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  MY FIRST memory is of a balmy late autumn evening in 1951, the year when the great floods occurred – the Year of the Iron Hare, as the Tibetans call it.1 My father was sitting on the dirty, worn-out carpet, alternately drinking chang (home-brewed beer)2 and blowing out clouds of snuff. When he had some drink inside him, he always took more notice of me. My mother was sitting by the oven, preparing the evening meal. Both my parents wanted me to come to them. My father smiled at me and said: ‘If you are my son, come to me. Come, Dawa Norbu.’ My mother smiled and made the same request. I can still remember the mental torture of having to make that choice between my parents.


  We lived in a five-room, single-storey house in the village of Tashigang, five miles outside the town of Sakya, to which we were soon to move. The house was simple and strongly built, in marked contrast to the complex monastic architecture. It had a broad stone base, about three feet high, and above this six feet of walling made of mud bricks cemented by cow dung and straw. The main room had only three windows – snow and dust-storms made any more inadvisable. A small window looked out on our fields. There was a low chimney, and a massive door always open to both men and animals. The most expensive part of the house was the ceiling, made of wood transported from the foothills of the distant Himalayas. It consisted of a large log right across the house, supported by a central pillar. Across the log, beams were laid a foot apart, and above the beams were slats.


  Our furniture was equally simple. Two oblong platforms, made of mud six inches thick, served as seats for the whole family during the day and as beds for our parents at night. A black, tea-stained table, covered with greasy wooden bowls, stood between the seats. In the left-hand corner of the room was our sooty, smoky stove, made of stone and clay and about three feet square. In front of the oven was a small container for dry fuel, which formed my mother’s favourite seat. Behind it were two shelves filled with dust-covered earthenware pots of all shapes and sizes. The kitchen space was dominated by a huge copper vessel, holding about twenty gallons of water, brought from the river half a mile away. Ladles, pans and other kitchen utensils hung from the vessel’s brim.


  The other rooms consisted of a chapel furnished with images of the Buddha and Bodhisattvas, thankas (Buddhist painted scrolls) and three trunks containing our best clothes; a storeroom with an underground granary; and a big, bleak room, with a ceiling supported by pillars, where we children slept. The doors opened on to the courtyard where our donkeys and cows were kept.


  Our lifestyle, then, was simple enough, although it was an accident that my parents had ever got married.


  My father, Thubkye Choephal, was the youngest of four sons from a once-prosperous peasant family called Zongpa in Gang-shong, two days’ journey on foot from Sakya. Being the youngest, he was sent to a little monastery called Chokhor Lhunpo (Abode of Religion), about five miles from Sakya, in the village where my mother lived. In those days the monasteries were run like feudal estates, possessing about a third of the country’s land, and employing the lay population to farm and do other manual work. Thus they were closely involved with the laymen’s world. The monks gave the laymen spiritual sustenance, and the laymen gave the monks material sustenance.


  When the turn came for my mother’s parents to carry out manual duties, my mother, Akyi, was often sent to fetch water for the monastic community. Father, a novice of about twenty – a testing age for his vows of celibacy – met her and fell in love. Apart from the shame of having to face his fellow monks again, he also felt a deep personal regret at his own spiritual debasement. He knew he had fallen from the spiritual heights of the monastery.


  All monks were held in the greatest respect, because they were one of the constituents of the Buddhist Trinity (Kunchok-Sum) consisting of Buddha, dharma (the law) and Sangha (the Religious Community). Hence Father’s self-secularization was no small tragedy.


  A novice monk took four basic vows: to abstain from violence, from theft and from falsehood, and to practise celibacy. On breaking any of these vows he ceased to be a part of the Holy Sangha, and was stripped of his monkhood. Of the four, the vow of celibacy was the most serious, and the breaking of it gave the greatest sense of guilt. In typical Tibetan fashion, Father did not confess directly to having violated his vow of celibacy; such an admission would have appeared disrespectful, if not a direct act of defiance to the ecclesiastical authority. Frankness in bad habits was deprecated by Tibetans; it suggested a lack of fear and respect. A Tibetan teacher would rather have his pupil smoking secretly than in front of him. So Father lied and said that he had stoned a cat to death. Mother tells me that for about a week he hid himself in a friend’s house while all the formalities were being completed by a lay friend.


  First of all, a written petition was delivered to the Abbot, to the effect that Father’s karma (sum of deeds) did not allow him to continue his monkhood; that he had broken a vow; and finally could he now, please, withdraw from the monastery? Father was not permitted to re-enter the monastery until he had received a white song-du (a ribbon-like strip of cloth worn around the neck, carrying blessings). This strip of cloth had a symbolic significance. Normally the monks wore a red song-du and laymen white. The secularized monk had to finance a ‘morning tea’, a kind of farewell party, and to distribute gifts of coins to the congregation of monks, whose fellowship he was soon to share no more. Finally five senior monks, in the monastery’s holiest altar room, prayed for forgiveness for the vow-breaker. At last the formalities were over, and Father was free.


  He had become accustomed to the monastic life of plenty and comfort, and was ill-equipped to stand on his own two feet. Naturally, he had some minor difficulties in his prescribed theological course, but these were delights compared with the harsh reality of life on the Roof of the World. Now he had to be prepared to weather the storm both literally and figuratively. Monks were forbidden to do any manual work. To touch an agricultural implement was an act of sin, for agriculture entailed the sin of killing insects. However, Father reluctantly heeded the proverb: ‘If your karma places you in the caste of a butcher, why should you hesitate to kill animals?’ But having no experience of farming or rearing children he was not handy either at home or in the fields. He was profitably employed on a roving religious mission to Chang Thang, the northern plateau of Tibet.
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  I have always wondered if Father missed his benevolent monastery. I think he must have done. But I am glad that he was neither a parasite nor a hypocrite. Many of the monasteries had degenerated considerably since their pious beginnings. The monks’ scholarship, assuming they had any, benefited hardly anyone except themselves; and barring rare exceptions, they were possessive and materialistic. On the whole, it was better for my father to earn his own living than to carry on under false pretences.


  Thus Father was out in the complex world of the Tibetan family system. Both polygamy and polyandry were practised – for economic reasons. If each son were to choose his own partner, and go his own way, the property and land would be fragmented, causing disintegration of an ancient family, as happened with Father’s family. Most families tried to remain united, and not only for economic advantage. My mother summed up the general attitude when I told her that I wanted to go abroad for further study. ‘I am your mother and you are my son only for this short mortal life. Why must we separate when we are at liberty to live together?’


  The ambition of every true-blooded Tibetan farmer was to have a large, peaceable, prosperous family. Usually daughters were given away in marriage, and sons inherited the family property and land. Where a family had a daughter but no son the daughter was married to an outsider who came to live with his new wife’s family. Thus a new marriage did not always mean a new home. If a family did not have a child it usually adopted one to save its line from dying out. The formation of a new family was very rare indeed, and was treated with contempt or pity. My parents fell into this unfortunate category. Mother’s defence was to say: ‘I am a new householder. I have inherited no wealth or land.’ Whenever she found I had spilt even a drop of thukpa she punished me.


