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Scope

For more than fifty years after the formal forcible annexation of Tibet to the People’s Republic of China, Tibetan leaders in exile operating in neighboring India have fought for the rights of Tibetans against a Chinese central government that has stubbornly resisted prodding and pressure from any and all advocates for a free Tibet; however, after a prolonged stalemate, change seems imminent and an ultimate resolution appears to lie not too far on the horizon.  In September of 2004, an envoy of Tibetan leaders visited Beijing to discuss potential solutions that would grant Tibet special autonomy while remaining a part of China, marking the third visit by Tibetan officials to Beijing in the past two years (“Tibet’s Government”).  With the Dalai Lama declaring publicly in recent years that he does not seek full independence for Tibet – he is instead calling for a Middle Way approach, which would give China control of Tibet’s military and foreign policy sphere and leave the other issues to be decided by Tibetans themselves – it seems a settlement is truly likely to take place.

Nevertheless, some Tibetan activists continue to protest the Chinese eradication of Tibetan culture since the forced takeover of 1951.  These activists accuse China of invading Tibet and thereafter trying to mute the rich traditions of Tibetan culture through the destruction of monasteries, the planned migration of tens of thousands of ethnically Han Chinese to the region, restrictive birth policies, and etcetera.  The Beijing government has fiercely rejected those charges, claiming that it helped to liberate Tibet from an impoverished era of political and economic backwardness by pouring in much needed financial investment into the region.  In addition, the CCP has tried to portray Tibet as a historically integral part of China to convince the world of its rightful sovereignty over the region.

The liberal media in the west has documented well the claims of Tibetan exiles and advocacy groups for a free and independent Tibet, but it has focused its coverage on the cultural genocide of Tibet, while the more prominent issue that is raised in Tibetan exile literature is the economic marginalization of the Tibetan economy.  This paper seeks to give a brief overview of the history of the Sino-Tibetan relationship, discuss the exaggerated charges of cultural genocide against Tibetan culture, highlight the more pressing issue of the deplorable economic and social conditions of Tibet, and explore what has been done on the part of the Chinese central government and what should be done moving forward to improve the social and economic welfare of the Tibetan people.

History

During the Qing dynasty, Tibet had already developed into a political entity, which was governed by the local religious leaders and its feudal lords; however, the Qing exercised its sovereignty over the region through the office of the Residential Commissioner, which consisted of few personnel.  Thus, Tibet was run by its local rulers with the Residential Commissioner serving merely as a mediator between the Qing Court and the Lhasa ruling elite.  Thus the presence of the Residential Commissioner was for symbolic reasons only and with little or no intent to govern.

With the fall of the Qing dynasty following the Chinese revolution of 1911, Tibet found itself with de facto independence, and the Dalai Lama consolidated his power and role as the national leader by modernizing Tibet and strengthening the military.  The new officers of the military, however, were at odds with the monastic elite, who could not tolerate reform of the Dalai Lama’s position, which the military saw as a crucial part of moving the country forward (Wang).

Meanwhile, China waged a propaganda campaign trying to convince the world that it had rightful sovereignty over Tibet.  Not wishing to upset a potentially large ally during World War II, leading Western nations recognized China’s claim to Tibet.  In his paper about the historical roots and paradoxes of Tibet under Chinese rule, Wang Lixiong makes an interesting and compelling point:

“Oriental diplomacy could have been maintained, some new system of connectors might have been an acceptable solution to the problem of mediating between China and Tibet.  Once the Western concept of state sovereignty had been extended to the East, however, every Chinese regime was compelled to adapt to it; any attempt to prolong a more ambiguous approach could only encourage local rulers to move towards independent sovereignty, sooner or later.”

Thus, after the Communist Party ousted Chiang Kai-shek from China in 1949, Mao Zedong ordered an army 40,000 strong to cross into Tibet in 1951.  Initially, China sought only to establish sovereignty over the region and adopt a system similar to the Qing model.  In May of 1951 Chinese leaders and the Tibetan ruling class signed the Seventeen-Point Agreement, in which Tibet gave post facto consent to China’s entry into Tibet and authority to China over Tibet’s external affairs.  In exchange, China promised Tibetan autonomy, keeping the status of the Dalai Lama and local officials intact.  This ruling mechanism was called the United Front (Wang).

