed one, New Delhi has been in a comparatively 
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in this respect. The only way in which India can play in this 
game of mutual interference is ro use the Tibetan card. 

sino-Indian rivalry is not confined only to the Himalayan region; it was 
intense in Africa in the 1960s; it continues even today In South and South 
East Asia. I am inclined to think that such rivalry springs from their past 
and present situations in Asia. Historically, it was lndic Buddhism that 
posed the only intellectual challenge to  Confucian hegemony in East Asia 
for centuries. Economically, since modern China and India are in similar 
stages of economic development, their economies are not complementary to 
each other but are competitive. Politically, the two new nations have rival 
ambitions of being leaders in the Third World, as characterized by Candhi 
and Mao, Nehru and Zhou Enlai. Above all, the PRC continues to perceive 
any gowth of Hindu power in South Asia as essentially inim~cal to China's 
security and power ambitions in Central Asia in particular and Asia in 
general. What, therefore, makes for continued Sino-Indian rivalry in the 
future is this: similar past glory, similar scales of economic potential, and 
similar power ambitions in Asia. Neither side seems to be willing to submit 
to the other. This is the seed of rivalry. 

One of the conclusions that emerges out of our analysis is the fairly 
consistent Chinese strategic thinking that envisages a new buffer zone along 
the cis-Himalayan region. If this is so, then it raises a more general 
question. Is the concept of buffer state still relevant in an age of de- 
colonization and nuclear weapons? Ideologues in post-independent India 
dismissed the concept as an undesirable legacy left by British imperialism. 
On the other hand, the Chinese Communist strategists think, as our analysis 
demonstrates, that a buffer zone between two great rival powers is 
strategically necessary to  the overall national security of China. In this sense 
the Marxist-Leninists have tended to  show a sharper perception of strategic 
thinking than some others have. Here we might recall how the nascent 
Soviet regime virtually created the People's Republic of Mongolia, whose 
historical relations with the Chinese Empire were in many respects similar 
to Tibet's, as a new buffer state between the Soviet Union and China. It is in 
this sense that India has suffered, since 1950, the ultimate loss in the 
strategic game - the Chinese occupation of Tibet. The British Raj used to 
have two layers of defence along the 2,000-km long northern frontier: the 
outer rampart (Tibet) and the inner rampart (the Himalayan states).72 With 
the capture of the outer rampart, often described as the Himalayan 
piedmont, China, since 1955, has been attempting to create a new buffer 
zone along the inner rampart which is next to India's doorstep. Thus, we 
can conclude that the concept of a buffer state is not culture bound, in the 
sense confined to  the era of imperialism; it is dictated by geopolitics and 
the near-sy~nmetry of great powers which seek to  create structures of peace 
in mutual interest. This is the basic strategic conflict between India and 
China. The Indian elite now feel that the necessary buffer ought to be Tibet; 



Tibet in Communist China 

and China behaves, both in word and in deed, as if it believes that the new 
buffer line should be the cis-Himalayan region.'" 

But the main conclusion that emerges from of this chapter is not an 
alarmist one, although the potential for conflict cannot be ruled out due to 
the constant rivalry that  characterizes Sino-Indian relations. our 
endeavour has been to  do  a comparative analysis of Chinese and Indian 
strategic thinking as manifested in their attitudes towards Tibet and the 
Himalayan states over a 5O-year period (1947-97). Our findings rend to 
challenge conventional wisdom. The Chinese Communists who are 
supposed to  be revolutionary are, surprisingly, found to have been 
practising strategic doctrines associated with imperialism. Their strategic 
doctrine is akin to  that of the British imperial strategists, albeit suitably 
modified to  enhance their national security vis-a-vis India. Today Beijing 
finds itself in exactly the same advantageous position that British India 
occupied vis-a-vis China in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. Since 1951, Tibet has become, for all practical purposes, the 
inner Chinese rampart where no external intervention is tolerated. And 
since 1955, China has been in the process of creating an outer rampart out 
of the Himalayan states. 

Undoubtedly, Chinese strategic thinking, backed by unparalleled 
military strength, is much sounder than Indian counterpart in terms of 
national security. As we have seen, the first generation of Indian leaders, 
imbued with romantic idealism, dismissed the notion of buffer zones as an 
undesirable legacy of imperialism. Instead, they sought to reduce the 
external threat to national security by building friendly relations. However, 
the Indian experience since 1962 would suggest that national security 
cannot be purchased with friendship, no matter how desirable it is. The 
so-called security dilemma forces the arms race which goes on almost 
everywhere despite universal protest. 

Chinese strategic thinking began right from the inception of the People's 
Republic of China in late 1949. Since then, there has been very little change 
in their strategic vision; over the subsequent years they have constantly 
rationalized their strategic means to enhance national security. We attribute 
such sound strategic thinking to the Marxist-Leninist tradition which is 
steeped in techniques of revolutionary strategy and tactics. Whereas, in 
India, strategic thinking is confined to  a small professional elite community, 
in a Communist society like China, strategic thinking is inculcated in every 
sphere of life like a popular mode of socialization. During the revolutionary 
struggle, especially guerrilla warfare. strategic thinking is called forth daily 
to calculate the forces for or against revolution. After revolution, a nascent 
Communist regime usually drew a hostile international reaction which 
again called for strategic thinking. Above all, Leninism and Maoism have 
reduced the class struggle to a strategic manipulation of subjective forces to 
achieve revolution. Thus, even to  this day, every Communist Party Congress 
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document in China begins with a strategic analysis of international forces 
and puts given national goals into such a strategic context. 

~t is that strategic thinking is very much a part of Communist 
for which the non-Communists have no equivalent. HOW elx 

can we explain the deep concern shown by Communist leaders for their 
states' national security from so early on, when they should have been 
imbued with revolutionary fervour? Finland was granted independence 
because it was conceived as a necessary buffer between Scandinavia and 
the Soviet Union. The People's Republic of Mongolia was carved out of the 
Chinese Empire as a necessary buffer between the Soviet Union and 
communist China. Similarly, after World War 11, Stalin conceived Eastern 
Europe as the necessary buffer zone between the Soviet Union and Western 
powers. The same strategy can be seen in China's military action in Tibet 
and friendly policy towards the Himalayan states. 

We have described the Chinese Communist-initiated strategic develop- 
ments in Tibet during the last 47 years, and drawn their implications to 
Tibet's future, to  Sino-Indian relations and to  the political status of the 
Himalayan states. However, India's nuclear tests on 11 May 1998 might 
affect what has been said here. It appears that the conventional arms 
build-up on both sides of the Himalayas might no longer be a warless 
rivalry between China and India. A nuclear arms race might ensue which 
could transform the traditional rivalry into conflict, given the unresolved 
contentious issues pending in Sino-Indian relations. Given such an 
eventuality, Nepal and Bhutan may not continue to  enjoy the political 
benefits conferred by the Chinese occupation of Tibet. Their buffer status 
might come under a nuclear cloud. In such a dangerous situation, what 
would be the possible alternatives for easing out the possibilities of a 
nuclear war? What makes such a fearful question pertinent is the fact that 
just as Hindu India is determined to  become a nuclear state, Communist 
China opposes it doing so with an equal determination which might spill 
into Sino-Indian relations, engulfing the Tibetan Plateau and the 
Himalayan states in the process. 

We need to understand why China strongly opposes India's nuclear 
 explosion^.'^ Apart from the various dimensions of Sino-Indian rivalry 
described earlier, nuclear India might have upset Communist China's neat 
strategy for the twenty-first century. 

When Beijing said on a number of occasions before 11 May 1998, that 
China was interested in peace and stability, which are the prerequisites for 
economic development, it was probably true. All this was uttered, it seems, 
with almost cocksure confidence in their national security, both nuclear and 
conventional, as well as of their predominant position in Asia, which the 
Western powers and the USA in particular, have tended to encourage. Thus, 
the White Paper on China's Natiorral Defence (August 1998) repeats three 
times the need to  "subordinate work in defence to and in the services of 
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the nation's overall economic c o n s t r u ~ t i o n " . ~ ~  This was premised upon the 
security that China had found all around her borders: "The 
security situation in the Asia-Pacific Region is relatively stablesw On the 
China-Central Asia borders (the scene of 1969 Sino-Soviet border clashes) 
Beijing achieved a remarkable result in April 1996. China, Russia: 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan signed an agreement which 
stipulates that military forces deployed in the border areas shall not be 
used to attack each other; that each party shall refrain from staging military 
exercises directed against the other; that there shall be restrictions on 
military exercises in terms of scale, area and the number of such exercises; 
that all the important military activities of one party in the areas between 
the border and 100 km from the border line shall be notified to the other 
which shall be invited to  observe the troop exercises, etc. In short, a peace 
treaty on the 800 km long border was established. 

In November 1996, China and India reached a similar agreement on the 
Sino-Indian border in the Himalayas. The agreement provides that each 
side should not engage in military activities that threaten the other side or 
undermine the peace, tranquility and stability of the border areas; that they 
should strictly respect and observe the Line of Actual Control (LAC) in the 
border areas and neither side should overstep the LAC in their activities 
  ending an ultimate resolution of the boundary question, etc. So, the 
Himalayan 3,200-km long border, the scene of the 1962 Sino-Indian 
conflict, was stabilized until May 1998. 

On  the nuclear front too, the PRC had appeared to be a confident and 
contented conservative status quo nuclear power. As a permanent UN 
Security Council member and one of the five nuclear club members, 
Beijing's nuclear hegemony in Asia, though subtly implicit, seemed assured 
in the twenty-first century. In 1994, China and Russia agreed on no first-use 
of nuclear weapons and detargeting of strategic nuclear weapons against 
each other. In the same year, China presented a draft for the Treaty on the 
no  first-use of nuclear weapons to  the USA, Russia, Britain and France. In 
June 1998, President Bill Clinton and President Jiang Zemin agreed not to 
target each other with the strategic nuclear weapons under their respective 
contr01.'~ 

Thus, there is good reason for the PRC appearing so confident before 
May 1998 and so upset after that. In the pre-May 1998 global balance of 
power in Asia in particular and the world in general, China had occupied a 
very favourable position with most of their security ~roblems under 
control. Under such favourable conditions, Beijing's strategy had been to 
concentrate on economic development so as to  make its superpower status 
in Asia ambition a reality in the twenty-first century. China might have 
calculated that to  immediately strengthen its nuclear weapons, a status 
already recognized by the West, might alarm its neighbours and Western 
powers. Instead a focus on economic development in the post-Cold War era 
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would send the right message. Meanwhile and in so doing, China would 

P ,,pare herself for twenty-first century Asian leadership through economic 
and political development which ~ o ~ l d  make her present claim a near- 
future reality. This neat and rational calculation has been upset by India's 
nuclear explosions in May 1998, an event which seems to challenge China's 
nuclear monopoly in Asia. If I understand the neo-Confucian strategists, 
they do not do what appears obvious and direct. With their mandarin 
finesse they strategize indirectly and subtly. 

Ir is possible that there might be, following India's nuclear tests, a 
and reconfiguration of powers in Asia and the West. But in 

more immediate and concrete terms, China's two perennial problems, 
Taiwan and Tibet, might be reactivated in the process. The White Paper 
described the security situation in East Asia as "relatively stable"; 
66relatively" because of the unresolved Taiwan problem. It therefore warns: 
"The issue of Taiwan is entirely an internal affair of China. Directly or 
indirectly incorporating the Taiwan straits into the security and cooperation 
sphere of any country or  military alliance is an infringement upon and 
interference in China's ~overeignty. ' '~~ What develops in this regard might 
largely depend on nuclear India's relations with Japan, South Korea and 
Taiwan. 

In any case, the nuclearization of the Tibetan Plateau and India will 
have a profound effect on the Tibet issue. Tibet is thereby transformed into 
a nuclear launching pad, and there is an urgent need to  make the TAR, at  
least, a nuclear free zone, creating along with Nepal's nuclear free zone, 
which China supports, an enlarged nuclear free area in the Himalayas. 
Otherwise, the danger of a nuclear strike, targeted or accidental is not 
remote. The Chinese Communists have condemned India's nuclear tests in 
no uncertain terms, probably for the reasons explained earlier, and it has 
already affected the Sino-Indian relationship. In June 1998 the Indian 
Expert Group of Diplomatic and Military Officials had a two-day meeting 
with their Chinese counterparts in Beijing. "The Chinese side is 
understood to have point blank refused to stick to the agenda and both 
days went in sharp exchanges over India's nuclear tests."7s The annual 
meeting of the Joint Working Group set up since Rajiv Gandhi's 1988 
China visit should have been held in Beijing before the end of 1999, but 
China "seems to have decided not to  play ball for the moment, leaving 
New Delhi dangling and anxious about the future of the JWG".'9 All this 
indirectly affects the Tibet Question because the disputed status of Tibet 
and the Tibeto-Indian boundary question are, directly or indirectly, the 
core issues woven into the very structure and history of Sino-Indian 
relations.80 

Beijing's main concern is whether or not India will decide to deploy their 
nuclear weapons. If New Delhi decides to deploy along the Sino-Indian 
border, which seems likely, according to the Vajpayee Government's threats, 
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then China might also decide to do  so more openly and actively. john 
Ackerly has documented. China's "Los Alamos" is on the Tibetall Plateau, 
and India is well within its nuclear reach. 

Seen from such a perspective. a nuclear arms race is more likely to be 
between India and China, and is less likely between India and Pakistan 
because the latter, due to  its limited resources, cannot keep up. other 
supporters, such as China, might find it too costly to continue to aid 
Pakistan in a nuclear arms race with India. It might be as effective for China 
to confront and concentrate on India directly rather than through an  
expensive proxy nuclear race. If such a reading is correct, then the nuclear 
danger involving the Tibetan Plateau, the Himalayan region and South Asia 
is real. The nuclearization of the Tibetan Plateau and South Asia is sure to 
increase tensions along the Sine-Indian border; it might trigger a nuclear 
arms race and the possibility of a nuclear conflict cannot be ruled out, given 
the  ending, emotive, contentious issues between the two sides. 

Faced with such grave dangers to  regional peace, the responsible task 
an area specialist with an interest in strategic studies is not to instigate war. 
Rather it is to research and present relatively objective or realistic structural 
suggestions that minimize the chances of conflict. 

Nuclear China is a well-recognized fact all over the world now, and that 
is why Beijing perceives India's nuclear tests as a challenge to its nuclear 
dominance in Asia. But India's recent nuclear explosions are a new reality 
which, though not on the same scale as China's capability at  present, have 
to  be recognized and taken into account when we propose any enduring 
peace plan. 

What makes the nuclear arms races in Asia so dangerous, is the sheer 
proximity of the Chinese and Indian nuclear sites. When nuclear weapons 
were placed in the former Soviet Union and the USA, geographically long 
distance from each other, the nuclear crisis could be managed. But when 
Russian nuclear missiles were moved to  Cuba, a serious nuclear crisis 
immediately ensued. At present the Chinese nuclear sites in Tibet are 
roughly 2,000 km from New Delhi. And if India decides to deploy its 
nuclear weapons along the Himalayan border, we face a dangerous face to 
face situation. It will allow no peace of mind to either the Chinese or the 
Indians, and much less to  the Tibetans who inhabit the plateau.  heref fore, 
there is an urgent need to  increase the buffer space between the two nuclear 
states. I would not say total disarmament, however desirable, because that 
is unlikely to  be accepted by China or India. 

In a similar vein, I would not suggest, even though it would be ideal, to 
make the entire Tibetan Plateau and the cis-Himalayas a nuclear free zone. 
For almost all the Chinese nuclear laboratories are located in Inner Tibet 
close to the traditional Sino-Tibetan border; therefore Beijing is unlikely to 
entertain such sweeping proposals. However, it is realistic (and it is on the 
American agenda) that Outer Tibet (or the TAR) should be transformed 
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into a free zone and join Nepal's proposed nuclear free zone. 
t not her reason why I suggest the TAR is that the resumed Sinc+Tibetan 
dialogue is increasingly narrowing down to Outer Tibet as a realistic 
,,biect of negotiation rather than the entire Tibetan Plateau. 

~ i ~ ~ ] ] ~ ,  the neutralization and denuclearization of Outer Tibct that 
immediately borders India would have an overall effect of producing peace 
on both sides of the Himalayas because it removes, almost automatically, 
one major cause of Sin-Indian strategic rivalry in Inner Asia and the 
cis-Himalaya~. 

~ ~ ~ u c l e a r i z a t i o n  will also bring peace dividends to both the parties - a 
reduction of defence expenditure without damaging national security. 
India's daily defence expenditure on the Himalayas is 50-60 million 
rupees.81 China's defence expenditure on Tibet may be even more. The 
Chinese have to burn 3-4 litres of petrol in order to bring 1 litre of oil to 
Outer Tibet. It  costs China four times more to feed and clothe a soldier in 
Tibet than in China proper.H2 And the cost of the nuclear arms race between 
China and India is beyond our simple calculation. I t  benefits neither the 
Chinese nor Indian peasants who constitute over 80 per cent of their 
respective populations. Nor does it benefit the average Tibetan nomad or 
peasant. In short, neutralization and transformation of the TAR into an 
autonomous nuclear free zone would increase the chances of peace and 
stability in Asia; cut down Chinese and Indian defence budgets which could 
be redirected to economic development. I believe this to be in the interests 
of all the parties involved - Chinese, Indians and Tibetans. It is a small 
concession that a great power like China can well afford to make for the 
Tibetan people whose struggle has enjoyed worldwide support.s3 





Part IV 

Tibet in 
International Politics 

"The issue involved is the extinction of the people, the Tibetan People 
. . . Sir, that is a tragic fact, but what I have in mind is the extinction of 
the Tibetans as a distinct people, with its traditions, its own way of 
life and its own type of religion." 

Tsiang, China's Permanent UN Representative1 

"The United States should make the treatment of the Tibetan people 
an important factor in its conduct of relations with the People's 
Republic of China. " 

US Public Law 100-2042 

' Tibet in the United Notions 7 950-1 961 (New Delhi: Bureau of His Holiness The Dalai Lama, 
n. d.), p. 32. 
lnternotionol Resolutions and Recognitions (Dharamsala, India: Department of Information 
and International Relations, 1994), p. 49. 





Chapter 15 

The Tibet Factor in %no-American 
Relations 1948-1 998: 

From Secret Service to 
Public Pressure 

The Tibet issue has, since the late 1980s, gained a high degree of salience in 
US relations with the People's Republic of China (PRC). The issue, however, 
is neither new nor so sudden as it might appear. It has 56 years of American 
engagement (1942-98) which, however, has fluctuated from strategic 
silence and covert operations to a high-profile public espousal of the 
"Tibetan cause".' Such fluctuations may be, to  a large extent, related to the 
changing phases of US strategy in their Asia and China policy in particular. 
In this sense the Tibet issue has functioned as an instrumental means to 
regulate US relations with China, either positively or negatively, as and 
when the international situation demanded. 

However, since 1987, a new dynamic element in this IJS-China-Tibet 
diplomatic complex has emerged. The arena of the Tibetan Question, has 
shifted from the secret confines of the US CIA (Central Intelligence Agency), 
which had exclusively handled it for over 20 years, to the American public 
domain where it has almost unintentionally become part of the post-1989 
China l'olicy Debate.2 During this period, Tibetan lobbies,%ave exploited 
the bipartisan nature of the China debate, made major inroads into the 
American public, media and the Congress. Today the American Presidency 
finds itself torn between an American public demand that the Tibet issue be 
put high on its foreign policy agenda and a State Department that insists on 
treating Tibet as part of the PRC. 

What complicates a Presidential middle path, as attempted by Bill 
Clinton during his 1998 China visit, is that the Tibet issue has become a 
contest between the American people's democratic rights and public 
opinion on one hand, and the State Department's procedural prerogative to 
forlnulate and pursue foreign policy as it sees fit. It raises some 
embarrassing questions for a mature democracy, like America. Do people's 
opinions matter in the pursuit of foreign policy goals? Can the Stare 
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Department formulate and pursue foreign policy regardless of 
opinion? The Tibet issue has tested the limits of the American people's role 
in foreign policy decision making. In so doing the character of the -l-,bet 
issue has changed enormously in American society from a Cold War tactical 
weapon (carefully concealed from public view) to an Openly-declared 
American infatuation with almost anything Tibetan. 

Even though America is a place of permanent revolution, the Tibet issue 
has scratched below the surface of the American mind; and as long as the 
USA remains the leading champion of democracy and freedom, and as long 
as the Great China Policy Debate continues in the West, the Tibetan 
Question is likely to impinge on an otherwise smooth bilateral Sine- 
American relationship in the twenty-first century. The purpose of this 
chapter is to  analyse the patterns of the past in order to  shed light on the 
present and help shape the future. 

The basic features of the Cold War policy as applied to Tibet from 
1949 to  1972 remained fairly constant. The Tibet issue was deployed as 
part of the global policy of containment of communist expansion and 
consequent counter-communist crusade. "The Cold War and Korean War 
as well as the US commitment t o  Taiwan and perceived aggression on the 
part of the Communist Chinese acted as external influences in the 
development and execution of US foreign policy in A ~ i a . " ~  Specifically it 
was designed to  contain Chinese communist expansion in Asia, "and 
Tibet occupied a place in the US strategy arrived at isolating and 
overthrowing the Chinese Communist g ~ v e r n m e n t " . ~  For it was feared 
that the Chinese Communists might expand, using Tibet as a base, into 
South and Southeast A ~ i a . ~  

Seen from the perspective of America's overall Asia strategy, the Tibet 
issue has several significant utilities: as one of the main fulcrums of the 
American strategy in Northeast and South Asia, as a ~owerfu l  tactical 
weapon in the Cold War, as a media-friendly propaganda tool and as an  
intelligence gathering network. 

Power considerations in US policy, then as now, dictated "that Tibet and 
its related issues were subordinate to  greater interests in the region, 
primarily those related to  India and the Nationalist Chinese government on 
Taiwan from 1953 to  1961, for a variety of reasons, US Tibet ~olicy 
remained secondary to  larger concerns in the region".' 

Taiwan acted as a major constraint on US Tibet policy, for the 
Kuomintang (KMT) China was an old US ally and Taiwan, the 
American-recognized "real" China up to  1972. In fact, the ~isenhower 
administration used the Tibetan issue in its campaign to keep the PRC out 
of the United Nations (UN) and to  enable Taiwan to retain the Chinese 
seat."lso, the Khampa guerrillas in their covert counter-communist 
operations during the early phases created tensions in US-KMT relations. 
But in this case - probably out of Cold War necessity - the US government 
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decided in Tibet's favour, dealing directly with the Khampas via the Dalai 
~ ~ ~ ~ ' s  brother, Gyalo T h ~ n d u p . ~  

The India factor also considerably impacted on the evolution and the 
,,,duct of US Tibet policy.10 President Eisenhower wrote, on a couple of 
occasions, to Prime Minister Nehru, warning the latter of the impending 
communist threat to  South Asia and the need to improve Indc+I'akistan 

The President exploited the Tibet issue, pointing o u r  the 
communist takeover and subsequent Sino-Indian border problems.12 The 

thrust of the American effort, using the Tibetan case, was to persuade 
and pessurize Nehru to  change the course of his non-aligned foreign policy 
and to bring it closer to the counter-Communist strategy in Asia. For India's 
part, Nehru tried to restrain US Tibet policy and covert actions in and outside 
Tibet.I3 However, after 1961, Indo-US coordination and collaboration on 
the Tibet issue increased. This remained the case from 1962 to 1972.14 

The subordination and the exploitation of the Tibet issue to larger 
American concerns in Asia was begun by Roosevelt, and continued by 
Truman and Eisenhower. This real politic tradition still continues, though 
to a lesser degree. President Nixon and Dr Kissinger froze the Tibet issue 
during their tenure (1969-76) in deference to the PRC; the Clinton 
Administration appointed Gregory B. Craig as "a special coordinator for 
Tibet", on the last day of President Jiang Zemin's 1997 US visit, as a means 
of applying pressure on China; and Craig's high-profile journey to India to 
meet the Dalai Lama and others indicated that the Tibet issue still has 
political utilities to the USA in addition to  the human rights issue.lS 

Meanwhile the American public began to  show increasing interest in an 
involvement with Tibet for a wide variety of reasons ranging from the 
Shangrila myth to  lama meditation. Even during the 1950s when the CIA 
concealed its Tibet operations from public view, the Tibet issue enjoyed 
widespread support within American society surging with popular counter- 
Communism. Tibet was popularly perceived as a classic case in which the 
"evils of Communism" were most dramatically demonstrated: Asia's most 
powerful army invading a powerless and peaceful country; godless 
Communists subjugating a God-fearing people, a classic case of David 
versus Goliath. The Tibet issue, therefore, as packaged in America then, 
"went deeper into our tradition and our national as Lowell Thomas 
noted in 1959. It was presented in the American media to the public as a 
burning public issue in which basic American values were at stake. 

In short, the US Tibet policy during the Cold War operated at three 
levels. As part of the counter-Communist strategy in Asia, the CIA-funded 
and directed Khampa covert paramilitary operations were designed to 
contain Chinese Communist expansionism into South and Southeast Asia 
as well as to deny the Maoist regime any legitimacy and acceptability in the 
world. At a higher policy level, Tibet policy was subordinated to l a ~ e r  
American concerns in Asia, such as in KMT China, on Taiwan and India. 
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And at a public level, certain romantic and pathetic images of ~ , b ~ ~ ,  
especially those of 1950 (takeover) and 1959 (the revolt and the ~~l~~ 
Lama's escape) caught the public imagination, feeding on and reinforcing 
the prevailing counter-Communism ideal in American society. We shall now 
examine what evidence exists, in terms of actual policy and related activitA 
for the above theoretical outline. 

US political interest in Tibet began in 1942 when the office of Strategic 
Services" sent a two-man mission to Lhasa to seek Tibetan permission to 
allow the USA and its allies to  use Southern Tibet as an alternative supply 
route from India to  war-torn China. The Tibetan government declined 
permission on the grounds of its neutrality in the war. The next U S - T ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~  
contact occurred during 1947-48 when the Tibetan government decided to 
send a trade mission to  India, Britain, the United States and China, as an  
exercise seeking international recognition. Despite KMT protests, the trade 
delegation managed to  meet the Secretary of State, George Marshall. ~~t 

otherwise the State Department showed significant deference to KMT 
claims over Tibet, and it declined any higher official recognition or promise 
of future assistance. 

Explanations for subsequent changes in US Tibet policy would differ 
from scholar to  scholar. My analysis suggests that the policy change had a 
lot to do  with the fall of KMT in China in 1949 and the Communist 
takeover of Tibet in 1950. As long as the KMT remained as the declared 
counter-Communist force in East Asia, Washington took KMT claims over 
and views on Tibet into account when dealing with Tibetan affairs. 
Similarly, British views were initially sought partly out of respect for the 
imperial experience of dealing with the Tibet Question. But it became 
increasingly evident that British views tended to  coincide with the KMT 
views on Tibet. It became another way of legitimating the KMT stand and 
making such views prevail as long as KMT China was the US ally in the Far 
East. However, once the KMT lost its utility as the major counter- 
Communist force in China, post-1950 Tibet came to  be progressively 
viewed, on account of both its media value and counter-Communist 
credentials, as a major focus of the counter-Communist strategy in Asia. 
Tibet then competed with Taiwan, and often won in terms of CIA attention 
and patronage.'9 From then on Washington began to  think about the ~ i b e t  
issue independently of British antecedents and KMT claims. 

In January 1949, the US ambassador in India ~ roposed  that should the 
KMT fall in China, the USA should be prepared to recognize ~ i b e t  as an 
independentz0 state. A year later, the State Department wrote to the British 
embassy in Washington, stating that the right to self-determination should 
also apply to Tibet and that "should developments warrant, consideration 
could be given to recognition of Tibet as an independent state"." 

If KMT China and Great Britain functioned as consultative parties on 
the question of Tibet in Washington, India figured in much more concrete 



The Tibet Factor in Sino-American Relations 

after 1947, in the execution of US Tibet policy. As a successor state to 
~ ~ i ~ i ~ h  India, with which Tibet had signed four or five treaties or 
c,,n,entions, the Indian views had to be consulted, more so than thme of 
the ~ ~ i t i ~ h .  For the fact is, that any American assistance to Tibet, which is 
landlocked, has to pass through India (or Pakistan as the CIA did in the late 
1950s).22 This necessitated Indian permission if not cooperation to execute 
US Tibet policy, especially in its more interventionist phases. 

The State Department approached India correctly and cautiously. In 
mid-1950 when the Communist victory was nearing and their takeover of 
Tibet appeared imminent, the State Department prepared a position paper 
on Tibet. It argued that the impending Communist takeover of Tibet 
"might offer a base for the extension of Communist penetration and 
subversive activities into Nepal and Bhutan and eventually, IndiaU.zWwing 
to its geographic position and special trade and other relationships with 
Tibet, India is the only country which could assist the Tibetans. Indian 
interests were, the paper concluded, most immediately and directly 
concerned. The US government, therefore, carefully instructed the Tibetan 
officials first to approach the Indian government for additional aid24 and, if 
refused, to seek India's friendly cooperation by permitting passage of the 
aid it wanted to secure from a b r ~ a d , ~ Q h a t  is from the USA. 

For its part, the State Department and the US embassy in New Delhi 
continued to consult Pandit Nehru and his government on most of the 
American policy initiatives on Tibet.'6 Obviously the American officials or 
agents saw a common interest between anti-Communist USA and 
Nationalistic India threatened by the People's Liberation Army's takeover 
of Tibet. However, New Delhi refused to cooperate with Washington on 
Tibet, more on ideological grounds than due to any strategic considera- 
tiom2' 

By March 1951, US policy on Tibet changed fundamentally. The reason 
was probably the Sino-Tibetan Seventeen-Point Agreement which legiti- 
mated the Communist takeover of Tibet, and would have almost 
completely resolved the Tibet question if the Dalai Lama had agreed and 
had cooperated with the Communists. That is why US officials tried so 
hard, through various channels, to persuade the young Dalai Lama to 
repudiate the Seventeen Point Agreement, and to take asylum in Sri Lanka, 
Thailand or the USA.2H From then on, the USA was no longer willing to 
"appease" India; it was willing to  suffer a deterioration in relations with 
New Delhi if necessary.29 This action was justified as the need to counter 
h-nmunist aggression in Asia. 

In other words, the counter-Communist strategy was the American 
global strategy to  which regional factors such as India and KMT Taiwan 
were subordinated, and sacrificed if and when necessary. Thus, since 1951, 
Tibet, more or less, captured the centre stage of American counter- 
Communist strategy in Northeast Asia. 
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On  3 September 1949, the CIA began covert operations in Communist 
countries. A year later the US Joint Chiefs recommended a study on 
action in Tibet.l0 In 1951 the CIA established contact with the ~~l~~ 
Lama's elder brother, Gyalo Thondup who, ever since, has been the C I N ~  
key contact person on Tibetan matters." A couple of years later a top secret 
State Department team reviewed the Us's China policy and put Tibet on a 
par with Korea, Taiwan and Vietnam.32 Between September 1957 and 
January 1960, the CIA made 19  airdrops of 47 trained Khampas and 
18 airdrops of arms inside Tibet (see Table 15.1). It started in 1956 and 
ended in 1972 just before President Nixonb China visit.33 Selected by Gyalo 
Thondup, Lhamo Tsering and Andrug Gonpo Tashi, the Khampas were 
trained by the CIA in highly secret places, such as Camp Hale (Colorado) 
and Saipan, without the trainees' knowledge as to where they were. 
Between 1959 and 1962, some 170 Khampas passed through Camp Hale, 
After their training, the Khampas were parachuted into revolt-affected 
areas, once again under great secrecy. According to the initial plan, 500 
such men were to  be trained in the USA and then sent back to Tibet. ~ ~ t ,  
writes a CIA operative involved with the Tibet operations: "No Americans 
were ever with any of the Tibetan resistance groups on the ground in Tibet. 
There was never any involvement of any kind of the Chinese Nationalists in 
any phase or part of this program".34 

When the covert operations inside Tibet became ineffectual after 1959, 
the CIA shifted the Tibetan base of operations to the remote Mustang 
Valley (Nepal). There the CIA made six airdrops of supplies and seven of 
trained Khampas (see Table 15.1). A whole complex base with better 
organization and more facilities, was established there. By the end of 1960 
more than 2,000 Khampas joined the guerilla force. The USA abandoned 
this project following its rapproachment with China in 1 972.3s 

Perhaps the scale or duration of the US venture into Tibet (1957-72) 
cannot be compared with some of their other operations, such as Vietnam 
or Korea. But what is so intriguing about it was the utter secrecy and 
highest confidentiality with which the whole operation was mooted, 
planned, financed and executed. It is this aspect that reveals the motives 
and hidden agendas of the CIA operations in Tibet: the whole clandestine 
operation was part and parcel of its global counter-Communist strategy 
and was really peripheral to  the Tibetan cause per se. secondly, the 
conspiratorial nature of the covert operations - as well as the fact that 
several Asian countries including India and Nepal were not part of the 
American alliance system in Asia - dictated high degrees of secrecy. 
Thirdly, the USA was most fearful of Chinese Communist charges of 
"Western imperialist intrigues" in Tibet if any evidence of American 
involvement came to light. Hence, the highest secrecy was maintained. 
however difficult or inipossible it became, as the following incidents 
reveal. 
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Table 15.1 Parachuted missions into Tibet 

1. Date Team Drop site 
No 

1. september, 1957 Team One Athar and Lotse 
(20th of the eighth Lithang Athar parachuted near 
Tibetan month, Lithang Lobe Samye 
1957) 

2. 3 September 1957 Team Two Parachuted near 
Lithang Cyato Wangdu Lithang 
Lithang Chu Bhulu 
Lithang Tsewang Dorje 

3. 19 September 1959 Team Three Parachuted at Ring 
Markham Tenpa Thinley Tso, near Jang 
Markham Phurba Pon Yeshe Namtso 
Wangyal 
Bapa Legshay 
Lithang Andrug Nagawang 
Phuljung* (2nd group) 
Lithang Doli Puljang* (2nd group) 
Lithang Achog* (2nd group) 
Lithang Dolma Dhondub* 
(2nd group) 
Lithang Lobsang Celeg* 
(2nd group) 
Kyirong Choenyi Yeshe* 
(2nd group) 

4. 15 September 1959 Three teams consisting in all of 
18 men were dropped at Chakra 
Pembar in Kham. They were 
dropped at Tingka near Pembar 
monastery. 
Team Four (Chakra Pembar Croup): 
Derge Sey Dhonyod* 
Markham Yeshe Wangyal 
Markham(?) Yeshe Cyatso* 
Derge Yeshe Phuntsog* 
Karze Loga 
Tsakha Lhotse Cyay 
Team Five (Kham Zayul Croup) 
Derge Bhuchey* 
Lithang Aphel* 
Cyalthang Losang Cyaltsen 
Lithang Wangchen 
Lithang Losang Woeser 
Lithang Caden* (2nd group) 
Team Six (Amdo Tomay Croup) 
Alak Sangsang Tulku* 
Lhasawa Karchen* 
Dagyab Tsering* 
Amdo Nasar Tashi Tsering (Tashi 
Tsephog) 
Amdo Thinley 

The second led by 
Bhuchey (who was 
later at Mustang) 
were supposed to go 
to Kham. But they 
remained at Pembar 
along with Team four 
after last-minute 
orders from HQ 

After the first arms 
drop, this team led by 
Tashi Tsering (Tashi 
Tsephog) went 
towards Amdo Tomay 
to the north 
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5. Date Team Drop site 
No 

5. 15 january 1960 Team Seven In response to the 
Lithang Ngawang Phuljung messages sent by 
Lithang Doli Phulijung Tsephog's group, 
Lithang Achok three teams totalling 
Lithang Dolma Dhondub 1 6 men were dropped 
Lithang Losang Celek northeast of 
Kyirong Choenyi Yeshe Nagchukha near the 
Team Eight Nira Tsogo 
Capa Rigzin Tsewang 
Cyantse Tashi Dhondub (Three 
more men) 
Team Nine (Five men) 

6. 15 January 1961 Team Ten A seven-man team 
Phurba Pon Yeshe Wangyal (Tim) was parachuted into 
Cyantse Damdul (Philip) Markham 
Dorjee Phuntsok (Colin) 
Tsawarong Ugen Dorgee (Duke) 
Lithang Tashi Cyalsten (Aaron) 
Lithang Lobsang (Luke) 
Nyemo Bhusang (Ken) 

CIA arms drops in Tibet 

DRICUTHANC 

July 1958 

22 February 1959 

CHACRA PEMBAR 

16 October 1959 

November 1959 

15 December 1959 

6 January 1960 

jANC NlRA TSOCO 

1 3 December 1959 

10 january 1960 

15 January 1960 

First arms drop to Chushi Cangdrug a t  Digu Lathang 
(Diguthang). Athar was in India at the time 

Second arms drop to Chushi Cangdruk. Athar and Lotse 
distributed the weapons to Chushi Cangdruk soldiers (I think 
Athar mentioned 150 in his interview) who had come to 
escort His Holiness to India. They did hide it in the 
beginning 

One plane made arms drop a t  Chagra Pembar 

Arms drops at Chagra Pembar 

Two planes dropped vast quantities of arms and supplies at 
Chagra Pembar 

Three planes dropped a large amount of arms and supplies 

Two planes dropped a large quantity of arms and 
ammunition at jhang Dihu Dey Dzong near Nira Tsogo 

Two planes came but only one was able to make a drop. 
Another sizeable quantity of arms and ammunition (Nira 
Tsogo) 

Four planes dropped arms and supplies. Sixteen men also 
parachuted (Nira Tsogo) 
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MUSTANG 
15 March 1961 Three transport planes, late at night, drop arms and 

ammunition enough to equip four companies of soliders. 
Seven instructors and wireless operators are also parachuted 
along with the supplies. The drop is made inside Tibet, about 
a day's march from Kore La Pass, the traditional boundary 
between Tibet and Mustang 

10 December 1961 Two plans make second air drop at Mustang itself 

1 7 May 1965 The third and final arms drop is made in Mustang 
- 
Sources: Lhamo Tsering*, 21/6/98, Dharamsala; Tenzin Sonam and Ritu Sahai 5/6/98, 
Sidhpur, H. P. 

When the first group of Khampas arrived at Camp Hale (Colorado) in 
~ ~ l y  1959, a cover story was put out: atomic tests were to be conducted at 
the reopened base.36 The area was declared out of bounds, and military 
pards were given orders to  shoot to  kill any unauthorized person. A 
similar incident took place there in 1960. A convoy of Tibetan trainees 
from the camp were delayed in reaching a nearby airfield by deep snow. 
When they arrived at  the airport after dawn, the airfield employees 
observed the strange looking Khampas. "To preserve the secrecy of the 
operation, Army soldiers held forty-seven American citizens at gun-point in 
the name of a dubious national security, and told them it would be a federal 
offence to talk about it.""' Before taking off for their destination, after the 
training at Camp Hale, the Khampas were carefully inspected to make 
doubly sure that all USA markings or  labels were removed from their 
clothes, equipment and medicine bottles." In 1963 a Kathmandu-based 
English daily, Motherland, was closed down for suggesting that something 
should be done about the Khampas in MustangJ9 

Thus, for over 15  years (1957-72) the Tibet operation became part of 
the USA's national secret and security about which only the President, the 
CIA Director and the Joint Chiefs had any knowledge.40 The rest, including 
the American public, knew almost nothing about it until early 1970s when 
the Sino-American entente cordiale began. 

Therefore, i f  the core American policy and action from 1951 to 1972 
was characterized by utmost secrecy, the policy post-1989 has become the 
opposite of its Cold War phase: relative official transparency on and 
full-throated public participation in the Tibet issue. The CIA cannot now 
control the course of American policy toward Tibet. From the confines of 
the CIA, the Tibet issue has been taken to the American public arena where 
it is advocated and contested, debated and discussed as never before. If this 
is so, then we must, briefly, explore the origins and developmental stages of 
this revolution in American public consciousness regarding Tibet. This is 
necessary in order to  explain the unprecedented public support for the 
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Tibetan cause while the State Department still resists public demands that 
the Tibet issue be put high on the American foreign policy agenda. 

Contemporary American folklore about Tibet begins with a certain 
sailor from Virginia named Anderson who claimed to have travelled to 
Tibet in the 18lOs, as the emissary of an "East Indian princen. A more 
realistic beginning in the sectorial awareness of Tibet in American society 
may be dated to the early 1930s. James Hilton's Lost Horizon (1932) and 
its film version (1937) - greatly appealed to an anxious public caught in the 
Depression. The utopia of "Shangri-La" entered the American public 
consciousness and the popular vocabulary. It still remains as a powerful and 
enduring American image of Tibet. Such images were further reinforced by 
the visit of the American broadcaster, Lowell Thomas, to Lhasa in the late 
1940s. The spectacles of Potala and the rituals of the ceremonial state in 
fantastic colours in Lhasa tended to  lend some basis to what Hilton 
imagined about Tibet. 

Secondly, being a religious people, some Americans, especially in New 
England, Massachusetts and California, had shown an interest in Buddhism 
from the nineteenth century onwards, but not on a popular scale, as it is 
now. For this to happen, the lamas had to wait for the postwar boom 
generation who would make the counter-culture movement and New Age 
politics possible. 

When the first Tibetan lamas (such as Trungpa Rinpoche and Tarthang 
Tulku) entered the Dharma scene in the mid-1960s, American society was 
in turmoil, caused by the Vietnam War and the civil rights movement. 
Youth was in revolt, some with a cause but many without causes, resorting 
to  drugs and free sex. In such a situation, Tibetan lamas proved themselves 
to  be timely and valuable counsellors, helping many American youth to 
refrain from drugs, giving them a "new" sense of purpose and meaning in 
life, encouraging them to get back to  their professions, advising them to be 
kind and respectful to  their parents. This went beyond Tibetan mysticism 
and was much appreciated by both the parents and the public in general.41 

A positive image of Tibetan culture was thus created in American society. 
The credit goes to  some lama pioneers such as Trungpa Rin~oche,   art hang 
Tulku, Lama Thubten Yeshi, Geshe Lobsang Tharchin, Deshung Tulku, etc. 
Today there are 217 Tibetan Buddhist meditation centres spread across 
America41 and four medium-sized publishers4 who specialize in ~ublishing 
the translations of Tibetan texts as well as lama teachings into ~ n ~ l i s h .  This 
quiet Buddhist revolution a t  the grassroots level in America has been going 
on since the late 1960s. 

Then two events in 1989 transformed this cultural interest into a 

political passion. The ruthless suppression of the Tiananmen Square pro- 
democracy demonstrations unleashed waves of hate against Communist 
China, bringing home the truth of the Tibetan tragedy to the American 
people. Secondly, the award of the Nobel Peace Prize to the Dalai 
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the Tibetan Question ah-nost overnight. Finally, the end of 
the cold War gave the Dalai Lama a wonderful opportunity to expound on 
pan-human concerns such as international peace, human rights, the 
environment, democracy and freedom. This also suited the Western 
audience as the USA shifted its policy posture with the end of the Cold 
War from big strategic questions to  pan-human concerns. 

