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The City . . . does not tell its past, but contains it like the lines of a hand, written in the corners of the streets, the gratings of the windows, the banisters of the steps, the antennae of the lightning rods, the poles of the flags, every segment marked in turn with scratches, indentations, scrolls.

—Italo Calvino (Invisible Cities, 1974)

We construct, we make every city a little in the image of the ship Argo, whose every piece was no longer the original piece but which still remained the ship Argo, that is, a set of significations easily readable and recognizable. In this attempt at a semantic approach to the city we should try to understand the play of signs, to understand that any city is a structure, but that we must never try and we must never want to fill in this structure.

—Roland Barthes (Semiology and the Urban, 1971)

You will not find new lands or sail other seas.

Your city will pursue you. Streets you’ll walk along

Will be the same. You’ll age in the same neighborhoods,

Grow gray in these same houses.

This city is where you’ll arrive. Always. A different land? No hope.

There is no ship for you, there is no road.

—Constantine P. Cavafy (The City, 1910)
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PREFACE

Returning to London after some years away, I am struck by the way each street evokes specific memories and sometimes poignant feelings. I sit on the upper deck of the No. 55 bus and look over the iron railings and the walls that shield Gray’s Inn Fields. I see the windows of an office once occupied by a leading politician, and the blue plaque that marks the house in Doughty Street where Dickens lived. A thickly varnished door leads to the former rooms of a lawyer friend paralyzed in a car crash two decades ago. I can see the entrance to a dentist’s clinic I used to visit. A party that I once attended in the mews behind it just after I finished university comes hazily to my mind.

Later, driving through Southwark, on the south side of the Thames, I pass streets named after the bear gardens and the playhouse where Shakespeare worked. I recognize the site of the tavern where Marlowe is said to have been murdered. I pass a lavish theater thronged with tourists; I worked on that site before the theater was built, setting up stalls for tourists at the time of the Silver Jubilee. On the overground train to Blackheath, I can see where Watt Tyler and the Peasant’s Revolt were halted in 1381, and I glimpse the observatory where Newton worked. Near my sister’s house in Holloway, not far from the prison, I pass 39 Hilldrop Crescent, where Dr. Crippen disposed of his wife before attempting to flee on the S.S. Montrose to America. Behind the crescent is the house where the famous lyricist Michael Flanders once had me sing a song while he accompanied me on the piano. It was doubly memorable, because I cannot sing.

Some of these associations mark moments that are significant only to me, while others might be relevant to a larger community. Some derive their potency from something I have read or heard, a film I have seen, or scraps of conversation that I cannot quite recall. They are triggered by the sight of memorable buildings and places that I pass.

Such an affective conglomeration is available around every place where we have lived or to which we have nurtured a connection. It is a form of history, and an important one. I do not have access to this kind of knowledge in New York, because I know so little about it, or in Beijing, which I have only visited occasionally for meetings, and of which the little history I know is drawn from guidebooks and the press. In those places, the streets and buildings are largely empty of rich association for me. They inspire feelings, of course, and analogies with other experiences that I might be tempted to apply, but none will be tied to that particular place or be a part of its communal history. Unless I remember to question them, many of these associations are likely to mislead me.

This book is an attempt to scrape a little of the topsoil off the affective history of a city, Lhasa, that is not my own. It seeks to excavate the stories that can be told by the city’s buildings and its streets and to distinguish them from the tensions and counternarratives produced by the interventions of outsiders. Such stories, however, cannot be single or coherent, composed as they are of countless, changing elements that I and most outsiders cannot know. At first I think of the task as a kind of archaeology of sentiment, like uncovering the layers of a medieval palimpsest or peeling away layers on a master’s painting to reveal what Lillian Hellman called a pentimento. But it is neither, because some of the elements that I will find will turn out in time to be my own invention, or to be irrelevant to the web of associations most valued by the inhabitants or even damaging to their interests. Instead of seeking some treasure beneath the surface, my interest is in the convergence of memories, some of which may be unrecorded, that form critical junctures in the historical understanding of a city by its residents and that contribute to the essential illegibility of a city to its foreign visitors.

These recollections are therefore not like Proust’s madeleines or the turtle-walkers whom Walter Benjamin recalled in the Arcades of Paris, which were offered in discussions of the aesthetics of memory and nostalgia and as studies of cultural production. My inquiry is about the effort to know through memories the inner language of a foreign city. This becomes more important and more problematic in a place where certain topics may not be discussed, and where the insertion of foreign notions into the narrative becomes highly probable. A foreigner always has limited access to the associations that hover around the streets and buildings of another people’s city, but in Tibet even visitors fluent in the language are left to guess whether their more political conceptions are shared by local people.

So a study of this kind cannot just mine histories and writings by contemporary Tibetans, or wait to have unfettered discussions with the residents. Instead it looks at Tibetan writings from earlier times that might give clues to local ways of thinking about Lhasa, at foreign writings about the city, and at my own interactions with the place. The last two are scarred by histories of misreading that became apparent only afterward, long before issues of restricted speech arose to complicate matters further.