  Mother’s parents were rich, and gave her cooking utensils, seven bags of barley, and a cow. But Father had nothing much to contribute towards the construction of a ‘new kitchen’ – the Tibetan metaphor for a new home. Luckily, Grandfather took Father as his personal bearer to the mission areas in Chang Thang. My maternal grandfather was a distant descendant of a famous tantric practitioner, and, as often happened in Tibet, had inherited his powers of yoga. As the head lama of a roving mission from the Sakya monastery he made his fortune in the land of the nomads.


  The Sakya sect had reached its period of greatest influence in the thirteenth century, a time of remarkable intellectual and spiritual development in the history of Tibet. Religious expansion invariably culminated in the building of monasteries and temples, and Sakya prospered accordingly. These expensive monasteries were not simple shrines; they were complex works of art and unique architecture, the quintessence of our culture. They were the treasures of the Tibetan people, embodying most of the fruit of their toil and sweat. Every monastery I knew in Sakya was filled with gold, silver and bronze images. The statues were studded lavishly with precious stones, and in front of them were silver and gold butter lamps burning perpetually. The Tibetans believed that to give charity unstintingly was to store up provisions for ‘the solitary journey’. To offer your earthly possessions to a lama was to ensure light in darkness after death, and to live for your faith was to reserve a ferry-boat that would carry you to eternal bliss. The main function of the roving religious missions, initiated in the thirteenth century and dispatched thereafter to the nomads of Chang Thang, was to collect donations; a minor purpose was to convert the barbarous nomads themselves.


  During my father’s time the Sakya Monastery sent eight such missions to different parts of Chang Thang. Each contingent consisted of a contractor, four servants and a tantric practitioner (in this case my grandfather). Father was a glorified servant. Getting such a contract was one of the surest ways of becoming rich, and consequently only the reputable tralpa families were granted the contracts. The lama of the mission was hired by the contractor and approved by the Sakya Lama. In recent years I have met my grandfather’s treasurer in Kalimpong, India; he escaped from Tibet in 1964. As he nostalgically described the missions, he sighed every now and then with sincere repentance. He confessed that he had been a most sinful man because he took most of the donations from Chang Thang. As a sign of true repentance, he renounced the world and became a monk at the age of 68. Never too late!


  The departures of these missions were unforgettable for their stately ceremonial. I recall one such occasion. It was the end of the Second Month (April), still cold and windy, a bleak and gloomy morning that gave a foretaste of the hardships the party would have to endure on the sky-touching mountain passes and unending desolate plateau of Chang Thang, ‘the land of no man and no dog’, as the Tibetans called it. I had gone with Mother to see Father off. The Tibetan farewell was deliberately performed to please the gods and goddesses, so that they would be guides, protectors and companions to the traveller. Mother was in her best dress and ceremonial jewellery, to please the capricious gods more than Father. She carried a kettle of chang in one hand, and in the other a bowl heaped with tsampa topped with a piece of butter. She offered Father three cups of chang, and made a ritual smear of tsampa on his left shoulder for good luck. Father in return made one on Mother’s right shoulder. On the rim of the cup was a tiny strip of tsampa which stuck on the bridge of Father’s nose when he completed the third cup. Then they both threw tsampa into the air, for the gods were everywhere. Finally Mother encircled his neck with a ceremonial scarf (khadar), while tears rolled down her cheeks. Personally, I did not make a fuss about his departure; I was more attached to Mother as most children are. Besides, he gave me two sang coins as a parting present.


  The thirty yaks, laden with provisions, presents for the nomads and goods for barter, had been huddling together while the goodbye ceremony was performed, and now moved slowly off. Four high-spirited horses, saddled and bridled, followed the cautious yaks. The party proceeded on its way. Mother, in a voice strained with emotion, half-crying and half-shouting, called through the wind: ‘Look after yourself!’ Father waved his hand in acknowledgement. One by one the yaks crossed the rickety bridge and were soon out of sight. We returned home.


  Chang Thang in Tibetan means ‘the Northern Plains’, and by our own Himalayan standard this bleak, barren plateau is indeed a plain. Dotted with low mountains about 14,000 feet high and scattered with salt and fresh lakes, Chang Thang forms about one-third of Tibet. Many square miles are whitened by a surface crust of alkali – the country’s salt mine. Potash, soda and borax are found around the lakes in great abundance. There are few of the large snow-fed rivers that abound elsewhere in Tibet. Since Chang Thang is fairly flat and sparsely populated, many experts think that it is an ideal site for a nuclear power station. Recent refugees report that the Chinese have already installed a radar and missile complex near Rudok, and non-Tibetan sources think the missiles have ranges of 600 to 2000 miles. It is the least inhabited and the most inhospitable part of Tibet – a misanthrope’s heaven. The four elements of snow, frost, wind and sun, in combination with the undulating desolate plains and the naked rocks and cliffs, create an austere grandeur and subtle beauty unique to Chang Thang.


  Some of the scattered inhabitants of this desolate plateau visited our town in the Eleventh Month, when the Sakya Dochen, the biggest religious festival of the Sakya sect, was held. Their physical appearance and way of life made them seem like barbarians. They wore rough sheepskin garments and furry hats, and lived in thick black tents, woven from yaks’ wool. But, judged according to their moral and ethical standards, these simple people were quite civilized. Beneath their primitive looks the natural virtues of man were concealed. Their generosity and hospitality, their cheerfulness and strength of character were legendary in Tibet.


  Because of their isolation from the mainstream of Tibetan life, these nomads developed a culture of their own, based on Buddhism in its more mystic and tantric forms. Their picturesque dialect was full of allusions and metaphors derived from nature in the raw. The most leisurely folk among the Tibetan commoners, the nomadic herdsmen, were glib talkers and good story-tellers. The women did all the dairy work, cooking and weaving; the men attended to the animals and did the sewing. They were religious without being orthodox. Father would tell me, in a voice full of awe and admiration, how they could challenge Grandfather in religious dialectical discussion. Pacified by Buddhism, these herdsmen (Chang-Dokpa, we called them) were surprisingly law-abiding and kept to the even tenor of their obsolete ways. They lived and moved in small groups, each with its own elected leader, or pon. A number of groups within a large pastoral area formed a garpa.


  The central government appointed an administrator from among the nomads, a post that tended to become hereditary as the years passed. This tribal organization solved most of the problems. A governor, invariably an aristocrat from Lhasa, administered (or maladministered) the vast province of Western Tibet, including Chang Thang. A monk was appointed as his colleague, of equal or even higher rank. One was expected to watch over the other, so that the dangers of autocracy and despotism were minimized. Apart from the political motive, this system of administration headed jointly by a lay aristocrat and a lama was in keeping with the concept of ideal Tibetan government.