~ l ~ h o u g h  he has, since the 1980s, finely turned his international role and 
activity to Western interests, the Dalai Lama must be considered a 
phenomenal success by himself. His excellent rapport with the media, hir 
timely messages to the post-industrial society, his West-friendly role, and 
above all his personal charm have endeared himself to the American people. 
A]] this has been possible because of the hidden fact that American leaders 
enjoy full and direct access to the Dalai Lama in exile, which was not the 
case when he was in Tibet. The ceremonial slowness associated with the 
traditional due process by which access to  His Holiness the Dalai Lama was 
to be gained in Tibet had infuriated and frustrated the impatient American 
officials.44 His two brothers, Gyalo Thondup and Thupten Norbu, broke all 
those traditional barriers and brought the American leaders into direct 
contact with the Dalai Lama. 

Elite consensus has allowed the American media to lionize the Dalai 
Lama to an extent that they have done to no other Asian leader. He is 
associated with several powerful images in the American imagination: he is 
the Buddhist pope, the undisputed leader of the Tibetan people, the 
champion of international peace, the most charming personality from 
Shangri-la, etc. These images, broadcast widely by the American media, 
have widened and deepened American public interest in and commitment to 
the Tibetan cause. 

The Dalai Lama's strategy in America has been to focus on its mass 
media and Hollywood stars, as a means of mobilizing of American public 
opinion in Tibet's favour. He has attracted film stars such as Richard Gere, 
Harrison Ford, Steven Seagal, Goldie Hawn, etc. who have raised much 
publicity for Tibet. The San Francisco based Milarepa Fund has organized, 
so far, four "Free Tibet Concerts" in major American cities, bringing 
together some of the best rock groups and attracting crowds of between 
30,000 and 60,000. In addition, there are nearly 350 Chapters of "Students 
for Free Tibet" in American universities and colleges as well as 41 adult 
"Tibet Support Groups". They constitute the core of the pro-Tibet political 
activists in America, championing the various facets of the Tibetan cause 
such as human rights violations, environmental degradation, freedom and 
democracy. 

Because the USA is a mature democracy, public concerns at the 
grassroots level are reflected in Congress. The Congress, in turn, pressurizes 
the Presidency and the State Department to change their policy. There is 
compulsion for Congress to  act, since Congressnlen owe election to office to 
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their respective constituencies across the nation, and must think about the 
next election, they are responsive to  popular concerns and the public 
mood.45 This is particularly true of the Tibet case. 

There is a popular feeling of guilt in the USA regarding Tibet: that they 
had used Tibetans during the Cold War. NOW that the Cold War is over and 
no such strategic compulsions exist, they feel they should try to help the 
Tibetans as much as possible. There are also other favourable factors: the 
positive image of  Tibetans as created by the Shangri-la myth, on 
appreciation for Tibetan culture as exemplified by the early lama 
missionaries, and, of course, the Dalai Lama's successful mass mobilization 
of Western opinion in Tibet's favour. All these have created a pro-~ibe~a" 
mood in the USA, which members of Congress have to take into account, 

Between September 1987 and October 1992, the USA Congress passed 
eight resolutions and enacted six public laws on or about Tibet.46 Together 
they reflect the American legislators' synthesis of popular American 
concerns about Tibet today and tomorrow. After the Sino-American 
rapprochement in the early 1970s, the concerned American elite's consensus 
seemed to  have been to  encourage a dialogue between the Dalai Lama and 
Beijing for a negotiated settlement on Tibet. 

O n  24 July 1985, 91  members of Congress sent a signed letter to Beijing, 
suggesting direct talks between Beijing and the Dalai Lama.47 This theme is 
repeated in three resolutions. The September 1988 resolution (S.Con.Res.129) 
supports the Dalai Lama's Strasbourg Peace Proposal (1988) and calls upon 
Beijing "to respond positively to the proposal of Dalai Lama and enter into 
earnest discussions with the Dalai Lama, or his representatives, to resolve 
the question of Tibet along lines proposed by the Dalai Lama" (Pt.3). It, at 
the same time, urges the President and the Secretary of State "to use their 
best efforts to  persuade the leaders and Governments of the People's 
Republic of China to  enter into discussions with the Dalai Lama, or his 
respresentatives, regarding the proposal of the Dalai Lama and the question 
of Tibet" (Pt.4). 

Again the March 1989 resolution (S.Res.82) ends with a call upon "the 
Government of the People's Republic of China to meet representatives of 
the Dalai Lama to begin initiating constructive dialogue on the future of 
Tibet" (Pt.9). The second resolution of the same year ( ~ . ~ o n . ~ e s . 6 3 )  
supports "all efforts, including those of the ~ a l a i  Lama, to ~eacefu l l~  
resolve the situation in Tibet and urges both sides to pursue a constructive 
dialogue for a peaceful resolution of the situation as early as possible" 
(Pt.7). This agenda has been enacted into Public Law 100-204 (1987) as 
well. The Foreign Relations Authorization Act for fiscal years 1988 and 
1989 states that "the United States should urge the Gxa-nment  of the 
People's Republic of China to  actively reciprocate the Dalai Lama's efforts 
to  establish a constructive dialogue on the future of Tibet" (Pt.4). The 
American determination to  encourage and facilitate Sino-Tibetan dialogue 
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emphasized even more by the Clinton Government. On 19 June 1993, 
while the funding authorization bill for the State Department, the 
USA Information Agency (USIA) and other related bodies, the Senate 
Foreign Relations Sub-committee required that the USlA establish an office 
in  Lhasa for "promoting discussion on conflict resolution and human 
rights". President Clinton openly and publicly raised the Tibet question 

the Chinese President during his 1998 visit to China and appointed 
Gregory B. Craig as "special co-ordinator for Tibet". 

The seriousness shown by the American legislators towards the Tibet 
issue is reflected in their attempts to make the issue an important factor in 
the USA's relations with China. This puts the Tibet issue on the official 
agenda of USA-China relations. The March 1989 senate resolution 
(S.Res.82) "urges the United States to make the treatment of the Tibetan 
people an important factor in its conduct of relations with the People's 
Republic of China" (Pt.6). The 1989 resolution (H.Con.Res.63) states 
bbConsistent with section 1243 of Public Law 100-204, urges the President 
to continue to make respect for human rights (including the treatment of 
Tibetans) an important factor in United States conduct of relations with the 
People's Republic of China" (Pt.5). And as stated before, Public Law 
100-204 in its statement of policies, reiterates that "the United States 
should make the treatment of the Tibetan people an important factor in its 
conduct of relations with the People's Republic of China" (Pt.2). In 1993 
the White House mentioned Beijing's willingness to resume dialogue with 
the Dalai Lama or his representatives as one of the conditions for the 
renewal of Most Favoured Nation Status for China in 1994.48 

As the PRC showed no serious or sincere intentions of dialogue with the 
Dalai Lama, the Americans became impatient and Washington toughened 
its stand on Tibet vis-a-vis China.49 If my reading of the relevant documents 
is correct, the American message to the PRC seems to be this: either 
negotiate with the Dalai Lama for autonomy or we will support the Tibetan 
struggle for freedom. The April 1991 resolution (S.Res.107) resolves that 
"as the Tibetan people and His Holiness the Dalai Lama of Tibet go 
forward on their journey towards freedom the Congress and the people of 
United States stand with them (b); and it is the sense of the Senate that all 
Americans are united on the goals of freedom and human rights for Tibet" 
(c). On 28 October 1991 both the Senate and the House of Representatives 
legislated perhaps the most important legal pronouncement on Tibet. The 
Foreign Relations Authorization Act, fiscal year 1992 and 1993 (Public 
Law 102-138 (H.R.14151) declared "Tibet, including those areas 
incorporated into the Chinese provinces of Sichuan, Yunnan, Gansu and 
Qinghai, is an occupied country under the established principles of 
international law; (2) Tibet's true representatives are the Dalai Lama and 
the Tibetan government in exile as recognized by the Tibetan people", and 
finally calls for Tibetan people's right to  self-determination by recalling that 
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(7) "numerous United States declarations since the Chinese invasion have 
recognized Tibet's right to  self-determination and the illegality of chinays 
occupation of Tibet". A milder form of this statement, in passing refercnce 
can be found in Public Law 100-204 (1987) in section A4: "beginning 
October 7, 1950 the Chinese Communist army invaded and 
Tibet". The resolution of April 1991 (S.Res.107) implied US recognition of 

Tibet's independence by citing the International Commission of Jurists' 
Report that "Tibet demonstrated from 191 3 to  1950 the conditions of 

statehood as generally accepted under international law". 
As is to be expected, condemnation of human rights violations in Tibet 

and support for Tibetan human rights figure prominently in most the US 
Congress resolutions and public laws we have discussed. Human rights 
discourse may carry American conviction in the sense that their way of life 
is based on freedom and democracy. But in the Tibetan context it is more 
than that; it is a more legitimate way of fighting for the Tibetan cause by 
raising international awareness on and about Tibet. The 1992 resolution 
resolved that "the United States Government should raise human rights 
abuses in Tibet with senior officials of the People's Republic of Chinam. 
Public law 100-204 (1987) suggests the "President should instruct United 
States officials, including the United States Ambassadors to the 
Republic of China and India, t o  pay greater attention to the concerns of the 
Tibetan people and to  work closely with all concerned about human rights 
violations in Tibet in order t o  find areas in which the United States 
Government and people can be helpful". 

Several resolutions condemn the deaths that occurred since 1950 as a 
result of Chinese occupation, continuing religious and cultural persecution 
as well as Han population transfers that marginalize the native population. 
A Senate joint Resolution 275 authorized the President to designate 13 May 
1990 as the "National Day in Support of Freedom and Human Rights in 
China and Tibet". 

While the Congressional support for Tibet has been overwhelming, it 
would be misleading to  suggest some sort of unanimity on the part of the 
Presidency and the State Department. In fact, the executive branch has been 
rather critical of Congress's pro-Tibet stand. The Reagan Administration 
refused to  join the Congressional attacks on Chinese ~olicies and ~ractices 
in Tibet. One State Department official described the Senate amendment of 
December 1987 as "inaccurate, incomplete and misleading".su J. stapleton 
Roy, the then Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian and pacific 
Affairs, criticized the Dalai Lama's political activity during his 1987 visit. 
He warned that adopting the Dalai Lama's peace proposal would he 
"contrary to US policy" and would constitute "interference in the internal 
affairs of another c o ~ n t r y " . ~ '  

TO retaliate against such strong criticism as unleashed by the June 1987 
legislation, Beijing invited former President Jimmy Carter and his wife on a 
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two-day visit to Lhasa. And if the Beijing Review quoted him correctly, 
Carter was: "pleased to see that freedom of religion and freedom of 
worship are flourishing" in Tibet. He also commented that if the members 
of Congress had seen such conditions, they might have had "a different 
view on the  amendment^".^^ 

*rhus, while both the legislative and executive branches share similar 
concerns on human rights abuses in Tibet, they differ considerably on the 

question of Tibet. Seeing such resistance from the State 
Department, Congress has adopted a clever strategy. Mort of the radical 
statements supporting Tibet, such as the ones made in 1991, 1994 and 
1995, were pushed through by the Congress as amendments to budget 
bills whose passage depended on Congress approval. Thus, Congress's 
commitment to the Tibetan cause appears to be fairly deep and consistent, 

as indeed the American public desires it to be. But the State Department 
represents the state power structure and has been pursuing state-and-Big- 
Business-perceived interests in relation to  China. In such cold calculations, 
political and economic interests are paramount and human interest issues 
like Tibet are peripheral. This study shows the American Presidency to be 
the mediator between public concerns in society and state interests. 
President Clinton is a classic case. 

In keeping with one of the dominant strands of American official policy, 
Clinton appears to  recognize that Tibet is part of the PRC. But, unlike some 
of his predecessors for example Nixon or Reagan, Clinton is not willing to 
sacrifice the Tibet issue for the sake of USA-PRC friendship, as that would 
be going against the will of the American people. He seems to agree with 
the Dalai Lama that a middle path between the Tibetan people's demand 
for complete independence and total Communist domination might be 
possible. His policy statements and actions may be seen from such a 
perspective. Clinton met the Dalai Lama twice, albeit briefly (1993 and 
1995); the Secretary of State Madeline Albright raised the issue twice (1997 
and 1998) with the Chinese authorities, and Clinton's public statement on 
Tibet during his China visit (1998) reveals such a middle path. 

Despite strong Chinese opposition, the Clinton Administration estab- 
lished, as sanctioned by Congress, the Voice of America Tibetan 
programme in 1995 and the Radio Free Asia in 1998 which includes also 
a longer Tibetan programme. He  also appointed, in 1997, Gregory B. Craig 
as "special coordinator" to promote and facilitate SineTibetan dialogue. 

Communist China strongly protested against the Congress resolutions 
and launched protests with the US Government as "interference in internal 
affairs". Following the March 1989 pro-independence demonstrations in 
Lhasa, both the House and the Senate passed strong resolutions that 
condemned Chinese policy and human rights abuses. On 29 March the 
Foreign Affairs Committee of the Chinese People's National Congress 
lodged a strong protest with the US Government. The protest stated that 
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"the US Senate's resolution on the Tibet question of March 16 had 
slandered the Chinese government with its accusations of repression and 
human rights violations in Tibet". It appealed to  "overall interests of 
safeguarding Sino-US  relation^".'^ In March 1991 the Chinese consul 
general in New York protested against the Dalai Lama's visit. ~t sent letters 
to several universities where the Lama was to  appear. It warned that Sin+ 
American cultural exchanges would be harmed by such engagements, 
According to  a Chinese scholar, the "US legislators' moves on Tibet have 
only succeeded in making Beijing even more suspicious of 
intentionsms4 of supporting independence. 

Most of the time, Congress pressure on the PRC has not produced the 
desired effect. Nor has the Clinton Administration's determination to 

encourage and facilitate a dialogue between the Communist leaders and the 
Dalai Lama been successful SO far. The major obstacle has been Beijing's 
intransigence based on its cold-blooded calculation that time is on its side; 
the Chinese can wait until the present Dalai Lama passes away. What the 
last generation of Maoist leaders do  not seem to  realize is the fact several 
Western and Asian states have a vested interest in supporting and keeping 
the Tibet issue alive. The death of the Dalai Lama will definitely cause a 
decrease in international media coverage but the Tibet issue will not die 
with his death. 

For example, this study has focused on the Tibet factor in USA-PRC 
relations, and we have discovered that the Americans have found the Tibet 
issue an important instrument by which they could regulate their relations 
with China. This is, of course, not to deny the immense American human 
interest in Tibet that has generated tremendous public pressure on the 
Congress and the Presidency to  act on the Tibetan cause. The history of 
American involvenient with Tibet on the whole indicates that their 
multifaceted interests in the Tibetan cause have fluctuated over time 
depending on the global situation and the state of Sino-US relations but has 
never quite died out, even during the Sino-American honeymoon in the 
1 9 7 0 ~ . ~ "  

The changing phases of USA-PRC relations and their corresponding 
effect on American Tibet policy may be roughly summarized as follows. 
During the Cold War, American policy on Tibet was essentially clandestine 
as we have seen in the CIA attempts to  influence the course of events in 
Tibet during the periods 1950-52, and again during 1958-59 and the 
establishment of the Mustang guerrilla base (1960-74). The only visible 
parts of this top secret engagement were the humanitarian assistance given 
to  Tibetan refugees in the late 1950s and 1960s, working behind the scenes 
to raise the Tibet Question at  the UN in 1950, 1959, 1961 and 1965.'" 
During the Sino-American detente ( 1969-86) the Tibet issue was put in the 
freezer: the guerilla base in Mustang was disarmed in 1974; the USIA- 
produced film on Tibet ("Men from the Missing   and") was banned under 
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Kissenger's order; the Dalai Lama was denied an American visa in 1975. 
And according to one Chinese scholar, in 1978 the US Government stated 
for the first time that Tibet was a part of the PRC." But the interpretation 
of one of the Dalai Lama's representative in New York, the US C' ~overnment 
neither recognizes nor disrecognizes Tibet as part of the PRC.r"ts opinion 
was simply frozen. 

However, as the Cold War started to draw to a close around 1987 US 
clandestine policy has given way to relative transparency and openly 
declared support for the Tibetan cause. We have detailed some of those 
aspects such as the Congress resolutions and public laws, popular human 
rights discourse and the US Government's pressure on the PRC to resume 
talks with the Dalai Lama. Moreover, American material assistance to Tibet 
and Tibetans reached the actual target for the first time.s9 The Public L,aw 
101-246 (February 1990) allocated 30 scholarships to Tibetan students and 
professionals; the Public law 101-513 (November 1990) provided 
$500,000 to Tibetan refugees and Public Law 102-391 (October 1992) 
provided $1,500,000 to  Tibetan refugees, the Public Law 101-649 granted 
1,000 immigrant visas to displaced but qualified Tibetans in India and 
Nepal. Above all a Tibetan language broadcast by the Voice of America and 
Radio Free Asia not only sustains the hopes and aspirations of the Tibetan 
people but also beaming across the Tibetan plateau new messages of human 
rights, freedom and democracy in a post-Communist context. 

We have discussed US policy and practice on Tibet as well as the issue's 
fallout on the USA-PRC relations during the last 40-50 years. We now end 
this discussion with a schematic summary of USA official positions on 
Tibet. Like its changing policies and practices over time, the US legal 
position on the international status of Tibet have changed from time to 
time. The USA appears to  take a stand initially conservative later becoming 
idealistic but most of the time is pragmatic (Table 15.2). 

American political interest in Tibet began in 1942 but cultural 
infatuation predates that. However, the pertinent point is this: unlike 
British India, the USA had no historical experience of dealing with Tibet 
either directly or indirectly, even though its China interest and experience is 
of much longer duration. This means that, especially in the initial stages, 
external influence (Britain) and constraint (KMT) were operative in the 
formulation of the US legal stand on Tibet. This seems to be the case with 
the US position expressed in the 1940s: that the USA recognizes China's 
suzerainty over Tibet but with full Tibetan autonomy. This reflects the 
British view, as the American records show that the British foreign office 
was consulted on at  least two occasions.60 This view also coincides with 
that of the KMT whose opinions were taken into account, as they were the 
US ally in the Far East at the time. 

In the 1950s, as CIA involvement with the Khampas intensified and as 
America came to know more about Tibet, the most considered and 



Table 15.2 Changing US views on Tibet's status 1942-1 992 

S. No Source Status Date Context/Comment 

State Department telegram to "Tibet must have autonomy under 
British Foreign Office Chinese suzerainty" 

Secretary of the State Hull "US does not question Chinese claims of 
suzerainty over Tibet" 

US Ambassador to India "recognizes the suzerainty of China over 
Tibet" 

US Embassy in lndia to State If the Communists succeed, US 
Department government should treat Tibet as 

independent . . . 
State Department to British Tibetan people have inherent right to 
Embassy in Washington self-determination 

State Department Tibetans should enjoy the rights of self- 
determination commensurate with their 
autonomy 

Secretary of State Herter Self-determination principle should apply 
to Tibetan people 

US delegate to UN Argued that Tibet before 1950 was 
independent 

Secretary of State Rusk to the Principle of self-determination should 
Dalai Lama - letter apply to Tibetan people 

US Government Tibet is part of China 

House of Representatives, US "Tibet including those areas incorporated 
Congress into Chinese provinces of Sichuan, 

Yunnan, Cansu and Quinghai, is an 
occupied country under the established 
principles of international law" 

Secretary of State lames Baker US accepted Tibet as part of China 

15 September 1942 

3 July 1942 

5 June 1949 

8 January 1949 

World War II in which KMT China being one of the 
Allied members. Hence British and KMT views echoed. 

World War II in which KMT a US ally. 

During Tibetan trade delegation visit. Still British and 
KMT views echoed. 

Civil War in China where Communists were nearing 
victory. 

30 December 1950 

11 May 1953 

25 November 1959 

25 September 1961 

1 7 January 1962 

1978 

28 October 1991 

5 February 1992 

Chinese People's Liberation Army takeover Tibet and 
Tibetan Government appeal to UN for help. 

After 1950 takeover and 1951 Sino-Tibetan 
Agreement, policy debate on Tibet within US 
Government. 

1959 Lhasa revolt and the Dalai Lama's escape 
caused world-wide interest. 

One of the first public pronouncements by US 
Government. 

One of the consistent and principled US position. 

Probably as prelude to US-facilitated dialogue 
between Beijing and the Dalai Lama in 1979. 

As far as the American people at large are concerned, 
whose representatives are in the House of 
Representatives, Tibet was practically independent 
before 1950. 

Probably reflects State Department view since 1978. 

Sources: Ken Herold, Tibet and United States of America: An Annotated Chronology of Relations in the 20th Century, 2nd Edition (San Francisco: International Committee of 
Lawyers for Tibet, 1994); Guanqui Xu, The United States and the Tibet Issue, Asian Survey Vol. XXXVll No. I I  (November 1997), pp. 1062-77. 
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principled American stand began to articulate itself: that the Tibetan 
have "the inherent right to self-determination". This was repeated four or 
five times between 1950 and 1962. At the same time especially in 1949, 
1961 and 1991, US leaders and officials have argued Tibet's case for 
independence and have expressed suppofl for it. Though not seriously 
taken up by the State Department, this independence card appears to be a 
radical option open - often as a means of applying more pressure on China. 
Finally there is the American official, pragmatic, stand as it developed 
during the Sin-American entente cordiale in the 1970s, the one which 
seems to have been picked up by the Clinton Administration: that Tibet is 
part of the PRC. However, the difference with President Clinton is that he 
seems to be determined to  support, encourage and facilitate a Sino-Tibetan 
dialogue in order to  find a peaceful solution to the Tibet Question, possibly 
along lines suggested by the Dalai Lama in 1988.61 

The future of the American stand on and policy towards the Tibet 
Question are ultimately bound up with the future of US policy toward the 
PRC. The China Policy Debate in the USA, begun in 1989, is still 
continuing as the twenty-first century opens, and is far from resolved. The 
central, most debated point seems to  be whether there is an objective or 
functional need to  reappraise the post- 1971 American policy towards 
Communist China, a triangular policy in which Beijing had been assigned a 
critical function to counter-balance the former Soviet Union. 

But even after Soviet disintegration, the same favourable policy, with 
some occasional low points caused by human rights abuses, has been 
pursued towards the PRC. Along with this policy, its new assumption - that 
Communist China could be a responsible, conservative status quo power, 
willing to cooperate with the State Department - has gained increasing 
salience during the post-Cold War years. Meanwhile, a number of 
American multinational corporations, which have made heavy investments 
in China, have naturally acquired vested interests and high stakes in the 
future of US policy towards Communist China. Thus, the debate is not 
merely about international relations theory; it has economic and political 
consequences to  the American people and their Western allies, the 
European Union (EU). The outcome of this debate, if ever resolved, will, 
therefore, largely determine the future contours of world politics in the 
twenty-first century. The Tibet Question will be affected by that great 
power reconfiguration. 

As we have seen, President Clinton's Tibet policy has tried to steer a 
middle course between these powerful currents and cross-currents in 
American politics and the China policy debate in the country. But his policy 
of persuasion and pressure tactics has not produced the desired effect; 
Beijing still refuses to  resume the process of Sino-Tibetan dialogue. This is 
SO, I believe, because the fundamental assumptions in the US policy towards 
Communist China still retain Kissingerian overtones reminiscent of the late 
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Cold War phase of the triangular strategy. It appears from the great china 
~ o l i c y  debate, neither the experts, nor the policy makers nor even the 
American public have reached any consensus on this critical issue of policy 
change. America is obviously in a dilemma. 

At this uncertain or transitional stage, it would be more fruitful to 
two critical questions that underpin the ten-year old policy debate in the 
USA for the post-Clinton Administration: would the next Administration 
agree to for an essentially Sino-centric Asia subtly dominated by the PRC 
with encouragement or support from the super power? This option might 
endanger the security and economic interests of allies in East Asia and other 
regional actors in Asia. Or  would it prefer a more complex policy of 
encouraging a balance of power among the Asian powers in which the 
superpower would be a balancer of power rather than a component of a 
bipolar power structure in Asia? The latter might have the necessary effect 
of enhancing structural conditions conducive to  peace and stability in Asia 
but it will entail the reversal of post-1971 China policy assumptions. 

These are difficult questions, involving as they do  hard policy choices. 
The answers to such questions include not just the future of Tibet. More 
importantly they include US policies towards their old allies in East Asia 
(Japan in particular), South Asia (India in particular) and South East Asia. 
In short, they entail the necessary restructuring of American strategic and 
economic interests on Asia in the twenty-first century. 

American answers t o  these difficult future choices might largely 
determine their stand on Tibet. If, for instance, the first choice is followed, 
Washington might continue to  persuade and pressurize Beijing to resume 
the Sine-Tibetan dialogue. If, on the other, the second option is chosen, the 
American people and their leaders might encourage the Tibetan struggle for 
freedom and se l f -de te rmina t i~n .~  



Chapter 16 

The Tibet Factor in 
Sino-Indian Relations: 

The Centrality of Marginality 

In the informal dynamics of Sinc~Indian relations during the post-colonial 
period, Tibet has appeared to  be nearly invisible. However, an understanding 
of Indo-Tibetan relations helps clarify the context of the politics of Sino- 
Indian relations and buttresses a broader analysis of the objective impact of 
changing global and regional power structures. This perspective does not 
reject the role of human agency in policy formulation; Jawaharlal Nehru 
and K. M. Panikkar, for example, shaped India's Tibet policy shortly after 
independence. 

Sino-Indian bilateral relations, according to conventional approaches, 
can be explained using assumptions of bilateralism and Nehruvian 
ideology. But, in fact, extra-bilateral issues that had been excluded from 
the official agenda began to impinge on the neatly schemed bilateral 
relations in fundamental ways. This suggests that international relations are 
much more complex than a unilinear bilateral relationship between A and 
B; there are a number of intervening factors that modib or reshape policy 
intentions that, in turn, are mediated by domestic politics and transnational 
political structures. 

No sooner had two almost equally nationalistic regimes come to power 
in Delhi (1947) and Beijing (1949) than Tibet began to impinge on their 
relations. Stripped of diplomatic dressings, the critical question in 1950 was 
who should or could occupy the strategic buffer region between the two? 
Nehru acceded to the indirect but persistent Chinese demands in 1954, 
hoping that each state would respect the Himalayas as the operational 
perimeter of the other's political interest and defence. 

From 1946 to 1951, the Tibet policy of Nehru and his associates 
reflected that of the British: treating Tibet as an autonomous buffer state 
between India and China; recognizing Chinese suzerainty hut not 
sovereignty over Tibet, and protecting Tibet's autonomy by recognizing 
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its treaty making powers, especially in relation to  India. Thus, i n  Marc., 
1947 a Tibetan delegation was invited to the Asian Relations Conference in  
De]hi, despite protests from the Kuomintang delegates. In September 1947, 
the Indian Government assured Lhasa that all previous treaty commitmenrs 
that is Anglo-Tibetan treaties and conventions, would be respected 
before, and an Indian army officer was sent, two years later, to Lhasa as 
advisor to  the Tibetan government.' When the Chinese People's Liberation 
Army (PLA) marched into Tibet in 1950 Indians, including Nehru, 

protested against the invasion. Such actions indicated India's 
preference for continuing the British policy towards Tibet.2 

~ ~ t h  Nehru and Indira Gandhi publicly scoffed at  concepts like "buffer 
zones" and "balance of power" as outmoded imperialist jargon. However, 
more recent research suggests that, given the chance and in the absence of 
PLA forces in Tibet, the post-colonial government in Delhi would have 
treated Tibet as an autonomous buffer state.3 Such complex policy was not 
only dictated by geopolitics; it was the most economical way of ensuring 
security along the 3,200 km Himalayan boundary. Colonial officials knew 
this, as did Nehru, but the latter erred on the side of over-confidence, as will 
be shown. 

Once the PLA was in full command of Tibet - which Beijing sought to 
legitimate through a "treaty" with the Dalai Lama's government in May 
1951 - Nehru completely changed his policy tactics towards the PRC. 
There was virtually nothing, he and Panikkar concluded, that India could 
d o  militarily to  dislodge the PLA from Tibet. Therefore, rather than 
fruitlessly antagonize Beijing by maintaining the old British policy, New 
Delhi should befriend New China by all means and at almost any cost. This 
friendship policy was expected to  reduce or neutralize the security threat 
from the PLA stationed in Tibet, as well as enhance Asian solidarity. The 
Panchsheel Agreement (1954), which sacrificed Tibet's historical status at 
the altar of Sino-Indian friendship (Hindi-Chini Bhai Bhai), should be seen 
in this perspective. 

Nehru did not give up Tibet easily. In 1950 he tried his best, mainly 
through diplomacy, to  prevent a Chinese military occupation of Tibet, and 
strongly advocated a peaceful resolution of Sino-Tibetan tension.' Though 
he ultimately sacrificed Tibet for the sake of Sino-Indian friendship, Nehru 
was clearly determined to  protect India's vital security interests in the 
Himalayan region. As the Chinese Communists neared their revolutionary 
victory, Nehru was rushing through a series of defence treaties with Bhutan 
(8 August 1949), Nepal (31 July 1950) and Sikkim ( I S  December 19501. 
These countries constituted Nehru's definition of a security zone in which 
India would tolerate no foreign interference.' The treaties represented 
India's strategic response to the Communist takeover of Tibet. Throughout 
the 1950s, Nehru demonstrated his serious commitment to this doctrine. In 
February 1951, he established the North and the North-Eastern Defence 
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committee, visited NEFA (1952) Sikkim and Bhutan (1958) and Nepal 
(1954 and 1959). In public statements in August and December 19.59, 
Nehru offered open support in defence of Nepal, Bhutan and Sikkim in caw 
of Chinese i n ~ a s i o n . ~  

AS far as Nehru was concerned, all the outstanding problems beween 
India and China, particularly the border question and the demarcation of 
respective spheres of special interest - that is China's Tibet and India'r 
Himalayas - were resolved by 1954. This was accomplished more through 
a moral agreement with Zhou Enlai rather than what the Panchsheel 
Agreement explicitly stipulated. Zhou was probably aware that Delhi had 

the biggest concession to China in modern Asian history, not only by 
giving up India's extraterritorial rights in Tibet but, more importantly, by 
putting India's seal of legitimacy on the Chinese occupation of Tibet at  a 
time when most nations were condemning it.' While Nehru was deeply 
conscious of the extraordinary favour he was giving to China, he expected 
gentlemanly reciprocity. The Chinese leaders, however, thought it was 
merely recognition of their "historical rights" in Tibet. In fact, Beijing 
insisted that resolution of the border problem and China's respect for 
India's special relationship with the Himalayan states were contingent on 
Indian dissociation, both public and private, from Tibet and the Tibetan 
Question. This, however, could not be controlled in an open, democratic 
society like India. 

That Nehru expected a quid pro quo on the border issue for his 
recognition of Tibet as a region of China appears clear. All political maps of 
India prior to 1954 marked the northern border extending from Kashmir to 
Nepal as "undefined" and the northeastern frontier as "undemarcated". 
Also, a few weeks after the signing of the Panchsheel Agreement on 30 July 
1954, Nehru issued a memorandum to the External Affairs, Defence and 
Home Ministries. In it, Nehru described the agreement as "a new starting 
point of our relation with China and Tibet", and affirmed that 

flowing from our policy and as a consequence of our Agreement with 
China, the northern frontier should be considered a firm and definite 
one, which is not open to discussion with anybody. A system of 
checkposts should be spread along this entire frontier. More 
specifically, we should have checkposts in such places as might be 
considered as disputed areas.8 

It is clear, then, that the agreement implied or represented more than what 
was explicitly stated therein, at  least to Nehru. It was a gentleman's deal 
struck between Nehru's India and Zhou's China in which India in fact and 
law conceded and recognized China's claim over Tibet. In return, 
Communist China was expected to honour India's claim over the Indo- 
Tibetan border as well as India's special relationships with the Himalayan 
states. However, while the concessions China sought were stated explicitly 
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in the agreement, those India sought were not. This was an error on ~~h~~~~ 
part, and he was outwitted by his newConfucian legal counterpan in  
China. 

Neither India's vital security interest in the Himalayas nor its stand on 
the border problem was recognized in writing or respected ill practice by 
the PRC. Nor was the autonomy of Tibet, in the sense Nehru understood 
' 

respected by China. When the PRC violated this oral agreement i n  It, 
late 1950s, the Indian elite felt betrayed by its Chinese friends. Strategically, 
India surrendered Tibet - its outer ring of defence - without gaining 
anything substantial in return from China, who penetrated IndiaVs inner 
ring of defence starting with Nepal in 1955. 

The PRC's policies toward independent India have been characterized 
a judicious combination of deep strategy and surface diplomacy. China's 
deep strategy, observable from the pattern of her action, is to gain a 
strategic edge over India in inner Asia by courting Indian acquiescence in 
the Chinese occupation of Tibet. At the same time, China seeks to use its 
informal strategic alliance with Pakistan to  deny India's regional supremacy 
in South Asia. If India become strong enough to establish regional 
supremacy in South Asia, China reasons, it might think next of trans- 
Himalayan ventures. And surface diplomacy, which is characterized by 
frequent visits of all kinds to  New Delhi (such as those during 1954-58 and 
1989-93)1° has been pursued whenever the PRC feels vulnerable in Tibet. 
This course was taken because the Chinese Communists firmly believed that 
India would play a crucial role in any probable external intervention in 
Tibet. 

The Chinese leaders attached enormous importance to India and Nehru 
during the critical period of their takeover of and consolidation in Tibet. 
The PRC's position in Tibet was very weak both because of the almost 
world-wide condemnation of the Communist takeover and because China's 
military infrastructure was undeveloped at  that time. As Mao zedong 
observed in 1952, there was no social basis or popular support for the 
Communist "liberation" in Tibet." Externally, though India was not in a 
military position to  intervene by itself, the Maoist strategists calculated that 
if Nehru were to act in concert with American forces, they would constitute 
a probable threat to the takeover and occupation.12 Therefore, the essential 
functions of Nehruvian India in the Communist scheme of things were not 
only to  prevent external intervention in Tibet but also to seek India's 
legitimation of the Communist takeover. The latter had direct implications 
for the Sino-Indian boundary dispute of which Chinese leaders, but not 
Nehru, were fully aware. 

The PRC could establish its full legal claims over ~ i b e t  only after ~ e h r u  
recognized Tibet as a part of China in 1954. Once this occurred, China then 
began officially to  claim territory along the indo-Tibetan border, using the 
provisions of the 1954 treaty as its rationale. In fact, China's claims are 
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primarily based on Tibetan - not C;hinese - documents, which would he 
on]y i f  India recognized Tibet as a part of China. Zhou Enlai himself 

acknowledged this in a letter dated 5 November 1962, sent to Asian and 
African leaders concerning the b . indary  dispute. in which he cited only 
Tibetan evidence to support PRC claims. In this letter he concedes that the 
names of rivers, passes, and other places in the eastern sector (NE).'A/ 
Arunachal Pradesh) are in the Tibetan language. Also the inhabitants of the 

sector "are nearly all Tibetans" and Tibetan archival documents 
indicate that the "local government" had consistently exercised its 
jurisdiction over the Tibet-Sikkim border area. Zhou bases China's 
over the Aksai Chin by declaring that it was once a part of Tibet's Zinjiang 
and Ngari ~ i s t r i c t . ' ~  This is confirmed by Jagat S. Mehta, who was one of 
the chief Indian representatives at  the 1960 Indian and Chinese officials' 
meeting on the boundary question. He recalls that most of the 245 items of 
evidence presented by the Chinese side were official Tibetan documents.14 

With such a weak position on the border question as well as within 
Tibet, the Chinese pursued cautious policies both in Tibet and towards 
India during the early 1950s. Mao and Zhou sought to synchronize their 
external and internal policies regarding Tibet. Internally, they sought to 
consolidate China's military power in inner Asia as expeditiously as 
possible. This was accomplished by 1957, when four highways began to 
connect Tibet with China proper and Xinjiang (Chapter 14) and after most 
members of Tibet's traditional ruling class had been coopted into the 
transitional Communist set-up in Lhasa - which was deceptively liberal and 
generous. l5 

Externally, China waited carefully for the Indian leaders to take 
initiatives and seized those which most suited their purpose. They moved 
quickly to hem in the initial Indian position legally through derivative logic 
and extended legal reasoning. The Communists focused on India because it 
was the power most intimately connected with Tibet through ancient 
culture, recent history and in geostrategic terms. On 30 December 1949, the 
Indian Government recognized the PRC; two days later Beijing announced 
the "liberation" of Tibet. On  30 April 1954, China and India signed the 
much publicized Panchsheel Agreement; only a few weeks after that, 
Chinese patrols began a series of intrusions into areas claimed by Beijing to 
be integral terra irredenta. The following year, China began to compete 
with India for a sphere of influence in Nepal. And when, in 1960, officials 
presented India's formal claims on the Indo-Tibetan borders as being based 
on treaty, custom and usage, their Chinese counterparts reportedly invoked 
the Nehruvian ideology of anti-imperialism.16 

The essence of China's argument, made on different occasions and in 
different words by both Zhou Enlai and the Chinese media, raised a series 
of rhetorical questions designed to appeal to  the Nehruvian sense of anti- 
imperialism, and fix the Indian position within the ideological make-believe 
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world in which both India and China, as anti-imperialist, posr-colo,,ial 
nations, were supposed to cooperate. The questions implicit in the chinese 
argument included the following: Do you agree that both India and (;hina 
were subjected to acts of aggression by British imperialism? Did not 
Western imperialist powers impose unequal treaties on Asian countries? 
Was not the McMahon Line a product of an unequal treaty imposed by the 
British policy of aggression against China's Tibet region?" Can an  
unequal treaty, perpetuated by imperialists, be the basis for the settlement 
of the border question between two anti-imperialist powers in post-colonial 
Asia? 

The Chinese Communists had been silently but carefully listening to the 
Nehruvian rhetoric of anti-imperialism and Asian solidarity for almost a 
decade. In 1960, the Chinese threw the rhetoric back at the Indian leaders 
and tripped up the Indians in an ideological position of N e h r ~ ' ~  making. 
Each time New Delhi made a favourable gesture towards the PRC, Bcijing 
made it clear that what India undertook with regard to China also applied 
to Tibet. 

The strategy and tactics of early Communist China's policy toward 
Nehruvian India were not based on the teachings of Marx or Lenin but 
rather on the "legalist" or "realist" teaching of Xun Zi (298-238 BC). His 
three cardinal teachings seem to have profoundly influenced Communist 
foreign policy, particularly towards an India with which the Maoist realists 
perceived a conflict of interest right from the beginning. Xun Zi believed 
that human nature is evil unless controlled; he emphasized a logical method 
based on realism as a basis of human affairs, and insisted that relations 
must be properly defined before conventions could be established. 

Two broad conclusions follow from my reconstruction of the Chinese 
strategic thinking. First, a systematic analysis led to concrete actions that 
trapped Pandit Nehru. Secondly, the whole episode demonstrates the 
absolute necessity of legitimacy and justification for one's actions, even to 
those who believe in the maxim "political power grows out of the barrel of 
a gun". In the final analysis, it is power that determines the outcome in 
inter-state conflicts. But at  the same time most states, like most human 
beings, like to  believe and make it appear that the deployment of force is 
not a case of might alone but that it is legitimate and justified in the eyes of 
the world. That is why Beijing took such pains to  trap ~ e h r u  on grounds 
of his own making before taking concrete action. 

Although the history of direct foreign relations shows the content of 
Indian and Chinese positions towards the Tibet issue and broader territorial 
dispute, these positions were themselves responses to domestic developments 
in Tibet and India that neither Zhou nor Nehru could control. The growing 
Tibetan resistance movement against the Chinese occupation, begun in 
1952-53 in Kham and culminating in the 1959 Lhasa revolt, attracted 
increasing Indian public support. The opposition parties' bitter criticism of 
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~ ~ h ~ ~ ' s  China policy shook the very foundation of Indian foreign pllicy. 
The PRC interpreted the free public expression of a democratic rightr i n  
democratic society as Indian involvement in the Tibetan unrest and 
interference in internal affairs. In response, China began to concretize her 
border claims and compete with India in Himalayan regions that Nehru 
had assumed as part of 1954 gentleman's agreement to he exclusive spheres 
of Indian interest and influence. 

is difficult to know who intruded into whose territory first because the 
official documents from both sides are not yet available to the public. Nor IS 
it easy to establish clear-cut correlations among the Tibetan revalrs, Indian 
public demonstrations in support of the Tibetan pro-independence move- 
ment and the Sino-Indian border incidents. However, it appears that 
Tibetan unrest and perceived Indian involvement in it tended to further 
encourage the PRC to  increase the border incidents. This in turn infuriated 
the Indian Government, which hardened its position on the boundary 
dispute and intensified its support for the Tibetan cause. Thus the Khampa 
revolts in 1956 and 1957 might have compelled the Chinese to try to close 
their border with India by establishing Chinese checkposts along ill-defined 
territories such as the Aksai Chin and Shipka La Pass, which in turn 
produced more border incidents. l 8  

Until 1962, China's concrete steps to  establish its border claims were 
directed exclusively toward the western sector. This offers some clues to the 
then-prevailing Chinese strategic perceptions. Perhaps more than India, the 
Chinese feared the USA's use of Pakistan as a base for operations against 
Tibet and Xinjiang in the late 1950s. Pakistan was a SEAT0 member, and 
President Ayub Khan called in May and June 1959 for a joint IndwPakistan 
defence against the Chinese Communist threat." This explains the rapid 
completion of the Aksai Chin Road in October 1957. I t  is also why most of 
the 1959 border incidents, such as Pangong Lake (28 July 1959), Longju 
(26 August 1959) and Kongka Pass (20 October 1959). took place in the 
western sector, where the Chinese perceived the greatest danger of external 
intervention from India and Pakistan, backed by the USA. Such perceptions 
of threat led China to establish military and police posts along the western 
sector, both to meet external challenges as well as to prevent the Tibetan 
revolt (1956-59) from infecting Xinjiang. 

Whatever veracity there may be in the Chinese allegations of Indian 
(official or public) involvement in the 1959 Tibetan revolt, that event and 
the Dalai Lama's subsequent arrival in India certainly placed a strain on 
Sino-Indian relations from which, some argue, they never re~overed.~' This 
helps to explain why (a)  border incidents increased and became more 
violent than they had been before the revolt; and (b)  in just six months 
(September 1959 and March 1960), 30 notes, eight letters, and six 
memoranda were exchanged between New Delhi and Reiiin~. The 
temperature of Sino-Indian relations was rising. 
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From the perspective of this chapter, which emphasizes the object,ve 
functions of Tibet (or the Tibetan question) in the course of Sino-Indian 
relations, the 1959 Tibetan revolt was much more than a contributing 
factor to  the deterioration of relations. It was also a watershed i n  [he 
bilateral relationship and one of the main causes of the 1962 Sino-lndian 
conflict. An analysis of the implications of the Tibetan revolt to both parties 
in the context of the Panchsheel Agreement will make this proposition clear. 
To the PRC, the revolt and alleged Indian involvement, as well as the Indian 
public's warm reception for the Dalai Lama, violated a cardinal principle of 
the 1954 Agreement: noninterference in one another's internal affairs. 
Equally, the revolt revealed to  India that, despite Zhou Enlai's assurances, 
China did not respect Tibetan a u t ~ n o m y . ~ '  Much more importantly, 
China's refusal to  respect Indian border claims violated the Panchshee] 
principle of respect for each other's territorial integrity. 