I do not attempt to be complete or scientific in dealing with the question of foreign interpretations of Tibet, since misrepresentation is so familiar a device now in writings about foreign places, thanks in large part to Edward Saïd and the scholars and critical ethnographers who have followed him. In the case of Tibet, much was done by Peter Bishop in a book called The Myth of Shangri-la, and later a similar task was performed by Donald Lopez in his Prisoners of Shangri-la. Both were following the lesser-known work of an Austrian Buddhologist, Agehananda Bharati, not to mention a long history of awareness in Western, Indian, and Arabic literatures that many writings about Tibet were literally fantastic. Given this history, it was somewhat ironic that in the late 1990s a series of writers and journalists produced articles claiming to show that earlier Western writers on the subject of Tibet knew little of what they described. CLINTON TO FIND NO SHANGRI-LA ON TIBET, announced a headline on a Reuters article in June 1998; THE SHANGRI-LA THAT NEVER WAS, declared The New York Times the following week, as if the press was about to reveal to the U.S. president and people that the novelist James Hilton had deceived them after all.

This school of writing, which was taken up by several scholars too, rests in part on an interesting but concealed device that is integral to the work of stage magicians: most of the audience already knows what is about to be revealed but cooperates in the pretense anyway, so as to revel in the perception that they are among the elite with prior knowledge. There were likely then, as now, few readers of such pieces who were not already well aware of the fantasticalness of many writings about Tibet, and fewer, apart from devotees themselves—and even that is arguable—who did not view the associated mystical contestations as highly speculative or aspirational. The same was true of earlier generations: when Annie Besant, a prominent socialist leader and labor activist in 1880s London, shifted to being a devotee of Madame Blavatsky in India and of the Great White Lodge supposedly denizened in Tibet, her sanity was widely doubted. Conversely, when Roosevelt named his summer residence after Hilton’s imaginary Shangri-la, no one thought that he had mistaken the novel Lost Horizon for a travel guide. Everyone had seen Ronald Coleman playing the male lead in the cinematic fantasy of that name, and there was no difficulty in distinguishing filmic fiction from documentary, at least in its general features.

My intention therefore is not to add to the works of earlier writers on this subject, or to add to celebrations of the supposed evolving enlightenment of the West in detecting, as if for the first time, its own earlier presumptuousness in describing foreign places. Neither is it to support the implication that there is a significant body of “uneducated” readers who are unable to distinguish fact from fiction. I include accounts of earlier foreign interactions with the city to provide a baseline for critical reflexivity, a benchmark for assessing the contemporary repetition of previous histories, and a lever to open up my own experiences in Tibet.

In looking at Lhasa and at foreign writings about it, I have therefore not attempted to be systematic or complete. Much has been omitted, since I am primarily interested in that kind of elusive and nonlinear history of associations that does not have a place in more conventional accounts. I have not used the word “foreign” to mean Western, and so refer to some writers who are from other areas, as well as exiles who became foreign only by having had to remain abroad for several decades, so that they were excluded from direct involvement in the history of their city and often found themselves writing in a hegemonic language not their own. I have also included Chinese who traveled to Tibet after 1950 as foreigners in some sense, not always much different from Westerners engaged in similar encounters.

The word “foreign” is therefore not used here as a political or a racial term. Rather, it implies exclusion from the process of making the collectively remembered history of a place, and thus an inability to comprehend that history. It means not to be a partaker in the thick tangle of historical and personal associations with which each place is imbued. Even those who are resident for a lengthy period may not gain access to the previous history or histories that they are changing, and so will be excluded necessarily from comprehending them, even if these residents are the driving force and power that wishes to redesign that history. It may be said of both the British and the Chinese in Tibet that to the extent to which they were involved in seeking to change or even to celebrate its future, they became inevitably involved in fantastical or didactic reconstructions of its past and present, and thus excluded from the ability to read or know its histories. The Tibetan exiles too, although deeply imbricated with the past of that place, suffered exclusion in an inverse and tragically equivalent way by being cut off or by shutting themselves off from its unfolding present.

By contrast, I have often wondered whether the Europeans Aufschnaiter, Harrer, and Ford, and maybe Richardson and Fox, long-term residents of Lhasa in the 1940s, and later perhaps Bass in the 1980s, became conceptually conversant with their host communities in terms of their memories and thoughts about the city. They knew the language, and perhaps more important, they were in the city at times when the imperialist aspirations of their parent states had waned and had lost their moral authority. So perhaps they no longer sought to reconfigure the Tibet in which they found themselves and became to a considerable extent able to share in and to communicate something of its felt history. Certainly this can be said of the Japanese spy Kimura, even though his parent empire only imploded, unbeknown to him, while he was resident sub rosa in the Tibetan capital.