  The governor was there primarily to collect taxes of sheep, goats, yaks, salt and butter from the nomads. His biggest headache was cattle-raiding. (Although the nomads did not raid each other’s cattle, there were professional gangsters who did.) Father would tell us proudly that he saw and met the governor at Rudok Dzong. On one occasion Father shocked us all by telling us that he had seen two men, completely white from head to foot, speaking a strange sonorous language. He met them at Gartok near the Kashmir border. I did not believe him then, for I had never heard of the world outside Tibet, and I was convinced that no other race apart from Tibetans existed! I have recently made a number of enquiries regarding the two white men, and it now appears that they were the Italians Tucci and Gherci. This is confirmed by their book Secrets of Tibet, in which they mention Sakya lamas collecting donations in Western Tibet.


  I had always been fascinated by tales of Chang Thang. Whenever Father was in his pleasantest mood, he described his experiences there to the family circle. In his quiet, withdrawn moments, I would pester him for tales of Chang Thang, which seemed to be a Tibetan ‘Garden of Eden’. The entire region was common ground. However, a particular group of herdsmen and their families normally moved to the summer or winter season. This in some cases tended to foster private ownership of land in the otherwise common ground of Chang Thang. They made two major moves in a year. In summer they ascended to the highlands, which made Father’s journey more tedious and devious, and in winter they came down to the warm, lush valleys. Whenever I hear talk about this other Eden, I remember Father’s description of a landscape of yaks, sheep and goats grazing on a vast expanse of pasture, tended by a singing shepherd. The summer camps on the highlands, where nature was more bounteous than anywhere else, demonstrated a perfect harmony between man and nature.


  A couple of huge black tents, pitched on a level green plot of ground, formed the natural palace of the nomads. Like altars, the encircling mountains and their lofty peaks rose above and behind the camp. To the nomads their whiteness symbolized purity of mind, evident in their pastoral songs and ballads. Blue smoke, like incense from a censer, curled out through the door of the tent and flew upward with the morning breeze. This was the nomads’ daily offering to the local gods and goddesses. The smoke and prayer-flags acted as guides to the roving mission. When there was no smoke visible, the prayer-flag of a conspicuous colour, usually the lucky colour of the father of the family whose tent it was, fluttered and signalled to the lonely travellers. A few yards away from the tent there was always a gigantic sheep dog, bigger than any sheep, furiously barking at the stranger. This vicious, angry barking would set off every other dog round about. Unchained dogs often attacked and ate the luckless traveller – so the popular story ran, and is generally believed. The dogs were the nomads’ army, employed to guard their tents and chase away wolves.


  On the surrounding stretches of green, herds of yaks, sheep and goats would be grazing happily, dots of black and white on the vast green background. The high-pitched, sleepy, slow notes of a herdsman’s flute reverberated through the tranquil hills and valleys. When his herd scattered too much, he used his sling to bring them back. There was no other noise or sound, except the maids singing as they milked in the morning and evening.


  In winter Chang Thang was very different. Once Father had a frightening ordeal while returning in the Tenth Month. The mission had had a particularly successful season that year, but when they were returning from Chang Thang it began to snow heavily. (Usually most snow fell in the Eleventh and Twelfth Months.) In the Tibetan phrase, ‘the sky was broken’ for two days. After the first day of continuous snowfall the herd of sheep and goats, numbering about two thousand, were covered with snow. The next morning the yaks, numbering about a hundred, were covered upto their horns. Father recalled sadly that when he looked through the tent-flaps there was not the slightest movement where the suffering sheep and goats had been standing. A few yaks feebly moved their horns in utter helplessness and desperation under the white avalanche, and even they – the sons of snow – perished. When Nature lost her temper, even the tantric mantras were powerless. After the snowfall came the biting gales that swept across the snow-covered plateau. This was the cruel side of Chang Thang. The monastery had to have its statutory share of offerings, whether the mission was successful or not. Father’s party had lost almost all they had collected, but they had somehow to get the same amount of donations for the monastery. Father had to make another short trip to Chang Thang in the latter part of the year.
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  While on his missions, my
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  Annexure III


  Chronology of Events


  1949


  1 October – The Chinese communists takeover Beijing and establish People’s Republic of China.


  1950


  7 October – The Chinese People’s Liberation Army invades Tibet.


  11 November – Tibetan Government seeks UN help to stop the invasion.


  1951


  23 May – The Tibetan delegates coerced to sign the 17-Point Agreement (Agreement on Measures for the Peaceful Liberation of Tibet) at Beijing.


  1954


  29 April – India and China sign the Panch Shila or Sino-Indian agreement on Trade and Communications between India and the Tibet Region of China which was ‘basically a trade agreement over Tibet without the Tibetans having a say in it’.


  1954–55


  September - May – The Dalai and Panchen Lamas visit China.


  1956


  25 April – China sets up Preparatory Committee for Tibet Autonomous Region in Lhasa.


  1956–57


  November - March – The Dalai and the Panchen Lamas visit India on the occasion of the 2500th birth anniversary of the Buddha.


  1957


  10 August – China postpones ‘reform’ in Tibet for six years.


  1958


  16 June – Voluntary National Defence Army (dan-lans bstan-srun dmag-sgar), also commonly known as Chushi Gangdruk (chu-bzhi sgan-drug) was formed under the leadership of Andruk Gompo Tashi in Lhoka. This marked, in a sense, the culmination of Khampa revolts that began in 1956–57 in Kham and Amdo.


  1959


  10 March – Tibetan uprising in Lhasa.


  17 March – The Dalai Lama flees Lhasa.


  29 March – The Dalai Lama reaches India.


  21 March – The UN General Assembly Resolution 1353 (XIV) passed on Tibet.


  1960


  24 October – The Dalai Lama and his entourage move to Dharamsala and set up their ‘exile government’ there.


  2 September – Representatives of the Tibetan people and Lamas from various sects meet in Dharamsala as the Tibetan Constituent Assembly. This day is celebrated every year by Tibetan exiles as Democracy Day.


  1961


  10 October – The Tibetan Constitution is promulgated by the Dalai Lama.


  20 December – The UN General Assembly passes Resolution 1723 (XVI) on Tibet. Tibet’s right to self-determination figures for the first time in it.


  1962


  18 October - 21 November – The Sino-Indian conflict.


  1964


  September – China begins anti-Panchen Lama campaign in Tibet.


  1965


  9 September – China establishes ‘Tibet Autonomous Region’ (TAR).


  18 December – The UN General Assembly passes resolution 2079(XX) on Tibet.


  1966–69


  May 1966 - January 1969 – The period of the Proletarian Cultural Revolution, during which the Red Guards destroyed nearly 95 per cent of Tibet’s monasteries and temples.


  1976


  27–28 July – Mao dies.


  1978


  25 February – Beijing rehabilitates the Panchen Lama. Deng Xiaoping returns to power.


  1979


  16 January – Radio Beijing broadcast urges Tibetan exiles to return. August – November – The Dalai Lama’s first (in a series of five) fact-finding delegation tours Tibet.


  1980


  30 April – A Buddhist delegation from the Soviet Union to India declares in New Delhi that Russia is willing to support the Tibetan cause if the Tibetans so desire.


  1983


  12 September – Beijing decides on population transfer to Tibet as a policy.


  1987


  21 September – The Dalai Lama addresses the US Congressional Human Rights Caucus, outlining his Five-Point Peace Plan for Tibet, which in part, is a reply to the Chinese five-point plan for the Dalai Lama’s return to China.