The territorial dispute therefore became one of the most contentious 
issues to  face China and India, and the issue is closely connected to Tibet. 
The evidence for China's claims on the disputed borders becomes valid only 
after India's recognition of Tibet as a Chinese region in 1954. And evidence 
for China's claims on the border, especially the McMahon Line, are based 
on the treaties that British India signed with the XI11 Dalai Lama's 
government in 1913-14. In this sense, Tibet has been and remains the pivot 
around which post-colonial Sino-Indian relations have revolved and still do 
invisibly. Nehru probably sensed the contradictions in and complexities of 
the boundary question, and informally proposed a deal with Zhou Enlai: 
India would give up her claims over Tibet if China would in return respect 
the status quo on the border. But, as has been shown, this neat scheme was 
upset by domestic developments in Tibet and India beyond Nehru's and 
Zhou's control. Moreover, such a pragmatic and non-strategic deal was 
possible only in the mid-1950s because one of the protagonists was a most 
non-strategic statesman. 

Once the disturbing domestic developments acquired their own 
dynamics after March 1959, China and India began to play the dangerous 
games in which hostile nations often engage. The Chinese felt that lndia 
was using the Dalai Lama as a bargaining chip to  establish its border claim 
and embarrass China. The Indians felt China was using its superior 
geostrategic presence in Tibet (facilitated by Nehru's passive acquiescence) 
to  put pressure on the borders and undermine India's international stature. 
It developed into a vicious dialectic that propelled India and china toward 
their conflict in 1962, and the connecting thread was Tibet. 

India, more than China, pretended that Tibet was not a factor in Sin* 
Indian relations. This studied silence suited the interests and purposes of 
both parties. To admit that Tibet was impinging on their bilateral relation 
was to admit a third party to  their bilateral transactions, like the 1913-14 
Shimla Convention - which the PRC consistently opposed. Yet, it was 
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China, not India, that hinted during the period March 1959 to Septemkr 
1962 that the invisible problem impinging on almost every issue in their 
bilateral relations was the Tibet Question. The territorial dispute as such 
could easily be settled without reference to the Shimla Convention in which 
Tibet had participated, and the McMahon Line was drawn. 

The PRC signed border agreements with Burma and Nepal in 1960, 
~ ~ ~ g o l i a  in 1962, and Pakistan in 1963. In fact, China's border deals with 
Burma and Pakistan run along the lines the British colonial officials had 
suggested. The boundary, per re, was not an unresolvable issue. However, 
the PRC objected to the Indian Government's demand that the Chinese 
Government formally recognize the McMahon Line, "a boundary solution 
foisted upon the Chinese by an imperialist British policy of aggression 
against China's Tibet region". The Chinese objection was not so much to 
the physical details of the McMahon Line location as to the legal 
foundation of the line itself. That treaty (1913-14) implies that Tibet has 
treaty making powers and, therefore, was somewhat independent before 
1950. This shakes the legal and moral foundations of the Communist 
takeover of Tibet. 

A message to  this effect was conveyed to Delhi in the early 1960s. In 
1960, Beijing declared that the Sino-Indian - not Indo-Tibetan - 
boundaries had never been delimited and proposed that overall negotiation 
should be conducted. Zhou Enlai, during his 1960 visit to Delhi, reiterated 
this position: the territorial dispute was "an issue of a limited and 
temporary nature" connected to something else, that is Tibet. He called for 
"an overall ~ e t t l e r n e n t " . ~ ~  Finally, on 3 December 196 1, the PRC reminded 
India that the 1954 agreement was due to  expire in six months, and 
proposed negotiations to replace it. The Chinese hoped that a "new 
agreement on Tibet would ease relations with India and open the way to 
settling other q ~ e s t i o n s . " ~ ~  Given the sensitive nature of the issues involved 
and the refusal of both states to  recognize Tibet as a third party, the Chinese 
could not be more explicit than this. 

By 1962 India and China had reached deadlock, more on emotional 
rather than territorial grounds. India's refusal to negotiate Himalayan 
boundaries and detach itself completely from Tibet was tantamount to a 
Hindu declaration that the sacred Himalayas were unnegotiable. For its 
part, the Chinese refusal to  recognize any pre-1949 border treaty or 
convention that Tibet had signed with British India amounted to a firm 
declaration that Tibet, and any proposition that challenges even implicitly 
China's claim to  Tibet, was unnegotiable. These conflicting views clashed 
first psychologically and then physically in 1962. 

The emotive aspects of the Sin-Indian dispute have been poorly 
represented in the numerous studies on the subject. The Himalayas are very 
much bound up with ancient Hindu mythology and the living faith.14 
Hindus view the Himalayas as the abode of their gods, where true 
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renunciation (tapas) and liberation (moksha) can be achieved. ~ h ~ ~ ,  ro 
substantiate their position on the border, the Indian officials drew on 
Upanishads, the Mahabharat, Ramayana, and other ancient sacred texts 
concluding that "the striving of the Indian spirit was directed toward 
Himalayan fastness".2s This is a social fact, which neither Mae nor 
Maxwell could understand, and the latter in fact ridiculed the Indian 
presentation of Hindu views on the Himalayas. This was where liberal 
empiricism and Marxist materialism converged. Whether or not the 
Hindu's views on the Himalayas as the sacred abode of their gods could 
legally substantiate Indian claims on the border is a different matter. M~ 
point is that such popular and sacred images of the Himalayas are the main 
sources of Indian passion regarding the Sino-Indian boundary dispute, 
They should not be dismissed lightly or discounted as immaterial. 

The Indian unwillingness to give up Tibet completely may largely be 
explained on similar grounds. There are numerous reverential references to 

Tibet in medieval Indian literary documents and Hindu Tantric texts, and 
many Hindus consider Tibet as part of their "religious geographyn.26 
During the Indian nationalist movement, the popular image of Tibet as ''the 
repository of lost Indian treasures and culture" was revived and survives to 
this day. This is not t o  suggest that Tibet had been part of India. Rather, the 
Hindus view the Himalayas as sacred, hence the emotional public support 
for the Tibetan cause in the late 1950s, which Nehru could not control and 
which practically derailed his scheme for a Sino-Indian friendship as the 
basis of Pan-Asianism. 

Even a secularized intellectual like Nehru was not free from his 
subconscious emotional attachment to  the Himalayas. He recognized their 
security function as an impregnable barrier to  the north but also repeatedly 
expressed his view that the mountains are a part of Hindu culture. perhaps 
it was for these complex reasons that Nehru showed resolute determination 
- right from 1949, when he began to  forge a common defence system with 
the Himalayan states, until the war in 1962 - to  save the ~ ima layas  from 
Chinese aggression." In September 1959, Nehru summed up the emotional 
aspects of the Sino-Indian dispute: 

So it is not a question of a mile or two or ten or even a hundred miles. 
It is something more precious than a hundred or thousand miles and it 
is that which brings up people's passions to a high level, it is that 
which, to  some extent, is happening in India today.2x 

In contrast, neither Tibet nor the Himalayas is considered by Confucians as 
sacred; their sacred territories, as reflected in their ancestor worship, have 
always been the Han areas of China i t ~ e l f . 2 ~  Therefore, the Chinese 
takeover of Tibet and consequent claims on Indo-Tibetan borders may be 
considered primarily to  be strategic considerations, and only secondarily 
ideological. That is why the Chinese side showed less emotion. 
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posr-l 962 developments in SineIndian relations may be esxntialized by 
,,ising three questions: Under what conditions do visionary statesman 
change their visionary ideas about international politics and make them 
congruent with the given structure of the international system? What is the 
value credible deterrence, which India sought to build after 1962, to 
the of Sin-Indian relations? And in what ways do Tibet and 
the 'Tibetan Question continue to figure in the politics o f  Sinc*lndian 
relations? 

Ir took the shock therapy of the 1962 war for the Nehruvian elite to revise 
their idealistic policy in the light of realities. The reasons for India's security 
lapse are rooted in colonial history and anti-imperialist ideology. As anti- 
colonial nationalists, the Congress Party intellectuals considered ^imperial 
defensew to be an unnecessary burden on the Indian economy, and they failed 
to visualize any external threat to an independent India. Nehru, for example, 
declared in 1936 that "a free India would enjoy relative security against 
external aggression" simply because the Himalayas "offer an effective 
barrier, and not even air fleets can come that wayw." Finally, both Nehru and 
Panikkar shared a non-antagonistic perception of, and even faith in, the 
PRC's peaceful intentions which, they believed, would be buttressed further 
by the supposedly shared goals of anti-colonialism and Asian solidarity. So, 
India concentrated on development and neglected defence. How else can we 
understand Panikkar's underestimation of the well-trained PLA forces 
in Tibet and his emphasis on the good intentions of Communist China, or 
Nehru's habitual downplaying of events in Tibet and his concealment of 
border incidents until the late 1950s? While the border situation was tense 
and war appeared imminent in 1960-61, Nehru was engrossed in the Congo 
crisis, where India provided more troops than any other state. Only the 
outbreak of war in the Himalayas compelled Nehru and his associates to 
change their views on China and on India's Himalayan defence system. 

There had been warm-hearted and widespread Indian public support for 
the Tibetan cause throughout the 1950s. However, the government 
remained aloof. In fact, Nehru's government sought to suppress pro- 
Tibetan political activities in India and silence critics of his China policy.31 
But with the deterioration of Sin-lndian relations after the war, the Indian 
Government radically revised its stance on Tibet. It supported the Tibetan 
cause in the 1960s both openly and clandestinely; in 1963 the special 
frontier force code named 22, was established to train able-bodied young 
Tibetan refugees;32 in 1965, the Indian delegate openly supported the UN 
Resolution on Tibet for the first time since 1950; and in the same year Prin~e 
Minister La1 Bahadur Shastri was expected to recognize the Tibetan 
Government in exile, but he died suddenly and Indian politics took another 
twist of their 0wn.~3 

This pro-Tibetan stance continued until the Bangladesh war of liberation 
in 1970-71. This turn of events compelled New Delhi to forestall any 
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possibility of Chinese intervention either along the Himalayan border or in 
the Bangladesh war itself by sending reassuring messages to China. lndia 
had no more handy instrument to  sacrifice before Beijing than the ~ i b ~ ~ ~ ~  
card. In the early 1 9 7 0 ~ ,  the then Foreign Minister, Swaran Singh, and his 
officials sang almost daily the soothing mantra: "Tibet is part of chinan, 
designed to convey the message to  the PRC that India had no intention to 
move beyond the Himalayas. This became even more necessary when, after 
Bangladesh's liberation in 1971, Indira Gandhi decided to absorb Sikkim in 
1974. 

During the 1980s, New Delhi can be said to  have achieved a balance in 
its stand on Tibet, a major international Tibet crisis in that decade 
fundamentally affected Sino-Indian relations. The essence of India's dual- 
track policy is that while the Government of India officially continues to 
declare that Tibet is a part of China and has been an autonomous region of 
China since 1989, India facilitates the Dalai Lama's international move- 
ments and continues to  assist the Tibetan exiled Government. The latter 
action is usually justified as providing humanitarian assistance to Tibetan 
refugees, as promised by Nehru a t  the time the Dalai Lama arrived seeking 
asylum on 2 9  March 1959. This dualism is dictated largely by persisting 
Sino-Indian rivalry, a complex and competitive situation in which the PRC 
has several cards such as Kashmir, Pakistan and Northeast insurgency in its 
hand vis-a-vis India, while New Delhi has nothing but the Tibetan card. 
The fact is that, since 1962, Sino-Indian relations have been characterized 
by mutual interference in one another's domestic problems. Under such 
circumstances, India finds the Tibetan Question a useful instrument by 
which to  regulate its relations with the PRC. Depending on the perceived 
state of Sino-Indian relations (and other global factors), the Indian 
government supports or sacrifices the Tibetan demand for autonomy. 

The changing pattern of relations between the Soviet superpower and the 
PRC have also had a considerable impact on the Tibet Question, and 
therefore on the course of Sino-Indian relations. Since the Sino-Soviet 
border clashes along the Ussri River in 1969 and the consequent rapid 
deterioration in Sino-Soviet relations, Moscow began to show a keen 
interest in and verbal support for the Tibetan cause from the early 1970s 
onwards. This culminated in May 1980 in an open declaration that the 
Soviet Union would support the Tibetan cause, if and when the ~ a l a i  Lama 
requested." The Soviet Union used the Tibetan card partly as a stick with 
which to beat their adversary and ~ a r t l y  out of its strategic interests 
Central Asia. This period of Soviet interest in Tibet coincided with one of 
excellent Indo-Soviet relations, and enhanced India's deterrence posture 
against China, thereby compelling Beijing to  engage in a serious dialogue 
with the Dalai LamasJ5 

The implosive crisis in the Soviet Union that began in 1986 and ended in 
the Soviet regime's collapse in 1991 changed the whole course of ~ndo-soviet 
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relations. New Delhi responded to  this crisis by "diversifyingn its relations 
with China and the USA. Since the rationale for the warming US-PRC 
relations lost its practical validity with the collapse of the Soviet Union, the 
USA began to show a renewed interest in India, especially in the early 
1990s, for both economic and strategic reasons. This may have had direct 
consequences for the course of Sin-Indian relations. It reinforced &ijing's 
decision to make more friendly gestures toward New Delhi, largely out of 
fear that India might "gang up with the US and Western powers on Tibet". 
This is when renewed Western interest helped the Dalai Lama to 
internationalize the Tibetan issue. AS China becomes a superpower early 
in the twenty-first century, the contradictions between it and the Western 
powers are likely to increase. In such a scenario, especially if the PRC has 
fewer domestic problems than other developing countries, Western 
countries would find the Tibetan card a handy instrument with which to 
regulate their relations with the Asian giant. 

While not denying India's deterrent power, which has placed Sin-Indian 
relations on a new footing since the 1974 nuclear test, the Tibet issue is still 
a motivating factor in both the global policies and bilateral relations of both 
China and India. New Delhi's edge over the other countries in playing the 
Tibetan card against China resides in the importance that the PRC had 
attached to India as a crucial key in preventing external intervention in 
Tibet. However, India's thread becomes credible only when Beijing 
perceives it to  be acting in close cooperation with great powers. This 
perception was most evident during the early 1970's period of Indo-Soviet 
friendship and since the early 1990s, as improved Indo-American relations 
have been coupled with renewed American interest in the Tibetan Question. 
The Tibetan card fails as a credible thread to China when India and its 
outside ally do not share similar levels of interest in Tibet. This was the case 
at the time of heightened American interest in Tibet in 1950 and again in 

India's objective was (and still is) to resolve the territorial dispute with 
China. Narasimha Rao's 1981 meeting with Huang Hua and Rajiv 
Gandhi's 1988 visit to  China represented special initiatives to resolve the 
boundary problem, though Gandhi's visit also sought to reduce a possible 
threat to India's northern security in the context of the former Soviet 
Union's internal crisis. But China, true to its past diplomatic practices, did 
not respond favourably to  India's initiatives until it felt compelled to do so. 
During the 1989-94 period, the PRC faced a multifaceted crisis. The 
Tiannanmen Square incident virtually isolated the Deng Xiaoping regime, 
and the Noble Peace Prize for the Dalai Lama internationalized the Tibetan 
aspect of perceived Chinese repression. Thus, partly to de-isolate itself from 
the interi~ational community and partly to  prevent India from allying the 
Western powers on Tibet, Beijing increased the volume and intensity of its 
diplomatic gestures towards India during the ~ e r i o d .  It was reminiscent of 
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the post-Panchsheel period in the number and frequency of diplomatic 
exchanges. There was also a short-lived convergence of views on certain 
international issues such as human rights, economic development, and 
Islamic fundamentalism in the Third World. 

During the 1982-94 period, India had been most anxious to resolve the 
boundary dispute using the improved atmosphere of Sino-Indian relations, 
but the PRC seemed to  be in no hurry to  resolve the problem. Ten rounds of 

talks were held on the boundary question but no concrete solution has 
emerged. The only agreement reached was that in 1993 to mutually 
maintain peace and tranquility on the Himalayan borders, pending a final 
resolution of the dispute - perhaps after 15  or 20 years, when the present 
Dalai Lama has passed away. In other words, Beijing wants to deny India's 
use of the Dalai Lama both as an added bargaining chip and as a living 
testament to  Indian claims on its borders. While China continues to hint 
that Tibet is the basic problem, as they did during Rajiv Gandhi's visit36 to 
China and Le Peng's to  India, New Delhi continues to pretend that it has 
little to  d o  with the territorial dispute. India appears prepared once again to 
sacrifice Tibet and the Tibetan Question if the PRC concedes the Indian 
position on the border in more explicit terms than was done in the 1954 
agreement. But the situation in Asia now is more complicated than it was i n  
the 1950s. For instance the Chinese strategy to  arm Pakistan, both in the 
nuclear and conventional fields, t o  counterbalance India might compel New 
Delhi to  think twice before sacrificing the Tibetan card to Beijing. That 
would leave practically no other bargaining chip in the Indian hand. 
Moreover, India's claim to  a special relationship with the Himalayan states 
as well as the India-China equation in Asia will have to be considered 
carefully before any major Indian concession to  China. 

In the past, both imperial historians and post-colonial area specialists 
have failed to  observe the interconnected web of politics of Sino-Indian 
relations within which the Tibet Question is interwoven. The task of this 
chapter has been to  disentangle that web and demonstrate the  articular 
areas and ways in which Tibet has shaped the informal and invisible 
dynamics of Sino-Indian relations and politics from 1950 to the present. 

Such a perspective stems from the observation that Tibet has had an  
integral role in the modern history of Sino-Indian relations. Tibet is the 
legal foundation on which both India's and China's border claims rest: 
the 1954 Panchsheel Agreement deals more with Tibet than either China or 
India, while India's alleged involvement in the 1959 Tibetan revolt and the 
Dalai Lama's asylum status in India played no insignificant role in the 1962 
Sino-Indian conflict. New Delhi has been using the Tibetan card in its 
policies toward the PRC since the early 1970s, while the Chinese side raised 
the Tibetan Question both during Rajiv Gandhi's visit to China and Le 
Peng's to India. Such examples suggest that Tibet continues to be a major 
bone of contention between the two countries. 
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Tibet looms large in %no-Indian relations and politics, even after 45 
years of Chinese occupation, because of its intimate connection with the 
strategic interest of both parties. It is a manifestation of continuing Sin* 
lndian strategic rivalry in inner Asia and the Himalayas. Mao's strategirrs 
considered Tibet as China's back door, and some of India's elite 
consider it as a buffer zone between India and China. The crux of the Sin* 
lndian strategic rivalry is this: i f  the Chinese power elite consider Tibet to be 
strategically important to  China, the Indian counterparts think it is equally 

to Indian national security. Tibet thus presents itself, even today, as a 
strategic dilemma for both parties. If India dominates Tibet (as the British 
raj had done until 1947), the Chinese feel insecure and threatened. 
conversely, if China occupies Tibet (as it has since 19.50), India feels that its 
whole northern security system, stretching over 3,200 km, is open to 
external dangers. Such a strategic zero-sum game over Tibet may be 
resolved through the neutralization and demilitarization of the contested 
territory, as Britain and Russia did in their treaty of 1907, ensuring peace 
for 43 years.37 



Chapter 17 

Beijing, Taiwan and the 
Tibet Question: 

The Politics of Internal 
Differentiation 

The latest dispute ( 9  July 1999) between Taipei and Beijing is similar to the 
1995-96 crisis when Communist China fired missiles over the Taiwan Strait 
and when the USA sent nuclear warships off the Taiwan coast.1 It began 
with the Taiwanese President Lee Teng-hui's interview on 9 July 1999 that 
relations between Taiwan and China should be of a state-to-state nature. 
Lee declared himself to  be the leader of a sovereign state and that his 
government deserved equal diplomatic standing with its rival in Beijing. Lee 
implied that while there is one China, there are two rival states which must 
be recognized. 

This incident, like 1995-96, reveals some of the fundamental problemarics 
that continue to  persist in Taipei-Beijing relations. First and foremost it  
marks the emergence of native Taiwanese nationalism and a Taiwanese 
national identity which is rapidly replacing the post-1 949 KMT elite who 
had ran away from the mainland, captured and established state power in 
Taipei. President Lee is the symbol of this new generation, rooted in Taiwan 
and conscious of its separate identity and destiny. His election manifesto, 
renewed attempts at  breaking Taiwan's diplonlatic isolation and, above all, 
his toughening stand on Taipei-Beijing dialogue for reunification indicate 
the new realities in Taiwanese politics. The post-war KMT power elite 
whose domination in Taipei was based on the hope of recovery of the 
mainland and a one-China policy have given way to a new generation of 
articulate native Taiwanese politicians and p~iblic who are increasingly 
asserting Taiwanese interests, identity and entity separate from China.' 

This national development in Taiwan spells danger for Communist 
China. Therefore, the Com~nunist  leadership in Beijing has forcefully 
demonstrated their determination to  use force i f  Taiwan declares 
independence. This was demonstrated in 1995-96 and again in Julr  
1999.' The Communist declaration on the use of force was first made on 
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31 January 1979 to an American audience. and it has remained more or less 
unchanged up to the present. But a t  the same tlme this Communist 
determination to use force if Taiwan seeks independence has heen and 
i s  resisted by the USA. In 1996 Washington sent warshlpr to 

P rotect Taiwan; and in July 1999, it dispatched two high-ranking American 
diplomats to Beijing and Taipei to  persuade both the panics to cool their 
war words. This policy has wide Congressional support. Just hefore he 
left for his 1998 China visit, the US House of Representatives called on the 
president Clinton to persuade the Communist leaders "to renounce any use 
of force against T a i ~ a n " . ~  This resolution was voted by the House of 
~ ~ ~ ~ e ~ e n t a t i v e s  overwhelmingly - 41 1 to zero. 

American policy 011 Taiwan seems to  have remained hasically unchanged 
since 1979. It has a dual cl~aracter. While officially discouraging, Taiwan's 
declaration of independence and visibly encouraging peaceful dialogue with 
Beijing, Washington continues to  help Taipei in various discreet ways (such 
as trade and commerce and occasional sales of crucial weapons). In other 
words, the USA encourages and protects, when necessary, Taiwan's informal 
yet operational, internal independence. Thus, President Lee Teng-hui feels 
relatively confident that as long as the USA supports Taiwan, no Communist 
takeover is likely.s And the People's Liberation Army has indicated that it 
wants Communist China to  continue good USA-China relationshhich are 
vital to the PLA's (People's Liberation Army) future strategy in Asia. 

While a Communist takeover of Taiwan by peaceful means or by force 
seems likely in the near future for a number of reasons explained in t h ~ s  
chapter, I still feel it is a useful academic exercise to discuss Taiwan's future 
possibilities in the light of Tibet's past experience. Such a comparative 
analysis raises fundamental issues common to both the Tibetan Question 
and Taiwan's relations with China. In so doing, it gives us an insight into 
the emerging Lee-Dalai "united front" to  extract maximum concessions 
from Beijing for Taiwan and Tibet or simply to increase the pressure jointly 
on the ageing and decaying Communist leaders in Beijing. 

Despite its reconciliatory attitude towards Taiwan since 1 January 1979, 
China has remained quite firm on at least two issues. First, the normalization 
of Sino-American relations "made settlement of the Taiwan problem less 
complicated", and the question of unification is "now solely a matter 
between Beijing and Taipeiv.' It is an entirely internal affair. Secondly, 
while emphasizing peaceful unification rather than liberation, the 
Communists have been determined not to rule out the use of force in 
Taiwan, "because that would limit Beijingh leverage in talks with Taipeiw." 
Furthermore, it does not seem likely that the semi-permanent limho status 
that the US strategy seems to  envisage and in which Taipei hopes to wait for 
a "favourable change in the mainland"Y will last indefinitely, no matter how 
patient the Chinese Communists may be. To the second generation 
revolutionaries, lnost of whom are still in power, it is the recalcitrant 
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Taipei that left their cherished revolution incomplete. They might indeed 
like t o  see the long-awaited reunification before their deaths. 

It is also apparent that Beijing is aware of some of the potential dangers 
inherent in an evolutionary approach to  the Taiwan Question. jt has to 
make sure that the currently suppressed Taiwan independence movement 
does not gain momentum to  a degree that threatens Chinese sovereignty 
over the island; that no  external powers fish in the troubled waters; that 
Taipei does not develop nuclear capabilities that might ensure its informal 
independence; or even make sure that the USA does not change its mind. 
None of these, with the possible exception of the nuclear question, seems 
likely at  the moment. 

What, then, are the probable courses of action Beijing might take and 
what are the various options available to  Taipei? Is there any historical 
precedent that might influence the Communist strategy and future policy? 
This chapter will discuss these and other questions in the light of the 
precedence of Ti bet. 

Three forms of "liberation" are discernible from Beijing's past and 
present pronouncements on Taiwan: peaceful unification, peaceful liberation 
and armed liberation. A military takeover seems unlikely under the present 
 circumstance^.^^ However, when these dangers ease, such an eventuality 
should not be ruled out, especially if Taiwan declares independence, allies 
with powers hostile to  China or if a radical leadership more impatient with 
the Taiwan Question comes to  power in Beijing. In these cases the only 
possible restraining factors are the USA and Japan, who, though each 
would naturally disapprove of any protracted conflict in the Taiwan Straits 
that would destabilize the situation in East Asia, might not actually do 
much when the time comes. 

The other two forms of liberation, both described as "peaceful" seem 
more probable ways of unification, provided the international situation in 
Asia does not change too radically to  warrant more drastic action. Peaceful 
liberation will necessarily lead to  national unification, but unification as 
emphasized by Beijing now does not mean liberation, peaceful or otherwise. 
One course notes not only a socialistic solution in which military means are 
not ruled out; the other, an a d  hoc political arrangement whereby minimally 
Taipei acknowledges Beijing's sovereignty. The fact that China has been 
emphasizing unification rather than peaceful liberation since the resump- 
tion of Sino-American relations in 1979 indicates the liberal intentions of 
the current pragmatic leadership and its deference to the USA. It means that 
while the Dengist regime is determined to unify Taiwan with China, it is not 
adamant about superimposing a socialist superstructure on the capitalist 
base in the island as long as the "local" (difang) government in Taipei 
acknowledges the "central" (zhongyang) government in Bei~ing. 

Unification presupposes some sort of bilateral negotiations. SO far Taipei 
has not shown any interest in any sort of negotiations, including Ye's recent 
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nine-point proposal, although it seems to  have toned down its anti- 

communist s1ightly.l' Kuomintang then hopes to "wait for a 
favourable change in the mainland" in a semi-permanent limbo state that 
US policy assumes, is protected by "at least, 'near nuclear' status, 
paralleling isreal ".I2 

peaceful liberation, on the other hand, does not preclude initial or 
limited use of force. Tibet's liberation in 1950 was called "peacefulm, 
although the PLA units marched into the country and swiftly defeated the 
Tibetan troops defending the SineTibetan borders. Having defeated the 
Tibetans under their heels, the Communists then called on Lhasa to 
negotiate and dictated terms for the so-called peaceful liberation of Tibet, 
as summed up in the Seventeen Point Agreement signed between the 

Government of China and the "local" Government of Tibet in 
May 1951. 

There is little comparison between the ill-equipped, pre-industrial Tibet 
in 1950 and the well-armed, modernized Taiwan of the 1990s. However, 
there are two elements in the situation that might be noteworthy: an initial, 
limited use of force followed by a "peaceful liberation". It is true that 
Taiwan can fight back much more effectively than Tibet ever did, although 
it can not possibly expect to  win such a war without US aid.13 But Maoist 
strategists are unlikely to  engage in a full frontal attack unless Taipei 
decides to take any of the drastic actions mentioned earlier. What seems 
more likely is that Beijing might wait for an ensuing domestic crisis in 
Taiwan and then step in to  exploit the situation. It is said that Beijing has 
agents "already active on the island".14 

There are some potential sources of conflict arising largely from the new 
international situation in which Taiwan finds itself. The Communist 
strategy, while calling for unification, aims to  isolate Taiwan economically 
and politically. This has already been set in motion by American 
de-recognition. The increasing isolation of an economy dependent largely 
on foreign capital and trade is likely to brew an economic crisis. Such a 
crisis may bring to  the surface the underlying political debate about the 
future of Taiwan as the Taiwanese people see it, not as the KMT elite from 
the mainland wishes. Lee Teng-hui is just such a new phenomenon arising 
out of this new situation in Taiwan. 

Beijing has certain basic objectives which are likely to weigh heavily 
when the future of Taiwan is discussed and eventually decided. These 
objectives indicate how Beijing perceives the problem of Taiwan as 
essentially different from those of Macao and Hong Kong. As a first and 
minimal condition, Beijing insists that Taipei acknowledge that Taiwan is 
not only an integral part of China upon which both contending parties used 
to agree, but that Beiiing has sovereignty over the island. That is to say the 
Chinese Communist Party (CCP), not the KMT, represents the sole and 
legitimate government of China. Beijing might, however, concede, as it has 
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already hinted, the status of a "local" government to  the Taiwan authorities 
as it did to  Tibet in the 1950s, but will deny them any claim to be 
government of China. 

Secondly, in the final three decades of the twentieth century Taiwan has 
not only developed a political system quite different from that of 
Communist China; it has symbolized an alternative political system to 
those Chinese who d o  not favour the Marxist-Leninist regime. This is 
of the main reasons why many non-Communist Chinese who, though not 
approving of KMT rule in Taiwan, support the "Republic of Chinaw idea, 
But Marxist-Leninists, radical or  revolutionist, will not permit any 
alternative political system or party to  flourish permanently in any pan 
of China. The Tibetan experience indicates that the Communists might 
"protect" such a "non-Communist system" on one hand, while undermining 
its socio-political basis on the other. Such status as Beijing might be willing 
to  confer on Taiwan will be necessarily temporary and tactical in nature; it 
cannot be expected to  be a permanent legal structure.15 

Third, Taiwan, like Tibet 20 years ago, has posed a security problem for 
China. Now that US forces have withdrawn from the island, Beijing would 
be anxious to  prevent any other powers from filling the military vacuum. ~t 

is this fear or  suspicion that might prompt the Communists to unify Taiwan 
sooner than expected. In view of the long history of foreign involvement in 
Taiwan (Dutch, Spanish, Japanese and American), Beijing might take 
adequate steps to  ensure Chinese national security. This could mean careful 
control over Taipei's foreign contacts and arms purchases. In Tibet, the 
Communists handled Tibetan external relations right from the beginning 
but allowed Lhasa to  maintain its troops for the time being to be 
"reorganized step by step into the People's Liberation Army".16 Deng 
Xiaoping stated that Taipei could keep its "troops" too. The Communists 
know from their own experience that, if the KMT is deprived of its army 
straightaway, it would not negotiate any settlement. 

Like Tibet, but unlike Hong Kong or Macao, Taiwan now poses a 
multifaceted problem to the Communists. Neither Hong Kong nor Macao 
has ever challenged Beijing's sovereign right like Tibet did, nor claimed to 
be the legitimate government of China as Taiwan does, nor expressed any 
aspiration for national independence as the Taiwanese and Tibetans do. 
Nor does either territory constitute security ~ r o b l e m  for China. It is. 
therefore, not difficult to  see why Beijing feels that it can draw more lessons 
from the Tibetan precedence in dealing with Taiwan. The communists see a 
number of similarities between the two regions in terms of past history and 
current problems. As far as they are concerned, the historical status of 
Taiwan and Tibet are essentially the same: both are integral parts of China. 
On this point both Beijing and Taipei concur, but the ~ ibe t ans  would 
disagree. Again, just as Tibet was said to  have drifted away from the arms 
of the motherland during the last 100 or so years, owing to "imperialist 
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deceptions and provocations",'7 Taiwan, too, can be said to have heen led 
astray in a similar way. Whereas Tibet's special characteristics* resided i n  itr 

culture and religion, Taiwan's distinctiveness is probably in its 
industrial economy and its social system, both of which Beijing has assured 
would be Like Xhou Enlai assured Nehru in the 1950s that 
Tibet would not be treated as a province of China and that the Communists 
would not force socialism upon a "backward" people, Deng Xiaoping 

similar assurances to his American friends regarding Taiwan. 
1f the "special characteristics" of Taiwan call for special treatment, the 

need for a lenient policy is dictated by the problems that China faces in the 
region. In this respect, too, Taiwan bears certain similarities with Tibet. 
~lthough Taipei, unlike Tibet, does not question Chinese sovereignty over 
the island, it does question the legitimacy of the Communist regime and 
claims to offer an alternative political system for China's one billion people. 
J U S ~  as it feared some external powers might fill the power vacuum or 
intervene in Tibet, Beijing seems still to  have lingering doubts that some 
external power might replace the USA in the Taiwan Straits. 

Finally, just as Tibet rendered the biggest propaganda defeat for 
Communist China since its founding in 1949, now Taiwan has denied the 
Communists a chance to  complete the Chinese Revolution. On account of 
these problems and for the sake of their eventual resolution, Beijing made 
more concessions than it has in other national minority areas, but its 
political solution for the Taiwan Question is basically the Tibetan model, as 
the nine-point proposal testifies. I do  not think that the Communist leaders, 
given their well-known capacity for tactical flexibility, would mechanically 
apply the Tibetan model t o  Taiwan. What it suggests is that the Seventeen 
Point Agreement that defined Tibet's political status and its relations with 
Beijing, provides a rough structural framework within which details may be 
worked out and negotiated between the "local" government of Taiwan and 
the "central" government of China. The special treatment and "autono- 
mous" status that Tibet enjoyed between May 1951 and March 1959 as a 
result of its special characteristics and other political considerations, may 
give us some idea of the kind of concessions Beijing might be willing to 
make as an initial bargaining point. Indeed, as we shall see, the political 
terms of the nine-point proposal do  not go beyond the Seventeen Point 
Agreement. 

In January 1979, when the normalization of USA-China relations 
became effective, Wang Bingnan, who for nine years was China's 
ambassador to Warsaw in the 1950s, "suggested" that Tibet "could be 
the model for Taiwan's future status if it decides to join" the mainland. 
Taiwan, he explained, being separated from the mainland for nearly 
30 years, is different from the 29 provinces. It has its own "characteristics 
which make a Tibet-like solution possible". Specifically, he recalled the 
Seventeen Point Agreement signed between Lhasa and Beijing to maintain 
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the Tibetan religion, its social system and to  "move it gradually toward 
socialism".'s 

On  the same day, a special message of the Standing Committee of the 
Fifth National People's Congress addressed to "compatriots in Taiwan" 
was widely publicized. The message, completely stripped of any Communist 
jargon or content, unabashedly appeals to  the Chinese sense of patriotism. 
On  the political side, the message reiterated official policy: 

Our  state leaders have firmly declared that they will take present 
realities into account in accomplishing the great cause of reunifying 
the motherland and respect the status quo on Taiwan and the opinions 
of people in all walks of life there and adopt reasonable policies and 
measures in settling the question of reunification SO as not to cause the 
people of Taiwan any losses.19 

Deng Xiaoping has been making more specific offers to Taiwan. ~t is 
interesting to  note that all of his disclosures were made to the Americans 
indicating that Beijing was anxious to  convince the Americans of its 
peaceful intentions towards Taiwan. In an exclusive interview with an 
American journalist in late 1978, Deng declared that the USA "can keep its 
economic interests" and "can continue its investments" in Taiwan. China, 
he assured, had no  intention of lowering Taiwan's living standards; instead, 
it would seek a solution that took into account the island's different 
political system.20 About a month later, he told a group of US senators 
visiting China that Taiwan could retain its government and armed forces 
and remain "fully a u t o n o m o ~ s " . ~ ~  He  summed up the Communist offers to 
Taiwan in his speech to  the US Congress in January 1979: 

We will permit the present system on Taiwan and way of life to 
remain unchanged. We will allow the local government of Taiwan to - 

maintain people-to-people relations with other people like Japan and 
the United States. With this policy, we believe we can achieve 
reunification. Like you, we want to  resolve the issue by peaceful 
means. . . . However, China cannot commit herself not to resort to 
other means because, if we did it would not be beneficial to peaceful 
r e ~ n i f i c a t i o n . ~ ~  

On  the last point, Deng was less diplomatic. "Under no conditions", he 
exclaimed "will China enter into any pledge to  refrain from the use of force, 
because such a pledge would make the Nationalists more intransigentw." 
To the four visiting US senators, he spelled out the circumstances under 
which Beijing might use force: "an indefinite refusal by Taiwan to enter into 
negotiations", and "an attempt by the Soviet Union to interfere in 
Taiwanese affairs".24 

Most of Deng's offers to  Taiwan are from the 1951 SineTibetan 
Agreement. He is firm on the issue of sovereignty, and as a corollary, firmly 
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reserves the right to use force in Taiwan, if and when necessary. On most 
issues he sounded reconciliatory and even generous. Similarly, &ijing 

made generous concessions short of sovereignty to the Tibetans, but on the 
question of sovereignty it remained firm. Despite Indian protests and efforts 

persuasion, the Communists firmly maintained that the "problem of 
Tibet is entirely the domestic problem of Chinawz5 and went ahead with its 
liberation. The lengthy preamble to the Seventeen Point Agreement which 
otherwise did considerable backbending established categorically the 
Chinese sovereignty claims over Tibet.2h 

The other comparable promises made in the Agreement include the 
following: that the Tibetan people have the right to exercise national 
regional autonomy under the unified leadership of the Central People's 
Government (Point 3); that the Central Authorities will not alter the 
existing political system in Tibet (Point 4); that the Tibetan army will be 
reorganized step-by-step into the People's Liberation Army - a similar term 
now being offered to Taipei ("There would be no requirement that Taiwan 
disarm to achieve reunifi~ation");~' that the Central People's Government 
will handle the external affairs of Tibet - which Deng politely translated 
before the US Congress as "We will allow the local government of Taiwan 
to maintain people-to-people relations with other people like Japan and the 
United  state^."^^ The Sin-Indian treaty of 1954 facilitated such people-to- 
people relations between Tibetans and Indians in the form of trade and 
pilgrimage. In the case of Tibet, great emphasis was laid on freedom of 
religion and associated matters (Points 4, 5, 6 and 7); and in the case of 
Taiwan business interests and people's living standards have received 
similar attention (Ye's Points 4, 6 and 8). 

But Ye's nine-point proposal (1981) or Deng's "one country, two 
systems" model (1986), applied to  Taiwan, does not go beyond the political 
boundaries of the Tibetan model. It promises Taiwan nothing more than "a 
high degree of autonomy as a special administrative region" (Point 3). 
which is exactly the third point in the Seventeen Point Agreement. In fact, 
the fourth point of the proposal is a retrogression: while the Seventeen Point 
Agreement guarantees that "the existing political system in Tibet" will not 
be altered (Point 4), the nine-point proposal promises only that "Taiwan's 
current socio-economic system will remain unchanged" (Point 4). The only 
political departure from the Seventeen Point Agreement is the fourth point 
of the proposal: "People in authority and representative personages of 
various circles in Taiwan" may share power with the Communists in 
running the state. But here, too, we note that it is not the KMT as a pany 
that will share power with the CCP, although the KMT has been asked to 
form a third united front.29 

The most intriguing part of the Seventeen Point Agreement was the 
extent to which the Communists were able to conceal their long-term 
revolutionary goals. It hesitated to use even the word "democratic" to 
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qualify what it called "various reforms". However, with the long-term goals 
in view, the Agreement left, with careful ambiguity, sufficient scope for the 
future course of revolutionary action. Hence, no time lilnit was set to 
the state's protection of religious freedom, traditional political system, the 
Dalai and Panchen Lamas' statuses, etc. Moreover, while Point 11 promised 
that Beijing would not impose "various reforms" unless the people 
demands", Point 15 envisaged a "military and administrative committee" 
whose function, as later events proved, was precisely to create conditions 
for change and undermine the existing system which the Agreement 
ostensibly promised to  protect. 

It seems hardly fortuitous that the man who was held responsible during 
the Cultural Revolution for the most unrevolutionary policy in pre-1959 
Tibet, shaped Beijing's Taiwan policy. A group of Red Guards calling 
themselves the "Special Group for Investigation of Teng who 
detailed Deng's role in the Party's Tibet policy, accused him of practising 
hundred per cent revisionism" in Tibet.30 Although we cannot take the Red 
Guard revelations and charges without some reservation, China's Tibet 
policy in the 1950s indeed had the stamp of a man whose pragmatism is 
summed up in his well-known adage: "It does not matter whether the cat 
is black or white as long as it catches mice." 

It is generally true that the national minorities' policy in general and that 
of Tibet in particular were declared out of bounds for questioning. Hence, 
the name of Liu shaoqiM rather than that of Mao Zedone is usually 
associated with such thorny issues. This, however, does not mean that Mao 
Zedong did not have a say in such matters. The fifth volume of his Selected 
Works indicates that he sanctioned a rather gradualist policy and counselled 
great caution at  least for the first two or three years.32 But a significant 
difference is discernible. For example, in early 1957, when a great debate 
arose within the inner circles of the Party about the "democratic reforms" 
in Tibet, in which Deng's group triumphed, that is, to postpone reforms for 
six more years, Mao  gave "most timely and most forceful support"" to the 
radical views. In other words, the difference between radical and moderate 
thinking on such national issues was tactical rather than strategic or 
conceptional. From 1976 onwards, the political basis of the radical faction 
in China is being systematically uprooted. We may therefore expect 
moderate policies to    rev ail both in Taiwan and Beijing. 

As he was shaping China's Taiwan policy, Deng Xiaopin~ as Gneral 
Secretary of the Party Central Committee in the 1950s came to ~ ~ r c i s e  
great influence on the Tihet policy. Perhaps his influence would not have 
carried so much weight in practice, had it not been for his personal 
connections with the Army generals who virtually ruled Tihet from 1951 to 
1967.14 Deng was the political Commissar of the Second Field Army whose 
divisions "liberated" Tibet, and, from 1951 onwards, Tibetan politics were 
dominated by generals known to  him personally.   he ~ e d  ~ u a r d s  therefore 
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that Deng, who was born in Sichuan and worked during the war i n  
the southwest region, "particularly in the southwestern areas, w k r e  his 
influence was extended, he worked vigorously to set up an independent 
kingdom, stubbornly, openly and frantically resisting and opposing 
Chairman Mao's revolutionary line".35 

Perhaps it would be instructive for those concerned with the Taiwan 
question to recall here some specific incidents where Deng intervened in 
Tibetan politics which might shed some light on the intriguing nature 
of China's Tibet policy in the 1950s. In 1956, when an assistant secretary of 
the party's Tibet Work Committee argued for a more radical policy, Deng 
dismissed him as a "leftist in form but rightist in substance".'"imilarly, in 
1957, during a discussion on the educational policy of the Tibetan National 
Academy, Deng's view prevailed: "Only patriotic education and not class 
education should be ~ermi t ted" .~ '  In the same year Deng and Beng Chen 
authored "Decision Concerning Democratic Reforms in Tibet", which was 
as the Red Guards put it, "extremely rightist in essence and . . . entirely 
capitulationist in c h a r a ~ t e r " . ~ ~  It seems fair to infer from all this that Deng 
must have had a big hand in Beijing's decision to postpone the "democratic 
reforms" in Tibet in 1956 for six more years. 