In contemporary Tibet there are no published rules forbidding conversations with foreigners. Officials do not intervene at the first sign of interaction, and local scholars are not automatically forbidden to travel to conferences abroad. Such conditions had existed in Tibet until well beyond the end of the 1970s, but had been modified significantly in the 1980s. Tourism was allowed, scholars invited, and some foreign books translated, so that the possibilities of interaction changed dramatically. But, just as most historical documents in Lhasa are still kept secret from foreign and even local view, there remains a line beyond which Tibetans cannot safely cross in conversation with others. Where that line lies is a matter of contention, and it changes from time to time, according to political conditions, the temperament of certain leaders, individual interpretations, and, most dangerously, erroneous calculation of risk.

There are foreigners in Lhasa who successfully avoid difficulties with the state, and scholars whose knowledge and intellectual discipline enable them to avoid such entanglements. But one of the peculiar problems for visitors to Lhasa (other than those of Chinese or Tibetan descent) is that if they cross that unknown line, the consequences will tend to fall entirely on the local residents, and usually only after the visitors have left. For diplomatic reasons, the old imperialist practice of extraterritoriality remains in place in modern Tibet, so that foreigners, or at least Westerners, will not usually know when they have caused harm. For quite different reasons, earlier generations of outsiders in Tibet also thought they were doing good, only to be judged otherwise by history. Without giving details that might create further problems for the people involved, this book therefore reproduces minute interactions where foreign readings of a situation, like miniature repetitions of earlier history, seemed at one time positive but later were invalidated.

This is thus a book that looks two ways. In the past it looks at some underlying themes in Tibetan myths and histories that might give broad clues to the ways Lhasa’s residents think about their city. In the present it looks at buildings and the layout of the city streets, seeing these as a kind of concrete spelling out of the dreams and aspirations of the state or the people who had them built. Scholars of urban studies, geography, and architecture have illuminated the possibilities of studying buildings and the ways in which cities are constructed, teaching us to read them as texts, while archaeologists and historians have in recent times done something similar with much smaller objects of everyday use in the study of material culture. The physical fabric of Lhasa offers clues to a similar kind of history that might be closer to that experienced by its inhabitants, carrying signs of its past, its changes, failed hopes, and erasures.

Ideally, I would have taken an individual building, like the former aristocratic mansion of Kyitöpa where Chinese officials and underground Tibetan communists worked in the 1940s, and excavated all the stages of its history, occupation, associations—the things that it housed and witnessed; the people who lived there or passed by; the events that swirled around it; the changes in its fittings and façades; and the parties, arguments, and revelries within it, to produce a sense of the multilayered associations that Lhasans of a certain age and knowledge might experience when they pass by. I have hinted at the possibilities of such an approach, and have paired it with a set of questions about streets rather than individual buildings.

When a whole street or city area is constructed or revamped and a particular style invoked, its buildings become monuments to the aspirations of the builders or designers and their ideologies. For people living in or near them, they might become beacons of hope for a better future, memorials to something that was demolished to make way for them, or future epitaphs to the eventual failures of those who built them. As the functions of a street or building change over time, they might leave traces in the layered memories older citizens recall when they walk by. Using the buildings and the layout of the city as textual fragments available to be read, but not necessarily understood, by all, this work tries to glean some at least of the stratified associations hovering around the stones and thoroughfares of the Tibetan capital.

When I first saw the streets of Lhasa, after months touring by bus through southern and western China, the issue that struck me as most prominent was nausea. The mountains around me were inspiring and the vivid azure of the sky was impressive, but the effects of altitude were more preoccupying. Still, this trip was my reward after a not entirely successful summer working in Hong Kong, and my reason for traveling rough across China, like most backpackers there, was to show my innate ability to overcome mere externalities such as height and distance. I intended to have inner experiences that would prove that as a traveler I was superior to my compatriots at home, and especially to such low breeds as actors, businessmen, and tourists.

So I had resolved to go and practice meditation. On the eve of October 1, 1987, I had concluded a deal in the forecourt of the Yak Hotel with an English girl called Kate, who sold me a sleeping bag and a small gas stove. Kate knew a thing or two about Buddhism from an expatriate lama she had studied with in Oxford, including the location of a cave a few hours’ drive from Lhasa that the Lonely Planet travel guide confirmed as suitable for such endeavors. I didn’t know how to meditate, not having tried since more youthful days in India some 15 years before, but Kate didn’t seem to think that mattered greatly, and neither did I. Anyway, I only planned to be a hermit for a week or so before, significantly enlightened, I would head south toward India and my plane ride back to London. It was only as a concession to touristic obligations that at about 9 the following morning I decided, before leaving the city, to make my first visit to the Jokhang temple in the heart of the old town, some 500 yards from the hotel where I was staying.

I never got to the cave, and never learned to meditate again. The English girl spoke to me only once more, to express contempt at my cancellation of the pilgrimage and my lack of spiritual resolve. As I had entered the square in front of the Jokhang, I had seen a crowd gathering in the street and armed police already driving up in open trucks along the far side of the square. An official was hectoring the throng, a large stone in his hand. An American tourist lurched through the crowd, heading toward the hotel. He told me he had been dragged briefly into a nearby police station for taking photographs of a small protest earlier, and in the courtyard had seen monks from that demonstration being pummeled with spades by police. The crowd, he said, was demanding that the police release the Tibetan prisoners, as they had released him. He and I, and maybe fifty other tourists in the square that morning, had ended up as witnesses to the first major protest in Tibet to be seen by foreigners.