  22 September – The US Congress passes H. Con. Res. 191 welcoming the Dalai Lama’s peace initiative.


  27 September – Pro-independence demonstrations in Lhasa.


  14 October – The European Parliament at Strasbourg passes resolution on Tibet.


  15 October – The West German Bundestag at Bonn passes resolution on Tibet.


  22 December – US Public Law 100-204. ‘Foreign Relations Authorization Act fiscal years 1988 and 1989’ is passed, condemning human rights violations in Tibet and sanctioning assistance to Tibetan refugees.


  1988


  15 June – The Dalai Lama makes his ‘Strasbourg Statement’ before the European Parliament, conceding defence and foreign affairs to China but demanding genuine and complete autonomy for Tibet.


  16 September – The US Congress passes S. Con. Res. 129, supporting the Dalai Lama’s peace initiative as outlined in his Strasbourg Statement.


  1989


  28 January – The Panchen Lama passes away in Shigatse.


  7 March – Beijing imposes martial law in Tibet.


  15 March – The US Congress passes S. Res. 82, condemning the Chinese use of force against peaceful protesters in Tibet.


  15 March – The European Parliament passes its second resolution on Tibet.


  12 April – The Italian Parliament passes resolution on Tibet.


  20–21 April – The Bonn International and Non-Partisan Hearing on Tibet and Human Rights, Bonn.


  15 April – 9 June – Demonstrations are held in Tiananmen Square, Beijing.


  16 May – The US Congress passes H. Con. Res. 63, condemning the lethal use of force against Tibetan protestors.


  12–14 August – International convention on Tibet and Peace in South Asia, New Delhi.


  10 December – The Dalai Lama is awarded the Nobel Peace Prize.


  1990


  16 February – The US Public Law 101-246 (H.R. 3792) is passed, sanctioning scholarships to Tibetan refugee students.


  5 April – The US Congress passes S.J. Res. 275, supporting National Day in Support of Freedom and Human Rights in China and Tibet.


  24–25 May – The International Convention on Asian Peace is held in Tokyo.


  6–8 July – The International Consultation on Tibet is held in London.


  5 November – The US Public Law 101-513 grants $5,000,000 to Tibetan refugees in South Asia.


  29 November – The US Public Law 101-649 sanctions 1,000 immigrant visas for Tibetan refugees residing in India and Nepal.


  6 December – Australian Parliament passes resolution on Tibet, Canberra.


  1991


  25 March – Voice of America starts a Tibetan language service.


  16 April – President George Bush receives the Dalai Lama at the White House.


  18 April – The US Public Law passes resolution 102-138 (H.R. 1415) on Foreign Relations Authorization Act for fiscal years 1992 and 1993, which declares that Tibet including these areas incorporated into the Chinese provinces of Sichaung, Yunnan, Gansu and Qinghai, is an occupied country under the established principles of international law.’


  6 June – The Australian Parliament (Canberra) passes resolution on Tibet.


  6–7 September – The Liberal International Congress at Luzern passes resolution on Tibet.


  28 October – The above mentioned law [102-138 (1415)] is enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives of the US Congress.


  1992


  6 October – The US Public Law 102-391 (H.R. 5368) is passed granting $1,500,000 to Tibetan refugees (Dharamsala).


  19 November – The European Parliament in Strasbourg passes resolution on Tibet.


  20 November – The verdict of the Permanent Tribunal of People’s Session on Tibet concludes that the Tibetan people have, from 1950, been continuously deprived of their right to self-determination.


  1993


  6–10 January – The Conference of International Lawyers, London resolution on Self-Determination and Independence for Tibet is passed.


  8 December – British Parliamentary Hearing on Tibet is held.


  1994


  25 January – Radio Free Asia begins its Tibetan broadcast.


  7 February – The Dalai Lama, in interview with a Japanese newspaper Mainichi Shimbun, says he favours federation with China.


  28 April – The Dalai Lama meets President Clinton and Vice-President Gore in the White House.


  2 September – The National Democratic Party of Tibet is launched in Dharamsala, India.


  1995


  14 May – The Dalai Lama announces his selection of the 11th Panchen Lama, Gedun Chokyi Nyima.


  4–15 September – Five Tibetan women gatecrash the 4th United Nations World Conference on Women held in Beijing.


  29 November – Beijing announces its selection of the 11th Panchen Lama, Gyaltsen Norbu.


  1996


  January – A bomb is detonated in Nagchu.


  18 January – A bomb is detonated outside Sengchen Lobsang Gyaltsen’s house, a pro-Communist lama who supports the Chinese selection of the Panchen Lama.


  18 March – A bomb explodes outside Tibet Communist Party Headquarters.


  9 May – ‘Strike Hard Campaign’ is launched to crack down on criminals and ‘splittists’.


  14 May – ‘Patriotic Education Campaign’ is launched with view to the eradication of the Dalai Lama’s and Tibetan Buddhist influences, which are believed to be the cause of Tibetan nationalism. On the same day Voice of Tibet Radio is launched.


  25 December – A large explosive goes off in Lhasa near the city metropolitan office.


  1997


  19 February – Deng Xiaoping dies.


  17–22 April – Xinhua releases four major articles criticizing the Dalai Lama.


  23–27 March – The Dalai Lama visits Taiwan.


  7 May – Chadrel Rinpoche, the former Panchen Lama’s tutor, is sentenced to six years imprisonment.


  25 May – The Dalai Lama tells Tibetan exiles in New York that his reincarnation will ‘definitely’ be born outside Tibet.


  1 July – Hong Kong reverts to Chinese sovereignty.


  1 August – ‘US Secretary of State, Madelaine Albright announces the decision to appoint a special coordinator for Tibet.


  15 October – Xinhua calls Chang Thang the ‘last and largest oil belt on the continents’, like the Persian Gulf.


  1998


  10 March – 15 May – Members of Tibetan Youth Congress (TYC) fast-unto-death in New Delhi.


  27 April – One of the TYC volunteers, Thubten Ngodub, immolates himself and dies later.


  25 June – 3 July – US President Bill Clinton visits China.


  27 July – President Clinton, during the news conference said, ‘I urge President Jiang to resume a dialogue with the Dalai Lama in return for the recognition of Tibet as a part of China, and the recognition of the unique cultural and religious heritage of that region.’ President Jiang Zemin replied, among other things ‘… But still I have a question; that is, during 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.’


  25 August – Hu Jintao is given special charge of Tibetan affairs in Beijing.


  28 October – The Government of India welcomes the reported prospects of negotiations between the Dalai Lama and the Chinese government.


  10 November – President Clinton meets the Dalai Lama and China bitterly criticizes the meeting.


  Annexure IV


  Transformation of a Warrior Nation to a Peaceful Community: A Historical Perspective


  The following is an abridged version of a seminar paper (‘Btsan, Blama-dponpo and Sprul-sku’) presented at the University of Wisconsin, Madison (7–8 November 1980), which traces the transformation of a warrior nation into a peaceful Buddhist community. Although written for an academic occasion, I hope it will serve as a historical background to this book.