In 1957, when the PLA official defected to  the Dalai Lama's palace, and 
when the matter was reported to  the Central Committee, Deng "refused to 
take any action'' because this "might affect the united front relationship 
with the Dalai".39 For the same reason he dealt with the Tibetan resistance 
movement in the mid-1950s rather cautiously and diplomatically. In 1952, 
Beijing put pressure on the Dalai Lama to dismiss his Prime Minister 
Lukhangwa, who was opposing the Seventeen Point Agreement. When 
Lukhangwa expressed his desire to go on a "pilgrimage" to India, Deng 
"and his like" rather than prevent him, dispatched a high-ranking cadre 
to escort "this big traitorous bandit and counter-revolutionary leader to 
Yatung and thence to India, and presented him with a large quantity of 
silver and gifts".40 In 1954, Deng and his followers sought to carry the 
policy of cooperation in Tibet to  its extreme: 

Everybody knows that the Communists are atheists, while the Dalai 
Lama is a religious professional. Communists are vanguards of the 
proletarait, while the Dalai Lama is a feudal serf-owner. However, 
Teng Hsiao-ping and his like at the Preparatory Conference for 
Organizational Work in Tibet held in the spring of 1954 prepared to 
recruit Lamas of the upper strata as "Party members". What was it i f  
not a hundred per cent revisionis~n?~' 

We have so far noted the extreme flexibility of China's Tibet policy 
(1951-58), which might be anticipated in Taiwan, too, if and when 
reunification is achieved. In what follows, we shall delineate the salient 
aspects of China's pre-1959 Tibet policy that seem pertinent to the future of 
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Taiwan as Beijing sees it. The policy was based on two ideas that need no 
introduction or definition: a united front and divide et impera. The former 
was declared official policy and was practised ostentatiously;42 the latter 
was an underlying political strategy used adroitly from under the table. R~~ 
why pursue such contradictory policies? Tibet had been in existence as a 
distinct cultural and political entity for well over a thousand years, and 
Beijing's plan for national integration conflicted with this entity. One of the 
main functions of the united front policy, therefore, was to unite with a l l  
those who were "patriotic" and who could be united "irrespective of 

nationality, social class or religious belief".43 In so doing, it minimiled the 
possibilities of a revolt. While the intended purpose of such a policy was to 
create unity between China and Tibet, it was always possible that it could 
backfire. Hence, the underlying tactical aspect of the policy of divide el 
impera, which tried to  ensure that the unity China was trying to create was 
not used against her. 

The basis of Taiwan's entity differs somewhat from that of Tibet. Unlike 
Tibet, Taiwan shares China's culture and language. Unlike any other 
Chinese province, Taiwan has been occupied by various foreign powers 
since the sixteenth century. In particular, since the KMT's arrival in 1949, it 
has been in existence as a separate political, ideological and economic entity 
in conscious opposition to  the Communist system. This has objectively 
created an entity quite distinct from Communist China. These factors 
suggest a similar structural approach to  that of Tibet, but I am sure that the 
Taiwanese response would be by no  means similar. The Tibetans were, 
therefore, too nai've politically. 

The United Front in China, especially during the Sino-Japanese war was 
broad enough; it included members from all strata of Chinese society except 
well-known anti-Communists and Japanese collaborators. In Tibet it was 
an exclusively elitist front; it specifically meant a studious co-optation of the 
traditional ruling class, both lords and Lamas. They were not only allowed 
to  continue to  enjoy their old privileges which the Seventeen Point 
Agreement guaranteed but also were pampered with new material benefits 
and positions.44 The masses were subject to  a benign neglect by their 
"liberators" until after the 1959 Revolt. Throughout the decade the only 
occasions on which the Communists came into contact with ordinary 
Tibetans were at  road construction sites. It was perhaps more sensible for 
the Communists to  route their revolution through the elite whose example 
the people might follow. 

However, in the case of Taiwan it is unlikely that any united front would 
exclude the masses because their Chinese identity and lower status, both 
economic and political, could easily be exploited. Hence Beijing might 
attempt to  unite all those who could be united rather than target any 
particular section of Taiwanese society especially pro-~ommunists and *an 
nationalists as represented by the New Party. 
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In order to implement their policy of divide et impera, the Communists 
used the existing cleavages in Tibetan society. The traditional rivalry 
between the Dalai Lama and the ranchen Lama was exploited to the hilt. 
The status of the latter was elevated to  an unprecedented degree in the 
Seventeen Point Agreement, much against the wishes of the Lhasa 

As events later proved, he was cast in the double rble of 
countervailing the Dalai Lama, as well as acting as the most outstanding 
pro-Communist spokesman in the Lamaist hierach~. 

In its "peace offensive" towards Taiwan since 1979, the Communists 
have already given US sufficient evidence that they are operating a united 
front strategy in operation. Deng Xiaoping, who has been making the most 
authoritative statements regarding Taiwan, was also the Chairman of the 
National Committee of the People's Political Consultative Conference 
(cPPCC) "which is a united front organization" largely responsible for 

national questions as Taiwan. Deng delivered his important New 
Year's Day (1979) speech before the CPPCC National Committee meeting 
convened specifically to  discuss the question of Taiwan. He declared that 
"the great cause of the return of Taiwan to the motherland and of reuniting 
the country is now on the agenda".46 

Since then Beijing has orchestrated the "various democratic parties and 
other patriotic personages" who attended the CPPCC meeting to sing in 
unison the theme of national unification. A leading member of the Beijing- 
based Taiwan League tells tales of how "our forefathers" from Fujian and 
Gaungdong provinces settled and developed Taiwan; an overseas Taiwanese 
expresses his hope for "an early reunion of the people on both sides of the 
Taiwan Straits"; a KMT envoy who was sent to negotiate peace with the 
victorious Communist forces in 1949, now expresses his "readiness to fly to 
Taipei to discuss the reunification of the motherland if the Taipei authorities 
would allow him to  d o  so"; former KMT generals assure their counterparts 
in Taiwan that national unification is in national as well as in personal 
interests; nationalist civil aviation companies that defected to Beiiing in 
1949 now pledge to  "do their part to help start an airline between Taiwan 
and the mainland"; intellectuals, who "always love our motherland", 
express their willingness to  "work together with our counterparts in 
Taiwan to help realise the reunification of our country"; industrial and 
commercial circles affirm that their counterparts in Taiwan "are patriotic 
like their fellow-countrymen" and hope that they "would play their part in 
bringing about at  any early date, trade and commercial exchanges between 
the mainland and T a i ~ a n " . ~ '  

In short, China has floated various baits for unification across the 
Taiwan Straits. It has offered trade prospects and called for an early 
establishment of communications between the island and the mainland. 
without preconditions. It has unabashedly appealed to Chinese nationalism 
and has called upon what it now politely calls the "Taipei authorities" to 
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negotiate a peaceful unification. At the same time, it has less noisily issued 
warnings like "With American abandonment, the future is clear. ~~i~~~ 
will be united with the motherland. If you join the movement now, your 
personal future as well as that of the province will be assured. Otherwise, 
you will be justly labeled a traitor and reactionary."4* 

In the press there is a tendency to  confuse the resolution of the Taiwan 
problem, which might indeed take 10, or even 100 years, as Mae was 
reported to have said, with national unification, which could be achieved 
within "our generation", as Deng hoped. While the latter involves, at [he 
very least, Taipei's acknowledgement of sovereignty, the former means a 
long process of social and economic integration of a capitalistic Taiwan 
with Communist China- What I have tried to  argue is that Beijing might be 
anxious to bring about national unification as soon as possible; and if 
Taipei accepts the objective, Beijing might be more patient as far as social 
integration is concerned, which might be projected as a long-term goal. 

In conclusion, we may compare the different positions of, and weigh the 
various options confronting, the three major parties in the Taiwan question. 
The KMT agrees with the CCP on the indivisibility of one China and on 
that ground it opposes the Taiwanese demand for independence, which the 
Communists consider as "the basis for ~ o o p e r a t i o n " . ~ ~  The bone of 
contention between the two parties, therefore, is the question of who rules 
over China. The KMT's current hope of "waiting for a favourable change in 
the mainland" may not be so unrealistic as it appeared in the late 1970s and 
1980s. But meanwhile a practical and perhaps critical question confronting 
Taiwan today may be how it can save itself from a sudden or unforeseen 
takeover. 

Up to  1979, Taiwan's security depended on American protection, which 
has now been withdrawn. After the initial anger, Taiwan has reaffirmed its 
relations with the USA, which, as we shall see, might act as an informal 
mediator in Beijing-Taipei negotiations for a political settlement. For the 
other means of maintaining Taiwan's informal independence, such as 
"going nuclear", declaring independence all of which (especially the last 
two) have been officially ruled out by Taipei are as much against the explicit 
wishes of the KMT elite as they are against the national interests of china, 
and the USA has a particularly high stake in the regional stability of East 
Asia as a whole; it does not want any sort of conflict in the region. Nor does 
it want any more nuclear proliferation in Asia, all of which makes Taiwan 
more dependent on the USA than ever before. 

But this does not mean that the Americans have completely abandoned 
Taiwan. The second level of the official policy assumes that ''china is not 
able to conquer Taiwan at  this time anyway".50 ~ a s e d  on this assumption, 
Washington hopes that Taiwan can son~ehow manage to survive in a semi- 

permanent limbo and with that hope it leaves a faint option open for ''the 
people on Taiwan" (a term officially used in all the US dealings with Taiwan 
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the de-recognition) to  be either Chinese or Taiwanese. The Ameriun 
may be rational enough judged upon the situation in which 

China currently finds itself. 
~t the same time, the USA seeks to persuade the Taipei authorities to 

negotiate with Beijing for the best possible terms." But Taiwan\ options 
are rather limited, being circumscribed by the close relationship between its 
former protector to  whom it still faithfully clings and its ideological enemy 
who now seeks to place it in a situation in which it will have practically no 
option but to accept a peaceful unification or live in semi-permanent limbo, 

A logical outcome of such mutual intransigence may be confrontation, 
but that is against the US interests in East Asia, where its concerns in Japan 
and South Korea dictate peace and regional ~ t a b i l i t ~ . ~ Z  Such a confrontation 
may be avoided. This is suggested by the unique situation in which the USA 
finds itself in relation to  both Taipei, which continue to cooperate with the 
USA, and Beijing, which is likely to  heed American "suggestions", with its 
increasing reliance upon American technology and power. 

It will not, therefore, be surprising if the USA plays a r6le similar to 
India's in the Tibetan sense. India was then, like the USA is now, torn 
between emotional sympathy for the helpless Tibetan people and the 
political necessity to  befriend China. New Delhi counselled peaceful 
resolution of the Tibetan question and tried to persuade Beijing to grant 
Tibet maximum domestic autonomy. While firmly objecting to any external 
interference, including Indian, in what is considered a purely domestic 
matter, China demonstrably took Indian sentiments into account in its Tibet 
policy in the 1950s. 

Just as Nehru's India in the 1950s was an important "friendly* power to 
the nascent Communist regime in China, the USA seemed to be similarly 
situated in the 1980s. China will object to  any formal American mediating 
r6le in any Beijing-Taipei negotiation, but the USA could still be an 
informal mediating factor wielding considerable influence. It, of course, 
goes without saying that the USA can exert far more influence upon China 
than India could. 

As we have shown, the Communists have used their Tibetan experience 
and the "Tibetan model" for appropriate policy guidelines towards Taiwan. 
Thus, Taipei perceives even the current "new economic policy" in Tibet and 
the Beijing-Dalai Lama negotiations as yet another "peace offensive against 
the Republic of China".'3 There is no doubt that Deng Xiaoping and his 
colleagues saw a definite policy linkage between Taiwan and the Tibetan 
Question, but here they face a credibility problem. The nine-point proposal 
was rejected, because President Chiang Ching-kuo pointed to "the fate of 
Tibet as an example of  what would befall Taiwan if  it accepted 
reunification now"" Beijing's recent refusal to concede some of the basic 
Tibetan demands (such as re-incorporation of Kham and Amdo into Tibet 
proper, and a separate status for Tibet within a Chinese federations') is 
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unlikely to help convince the KMT elite of  the Communist sincerity and 
reasonableness. If Beijing wants to  hold Tibet as a "model" for Taiwan, it  
has to improve its record with the Tibetan people, for its dealings with 
Tibet, both past and present, serve not as a model but as a warning for 
Taiwan. 

While Beijing clearly sees Taiwan and Tibet as closely related issues, 
Taipei and the Dalai Lama did not act together to  extract the maximum 
concessions for both from their Communist masters until late March 1997 
when the Dalai Lama paid a six-day visit to  Taiwan and opened a Tibetan 
liaison office there. A Taipei-Dharamsala united front would enormously 
enhance their collective bargaining power against Beijing in their 
negotiation for peaceful, political settlements. In the early 1980s a Chinese 
writer suggested the idea of a Chinese federation along Soviet lines,jhnd 
this is precisely what the Dalai Lama has also demanded. Such a goal may 
not be impossible if Taipei and the Dalai Lama make a joint demand for a 
great Chinese federal system (dadung) in which Taiwan and Tibet would 
become UN members, like the Ukraine and Belorussia. 

It is difficult to  find a solution that satisfies all the parties concerned; the 
federal idea, however, might (see Chapter 19). Even President Lee Teng- 
hui's Taiwan Viewpoint (June 1999) suggests a similar structural solution 
for China: federal advancement. A satisfactory solution to  the question of 
Taiwan and Tibet is imperative for the reduction, if not elimination, of 
dangers to  Communist China. It would also complete the life work of the 
Chinese revolutionaries - it would complete national unification. However, 
the kind of absolutist and totalistic unification that the neo-nationalist 
leaders in Beijing seem to  have in mind is neither feasible nor conducive to 

peace and stability in East Asia. After all, one of the main purposes of what 
Japanese historians call the "China Incident" was to discourage the 
formation of a huge, unified and powerful "new empire" in the East Asian 
continents7 that objectively threatens all its small neighbours. Chinese 
Marxists might subjectively renounce any hegemonistic ambitions anywhere, 
but power has its own dialectics, almost independent of the heart of its 
holders.s8 
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"Since the forming o f  groups is inherent in human nature and the 
establishment o f  a ruler is for the purpose o f  protecting the group, it is 
logical and necessary for the group to govern itself. Each race should 
be controlled by its own ruler and should never allour any 
encroachment by an alien race." 

Wang Fu-chih (16 19-92)' 

"One who is not politically motivated can easily understand that Tibet 
is a separate country different from China. This thought comes quite 
naturally because Tibet was and is in fact different from China - racially, 
culturally, linguistically, geographically and historically. No knowledge- 
able person would for a moment think that Tibetans are Chinese." 

The Dalai LamaZ 

"Since Tibet is not the same as China, it should ultimately he the 
wishes o f  the people of Tibet that should prevail and not any legal or 
constitutional arguments. That, I think, is a valid point. Whether the 
people of Tibet are strong enough to assert their rights or not is 
another matter. Whether rue are strong enough or any other country is 
strong enough to see that this is done is also another matter. But it is a 
right and proper thing to say and I see no dificulty in saying to the 
Chinese Government that whether they have suzerainty or sover- 
eignty over Tibet, surely, according to any principles, the principles 
they proclaim and the principles I uphold, the last voice in regard to 
Tibet should be the voice of the people of Tibet and of nobody else. " 

Jawaharlal ~ e h r u ~  

' Teng Ssu-yu and John K. Fairbank, China's Response to the West (New York: Atheneum, 
1970), p. 10. 
The Dalai Lama, The Wall Street journal 8 November, 1979 
Address to the Lok Sabha (Lower House of Parliament), 7 December, 1950. 





Chapter 18 

China's Dialogue with the 
Dalai Lama 1979-1 998 

Perhaps the most significant political development in post-1959 Sin* 
Tibetan politics is the dialogue that Deng Xiaoping initiated with the Dalai 
Lama in December 1978. The primary Chinese motive was - and still is - to 
persuade the self-exiled Tibetan leader to "return to the motherland". For 
in exile, the Dalai Lama not only creates frequent embarrassment to the 
PRC through his excellent rapport with the Western mass media but, more 
seriously, it is feared by the PRC that he could be used for anti-Chinese 
purposes by hostile powers such as pre-1986 Soviet Union.' If, however, the 
Dalai Lama could be persuaded to end his exile, he would automatically 
cease to be a source of embarrassment and potential danger to China. 
Instead, it is hoped by the PRC that he could fruitfully be used at home to 
legitimate Chinese rule in Tibet where the politicized segments of the 
Tibetan population are still resisting the Chinese Communist takeover as 
indicated by pro-independence outbursts in Lhasa since 1987. 

The Dalai Lama, like his people, has come to the conclusion that he does 
not have any alternative but to negotiate for a greater degree of autonomy 
from the PRC. This realization by the Dalai Lama came about more acutely 
with the US abandonment of the Tibetan cause in the early 1970s when the 
Sino-American rapprochement began.l But since the mid-1 980s, Western 
moral support for the Dalai Lama's peace initiatives has considerablv 
increased, culminating in the award of the Nobel Peace Prize to the Dalai 
Lama in 1989. Nor is there much chance of raising the Tibetan issue at the 
United Nations with PRC's permanent membership in the Security Council, 
unlike earlier occasions when the UN passed three resolutions on Tibet. 

Given the preceding political changes affecting their mutual perceptions, 
it took two equally pragmatic leaders to break the ice by December 1978: 
Deng Xiaoping and the Dalai Lama. The credit, however, must go to Deng. 
It was part of his reform, introduced after 1978, which included not only 
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the four modernizations but also bold initiatives to  resolve some of the 
outstanding "national" problems such as Taiwan and Tibet. Hence, i t  
seems hardly fortuitous that Deng Xiaoping, who was held responsible 
during the Cultural Revolution for the most un revo l~ t iona r~  policy in pre- 
1959 Tibet,3 once again took a bold initiative to contact the Dalai Lama. 

O n  the other hand, the Dalai Lama too had scaled down his stand on the 
Tibetan question by the late 1970s in shifting the essence of his struggle 
from claims for independence to  concerns about economic welfare. on 
10  March 1978 he declared: "If the six million Tibetans in Tibet are really 
happy and prosperous as never before, there is no reason for us to argue 
~ t h e r w i s e . " ~  A year later he explained that "the main reason why we are in 
exile is the welfare of the six million ti bet an^".^ In 1980 he was more 
explicit: "the core of the Tibetan issue is the welfare and ultimate happiness 
of the six million Tibetans in Tibet".6 In so doing the Dalai Lama met the 

basic Chinese precondition for negotiation: no question of Tibetan 
independence could be raised. 

This was precisely the first of the three points that Deng Xiaoping 
conveyed to  the Dalai Lama's elder brother, Gyalo Thondup, on 3 December 
1978. He  stated: "The basic question is whether Tibet is part of China or 
not. This should be kept as the criteria for testing the truth. . . . So long as it 
is not accepted that Tibet is an integral part of China, there is nothing else 
to  talk about."' The Tibetan side interpreted this as the agenda for all 
negotiations except those aiming for total independence.* Deng's second 
point was that the Dalai Lama may send delegations to Tibet to investigate 
the actual conditions there. Third, he accepted the Tibetan suggestion that 
50  Tibetan teachers from India would be permitted to teach in various parts 
of Tibet. 

While the Dalai Lama started sending a series of "fact-finding 
delegations" to  both Inner and Outer Tibet, the Central Committee of 
the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) which took charge of Tibetan affairs 
a t  that time, indicated the nature of Chinese concessions to the Dalai Lama. 
The Chinese preemptive measures suggested that the Tibetan findings in 
Tibet would not be the basis for negotiation, that Beijing would decide on 
its own, defining the boundary and identifying the issue for ~ino-Tibetan 
dialogue. 

Between 22 May and 1 June 1980, Hu Yaobang led China's own fact- 
finding delegation to  central Tibet, and issued a six-point ~ o l i c y  directive. 
First, autonomy is defined as "having the right to  decide for oneself", but 
this definition is not extended to  the political   lane and refers mainly to 
economic decentralization. Secondly, the policy directive indicated that 
Tibetans should be exempt from taxes and should not work without pay. 
They would also be free from meeting compulsory state ~urchase quotas 
and their products could be purchased at  negotiated prices. These economic 
concessions would last three to  five years. Thirdly, the report suggested a 



China? Dialogue with the Dalai Lama 

flexible economic policy suited to  the specific and actual conditions in Tibet 
which should be carried out with a view to diversifying the whole Tibetan 
economy. ~ourthly,  Beijing would further increase central funds to the Tibet 
Autonomous Region in order to develop the local economy and improve 
living standards. Fifthly, within the socialist framework, it would 
necessary to make "vigorous efforts to  revive and develop Tibetan culture, 
education and science. . . . All ideas that ignore and weaken Tibetan culture 
are wrong." Lastly, Tibetan participation in the local administration should 
be enlarged: full-time Tibetan cadres should account for more than w o -  
thirds of all government functionaries in Tibet within two to three years.' 

After having made the necessary economic concessions which might have 
met the Dalai Lama's basic demand made in 1978 and 1979, Hu Yaobang 
next specified the Party line on the Dalai Lama's personal status upon his 
return to China. O n  28 July 1981 Hu conveyed to Gyalo Thondup China's 
"five-point proposal to  the Dalai Lama", which is, he emphasized, "our 
sincere and serious decision". First, China has now entered a new era of 
political stability, economic prosperity and friendly relations among all the 
nationalities. These trends will not change for a long time to come. Since 
the Dalai Lama and his entourage "are intelligent" they should believe in 
what the new era promises. If they don't, they can wait and see. Secondly, 
the Dalai Lama and those appointed by him to represent him at  talks must 
be "sincere"; they must not "bargain like businessmen". On China's part, 
there will be no punishment of those Tibetans who took part in the 1959 
Rebellion. Thirdly, "we sincerely welcome back the Dalai Lama and his 
entourage" to permanently settle down in China; for once returned, the 
Dalai Lama can promote national unity, improve relations among 
nationalities and accelerate the progress of the four modernizations. If 
and when he returns to  China - and this is the fourth point - his political 
and economic privileges will be as those of pre-1959. He will be appointed 
as vice-president of the National People's Congress as well as vice-chairman 
of the Chinese People's Political Consultative Committee. Hu emphasized 
that neither the Dalai Lama nor his entourage need worry about their living 
conditions or employment as China would guarantee their privileges. 
Fifthly, the Dalai Lama could decide when he wanted to return, and say 
whatever he wanted to  a t  the time. China would organize a grand reception 
and hold a press conference.1° 

The Dalai Lama's reaction to  the Chinese five-point proposal was brief: 
"Instead of addressing the real issues facing the six million Tibetan people, 
China has attempted to reduce the question of Tibet to a discussion of my 
own personal status."" He put forward, before the US Congressional 
Human Rights Caucus on 21 September 1987, his own five-point counter- 
proposal: (a)  transformation of the whole of Tibet (Inner and Outer) into a 
zone of peace; (b)  abandonment of China's population transfer policy which 
threatens the very existence of the Tibetans as a people; (c) respect for the 
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Tibetan people's fundamental human rights and democratic freedoms. 
(d)  restoration and protection of Tibet's natural environment and th; 
abandonment of China's use of Tibet for the production of nuclear weapons 
and dumping of nuclear waste; (e) commencement of earnest negotiations 
on the future status of Tibet and relations between Tibetan and Chinese 
peoples. l2 

The Dalai Lama's first demand calls for some explanation because i t  
touches Chinese security concerns. He  argues that his concept of a peace 
zone is "in keeping with Tibet's historical role as a peaceful and neutral 
Buddhist nation and buffer state separating the continent's great powersn. lt 
would also be in keeping with King Birendra's proposal to proclaim Nepal a 
peace zone and with China's declared support for such a plan. However, the 
establishment of a peace zone in Inner Asia would require the withdrawal 
of Chinese troops and military installations from Tibet, which would enable 
India also to  withdraw its troops and military installations from the 
Himalayan regions bordering Tibet. "This would be achieved under an 
international agreement which would satisfy China's legitimate security 
needs and build trust among the Tibetan, Indian, Chinese and other peoples 
of the region. " l 3  

A year later the Dalai Lama, speaking at  Strasbourg (France), outlined the 
"framework for Sino-Tibetan negotiations" in which he made major political 
concessions t o  China. The PRC, he said, could remain responsible for Tibet's 
foreign policy and defence. But Tibet should have its own Foreign Affairs 
Bureau dealing with commerce, education, culture, religion, tourism, science, 
sports and other non-political activities. With regard to  defence, China could 
have the right t o  maintain a restricted number of military installations in 
Tibet until such time as demilitarization and neutralization could be achieved 
through a regional peace conference and international agreement.14 

As far as the Dalai Lama is concerned, his Strasbourg Statement 
represents a compromise solution to  the controversial Tibetan question. 
While eschewing persistent Tibetan claims to  independence,'" it calls for a 
greater degree of domestic autonomy, which does not conflict with Chinese 
sovereignty or security concerns. However, he is quite explicit about the 
kind of political system he wishes to  establish in Tibet, implying complete 
domestic autonomy. The Dalai Lama demands that "the whole of Tibet, 
known as Cholka-sum (U-Tsang, Kham and Amdo) should become a self- 
governing democratic political entity founded on law by agreement of the 
people . . . in association with the People's Republic of china".16 He 
specifies "a self-governing democratic political entity" as one comprised of 
a popularly elected chief executive, a bicameral legislative branch, and a n  
independent judicial system. Finally the Chinese leaders are urged to realize 
that "colonial rule over occupied territories is today anarchronistic. A 
genuine union or association can only come about voluntarily, when there 
satisfactory benefit to  all parties concerned."" 
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China did not issue a written reply to, or rebuttal of, the Tibetan leader's 
plan until February 1990, although the Chinese Embassy at New Delhi 
earlier informed the Dalai Lama's representative, Tashi Wangdi, that 
neither the "Five Point Peace Plan nor the Strasbourg Statement" could be 
the basis for negotiation. The main Chinese objection was the underlying 
assumption by the Dalai Lama that Tibet had historically been an 
independent state prior to  the Communist takeover in 1950. This assertion 
is repeated three times in the "Five Point Peace Plan" and again three times 
in the Strasbourg Statement. The Dalai Lama's position as reflected in both 
the statements is that, though Tibet was an independent nation prior to 
1950, he now recognizes the reality of the Communist takeover which has 
made Tibet an integral part of China, and on that basis he would be willing 
to negotiate the future status of Tibet in association with the PRC. 

But that is not enough for Beijing whose leaders want not only the 
implicit recognition by Tibetans of the contemporary reality - that Tibet is a 
part of China which has compelled the Dalai Lama to seek dialogue with 
China. It also wants the Dalai Lama's public acknowledgement that what 
the PRC did in 1950 was an historically valid and ideologically justified 
action and that Tibet has always been part of China. The PRC thus faces a 
dilemma in Tibet. For although it is widely recognized across the world that 
Tibet has been a part of China since 1950, many contend that Tibet was 
de facto independent prior to  the Communist takeover18 which makes the 
Communists feel guilty of an act of imperialism. This ideological accusation 
is unacceptable to  Communists whose revolution was based more on anti- 
imperialism than anything else. That is why the Chinese leaders are 
paranoid about the slightest implication that Tibet was independent in the 
past. The Dalai Lama's references to Tibet's past independence are seen as 
"a necessary part of his continuing plan of separation".19 Therefore, from 
the PRC's point of view if the Dalai Lama wishes to  continue dialogue with 
China, he must completely give up the very idea of independence as 
something either present in past history or as a future goal. "On the 
question of such major importance to  the future of the Chinese nation, 
there is no room for bargainingW2O 

In this regard we need to take very seriously Sha Zhou's article in the 
Beijing Review (February 1990), wherein this PRC position is made clear, 
because the article, according to  Tibetan intelligence sources, was circulated 
among party and state functionaries in Tibet as an official document. All 
the major points of the Dalai Lama's Washington and Strasbourg 
statements are critiqued in that article. Contrary to the Dalai Lama's 
assumption of Tibet's historical independence prior to 1950, Sha Zhou 
asserts that Tibet was incorporated into China in the thirteenth century 
when the Mongolians established the Yuan Dynasty (1271-1368). The 
Dalai Lama's plea for an "associate status" for Tibet - in which the 
Tibetans would enjoy high degrees of domestic autonomy with China 
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remaining in charge of foreign affairs and defence - is also rejected, because 
it attempts to turn "the question of regional autonomy for minority 
nationalities within the territory of China into one of relations between a 
suzerain state and a dependency". Such a concept, argues the PRC, ahas 
long been cherished by imperialists because if it were left to stand, it would 
pose a direct challenge to Tibet's legal status as an inalienable pan of 

China." Nor is the Dalai Lama's proposal to  turn Tibet into a peace lone or 
a buffer state accepted. "No country has ever set apart one of its own 
regions as a peace or neutral zone in order to separate itself from its 
neighbouring countries. N o  sovereign country can accept such a situation." 
Finally the Tibetan leader's conception of a democratic government in  Tibet 
is simply ridiculed. "Such sentiment would be expected from a Western 
political figure but is an absurdity coming as it does from a representative of 
feudal serfdom. By such sentiments, the Dalai Lama is attempting to sing 
the praises of the Western capitalist system and negate socialism".2~ 

We have described the exchange that took place mostly in writing 
between the highest echelon of the Chinese leadership and the Dalai Lama. 
We now turn to the two exploratory talks held in Beijing between the CCP 
Central Committee functionaries and the Dalai Lama's delegates in 1982 
and 1984. These talks covered more concrete and specific issues which 
could become the agenda for future Sino-Tibetan negotiations if both 
parties would show serious interest in a compromised solution to the 
Tibetan Question. 

The three-member Tibetan delegation in 1982 made three demands. 
Juchen Thubten Namgyal stated that the PRC had given a nine-point 
proposal to Taiwan22 and that China should grant even more to Tibet 
because of Tibet's unique historical status and special characteristics which 
warranted special treatment. The Chinese replied that Tibet had already 
been "liberated" in 1950 and was now well on its way to socialism, 
whereas Taiwan is yet to be liberated: "Tibetans should not turn back the 
wheel of history". Having received a reply couched in Marxist-Leninist 
terms, the Tibetan side decided to argue in the Communists' own terms. 
They referred to  the Resolution of the First All-China Congress of Soviets 
on the Question of National Minorities (November 1931) to the effect that 
the Chinese Communist Party "categorically and unconditionally recognizes 
the right of national minorities to self-determination. This means that in 
districts like Mongolia, Tibet, Sinkiang, Yunan, Kweichow, and others, 
where the majority of the population belongs to non-Chinese nationalities, 
the toiling masses of these nationalities shall have [the] right to determine 
for themselves whether they wish to leave the Chinese Soviet ~epublic  and 
create their own independent state, or whether they wish to join the Union 
of Soviet Republics, or form an autonomous area inside the Chinese Soviet 
Republic. "23 Juchen Thu bten Namgyal urged that the PRC should respect 
the Tibetan people's right to national self-determination. The Chinese reply 
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was brief and frank: "We (CCP) were a child at  that time but now we arc 
grown up." 

The Tibetan delegates rounded off the discussion with a 
that Beijing should consider the reincorporation of Kham and 

Amdo (Inner Tibet) into Tibet Autonomous Region (Outer Tibet) - that is to 
say the reunification of the entire Tibetan-speaking people on the Tiberan 
plateau into one administrative unit, whose status would subsequcn~ly bc 
negotiated between Beijing and the Dalai Lama. The Chinese reply was that 
this is administratively impossible since the territory covered by Inner and 
Outer Tibet is so vast. However, there appeared to be no consensus among 
the Chinese leaders. H u  Yaobang told Gyalo Thondup in 198 1 that 'this is a 
new idea which needs to be considered". Ulan Fu also supported the Tibetan 
demand when he recalled that the late Zhou Enlai had assured the Tibetan 
delegates to the Seventeen Point Agreement in 1951 that the question of the 
reunification of Inner and Outer Tibet "would be separately looked into".14 

On 24 October 1984 the same Tibetan delegation conveyed their views 
on various subjects to Jiang Ping, deputy director of the CCP Central 
Committee United Front Work Department in Beijing. The Tibetan 
delegates complained that the recently arrested Tibetan dissidents must 
be released so as to create the proper atmosphere for earnest negotiations. 
They suggested that more fact-finding Tibetan delegations should be 
allowed to visit Tibet in order to  continue Sino-Tibetan contact. They 
declared that the Dalai Lama does not accept the Chinese five-point 
proposal and reiterated some of the basic Tibetan demands, such as the 
reunification of Inner and Outer Tibet, high degrees of autonomy in 
association with the PRC, and withdrawal of Chinese troops, thereby 
paving the way to making Tibet a zone of peace, etc. 

On 28 October 1984 Jiang Ping conveyed to the Tibetan delegates the 
Chinese official views on what they considered legitimate issues: the Central 
Committee welcomes the Dalai Lama's return either to settle permanently 
or as a visit to  China. It acknowledged that Sino-Tibetan dialogue over the 
years has promoted mutual understanding. Although there are differences 
of opinion on certain issues, such differences will not be an obstacle to 
further visits and exchange of opinion. With regard to the Dalai Lama's 
status upon his return, Jiang reiterated Hu Yaobang's five-point proposal 
made to Gyalo Thondup in 1981 and in a subsequent interview with a 
Japanese reporter in which Hu stated that the Dalai Lama's status as a 
religious figure, as a member of the nobility and as a popular historical 
character of Tibet will be guaranteed; and if he proves himself to be a 
Chinese patriot, the Dalai Lama will enjoy equal or similar status as the 
Panchen Lama. 

Next jiang Ping went t o  great lengths to elaborate and 'prove" that 
Tibet has been an inseparable part of China since the seventh century A D  

and that the Tibetan exiles must accept that premise as the unalterable 
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condition for SineTibetan dialogue. Although the Dalai Lama expresses 
his intention to  improve relations with the central government, ~ i b ~ ~ ~ ~  
refugee publications and organizations in India continue to carry out 
activities aimed towards Tibetan independence - activities which violate the 
basic Chinese precondition for dialogue. Surveying the history of sin+ 
Tibetan relations from the seventh century A D  to  1950, Jiang 
Chinese historical claims by quoting British India's Viceroy Hamilton and 
Nehru who stated that China had "sovereignty" over Tibet. China also 
rejected the Tibetan demand for greater degrees of autonomy and the 
extension of that status to Inner Tibet. N o  "Greater Tibetan Autonomous 
Region" can be established for the following reasons: (a) though the areas 
inhabited by the Tibetans are contiguous, they have not been unified for a 
long time. Thus, the local economy and culture of Inner Tibet has 
developed differently from Outer Tibet; (b) due to the vastness of the area, 
there would be no benefits for joint economic and cultural developments i f  
Kham and Amdo were united with the Tibet Autonomous Region. Unless 
this demand for a Greater Tibetan Autonomous Region is dropped, "we 
cannot have negotiations". This stand has been conveyed by various 
Chinese officials to  the Dalai Lama's representatives in 1981, 1982 and in 
1984. Jiang Ping emphasized that, since "liberation", the Tibetans had been 
already granted one autonomous region, ten autonomous areas and two 
autonomous districts, and there would be no change to  these administrative 
statuses in any of the Tibetan-speaking areas.15 

Finally Jiang Ping indirectly reminded the Tibetan delegates that the 
latter should concentrate on the question of "Tibetan happiness" as the 
Dalai Lama indicated in 1978 and 1979. Jiang was convinced that China 
had poured enough money and material into Tibet to  improve Tibetan 
living standards and bring about all-round development in the region. 
Between 1952 and 1983, the Central Committee gave a total financial 
assistance of RMB 72,300 million to  Tibet, and Jiang gave a detailed 
breakdown of this total grant which included money given to industrial 
projects, transport and communication development, education and the 
renovation of monasteries. "Like the other nationality areas, Tibet 
Autonomous Region too must move under the leadership of the Party 
Central Committee, on the socialist path of unity and mutual help." In 
other words, the Tibetans must also accept an ideological condition: Tibet's 
present socio-political system cannot be changed. Jiang ~ ~ n c l u d e d  with 
these remarks: "Since the door is wide open, you are welcome to return. But 
as the solution lies with you, you must change your stand and attitude; 
otherwise, there won't be any agreement."16 The Chinese message is 
consistent, though expressed in different words by various spokesmen: the 
Dalai Lama is always welcome to negotiate with Beijing but the terms and 
conditions must be set by the Chinese authorities and the Tibetan 
representatives must accept them if they wish to continue dialogue. 
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Therefore, Beijing's seemingly open door policy towards the Dalai Lama 
while resolutely refusing to  accept any Tibetan demand may be motivated 
by two factors: to soften or neutralize international pressure on China with 
Kgard to SineTibetan dialogue and to buy time until such time as the 
present Dalai Lama's death. 

~t is in this spirit that the Chinese authorities responded to the Dalai 
Lama's Strasbourg Statement, as they did in the exploratory talks of 1982 
and 1984. At a regular weekly news briefing on 23 June 1988 a Chinese 
Foreign Office spokesman was the first official to comment on the Dalai 
Lama's demand for an "associate" status for Tibet. The official rejected 
~l i~de~endence,  semi-independence or even independence in a disguised 
formv for Tibet but stopped short of a total rejection of the Dalai Lama's 

However, since the Dalai Lama's plan envisages a semi- 
independent status for Tibet, we can say that the Chinese Foreign Office 
virtually rejected the Strasbourg proposal as a basis for SincrTibetan 
negotiations. This statement was repeated by Chinese ambassadors abroad 
including those in Washington, DC and New Delhi. 

On 23 September 1988 the Chinese Embassy in India delivered a formal 
message to the Dalai Lama's Representative in New Delhi: 

We welcome the Dalai Lama to  have talks with the Central 
Government at any time. The talks may be held in Beijing, Hong 
Kong or any of our embassies or consulates abroad. If the Dalai Lama 
finds it inconvenient to  conduct talks at these places, he may choose 
any place he wishes. But there is one condition, that is, no foreigners 
should be involved. We are ready to  designate one official with certain 
rank to have direct dialogue with the Dalai Lama. 

There are two points which need to be clarified: 1. We have never 
recognized "the Kashag [Tibetan cabinet] Government" which has all 
along indulged in the activities of the independence of Tibet. We will 
not receive any delegation or fact-finding group designated by the 
"Kashag Government." 2. The "new proposal" put forward by the 
Dalai Lama in Strasbourg cannot be considered as the basis for talks 
with the Central Government because it has not at all relinquished the 
concept of the "independence of Tibet." If the Dalai Lama is sincere in 
improving relations with the Central Government and really 
concerned for the happiness of the Tibetan people, for the economic 
development and prosperity of the Tibetan nationality, he should truly 
give up the "idea of independence". The Dalai Lama should place 
himself in the great family of the unified motherland and join the 
Central Government, the People's Government of Tibet and the 
Tibetan people in discussing the major policies concerning ~ i b e t . ' ~  

The message succinctly defines the parameters of and identifies the agenda 
for discussion. It politely rejects the Strasbourg plan of a semi-independent 
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status for Tibet as the necessary framework of SineTibetan negotiations 
and indirectly specifies the issues for discussion as mostly economic 
concerning Tibet. And even this limited discussion would be held only on 
the condition that the Dalai Lama relinquishes once and for all the very 
concept of independence as something inherent in the pre-1950 Tibetan 
history. Finally, not only the appointed members of the Tibetan governmenr 
in exile but the Dalai Lama himself preferably and, if not, his personal 
representative29 may participate in the talks. The implication is that China 
recognizes the ongoing dialogue as one between the central government and 
the person of the Dalai Lama in exile, and not with the Dalai Lama acting 
in any other capacity such as head of the "Tibetan government in exilew or 
even as the "leader" which Deng Xiaoping's initiative in 1978 assumed. 

To imply rather strongly that the Tibetans meant official bilateral talks, 
"a deputy minister of the Tibetan government", Ala Jigme Lhundup, 
delivered on 25 October 1988, the Tibetan reply to  the Chinese message of 
23 September. The "Tibetan Government in exile" suggested that they were 
willing to  hold the first round of talks with the Chinese Government on the 
future status of Tibet in Geneva in January 1989. "Deputy Minister" Ala 
could not see the Chinese ambassador a t  New Delhi and so delivered the 
message to  Councillor Zhao Xingsung. Zhao asked Ala whether the Dalai 
Lama would participate in the talks t o  which Ala replied negatively. 
However, the "Tibetan government had earlier announced the formation of 
a six-member negotiating team" of which Ala is a member. The Chinese 
councillor also inquired if a Dutch international lawyer was a member of 
the team. The Tibetan minister replied that he was "one of the three aides 
assisting the team and not one of the negotiators".30 

Zhao's questions are pertinent because the Tibetan refusal to conform to 
them violated the procedural conditions laid down by China in its message 
of 23 September 1988. This was precisely what Vice-Minister of State 
Nationalities Affairs Commission Chen Xin stated in November 1988. He 
said the Dalai Lama was "insincere" towards the proposed talks in Geneva 
because the Lama was not going to  attend the talks personally. "We have 
never recognized the government-in-exile headed by the Dalai Lama. That 
is why we will only hold talks with the Dalai Lama himself and will not 
hold talks with a so-called 'government' delegation sent by the Dalai 
Lama." Chen also pointed out the inclusion of a foreigner in the Tibetan 
delegation "contravenes the ~r inc ip le  adhered to  by the central people's 
government" . . 31  

Four months later a t  the Second Session of the Seventh ~ a t i o n a l  people's 
Congress, Ngapoi Ngawang Jigme, a former leading ~ i b e t a n  aristocrat and 
official and now vice-chairman of the National People's Congress Standing 
Committee, repeated Chen Xin's statement. After raising the three 
objections, Ngapoi said "We welcome the Dalai Lama to return to China 
so long as he renounces advocating the independence of Tibet and 
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Table 18.1 Sino-Tibetan contacts, 1978-1 990 

Date 

3 December 1978 

5 August-21 December 
1979 

22 May-1 June 1980 

1 May-1 5 August 1980 

28 July 1981 

1 June-3 October 1982 

24 April-8 June 1982 

19 October- 
10 December 1984 

16 June-1 1 September 
1985 

21 September 1987 

15 June 1988 

23 September 1988 

31 March 1989 

19 February 1990 

Events 

The Dalai Lama's elder brother Mr Cyalo Thondup 
meets Deng Xiaoping and Hu Yaobang in Beijing. 

The Dalai Lama sends his first fact-finding five-member 
delegation to lnner and Outer Tibet headed by Mr 
Juchen Thubten Namgyal. 

Hu Yaobang visits Central Tibet. 