When the Chinese Communist Party initiated a nationwide collectivization effort in 1955, Tibetan landowners instigated revolts against the CCP.  Free schooling for the masses upset the monastic monopoly on education, and training of serfs to become cadres violated the status quo of the social hierarchy.  These and other policies imposed by the egalitarian policies of the CCP upset Tibetan lords and lamas, so the situation continued to grow turbulent as the Tibetan upper classes grew increasingly alarmed at their diminishing social stature and power (Parenti).  Ironically, lower-class Tibetans, who had the most to benefit from the CCP’s reform efforts, joined the rebellions as well, because they had grown accustomed to submitting to monastic authority, and they were eager to drive out the Han Chinese, who were infringing upon their religious traditions (Wang).

Following this episode of revolt and rebellion, the CCP restructured their approach towards Tibet.  They abandoned the United Front tactic, and instead turned Tibet into a class struggle.  They realized that due to the intense religiosity and fervent faith of the Tibetan people, the poor resigned themselves to a life of poverty, hoping and praying for freedom from suffering in their rebirth.  Because the ruling class was composed largely of divine religious leaders, class struggle was almost unheard of previously in Tibetan history.  Individuals were chosen from the Tibetan peasantry and trained to become the backbone of a grassroots movement to mobilize the poor.  In conjunction with the exile of the Dalai Lama and other high-ranking Tibetan leaders to India in 1959, the resistance movement within Tibet faded and moved abroad as Tibetan leaders with support from advocacy groups in the West continue to promote their cause to this day (“Recent History).

The Quandry of Cultural Genocide

Advocates for Tibetan independence and Tibetans in exile claim that a cultural genocide has been occurring in Tibet ever since the Communist invasion.  This contention is made on the basis of several charges:  destruction of monasteries and religious repression, population transfer of Han Chinese into Tibet, phasing out of the Tibetan language, and restrictive birth policies placed on Tibetans; however, while the arrival of Communism in Tibet did indeed disrupt their religious lifestyle and cultural traditions, the charges of cultural genocide are exaggerated and have been magnified through the lens of the Western media.

Tibetans in exile claim that during the Cultural Revolution in the 1960s and 1970s, the People’s Liberation Army destroyed nearly every one of Tibet’s monasteries and nunneries, and that by 1979 only 13 monasteries remained in Tibet (“Cultural and Religious”).  In addition, “many monks and nuns had died, either as a result of the occupation or of natural cause, and many had been forced to disrobe.”  However, Professor Barry Sautman of the Hong Kong University of Science and Technology contends that there are more than 2,000 Tibetan Buddhist monasteries in China.  Furthermore, he has visited many of these sites, and while religious restrictions still exist, they are “all active religious communities” (“How Repressive”).  As for the monastic population in Tibet, Sautman points out that there is now 1 monk or nun for every 35 ordinary Tibetans, which is the highest ratio of “any Buddhist country in the world, and much higher than the relation of ministers and priests to parishioners in any Christian country in the world, where the ratio is often 1 to 1,000.”

Advocate groups supporting the “Free Tibet” cause, such as Students for a Free Tibet, claim that the Chinese government has viewed the vast land mass of Tibet as a solution for distributing the rapidly expanding Chinese population, and it is therefore encouraging migration into the Tibet Autonomous Region with economic incentives.  Tibetans in exile even claim that Han Chinese now outnumber native Tibetans 7.5 million to 6 million (“Economic Oppression”).  According to Sautman, between the years of 1994 to 2001, it is true that China commissioned a few thousand cadres to go to Tibet; however, most of these people only served 3 year stints, after which they return to China proper.  As for Han Chinese who migrate to Tibet at their own inclination, most return in a few years as well.  Of the 72,000 Han Chinese who have registered households in Tibet, there are some who do not actually live in Tibet, but they keep them, because pensions are higher if one’s household is registered in Tibet (“How Repressive”).  Sautman also points out that the figures found in exile literature regarding the population decline in Tibet since 1951 is not supported by any sources reliable or otherwise.  In contrast, studies published in the Columbian Journal of Asian Law and Asian Ethnicity by an Australian demographer suggests that the only significant population loss in Tibet occurred during the Great Leap Forward, but even these were small in comparison to other regions of China.  Overall, there is no evidence to support the claim that there was a significant population drop from the 1950s to today.