  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 evaluation of Tibetan kingship, which precedes the Buddhist era in Tibet, somewhat problematic. The problem is compounded by the Buddhisization of ancient Tibetan history that went on during the Buddhist renaissance in Tibet, AD 978–1419. Indeed our conventional view of Tibetan kings including the myth of Choegyal or Dharmaraja (Chos-rgyal) has come down to us from what I might call lamaist hagiography that flourished during that period.


  1. The Warrior Kings (AD 634–842)


  It may seem ironic but it is true that a Buddhist renaissance took place during what Tibetan historians call Sil-bui dus, a veritable dark age that began with the fall of the Chos-rgyal or the religious kings in the 830s and ended with the rise of the Sa-Skya lamas (Blamas) in the 1230s. This period witnessed not only a renewal but a rebirth 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 works during this period; and of course, most of the translation of Sanskrit works into Tibetan that fuelled the renaissance was done during this period.


  Under the impact of such an intellectual revolution, a new conception of history emerged – the Choe-jung (Chos-’byun). And although the old concept of history (Rgyal-rabs) continued to survive, it was Chos-’byun that dominated the quasi-historical work. What is Chos-’byun? Usually rendered as a history of religion, it means how Chos or dharma came into being in Tibet. Most of the authors of this genre were lama scholars whose pious but partisan preoccupation was not history per se, religious or otherwise, but the progress of Chos. From then on, history could not be a record of what men and women did, but what anyone did for or against Chos. While recording what they called Bstan-pa snga-dar (AD 232–842), meaning the spread of Buddhism under the royal patronage, they established an invidious contrast between the pro- and anti-Buddhist forces. The former, the Srong-Btsan Sgampo were glorified and the latter, the Lang Dharma were vilified. In short, the ancient Tibetan history was largely rewritten in terms of Buddhist logic during the Buddhist renaissance. The myth of Chos-rgyal is an intellectual legacy of this period.


  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 AD 982 all over Tibet. For any adherent to write about the persecution of one’s belief system is hard enough; and to an author of any Chos-’byun work, it seems not only human but a duty to exaggerate the royal patronage of and the Bon opposition to Buddhism.


  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 the Dunhuang documents or in the ancient edicts and treaty documents that Hugh Richardson has published over the years. Nor has Erik Haarh found the term in his lengthy study, The Yar-Lun Dynasty Kings (1969). The myth of Chos-rgyal then appears to be a post-Glang Darma phenomenon. It was an honorific title conferred posthumously on those Tibetan kings who were believed to have patronized Buddhism by the authors of Chos-’byun works and by other lama scholars in gratitude. The surprising fact is that not only has this myth survived in Tibetan literature to this day but that it has also found its way into the Western scholarship on Tibet as well. 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.


  Sarat Chandra Das in his Tibetan-English Dictionary gives two meanings for the term btsan. First, that it is ‘a species of demon, inhabiting a given locality’. Guiseppe Tucci adds 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 ‘puissant, mighty, powerful, strong, violent’, and Das adds the following historical note: ‘It is said that while Tibet was under early monarchy the laws were enforced with (the) greatest severity and rigour, and because the kings administered them so well they were called Tsan (Btsanpo).’


  It is the second meaning that the Tibetan-Chinese Dictionary 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’ as deriving from Btsan: Btsan-rgyal ring-lugs, literally the ideology of a forceful/powerful nation. Similarly the XIVth Dalai Lama in his memoirs, Ngos-Kyi Yul Dang Ngos-Kyi Mimang (1963) uses Btsan-’Zul to mean the Chinese invasion.


  Our discussion of btsan should not be construed as an abstraction without material basis. In what follows, we shall briefly describe (i) contemporary images of the Tibetan people, (ii) the organization of society, (iii) general law and military discipline and (iv) Tibet’s expansion into the neighbouring countries from the 7th to 8th centuries. All of these point the direction of Btsan, not Chos-rgyal.


  (i) The warriors. The portrait of Tibetan people that emerges from contemporary Chinese records during the btsan period is one of warriors. The Song Annals depict them as always wearing swords and arrows. The latter disappeared but the sword-wearing tradition, especially among the Khampas continued until April 1959. The Sui annals, while recording a tribute mission, registered Tibet as a ‘women’s nation’ (Nuer guo), being ruled by a queen and an assistant queen. ‘Men were engaged in military activities.’ How widespread and how long such a matriarchal society lasted is not known. But what is interesting is the military motivation and military criteria apparent in such a social structure. A similar pattern is apparent in the even earlier Chinese descriptions of Tibet; the young were held in high esteem, the old were not. ‘Those who are strong are made leaders’ we read again, ‘and the weak were forced to be subjects.’ A Song historian, Lui Shen, describes what might be termed ‘warrior ethic’:


  Those who died in the battlefield were honoured; those who died a natural death in bed were contemptuously treated as if no purpose was 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, physical prowess was the criterion for leadership as well as social prestige. This warrior ethic and warrior spirit pervades the whole of Gesar epic which Tibetans believe actually happened in history and which Shakabpa locates in the llth-12th centuries. This warrior spirit survived the Buddhist revolution to a considerable degree, especially among the Khampas. Historically too it was mostly the people of what we today broadly call Kham who did most of the fighting against China in the 7th and 8th centuries. As late as 1666 the Chinese described certain tribes in Kham as people who ‘delight in wars and conflicts, not hesitant to die’.


  (ii) Militarization of society. Both the Tibetan and Chinese sources confirm that the entire country was organized on a war footing. The Chinese sources, in particular, note the severity of military discipline maintained in the Tibetan army. A contemporary Chinese historian has devoted a whole chapter to an analysis of the military organization. It may be summarized as follows: (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 with each regiment commanded by a general, assistant general and a military police chief; (d) the military chiefs were also head of civil administration; and (e) the four regiments had a total of 462,400 soldiers. All this indicates a very complex military organization and an effective chain of command operative during the btsan period.


  (iii) Law allegiance and sacrifice. The well-known traditional Chinese ethnocentric bias is nowhere more apparent than in their comments on the ancient Tibetan legal practices. A word is now in order about the Chinese sources as compiled and translated by Phuntsog Tashi Takla, which we have used in this paper. In 1965, A History of China by Lin Hanwen was published in Beijing. He devoted one chapter to the ancient Tibetan legal practices describing the most brutal punishments that the btsans allegedly used to inflict upon the deviant or the recalcitrant, such as gouging out eyeballs, cutting off noses, limbs, etc. Published on the eve of the Cultural Revolution in China (1966–1969), these grotesque details were publicized at home and abroad in various forms of propaganda on contemporary Tibet. Two points may be briefly mentioned here. First, there is little doubt that the whole control system was strict and punishments were very severe. But to say or imply that such brutal punishments continued till the Communist ‘liberation’ is to deny the whole process of Buddhist revolution in Tibet. Secondly, the Tibetan sources maintain that Srong-btsan sgampo introduced a series of laws which were strict but benign. Whatever the sources, there is little doubt that the laws were severe during the btsan period.