The Dalai Lama sends his second fact-finding five- 
member delegation to lnner and Outer Tibet headed 
by Mr Tenzin N. Tethong. 

Hu Yaobang meets Cyalo Thondup in Beijing, outlining 
China's five-point plan for the Dalai Lama's return. 

The Dalai Lama sends his third fact-finding seven- 
member delegation to lnner and Outer Tibet headed 
by his sister, Mrs Jetsun Pema. 

The Dalai Lama sends his three-member delegation 
(Mr P. T. Takla, Mr Juchen Thubten Namgyal and Mr 
Lodi C. Cyari) to hold the first exploratory talks with 
their Chinese counterparts in Beijing. 

The Dalai Lama sends the same team to hold the 
second exploratory talks with Chinese leaders in Beijing. 

The Dalai Lama sends his fourth fact-finding seven- 
member delegation to lnner Tibet headed by Mr W. C. 
Kundeling. 

The Dalai Lama outlines his "Five-Point Peace Plan for 
Tibet" before the Human Rights Caucus of the US 
Congress at Washington, DC. 

The Dalai Lama sets the "Framework for Sino-Tibetan 
Negotiations" at Strasbourg, France, giving up Tibet's 
independence. 

Chinese Embassy at  New Delhi issues invitation to the 
Dalai Lama for "direct dialogue" anywhere. 

Ngapoi Ngawang Jigme specifies three obstacles to 
China's negotiations with the Dalai Lama. 

Beijing Review's general critique and rejection of the 
Dalai Lama's "Five-Point Peace Plan" and Strasbourg 
Statement. 

contributes to the unity of  the nation and the country and to the building of 
the motherland and new Tibet." This stand, he concluded, had been 
repeated time and again by Deng Xiaoping and the central government time 
and again, and it remains unchanged today.32 
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On 12  April 1989 the Bureau of His Holiness The Dalai Lama ( N ~ ~  
Delhi) issued public clarifications on the three objections raised by China 
The statement said "the delay in the commencement of the negotiation has 
been on account of the Chinese intransigence on three points, "i2,: 
(1) independence cannot be the basis for the negotiation; (2) the negotiating 
team must represent His Holiness the Dalai Lama; (3)  there should be no 
foreign participation in the negotiation", and it explained the Dalai Lamays 
position as follows: 

We have conveyed to  the Chinese government on numerous occasions 
through their embassy in New Delhi that (1)  the framework for 
negotiations proposed by His Holiness the Dalai Lama 
specifically to the positive notion of association with the People's 
Republic of China; (2)  the Tibetan negotiating team has been 
appointed by His Holiness the Dalai Lama and it is within His right 
to  appoint whosoever He considers competent to represent Him; and 
(3)  there is no foreign participation in the negotiating team. There are 
both Tibetan and non-Tibetan advisors to  the team. It is quite natural 
for the team to seek advice from qualified persons regardless of their 
n a t i ~ n a l i t i e s . ~ ~  

It is not very clear whether the Chinese authorities have accepted the 
Tibetan clarifications, because the Dalai Lama cut off all contacts with 
China since the imposition of martial law in Lhasa on 7 March 1989; the 
contacts have not yet resumed. However, just before the Chinese studentsy 
pro-democracy demonstration was crushed, Beijing sent a message to the 
Dalai Lama through its embassy in New Delhi. The message said although 
the Chinese Government disagreed with the Dalai Lama's Strasbourg 
proposal as a basis for negotiation "at the same time they still insist they 
want dialogue".34 Being a seasoned politician, the Dalai Lama preferred to 
join the global waves of condemnation rather than profit from the 
opportunity offered by Beijing. As late as May 1990 a Chinese government 
official was quoted as stating: "The Central government has upheld an open 
attitude towards the talks with the Dalai Lama and we have never changed 
our eagerness to  hold negotiations." He blamed the Tibetan leader who 
"has closed the door on negotiations himself by cutting all these healthy 
contacts after the imposition of martial law in Lhasa last March".j5 

It would be misleading to  portray some sort of consensus anlong the 
Chinese leaders with regard to  the Tibetan question; a considerable 
divergence of opinion is discernible on the issue reflecting perhaps a 
hardliner-pragmatic divide. For example, according to the former CCP 
general secretary Zhao Ziyang and Sha Zhou, there is no question of 
dialogue with the Dalai Lama; the Dalai should return to China and the 
condition for his return is that he should stop working for the independence 
of Tibet.3h O n  the other hand, for Deng Xiaoping and Hu Yaobang the 
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Tibetan question must be resolved through negotiation with the Tibetan 
leader. Ngapoi Ngawang Jigme also hinted that the Dalai Lama\ 
strasbourg Statement was a more acceptable proposition than the previous 
one at Washington because a t  Strasbourg the Dalai Lama said chat he was 

to talk to the Central Government of China and allow the CIentraI 
Government to take care of Tibet's diplomatic and defence issues".$' ~t 

be noted that most Chinese leaders have made no such differentiation; 
they have rejected both statements. 

In this context we may observe the pattern of shifts in the Han decision- 
making process with regard to the Tibetan question over a ten-year period. 
Having taken the personal initiative in 1978-79, Deng Xiaoping handed 
over the Tibetan affairs to Hu Yaobang who remained in charge till July 
1981. On 28 July, he outlined China's Dalai policy; for to the Chinese 
Marxist understanding the Tibetan question boils down to the role which is 
to be played by the Dalai Lama. This policy was then handed over to two 
departments in the Chinese bureaucracy - the CCP Central Committee's 
United Front Work Department and the Foreign Office - for implementation. 
The Central Committee deals with Tibetan affairs when the Dalai Lama's 
delegates visit Beijing, and the Chinese Embassy in New Delhi transacts 
business with the Dalai Lama's representative. 

We then observe an increasing bureaucratization of the Tibetan question 
from the days when it was personally handled by the top Chinese leaders. 
This increasing bureaucratization coincides with the hardening of the 
Chinese position on the Tibetan issue, because bureaucracy operates 
according to rules, regulations and precedence, and is allergic to initiative. 
The implications of these changing patterns of the Han decision-making 
process is that certain periods are more favourable to the Tibetans than 
others because certain leaders in power are oriented towards a more 
pragmatic rather than an historically and ideologically rigid approach to 
the Tibetan question. Thus, Deng Xiaoping declared in 1979 that the Dalai 
Lama could discuss with the Chinese leaders "anything except the total 
independence of Tibet". Similarly, Hu Yaobang was receptive to the idea of 
reunification of Inner Tibet with Outer Tibet. Moreover, between 1979 and 
1985 the pragmatic Chinese leadership permitted four fact-finding 
delegations from Dharamsala to visit various parts of both Inner and 
Outer Tibet, and all the delegates were members of the Tibetan 
Administration at  Dharamsala. In 1982 and 1984 two exploratory talks 
between Chinese and Tibetan delegates were held in Beijing. 

However, by June 1986, the Chinese Government began to harden their 
position in the Sino-Tibetan dialogue. They refused to receive the fifth fact- 
finding Tibetan delegation on the grounds that the delegates must travel on 
overseas Chinese passports.3g This was not the case with six previous 
delegations who travelled on "Identity Certificates" issued by the 
Government of India. These travel documents describe the Tibetan refugee 
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identity as "Tibetan nationality" and their birthplace as Tibet, such 
descriptions contravene the oft-repeated Chinese view that Tibet is an 
integral part of China and therefore Tibetan refugees are in fact chinese 
citizens. But the fact that such apparent contraventions were overlooked 
right up to  1986 indicates that the pragmatic leaders such as Deng Xiaoping 
and Hu Yaohang had the upper hand up to  the middle of 1986. The Chinese 
Government message of 23 September 1988 to  the Dalai Lama$ 
representative in New Delhi indicated their hardline position on the 
so-called delegation diplomacy: "We will not receive any delegation or fact- 

finding group designated by the Kashag G0vernment."~9 The Chinese 
bureaucracy had evidently gained control over the Tibetan issue. 

Apart from the increasing bureaucratization of the Tibetan issue, which 
entails historical and ideological rigidity, there are three other factors which 
encouraged the hardline position. First, the Dalai Lama's failure to keep his 
promise to  visit Tibet in 1985 made even the pragmatic Chinese leaders 
doubt how sincere the Lama was in reconciliation. Secondly, with the 
normalization of Sino-Soviet relations in 1986, the Chinese state and party 
functionaries felt that the greatest external threat behind the Dalai Lama in 
exile was dropped,40 and that now China faced no major external 
compulsion to  make concessions to  the Dalai Lama. Thirdly, Hu Yaobangls 
fall in early 1987 accelerated the process by which the hardliners from the 
government, party and army gained a greater say in the Tibetan matters. 

Finally, the pro-independence demonstrations in Lhasa on 27 September 
and 1 October 1987 might have proved to  be the biggest blow to the 
pragmatic line in so far as they provided live ammunition, as it were, for the 
hardliners. Hardliners included not only some top Han officials in the party 
and army but also some young Tibetan cadres who had successfully made it 
to  the top of the new hierarchy in Lhasa, and who therefore felt insecure 
should the Dalai Lama return to  Tibet. It was mostly such native cadres 
who used the Lhasa demonstrations as "an iron-clad proof" that the 
pragmatic policy towards the Dalai Lama was wrong. As Dorje Tsering, 
chairman of the Tibet Autonomous Regional Government and deputy 
secretary of the Regional CCP Committee, argued in October 1987: "After 
the holding of the third plenary session of the 1 l t h  CCP Central (hnmittee 
(December, 1978), I heard that on several occasions the ~ a l a i  Lama 
indicated that he was willing to  abandon his stand on the independence of 
Tibet, if the Tibetans lived a better life. Now, we have come to see that this 
is a dishonest statement. In fact, he has become more vigorous and reckless 
in advocating independence for Tibet."4J Tenzin, deputy chief editor of 
Tibet Daily and deputy secretary of the Tibet Autonomous ~egional  CCP 
Committee, charged that in 1985 the Dalai clique dispatched agents to 
carry out sabotage in Tibet and the recent Lhasa incidents were "entirely 
instigated and engineered by the Dalai clique".42 This, Doric Tserin~ 
argued, is "further proof that his [the Dalai Lama's] stance of split tin^ the 
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motherland and undermining the country's national unity remains un- 
changed".4' 

However, in view of the ongoing dialogue between China and the Dalai 
Lama, the top Tibetan cadres had to wait for the Centre's 'linew on the 
alleged Dalai invohement in the Lhasa disturbances. Thus, when Renmin 
Ribao ( 3  October 1987) charged that the Lhasa incidents were 'instigated 
and plotted by the Dalai clique" and that the Lama "has openly advocated 
the independence of Tibet in the USA and in other nations",44 the Tibetan 

in positions of power a t  Lhasa immediately convened public 
meetings to condemn the Dalai Lama and  demonstrator^.^^ Raidi, deputy 
secretary of the regional party committee and chairman of the CPpCC 
regional committee, was the first Lhasa official to make a public statement 
on 6 October 1987: "Not long ago, the Dalai went to the USA to carry out 
splitting of the motherland activities. He instigated a small number of 
splittists in Tibet to stage riots in Lhasa so as to respond to his actions in 
foreign countries. This once again exposed his sinister intention of splitting 
the m~therland."~" 

We may, therefore, infer from such statements that the top local cadres in 
Lhasa, both Tibetan and Han, evidently used the alleged Dalai involvement 
in the pro-independence demonstrations to argue against the centre's 
pragmatic policy of reconciliation with the Dalai Lama, obviously to defend 
their class interest. This further strengthened the position of hardliners 
(operative since mid-1986) within the central leadership in Beijing and 
complicated the two-line policy debate which probably continued during the 
period 1988-89. This largely explains the long delay in China's response to 
the Strasbourg Statement and the eventual emergence of a hardline policy by 
February 1990. This policy indicates that the hardliners both in Lhasa and 
Beijing had successfully used the alleged Dalai Lama's hand in the 
pro-independence demonstrations to  prove their point that the Lama had 
violated Deng Xiaoping's cardinal condition for dialogue: no discussion of 
Tibetan independence. If the Dalai Lama was in any way behind the pro- 
independence demonstrations in Lhasa at  all, his intention might have been 
not independence per se but to  increase the pressure on China so as to make 
it concede to  some of his political demands. But this intention might have 
been deliberately misinterpreted by the hardliners as a demand for 
independence on the part of the Dalai Lama which indirectly compelled 
Beijing to adopt a hardline policy on China's dialogue with the Lama. 

Although I have indicated 1989 as the watershed year when the 
hardliners triumphed over the pragmatists, all factions of the Chinese 
leadership are unanimous in their view that Tibet is an inseparable part of 
China and that any question of Tibetan independence must be rejected 
outright as the basic  re-condition for dialogue. However, there is some 
difference among them on the same issue. The hardliners object to the very 
concept of independence that might have existed in pre-1950 Tibetan 
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history and therefore sown seeds for future Tibetan independence. -l-he 
pragmatists, however, particularly Deng Xiaoping and Hu Yaobang, might 
have been contented with the Dalai Lama's acceptance of the fact that since 
1950 China had gained sovereignty over Tibet and that it is on that hasis 
that he wishes to  negotiate an "associate" status for Tibet. The pragmatists 
would realistically reason that the possibility of future Tibetan independence 
- as a result of the Dalai Lama's claim that Tibet, prior to the Communist 
takeover in 1950, was independent - is rather slim because China would 
continue to  be the second military power in the world for a long time to 
come, and the possibility of external armed intervention on behalf of the 
Tibetans is most unlikely, given China's improving relations with India and 
Russia. Such realists would also realize that it is impossible to kill ideas but 
the realization of such ideas requires the necessary power and favourable 
circumstances which they simply d o  not see on the horizon. Hardliners 
operating in the state, party and the army appear to be hardcore Han 
nationalists who are always conscious of the fact that China had in the past 
often coveted Tibet, but that it took the PRC to realize that dream. 
Consequently it would seem to  such hardliners that it is the sacred duty of 
the Communists to  kill the very idea of Tibetan independence once and 
for all. 

This hardline-softline debate on pre-1950 Tibetan history might 
continue to  be problematic in Sino-Tibetan dialogue because the Dalai 
Lama has indicated that he refuses to  rewrite Tibetan history in the way the 
Chinese wish him to  do.47 At the same time he has stated: 

The Chinese have interpreted my statement wrongly. I am not 
demanding independence for Tibet. The Chinese say they want to 
develop Tibet. That is a good thing. We Tibetans will gain more if we 
retain our relationship with China. But the present system of 
autonomy is meaningless. If the present structure satisfied the 
majority of Tibetans, there would not have been such a widespread 

The Dalai Lama's solution as proposed in his Strasbourg Statement is to 
have a local democratic system in association with China which controls 
Tibet's foreign relations and defence needs. But this "new" arrangement 
entails not only granting Tibet a semi-independent status such as existed in 
Sino-Tibetan history between 1720 and 191 1; it also calls for a change in 
the ideological colouring of the Tibet Autonomous Region. And this is what 
ideological conservatives, whose views on the subject seem to have 
prevailed, object to. They argue that the Dalai Lama's concept of domestic 
autonomy envisages a "Western capitalist political system" which negates 
"the superior socialist system established in Tibet".4Y And for these 
ideological conservatives the recent systemic changes in Eastern Europe and 
the Soviet Union have had an adverse impact on China with regard to Tibet 
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for such changes have made the Chinese leaders fear the worst in Tibet 
they are firm on the issue. 

In its essential features, the Dalai Lama's concept of uassociaten status 
resembles Beijing's "one country two systems" formula designed for 
Taiwan, Hong Kong and Macau. Both concepts surrender sovereignty to 
[he PRC but retain a large measure of domestic autonomv including 
the right to establish or continue Western capitalist democracy. In fact the 
Tibetan delegates to  the 1982 exploratory talk demanded "the one country 
two systems" formula as promised to Taiwan, but the Chinese side rejected 
this on the grounds that the case of Tibet was different - that China$ 

with Ti bet were determined by the Seventeen Point Agreement 
signed between Beijing and Lhasa in 1951.50 But the Tibetans asserted that 
they were compelled to  repudiate the agreement because it was signed 
"under duress" and because the Chinese authorities in Tibet betrayed 
"every clause of the 'agreement"'.5l 

As we have seen, the Dalai Lama's representatives to China have been 
quite flexible on a number of issues and perhaps understandably so because 
they lack bargaining power; but they have been most persistent on the 
question of the reunification of Inner and Outer Tibet. First raised by Gyalo 
Thondup to Hu Yaobang in 1981, it was repeated by the Tibetan delegates 
both in the 1982 and 1984 talks in Beijing. The Dalai Lama made the same 
demand in his Strasbourg and Washington Statements and the Tibetans are 
likely to continue to  press the issue, because common language, religion, 
culture and race bind the people in Inner and Outer Tibet as one identifiable 
ethnic group. Moreover, the Dharamsala power elites, including the Dalai 
Lama, are from Kham and Amdo who would try their best to ensure that 
whatever benefits they can get from China also extend to their homeland. 

The Chinese authorities have considered certain issues - such as the 
Tibetan demands for more domestic autonomy and reunification - as being 
within the scope of further discussion, even though initially they have 
rejected such demands. Nevertheless, they have refused to even touch 
certain other issues such as independence, national self-determination, 
buffer state, peace zone, etc., viewing the raising of such issues as clear 
violations of Deng Xiaoping's cardinal precondition for dialogue. They 
have also refused to reply to the Dalai Lama's five-point demands such as 
the cessation of the Han population transfer to Tibet and nuclear activities 
on the Tibetan plateau, respect for human rights and democratic freedom, 
etc. 

While never deviating from the policy guidelines laid down by Deng 
Xiaoping and Hu Yaobang, various Chinese departments in Beijing and 
their embassies in New Delhi and Hong Kong ~ur sued  a vigorous 
personalized diplomacy directed towards those politically close to the 
Dalai Lama, namely his brothers and his representative in New Delhi, Tashi 
Wangdi. All of the Dalai's four brothers had been specially invited to visit 
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China, and when their mother was ill in 1979-80, Beijing sent a ~ , b ~ ~ ~ ~  
doctor t o  Dharamsala. Similarly after the Dalai Lama appointed T~~~~ 
Wangdi as head of the Tibetan negotiating team to the Geneva talks 
never took place, the Chinese embassy in New Delhi entertained Mr wangdi 
with lavish parties. Such diplomatic tactics were designed to win over 
occupying strategic positions within the Tibetan political structure in 
so that they might influence the Dalai Lama to  accept the Chinese terms and 
conditions for his return. The Tibetan participants confirmed that the 
Chinese diplomats and officials made no new promises through these 
~ e r s o n a l  contacts in Hong Kong or New Delhi but mainly tried to explain 
and clarify the officially stated policy points and to  persuade the Tibetan 
contacts to  accept the Chinese terms and  condition^.^^ 

China has been paying particular attention to  the Tibetan "strong manv 
Gyalo Thondup who, some say, makes political decisions without even 
consulting the Dalai Lama. As advised by the CIA after the Sino-American 
detente which caused the American disengagement from the Tibetan 
insurgency, Thondup has been residing in Hong Kong since the early 1970s, 
waiting for a chance to  talk with Chinese leaders. It is interesting to note 
that the first contact between Thondup and the Chinese Communist agents 
in Hong Kong was facilitated by an American, John Dolffin, in 1978. Since 
then, Thondup has been invited to  China seven or eight times, the last visit 
being in 1989 to  represent the Dalai Lama at  a memorial service for the 
departed Panchen Lama. 

With American blessings, Thondup has got along well with the Chinese 
leaders who find him an ideal go-between. In fact Beijing had hinted that the 
Dalai Lama should appoint Thondup as his "personal" representative to 
negotiate with the Chinese. Dharamsala rejected this as yet further evidence 
of the Chinese attempt to  "localize" and "personalize" Sino-Ti betan 
dialogue. Another reason for the Chinese preference may be this: Gyalo 
Thondup has shown more flexibility than the Dalai Lama. Thondup's only 
major demand is the reunification of Outer and Inner Tibet; otherwise he 
agrees to and accepts the basic Chinese terms and conditions for the ~ a l a i  
Lama's return. 

The difference created a quiet tension, if  not between the ~ a l a i  Lama 
and his own brother, who seemed to  be getting out of control, but certainly 
between Thondup and the Kashag who felt that the "strongmanw was 
usurping even the Dalai Lama's prerogatives. This tension reached crisis 
point when Gyalo Thondup was quoted by the ~ h i n e s e  during the 
September 1987 pro-independence demonstrations to the effect that he 
disagreed with the Tibetan idea of independence, opposed Tihetan 
secessionism and disapproved of the Lhasa riots." Thondup was then I n  

Beijing on his way to  a two-week personal visit to Tibet when the ~hasd 
demonstrations erupted. In March 1988 the Kashag took ~ h o n d u p  to task 
in a white book: Thondup must clarify to the Chinese authorities that what 
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he stated in Beijing in September 19117 was his personal view and that 
henceforth he may carry messages between k i j ing  and the Ilalai 1.ama but 

have neither the right nor the power to represent Dharamsala and 
make any political d e c i s i ~ n . ' ~  China continuer to route its messages 
through Gyalo Thondup because Beijing's strategy is to deny any official or 
legal ~haracter to their dialogue with the Dalai Lama and so reduce it to the 
personal affairs of the pontiff and his family, whereas Dhararnsala has 
attempted to  internationalize and legalize the talks. 

There is another informal dimension to  the Sinc*Tibetan dialogue. 
Between 1979 and 1988 the Dalai and Panchen Lamas exchanged four 
letters through the Tibetan fact-finding delegations, and held two telephone 
conversations. The Panchen Lama's main points were that he would 
continue to struggle for the Tibetan people's rights withln obvious 
 limitation^",^^ that the Dalai Lama should endeavour to preserve Tibetan 
unity and culture in exile; and that public demonstrations and anti-Chinese 
criticisms tend to  strengthen the hardliners' position inside the Chinese 
leadership and therefore were indirectly harmful to the Tibetan cause. The 
Panchen Lama's last contact with the Tibetan exiles was at Tokyo Airport 
in late 1988 while en route to  Latin America. There he confided in the Dalai 
Lama's representative in Japan, Perma Gyalpo, that he (the Panchen Lama) 
supported the Dalai Lama's Strasbourg Statement and the latter should not 
make any more concessions to  China. 

Thus, Sino-Tibetan dialogue still appears to be a continuing process but 
after more than ten years of contact and dialogue, it has definitely reached 
the "prenegotiation stage"" - which is negotiation about negotiation. 
Through discussion, both verbal and written, both sides have indicated 
their respective parameters of negotiation, identified major issues for the 
agenda as well as having revealed their differences over issues which have to 
be minimized if a mutually acceptable final settlement is to be reached in 
due course. In so doing the prenegotiation stage might have affected the 
outcome of Sino-Tibetan negotiations. By common consensus,'- the Dalai 
Lama has shown a willingness to compromise and make concessions to 
China vital to China's security interest and sovereignty but Beijing has not 
responded in a similar manner. It is true that China has always 
demonstrated her eagerness to hold talks with the Dalai Larna and her 
main motive is to  persuade the Lama to return to the "great motherland", 
but at the same time Beijing is most insistent that the basic terms and 
conditions for such talks must be Chinese-dictated ones, not compromised 
solutions. What, therefore, Sino-Tibetan dialogue suggests is that negoti- 
ation requires not only a bilateral willingness to compro~nise on conflicting 
interests but it assumes a near symmetry of two negotiating powers to 
enforce compromised sol~ltions to conflicting interests. Otherwise the 
stronger party would dictate the terms and conditions which the weaker 
party must accept i f  it is desperate for the continuation of dialogue. In such 
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cases, including the Tibetan one, unequal negotiations from the 
of view of the weaker party is more of an exercise in creating media events in  

order to keep the issue alive. 
It may be argued that the Dalai Lama's lack of, i f  not the absence of, 

power to  negotiate on equal terms with the Chinese is compensated by 
~ o p u l a r  Western pressure on China. This is doubtful, however, because [he 
increase in Western moral pressure on China since the mid-1 980s coincided 
with the hardening Chinese position on the Tibetan question as ,, 
emotional reaction." This is not to  suggest that popular Western moral 
pressure must cease but the level of support has to be elevated to political 
and diplomatic actions in order to  produce adequate impact on the ('hinese 
policy towards the Tibetan question. 

We have covered only the prenegotiation stage of the Sino-~ibetan 
dialogue aimed at  the resumption of fair, if not equal, negotiations. ~t least 
one of the three conditions must be present: first, not only the USA but also 
Russia, which has historically shown a strategic interest in Inner Asia, has 
to  apply diplomatic pressure on China, because in the ultimate analysis it is 
the great powers that can compel Beijing to  compromise with the Dalai 
Lama. Secondly, so far Tibetan resistance to  Han domination has been 
largely confined to  Lhasa; if this factor is to  augment the Dalai Lama's 
bargaining power vis-a-vis China, there has to  be widespread popular 
resistance inside Tibet. Thirdly, Chinese leadership might grant higher 
degrees of autonomy to  Tibet if the pro-democracy movement in China 
succeeds. The assumption is that a genuinely democratic Han population 
would value not only their own freedom and democratic rights but might 
also be more sensitive t o  Tibet's unique identity and history of self-rule, 
even if not recognizing the Tibetan people's right to self-determination. 

Since 1994 the Dalai Lama has changed his style of negotiation with 
Beijing. For the past five years he has been working through back channels 
such as unarmed Chinese businessmen and Western politicians friendly to 
both sides for a "genuine autonomy" in Tibet.s9 What gave momentum 
to this quiet negotiating process was President Clinton's China visit in the 
summer of 1998 during which he publically raised the Tibet issue before a 
China-wide television audience. President Jiang Zemin was compelled to 
respond in public. He  said he would consider resuming formal talks if the 
Dalai Llama first proclaimed that Tibet is an inalienable part of China, that 
Taiwan is a province of China and that he will end all his ~ro-inde~endence 
activities, both in word and deed."' 

In early November 1998 the Dalai Lama travelled to the united States 
and was scheduled on 10 November to  make a major statement in response 
to President Jiang's preconditions. But an angry Chinese media preempted 
the Dalai Lama's initiative in no uncertain terms. The editorial declared 
that China has always opposed foreign interference in China's internal 
affairs. China declared that the Dalai Lama "has  resented nothing new 
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timew and that his remarks were designed to whip up international 
public opinion, and that this proves that the Dalai Lama was insincere 
his wanting to hold talks with China.61 On the part of the Dalai Lama, if 
appears that he sought Chinese prior approval of or  agreement on the 
substance of his statement that he wanted to read in public on 10 Novernkr  
1998. He told the press that he was willing to make commitments sought by 
China as a precondition of renewing official negotiations over Tibet, but 
had postponed doing SO because Beijing had refused, through informal 
&ann&, to coordinate a mutually acceptable ~tatement.~2 

His Holiness the Dalai Lama has accepted the fact that Tibet is not only 
part of China but also Chinese sovereignty over Tibet since 1988 and for 
the last fourteen years he has been chanting the political mantra of "I do not 
seek independence" more often than om mani padme-hum, prelude to any 
statement on Tibet or China. Yet each time the Chinese Communists reject 
his offer and assurance, accusing him and his associates of "splittist tactics" 
and of conspiring "Tibetan independence". This puzzling behaviour is 
understood neither by the Dalai Lama nor by his Western supporters. The 
Chinese Communist behaviour, I suggest, is rooted in the ruthless logic of 
Han nationalism, whose mode of reasoning as reflected in their long 
distance dialogue is as follows: 

Chinese Communists: Do you accept that Tibet is an integral 
part of China? 

The Dalai Lama: Yes, I do. 
Chinese Communists: Then, it is an entirely internal or domestic 

Chinese affair which brooks no external 
interference. 

The Dalai Lama: Since the Americans are friendly to the 
Chinese and are sympathetic to  the 
Tibetans, I have requested President 
Clinton to  facilitate the Sino-Tibetan 
dialogue. 

Chinese Communists: This shows your lack of trust and faith in 
us the Chinese. It also constitutes a gross 
foreign interference in China's domestic 
affairs. 

The Dalai Lama: Then what do I do? I am helpless. 
Chinese Communists: (quietly) You must submit yourself to us 

completely and totally without any kind 
of non-Chinese mediation. Then we can 
begin the negotiation. 

This ruthless and relentless logic of Han nationalism, devoid of any Marxist 
ideals or Confucian moderation, clasher with the Dalai Lama's reasonable 
compromise politics, which necessitates, since he has eschewed violence. 
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the ~eacefu l  mobilization of international opinion and building western 
public pressure on China. But the paranoid Communists interpret this as 
"splittist activity". 1 feel the Dalai Lama sincerely believes that, while 
accepting Deng Xiaoping's precondition, that Tibet is part of China, the 
Tibetans still have a strong and reasonable case to  negotiate for a 
domestic space within which they can preserve their cultural identity and 
protect their economic interests, all this within the territorial integrity of 
China. The founding fathers of the PRC such as Mao Zedong, zhou ~ ~ l ~ i  
and Deng Xiaoping recognized and accepted this separate Tibetan identiry 
within the boundaries of the PRC, and signed the Seventeen Point 
Agreement in 1951 with the "Local Government of Tibet". They haw 
signed no such agreements with any other nationalities in China. 

Now the hard core Han  nationalist elite who monopolize the Han state 
power structure today in the name of Marxism-Leninism but are 
unaffected by either Marxist ideals or Confucian values, dogmatically 
and nationalistically reason that to  concede and yield to  the Dalai Lamays 
limited demand is t o  sow the seeds of "Tibetan independence" in future. 
They feel it is their historic duty to  kill the very idea of Tibetan 
separateness from China once and for all. Being hard core Han nationalists 
and pure realists, they d o  not see this obvious and well-known fact: China 
is going to  be the second largest military and economic power in the world 
in the twenty-first century. In such a scenario, what chances are there for 
the poor and minuscule Tibetan population in comparison with the 93 per 
cent Han population? Neither the USA nor India would risk their good 
relations with China by getting involved in any Tibetan venture, as their 
present and past histories demonstrate. But both, because of their 
sympathy for the helpless Tibetan people, think the Dalai Lama should 
negotiate with Beijing for self-rule within the Chinese territorial frame- 
work. Toleration for the functioning of such non-Communist systems of 
self-administration within Communist China is already evident in Hong 
Kong and Macao, and Taiwan might feel more confident to accept it if 
Tibet, too, is guaranteed such "one country, two systems models" in an 
appropriate technical sense. 

After meeting with President Clinton on 1 1  November 1998, the Dalai 
Lama told reporters that he was "willing to make commitments sought by 
China as a condition of renewing official negotiations over his ~irnalayan 

This meeting was fiercely condemned by Beijing as gross 
American interference in China's internal affairs, overshadowing the h l a l  
Lama's willingness to  make further concessions as demanded by Jiang 
Zen~in  in June 1998. In other words, the Dalai Lama was willing to declare 
in international public almost all the ~ol i t ical   reconditions demanded b?' 
the PRC. His offer was rejected because he went through the "wrong" 
procedure which "seriously hurts the (nationalistic) feelings of the (Han) 
Chinese people" .64 
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This puts the Dalai Lama in a catch-22 situation. He accepts Tibet as 
being part of China but within this accepted framework, he wants to 
negotiate for "genuine autonomywbs for the Tibetan people. To negotiate 
with communist China, he obviously lacks any bargaining power and in 
order to augment it, he seeks American moral support and uses the USAs 
good offices to facilitate a SineTibetan dialogue. But all this American 
mediation with fair intentions is misconstrued as meddling in Chinese 
&&internal affairs" and therefore questioning Chinese sovereignty over Tibet. 

The Dalai Lama is in a dilemma. His personal experience of living under 
local Communist warlords in Tibet had shattered his young beliefs in 
Marxist ideals such as reinforced by his meetings with Mao Zedong.6h He 
cannot trust the current pure Han nationalist elite devoid of either Marxist 
ideals or Confucian values. Moreover, since the two negotiating parties are 
so unequal in terms of power, the Dalai Lama automatically feels weak and 
insecure - he instinctively feels the need for a powerful middleman to lend 
him moral support and to  ensure what Han nationalists promise him and 
his people are carried out by China. But Han nationalists do not understand 
the Tibetan position. They think the Dalai Lama's mobilization of Western 
public opinion and using American good offices as external interference in 
China's internal affairs. All these compromise politics, Beijing feels, shows a 
lack of trust and faith in Communist China on the part of the Dalai Lama. 
Thus, the Communist-turned-Han nationalist elite's stand on the Dalai 
Lama's quest for fair negotiation as it was in late November 1998 is 
fundamentalist to  the core - complete and total submission before the 
terrifying logic, if not truth, of Han nationalism. Under such conditions, a 
prudent Dalai Lama cannot return to China until the Chinese people regain 
their Confucian sanity and moderation. Nor can he resume his negotiation 
with Beijing until a democratic leadership, not a neo-fascist one, emerges 
there. However, there still remain some long-standing problems in or 
obstacles to future negotiation. One of these would be the size or area of 
Tibet, ethnic Tibet or political Tibet. 

In 1994, the Dalai Lama's exiled government published a white paper 
called "Dharamsala and Beijing: Initiatives and Correspondence, 
1981-1993." This white paper reveals, among other things, a persisting 
problem in the Sino-Tibetan negotiations: conflicting definitions of Tibet. 
The Dalai Lama, in his "Five Point Peace Plan for Tibet'' addressed to the 
US Congressional Human Rights Caucus (21 September 1987) proposes 
(and this is the first of the five points) that "the whole of Tibet, including the 
eastern provinces of Kham and Amdo, be transformed into a zone of 
'ahimsa', a Hindi term used to  mean a state of peace and n o n - ~ i o l e n c e " . ~ ~  
The Kashag in their reply to  the Memorandum from Yang Minfu, Head of 
United Front Work Department of the CCP Central Committee ( 17 October 
19871, writes "We asked you to consider the idea of confederation. with all 
the three provinces of Tibet united in a self-governing entity."08 A year later 



Tibet's Future 

in his Strasbourg proposal address to  the members of the E~~~~~~ 
Parliament (France: 1 5  June 1988) the Dalai Lama proposed "The whole of 
Tibet known as Cholka-Sum (U-Tsang, Kham and Amdo) should become a 
self-governing domestic political entity founded on law by agreement of 

people for the common good and the protection of themselves and their 
environment, in association with the People's Republic of China."69 H~~ 
Holiness in his last public statement (New Delhi: 4 September 1993, 
included in this white paper concluded with this statement: "I have always 
emphasized that any negotiations must include the whole of Tibet, not just 
the area which China call the "Tibet Autonomous RegionW.70 

This division of Tibet into Inner and Outer Tibet has some colonia17~ 

history behind it. It is controversial not only between China and Tibet but 
also among the Tibetans themselves. To summarize, Amdo was incorporated 
into Chinghai in the nineteenth century, and the greater part of Kham into 
Sikang before the Communists came to  power. The Communists, of course, 
accepted the fait accompli of previous Chinese regimes' erosion of Eastern 
Tibet territory, and the 1951 Agreement covered only U-Tsang and what 
remained of Kham, Chamdo. In the early 1950s the Communists carried 
out further reorganization of Kham and Amdo, fragmenting and then 
incorporating them into neighbouring four Chinese provinces: Qinghai, 
Gansu, Yunnan and Sichuan. 

Because the terms and conditions of the Seventeen Point Agreement did 
not apply to  Kham and Amdo, the Khampas revolted against the 
Communists in 1956 and 1959. (Though different in dialect and dress, 
the Khampas and Amdowas shared with the rest of the Tibetans basic 
commonalities such as ethnicity, religion, history and social costumes.) This 
revolt, generated Tibetan national consciousness based on the above- 
mentioned commonalities centred around a pan-Tibetan identity symbolized 
by the Dalai Lama. This nationalistic conception of Tibet includes Kham 
and Amdo, besides U-Tsang, which the Tibetans call "Cholka-Sum". The 
exiled Tibetan government at  Dharamsala (India) is premised and so 
structured upon the conception of "Cholka-Sum" centred around the 
person and institution of the Dalai Lama, who has brought about, in exile. 
considerable cultural and political unification of Tibetans from various 
parts of the Tibetan Plateau. In fact, Amdowas and Khampas constitute the 
core refugee political elite who, out of their tribal attachment, do 
everything they can to  promote the notion of "Cholka-Sum" including 
Kham and Amdo as well. However, the sad fact is that most of the Chinese 
nuclear facilities are located in Amdo and  ham'^ which, no matter what 
Chinese regime comes to  power in Beijing, are most unlikely to be relocated. 
The Communist leadership seems divided on this issue. ~ h o u  Enlai and Hu 
Yaobang had neither accepted the idea nor rejected it outright. They merely 
postponed it for further discussion in future as we might recall. But the 
Chinese bureaucrats, who are pure Han nationalists, seem to be against tills 
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idea of ~nification of Tibetan-speaking people into one administrative unit, 
The pragmatic hints that I could sense from Chinese academicr up to  now 
include two options: (a)  make Kham, Amdo and U-Tsang into one Chinese 
province or (b) give up Amdo and Kham - negotiate on U-Tsang (including 
chamdo) for autonomous status. Much, however, would depend on future 
democratic changes in China, especially on the possible emergence of a 

democratic leadership in Beijing." 



Chapter 19 

Tibet's Possible Future Structures: 
The Dalai's and the Dissidents' 

Visions of Federation 

Ever since its takeover of Tibet in 1950, the PRC has faced persistent 
opposition to  its rule there, from both the Tibetan people and the 
international community. Tibetan resistance erupts into open 
whenever the PRC relaxes its complex system of domination - as it did, for 
example, in the late 1950s and in the late 1980s. Otherwise, the tight, 
multi-layered Chinese security system, structural violence, and the denial of 
social space rule out any protracted large-scale ethnic conflict in Tibet. 

The absence of any large-scale ethnic conflict since 1959 might not 
signify the Tibetan people's acceptance of Chinese rule or lack of will on the 
part of the Tibetans to resist it. The pattern of Tibetan revolts indicates that 

each revolt was preceded by a lenient policy, thereby demonstrating that the 
Tibetan people1 are not quite reconciled to  Chinese rule and that they revolt 
whenever they find the necessary social space. During the period 1987-92 
there were as many as 140 pro-independence  demonstration^.^ 

The Chinese response to such opposition has so far been a combination 
of state coercion and economic reform. In the light of the long and 
complicated history of Sino-Tibetan relations, it is clear that such a 
response cannot be a long-term solution for the persistent conflict in Tibet. 
Besides economic reform, there is the need for a political restructuring that  
would redefine centre-periphery power relations in China. 

Our  attempt here, then, is to  analyse the causes and characteristics of 
ethnic conflict in Tibet as it has precipitated a serious crisis of legitimacy 
for Chinese rule. We shall also discuss some ~oss ib le  structures and 
strategies for conflict transformation in Inner Asia in the light of the 
historical pattern of the Sino-Tibetan relationship, the Tibetan people's 
aspiration for sovereignty over their civil society and cultural identity. and 
the legitimate security concerns of the regional powers in ~o r theas t  and 
South Asia. 
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The SineTibetan conflict and tensions are an ongoing s ~ i o - ~ l i t i ~ ~ l  
conflict between the Han State, which has been imposed upon the Tibecan 

~ociety since 1959, and the expanding, sometimes, exploding Tibetan 
ethniciv, which is an inevitable reaction to Han hegemony. One of the 
fundamental causes of the conflict is the mono-ethnic character of the Han 
State and its serious lack of legitimacy in Tibet. This lack of leOtimacy cannot 

be met without restructuring the current myth about the PRC being a 
unitary state. Our discourse, therefore, ultimately involves the "state either as 
a party to conflict or as the object of people's demands and perceptionsn.3 

The Tibetans as a socio-cultural group constitute a complex phenomenon. 
~t is difficult to find a term that is value-neutral and hence appropriate to 
designate their status within a social scientific discourse. Numerically they 
are a minority in a sea of one billion Chinese. According to the Chinese 
census of 1982 the total Tibetan population in the PRC was 3,885,500.4 
The Dalai Lama claims that it was six m i l l i ~ n . ~  The truth may lie 
somewhere between the two extremes; it may be about 4.5 million.6 

However, Tibetan demographic marginality is compensated for by high 
literacy levels and the quality of the culture and civilization of the people, 
which has attracted world-wide attention both from scholars and from the 
general public. Professor R. A. Stein of the College de France holds that 
Tibetan civilization is comparable to other "great civilizations of Europe 
and the East".' Professor Hajime Nakamura of the University of Tokyo 
finds "an element of universality" in Tibetan religious culture, which, he 
says, has spread to Bhutan, China, Ladakh, Manchuria, Mongolia, Nepal, 
Russia and Sikkim since late medieval times.8 The late Professor Giuseppe 
Tucci of the University of Rome, the doyen of Tibetology and Buddhology 
in his time, who spent all his life in the pursuit of Tibetan studies, concluded 
that Tibet represented a unique case of a full blown Mahayana Tantric 
Buddhist cultural category that was hard to find in other parts of A ~ i a . ~  

The characterization of Tibet by Tibetologists not merely as an ethnic 
group but essentially as a distinct cultural and civilizational category might 
imply that Tibet had been an ancient nation in the pre-modern world like 
other civilizational units. However, we shall use current terms such as 
"ethnic group" as defined by Fredrik Barth (1969)1° and "people" as 
defined by UNESCO (1990),11 both of which seem to fit the facts. 

The Ti betan-speaking people who inhabit the Tibetan plateau basically 
constitute a common social system: they share the same myths about racial 
origins. They have common historical memories, a common religion, similar 
social structures and political institutions, a common language unified by a 
single writing system, and a common economic life and they occupy a 
geographically and culturally well-defined, compact territory. ~ifferences  
among the four regions (Amdo, Kham, U and Tsang) are relatively 
superficial (i.e. in dialect and dress) in comparison with the fundamental 
commonalities that obtain. 
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Such a socio-cultural portrait of the Tibetan population suggests that 
they are a distinct ethnos, which is coterminous with a nation or a t  least 
a nationality. As Connor Walker writes: "self-differentiating ethnic 
groups are in fact nations", and it "should not be confused with its 
current usage on the domestic American scene. Ethnic group is derived 
from 'ethnos', the Greek word for nation in the sense of a distinctir 
ethnic group."12 

Till the explosion of ethnic literature from the mid-1960s onwards the 
terms "nationality", "national grouping", and "minority" had been used, 
roughly, with reference to the same phenomenon that the term "ethnicity" 
described.'.' It is essentially in this sense that we use the term 
group" in our context. An ethnic group may have historically and 
sociologically attained the status of a nationality, but usually not that of 
a nation. The distinction between the two is simple. A nationality may have 
all the cultural, social, and historical prerequisites of a nation but not 
usually a state which the latter controls. This is clearly illustrated by the 
current Tibetan status within the PRC. 