The events of that day are relatively well known—the deaths, the arrests, and the momentary turmoil as China sought to deal with major opposition to its rule in Tibet for the first time in front of foreign eyes. I was only a tiny part of those events, and only one of many who tried to make sense of what we saw and heard, to tell others what we had seen, and to help the wounded where we could. A few of us stayed for a while in the hope that an alien presence would act as a deterrent to further violence, until we realized that we had become irrelevant or damaging. After returning to London, I went back to my old work in theater as before, and continued it for the next ten years. But in my spare time, since there was little available on the subject, I started to write about current events in Tibet. With the help and advice of many others, I also set up a research project that published reports and analyses of those events. Those reports are widely available and indicate well enough the scope of the work we did, although nothing can measure or repay the skill and dedication of the people who made them possible. In 1998 I moved to Columbia University in New York to work on academic aspects of the issue.

Eventually I became one of those who, through the intricacies of bureaucratic calculus, was allowed to spend several months in Lhasa every year, in my case as a teacher and a scholar. I get to see my hosts and students enjoy the glittering appeal of streets lined with shopping malls and boutiques while together we frequent the Internet salons, bars, and restaurants of the city, read books in Tibetan, or watch one of the sixty domestic channels available on our television sets. Yet I for one do not know what attitude they or other Tibetans have about the situation in which they find themselves. I cannot know for sure what is the collective rationale of the inhabitants of the city, or even how it varies among different groups and individuals. In the days of open protest, everything seemed clear. But Lhasa became again a city where the spoken word is far removed from what is thought, where all around the signs speak more loudly of the global entrancement of desire than they do of politics, and where the foreigner wanders around in an ignorance that he or she has no sure way to measure. It is a city in which the memories and stories that belong to each street and house still speak, if they can be heard, more audibly than the inhabitants.

It was against this background that this book was written.
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A NOTE ON HISTORY

Tibet became a place where residents still speak guardedly with foreign visitors because of a chain of events that can be traced back to a single moment: the British invasion a century ago. In 1903, the Viceroy of India, Lord Curzon, decided that he had identified a casus belli for the invasion of Tibet. Some scholars have suggested that he and his underlings, particularly Colonel Francis Younghusband, who was to lead the expedition, were driven by a desire to be the first Westerners to enter openly the fabled city of Lhasa in modern times, or that they wished to perform some act of bravado to ensure public prominence in what they may have sensed to be the final years of British imperial adventurism. They found their excuses for this exercise in accounts of unseen weaponry that posed an imaginary threat: they embellished vague reports of Russian weapons in Tibet so as to suggest that the Tsar might one day move troops through Tibet to the northern border of British India. Using as his immediate reason the refusal of the Tibetan government to answer three letters he had sent, Curzon dispatched Younghusband with an army across the border.

Once out of India, Younghusband refused to negotiate with the Tibetan dignitaries sent to meet him, arguing that only higher-level officials would suffice and meanwhile pushing farther into the Tibetan heartland. Along the way, as Charles Allen has shown, the British provoked major battles in which their Maxim guns gave them an insuperable advantage. They killed some three or four thousand Tibetans, in many cases in retreat, and lost fewer than forty on the British side. Once they reached Lhasa, they forced the Tibetans to sign a treaty committing them to pay a huge indemnity and to trade with the British. Having thus humiliated the Tibetans, Younghusband promptly returned with his troops to India.

Whatever the Tibetans thought of being invaded for such a reason rapidly became of marginal significance, because within six years they were subject to another invasion, this time from the East. Beijing, well aware that the British threatened China’s long-standing interests in the region, decided to reframe its claims to Tibet in terms that would be unmistakable to the international community. By 1906 the Qing government had persuaded London (whose officials had been embarrassed by the excesses of the Tibet expedition) to sign a treaty limiting any rights implicitly accorded Tibet by Younghusband’s agreement. Beijing then began to implement a new frontier policy according to which Tibet would become a Chinese province—in other words, it would be unambiguously annexed as part of China’s integral territory. In 1910 a Chinese military force entered Lhasa and placed the city under full Chinese military administration. If the Qing dynasty had not collapsed the following year, leading to decades of instability and civil war in China, Younghusband’s adventurism would have ensured that Tibet remained no more than one of China’s provinces. But the fall of the Qing gave the Tibetans the chance to rephrase their status in modern terms, and in 1913 the thirteenth Dalai Lama declared his country to be fully independent.

THE DEBATE OVER STATUS

Tibet had certainly been a nation, though not always a nation-state, for many centuries; a thousand years earlier it had even been an empire that had for a time dominated China as well as parts of Central Asia. Whether it had also been independent before the twentieth century is harder to say, since its status varied over time and since that term seems not to have been in use in regional politics until about the time of Younghusband’s expedition. In the thirteenth century Tibet had come under the aegis of the Mongol emperors, some twenty-five years before they took over China and renamed themselves the Yuan. Tibet was from then on in some sense within the influence of Beijing, and it is from that moment that China today bases its claim to sovereignty over Tibet. That term, however, also seems not to have been used by the Chinese or the Tibetans before the last century, and can be applied only in retrospect and without precision.