With regard to repressive birth policies imposed against Tibetans within the Tibet Autonomous Region, Sautman contends that the central government’s policies “encourage Tibetans to limit their families to three children,” and only local government officials are able to hand down fines for violating this policy.  A study of four townships in Tibet cited by Sautman showed that three out of the four townships studied did not in fact enforce the fines, and very small fines were imposed in the fourth township.  In comparison, Han Chinese families who have more than one child face much more severe penalties.  In addition, Tibetan families in Tibet average 3.8 children, which is larger than the Tibetan families residing in India.  

The CCP is also accused of eradicating the Tibetan language.  Students for a Free Tibet (SFT), a group that works and campaigns for Tibetan independence, claims on its website:

“In Tibet today, students are taught Chinese in school and in secondary schools, [and] all classes are in Chinese.  [The] Tibetan language is becoming less and less useful, and Tibetans who do not speak Chinese have a very difficult time competing in the job market” (“Cultural and Religious”).

Sautman contends that roughly 93% of Tibetans speak Tibetan.  Contrary to the claims of SFT, while the material taught may be slanted with more emphasis placed on Chinese culture, instruction in grammar school is for the most part in Tibetan, and mandarin Chinese is taught bilingually starting only in secondary school.  Sautman counters that in parts of India, instruction is in Urdu, and Tibetans suffer from a high dropout rate, but India is never accused of cultural genocide.

As a final point, while Chinese culture has made inroads into Tibet since the occupation of 1959, an even greater influx of Western culture has penetrated the Himalayan highlands.  Aspects of Western culture such as jeans and disco music are pervasive within Tibet, yet Western influence does not receive blame for diluting Tibetan culture.  In an increasingly globalized environment fueled by the exchange of ideas, such change is inevitable, and blame cannot be lay.  Resistance to such furious winds of change is an exercise in futility and obstinacy. Thus, this so-called “cultural genocide” can be attributed as much to the passage of time than to a deliberate attempt by the CCP to whittle away the Tibetan way of life.

Tibet in the Communist Era

Although it is important to condemn human rights abuses and inequities in China, it is also important to recognize China’s role in liberating Tibet.  A large number of Tibetans still revere the Dalai Lama and are hopeful for his return to their country, but according to a story in the Washington Post, it seems that few ordinary Tibetans welcome a return to the social order over which he presided.  To illustrate the point, Wangchuk, a 67 year old former slave said in an interview before his pilgrimage to Shigatse, one of the holiest places is Tibet, that he worshipped the Dalai Lama, but added, “I may not be free under Chinese communism, but I am better off than when I was a slave” (Pomfret).

Under monastic rule, Tibetan society was polarized both socially and economically.  The fundamental belief in an afterlife and rebirth forced people to lead lives of material sacrifice in the present.  To make matters worse for the masses of lower-class Tibetans, a large part of personal wealth was devoted “to religious activity – building monasteries, providing for the monks and nuns, performing ceremonies, making pilgrimages and so forth.”  The Dalai Lama’s government used 92 percent of the budget to fund religious activities (Tibetans pay roughly one third of their income to the monasteries today).  The large population of Tibetan monks in the 18th century contributed to the heavy burden on Tibetan society as well.  13% of the entire population or 26% of Tibetan males led a monastic life, which magnified the shortage of labor in Tibet.  In addition, their vows of celibacy contributed to the diminishing of the population (Wang).  Moreover, most of the arable land in Tibet was managed and harvested through a serfdom system of unpaid labor.  There was even a small minority of slaves, whose children were doomed to the same fate (Parenti).  After 1959, the CCP abolished slavery and the serfdom system in Tibet, and ended floggings, mutilations, and amputations as forms of criminal punishment.  Additionally, they established running water and electrical systems to the capital city of Lhasa, and by large margins reduced the unemployment rate (Parenti).  