The Tibetans are, therefore, a minority demographically, though a large 
and significant one culturally - a minority which has now gained in political 
significance as well. This is not to  de-emphasize the vigorous activity and 
role of the Dalai Lama in transnational relations, advocating the Tibetan 
cause and seeking support for it. Our  aim is only to  underline the culture 
and the civilization that the Dalai Lama symbolizes and which evokes so 
much interest in and support for the Tibetan cause, especially in the West. 
The support that the Tibetan cause receives in the West compels the PRC to 
take the Tibetan question seriously. Moreover, owing to  its historical legacy 
and its geo-strategic location, Tibet14 continues to  loom large in the 
geopolitics of Central, Northeast and South Asia; so much so that it raises 
the uncomfortable but pertinent question of ensuring a buffer state in Inner 
Asia to  reduce interstate tensions and keep regional peace. What is true of 
Tibet is not true, a t  least not in the same degree, of the other minorities in 
the PRC. 

Beijing lists as many as 55 minority n a t i ~ n a l i t i e s . ' ~ ~ ~ a r e n t l ~  it does so 
more to  reduce the relative significance of the more organized and 
troublesome among the minorities than to  do  justice to every minority 
nationality in the PRC. Through its policy of transfer of ~ o ~ u l a t i o n  it has 
offered the "final solution" to  most of the historically significant minorities 
which radically differed from the Han people. Today only two or three 
million Manchurians are left in Manchuria; and these are completel~ 
overwhelmed by the 75 million Han settlers there. Even at the turn of the 
twentieth century, Han settlers numbered 8.5 million. The nunher 
Mongols was just 2.5 million in Inner Mongolia. In ~ i n j i a n g  the Han 
population has grown from 200,000 in 1949 to 7 million today, which is 
more than half of the total Turkic population of 13 million.'" 
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is now ~rimari ly  the Tibetans and the Uighurs who consticute the most 
significant minority nationalities in the PRC in terms of conflict potential. 
of the two, the Tibetans have more persistently resorted to mobi)izatjon 
and ~ f f e r e d  organized opposition. It is perhaps in this sense that the World 
Dictionary of Minorities (1990)'' lists the Tibetans as the only minority in 
the PRC. 

The aetiology of the Han-Tibetan ethnic conflict (sometimes active, 
dormant, but never extinguished during the last 50 years) is 

and vicious. Whatever the validity of China's historical or legal 
over Tibet, the fact is that any Chinese presence in Tibet before 1950 

was confined to Lhasa and the border areas in Kham and Amdo. Not many 
ever saw people of Han extraction in Tibet. Ordinary Tibetans, therefore, 
perceive the Han influx into Tibet since 1950, especially since 1959, as an 
outright invasion and occupation of their territory. The folk-level Tibetan 
sense of territoriality (characterized by the attachment of the peasant to his 
field and that of the nomad to  his pasture land) was outraged by the coming 
in of the Han occupation army and by the settlers sent in - ostensibly to 
carry out the task of "liberation" and to promote "progress". The Maoist 
project on Tibet would have been far less problematic if Tibetan culture had 
been Confucian or if there had been Han settlements in Tibet dating from 
much earlier times or if there had been a "revolutionary situation" in Tibet. 
None of these conditions obtained in Tibet until 1950 (or even 1959). The 
fact is that the Chinese claims were in the minds of the mandarins but never 
in the minds of the Tibetan masses before 1950. 

The response of the traditional ruling class (such as lamas, aristocrats, 
merchants, etc.) was more complex and even confusing. At first the Lhasa 
Government tried to resist the Communist takeover in 1950. This is evident 
from the attempt made by Tibetan troops to block the march of 40,000 men 
of the People's Liberation Army (PLA) at the SineTibetan border in 
Eastern Tibet (Kham). When, however, these troops found that it was 
impossible for them to halt the Chinese in the absence of any helpful 
external intervention, the political elite were compelled to work out a 
compromise with the representatives of the PLA. Hence what is known as 
the Seventeen Point Agreement. 

However, the high Lamas and the political elite found it difficult to 
accept the fact of the Communist takeover in the face of growing popular 
resistance; especially in Kham. Several of them, therefore, openly associated 
themselves with inspired, or even organized resistance movements such as 
the People's Conference in 1952, the Khampa revolts in the mid-1950s, and 
the Lhasa uprising in 1959. Frequent eruptions of popular resistance 
generated a serious legitimacy crisis for a regime that had claimed a popular 
mandate as the basis of its occupation of Tibet. This is a socio-political fact; 
the Chinese have not been able to undo it even after 50 years o i  systematic, 
forcible social engineering. 
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To be sure a few early Amdo and Khampa "modernistsn took M~~~~~ 
ideological pretensions about the "liberation of Tibetan more 
seriously than any other segment of the Tibetan population. H~~~~~~ 
after a few years of "liberation" even the most pro-Communist elements i, 
Tibetan society were disillusioned with those pretensions;lg for they 
discovered that the Maoist ideology as practised even during the 1950~ 
was a camouflage meant t o  serve as a political justification for H~~ 
expansionism and Han hegemony in minority areas. 

Outspoken critics among them were imprisoned in the late 1950~ for 
their courageous stand against Han  hegemony and for self-rule in minority 
areas although they had accepted some basic Marxist premises. They can 
now be looked upon as the progenitors of an acute ideological dilemma that 
the Maoist regime in Tibet has faced and from which it cannot escape 
unless it grants the Tibetan people genuine autonomy as guaranteed by their 
Constitution. 

What about the post-1959 "new generation of Tibetan cadres" in whom 
the Chinese leaders repose so much hope? Most of them were born and 
brought up  under the Communist system and are expected to serve as an 
intermediate class between the Han State and the Tibetan masses. Such a 
class is useful and even necessary in any colonial administration. Many of 
them have been co-opted into the lower echelons of the Chinese Communist 
Party (CCP) and the State bureaucracy as minor functionaries and, as such, 
serve a dual function. They are projected as representatives of the Tibetan 
nationality in the Chinese Government. Far more importantly, they act as 
the vital transmission belt conveying political orders and ideological 
messages from the Han overlords to  the Tibetan masses. And if there is any 
class of Tibetans who are more or  less reconciled to the brute fact of 
Chinese rule in Tibet, it may well be this "new generation of Tibetan 
cadres". Of course, they are a privileged minority in comparison with the 
large number of semi-educated youth alienated from Chinese rule. It was 
the alienated generation of youth along with the revived monastic 
communities who were largely responsible for the ~ro-independence 
demonstrations held in Lhasa and other towns recently (1987-92). 

Whether they are the "new generation of Tibetan cadres" co-opted into 
the Chinese administration system or semi-educated ~ o u t h  alienated from 
Chinese rule, on the whole, the post-1959 generation cannot help but 
observe a t  first hand and from close quarters the undeniable fact of Han 
hegemony in Tibet. Their experience of ~ol i t i ca l  marginality as a direct 
consequence of progressive "Hanization" of the State power structure both 
in Beijing and in Lhasa enables them to move beyond the carefully designed 
facades of "People's Democracy ", "National People's Congress", ''~egional 
Autonomy", etc. Even to  the early Tibetan Communist sympathizers, what 
. . .  
lnltlally appeared as a Marxist mission in Tibet has clearly degenerated into 
Han hegemony in every sphere of Tibetan ~ u b l i c  life. We shall presently 
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demonstrate how almost all the top posts with crucial decision-making 

P ewer in the Army and the Party and the bureaucracy in Tibet are 
by Han personnel. The Tibetans are almost completely 

from the State power structure, except in certain subordinate 
and cosmetic positions. 

The locus of power in communist China resides in the Party and the 
State as it did in the now-defunct Leninist systems. Of course the critical 
components of the Maoist State power structure consist of the Party, the 
State, and the Army. It is in these that the Maoist Han elite have 
concentrated political power, marginalizing the non-Han social groups i n  
the PRC, as Malcolm Lamb's Directory (1968-78) reveals.19 There is no 
Tibetan representative in the following high offices: the Political Bureau of 
the CCP Central Committee, the Military Affairs Commission of the 
Central Committee, the United Front Work Department, the State Council, 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of National Defence, the 
Foreign Affairs Bureau, the Ministry of Public Security, the State Planning 
Commission, the PLA General Staff, General Logistics, the General 
Political Department, the Air Force, the Army, and the Navy. However, 
one or two Tibetans are to  be found in the following less powerful offices: 
Rigzin Wangyal and Tien Pao (Sangye Yeshi) in the CCP Central 
Committee; Ngapo Ngawang Jigme and Pasang M. in the Standing 
Committee of the National People's Congress; and Ngapo Ngawang Jigme 
in the National Defence Council. There is no Tibetan on the editorial staff 
of the People's Daily or of the Red Flag.2o 

The appendix in the Barnett and Akiner volume furnishes details of the 
Han power structure in Tibet from 1950 to 1992. During this period a Yi 
national who was sacked for "Right deviationism" in 1988 and seven Han 
leaders yielded supreme political power in Tibet. Most of them held top 
political posts both in the Party and in the Army. I t  is in this sense that we 
can characterize the Chinese domination of Tibet as a quasi-military 
dictatorship exclusively exercised by the Han elite. While the Han leaders 
monopolize the top decision-making power through the Han-dominated 
Tibet Work Committee of the CCP and the Tibet Military RegiodDistrict as 
the invisible levers of power in the Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR), there 
is a TAR local Government as an administrative agency that implements the 
decisions of the Party and the Army. The TAR local Government has also 
other functions - for instance, as a legitimation mechanism to inculcate 
propagandistic values inside and outside Tibet. It is for these reasons that 
the Chinese usually appointed a high ranking or eminent Tibetan as the 
head of the TAR local Government such as the Dalai Lama (1951-59), the 
Panchen Lama (1 959-64), and Ngapo Ngawang Jigme ( 1965-67). Since 
the 1980s, however, Beijing has tended to appoint people belonging to their 
"new generation of Tibetan cadres" such as Dorje Tseten (1983-851, Dorje 
Tsering (1985-90) and Gyaltsen Norbu (1990-1.'' 



Tibet's Future 

While the TAR has a local government, though it operates only as a 
puppet government, Amdo (Qinghai) and Kham (Xikang), which did nor 
fall within the purview of what is called the Seventeen Point Agreement, are 
without even a local government. They are under complete H,, 
domination. During the period 1949-85 only Han governors ruled Amdo; 
most of them held the concurrent posts of Party Secretary as well. ~ 1 1  the 
top posts in the Party, the Army and the government are monopolized by 
the Han elite. There is not a single Tibetan representative in the Han 
structure which dominates Tibetan areas. In terms of the Han monopoly of 
power Amdo and Kham are worse than the TAR.Z2 

The author had written elsewhere that the ethnicization of the state 
power structure by the dominant or  majority ethnic group in muIti-ethnic 
societies is fairly ~ i d e s p r e a d . ~ ~  However, further research and reflection 
indicates that this is neither uniformly nor universally so. The ethnicization 
of the state tends to be more in totalitarian or monolithic systems; it is less 
so in democratic g o ~ e r n r n e n t s . ~ ~  The reasons therefore are clear, as the 

Chinese case illustrates. 
In the PRC the monopolization of state power by the dominant, majority 

Han group is facilitated and reinforced by a number of objective processes. 
The Chinese Revolution is essentially a Han affair, so the CCP, which 
dominates both the State and society indirectly, tends to derive its 
legitimacy, both of which were primarily Han phenomena. Non-Han 
minority groups such as the Tibetans are treated as the epitome of 
backwardness and reaction in need of Han help. It was this Han-man's 
burden which impels and justifies (in the eyes of Han-men) the Han 
domination of non-Han social groups in China. 

An equally important factor in accelerating and accentuating the process 
of Hanization of the regional power structures in minority areas is a lack or 
absence of democratic institutions. Upon the whole and in a structural 
sense, the Maoists have replaced imperial despotism and autocracy by 
Leninist and Stalinist structures of domination which could be staffed with 
cadres from the dominant or majority ethnic group ( H a d  for both 
expediential and affective reasons. Apparently the Han power elite feel that 
non-Han cadres, even after years of Sinification and indoctrination, cannot 
be trusted with top political posts in minority areas, most of which are 
strategically located. They recognize, implicitly, that their State does not 
enjoy the mandate of minority ethnic groups, particularly the ~ibetans.  

We have focused on what we feel is the crux of the ~roblern in Tibet - 
Han domination in the name of "revolution" and "progress". But do the 
Tibetans, who are simple people, realize the nature and mechanism of the 
Han power monopoly in Tibet? It appears that they do - in two senses. 
They feel the consequences of the Han monopolization of power directly, 
immediately and concretely in rural areas in general and in urban areas 
particular; for they have learnt through their 40 years of experience that it Is 
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the Han power elite, who, being positioned in the inner recesses of the 
Party, the State and the Army, n ~ a k e  all the important policies, including 

economic, cultural and social policies. Such policies tend to 
enhance the Han state power, and privilege the Han settlers, margrnaliling 
the native inhabitants both politically and economically. The Han 
monopolize state power structures behind the scenes; they have greater 
access to education and job opportunities within Tibet and control the 
country's natural resources and foreign trade. 

In other words, the systematic discriminatory practices in Tibet are the 
direct or indirect, of the Han monopolization of political power; for 

it is the Han power holders in the Party, the state and the Army who make 
the important policy decisions and pass on such decisions to local 

governments for orderly implementation, and it is the common people in 
Tibet who have to  suffer the discriminatory policy consequences. This 
monopoly of State power and the consequent systematic discriminatory 
practices inevitably make the ordinary Tibetans feel that they are under 
alien rule and illegitimate domination. As such the politicized sections of 
the Tibetan people revolt whenever the Chinese relax their rule ever so 
slightly. The concrete basis and the intricate mechanism of Han domination 
in Tibet consists of two totalitarian organizations: (a) the CCP, which has 
networks deeply and widely penetrating and dominating Tibetan society 
through structural violence; and (b) the PLA-police-intelligence complex 
that looms large over Tibetan society and which acts as the ultimate 
military support for Han domination and makes it possible for the Han 
state to maintain an atmosphere of fear and suspicion - and sometimes 
sheer terror. 

The Maoists have known right from the start that, without a modern 
communication and transport system, the enormous physical barriers 
would make any attempt a t  the "liberation" of Tibet meaningless. Almost 
immediately after the PLA conquest of Tibet in 1950, therefore, they began 
constructing highways and airfields linking Tibet with China for the first 
time in history. By 1975 they had constructed 91 highways totalling 15,800 
kilometres and 300 permanent bridges in the TAR alone.15 A fundamental 
feature of the Han-imposed "revolution" in Tibet is thus neither 
"liberation" nor "progress" but strategic development. This was parricularly 
so during the period 1951-76. Most of the economic assistance that Beiiing 
claims to have provided to  Tibet has actually gone into road building and 
other related strategic infrastructure.16 As is well-known, the transport and 
communication systems are the lifeline of the PLA, and it is the PLA which 
makes the CCP grip over Tibet possible. 

A conservative estimate of the PLA strength in the TAR is 150,000; other 
estimates go up to  300,000.27 The functions of the PLA cadres are to 
suppress any sign of Tibetan nationalistic resistance and to defend 'China's 
Tibet" from any possible external intervention. The PLA was used 
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extensively and ruthlessly to  suppress the Tibetan revolts of the 1 9 5 0 ~  and 
the late 1980s. If the PLA functions a t  the regional level as the ul t ima te  
coercive means of Han  domination, the local people's militia serves local 
"defence" needs and uses Tibetan "progressives" to suppress the Tibetans, 
The third layer of coercive means of domination is the so-called public 
security system, consisting of intelligence and surveillance networks spread 
all over Tibet that spy on every village and monastery, on every town and 
city. 

The security machinery usually has ready access to a hierarchy of 
organizations created by Party activists. The Party is all-pervasive in 
Tibetan life. Civil society has been replaced by Party organizations: mutual 
aid teams, cooperatives and communes; neighbourhood, village and town 
committees; branches of the Communist Youth League and the Women's 
Association; democratic management committees in monasteries; etc, 
Indoctrination and surveillance are enforced through the organizations 
created and led by the Party. At least this was the case until 1980. 

The basic goal of the Maoists is t o  destroy the traditional Tibetan civil 
society, which according to  them, had for centuries been bound up with the 
traditional authority structures, the old social order and the Tibetan 
cultural identity. They have done their best to  destroy it by fragmenting 
Tibetan society into manageable units for the purpose of enforcing labour 
and carrying out indoctrination and surveillance. The Party has installed 
itself in the place of civil society, where freedom, individuality and privacy 
once prevailed. It is Almighty God, as it were, a t  least at  the social level. 
The Maoist version of totalitarianism is antithetical to the very spirit and 
structure of Tibetan civil society The Tibetans have tended to revolt even 
though economic conditions may now be better under Chinese rule than 
they were before. It should be noted that the multi-layered security system 
has hardly been lifted even under lenient or relaxed regimes. 

The pattern of Tibetan revolts and the lenient ~ o l i c y  preceding each 
revolt reveals that the Tibetan people on the whole are not reconciled to 
Chinese rule, which they regard as illegitimate and oppressive. Consider the 
"honeymoon" period preceding the revolt of 1958-59 in Lhasa. Knowing 
that they did not have any popular support for the armed "liberation", the 
Chinese generals pursued a most cautious and liberal policy in the 1950s. 
They co-opted most members of the ruling class by luring them with money 
and attractive posts in the new set up and granted considerable economic 
and medical assistance to  the masses, who were otherwise left untou~hed.'~ 
And yet the Tibetans revolted in 1959. The ~ro-independence demonstra- 
tions in 1987-88 were a similar case. 

In line with Deng Xiaoping's policies of economic reform and liberal- 
ization, Beijing pursued a particularly lenient policy in Tibet. The Tibetans 
were exempted from the payment of taxes. They were also exempted from 
meeting compulsory state purchase quotas so that their ~ r o d u c e  could he 
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at negotiated prices. Beijing further increased central fundr to the TAR 
I, improve living standards and develop the local economy. ~t lifted 
restfictions on religious practices. Jt enlarged Tibetan participation in the 
local administration. And yet people in Lhasa and other towns revolted.2Y 

The chaotic conditions created in the whole of China during the Cultural 
~ ~ ~ o l u t i o n  (1966-69) provided opportunities for the Tibetans to strike at 
Han positions of power in Tibet. The Chinese in Tibet, like evervwhere else 
in the country, split into two warring factions: the Red ~ u ~ ; d ~  and the 
~~volutionary Rebels. Since the latter were anti-authoritarian and, therefore, 
indirectly against Han  power holders, most Tibetans tended to join the 
Revolutionary Rebels and revolted against the Han regime. There were 
incidents in Yangpachen, Lhatse and Lhasa.)O What all this suggests is that 
whenever they find an opportune moment, the Tibetans are ready to strike 
at the root of Han domination. 

We may now make some tentative generalizations on the pattern of the 
revolts. It is quite clear that neither limited religious freedom nor economic 
benefits are enough for conflict transformation. Whenever civil society 
regains its social space, a revolt or a protest emerges. This means that there 
are still some unresolved basic issues in the conflict between Tibetan 
ethnicity and the Han State. Some of these issues may include the question 
of legitimacy of Han domination, the sovereignty of Tibetan civil society 
and the Tibetan cultural identity. It is difficult for the Han chauvinists and 
Maoist fundamentalists to comprehend these issues as they arise from Han 
supremacy and Marxist economic determinism. 

Why do the Tibetans rebel? It seems to  have more to do with ethnicity 
than with economics. Ethnicity, ethnic identity and ethnic nationalism - 
these are the aetiology and dynamics of the conflict between the Han state 
and Tibetan ethnicity during the past 50 years. 

The common people of Tibet may not know the latest political 
vocabulary to describe Han domination such as Han hegemony, neocolo- 
nialism or neo-imperialism, but they realize that they are under non-Tibetan 
rule. They also know that the alien rulers have no mandate to rule over 
them and that they, therefore, lack the necessary legitimacy. No doubt any 
rule entails some degree of domination, but, according to the logic of 
ethnicity, a regime is legitimate if the ruling class and the ruled share the 
same culture, language, tradition, historical memories, etc. This logic makes 
Han domination in Tibet illegitimate. 

The Tibetan sense of legitimacy of rule seems to be heavily bound up with 
the Buddhist culture of Tibet, which has shaped Tibetan id en ti^, society and 
history for the last 1,000 years; for, in the absence of a plebiscite, a 
referendum or some other means of exercising self-determination, a common 
culture reflects a high degree of social consensus on the fundamental values 
and issues of a society and polity. Because it engenders a social consensus. 
culture in its political expression can roughly represent the general will- 
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In the conflicts between the Han State and Tibetan ethnicity since 1950 
the Dalai Lama has increasingly figured as a pan-Tibetan symbol, 
representing Tibetan cultural values and popular aspirations. He is the 
rallying point for ethnic-nationalistic mobilization and opposition. When 
the PLA "liberated" Tibet in 1950, the first concern of the Lhasa 
Government was the defence, not SO much of the territorial integrity of 

Tibet or the natural resources of the country, as of the sacred person of the 
Dalai Lama, who symbolized Tibetan culture. Similarly the first and 
foremost goal of the Revolt of 1959 was how to "protect" the Dalai Lama 
and convey him safely to India. During the 1980s, again, the Dalai Lama 
was the symbol of Tibetan re~istance.~'  At several public meetings in Lhasa 
during the early 1980s, the people shouted "Long Live His Holiness the 
Dalai Lama" and "Tibet is I n d e ~ e n d e n t " . ~ ~  

The symbolic role of religion and the religion-based culture in the pro- 
independence demonstrations of the late 1980s cannot be overemphasized. 
Most of the protests were initiated, led, and largely organized by Tibetan 
monks and nuns. They chose religious sites and auspicious dates 
corresponding to religious festivals to  hold their major demonstrations in 
L h a ~ a . ~ ~  We can see how intricately interconnected are what appear to the 
uninitiated as disparate things in the Tibetan political cosmos. Because the 
Tibetans are deeply religious, they perceive the Dalai Lama as the symbol of 
their religion; and because he represents their culture and civilization, they 
see him as the symbol of their cultural, if not political, sovereignty. It is, 
psychologically, this Tibetan sense of cultural sovereignty that resists and 
opposes Han hegemony in Tibet. 

Undoubtedly, thus, Tibetans both inside and outside Tibet perceive the 
Dalai Lama as their legitimate ruler. This does not, however, mean that i f  
the Dalai Lama should return to Tibet it would mean a restoration of the 
ancient regime. This is evident from both the Dalai Lama's constitutional 
pronouncements and the Tibetan people's political aspirations and vague 
visions. The Dalai Lama's constitution-making projects in exile might 
reflect the direction in which the ~oliticized sections of the Tibetan people 
seem to be moving.34 Ronald Schwartz, after much fieldwork in Tibet, 
observes that the Tibetans "now associate their struggle for independence 
with demands for democracy and human rights".35 

Such democratic sentiment among the Tibetans may be understood in 
the post-1959 context of relatively modern conditions in Tibet. lnside Tibet 
the Communists have widely propagated certain elements of an egalitarian 
ideology such as equality and freedom as the new canon, but they have 
hardly ever practised equality and freedom themselves especially in the 
minority areas. Maoism in practice is a perverse justification for Han 
hegemony and supremacy. This contradiction between ~rofession of 
freedom and equality on the one hand and practice of unfreedom and 
inequality on the other constitutes the political and ideological basis of the 
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Tibetan intelligentsia's contention against Han domination in Tibet. It is in 
this sense that democracy (in the broad sense of the term) could be one of 

determining forces behind the popular struggle against Han hegemony 
in Tibet. And in exile, owing primarily to  the positive demonstration effects 
of the functioning Indian democracy, democratic sentiment among the 
Tibetan refugees is widespread in spite of the personality cult built round 
the Dalai Lama and his family. 

Finally, there has been, since 1951, a wide gulf separating elite realism 
from the ~ o p u l a r  aspiration for independence. Early in 1952, for instance, 
there was a popular movement called mi-man tsogs-du, which called for 
Tibet's i n d e p e n d e n ~ e . ~ ~  At several Lhasa public meetings in 1980, the 
people assembled shouted "Tibet is I n d e ~ e n d e n t " . ~ ~  At pro-independence 
demonstrations in 1987 the Tibetan national flag was prominently 
displayed.38 

We know that this "dangerous" aspiration is being systematically 
suppressed through the CCP's structural violence and the PLA's coercion. 
However, in the long run neither structural violence nor military coercion 
can solve the Tibetan problem. In particular, in the wake of the 
globalization of the Chinese economy and in view of the democratic 
upsurge, the PRC is unlikely to  remain an isolated Maoist monolith. 
Perhaps the Dalai Lama alone can persuade the nationalistic Tibetan 
masses to accept a realistic solution for the ethnic conflict in Tibet. It is with 
such a vision in mind that we now turn to an analysis of possible future 
structures of conflict transformation in Tibet. 

We consider three durable and possible structures for conflict transfor- 
mation in Inner Asia. They include (a )  Chinese liberal visions of a federation 
in China, in which Tibet would enjoy "autonomous statehood"; (b)  the 
Dalai Lama's demand for "self-governing democratic Tibet in association 
with China" and (c) finally a possible future structure as suggested by Sin* 
Tibetan history, Tibetan cultural sovereignty and regional geopolitics. 

On 31 January 1994, a group of Chinese scholars and intellectuals 
from the PRC, Taiwan and Hong Kong released a "proposed draft" of a 
"Constitution of Federal Republic of China".39 They described it as "a 
federal system with confederal  characteristic^".^^ The confederal character- 
istics refer to the special Autonomous Statehood given to Inner Mongolia, 
Taiwan, Tibet, Xinjiang, Ningxia and Guangxi (Article 28). The 
Autonomous Provinces and Cities, which fall within China proper are 
"more closely tied to  the federal Republic, in a relationship similar to that 
found in a normal federal republic".41 It is this ethnic specificity that 
characterizes this draft Constitution. 

Article 30 declares that each Autonomous state makes its own 
constitution. Each Autonomous Province, Autonomous ~unic ipa l i ty  or 
Special Region makes its own Basic Law. And any power that is not 
constitutionally vested in the federal government is exercised by the 
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individual Autonomous States, Autonomous Provinces, Autonomous 
Municipalities and Special Regions and the entire citizenry (Article 29). 

Beside the power to make its own Constitution, each Autonomous State 
has the right to sign non-military agreements with foreign countries, and the 
right to make its own decisions about joining international organizations 
and setting up representative offices in foreign countries (Article 33). Article 
39 is exclusively devoted to  Tibet: 

The Autonomous State of Tibet is a national nature conservation area, 
where the testing of nuclear, chemical and biological weapons and the 
storage of nuclear wastes are prohibited. 

The Autonomous State of Tibet is financially independent and not 
required to pay federal tax. The Autonomous State of Tibet has the 
right to set up its state court of final appeal. 

The position of Autonomous State of Tibet will be reviewed 
25 years after this Constitution is promulgated. The review will be in 
the form of a referendum by the citizens of the state and not subject to 
Article 36 of this Constitution. 

The draft "Constitution for a Federal China" marks a serious new thinking 
among the emancipated Chinese intellectuals on the larger question of 
centre-periphery power relations in China, which is likely to gain increasing 
acceptance among the Han public in the near future, and which the 
non-Han social groups would welcome. The Chinese dissidents, situated as 
they are in free societies, are courageous to question the Maoist conception 
of an unitary state, which as we have demonstrated, has degenerated into 
Han hegemony. They are also far-sighted enough to recognize the hidden 
forces of history and society, namely ethnicity that sharply divides the 
Tibetans, Turks, Mongols, etc. from the Hans, who through the tyranny of 
their majority, have sinicized the minority ethnic groups since 1949, and 
reduced the latter to minorities in their own homelands. 

The proposed Chinese federation envisages a finely tuned hierarchy of 
political statuses for different regionallethnic entities, taking into account 
politico-economic factors, or ethnic identities and their historical statuses in 
pre-modern Asian history. In this sense the authors of the federal 
constitution may be right in their declaration in the Preamble: "Therefore. 
the basic principle used in dividing the federal Republic into its component 
elements is: 'Respect for the status quo and respect for his tor^."'^' In other 
words, Chinese dissidents perceive an urgent need not only to deconstruct 
the post-1949 Communist history in the PRC but also to decentralize the 
centre-periphery power relations. For what the Communists have done in 
the name of "liberation" and "revolution", "ideology" and "progress" has 
resulted in Han expansionism and Han hegemony in non-Han territories, 
where non-Han ethnic groups used to enjoy complete autonomy or even 
internal independence for centuries. 
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In the draft federal constitution makes special provisions for 
Tibet, as indeed warranted by her history and identity radically different 
from the Han population. In SO doing, the constitution meets most of the 
Dalai Lama's basic demands r ~ ~ d e  in 1988, including the right for Tibet to 
make its own Constitution (Article 30), to  sign non-military agreements 
with foreign states as well as the right to join international organizations 
and set up representative offices in foreign countries (Article 33). Besides 
Tibet, Taiwan and Hang Kong are given the right to restrict external 
population movements into their respective stateslregions (Article 10). And 
Article 39 makes Tibet a virtually nuclear-free zone. But by far the most 
significant concession given to the Tibetan people is that they can, in the 
form of a referendum, decide, after staying in the proposed federation for 
25 years, whether to  secede from or remain within the Chinese federation 
(Article 39). 

The draft constitution raises a few questions which must be discussed in 
order to find a lasting solution to  the conflict in Tibet that is satisfactory to 
all parties concerned. The pioneering authors do not specify which areas are 
covered in their usage of the term "Tibet". Do they mean only "Tibet 
Autonomous Region" as created by the Communists since 1951 ? Or do 
they include Kham and Amdo as well as the TAR, as claimed by the Dalai 
Lama? If they accept only the Communist definition of "Tibet", they 
exclude nearly two-thirds of the Tibetan population from what they 
envisage as the Autonomous State of Tibet. Even according to  the 1982 
census, out of the total Tibetan population of 3,885,500 in the PRC, 
945,000 Tibetans are in Sichuan; 750,500 in Qinghai; 305,000 in Gansu; 
and 95,000 in Yunnan. 

If this is so, then would it be fair and just to exclude the majority of the 
Tibetans from the Autonomous State of Tibet? Though such Tibetans are 
called Khampas and Amdowas for the purpose of internal differentiation 
within Tibetan society, they share with the rest of Tibetans a number of 
fundamental commonalities, especially on the ethnical, cultural and 
linguistic level. We know there are Tibetan culture areas in the cis- 
Himalayas and elsewhere, but the point of departure is that the Khampas 
and Amdowas have, since 1949, increasingly identified with Lhasa as the 
epicentre of their culture and loyalty. They were the first to revolt against 
the Chinese takeover. Therefore, from the perspective of conflict 
transformation in Inner Asia, the Khampas' and Amdowas' problems have 
to be faced and addressed, and they may be tackled within the framework 
of the Autonomous State of Tibet. 

Another set of questions raised by the draft constitution are the terms 
and conditions under which a referendum in Tibet would be held 25 years 
after the proposed constitution comes into effect. On the surface the idea of 
a referendum appears to  be a courageous step to determine the consent and 
consensus of the governed. However, a closer scrutiny reveals a couple of 
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lacunae, Article 39  gives the right to vote in the referendum to 
"citizens" in the state and not primarily t o  the Tibetan population who, by 
virtue of their different cultural identity and historical status, need the 
referendum most. The unstated calculation is that after 25 years the present 
Dalai Lama would pass away and the continuing Han population transfer 
to  Tibetan areas would create an unprecedented demographic transforma- 
tion in Tibet that will maintain the status quo even in the eventuality of a 
referendum. If the Dalai Lama's figures are correct, at  present there are 
6 million Tibetans and 7 million Chinese in Tibet. With the increasing rate 
of population transfer, the Chinese majority in Tibet is more or less ensured, 
thereby making the proposed referendum a meaningless exercise: not a case 
of self-determination but self-determinism. The latter case reduces the 
democratic determination into a constitutional formalism, which indirectly 
empowers the majority ethnic group (Chinese) to vote for the status quo 
and denies the sons of the soil their right to  self-determination. 

The simple anthropological fact is that in most of the traditional 
societies, modern democratic concepts like election, self-determination or 
even referendum tends to  run along the lines of a shared culture and 
common ethnicity, not along ideological lines. General will, in such culture- 
saturated cases, resides in shared culture which represents the collective 
conscience of a particular ethnic group and social contract is made possible 
by high degrees of social consensus engendered by collectively shared 
culture and ethnicity. 

Finally, Clause (1) of Article 31 which empowers the federal government 
with the political monopoly to  declare war, presumably in any part of the 
federation, may be debatable. This is particularly so in the case of Tibet 
which, according to  Article 39, is "a national nature conservation area, 
where the testing of nuclear, chemical and biological weapons and the 
storage of nuclear wastes are prohibited". This is exactly what the Dalai 
Lama, in his 1987 address to  the US Congressional Human Rights Caucus, 
called for the transformation of "the whole of Tibet, including the eastern 
provinces of Kham and Amdo" into "a zone of 'Ahinsa', a Hindi term used 
to  mean a state of peace and non-violence".43 This sentiment was again 
echoed in his 1988 address to  the European Parliament when he "called for 
the conversion of Tibet into a zone of peace, a sanctuary in which humanity 
and nature can live together in harmony".44 

If there is such a consensus between the Dalai Lama and the Chinese 
intellectuals who framed the draft constitution of a "federal china", the 
monopolistic power to make war and peace should not entirely rest with 
the federal government, which most probably would be dominated by 
Hans. The proposed Autonomous State of Tibet must have a say in this vital 
issue which perhaps concerns the Tibetans more than other ethnic groups. 
Tibet being one of the most strategic regions in Asia. The answer may well 
be, as I shall argue below, the complete neutralization of Tibet by concerned 
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regional powers including China, and possibly endorsed by the UN and 
the USA- 

The ~ a l a i  Lama's ideas on the future status of Tibet and related matters 
were formulated in the course of his attempt to negotiate with the Han 
leadership in the PRC that expanded over a decade.45 After the Sin* 
Tibetan negotiations reached a deadlock in the mid-1980s, the Dalai Lama 

his basic political demands public. On 21 September 1987 before the 
US congressional Human Rights Caucus, he called for: (a )  transformation 
of Tibet (both Inner and Outer) into a zone of peace; (b)  abandonment of 
the pRC's population transfer policy which threatens the very existence of 
the Tibetans as a distinct people; (c) respect for the Tibetan people's 
fundamental human rights and democratic freedoms; (d)  restoration and 
potection of Tibet's natural environment and abandonment of use 
of Tibet for the production of nuclear weapons and dumping of nuclear 
waste; (e) commencement of earnest negotiations on the future status of 
Tibet and of relations between Tibetan and Chinese peoples.46 

The Dalai Lama's first demand calls for some explanation because it 
touches Chinese security concerns. The Lama argues that his concept of a 
peace zone is "in keeping with Tibet's historical role as a peaceful and 
neutral Buddhist nation and buffer state separating the continent's great 
powers".47 It would also be in keeping with King Birendra's proposal to 
proclaim Nepal a peace zone and with the PRC's declared support for such 
a plan. But, the Dalai Lama argues that the establishment of a peace zone in 
Inner Asia would require the withdrawal of Chinese troops and military 
installations from Tibet, which would enable India also to withdraw its 
troops and military installations from the Himalayan regions bordering 
Tibet. "This", he says, "would be achieved under an international 
agreement which would satisfy China's legitimate security needs and build 
trust among the Tibetan, Indian, Chinese and other peoples of the 
region. "48 

Later the Dalai Lama at  Strasbourg (France) outlined the future political 
structure of Tibet "in association with China". The PR is to remain 
responsible for Tibet's foreign policy and defence. However, Tibet should 
have its own Foreign Affairs Bureau dealing with commerce, education, 
culture, religion, tourism, science, sports and other non-military activities. 
With regard to  the final shape of defence, China could have the right to 
maintain a restricted number of military installations in Tibet until such 
time as demilitarization and neutralization could be achieved through a 
regional peace conference and international agreement.49 

As far as the Dalai Lama is concerned, his Strasbourg Statement represents 
a fair middle way compromise solution to the controversial Tibetan 
Question. While eschewing persistent Tibetan claims to independence. it 
calls for genuine and complete autonomy. which does not conflict with 
Chinese sovereignty or security concerns in Inner Asia. However. the Dalai 
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Lama is quite explicit about the kind of political system he wishes to 
establish in Tibet, implying complete and genuine domestic autonomy. He 
demands that "the whole of Tibet, known as Cholka-sum ( u - T ~ ~ ~ ~ ,  ~ h ~ ,  
and Amdo) should become a self-governing democratic political entity 
founded on law by agreement of the people for the common good and the 
protection of themselves and their environment, in association with the 
People's Republic of China".5o 

The Strasbourg Statement stipulates that the future government of Tibet 
should be founded on a constitution of basic law. Such a law should provide 
for a democratic system of government that will ensure "economic equality, 
social justice and protection of the environment. This means that the 
government of Tibet will have the right to decide on all affairs relating to 

Tibet and the ti bet an^."^^ Furthermore, the government should be 
comprised of a popularly elected Chief Executive, a bicameral legislature 
and an independent judiciary. Its seat, the Dalai Lama declares, should be in 
Lhasa. 

The Dalai Lama's proposals were well received by the international 
community. The Nobel Peace Prize in 1989 may be taken as an indication of 
Western if not world public opinion. The Norwegian Nobel Committee 
chairman stated, while awarding the prize, "It would be difficult to cite any 
historical example of a minority's struggle to secure its rights, in which a 
more conciliatory attitude to the adversary has been adopted than in the case 
of Dalai Lama."52 Between 1987 and 1991 the US Congress passed six 
resolutions on Tibet; the European Parliament passed two resolutions in 
1987 and 1989; the Council of Europe one in 1988; the West German 
Bundestag one in 1987; and the Italian Parliament one in 1989. International 
conventions or hearings on Tibet were held in Bonn in April 1989; in New 
Delhi in August 1989; in Tokyo in May 1990; and in London in July 1990. 

The Dalai Lama's proposals received wide support because they 
represent the most realistic means by which to establish Tibet's separate 
identity and restore the fundamental rights of the Tibetan people while 
accommodating China's vital interests. The solution he sought was close to 
what Chinese dissidents called a "Federal Constitution with confederal 
characteristics", even though he never uses the terms like "federation'' or 
"confederation". He prefers the term "union" or "association" which, he 
says, "can only come about voluntarily, when there is satisfactory benefit to 
all parties concerned" and cites the example of the European Community as 
the closest to his vision of China-Tibet relati~ns:~Wowever, on the whole' 
a comparative analysis of the two preceding cases indicates that most of the 
Dalai Lama's demands made in 1988 have been more or less, met by the 
overseas Chinese - drafted "Federal Constitution with confederal 
characteristics". 

The Dalai Lama's 1988 proposal, even though it is a carefully drafted 
document, raises a couple of questions. He implicitly proposed that a 
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regional peace conference on demilitarization and neutralization of Tibet 
be held, presumably after the establishment of a "genuine union or 

association". If past experience is any indication, then this sequential 
procedure might not work. It has to be a simultaneous international 

in which Sin-Tibetan negotiations on the status of Tibet and the 
of Inner Asia by regional powers, if not preceding the former, 

have to proceed side by side. This is where one sees a constructive role for 
the UN in conflict transformation in Tibet. For as I shall try to show in the 
last section, in a larger sense Tibet in the modern era has become a tragic 
victim of Sin-Indian strategic rivalry in Inner Asia and the cis-Himalayas; 
and unless this rivalry is resolved through a mutually agreed neutralization 
of Tibet, no lasting solution to the Tibetan Question can be found. 
Otherwise strategic imperatives from China and India will retransform 
Tibet into an active arena of the "Great Game" that plagued Inner Asia in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

My second comment concerns the role of modern educated class in the 
making of Tibet's future, which the Dalai Lama ignores. The Dalai Lama's 
strategy is that the people of Tibet or their representatives "will prepare 
Tibet's new constitution on the basis of various drafts prepared in exile" 
under his supervision. He knows that the Dalai Lama's charismatic 
influence among the Tibetans would ensure that hls drafts would be more 
or less accepted in Tibet. The only "critical" role in this exercise is given to 
the so-called "leaders of Cholka-sum". The Dalai Lama writes: "I shall 
constitute a small committee of leaders from Cholka-sum. . . . This 
committee in consultation with the officials of various departments 
throughout Tibet, will summon an emergency meeting of the deputies 
representing administrative divisions no smaller than a d i s t r i ~ t . " ~ ~  

The Chinese Communists as a matter of policy and ideology have strictly 
prohibited the emergence of alternative leaders who might compete with 
the Party monopoly of power. And it is unfortunate but equally true that the 
Dalai Lama in exile has tended to discourage the emergence of alternative 
leaders, except ones officially approved by him or his family. However, both 
in exile and inside Tibet one observes the emergence of a modern educated 
class that is independent of Communist or Lamaist domination. Inside 
Tibet the colonial administration and ~ ropaganda  apparatus have 
necessitated the education of a bilingual class that is becoming increasingly 
critical of Communist domination. In exile too, thanks to Indian and 
Western patronage of modern education among the younger generation of 
refugees, there is a growing number of free thinking young Tibetans. It is 
tragic that the Dalai Lama sees no role for such modern educated Tibetans 
in his vision of Tibet's future in association with China. 

Tibet's geography has exercised considerable influence upon the 
evolution of her peculiar polity and unique culture. Her relative isolation 
from neighbouring countries, surrounded on all sides by mountainous 
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ranges but her sufficient cultural contacts with neighbouring civilizations, 
ensured an independent cultural development up to  1950. ~~t her gee- 
strategic location tended to  invite foreign interference in her antiquated 
political system, periodically in pre-modern times and more frequently in  
our times, leading to  the Communist takeover. 

The Communist takeover of Tibet in 1950 cannot be explained i n  terms 
of either historical claims or ideological motives. A more plausible 
explanation may be found in the strategic importance the Chinese 
mandarins have attached, since the early twentieth century, to Tibet, just 
as British strategists in India calculated. To the late Qing empire strategists, 
Tibet was the "lips" of the Chinese "mouth" and if the lips were open, 
foreign elements might enter the Chinese body politic. The Kuomintang 
(KMT) strategists used to  describe Tibet as the "backdoor to Chinan. 
Maoist strategists have described it as the PR's northwest "fortress" against 
social imperialism and revisionism (i.e. the former Soviet Union).s" 

During the Tang dynasty (649-756) the Tibetan empires6 in Central Asia 
posed security threats to  China. But it was not so much the matrimonial 
alliance that the Tang emperor established with the Tibetan king Song-tsen 
Gampo nor the frequent conflict that resulted in peace in Inner Asia. With 
its introduction in the eighth century, Buddhism gradually but quite 
systematically transformed a warrior nation into a peaceful community. 
Tibet then ceased to  be security threat to  the Chinese empire. 

However, the various Mongol tribes continued to  pose a security threat 
to  China throughout the medieval period. It is in this context that the 
Chinese imperial court began to  see a new role for Buddhist Tibet. The 
High Lamas of Tibet, through their enormous spiritual influence among the 
Tibetans and Mongols, were perceived as peace-makers and ~eace-keepers 
in China's relations with Buddhist Central Asia. Therefore, most of the 
Chinese emperors made a point of cultivating friendships with the 
charismatic lamas of Tibet. This policy remained as long as Central Asia 
continued to  be the major source of threat t o  the Chinese security system. 
But with the establishment of the British empire in the Indian subcontinent, 
China's threat perceptions as well as the sources of danger completely 
changed. In the modern era, dominated by Western colonial/imperial 
powers, the Mongol warriors of Central Asia ceased to be a danger to 

Chinese national security. Increasingly, the Chinese security preoccupation 
was with what is called Western imperialism, and more specifically in 
relation to  Tibet the British power expansion in the lndian subcontinent 
with its active interest in Inner Asia. 