Tibetan exiles have argued, for example, that Tibet’s previous relations were conducted personally with the Mongol rulers or later with the Manchu emperors, and not with China per se or with the ethnic Chinese dynasties that subsequently replaced both those invaders as rulers in Beijing. Tibetans also claim that the link between Tibet and its overlords was a specifically Buddhist or Inner Asian type of religious compact called by them a chöd yön or “priest-patron” relationship, in which the Tibetan lama offered spiritual entitlement to the emperor in return for political protection, implying both parties to be in some sense equivalent. Indeed, Tibetan government documents before the twentieth century always used the term chöd yön in correspondence with their neighbor, whose country they referred to as Gya or China, a word that specifically did not include themselves. The presence of those three words in Tibetan governmental documents is likely the main reason why most today remain sealed and inaccessible to foreign or local inspection.

By the nineteenth century the situation had become more complex. In 1727, nearly a century after the Manchus had established themselves as the Qing Emperors of China, ambans or imperial commissioners were sent to rule alongside the Dalai Lamas, established by Mongol armies since 1642 as the political leaders of Tibet. Luciano Petech and other Western scholars have described Tibet at that time as a protectorate belonging to Beijing, a term that, even in contemporary usage, does not connote the loss of nationhood. The Chinese clearly thought then that Tibet was in some way subservient to them. The relationship between the ambans and the Dalai Lamas was unclear: the former claimed authority over the latter but found it increasingly difficult to exercise. By the close of the nineteenth century, Beijing’s involvement in Tibet had become somewhat notional, at least as far as outsiders could tell. That changed dramatically with the arrival of the British and its short-lived consequence, the Chinese invasion of 1910.

In 1913, after the collapse of the Qing dynasty, the thirteenth Dalai Lama had his troops oust the occupying Chinese army, together with all civilian Chinese and their allies. Influenced by what he had witnessed in his visits to Mongolia, India, and Beijing, he made the first attempts to move Tibet toward a modern form of nationhood. Besides declaring independence, he liberalized some conditions for the peasantry, set up a standing army, and sent the children of some aristocrats to England for their education. By the time of his death in 1933 these efforts had largely stalled, conservative elements in the monasteries and among the nobles having undermined his attempts to create international connections or to introduce British-style military training and schools. For similar reasons, he and his officials did little to establish internationally their claim to independence, apart from allowing the British to have a legation in Lhasa. The seventeen-year-long regency that followed his death, as it must the passing of each Dalai Lama, led to increased corruption, conservatism, and a reluctance to risk contact with the outside world, despite increasing pressure from individual Tibetans for reforms that would modernize the country’s administration and clarify its status.

As a result, when Mao Zedong finally seized power in China in 1949 and declared his plan to reunite Tibet with the motherland, Tibet had most of the trappings of statehood but none of the military wherewithal or international connections to secure it. In October 1950, when Chinese forces crossed for the second time that century into central Tibet, the British, who had never fully acknowledged China’s claim to sovereignty, admitting only that China “had a special position there” (an opinion Britain still maintains), asserted that Tibet’s status was ambiguous. India under Nehru saw China as an ally against Western domination and did nothing to oppose the annexation. The Americans offered small arms, but would do little of substance without Indian connivance, and in any case the Tibetan leaders vacillated, doubtful of American sincerity.

Mao nevertheless moved cautiously and had his troops wait a year in the eastern Tibetan borderlands, until May 1951, when representatives of the Dalai Lama, led by the controversial kalön, or cabinet minister, Ngapö Ngawang Jigme, signed a surrender agreement in Beijing. In that document, known as the Seventeen-Point Agreement, the Tibetans explicitly declared Tibet to be a part of China. Curzon and Younghusband, whose little adventure some five decades earlier had been designed to bulwark Tibetan nationhood and thus keep major foreign powers such as Russia and China far from India’s borders, had achieved the opposite of their intent.

Tibet’s status continues to be disputed. It is argued by some that the surrender document was signed under duress, or that it became invalid because one or the other side reneged on its obligations, or that a right of self-determination persists irrespective of the agreement. These arguments are legal rather than political. China insists that its claim to ownership of Tibet is absolute and is unaffected by considerations such as the vagueness of the earlier relationship or China’s inability to exercise control for some four decades. Whichever of the conflicting positions on this question has validity, it is clear, though it has not been argued by the Tibetan government in exile or its supporters, that until 1910 even China had not suggested that Tibet was an integral part of its realm, and had certainly never claimed Tibet as a province. In modern states the notion of nonintegral territory is obscure, but the condition of a colony may offer an analogy in current terms to the earlier Tibetan relation to China.