  The distinguishing features of the btsan legal system were (a) the threat or actual use of 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 animal sacrifice. Sometimes swearing-in was done by dipping fingers in the blood of the sacrificed animals. The idea was to warn that if a promise was not kept, the violator would meet the same fate as the animal. The sky and the 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 punished like this animal.’


  (iv) Tibet’s expansion into neighbouring countries. From AD 635 onwards the Tibetan warriors extended their ‘warrior-like activities in all directions with remarkable vigour’. In particular, they were a ‘constant source of trouble’ to the Tang dynasty. The Chinese have kept precise records of the Tibetan military activities in or around south-west China from which several facts emerge. Between AD 634 and 849, nineteen instances of major conflicts occurred between China and Tibet, of which almost 90 per cent were cases of Tibetan aggression against China. The average deployment of Tibetan troops in each incident was more than a million soldiers. Of these conflicts, eight occurred during the reign of one of the most religious kings, Khrisrong lde-btsan (740–798). These facts question the conventional assumptions about the so-called Chos-rgyal.


  A contemporary Chinese publication lists names of twenty-seven 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 the ‘field of Chinese graves’. The two most important Tibetan campaigns were when Srong-btsan sgam-po’s huge army marched into China demanding Princess Wenchen Gungchu in marriage from the Tang Emperor Taizong in AD 640; and in AD 763, an equally large army captured the Chinese capital (Xian) and installed for a while a Tibetan puppet as Emperor of China.


  After the Sino-Tibetan treaty of AD 783 Tibetan military attention was diverted to the Arabs in the West. According to E. Bretschneider, the Tibetans were continually engaged in military operations against the Arabs between AD 785 and 805. Crossing the river Oxus, they penetrated as far as the Farghana and Samarkand. Today a lake in the north of the river stands as a monument to their expedition, aptly called Al-Tubban (little Tibetan lake). The extent of Tibetan threat to West Asia perhaps may be gauged by the fact that the Caliph of Baghdad, Harun Al-Rashid had to ally himself with the Chinese against the Tibetans. As Professor Luciana Petech 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 the Tibetan state, is a magnificent witness of the political capacities and military valour of those sturdy mountaineers.’


  2. The Buddhist Revolution


  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, to rule, or even reign in Tibet without some religious sanction and active support provided by one sect or the other. The period in-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 Phagmo Drupa (Phag-mo-gru-pa) (1350–1450), Ring-pung-pa (Rin-spungs-pa) (1450–1550) or the Tsangpa kings (Gtsang-pa) (1550–1642) could exercise effective authority without allying with the most popular sects of the Gelukpa (Dge-lugs-pa) and Kargyudpa (Bka-rgyud-pa).


  This shows, on the one hand, the reluctance on the part of the nobility and the landed gentry to accept the lamas’ monopoly of power and authority and, on the other, the utter futility of such an attempt, particularly the one made by Chang-chub Gyaltsen (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.


  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 Lang Dharma’s death in AD 842. From 1247 on, all legitimacy and mandate to rule had to come from Buddhism. In practice, this meant the political pre-eminence 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, it denigrated the use of force as a matter of policy. In this respect the effect of the myth of Choe-gyal was actually felt by the lama rulers. In other words, the lamas had the popular mandate to rule once the population had 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 people at large. This indeed happened during the 405-year period of general disintegration brought about by the fall of btsans and the subsequent Buddhist renaissance in Tibet. The reasons for the btsans’ downfall and Buddhism’s success are complex, the answers to which must await further research. What seems evident from limited research is that Buddhism prospered not during the rule of Choe-gyals, as conventionally believed, but after their fall. If the Choe-gyals patronized and promoted Buddhism to the extent the Tibetans believe, then surely Lang Dharma could not have shaken its foundations to the extent that they believed he did.


  It should be reiterated here that the royal patronage of Buddhism seems highly exaggerated. Only 13 temples were built during the btsan period and all of them were sponsored by royalty. We know of hardly any private individuals building temples during this period. This makes one wonder if the so-called royal patronage was actually designed to control the spread of Buddhism as happened in China during the same period. Only after the disintegration of the power at the centre did the mushrooming of monasteries and temples begin in Tibet, i.e., during the Kingless Age (Silbu’ dus). Buddhism was rescued from confinement of the courts to the society at large only after the end of the btsan period. Lang 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 eventually engulf the whole of Tibet. His intention might have been anti-Buddhist but his actions promoted Buddhism.


  There can then be little doubt that the Bonpo-Buddhist conflict which wrecked the unity of the Tibetan elite was one of the main causes of the downfall of the btsan rulers. In AD 869 civil war broke out in Kham which gradually spread to the rest of Tibet. Soon Tibet split into four main principalities centred around Ngari (Mnga-ris) in the extreme west, Tsang (Gtsang) in the south-west, Lhasa in central and Lhokha in southern Tibet. Of these, Ngari, which soon extended into Ladakh, became one of the most powerful principalities and this proved crucially important to the Buddhist renaissance. When the persecution of Buddhists began in central Tibet, some lama scholars escaped to western and eastern Tibet. Typical of such migration seemed to be one by the three monks of Gom-drawa Monastery, who escaped to western Tibet and then to eastern Kham, and another by the so-called ‘Ten Men of dbus and gtsang’ who travelled to Kham to receive ordination there. A similar migration pattern was followed by Bonpos once Buddhism became entrenched in central Tibet; they found sanctuary mostly in the peripheries of Buddhist Tibet such as Dolpo or Amdo.


  Ngari, in particular, became the principal agent of the Buddhist renaissance. As Gos Lotsaba Zhon-nu Pal wrote in his well-known Chos-’byun, the ‘service rendered to the Doctrine by three kings of upper Ngari find no parallel in other countries’. If one looks at a map of Tibet, it becomes clear why Ngari became a fertile place for Buddhist revival. It is far away from Lhasa, and therefore historically it enjoyed a greater degree of autonomy. This is true also of Kham. Secondly, Ngari is adjacent to Kashmir, which, before the Muslim arrival in the 12th century, used to be a great centre of Buddhist learning.


  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 central Tibet, many rival petty principalities emerged, some 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, Atisha, during his visit to western and central Tibet in 1042. There seemed to have been keen 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 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 prerequisite for the rise of lamas to power.


  In 1195, Chingghis Khan’s forces reached the eastern border areas, and in 1207, they entered Tibet proper. Through some adroit diplomatic moves, including a gesture of voluntary submission to the Khan’s overlordship, the Tibetans were spared a large-scale invasion or permanent occupation of their country. But thirty-two years later, when the Tibetans failed to pay tribute as agreed upon, Chingghis Khan’s second son Godan Khan invaded Tibet with 300,000 soldiers. In 1247, Godan selected the most eminent lama of the day, Sakya Pandita, the virtual ruler of the thirteen ‘districts’ of Tibet (Khhri-khor bcu-gsum); and the Mongols opted for indirect domination of Tibet. It seems Tibet, to rephrase Owen Lattimore, brought diminishing returns to pre-industrial imperialism because of its geography and difficulties of communication. Godan’s choice of the Sakya Pandita was deliberate, and it reflected the Mongol’s recognition of the new realities in Tibet. The man with influence was no longer the btsan with force at his disposal, but the lama was, with his religious knowledge and a certain charismatic power. He had the potential to enjoy the popular mandate to rule.