British interest in Tibet began in the 1770s as ~ r i m a r i l ~  a trade interest In 
Tibet and in using the latter as a gateway to  further trade in Northwest 
China. But soon they discovered that trade prospects in Inner Asia were 
poor in view of the difficult terrain and lack of communication which 
would, they concluded, bring diminishing returns to  imperialism. This, 
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however, did not rule out British strategic and political interestr in Tibet 
because as the colonial officials repeatedly emphasized, British India shared 

2,000 miles of border with Tibet, not directly with China proper. 
~ h ~ s ,  by the 1870s the British interest had changed into a strategic 

interest, pursued in the guise of  "commercial" interest. With the 
commencement of the "Great Game" in Central Asia, British activities 
although always short of colonization, increased, unintentionally creating 
Chinese suspicion and insecurity. British agents, disguised as explorers or 
adventurers and missionaries, in Tibet deepened Chinese suspicions. In 
particular the 1904 Younghusband Expedition sensitized the Chine= 
government and the public to  the strategic importance of Tibet as never 
before. Thus, by turn of the twentieth century the traditional Chinese image 
of Tibet as a deeply spiritual realm was transformed into a high security 
region. In this transformation which had fatal consequences for the modern 
fate of Tibet, the British colonial officials, albeit unintentionally, played no 
small role. It is now strategic concerns and defence matters that dominate 
the current Chinese thinking on Tibet. 

We know that both Jawaharlal Nehru and Indira Gandhi used to scoff at 
the ideas of buffer zones and a balance of power as out-moded imperialist 
scheming. But given the favourable opportunities and in the absence of 
Chinese military might in Inner Asia, Nehru would have pursued a 
modified, if necessary, policy towards Tibet, as an autonomous buffer state, 
as the British had done. This was in fact the substance of Nehru's Tibet 
policy from 1947 to  1954.57 The 1962 Sino-Indian war, the Nathula border 
clashes in 1967 and the near-conflict situation in Sumdo-rong Chu valley in 
1987 inevitably questioned the fundamental assumptions of Nehru's post- 
1954 China-Tibet policy complex, driving the Indian political elite to 
rediscover the wisdom of British policy towards Tibet. 

There has been an enormous build up of arms on both sides of the once 
tranquil Himalayas: Tibet since 1952 and especially after 1959; and on the 
cis-Himalayas since 1962. Indian Ministry of Defence sources estimated the 
PLA strength in the TAR alone to be between 130,000 and 180,000. The 
Chinese sources estimated in the mid-1980s that India deploys 10 
Mountain Divisions, 32 Infantry Brigades and 10  Mountain Artilleries 
along the Indian Himalayas. This mutual arms build up is preceded, or 
simultaneously accompanied by, extensive strategic road-building. on both 
sides of the Himalayas. The situation in the Himalayas is vividly described 
by a respected Indian environmentalist, Sunderlal Bahuguna, who lives in 
the Himalayas. 

But today the Himalayan region is one of the most unquiet regions of 
the world, where governments spend a major share of their budgets in 
maintaining armies to guard their national frontiers. Instead of seers 
and sages praying for peace, one can find solitary sentries with 
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modern sophisticated arms sitting inside the bunkers. The sweet 
sound of holy hymns, blowing of counch shells, and the ringing of 
sacred bells has been suppressed by the dreadful sound of machine 
guns and the helicopters hovering over the skieseS8 

This drastic transformation of a traditionally peaceful region into one of 
the most dangerous conflict zones in the world has taken place because the 
autonomous state that had historically functioned as a buffer between the 
two Asian giants has disappeared since 1950. The concept of a buffer state 
is not culture-bound in the sense identified with the era of imperialism; it is 
dictated by geopolitics and the near-symmetry of great neighbouring 
powers which seek to  create durable structures of peace in their 
mutual interest through mutual recognition of the contested territory as a 
neutralized buffer zone. The post-1950 Sino-Indian strategic rivalry and 
arms race in Inner Asia and the cis-Himalayas stems from their leadersp 
failure to  realize the practical wisdom of old-fashioned principles of 
international relations. 

The crux of the strategic rivalry between the PRC and India is this: if the 
Chinese elites consider Tibet strategically important to  China, the Indian 
elites think that it is equally vital to  Indian national security. This is the 
practical meaning of Tibet as being "strategic". For if India dominated 
Tibet (as the British rulers did up to  1947), the Chinese feel insecure and 
threatened. Conversely if China dominated Tibet (as the PR has been doing 
since 1950), the Indians feel their whole northern security system is open to 
external danger. Such a strategic zero-sum game over Tibet may be resolved 
through the neutralization of the contested country so that mutual tensions 
and destructive arms races may be reduced, as Britain and Russia did in a 
bilateral treaty in 1907. Now such a treaty on the neutralization of Tibet 
should be signed by China and India, as two great Asian powers with equal 
interest in Tibet. 

If the pattern of Central Asian geopolitics suggests a Sino-Indian 
agreement to  neutralize Tibet, what does the Sino-Tibetan history have to 
say? What is the actual historical status of China in Tibet as it evolved over 
the ages? Have the Communist masters over-stepped the historical limits of 
the Chinese role in Tibet? And what sort of near future structure does 
history suggest for Tibet? These questions have become the focal points of 
this study, but there is no harm in summarizing our findings. 

After surveying the significant periods of Tibetan history having a bearing 
on Sino-Tibetan relations, we may make some tentative generalizations. 
During the Disintegration Period (842-1247) lasting for 405 years and the 
Internal Struggle Period (1350-1642) lasting 292 years, China demonstrated 
political indifference to  happenings in Tibet. There was no Chinese 
intervention nor were even tributary relations conducted regularly. This is 

surprising in view of the current Chinese claim that Tibet has always been 
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an integral part of China. During these two periods Tibet was nor 
dependent on China. 

However, Sin-Tibetan relations were more formal, regular and frequent 
during the two periods of Lama rule; the Sakya, 1249-1358 and the 
Gelugpa, 1642-1 91  1. This tends to  support the Tibetan historians7 claim 
that sine-Tibetan relations were essentially between a lay patron and a 
priest, more specifically between the Mongol emperors and the Sakya 
Lamas, between the Manchu emperors and the Dalai Lamas. The symbiotic 
nature of these peculiar relationships was explained in Chapter 10. 

In short, in her recorded history, Tibet was independent for 281 years 
(600-842 and 1911-1950); neither dependent on nor independent from 
China for 697 years (842-1247 and 1350-1642); dependent on Mongol and 
Manchu empires for 378 years (1249-1358 and 1642-1 91 1). Thus, we may 
say the history of Sino-Tibetan relations is ambiguous. But even during her 
dependency periods, Tibet enjoyed high degrees of genuine, domestic 
autonomy that most fair minded historians of any persuasion would not deny. 

What did this emperor-lama relationship imply and entail? The core of 
this relationship demanded (periodically) a symbolic act of subordination 
by the Lama or his envoy to  the Son of Heaven (emperor) as the military 
protector of a non-coercive regime which the Lama in question headed in 
Tibet. And the tributary relationship, through which this periodical 
symbolic act of subordination was maintained, was characterized by 
ceremonialism, not by political domination. Such a superordinate- 
subordinate relations were not confined to Tibet alone, though priest- 
patron relationship was peculiarly Sino-Tibetan; symbolic unequal 
relations were the ideological basis of Confucian foreign relations. They 
did not recognize the modern Western concept of legal equality of sovereign 
states. Tribute relations were essentially, in modern terms, a form of 
diplomatic recognition of actors (states) in an international system ordered 
or dominated by Imperial China. This includes not only Tibet but several 
other states in East Asia, Central Asia and Southeast Asia as well. 

However, this symbolic acceptance of a superordinate-subordinate 
ceremonial relationship did not, on the whole, entail: (a )  Chinese 
interference in Tibetan domestic affairs; (b)  a Chinese army presence in 
Tibet except when requested for by lama rulers; (c) Han colonization of any 
part of Tibetan territory; (d)  the integration of Tibet into China either 
politically, economically or  culturally. In short, pre-1950 Tibet enjoyed 
complete and genuine autonomy. 

In the name of ideology and a Marxist mission in Tibet, the Chinese 
Communists have ignored and distorted the patterns of Sino-Tibetan 
history. It is now time for the Communists to respect the verdict of history 
and restructure the centre-periphery power relations on a democratic and 
durable basis, because the Communist justification or rationale in the post- 
Communist era has become invalid. 
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While the Chinese imperial court at Beijing and the Tibetan ruling class 
of Lhasa maintained formal relations, there was no people-to-peuple 
contact except near Sino-Tibetan border areas such as parts of Amdo and 
Kham. This means that throughout the Tibetan history, Tibetan cultural  
identity5' and civil society, which are fundamentally different from those of 

Hans (or any other ethnic group in Central Asia), remained sovereign, 
independent of any external influence or intervention for nearly 1,000 years. 
It is this informal but effective sovereignty of Tibetan cultural identity and 
civil society that constitutes the psychological core of Tibetan opposition to 
the Communist takeover and subsequent integration with the PRC. 
Therefore, we observe a close correlation between popular folk aspirations 
for Tibetan independence and the cultural sovereignty that ordinary 
Tibetans psychologically feel inside and outside Tibet. Independence (free 
from Chinese influence or interference) has been what they used to enjoy, 
despite legitimate domination and exploitation by the Tibetan governing 
class. 

But the cultural and civil sovereignty that the common Tibetans 
automatically feel, as warranted by their unique culture and way of life, 
has been, as we have seen, tempered by the patterns of political history 
dominated by the power elites concerned. That is why since 1950 the Dalai 
Lama and Tibetan ruling class, on the whole, have compromised on the 
question of Tibetan independence, while negotiating with the Chinese 
overlords. The Dalai Lama's Strasbourg Statement in which he surrendered 
Tibet's defence and foreign policy to the PRC but demanded genuine and 
complete autonomy is a reasonable solution which is basically backed by 
the Chinese dissidents' federal constitution. It is a realistic compromise 
between the high expectations of the Tibetan masses for complete 
independence and the Han imperial power that completely denies it. 

In short while the sovereignty of Tibetan cultural identity and civil 
society vis-a-vis the Hans is categorically clear, the history of Sino-Tibetan 
relations is ambiguous. This ambiguity resides in the resultant location of 
Tibet's political status between independence and dependency. But even 
such a limited sovereignty could not be achieved in the long run without an 

of the dialectics of regional geopolitics which indicates the 
actual underlying conditions under which future structures of peace have to 
operate. 



Chapter 20 

Self-Determination in the 
Post-Communist Era: 

The Tibetan People's Case 

There seems to be no consensus among international lawyers and political 
scientists on the question of whether all the other-determined peoples will 
have the right to self-determination or not. For national self-determination 
as such is one of the most contested concepts in the twentieth century 
political discourse. And, "achievements or not, of self-determination is 
generally resolved on the concrete plane of political struggle and not on the 
abstract level of relative rights".' 

The history of national self-determination is full of contradictions and 
double  standard^.^ The UN Charter calls for the right of self-determination 
of peoples, but in the next breath it states its opposition to any attempt at 
the disruption of national unity and the territorial integrity of a member 
state. The Organisation of African Unity (OAU) also follows this double- 
talk policy whenever it perceives tribal demands for self-determination in 
conflict with its larger visions of stability and peace in the African 
continent. In the Indian subcontinent, India denied self-determination in 
Kashmir but fought for the self-determination of Bangladesh. Pakistan has 
insisted on the right of the Kashmiri people to self-determination but 
denied it to Bangladesh. The Comn~unist record is no better. The Chinese 
Marxists in the early 1920s and 1930s ~romised  the Tibetans, Mongols 
and Uighurs the right of self-determination and even of secession. But 
after the seizure of state power in 1949, Mao Zedong denied self- 
determination even to  the deserving minority nationalities in the People's 
Republic of China (PRC). Many more cases of such double standards may 
be cited, but our point is clear. National self-determination, as an 
emanicipatory ideology, has enormous appeal to other-determined peoples 
everywhere, and because it invokes popular sovereignty as its core social 
message, hardly anyone in the democratic age can openly ~hallenge it- But 
its implementation has serious implications to empires and their 
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contemporary successors, multinational states which number over 200 in 
the UN. 

With such discouraging precedents, is it worthwhile raising the question 
of the Tibetan people's right to  self-determination? The answer, I believe, is 
a qualified and relative "yes" for a number of reasons. First, the Tibetan 
case for self-determination is a credible one which has enjoyed widespread 
support from competent world bodies and national leaders for more than 
four decades since 1959. 

It was Chiang Kaishek who first raised the question of the Tibetan 
people's right to  national self-determination (27 March 1959) before the 
Dalai Lama or  any Tibetan leader did. The Kuomintang (KMT) leader 
promised that "our government will meet your (Tibetan people's) wishes in 
accordance with the principle of national self-determinationn,3 when the 
KMT recovers the Mainland. In October 1961 the UN General Assembly 
passed a Resolution "renewing" its call for "their [Tibetan people's] right to 
sel f -determinat i~n".~ In its 1965 resolution, the UN reaffirmed its 
"resolutions 1353 (XIV) of 2 1  October 1959 and 1723 (XVI) of 
20 December 1961 on the question of Tibet".s In November 1992, the 
Permanent People's Tribunal (based in Strasbourg) held for five days with 
both Chinese and Tibetan advocates, concluded that the PRC has denied the 
Tibetans their right t o  self-determinati~n.~ In July 1992, four US senators 
including Patrick Moynihan spoke in favour of the Tibetan people's right to 
self-determination,' which they declared the US government had supported 
before the Sino-American detente in the early 1970s. O n  3 1 January 1994, a 
group of Chinese pro-democracy and dissident intellectuals from the PRC, 
Taiwan and Hong Kong released a "proposed draft" of a "Constitution of 
Federal Republic of China", in which they promised the Tibetan people a 
"referendum" after 25 years of the Constitution's operation, to ascertain 
Tibet's position in relation to  China. The present Dalai Lama has, from time 
to time, called for self-determination and the latest occasion was in 1991.~ 

Secondly, the new international context freed from Cold War rigidities 
and ideological orthodoxies, offers new possibilities even to the last 
Leninist regimes which are, none the less, undergoing a fundamental 
economic and political transformation. In particular, the collapse of the 
Soviet empire and the subsequent declaration of independence by formerly 
subjugated nations in Eurasia, Eastern Europe and central Asia - 
numbering 29 countries - has serious implications to  the persistent Tibetan 
demand for self-determination. They are the latest and most numerous 
cases of national self-determination by ~eacefu l  means since decoloniza- 
tion. We know that although the Chinese Communist empire might not 
meet a similar fate to  the Soviet collapse which undeniably facilitated the 
Central Asian, Eurasian and Eastern European people's declaration of self- 
determination, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) shared a similar 
Leninist heritage on self-determination, as we shall show. 



Self-Determination in the Post-Communist Era 

TO understand why Lenin and his followers advocated that national 
, ~ f - d ~ ~ ~ r m i n a t i o n  in a colonial context meant secession of a territory and 
that the same principle, in the context of socialist states, meant only self- 
pernment,  we musf keep in mind the rising anticolonial movement in the 
first half of the twentieth century. This movement tended to lend credence 
to the Leninist redefinition of self-determination in view of the then 
widespread conflict between the colonial powers, mostly Western, and the 
colonized countries. The colonized countries demanded the right of self- 
determination, which in fact meant secession from the European colonial 
empires, and they found the necessary ideology and political support in the 
Leninist redefinition of self-determination. Above all, there was a 
convergence of interests between the anticolonial nationalists and the 
anti-imperialist Marxist-Leninists which led to a popular acceptance of 
Lenin's redefinition of self-determination. 

Partly to outbid the Western powers for the support of subject nations 
and partly to exploit the ambiguity inherent in the concept of self- 
determination, one of the first things that the Soviet Government did in 
1917 was to declare its support for the right of national self-determination. 
"With this declaration the ice broke, and the dammed-up waters of 
nationality began a wild rush which was to sweep onward until the end 
of the war and beyond in an increasingly powerful and ultimately 
uncontrollable t ~ r r e n t . " ~  The Soviets added the fuel of self-determination 
to the fire of the anticolonial nationalist movements, setting the entire 
colonial world ablaze. From then on, the right of self-determination came 
to be associated increasingly, for all practical purposes, with the anticolonial 
movements seeking to  overthrow the European colonial rule and establish 
national Governments. Self-determination in a socialist context became 
ideologically inconceivable. 

With the anticolonial powers insisting that self-determination had 
"relevance only in the colonial realm", the colonial powers found 
themselves more and more on the defensive.1° In fact, because of their 
political position, their stand on self-determination appeared not only 
defensive but ambiguous. Their instinctive reaction was not to yield to the 
anti-colonial demand too much or  too soon. "The fact that the Charter 
which proclaimed the abstract principle of self-determination simultaneously 
established the two tutelage systems related in Chapters XI, XI1 and XI11 is 
evidence that the Conference a t  San Francisco did not intend to liquidate 
colonialism immediately.ll In the process the Soviet Union emerged as the 
champion of self-determination. 

Though the Soviet Union could not be regarded as a flaming radical in 
1945, it did support the principle of self-determination at the San Francisco 
Conference when the UN Charter was being drafted. At its suggestion, the 
clause "respect for the Principle of equal rights and self-determination of 
peoples" was added to  Articles 1 and 55.12 By then, most of the European 
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empires in Asia and Africa had been ove~thrown, and the Soviet Union had 
already consolidated itself as a new, multinational state. 

From the perspective of the late twentieth century, any attempt to establish 
a relationship between democracy and nationalism would be suspect since 
both are considered incongruous concepts. However, at the turn of the 
century, they were "generally taken as synonymous in the thought of the 
Western nations. The nation-state was regarded as the political expression of 
the democratic will of the people."13 Similar sentiments prevailed in Japan in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.14 

If a common denominator exists a t  all, it is the vague notion of popular 
sovereignty underlying both self-determination and democracy, especially 
the vulgarized democracy that seems to  have been the popular perception in 
the non-European world in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. There "democracy" simply meant the replacement of divine or 
royal authority by popular mandate whereas, in the colonial context, it 
meant the replacement of the colonial power by native authority based on 
popular mandate. 

In the Leninist redefinition of self-determination, the emphasis shifted 
from popular will t o  "national oppression" as a critical criterion and not the 
determination of popular will. It did not really matter whether the people in 
question expressed a desire for national self-determination. But where 

oppressionv existed there was a general will to  self-determination. 
The "oppressed people" should enjoy the right of self-determination and 
secede from the "oppressing nation". In Lenin's own words: 

What is the most important, the fundamental idea of our thesis? The 
distinction between oppressed and oppressor nation. . . . The right of 
nations to  self-determination means only the right to independence in 
a political sense, the right to  free, political secession from the 
oppressing nation. l s  

If the word "oppressor" is replaced by "colonial", and the word "oppressed" 
by "colonized", a normative interpretation of self-determination will 
emerge. The formal-legalistic definition of self-determination has been 
replaced by a substantive-normative one. For all practical purposes national 
self-determination might well be defined now as a colonial people's struggle 
to  overthrow a colonial regime and establish a national government of 
some sort. All this, it should be noted, was made possible by Lenin's 
contribution to, or deviation from, classical Marxism. If Marx saw Western 
colonialism as performing an historically necessary and objectively 
revolutionary role in disrupting the traditional social structure and the 
Asiatic mode of production in Asia and Africa, Lenin viewed it in terms of 
exploitation. The image of imperialism, therefore, changed from one of 
historic necessity to  a matter of norm. Lenin's notion of "national 
oppression" in this perspective would be an extension of his macro-theorv 
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,f imperialism to  the international realm; the concept of national 
oppression, a normative and nationalist rendering of colonialism in a 

P ,*icular country, would then be the critical criterion for iudgng =lf-  
determination. 

Lenin's essay "The Socialist Revolution and the Right of Nations to 
(1916),16 might well be considered the Communist 

Manifesto of the twentieth century. The Chinese Marxists were generally 
known for their bold spirit of independence from the Soviet Union or the 
Cornintern, and by the same token for their successfuI sinicizatio" of 
Marxism. On the national-colonial question, however, they entirely agreed 
with the Soviet view. In all of Mao's Selected Works there are very few 
quotations from, or references to, Marx or Engels. The only works which 
Mao and his followers quoted at  length are Lenin's essays on the national- 

question and Stalin's Marxism and  the National-Colonial 
Question. " 

As Marxist-Leninists, the Chinese fully accepted Lenin's theory of 
capitalist imperialism, which provided the theoretical basis for their 
anticolonial nationalist movement. They wholeheartedly agreed with Lenin 
and Stalin that the right to  secession applied only to colonial cases and 
that the principle of self-determination in a socialist context meant only 
self-government or  autonomy. They, however, differed on the question of 
self-government; while the Soviets adopted a federalist framework, China 
opted for regional autonomy within a unitary state. 

While there is no dispute among Marxists, Chinese or Russian, about the 
general strategic need to  subordinate the national question to the ultimate 
socialist cause, such a subordination does allow a certain degree of 
flexibility which might be used to  determine the weight of the national 
question in relation to  the socialist cause. This is indeed the theoretical 
source of the tactical differences which often tend to coincide with national 
interests. Much, of course, depends on the historical circumstances under 
which the Marxists had to  tackle the national question, but the essential 
difference between the Soviet and Chinese positions lies in this; while Lenin 
and Stalin thought that it might occasionally be necessary to recognize the 
right of self-determination even in a socialist context (as, for example, in 
the Finnish and Polish cases) to  oppose imperialism, and in the longer-term 
the interests of socialism, Mao  felt otherwise. He argued that the national 
minorities should be mobilized to oppose imperialism without the promise 
of national self-determination and that self-government was enough to 
entice them, as we have seen before. 

In principle the Soviet Union still recognized the right to self- 
determination for its national minorities, which was in fact enshrined in 
the Soviet Constitution. The CCP's position has changed over a period of 
time. Until 1934 the CCP followed the Soviet model and recognized the 
right of its national minorities to national self-determination. However, 



Tibet's Future 

from the time of Mao's ascendancy in 1934, the CCP has completely 
dropped the right of its national minorities to  national self-determination. 

Differences also exist over the political status of minority nationalities 
within their respective constitutional frameworks. In the former soviet 
Union, the Marxist-Leninist distinction between nation and nationality was 
maintained. Those ethnic groups which were adjudged to  have reached the 
level of nation were given the status of republics. Some of them even had 
UN membership - like Ukraine and Belarus. China is declared a 
multinational unitary state and none of its ethnic groups has received the 
status of a republic. Also none of the ethnic groups has been allowed to 

apply for the membership of the United Nations. 
Like others' views, Lenin's position on national self-determination was 

contradictory. As a Marxist historian, he concluded that "self-determination 
of nations means the political separation of those nations from alien 
national bodies, the formation of an independent national state" and 
generally he proclaimed the right of peoples t o  self-determination. 
However, as a Communist, Lenin declared that the proletarian "evaluates 
every national demand, every national separation from the angle of the 
class struggle of the workers".'* But the important thing to note is that 
national self-determination became a part of the Soviet ideology, and was 
enshrined in the USSR's constitutions of 1924, 1936 and 1977. Each of 
these constitutions included the right of each Union republic (nation) "to 
freely secede from the USSR". Such a constitutional guarantee legitimated 
the popular referendums of the early 1990s in the fifteen former Soviet 
republics, leading to  their final declaration of national self-determination 
and independence. l 9  

In what follows we shall discuss in some detail the CCP's changing 
positions on the question of national self-determination for the non-Han 
social groups in China. It should be noted that the CCP also promised, in 
1931, the right to  national self-determination to  the Mongolian, Tibetan 
and Uighur peoples. Later we shall demonstrate how the ideological 
assumptions of the Maoist alternative model of self-determination have 
practically lost their validity in the post-Communist era. 

The CCP, founded in 1921, showed its concern for national minorities 
fairly early. Among the objectives listed in the ~ a n i f e s t o  of the second 
National Congress of the CCP (July 1922), the following pertain to the 
national minorities: 

2. The removal of oppression by international imperialism and the 
complete independence of the Chinese nation. 

3. The unification of China proper (including Manchuria) into a 
genuine democratic republic. 

4. The achievement of a genuine republic by the liberation of 
Mongolia, Tibet and Sinkiang. 
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5. The establishment of a Chinese federated republic by the 
unification of China proper.20 

The federal system envisaged republics - one for the Han, including the 
Manchus, and the other for the national minorities. Nowhere else does 
the federal idea figure SO prominently in Party documents as it does in this 
document. The political resolution of the Sixth National Congress held in 
MOSCOW from July to  September 1928 calls for a "unified China" and at  the 
same time (and in the same sentence) recognizes the principle of national 
self-determination as one of the "major slogans" of the Chinese 
 evolution.^' 

A categorical statement of the Party's position on self-determination is 
contained in the Resolution of the First All-China Congress of Soviets on 
the Question of National Minorities in China passed at the Congress held in 
November 1931 in the Jiangsi Soviet. A cautious and somewhat watered 
down version of the resolution is to be found in the Constitution of the 
Jiangsi Soviet Republic (Article 14). The original resolution, however, 
merits being quoted a t  some length: 

the First All-China Congress of Soviets of Worker's, Peasants' and 
Soldier's Deputies declares that the Chinese Soviet Republic categori- 
cally and unconditionally recognizes the right of the national 
minorities to  self-determination. This means that in districts like 
Mongolia, Tibet, Sinkiang, Yunnan, Guizhou and others, where the 
majority of the population belongs to non-Chinese nationalities, the 
toiling masses of these nationalities shall have the right to determine 
for themselves whether they wish to leave the Chinese Soviet Republic 
and create their own independent state, or whether they wish to join 
the Union of Soviet Republics, or form an autonomous area inside the 
Chinese Soviet R e p u b l i ~ . ~ ~  

In this document the Chinese Marxists went beyond the Bolshevik 
definition of self-determination; the Russian rhetoric became a reality here. 
The national minorities were told in no uncertain terms to choose one of 
three things: they could secede and form their own independent state, or 
join the Chinese Soviet Republic, or form an autonomous region within the 
Chinese Republic like the one envisaged by the Second National Congress 
in 1922. 

Although it swore by the right of self-determination, the document did 
not foreclose other options for the national minorities. It argued that both 
the Chinese and the national minorities had suffered at the hands of "the 
imperialists and the Chinese militarists and landlords and the bourgeoisie", 
that the national minorities suffered oppression at  the hands of both the 
local elite and from the elite at  the centre, and that therefore, the national 
minorities should unite with the Chinese masses to overthrow all 
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oppressors, domestic and foreign. It revived the idea, first mooted i n  1922 
of a separate republic for the national minorities. It stated that the congres; 
"openly declares before the toiling masses of all nationalities in China that  
it is the purpose of the Chinese Soviet Republic to  create a single state hr 
them without national barriers and to  uproot all national enmity and 
national prejudices".23 It was this aspect of the Jiangsi Soviet resolution 
that Mao  Zedong emphasized when he acceded to the leadership of the 
CCP in 1935. 

In the face of Japanese attacks on China, the CCP's position on self- 
determination began to  change after 1931. The CCP felt that it 
mobilize all the national minorities along with the masses for the purpose of 
anti-imperialism, that is to  oppose Japanese aggression. However, i t  
baulked at  promising self-determination; instead it emphasized the need 
to  promote national regional autonomy. Mao  propounded this new line 
in his presidential report t o  the Second National Congress held at Ruiiin in  
January 1934. "The point of departure for the Soviet national policy", he 
declared, "is the capture of all the oppressed minorities around the Soviets 
as a means to  increase the strength of the revolution against imperialism 
and KMT".24 Whereas the emphasis in the Jiangsi Soviet documents was on 
the right of self-determination, the emphasis now was on the need to 
liberate the national minorities from the double oppression of foreign 
imperialism and domestic reaction. M a o  said that in the case of Tibet, 
Xinjiang and Inner Mongolia, the ruling classes had directly surrendered to 
imperialism and accelerated the colonization of their c~un t r i e s .~"  

That M a o  ~ r a c t i c a l l ~  reversed the Jiangsi Soviet position by propound- 
ing this new line is quite clear. He did not quote from, nor did he refer to, 
the First All-China Congress of Soviets on the Question of National 
Minorities in China (1931), which had, as we might recall, underlined the 
right of self-determination most unambiguously. On the other hand he 
chose to  quote from the Jiangsi Soviet Constitution (Article 14), with its 
considerably watered-down statement on self-determination. The Jiangsi 
Soviet Constitution emphasized liberation and development rather than 
self-determination. The main thrust of Mao's argument was that the 
national minorities had been doubly oppressed by their traditional ruling 
class and by the KMT Government; and that Tibet, Xinjiang and Inner 
Mongolia in particular had succumbed to  imperialism. He seemed to argue 
that the answer to  the national minorities problem was not independence 
from China but liberation from oppression. 

Mao's stand on self-determination, even in the face of imperialism, 
reflected his determination not to  ~ i e l d  to  the demand by the national 
minorities for the right to  self-determination. This was quite different from 
the stand of the Soviet Union. Both Lenin and Stalin had maintained that 
although the socialist cause took precedence over the question of finding a 
solution to the nationalities problem, it might be necessary, in order to 
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oppose imperialism, not only to pay lip-service to the right of =If- 
determination but also to  recognize the right occasionally (as, for example, 
in the Finnish case) in a socialist context. Mao on the other hand appeared 
determined not to  make any concession, even in the face of the Japanex 
invasion. Under no circumstances would the national minorities be 
to secede from China. Mao's solution was neither independence nor 
autonomy per se. Instead it was that the "free union of nationalities 
replace national oppression, an event that is possible only under thc 
~ ~ ~ i ~ t " . 2 6  This was the source of his answer to the nationalities problem in 
China. In 1970 he told Edgar Snow that China was "in itself United 
Nationsw, with several of its minority nationalities much larger i n  
population and territory than some states in the UN.17 

During August-November 1935, the Communist forces, led by Mao 
Zedong, Zhou Enlai, and others, marched across the northwest region. On 
20 December, they issued a statement specifically addressed to the people of 
Inner Mongolia, where the Japanese presence had begun to be felt and 
where there "was evidence that some Mongols" were sympathetic to 
~a~anese-sponsored " a u t ~ n o m y " . ~ ~  According to Chang's paraphrasing, 
the statement said that the aim of the Chinese Revolution was not only to 
liberate the whole of China from imperialist and warlord oppression, "but 
even more to struggle for the liberation of the 'small and weak peoples' 
within the country". It was noted in the statement that only if  "we and the 
people of Inner Mongolia struggle together could our common enemies, the 
Japanese imperialists and Chiang Kaishek be quickly defeated; similarly it 
was only in common struggle with us that the Inner Mongolian people could 
avoid national destruction and take the road of national rej~venation".~' 

To win the Mongols over and mobilize them against the Japanese, the 
document, which was apparently written in the form of an appeal, made a 
number of promises, but all of a limited and domestic nature. It did not 
even mention the phrase "self-determination" despite its manifestly 
conciliatory tone. However, the following, which is the second point of 
the document, seems to  be a rough description of the national regional 
autonomy that the Communists offered to the national minorities in lieu of 
self-determination after 1949. 

We recognize the right of the people of Inner Mongolia to decide all 
questions pertaining to  themselves, for no one has the right to 
forcefully [sic] interfere with the way of life, religious observances, 
etc. of the Inner Mongolian people. At the same time, the people of 
Inner Mongolia are free to  build a system of their own choosing; they 
are at liberty to  develop their own livelihood. establish their own 
government, unite in a federation with other peoples, or make 
themselves entirely separate. In a word, the people are soirereign, and 
all nationalities are equal.30 
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On 25 May 1936 the CCP issued a similar statement to the Hui people 
This statement set forth some of the basic ideas and terms of regional 
autonomy. It promised to grant religious freedom and protect religious 
institutions, abolish oppressive taxes and improve living standards, and 
develop educational facilities and promote the culture of the Hui people. 
regards mobilizing the Hui forces for the anti-Japanese war, it proposed to 
establish an "independent" Hui people's anti-Japanese army. It called upon 
the Hui people to  unite with the Han and other nationalities - the people of 
Turkey, Outer Mongolia, the Soviet Union, etc. - who were "sympatheticv 
to the cause of complete liberation of all peoples of China from Japanese 
imperialism. It defined self-determination much more explicitly than the 
previous statements: 

(1) Our fundamental policy of national self-determination extends to 
the local affairs of the Hui people. In all Hui areas, free and 
independent political authority established by the Hui people 
themselves will decide all matters relating to politics, economics, 
religion, customs and habits, morals, education, and so forth. 
Wherever the Hui people are in a minority, whether in large regions 
or in the villages and districts, they shall, on the basis of the principle 
of the equality of nationalities, establish the Hui people's autonomous 
governments and manage their own affairs.31 

One can discern a pronounced difference between the CCP's attitude 
towards the Mongols and the Hui. The statement addressed to the Mongols 
is ambiguous while the one addressed to the Hui people is forthright. For 
the Mongols, the prospect of independence was not ruled out; for the Hui, 
autonomy was clearly defined. This is perhaps because the Mongols 
differed more from the Han than the Hui. Except for their Islamic faith, the 
Hui are Han in most respects. 

In 1940 the office of the Secretary of the CCP Central Committee 
reviewed the policy towards the Hui and Mongol peoples. On the basis of 
the policy recommendations made by that office, the Northwest Work 
Committee (presumably concerned with national minorities affairs) laid 
down certain basic policy guidelines. They were based on the premise that 
the best way to unite the national minorities against Japan was to practise 
the "principle of nationality equality". This entailed a simultaneous 
transformation of the "great Hanism" allegedly practised by the KMT 
and the "narrow nationalism" practised by the national minorities. It was 
not just a wartime policy; even to this day it remains the cornerstone of the 
CCP's attitude towards the national minorities. I t  urged the Government 
6< to let them [the national minorities] manage their own internal affairs; to 
respect their religious beliefs, spoken and written languages and customs 
and habits; [and] to assist them in improving their economic conditions of 
life" . 32 This was the substance of the national regional autonomy which 
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was advocated and implemented in the liberated areas before 1949 and i n  
all national minority regions thereafter. 

The CCP's basic stand on the question of self-determination during the 
phase was summed UP in one sentence in the major Party 

document outlining its strategy and tactics to be followed in the anti- 
Japanese war, entitled "The Ten Great Policies of the CCP for Anti-Japan= 
Resistance and National Salvation" (15  August 1937): "Mobilize 
~ ~ n g o l i a n s ,  Moslems, and other minority groups for a common struggle 
against Japan on the basis of the principles of self-determination and 
government".33 The statement to the people of Inner Mongolia reflected the 
pinciple of self-determination without secession; to the Hui race, it implied 
self-government. Generally speaking, the concept of self-determination in 
China became increasingly associated with self-government or national 
regional autonomy. 

As we have seen, the CCP's position in the post-193 1 period on the right 
to self-determination marked a distinct departure both from its past policy 
and from Lenin's stand. It differed from the line taken by the Soviet Union 
in three respects. Whereas the Soviet Union recognized Finland's 
independence, China did not grant independence to any of its national 
minorities. Although the Soviet Union continued to pay lip-service to the 
principle of self-determination, it did not grant the right to any people after 
Finland's independence. O n  the other hand the CCP, by its own admission, 
"discontinued emphasizing the slogan of national self-determination and 
federa l i~m".~~ And, lastly, whereas the political solution found for the 
national minorities in the Soviet Union was federated republics, in China it 
was national regional autonomy. 

The CCP's vision of the political status of the national minorities within 
the constitutional framework of a new China changed from time to time. In 
1922 it envisaged a united federated republic in which China proper with 
Manchuria would form a republic, and Mongolia, Tibet and Xinjiang 
another republic. With the rise of Mao to leadership, this idea of a federated 
republic was dropped in the mid-1930s because Mao Zedong "did not 
favour federalism for China, as his predecessors in the CCP leadership 
had"." If the vision of a federated republic reflected the Soviet model, the 
"national regional autonomy" offered to the national minorities as a 
political substitute for self-determination was the "basic policy for 
resolving the national question in our countryW.3"t was defined as "local 
autonomy exercised under the unified leadership of the central people's 
government depending on superior, national organs of leadership". I t  
specifically meant the "management of their own internal affairs by the 

'9 37 people of the national minorities . 
What is this Maoist line on the national question? Until 1934 there is no 

record of what Mao, the Marxist had said on the issue of self- 
determination. As President of the Central Committee of the Chinese 
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Soviet Republic, Mao  presented a 32-page report to  the Second National 
Congress. This report devoted about roughly one page to an outline of what 
it called the national policy of Soviets, which began to influence the ccpys 
policy towards the national minorities almost immediately. The essence of 
this policy was that the CCP would cease to  call for self-determination even 
for anti-imperialist rhetorical purposes. It considered autonomy sufficient. 

In his report to  the Seventh National Congress held in April 1935, Mae 
was more forthright in expressing his views. Indeed he made no use of 
Communist jargon of any kind. The CCP, he said, was in "complete accord 
with Dr Sun's racial policy", which was to  assist the national minorities in 
their political, economic and cultural development. Their languages, 
customs, habits and religious beliefs should, he added, "be respectedV.3x 
He made no mention of self-determination. 

What M a o  indicated in effect was that the national minorities should not 
have the right t o  self-determination; for that, according to  him, was not in 
their latent interest. Instead they should remain within China and receive 
the benefits of the Han revolution. The underlying assumption was that the 
national minorities would not be able t o  develop on their own without Han 
help. That is, the new China encompassed the limits of imperial China. 
Much of this argument was as old as China; Mao's contribution to this 
claim consisted in his emphatic insistence on equal treatment of non-Han 
peoples. There was an ironic convergence of Marxist paternalism with 
Chinese nationalism, each reinforcing the other. 

Stuart Schram notes that while some of Mao's ideas underwent 
considerable change over the years, his sense of patriotism remained fairly 
constant. In particular his attachment to  the Chinese nation, which 
included all the non-Han minorities, his admiration for the Han people, and 
his unshakable belief that only revolution could redeem China and restore 
its greatness, showed "an astonishing continuity of thought".39 

That the nation to  which M a o  was attached was the Chinese Empire, 
which claimed several "tributary states", is beyond doubt. In 1936 Edgar 
Snow documented in Mao's words that his political consciousness was first 
aroused in 1906 by Chinese nationalism: 

began to  have a certain amount of political consciousness, especially 
.fter I read a pamphlet telling of the dismemberment of China. 
remember even now that this painphlet opened with the sentence: 

,Alas, China will be subjugated." It told of Japan's occupation of 
Korea and Formosa, of the loss of suzerainty in Indo-China, Burma, 
and elsewhere. After I read this I felt depressed about the future of my 
country and began to realize that it was the duty of a11 the people to 
help save it.40 

1s there any substantive difference between the patriotic feelings of Mao, the 
non-Marxist in 1906, and the learned views of Mao, the Marxist-Leninist 
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on the national question after 1934? The following two ideas illustrate that 
there is very little difference: (a )  the new Socialist China must inherit a l l  the 

which were either ruled over by imperial China or claimed by it; 
and (b) the Han are the most revolutionary people and can lead the 
non-Han peoples to  a higher stage of historical development. If,  in the 
p r e - M a r ~ i ~ t  period, Mao's belief in the territorial integrity of the Chinese 
Empire was prompted by his sense of nationalism, his decision to deny 
the right of national self-determination to the non-Han peoples was rooted 
in his view that Socialism would automatically resolve the national 
question. Perhaps the only addition to  his "natural" Han views were some 
Marxist-Leninist normative values, especially the proposition that the 
national question was the result of inequality and oppression. According to 
this belief, once inequality, for which Socialism claims to be the solvent pclr 
excellence, is removed, the national question in China would automatically 
be solved. 

Once it was granted that inequality was the cause of the national 
question, the Maoist solution, like the Stalinist one, was simple enough: 
equality. "It is only by implementing the principle of national equality that 
the objective of unity, mutual help, and trust among the nationalities can be 
rea~hed."~'  A similar sentiment was repeatedly written into successive 
constitutions, resolutions, and propaganda on the national minorities. In 
line with such a sentiment, the Chinese blurred the usual Communist 
distinction between "nations" and "nationalities". They treated them all as 
equal nationalities within a single Chinese nation. This is a constitutional 
fiction which facilitates Han majoritarianism, as we shall demonstrate. 

In short, the structure of the Maoist model of regional autonomy as an 
alternative to  national self-determination, consisted of the following 
ideological propositions: (a) that the "Nationality Question" is the effect 
of economic inequality; (b)  that it is also the effect of political domination 
or feudal relations; (c) that with the establishment of a socialist system, all 
the problems of economic inequality and feudal domination would be 
systematically solved; (d)  hence, there's no need for the right to national 
self-determination in a socialist con text. 

Such a theory of denial of self-determination for non-Han peoples in the 
PRC was based on the Marxist utopian belief that total transformation of 
man and society was possible. However, since the Chinese Communists are 
characterized by their strong sense of pragmatism, Maoists' resort to 
Marxian utopia as ground for the denial of self-determination appears, in 
retrospect, an ideological justification for Han hegemony and Han 
expansionism in non-Han regions. The fact is that the Marxist-Len~nist 
assumptions on which Mao's theory of denial of national self-determination 
were based, are fundamentally questioned by the collapse of Communist 
regimes in Eastern Europe, the Balkans, Russia and Central Asia. In all of 
these post-Communist societies, including the PRC, we ~ I ~ e r v e  the 
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reappearance of ethnic person and traditional culture, the very reverse of 
what socialist transformation aimed at. In other words the post-Maoist 
developments in China since the mid-1 970s and post-Communist "elvet 
revolutions since 1989, have fundamentlly questioned the Marxist and 
Maoist assumptions, invalidating the Maoist model of regiona] autonomy 
as an alternative to  self-determination. 

The PRC, under the objective impact of capitalist economic reforms is 
currently experiencing similar post-Communist developments. However, its 
Soviet fate is prevented by two unique factors: (a)  skilful and careful 
management of economic reforms; (b)  the overwhelming Han majority 
(93 per cent) that have monopolized the state power structure and armed 
forces, thereby incapacitating the non-Han peoples' self-determination 
struggles. Meanwhile the Han elites' political and cultural hegemony, and 
Han mass expansionism in non-Han regions have become a fact of ]ife in 
the PRC. The ways in which hegemony and expansionism came about 
involve complex political processes and historical trajectories. For our 
purpose, the following summary may suffice t o  explain how a socialist 
revolution in China has degenerated into Han  hegemony as far as the 
Tibetan people are concerned. 