Over the last fifty years that relation has continued to be complex. Tibet is termed by China an integral part of its territory, yet has been recognized since 1965 as an autonomous region. Despite some legal provisions, signs of autonomy are not much evident. The Chinese military has retained a compelling presence in Tibet, and the nature of single-party rule in China precludes autonomy in any important areas of political life.

THE PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC

But aggressive forms of policy enforcement are only one part of the Chinese story in contemporary Tibet. There were periods when the Chinese and some Tibetan supporters tried to eliminate traditional culture and society; these are associated nowadays with the Cultural Revolution, a mass movement inspired by Mao initially to unseat lesser party leaders in 1966. It shook most of China for the following ten years (although it was confined to certain areas, and not allowed in border areas), but in Tibet and Inner Mongolia it represented an attack not only on inequality but also on any expression of identity that was not Chinese. From the time when Londoners were raving about the Beatles and Americans were sending men to the moon until the arrival of the Sony Walkman and the Apple II computer, Tibetan clothes and customs were being outlawed, cultural artifacts, temples, and non-Marxist books were being destroyed, religion was forbidden, and those with social status were pilloried in public rallies. Many committed suicide, thousands were imprisoned, and others were persecuted to death.

In 1978, those nationwide attempts to eradicate culture and tradition were recognized by the Chinese leadership as an error of policy and replaced by “liberalization and the open door.” That admission referred to “the ten bad years” from 1966 and did not cover earlier campaigns, such as the antirightist movement of 1957–58 or the reforms of the early 1960s. In central Tibet, for example, all but 70 of the 2,500 monasteries had been closed at least three years before the Cultural Revolution began. But the retraction initiated a new era that was not primarily coercive. In the early 1950s, Mao had allowed the Dalai Lama and his government to continue their administrative, religious, and social practices, albeit under Chinese oversight and with significant restrictions, and in the early 1980s, that policy was restored. Many Tibetan religious and traditional customs were allowed again. A significant number of Tibetans were allowed to take up positions of some social status, to obtain education in universities, to study Tibetan culture, to travel abroad, and even, until 1985, to travel to India to meet the Dalai Lama. Tourism was permitted, and the Tibetan language was encouraged in primary schools. Publications in Tibetan boomed, monasteries reopened, and foreign films were shown on television.

The return to a concessional approach and the results of modern technology were widely welcomed in Tibet. But within eight years, Beijing’s attempt at concessional rule saw mass protests on the streets of Lhasa calling for the Chinese to leave Tibet, mirroring the events of 1959 when, also after eight years of concessions, an armed uprising had led 80,000 Tibetans to flee with the Dalai Lama to India. Hundreds, if not thousands, of those who remained in 1959 are thought to have been imprisoned for 20 years, if they survived that long, until Deng Xiaoping returned to power in 1978 and reversed many of his predecessors’ policies. In 1987 Beijing’s second effort at a more moderate form of domination was also reversed as soon as it encountered popular unrest, and it is the reaction of the authorities to that movement that forms the background to this book.

On September 27 that year, a group of 21 monks and half a dozen laypeople staged a small demonstration outside the offices of the local government in Lhasa. They were driven by ideas of democracy, freedom, and Tibetan nationhood. It was a small and peaceful affair, but all were arrested and sent to prison. It was the first protest to have occurred openly in Tibet since foreign tourists had been allowed into the area about six years earlier. Initially some Western commentators endorsed the Chinese claim that the protest had been fomented by exiles, but the cause lay more likely in a campaign of vilification against the Dalai Lama that had been set in motion by local officials just previously, and in a mass sentencing rally held in the Lhasa sports stadium earlier that week. Some 14,000 locals had been required to watch a group of Tibetans being sentenced to death for offenses that seemed unclear, and many saw the executions as official revenge for a visit by the exiled leader to Washington earlier that month. The eras of “soft” rule had always included significant restrictions, but the 1980s concessions may by then have appeared without substance to those who lived under them.

Four days later, on October 1, 1987, about 30 monks staged a protest in the Barkor, the alleyway that runs around the Jokhang, the main temple in Tibet, in the heart of the city of Lhasa. They protested the arrests of four days earlier but were severely beaten by police in full view of the public. About 2,000 Tibetans then besieged the local police station to demand the release of the monks detained inside. Eventually they set fire to the door of the station to enable those prisoners to escape. When the authorities opened fire on the crowd, around ten people were shot dead, including children, with several times that number wounded. Over the next three years there were three more protests in Lhasa involving thousands of participants, with perhaps 75 or more deaths from police gunfire, and some 3,000 arrests. Extreme forms of torture were regularly used on detainees throughout this period.

About 200 smaller demonstrations took place in Lhasa and many other towns and villages of Tibet in the following nine years, often involving less than a dozen people, always ending in the arrests of any participants who could be caught. Those arrested for such offenses, for putting up pro-independence posters, or for possessing books or cassette tapes obtained from the exiles in India were sentenced on average to six to seven years’ imprisonment.