The productivity and prosperity of the Tibetan economy has improved as well.  To be sure, during the years of the Great Leap Forward, when collectivization and grain farming was imposed on the Tibetan peasantry, disastrous famines resulted and economic development was set back considerably.  However, these disastrous results were not unique to Tibet as all of China was devastated.  Gradually, control over the Tibetan economy grew lax moving into the 1980s, and economic growth in Tibet reached levels over 10 percent in the 1990s, which was higher than the rate of growth in China proper.  Per capita income grew at an annual rate of 9.3 percent for farmers and herders and 19.6 percent for urban dwellers.  While figures published by Chinese government sources are inflated, material conditions are currently comparable with that of inland China (Wang).  Nevertheless, a study from the year 2000 found the real GDP per capita in Tibet to be $169 as opposed to $4000 for Shanghai.  Thus, the financial status of Tibet still lags coastal Chinese cities by a large margin (“China’s Favorite”).

Economic Welfare and Deplorable Social Conditions of Tibet

Despite enjoying the most prosperous period in its history, Tibetans are not the primary benefactors of the economic development of the region.  Even with a dramatic increase in industrial activity in the region created by infrastructure and urban development projects, few jobs go to Tibetans, because Tibet offers minimal labor skills and commands high wages.  According to local officials, “new factories will simply suck in more workers from outside [namely Han Chinese]” (Lawrence).  Thus, profits trickle disproportionately into the pockets of the Chinese.  When Han Chinese moved into Tibet in the 1990s, they quickly dominated the local economy as well.  Many of the factories, shops, and vending stalls are run by Han Chinese.  The underdeveloped service sector is also easily penetrable; any restaurant or bicycle repair shop is guaranteed instant success (Lawrence).

As a result of sub par economic performance and a combination of various other factors, Tibet is not without its social problems, performing poorly on several fronts.  Infant mortality rates in Tibet are almost twice the national average in China, and independent health organizations estimate that as many as half of Tibetan children are malnourished with diseases such as goiter and tuberculosis rampant throughout the region.  Only 50% of Tibetans are literate compared with a national average of 90%.  In fact, the low literacy rate and overall low level of technical training that pervade Tibet are two fundamental problems that contribute to slow economic development.  The urban and rural divide, characteristic of other regions of China, has developed at an alarming rate in Tibet as well:  urban incomes are five times those in rural areas (Roberts 24).

Ameliorating the Economic Deprivation and Social Concerns of Tibet

To be fair, the Chinese government has not remained idle and irresponsive; it spends more money per capita in Tibet than in any other region of China (Lawrence).  Currently, the Chinese government is making efforts to wean the Tibet economy from its dependence on agriculture and government subsidization by improving Tibetan infrastructure to develop tourism and trade.  In addition to the $5 billion that the central government has poured into Tibet since the 1950s, an additional $10 billion is expected to be invested by 2005 towards a variety of projects including highways, power plants, and sports stadiums.  The most important addition is a 1,142 kilometer long railway that will help to strengthen and increase contact with the outside world, which is crucial for sustained economic success (Roberts).

Despite China’s claims that Tibetans already enjoy substantial autonomy, the truth is that China is still governed under a highly centralized system, so it still has the final word on major policy changes in the political and economic spheres.  Thus, any and all concerns must be relayed with a proper sense of urgency to the Chinese central government for prompt evaluation and action.  Local officials in Tibet, both of Tibetan and Han ethnic origin, must be aware of and responsive to the needs of all Tibetans.  While tall office buildings and large shopping centers are important for fostering economic development, proper consideration of the allocation of funds must be given to water treatment plants, housing developments, and other projects to improve the social welfare of ordinary Tibetans.  The aforementioned disproportionate increase in the affluence of Han Chinese, who migrated to Tibet, will only increase tensions between native Tibetans and the Chinese.  Thus, the Chinese government must not get ahead of itself and blindly pour money into Tibet.  While it is understandable for the CCP to develop Tibet with a vested interest, it must keep the welfare of the Tibetan people in mind.