The most important and striking aspect of this Maoist degeneration is 
the ethnicization of state power structures (including the top echelons of the 
CCP and the PLA) by the Han political elite. Begun as exigencies and 
expediency of the Han revolution, the ethnicization of power has a long 
history in Communist China. For brevity's sake, I may generalize42 the 
following rough stages: The revolutionary turmoil and crisis situations 
compelled the early Chinese Marxist leaders, especially since the early 
1930s, t o  rely on and trust their own ethnic group (Han)  with positions in 
power. This was justified as revolutionary expediency, which, it was hoped, 
would not be long-term practice. Secondly, with the seizure of state power 
in 1949  statist imperatives (including those of secrecy and trust) 
necessitated further ethnicization of the state power structure, and this 
was justified as providing "revolutionary leadership". Thirdly, with the 
deradicalization of Communist politics, many of the Han elite, particularly 
ones dealing with minority nationalities, fell on statist and conservative 
arguments in order to  justify Han hegemony in non-Han regions.   hat is, 
Tibetans (or  Mongols, or  Uighurs) were several epochs behind the Han 
people in terms of either "revolutionary experience" (according to the 
Marxist canon) or "cultural advancement" (according to the ~onfucian 
canon), and that without Han leadership and help, minority nationalities 
cannot progress and develop on their own. Out  of such reasoning grew the 
Han-man's burden in Tibet. 

Since the state power structure in Beijing and Lhasa is fundamentally 
ethnicized, its policies and practices in Tibet cannot be neutral; they are 
ethnically determined. Thus, the Chinese language, Han culture and Maoist 
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values are projected and propagated in Tibet as coterminous with 
uprogressW and "modernity" while anything Tibetan such as language, 
dress, culture, is stigmatized as "backward".43 Thus, the Chinese-exported 
xvolution in a non-revolutionary Tibetan situation has clearly degenerated 
into Han political and cultural hegemony. 

statistics, researched by Australian and British scholars, prove this. In 
~ ~ l c o l m  Lamb's directory of officials in the PRC during the period 
1968-El,44 we d o  not find any Tibetan official in the crucial sectors of the 
Han power structure, be it in the state, the Party or the armed forces. Such 

with crucial decision-making power are completely monopolized by 
the Han political elite in Beijing. Nor is the situation any better in Tibet. 
Robert Barnett's list of Provincial-level leaders in Tibetan areas (1  950-92)4' 
reveals that seven Han leaders during the period wielded supreme political 
power in the Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR), most of them holding top 
posts concurrently in both the Party and the Army. While the TAR has a 
local government which permits some degree of Tibetan participation, 
Amdo (Qinghai) and Kham (Xikang) are without even a local government. 
They are under complete Han domination. During the period 1949-85 only 
Han Governors ruled Amdo, most of them holding the concurrent posts of 
local Party Secretary as well. All the top posts in the party, the Army and 
government are monopolized by the Han elite. 

If the essence of "regional autonomy" is Han hegemony in the name of 
"Central leadership" and Han expansionism in the name of "development" 
of "border regions", then it constitutes a serious case of "national 
oppression",46 a normative criteria, Lenin considered for the right to 
national self-determination. According to Lenin, the "oppressed nation" 
(e.g. Tibet) has the right to  national self-determination from the 
"oppressing nation" (China).47 This view is not unimportant because the 
CCP still claims to  be Marxist-Leninist party. 

As we have observed, the Han political hegemony that operates under 
the pretext of regional autonomy in Tibet is the most systematic and 
organized form of national oppression that oppresses the Tibetan people 
politically, culturally and economically. It has no parallel or precedent in 
the history of Sino-Tibetan relations. Therefore, the post-Mao leadership in 
Beijing needs to  seriously rethink the existing Maoist structures of national 
oppression in non-Han areas, and offer the Tibetan ~ e o p l e  a more 
decentralized arrangement that facilitates at least internal self-determination, 
self-government and self-administration. The Tibetan race, in their long 
history of war and peace, have demonstrated their ability to self-rule. 

It is evident that the CCP did not have Tibet specifically in mind when 
they evolved their minority nationality policy and regional autonomy 
formula. The Communists, since 1921, did not have direct experience of 
Tibet and Tibetans except briefly during the Long   arch when they passed 
through Eastern Tibet (Kham) in 1934-35. The Maoist ideas about 
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minority nationalities were based on their experiences of Inner Mongolian 
and Hui peoples during the Chinese Revolution which did not touch Tibet 
and Xinjiang at  all. Thus, the Maoist faction offered to the (Inner) 
Mongolians complete regional autonomy in 1935 and a year later internal 
self-determination to the Hui people. In fact the formative phases of the 
Maoist model of regional autonomy had a lot to  do  with the exigencies of 
the anti-Japanese war. For instance, in January 1934 Mao declared, "The 
point of departure for the Soviet national policy is the capture of all the 
oppressed minorities around the Soviets as a means to increase the strength 
of the revolution against imperialism and KMT."48 This became the 
cornerstone of Maoist policy toward Mongols and Huis whom they 
encountered during the anti-Japanese war and revolution. Tibet did not 
figure in their policy formulation until 1949-50. 

However, when Tibet did figure in their general discussions on the 
Nationality Question as it did from 1922 to  1931, the Chinese Marxist 
solution was not regional autonomy. In 1922 the CCP envisaged a two- 
republic federal system: one for Mongolians, Tibetans and Uighurs; the other 
for Han China plus Manchuria. In 1928 it promised self-determination for 
non-Han social groups, and in 1931 the Party proclaimed the complete right 
to  national self-determination including secession to the peoples of Inner 
Mongolia, Tibet, Xinjiang, Yunnan, Guizhou and others. It is, therefore, 
clear that when the CCP carefully thought, freed from the exigencies of crisis 
situations, of future appropriate arrangements for non-Han peoples in the 
Chinese "Soviet" ideocracy, they considered two feasible and fair options: 
either a federal system or  national self-determination. "Regional autonomy", 
which easily and quickly degenerated into Han elite hegemony and Han 
mass expansionism, was not considered before 1949. 

Since the existing regional autonomy has resulted, intentionally or 
otherwise, in internal colonialism, a case can be made for "internal self- 
determinati01-1"~~ for the Tibetan people, based on the following grounds: 
( a )  Chinese Marxist precedent (1922-31); ( b )  UN resolutions and 
international support since 1959; (c) the Tibetan people's persistent 
demand for national self-determination as manifested in their revolts of 
1956 (Kham), 1959 (Central and Southern Tibet) and 1987 (Lhasa); (d) 
post-Communist developments that have invalidated the Maoist rationale 
for and assumptions of regional autonomy. 

But d o  the Tibetans fulfil the prerequisites of self-determination as 
understood in international law and the UN practice? ~ n d  is such a 
definition of the Tibetan people acceptable to  the Maoist masters, who with 
their power, will ultimately decide the fate of the Tibetan people? That is 
why I address my argument more to  the Chinese leaders and Han people. 
appealing to  their Marxist-Leninist sense of justice and ~recedent  as well as 
assuring that Chinese vital state interests would not be affected in the case 
of granting internal self-determination for the Tibetan people. 
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such a Sino-centric approach is in order as a number of American, Asian 
and European legal experts and law scholars have viewed the Question 
Tibet (and its resolution) from the perspective of international law.'o 
I propose to examine two definitions of a people, one from UN usage 
because the PRC is not only a UN member but also a permanent Security 
council member; the other from the Marxist-Leninist tradition to which 
the Chinese Communists officially adhere. 

The UN documents use the term "people" for those who have the right 
to self-determinations1 and in the Marxist-Leninist tradition, "nation7' 
refers to the same entity. In most of the scholarly literature the two terms 
are almost interchangeable. But where they differ critically are in the 
constituents of a nation or people - the national self. It appears that the 
number of attributes of nationhood and the order in which they are placed 
depend largely on the national perspectives and purposes of the authors in 
mind. J. V. Stalin, whom Lenin entrusted the National-Colonial Question, 
defined the nation as an "historically constituted, stable community of 
people, formed on the basis of a common language, territory, economic life, 
and psychological make-up manifested in a common culture"." The 
Chinese Communists' definition adds two or more attributes (i.e. customs 
and history) to  Stalin's list; otherwise it is similar. As Chang Chih-I writes: 
"The distinctive attributes of a nation as represented by modern scientific 
research are commonality of language, culture, customs and historical 
tradition, a certain stage of socio-economic development and a certain 
pattern of territorial d i s t r i b ~ t i o n . " ~ ~  

The UN's latest definition of a people, contained in a UNESCO report 
(1990), offers perhaps the most exhaustive attribute list published so far: 

A people for the rights of people in international law, including the 
right to self-determination, has the following characteristics: (a)  A 
group of individual human beings who enjoy some or all of the 
following common features: ( i )  A common historical tradition; 
( i i )  Racial or ethnic identity; (iii) Cultural homogeneity; ( iv)  Linguistic 
unity; (v) Religious or Ideological affinity; (vi) Territorial connection; 
(vii) Common economic life. (b) The group must be of certain number 
who need not t o  be large (e.g. the people of micro-states) but must he 
more than a mere association of individuals within a state. (c) The 
group as a whole must have the will to be identified as a people or 
~onsciousness of being a people - allowing that groups or some 
members of such groups, though sharing the foregoing characteristics, 
may not have the will or consciousness. (d) Possibly the group must 
have institutions or other means of expressing its common character- 
istics and will for identitYas4 

The UNESCO definition adds two more items (i.e. race and religion1 
ideology) to  the Chinese attributes list. But more important than the mere 
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Table 20.1 UN, Soviet Union and Chinese criteria for people/nation 

5. No. UNESCO Soviet Chinese 

1 Common historical Historically constituted Historical tradition 
tradition stable community of 

people 

2 Racial or ethnic 
identity 

3 Cultural homogeneity Common culture Common culture 

4 Linguistic unity Common language Common language 

5 Religious or Psychological make up Common customs (?) 
ideological affinity (?) 

6 Territorial connection Common economic life Certain stage of socio- 
economic development 

Source: Experts on Further Study of the Rights of Peoples (Paris: UNESCO, 1990); J. V. Statin, 
Marxism and National-Colonial Question (San Francisco, 1 945); George Moseley (trans), The 
Party and the National Question in China (Cambridge, Mass, 1966). 

addition of attributes, it renders dynamic dimensions (b), (c) and (d) to the 
definition of a people deserving the right to  self-determination. It clarifies 
that it is not mere number but group coherence of a people (b)  that matters 
in the consideration of the right to  self-determination. Moreover, a people 
in question must have sufficiently demonstrated its consciousness of being a 
distinct people (c) through institutions or  "other means of expressing its 
common characteristics and will for identity" (d). 

Table 20.1 shows the comparative positions of the UN, Soviet and Chinese 
Marxist criteria for judging the necessary prerequisites of a people or nation 
deserving the right to  self-determination. Terms or phrases differ due to their 
original formulation or subsequent translation differences but all three 
positions agree on the importance of a common language, culture, historical 
tradition, compact territory and common economic life. It is interesting to 
note that both the Soviet and Chinese Marxist authors have excluded race 
or  ethnic identity as well as shared values and worldview (religious or 
ideological affinity) from their attribute lists. Perhaps such exclusions may 
have reflected pre- 1986 Marxist biases. However, today no one would deny 
the importance of race and religion (ethno-culturality) in the formation and 
assertion of ethniclnational identities. The UN and Chinese attribute lists 
include "historical tradition" in the same phraseology but Stalin seemed to 
have had Inore of a social history conception when he defined the nation as a 
"historically constituted stable community of people". 

O n  the other hand while both the UNESCO and the Soviet experts agree 
on "common economic life" in the exact phraseology, the Chinese expert 
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,rites, apart from the Han people who might have reached "a certain stage 
of socio-economic development" most of the minority nationalities are 

peoples in a pre-modern stage"." 
In Chinese, the term "nation" is usually translated as minzu, was 

historically applied to  the Han race. "Nationality" is translated as buzu and 
generally applied to  minorities, literally meaning "tribe". Chang'r view of 
minority nationalities as "tribal peoples" reflects general Sino-centncity 
and even ConfucianlHan chauvinism. As far as the Tibetans are concerned, 
they are neither a tribe nor an ethnic group; they constitute a distinct 
civilizational category, according to serious French, Italian and Japanese 
~ i b e t o l o ~ i s t s . ~ ~  

Secondly, Chang's insistence upon a certain stage of socio-economic 
development might be considered in the Chinese context a debatable 
criterion for self-determination. Mao Zedong described even Han society at 
the time of the "liberation" as "semi-fe~dal".~' It is also interesting to note 
that most of the nationalist movements occurred in underdeveloped 
countries, not in industrially advanced societies. Levels of development 
might not have much to  d o  with the right to self-determination, and any 
Chinese insistence upon it constitutes a defensive argument for internal 
colonialism and Han-man's burden. We shall, therefore, use a value-neutral 
term "common economic life" as used by UNESCO and the Soviet experts 
(Table 20.1: (vii)). Apart from this we, more or less, conform to the UN and 
Chinese criteria for self-determination as shown in Table 20.2: 

(a) History The Tibetan people have a fairly long and certainly rich 
common historical tradition. It consists of two main genres: Rgyal-rubs 
and Chos-'byun'. The former is usually translated as royal chronicles 
such as the old Tibetan Chronicle, and the latter, which are much more 
numerous, as "history of the progress of dharma" (or simply as 
religious history). For the English reader, I refer to some authoritative 
historical works in English based on original Tibetan and other reliable 

Apart from a common historical tradition, Tibetans also share deep 
common historical memories, specially those of the Chos-roo1 (early 
Religious Kings) and the Dalai Lamas. 

(b) Race It is true that like the Chinese and Tibetans belong to the same 
broad Mongoloid race. But it is not the common physiology of a broad 
racial category even in a scientific sense that shapes racial or ethnic 
identity. Specific race origin myths of a particular sub-race. which are 
deeply embedded in the psyche of that sub-race, psychologically define 
its racial self-hood and identity. This is how, like the Japanese with their 
sun-god myth, Tibetans (bodpalbod-rigs) racially differentiate them- 
selves from the Chinese (rgyami/rgya-rigs), as two distinct races as far 
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as popular beliefs and self-images derived from ethnogenic myths are 
concerned. 

Han race origin myths such as "Pan Gu" and "Yellow Emperor" are quite 
different from the Tibetans. Tibetans also have several ethnogenic myths 
but the most pop~ilar one since the Buddhist revolution (eighth-eleventh 
centuries A D )  is this; the Tibetan people as a race, trace their parentage to a 
monkey (father) and a rock ogress (spha byan- chub semspa dun ma-brag 
Srinmo). The monkey is believed to be a reincarnation of B~dhisat tv~ 
Avalokiteshvara and the rock that of an ogress.-59 This myth is deeply 
internalized among the Tibetan people as a distinct race. 

(c) Culture Tibetan people have not only a common culture, they possess a 
unique civilization that is comparable t o  other "great civilizations of 
Europe and the East" in the words of a College de France doyen.60 
Professor Hajime Nakamura of Tokyo University finds "an element of 
universality" in Tibetan religious culture, which he says, has spread to 
Bhutan, China, Ladakh, Manchuria, Nepal, Russia and Sikkim since late 
medieval times." The late Professor Giuseppe Tucci of Rome University, 
a highly respected student of Tibetology and Buddhology, concluded that 
Tibet represented a unique case of a full-blown Mahayana Tantric 
Buddhist cultural category that was hard to  find in other parts of Asia.62 
A French Tibetologist went so far as t o  observe: "Tibet is not only an 
ethnic group but a civilization. The Tibetans stand distinctly from the 
Chinese, with whom they have nothing in common."63 

This applies not only to  the religious culture which, it is true, has uniquely 
characterized the Tibetan culture (rig-gzhun) but also to the domain of 
popular cultural traits such as personal names, food, dress, marriage 
institutions, birth and death rituals, etc. In fact the common Tibetan folk, in 
contrast with their ruling class who had adopted some elements of Chinese 
food habits and Mongolian dress, have little in common with the Han people. 
A comparative study of Chinese and Tibetan folk literature confirms this.64 

What lends Tibetan culture a pan-Tibetan character are its common 
basis: Tibetan Buddhism, Bonpo residue and high plateau environment. 
Essentially, Tibetan culture is a peculiar product of the interaction between 
Tibetan Buddhism with Bonpo residue and the harsh environment which 
pervades every sector of social life on the high ~ l a t e a u .  This conimoil 
culture organizes (and motivates) Tibetan behaviour patterns, giving them 
high degrees of social unity and cultural homogeneity. 

(d )  Language An earlier generation of Western linguists classified Tibetan 
as belonging to  the Tibeto-Burmese family of languages. Since the mid- 
1950s it has been reclassified as broadly falling within a linguistic 
family called SineTibetan.  Both are based on the assumptions of 
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hypothetical ancestor languages (Proto-Tibeto-Burman and Proto- 
sineTibetan) which are no longer in existence. The latest research 
on the Tibetan language, conducted over ten years by Dr Stephan kyer, 
indicates that "Tibetan is more distantly related to Burmese and more 
distantly still to  Chinese." Tibetan is a language 'spoken primarily on 
the high plateau north of the Himalayas" - Tibet. It has had a writing 
system since the seventh century, borrowed from an Indian prototype 
but Tibetan itself is "unrelated to Sanskrit or any other lndic 
language".6s It has an "absolutely vastwG6 literature and may be 
considered among Asian languages second only to Chinese in the depth 
of its historical reco~-d.67 

Certainly there are some regional dialects within the spoken language such 
as Lhasa, Golok, Kham, etc., but it is unified by a single writing system 
propagated by Lama missionaries and the Lhasa administration. Moreover, 
regional dialects are inter-communicable. For example, when Je Tsongkhapa 
travelled from Amdo to Central and Western Tibet, he did not have to 
employ a Lhasa interpreter. For the basic language structure is the same, the 
peculiarity of dialects is their different accents (phonology). The Tibetan 
people enjoy a high degree of linguistic unity which they call bod-skad 
(Tibetan speech community) and absolute uniformity in writing, with two 
basic scripts uchen (print form) and umed ( c u r s i ~ e ) . ~ ~  

(e) Religion That the Tibetan people have a common religion (previously 
called "Lamaism" and now appreciatively Tibetan Buddhism) is 
common knowledge both in the West and the East. However, it would 
be fair to  state that Tibetan religion is not a monolith. Being one of the 
most complex religious systems in the world, it has four major sects 
(rnyin-ma-pa, sa-skyapa, bka'- brgyudpa and dge-lugs-pa) which have 
a rich diversity (in terms of different guru lineages, philosophical 
interpretations, ritual practices, etc.) but within a basic unity.69 The 
basic unity stems from the fact that all the sects accept the two Tibetan 
Buddhist canons, bka-'gyur and bstan-igyur, as their foundational texts. 
Moreover the sects are not concentrated in particular areas or regions 
(except Lhasa, Sakya) which would have been a destabilizing factor in 
Tibetan society; they are spread throughout the Tibetan plateau (and 
beyond) in close proximity to each other, thereby encouraging cultural 
interaction and healthy competition. 

The formation of the four sects within Tibetan Buddhism has an 
ethnoculturaI significance to Tibetan cultural identity. They represented 
the "Tibetanization" of Buddhism to a degree that is uniquely Tibetan or 
lamaist. The process, however, did not distort the essence and logic of 
B u d d h a - ~ a ~ a r j u n a  philosophy; it refined and elaborated Buddhist philo- 
sophy and practice to  such a high degree that is well-known the world over. 
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Sectarian affiliations did not apply to the lay people who bmadly 
described themselves as nan-pa (those within the fold of Buddhist law(s)), 
and generally respected all the Buddhist sects. Apart from Buddhists who 
formed the overwhelming majority, there were a few Bonpos, Christians 
and Muslims in Tibet. That the Tibetan people enjoyed a strong and close 
bond of religious affinity is a well-established social fact. 

( f )  Territory Do the Tibetan people have "a common territory" that they 
can call their ethnocultural homeland? If so, does it show a "certain 
pattern of territorial distribution" or "territorial connection"? The 
answer is yes. It is called the Tibetan Plateau in geography textbooks. ~t 
was explored in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries by 
British, French and Swedish geographers who defined it as a high 
plateau or tableland.'O O n  this high tableland was constructed the 
edifice of Tibetan civilization, walled in by the Hindukush to the 
southwest, the Karakorum and Himalayas to the south and southeast, 
the Altai and Tianshan to  the north. 

Within this splendid geographical isolation but with sufficient culture 
contacts with the major centres of ancient Asian civilization (i.e. India, 
China and Iran), the Tibetan people created, over the centuries, their 
common ethnogenic myths and historical tradition, cultural and linguistic 
identities, and their common economic life on the high Inner Asian plateau. 
The Tibetan Plateau is a unique geographical entity in and by itself which 
crystallized Tibetan national identity. It is a huge natural crucible within 
which Indian Mahayana Buddhism and Chinese traditional sciences melted, 
making them uniquely Tibetan or  lamaistic. 

(g) Economy In contrast with the traditional economy of China which is 
essentially a rice-growing one, the Tibetan economy consists of 
highland barley-growing (zhin-pa) and nomadicldiary products (sha- 
mar). The Tibetan economy has been largely determined by its peculiar 
geography. The subsistence farming and dairy products tended to 
supplement each other, making a common economic life on the 
Tibetan plateau possible.'l Whereas the Han people are essentially 
rice-eaters, the Tibetan people are tsampa (roasted and ground barley 
flour) eaters. 

The foregoing list of national/popular attributes of a peoplelnation as 
required by the UN and the PRC definitions and the accompanying tables 
demonstrate that the Tibetan people fulfil all the necessary and sufficient 
requirements for self-determination. It is not simply the cataloguing of 
attributes that might constitute "a mere association of individuals" within a 
geographical space. In the Tibetan case, the national attributes are so 
interconnected and integrated, giving the Tibetan people high degrees of 
social coherence and political solidarity, as required by the UNESCO 
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Table 20.2 ~pplication of UN and Chinese criteria for peopIeJnation to h e  
Tibetan case 

5. NO UN and Chinese Tibetan term Comment 
criteria 

1 Common historical rgyal-rabs and chos- Royal chronicles and hiaory 
tradition byun of progress of chos (Dhama) 

2 Common racial Bdpalbod-rigs Trace to "monkey and rock 
identity ogress" myth 

3 Common culture Rig-gzhurn Buddhism-and Bon-induced 
culture 

4 Linguistic unity Bod-skad Tibeto-Burmese family with 
Sanskrit-based alphabets 

5 Shared values1 Chos (Dharama) Tibetan Buddhism 
worldview 

6 Territorial Bod gans-chen-ljons Tibetan Plateau surrounded 
connection by mountain ranges 

7 Common economic Rtsampalsha-mar Barley growing economy 
life (zhin-pa) supplemented by 

dairy (nomadic) products 
(Ibrogpa) 

definition a t  (b )  and (c). For instance: note the recurrence of the words bod 
(Tibet) and Chos (religion). They are the common and fundamental 
reference-points of the Tibetan people. Indeed, the Tibetan-speaking people 
inhabiting the Tibetan plateau constitute a common, functioning social 
system. They share the same ethnogenic myths, a common historical 
tradition, a common religion, similar social structures and political 
institutions, a common language unified by a single writing system, 
common economic life and occupy a geophysically and culturally well- 
defined, compact territory. Differences among the three or four regions 
(Amdo, Kham, U and Tsang) are relatively superficial (e.g. in dialect and 
dress) in comparison with the fundamental commonalities (see Table 20.2) 
they all share. 

The Tibetan national consciousness, in modern times, has risen in 
almost direct proportion to the stages of the Communist takeover. In early 
1952, a popular movement called mi-man tsogs-'du called the PRC to quit 
Tibet and declared Tibet's freedom.72 In 1958 a Khampa militant 
organization called chu-bzhi gans-'drug fought against the PLA troops in 
Central and Southern Tibet. In 1959 the citizens of Lhasa and others 
revolted against the Chinese take~ver . '~  After the abortive revolt and the 
Dalai Lama's escape to  India, most observers thought the Tibetan people\ 
will to resist the Chinese domination was broken. But this was proved 
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incorrect. In 1987 pro-independence demonstrations in Lhasa erupted, 
Between 1987 and 1992 there were 140 pro-independence demonstrations 
in Tibet.74 

In exile the Dalai Lama functions, among other things, as the critical 
conscience of a subjugated people and as a national institution he 
symbolizes the consciousness of the Tibetans as a distinct people and 
unique civilization that is under threat of extinction. The Lamays global 
activities, championing the Tibetan cause, needs no  elaboration as they 
are frequently reported in the international media. There are also several 
pan-Tibetan organizations such as the Tibetan Youth Congress, the 
Tibetan Freedom Movement, the Tibetan Women's Association, etc. that 
are actively asserting the Tibetan identity and championing the Tibetan 
cause. 

The preceding documentation and description suggests that (a) the 
Tibetan people are a cohesive and well-integrated social group, as required 
by the UNESCO clause (b)  definition; (b)  that the Tibetans as a cohesive 
social group have given sufficient evidence of their consciousness as a 
people demanding self-determination through the institution of the Dalai 
Lama and other popular organizations as required by clauses (c) and (d) of 
the UNESCO definition. 

The demand for Tibetan self-determination should not be construed as 
an elite conspiracy to  restore their lost power and privileges. The Tibetan 
word for self-determination is ran-thag ran-gchod, literally meaning "self- 
decision, self-made". The word "self" is understood in both collective and 
individual senses. And this state of affairs was how it was in pre-1950 
traditional Tibet, especially in relation to  China or the Chinese. Whatever 
level and degree of Sino-Tibetan politico-cultural relations existed then 
were primarily confined to  the Emperor in Beijing and the Dalai Lama in 
Lhasa. The vast majority of common Tibetans had never seen Han people 
in their life before 1950; for the Chinese presence was limited to Lhasa and 
the Sino-Tibetan border areas in Amdo and Kham. Hence, the Communist 
takeover in 1950 and subsequent massive Chinese population transfer to 
Tibet7s appear, in popular Tibetan perception, as an act of internal 
colonialism and invasion, which they feel they must oppose and resist. 
Indeed the question of self-determination arises in a context of other- 
determination which Lenin called national oppression. The fact is that all 
the vital spheres of Tibetan people's life (i.e. ~oli t ical ,  cultural-ideological, 
economic and even social) are today Han-determined to  an extent that 
never happened in the history of Sino-Tibetan relations. 

In short, at  least the Tibetan social history has been a history of internal 
self-determination. And this is what most of the Tibetan ~ e o p l e  mean when 
they demand ran-thug, ran-gchod. They strongly feel that they as a racel 
people or an ancient nation have demonstrated sufficient civilizational 
competence for self-rule. 
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Some practical questions remain relating to Tibet's viability and the 
implications of the domino theory to  the integrity and security of the PRC. 
We shall take them one by one. 

1. will the Chinese granting of internal self-determination to the Tiberan 
people lead to the break-up of Chino? 

The PRC officially lists 55 minority nat~onalities'~ within its present 
boundaries. However, most of them are what Chang calls small tribal 
groups without much recorded history or literate culture, found mostly i n  
Yunnan and Gansu ~rovinces . '~  Without minimizing their group rights, 
such  re-literate tribes cannot be compared with Tibetan people whose 
mtional attributes we have just examined. In terms of civilizational 
competence, group cohesiveness and the history of self-determination 
struggles, the really significant non-Han peoples in the PRC are the 
Tibetans, Mongols and U i g h ~ r s . ~ ~  Again without minimizing the Mongol 
and Uighur people's rights to self-determination, the Tibetan people have 
demonstrated the largest and most persistent self-determination struggle 
due to their cohesive social organization, unique national identity and able 
leadership under the Dalai Lama. This is true of neither the Mongols nor 
of the Uighurs; their national identities and political entities were not so 
well-established in history as those of the Tibetans. 

Mao Zedong and other early Chinese Marxist leaders partly recognized 
this unique character and status of Tibet in the Middle Kingdom, when they 
signed the Seventeen Point Agreement with the Dalai Lama's government 
on 23 May 1951.79 Such a treaty was not signed with any other minority 
nationality. The Tibetan demand for internal self-determination must be 
viewed as a political progression, under vastly changed circumstances, from 
the Seventeen Point Agreement of 1951. This precedent might moderate 
other non-Han social group's political demands within China. Finally, the 
Dalai Lama's Strasbourg proposal (1988)R0 calls, in essence, for internal 
self-determination which does not demand secession from China (the Lama 
termed it "in association with China"). Nor does the proposal endanger 
China's vital interests such as defence and foreign affairs, both of which he 
offered to  Beijing. 

In fact if Tibet is granted, through internal self-determination. the 
Associate status (the Dalai Lama) or an Autonomous Statehood (Chinese 
dissidents) the whole structure will have a peace-producing effect in Asia. 
For Tibet has been a political victim of Sino-lndian strategic rivalry since 
the mid-twentieth century. The crux of the Sino-Indian strategic rivalry is 
this: if the Chinese power elite consider Tibet strategically important to 
China, their Indian counterparts think it is equally vital to India's northern 
security system. For if India dominates Tibet (as the ~ r i t i sh  Raj had done up 
to 1947) the Chinese feel insecure and threatened. conversely, if China 
occupies Tibet (as the PRC has been doing since 1950). India feels her 
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whole northern security system extending over 3,200 km is open to external 
danger. Thus Tibet presents itself as a strategic dilemma to both the parties, 
producing an arms race and militarization on both sides of the Himalayas, 
as well as mutual suspicion and tension. Such a strategic zero-sum game 
over Tibet might be resolved through demilitarization and neutralization of 
the contested region, as Great Britain and Imperial Russia did in 1907, 
which ensured peace for 4 3  years. What I have suggested is in the basic 
interests of all three parties involved. It satisfies the Tibetan people's desire 
for internal self-determination and the security needs of China and India.81 

2. Will the implementation of self-determination in Tibet lead to the 
restoration of the ancien regime? 

This is not a mere academic question; it is a matter of concern to Chinese 
Marxists, Western supporters and the Tibetan intelligentsia. The Dalai 
Lama's recent constitution making projects in exile might reflect the 
direction in which the politicized sections of the Tibetan people seem to be 
moving. Ronald Schwartz, after much fieldwork in Tibet, observes that the 
Tibetan masses "now associate their struggle for independence with 
demands for democracy and human rights".82 

Such democratic sentiments among the Tibetan people may be understood 
in the post-1 959 context of relatively modern conditions inside and outside 
Tibet. Inside Tibet the Communist propaganda have propagated certain 
elements of an egalitarian ideology such as equality and freedom as the new 
canon, though Chinese Communists have hardly practised such values in 
Tibet. And in exile, owing primarily to the positive demonstration effects of 
the functioning Indian democracy, democratic sentiment among the Tibetan 
refugees is widespread in spite of the personality cult built around the Dalai 
Lama and his family. 

Economically, Tibet might not become a Japan or Singapore but it could 
have a self-sufficient economy more developed than before. Tibet's is not a 
case of failed modernization because Tibetans simply refused to be 
modernized as attempted by the XI11 Dalai Lama under British auspices. 
Tibetan refugee enterprises in Nepal and India, as observed by several social 
 scientist^,^^ indicate that the Tibetans, given the opportunity, can enter the 
modern world economy quite easily. 1 believe Tibet has most of the cultural 
preconditions for development and modernization that are found in 
contemporary industrializing countries in Asia.84 

3. Finally, in the event of internal self-determination, are the Tibetan 
people capable of unity, order and stability? 

These are difficult questions. We can briefly discuss them in the light of 
historical patterns and present trends of general unity as well as of elite 
conflicts. Shared commonalities of religion, culture, race, language, history 
and economic life within a compact territory (see Table 20.3) had given the 
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Table 20.3 Some contrasting features of Han and Tibetan ethnic groups 

5, NO Features Hun Tibetan 

Race origin 
myth(s) 

Yellow Emperor (Huangdi) Monkey-Rock Ogress 
parentage 

Middle Kingdom 
(Zhongguo) 

Homeland "Land of Snows" 

Religion Confucianism, Taoism and 
Buddhism 

Tibetan Buddhism 

Language 

Ruler 

Ideographlmonosyllabic 

Son of Heaven (Tianzi, 
Emperor) 

Reincarnation of spyan-ras- 
gzigs (Dalai Lama) 

Chos-srid gnyis-lden 
"theocratic" system 

Polity Centralized bureaucratic 
system 

Economy 

Artlliterature 

Rice eaters rtsampa eaters 

Secular motives Religious motives (e-g., 
thangka) 

Civilization Confucian Mahayana Tantric Buddhist 

Tibetan people, over the centuries, high degrees of cultural, social and 
linguistic homogeneity. The sense and consciousness of being bodpa 
(Tibetan) and nan-pa (Tibetan Buddhist) is deeply ingrained; it is 
accentuated by the Chinese presence in Tibet and living pan-Tibetan 
symbols like the Dalai Lama. In other words, there are more common 
factors making for Tibetan unity than for division, such shared 
commonalties can be manipulated for unity mobilization, as the present 
Dalai Lama has been ably doing. 

The Tibetan people have not only the social experience of living and 
functioning within a larger society (spyi-tsogs) which flows from the shared 
commonalities. They also have had the historical experience of functioning 
under the rule of their own government which they variously called 
sdepa-gzhun/dga'-ldan p h o - b ~ a n / b o d - ~ z h u n . ~ ~  In particular, the institution 
of the Dalai Lama is a pan-Tibetan religio-political symbol, par excellence. 
It creates a sense of Tibetan unity and national purpose. 

While cultural homogeneity, linguistic and social unity were the 
foundation of the Tibetan political order, which ensured considerable 
social harmony, it is not without contestation. Challenges to the political 
order both in the past and now in exile, have come mostly from the 
Khampa chieftains. Even before 1950, large parts of Kham were alreadv 
under the Chinese rule but Khampas enjoyed considerable freedom from 
both Beijing and Lhasa. They had, in the past, challenged the Lhasa 
government but usually not the authority of the Dalai Lama whom. they, 
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Table 20.4 Tibetan language periodicals in exile, 1960-1 998 

5. No. Periodical Place of Established Periodicity 
publication 

1 Bod-mei Rang-Dwang Darjeeling 1960 Weekly 
(Tibetan Freedom) 
S hes-'bya (Sheja) 
Rang-btsan 
Ma-'Khyog Drang-thig 
Dmangs-gtso 

Ctam-tsogs 
Lhag-Bsam Btsegs-pa 
Skul-bat Ctam 

Ljang-Czhon 
Zla-Csar 

Gang-Rgyun 
Pha-Yul 

Rda-sai Pho-nya 
Bod-mei Rtsa-don 

Ti-sri Wodser 

Gang-ri Langtso 
Bod-kyi Dus-bab 

Cnyen-chen Thang-lha 

Himalayai Rna-Sgra 
Himalayai Melong 

Drang-ldan 

Drol-ma 
Cholkha-sum 

Nor-lde 

Dharamsala 
Dharamsala 

New Delhi 
Dharamsala 
Dharamsala 
Dharamsala 
Dharamsala 
Dharamsala 

Dharamsala 
Dharamsala 

Dharamsala 
Dharamsala 

Darjeeling 
Dharamsala 

Dharamsala 
Dharamsala 
Kathmandu 

Kathmandu 

Kathmandu 
Delhi 

Dharamsala 
Dharamsala 

Sidhpur 

Monthly 
Occasional 
Monthly 

Fortnightly 
Biannual 
Annual 
Occasional 
Annual 

Occasional 
Occasional 
Occasional 
Monthly 
Weekly 

Biannual 
Annual 
Fortnightly 
Fortnightly 
Occasional 
Occasional 
Monthly 
Occasional 
Fortnightly 
Monthly 

Source: Library of Tibetan Works and Archives, 1998. 

like all other Tibetans, revere as the reincarnation of spyan-ras gzigs, the 
patron saint of Tibet. This trend continues even in exile. Surkhang 
Wangchen Gelek and his Lhasa group in the early 1960s, Gungthang 
Tsultrim and his 13 Khampa groups from the late 1960s, and Lithang Athar 
and his faction of Chu-bzhi gans-'drug in the mid-1990s did not challenge 
the authority of the Dalai Lama; they all contested Gyalo Thondup's 
monopolization of political power and foreign contacts. Thus, there is an 
urgent need in future to  free the institution of the Dalai Lama from 
patrimonialism. Regionalism and sectarianism, particularly when the two 
forces are combined, are likely to  be destabilizing factors but they can be 
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minimized and managed by the Dalai Lama. In short, the continuation of 
the institution of the Dalai Lama is a necessary condition for relative 
stability and order in post-self-determination Tibet. 

We cannot discuss, here, all the questions relating to the practical 
modalities of self-determination in Tibet, which must be left to detailed 
negotiations among the paflies concerned. However, the following three 

seem to be crucial and we will briefly discuss each in turn. 

1. Who will vote in the plebiscite? 

Since self-determination is a people's right (people or nation as defined by 
the UN (1990) and the PRC (1956), the criteria all being fulfilled by the 
Tibetan people, only the Tibetan people as defined in this paper and 
possibly those of mixed parentage ought to  have the right to vote in a 
plebiscite. 

Most of the Han people in Tibet (such as the PLA, administrative and 
technical personnel) are there on government order, not out of choice; they 
would be willing to return to  the Han areas to which they are culturally and 
emotionally more attached, and which are climatically more suited to Han 
settlement. This might apply to Han settlers also, as happened recently in 
the case of Russian minorities in the former Soviet republics. However, this 
aspect needs further discussion and detailed negotiation. 

2. Who will conduct and supervise the plebiscite? 

Tibetan public opinion and most Western supporters feel that the PRC or 
their local puppet government in Lhasa cannot be trusted with the 
supervision of a fair and free plebiscite. The UN should be requested to 
administer the plebiscite, as it did in the case of the British Cameroons (1960) 
or East Timor (1999). And preferably the Chinese armed forces and security 
personnel should be withdrawn, to  be temporarily replaced by neutral forces. 

3 .  What should be asked in the plebiscite? 

Obviously there are two principal choices: internal self-determination or 
the status quo. However, since the majority of the Tibetan people are not 
well-educated in modern ways, they do  face difficulties in understanding the 
basic choices they are supposed to make. For instance, so far they are 
familiar with two extreme political concepts: ran-htsan (independence) as 
popularized by the Tibetan exiled government or ran-skpon fjons 
(autonomy) as promulgated by the Chinese Communists in Tibet. Our 
project is midway between the two extremes, whose subtleties and finer 
details must be spelled out and concretized to  educate the Tibetan public. 
The Dalai Lama's 1988 Strasbourg proposal could form a baseline 
document for framing the questionnaire. In fact, if Beijing accepts that 
proposal, there is probably no need for a plebiscite in Tibet because the 
Dalai Lama enjoys the popular Tibetan mandate. 
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Mates 

F. On 23 January 2000 I participated in a panel discussion on the Llalai I.ama's 
Suasbourg Statement, held at the Tibetan Children's Village, Rylekuppc., 
Karnatapa. The discussion was chaired by Mrs Twring Norzom. 

51 The Dalai Lama, n. 47, pp. 2-3. 
52 A "ceremonial sovereign" might not exactly resemble the present day rubher- 

stamp president. The former was more of a cultural than political prsonagc 
whose words carried great weight because of his cosmic standing. He was more 
respected, i f  not venerated, rather than feared. His power was expressed 
through rituals and ceremonies, not usually through coercive means. 

53 There is a strong pan-Tibetan lohby that sprang up in 1)haramsala sir~ce 
1997-98 called "Cholkha-gsum" constitutive of Amdo, Kham and U-Tsang. 
This lobby with the support of refugee power elite and Dharamsala politicians is 
very active in Dharamsala. Tsering Norzom, Peldon Tsamcho and Karma 
Monlam (n. 50) cited the Dalai Lama's support for all the three regions o f  Tibet 
whatever status and gains he might obtain from his negotiations with China. 
Therefore, i.e. inclusion of Kham and Amdo into the TAR, is going to be a 
major obstacle in future SineTibetan negotiations. 

54 Dr Kunchok Tsundue, who did fieldwork in the TAR, Sichuan and Yuanan 
during 1993-94, confirmed this in June 1999. I am grateful to him for his 
reliable and insightful information on the current situation on Tibet. 

55 See also Garnanappa S. Balavantgol, "Hazards of Development and Environ- 
mental Degradation: A Case Study of Tibet" (unpublished doctoral thesis, 
Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi, July 1999), pp. 41 7-65. 

56 Norbu, n. 1, p. 353. 
57 See, n. 50, c. 
58 See, n. 20. 
59 Mackerras, n. 34, pp. 145-66, demonstrates how each revolt by a minority 

nationality leads to tighter Chinese control over them, which is neither good for 
the Chinese image nor for the minority nationality's welfare, both material and 
cultural. 

60 Tenzin Dolma, n. 50, c. 
61 Examples of this category are listed in n. 21. To this may be added, Rabasal, 

Kesang Gyaltsen, Sangye Kyab, Dhondub Gyal, Pema Bhum, etc. 
62 I was surprised to hear two fresh arrivals (from Amdo and Kham), Kesang 

Gyaltsen and Sangye Kyab telling me during the interview how they used to 
debate about Tibetan history at the Chinese university. The debate is similar to 
what is going on among the young Tibetan scholars in exile: critical and 
somewhat positivistic re-reading of Tibetan history in a colonial context. 

63 Kesang Gyaltsen and Sangye Kyab, n. 62. 
64 The Panchen Lama, n. 26, p. 96. 
65 n. SO, A. 
66 Carttriona Bass, Educution in Tibet (LondonNew York: Zed Bmks, 19981, 

reveals that in 1995 a Tibetan school pilot project in the TAR ended with the 
Tibetan students studying in a Tibetan medium school passing school 
graduation examination with an average of 80 per cent, compared with an 
average of 39 per cent for Tibetan students in a Chinese medium secondary 
school, p. 237. 

Chapter 9 
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Aung San Suu Kyi (eds.), Tibetan Studies in Horzour of  Hugh Richardson 
(Warminster: Aris and Phillips, 1980), p. 234. Since the Yuan period, however, the 
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History (London: Oxford University Press, 1962), p. 34).] Li, n. 5 ,  p. 20, lists the 
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of U and Tsang, 2. Kham and 3. Amdo." This list accords with Shnkabpa's 
division of the chol-kha gsum, the boundaries being roughly indicated by well 
known traditional landmarks in Tibet. [Zwa-sgab-pa Dban-phyug bde-ldan, Bod- 
kyi srid-don rgyal-rabs] (Kalinipong, India: Shakabpil House, 1976), Vol. I, p. 283. 

According to Tibetan sources, 'Phags-pa gave the Khan and his family circles 
the Hevajra initiation peculiar to the Sa-skya sect on three occasions, and 
Khubilai accordingly made three offerings to  his guru for each (dban-yon): 
I .  Rod khri-skor heu-gsum; 2. Bod chol-kha gsum; and 3. Rgya mi-yul chen-ma. 
i.e. a large Chinese province, along with other gifts (ibid., pp. 282-3). This 
process of centralization, consolidation and transfer of power has been 
variously interpreted as having conferred upon the lama the status of "Vice- 
regel~t" (Richardson), "ruler" Li), etc. Tibetan writers, howevcr, are unanimous 
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in the concluding section, and in my earlier paper (Wisconsin, 1980). 
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