By 1993, security policy had changed. The funding and power of China’s State Security Bureau were increased, and control of information flow, in both directions, was made its main priority. On the streets of Lhasa, police techniques moved from what the authorities described as “passive” to “active”: instead of shooting or arresting demonstrators, police aimed to capture them before incidents began through the improved use of informants, or within seconds of an incident beginning through plainclothes snatch squads positioned around the city center. In any case, the certainty of years in prison became effective as a deterrent, and, increasingly, discontented Tibetans fled into exile rather than remain to express dissent. Protests continued to occur all over the Tibetan-inhabited areas from time to time, and people disappeared into prisons for unknown offenses, usually related to having some forbidden book or photograph from India, printing a dissident leaflet, or planning a minor street protest. But the number of prisoners became far fewer and news about such events became infrequent, and more dangerous for Tibetans who wanted to communicate it.

There was a bigger change under way in Lhasa. Before 1987 the Chinese authorities had begun to retract some of the concessions offered in the early 1980s, but it took much of the next decade for them to be reversed without explosive consequences. Selected sectors of the Tibetan population, such as monks and nuns, government employees, those returning from illegal studies in India, and sometimes scholars trained in traditional culture, were targeted for more rigorous controls. The leadership combined this with a new policy that seemed an unlikely choice for socialists: taking advantage of a movement initiated by Deng Xiaoping in southern China in 1992, the apparatchiks in Tibet turned to the market system to accelerate development and “stability.”

The new policy aimed to integrate the local economy rapidly with that of inland China, and to stem dissent by increasing infrastructural expansion, urban wealth, and consumer satisfaction. The policy depended, as before, on central government subsidies but included encouraging Chinese migrants to open private shops and businesses in Tibet in the name of “deepening reform.” This led to a rapid increase in the availability of consumer goods in Tibetan towns, accelerated construction, a surge in Chinese migration into urban areas, and a GDP increase of around 12 percent per year.

Contemporary Lhasa offers ample facilities for those who can afford them, and a newly enriched Tibetan middle class receives inflated salaries in government positions. The growth is mainly urban, and development in the rural areas is falling farther and farther behind the towns. Political arrests still take place but are unlikely to be known about by others. Access to computers is available everywhere in the urban areas, although an identity card is required to use the Internet. The educated elite has less and less command of written Tibetan, especially if they come from the eastern areas. The most able of them have spent their teenage years in schools in inland China, and all education in Tibet for those above the age of 13 is conducted in Chinese. Not all these changes are unwelcome, and some might have come anyway through global pressures and modernization, irrespective of Beijing’s policies, but many are distinctly problematic amid a crisis of culture and identity.

Religion, the Tibetan language, and tradition are increasingly associated with the countryside, the poor, the “uneducated,” and the elderly, who throng the remaining monasteries and temples. Controls are not usually visible, as in most societies. Those who work in government bodies and those who study in schools know that they are not supposed to visit a monastery or practice any form of religion, if they are Tibetan and the religion is Buddhism. But the casual observer will not notice their absence from religious sites, and is unlikely to be told about it.

From the mid–1990s, the culture once reviled as feudal and barbaric became a tourist attraction for wealthier Chinese, with nearly a million a year visiting Tibet to enjoy its exotic architecture, customs, and religious traditions. By the end of the century they outnumbered Western tourists by ten to one. At about the same time, much of the old city of Lhasa was torn down to make way for new developments, and in 1999, Beijing announced the construction of a railway linking Lhasa directly to inland China. Air-conditioned passenger trains are scheduled to begin regular service in 2006. Officials, it is said, expect the population of the city to double once the trains arrive.
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REFERENCES TO LIEUT.-COLONEL L. A. WADDELL’S PLAN OF LHASA.

1.  The Great Cathedral, the true “Lhasa” or “Place of the Gods.”

2.  Grand Lama’s Palace on Potala Hill.

3.       Do.     Summer Palace (Norbu Ling).

4.       Do.     Mother’s Palace, for Receptions.

5.       Do.     Parents’ Palace, or Paradise (Lha-lu).

6.  Ex-Prime Minister Yutok’s House.

7.  Residence of the deposed King-Regent (gyal-po).

8.       Do.     Ex-Regent of Tso-mo-ling.

9.       Do.      Do.     of Kun-de-ling.

10.  Chinese Residency of the Ambans.

11.  Ba-mo (Bong-ba) Hill, surmounted by Chinese temple to Kesar.

12.  Chag-ga or Chag-pa Hill, surmounted by Temple of Medicine.

13.  Throne Garden, with a stone or brick seat for Grand Lama.

14.  A heath, called the “Centre Snake-waiting,” alleged to have been visited by Buddha Sakya Muni.

15.  A Snake-Dragon Temple, surrounded by a moat, and connected by a lock with marsh to the east.

16.  Elephant stable of Dalai Lama.

17.  Camping Ground for troops going to the Race-course and Sports in first month of year.

18.  Ra-mo-che Temple, alleged to be erected by the Chinese Princess Konjo or Tara (Dol-tang) in seventh century A.D.

19.  Upper School of Mysticism.

20.  Temple of the Buddha of Boundless Life.

21.  Kang-da Khang Sar, Palace of former lay “Kings.”

22.  Residence of the late deposed Regent Re-ting, a Lama of Se-ra, who died in banishment to China, about 1860.    Now used as an Academy.