  Tibetan religious texts, especially the Saskya bka-bum, describe the critical transfer of power in a characteristic religious idiom: the Mongol chief (disciple) ‘offered’ (in a religious sense) Tibet to his guru, the Sakya Pandita. Although such an explanation appears rather naïve and simplistic in our sceptical age, the claim is not without some historical basis. For a proper understanding of such political ‘irrationalities’ we need to transcend the immediate situation and empathetically participate in the historical situation itself. According to Mongol annals, Chingghis Khan was in central Tibet when he was forty-five years old – probably around 1207. At that time he expressed his desire to invite the Sakya Pandita to Mongolia to spread the Buddhist teachings there. ‘But still I have not yet finished some political affairs of the kingdom. From here I depend (spiritually) upon you, and you will from there protect me,’ so the Khan wrote to the Lama.


  Although there were other contemporary lamas equally famous in their own way, Godan Khan selected the 62-year-old Sakya Pandita because he was believed to be the most learned Buddhist scholar of the age as well as a ‘Buddha who came to this earth’. In other words, the Sakya Lama enjoyed a universal reputation in Tibet, and this was important both politically and spiritually for the Mongol warrior. Dealing with such matters, one is never quite sure where religious devotion ends, and political manipulation begins. How else can one understand the Khan’s insistence that the 62-year-old Sakya Pandita must come to Mongolia to preach there, and yet make him the titular or spiritual ruler of Tibet in absentia? The Khan’s letters to and dialogues with the Lama are filled with magnificent ambiguities. However, he made one thing clear, though with surprising subtlety. ‘I will rule the world of men,’ the Khan told the Pandita, ‘and if you reign (in) the religious domain, the Buddha’s teachings will spread beyond the seas.’ Kublai Khan was even more explicit with ‘Phags-pa who succeeded the Pandita as the royal chaplain-cum-ruler of Tibet. After the Lama gave the Khan Hevajra initiations which formally symbolized the beginning of a guru-disciple relationship, there follows an interesting dialogue between the two which must be read in its entirety to get the full meaning and the spirit of lamaist politics. The Khan thanks the Lama for the blessings. The Lama hints that he could not give more teachings because the Khan might not be able to keep the necessary religious commitment. ‘What vows do I have to keep?’ the Khan asks. And the Lama replies:


  ‘After (you) have received the initiations from the Lama, (you must allow) the Lama to sit before and above (you); (you) must prostrate (before the Lama), listen to whatever (the Lama) says, and never do anything that would hurt (the Lama’s) feelings.’


  The Khan replies:


  ‘When receiving religious teachings and on other ordinary occasions, the Lama should be seated in the centre; but when members of the royalty, sons-in-law, leaders and people gather, the king should be seated in the centre since he has to dominate the kingdom. With regard to Tibetan affairs, whatever the Lama says will be carried out. Without the Lama’s consent, the king will not issue edicts.’


  Kublai Khan delineated three sets of very delicate relationships: (i) the Khan-Lama relations; (ii) the Khan-Lama-Tibet relations; and (iii) the Lama-Buddhist-world relations. The Lama was the Khan’s guru and the Khan would behave accordingly on religious occasions. But in the political sphere, the Khan would not be subordinated to the Lama. However, since the Lama was a Tibetan, the Khan would make no major decision on Tibetan affairs without consulting the Lama. The Lama was not only the king’s teacher; he was also the declared head of the Buddhist world. In recognizing the universal significance and influence of the Lama, the Khan probably saw the potential political benefits he could derive. Finally, it was implied that Tibet would be ruled with the consent of the Lama. As it evolved in due course with the Mongol conquest of China, the Yuan emperors would let the Sakya lamas rule Tibet but not from Lhasa or Sakya; they would rule Tibet indirectly from Beijing, while living there in opulent captivity or on religious duty.


  Without the authority of the lama, Tibet could not be legitimately ruled by the Mongol Yuan emperors. It was this kind of mediation by eminent lamas which made the indirect colonial domination bearable to the native populace. The Manchu Dynasty sought to achieve similar objectives through the good office of the Dalai Lama since the 18th century. The Chinese Communists were merely following such imperial footsteps when they used the Dalai Lama and the Panchen Lama in the fifties as agents of ‘liberation’.


  3. The Dalai Lama Rule, 1642–1950


  The rise of the Dalai Lamas, which radically altered the concept of kingship has to be traced, like the Sakya Lamas, to the ascendance of yet a new sect in Tibetan Buddhism, namely the Gelukpa (Dge-lugspa), founded by Tsongkhapa (1357–1419). Tsongkhapa’s message had a revolutionary appeal to the public who had helplessly watched the decline in the moral standards of the Sangha. His plea to a stricter observance of religious discipline (Vinaya), which implicitly criticized the existing state of religious practice, brought the new sect increasingly in conflict with the older orders who were for the status quo. In particular, it clashed with the dominant sect, Kargyudpa (Bka-rgyud-pa) whose head, Lama Karmapa had been the most influential lama since the fall of Sakya. The Gelukpa-Kargyudpa conflict lasted for over a century. It commenced in 1537 with the Kargyudpa monks’ attack on a Gelukpa monastery near Lhasa and ended symbolically in 1648 with the forcible conversion of several Bka-rgyud monasteries to the Dge-lugspa order. Each side was supported by a rival regional ruler: Kargyudpa by Ring-pung, the ruler of western Tibet, and Gelukpa by the declining Gongma, the ruler of central Tibet. However, it was evident from the century-long conflict that as long as there was no external power to tilt the balance of domestic forces one way or the other, the intrasectarian struggle would remain indecisive, and probably the old sect would continue to maintain its dominant position. It was, therefore, clear to the Gelukpa order that without outside help they could not challenge the de facto established church.


  A comment is now in order on the political basis of the Kargyudpa sect – how and why it came to be purely domestic-oriented after 1256. It was not the founder of the sect, Dusum Khenpa (1110–1190) whose reincarnation the followers sought. It was the charismatic figure of his successor Karma Pakshi (1206–1283) that they wished to preserve and perpetuate. Like the Sakya Lamas, Karma Pakshi claimed that his family had descended from the ancient Tibetan royalty, and like the Sakya Pandita, though less successfully, he made his sect politically significant through his connection with Kublai Khan. It was, therefore, his spiritual charisma and political influence that probably prompted the Kargyudpa order to search for his reincarnation. His successor, Karmapa Rang-’byung rdo-rje (1284–1339), the IIIrd Karmapa, became the first reincarnate lama in Tibetan history. Two and a half centuries later the Kargyudpa’s rival sect, Gelukpa would do exactly the same.