It is a fact – despite what Chinese government officials may say – that there are still hundreds of political prisoners, who demonstrated peacefully against Chinese rule.  It is also true that in modern-day Tibet many of the most ardent anti-Lama officials are Tibetan.  Truly, the current political atmosphere is much more complex than either Chinese propaganda or Tibetan nationalists would have outsiders believe.  The Chinese government must suppress its political paranoia and tendency to act on a politically motivated basis.  They are wrong to believe that Tibet can be controlled through manipulative tactics.  With the spotlight of the world stage centering in on China as it is becoming increasingly integrated into the global arena, China must be more responsive to the concerns of other nations and human rights groups.  Simply asking other nations and organizations to butt out of an “internal affair” will not cut it.  Additionally, it is imperative that China continue to talk and negotiate with Tibetan leaders to consummate a deal to resolve the issue of autonomy, so that complete emphasis can be placed on improving the economic development of Tibet.  

Advocacy groups for Tibetan independence and Tibetan communities living in exile have an obligation to contribute constructively to improve the lives of their people in Tibet as well.  While the community has been relatively outspoken about the brutal treatment of political prisoners in Tibet and various other controversial issues, they have not done their part in improving the quality of life of fellow Tibetans living in Tibet.  An American named Kimberly Lewis, who once devoted her time to help exiled Tibetan monks gain political asylum in California, made some intriguing and telling observations.  She said that each of the monks she worked with received Social Security checks totaling about $600 dollars a month, additional monthly payments from their order, and Medicare and MediCal benefits, while living for free in furnished apartments.  According to Lewis, “they pay no utilities, have free access to the Internet on computers provided for them, along with fax machines, free cell and home phones and cable TV” (Parenti).  Moreover, the Dharma Centers, which serve as a bridge between Tibetan Buddhism in the East and the West, “takes up a special collection from its members,” who also volunteer to clean their bathrooms and do other daily chores.  It seems that it would be more appropriate to spend money raised by these Dharma Centers on the construction of hospitals and schools in Tibet to rescue Tibetans from poverty.  To an ordinary Tibetan living in Tibet, such a lifestyle would surely invoke memories of the archaic feudal system that was implemented to rule ancient Tibet, with serfs providing for the monastic elite.  While this comparison may be somewhat exaggerated, there are eerie similarities that cannot be denied and may only serve to undermine their cause.

As for the lay Tibetan community, most living in exile only donate money to monasteries “on special occasions and for ritual purposes [to preserve] Buddhist culture and earn better karma” (Dickyi).  The Dalai Lama has often said that “building a monastery is a great religious contribution to mankind, but building a school is a religious contribution as well as a civic contribution to society.”  Donating more money to be used towards the improvement and the construction of schools and hospitals in Tibet would be a fulfillment of such a civic responsibility.  Such acts of generosity and philanthropy are sure to help build karma in addition to spawning immediate, corporeal results that benefit their people.

Conclusion

The Dalai Lama was attracted to Marxism and requested to become a Communist Party member when he visited China as a child: “Tibet at that time was very, very backward…the ruling class did not seem to care, and there was much inequality…Marxism talked about self-reliance, without depending on a creator or a God…I still think that if a genuine communist movement had come to Tibet, there would have been much benefit to the people” (Lama).  

The advent of Tibet under Chinese Communist rule spelled the end of an ancient social order in Tibet.  While it disrupted and restricted the Tibetan people’s religious traditions, which were so important to their lifestyle, it simultaneously freed Tibetans from the archaic practices and injustices of the old ruling system.  Nevertheless, since China intends to keep Tibet at all costs, they have a duty to the people of Tibet; it is imperative that they improve the inadequate economic conditions in Tibet.  It cannot and should not deceive Tibetans and outside observes alike with profuse propaganda and conceal the myriad of problems that exist in Tibet.  Meanwhile, advocate groups and Tibetan leaders in exile must make every attempt should be made to sustain constructive dialogue and cooperation between the two sides.
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