23.  Assembly Hall of Turki merchants.

24.  “Nam-de-le” cross-roads.

25.  Residence of Dowager Mother of (previous) Grand Lama.

26.  Cháng lo-chen.

27.  Chinese Restaurant.

28.  Tibetan Restaurant.

29.  Jail.

30.  Chinese torture-chamber.

31.  Pottery Market.

32.  Chinese Gya-bum-kang chorten, and by its side a temple erected 1891.

33.  Lower School of Mysticism and Printing-house.

34.  Muru Monastery.

35.  Residence of the General (Dah-pon) who visited Darjeeling in 1892 (Nga- pö-sa).

36.  Guard-house

37.  Tannery.

38.  Phun-kang chorten.

39.  Oracle of Darboling.

40.  Saddlery and Harness Bazaar from Eastern Tibet.

41.  Salutation Point (as here the Pilgrims by the Circular Road catch a glimpse of the Grand Lama’s Palace of Pota-la, which they salute).

42.  Chinese “Valley” (Gya-mo-rong).

43.  Grass Market.

44.  Nuns’ Restaurant.

45.  Chinese Drug Shop.

46.  Eating House.

47.  Inner Chinese Meat Market with double row of stalls entered through Chinese arch.

48.  Shops of Newars from Nepal.

49.  Rice Market and large Prayer Flag.

50.  Mohamedan Chinese Eating House.

51.  Bhotanese and Chumbi Shops.

52.  Summary Magistrates’ Court for Disputes.

53.  Su-khang.

54.  Sur-gyar-khang.

55.  Large Prayer Flag, “the Eastern Mountain.”

56.  Chinese Eating House.

57.  Bankye-Shag (Phala) Palace.

58.  Karmashar Oracle.

59.  Horse Market.

60.  Chinese Military Paymaster.

61.  Slaughter House.

62.  Gye-ton Jong-pön.

63.  House of Kashmiri Magistrate for Mahomedan Disputes.

64.  Rab-sal.

65.  Kun-sang-tse.

66.  Shata Palace.

67.  The Lama-Defender of Religion.

68.  Shata-ling.

69.  Nepalese Consul’s Summer House.

70.  Sam-dub Palace.

71.  Old Palace.

72.  Kah-shag.

73.  Gah-ru shar.

74.  Square of Song-cho ra where Thanksgiving is held in first month and where Whipping is inflicted for thieving, etc.

75.  Meat and Leather Market.

76.  Rag-ga-Shag.

77.  Edict Pillar.

78.  White Tara’s Shrine.

79.  Dancing Hall.

80.  Lodging House for Tashilhumpo people.

81.  Mi-sad Bridge and Chinese Arch.

82.  Fairy spring of Chinese princess.

83.  Triad Chaitya, chorten.

84.  Turquoise-tiled bridge (Yutok sampa).

85.  Summer Garden for Ministers and Civil Officers.

86.       Do.     for Lamas.

87.  Edict pillar.

88.  Bazaar and Foundry.

89.  Grand Lama’s Stable.

90.  Gateway of Pargo-kaling.

91.  Temple of the three Lords.

92.  Council Chamber.

93.  Nepalese Consulate.

94.  Four-doored chorten.

95.  Gallery of Rock Paintings on Medical College Hill.

96.  Beggar’s Horn Huts.
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A NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY

In this book I have taken some liberties with the uses and spellings of Tibetan words. There is no standard for romanizing Tibetan words phonetically, and I have tried to spell them in ways that standard English speakers will find manageable, without straying too far from the Tibetan.

More complex issues arise with political terms like “Tibet,” which the Chinese authorities have used since 1965 to mean the Tibet Autonomous Region, or the TAR. This is more or less equivalent to the central and western part of the Tibetan plateau, which was the approximate area ruled by the Dalai Lama’s government in the late 1940s. Others use “Tibet” to describe the whole plateau, including the eastern and northeastern areas of Kham and Amdo, where more than half of the Tibetan people live, mainly in “Tibetan autonomous prefectures.” I have used the term loosely here, but not in order to make any political point. When speaking about administration or policies after 1950, I use “Tibet” generally in the former, narrower sense, since policies in the TAR are different from those in the other Tibetan areas.

I have sometimes used terms that the Chinese authorities regard as contentious, such as “country,” “state,” and “nation,” for Tibet, because at many times it was one or all of these, though not necessarily in the modern sense. When I use the terms “invasion” and “colonial” for the events of 1910 and 1950 and their aftermaths, it is not designed to antagonize the Chinese government, whose intellectual positions are sometimes more worthy of serious attention than is usually acknowledged, but because those events are and were perceived in that way by many people in Tibet.

The notes are offered to indicate my debts to the scholarly literature that exists on many issues raised in the book. I have not attempted to supply references for every citation or remark.

Specific details of personal encounters in Tibet have been altered in order to protect the individuals involved. No one described in these encounters is now traceable or still in Tibet.
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