  Karma Pakshi’s charismatic reputation attracted the attention of Kublai Khan who invited him to his camp in 1251. The Khan was probably looking for a successor to the Sakya Pandita who had passed away the same year. But by the time the Karmapa reached the Mongol court in 1254, the Pandita’s nephew Phagspa had already been appointed to the coveted post a year earlier. The Khan, however, received the Karmapa well, and asked him to remain permanently at his court ‘but Karma Pakshi declined, foreseeing the potential for trouble in the factional interests at the court’. The Karmapa was not willing to play second fiddle to Phagpa, who was much younger, in his early 20s. He would seek his fortune – or misfortune, as it turned out to be – elsewhere.


  On his way back home when he reached Amdo in 1256, Karma Pakshi heard the news that Kublai Khan had been subjugated by his elder brother, Mongke Khan. Apparently, the two brothers were at that time racing to conquer China, with the elder being already in control over a large part of China proper and the younger one pressing in from the southwest. ‘At this point,’ so the Tibetan version goes, ‘Mongke Khan invited him (Karma Pakshi) to return to China to teach dharma.’ The invitation was, of course, readily accepted and Karmapa remained at Mongke’s court until the Lama sensed a palace intrigue brewing at the imminent death of Mongke Khan. However, before Karmapa could safely reach Tibet, Kublai Khan who had killed Mongke’s successors caught the traitorous lama. He was subjected to various indignities and tortures such as burning, poisoning and being thrown off a cliff.


  After this bad luck with the Mongols, the Kargyudpa sect would concentrate at home, building an indigenous following, and a Tibetan rather than foreign base of power. Hence, after the foreign-backed Sakya’s fall and before the rise of another such lama regime, Kargyudpa became the ruling party as well as the reigning orthodoxy. This de facto established church could not be easily challenged by the Gelukpa, even with some domestic political backing. External support was needed. So in 1577, Sonam Gyatso, the high priest of the new sect, visited Altan Khan, the chief of the Ordos Mongols. Again, as in the conversion of Kublai Khan by the Sakya Pandita, the Tibetan texts speak in a similar vein – Sonam Gyatso converted Altan Khan to the Dge-lugspa order. The sectarian distinction is important here. If Altan’s ambition was political conquest, the Lama’s avowed aim was to fight against his rival sect, the Bka’-rgyud and settle sectarian scores.


  As a symbol of mutual respect and agreement, the warrior king and the Lama exchanged honorary titles: the latter was called ‘Dalai’ (meaning Ocean of Wisdom) and the former, Chos-rgyal. Once again the vital link between the Mongol warriors and Tibetan lamas was revived. For the latter, the Mongol sword was a necessary instrument for seizing state power at Lhasa; for the former, prominent lamas would serve as de facto agents of legitimization of Mongol conquest and domination. This time, however, although the Dalai Lama was in power, Gushri Khan would not conquer China as Kublai did. Their cultural cousins, the Manchus would. Even then, as we shall see, Manchu-Tibetan connection pre-dates the Manchu conquest of China. It was closer than we might think.


  The importance the new sect attached to its Mongol connection might be gauged by the fact that the reincarnation of Sonam Gyatso was discovered in the great-grandson of Altan Khan. He was proclaimed as the IIIrd Dalai Lama and escorted to Lhasa by an armed body of Mongol horsemen in 1601. However, it was not until twenty years later that the Gelukpa, with the help of more Mongol troops, could capture Lhasa, which gives us an idea of the protracted nature of the sectarian struggle. When the new sect was more or less in parity with the old, their champion, Altan Khan died and their hopes of a nationwide victory receded. Then suddenly Altan’s former rival, Gushri Khan came to help the Gelukpa, defeated the Tsangpa king who had been fighting for the Kargyudpa order and put the Vth Dalai Lama in power in Lhasa in 1642.


  After the Gelukpa victory a triangular power structure that existed during the Sakya period emerged. At its apex was the supreme pontiff, the Vth Dalai Lama; on either side were Gushri Khan as the self-appointed Bod-gyal (King of Tibet) but ‘content to act as a commander-in-chief, ready to protect the new regime’ from any challenge, and Bde-Srid, a Tibetan, who functioned more like a chief minister. But while the Sakya Lama had to remain a virtual captive at the Yuan court in Beijing, the Dalai Lama was able to live in Lhasa and directly rule Tibet from there. Moreover, after Gushri’s death (1654), not only all authority but even executive power fell into the capable hands of the Vth Dalai Lama.


  Over the centuries, notions of kingship have changed. But the basic pattern of institutions formed under the early kings continued. Both Bon and Buddhist notions regarding kingship continued to coexist. One common thread is the belief that the ruler is a possessor of magical powers. Thus, even the eminent lamas who attracted the attention of the Mongol chiefs and Chinese emperors, claimed extraordinary powers such as performing miracles, predicting the future, curing the incurable, etc. How different is such a belief from the pre-Buddhist belief that the btsan the ruler can magically transform himself into a fierce demon called btsan?


  As Buddhism began to rapidly replace Bon, Buddhist ideas naturally dominated the concept of kingship. Thus with the Dalai Lama the idea reaches its full maturation. He is no longer an attribute or aspect of the Buddha but the Buddha himself in human form.


  By embracing Buddhism, the last Tibetan kings lost the mandate to rule, as sanctioned by their native religion Bon. As we have seen, it took more than four hundred years for the subsequent Tibetan rulers to get a new mythical sanction from Buddhism. In course of time, the pacifist nature of Buddhism killed the Tibetan martial character. Thus, by AD 840, the Tibetan king had neither the mandate nor the power with which the earlier kings ruled and expanded their kingdom.


  During the course of about three hundred years (from the seventh to the ninth century AD), the ideological or mythical basis of royal authority has gradually undergone a change – from Bonpo notions to Buddhist concepts as Buddhism progressed in Tibet; from power (btsan) to compassion (snying-rje) as the ideological basis of their rule. If the earlier Bon kings traced their origin to the sky, the latter-day Buddhist rulers traced theirs to their Mecca, India. If the earlier rulers considered themselves as the embodiment of power and force, the latter-day rulers saw themselves as the manifestation of compassion.


  However, it would be naïve to assume that such a conceptual transformation was either complete or absolute. Conflicting Bon and Buddhist notions continued to compound the concept of kingship. Bonpo notions were used by even Buddhist priest rulers in the 12th and 16th centuries, as we have seen. But the basic trend is unmistakable: from violence to non-violence as a way of life.


  During the btsan rule kings enjoyed near-absolute power. Although basically lacking in legitimacy, Buddhism caught the Tibetan imagination quite easily. Its primary source of legitimacy was the theogonic origin of the btsan kings, and therefore a kind of divine right. If we treat the king as a manifestation of btsan, then the actuality of power and notions of authority roughly correspond to each other. Both smack of power and force.


  By 1207 Tibet’s military power had dissipated, as symbolized by the Tibetan surrender to Chingghis Khan in that year. The primary source of power during the Sakya rule was the Yuan Dynasty but authority as such remained in Tibetan hands. In this respect the Mongol conquerors and, subsequently, the Chinese emperors realized the legitimizing value of lamas. The Sakya Lamas marked a historic transition from royal authority based on force and Tibetan independence, to lamaist authority that rested on external military support, and so progressively lost Tibetans their independence. Without the Yuan dynastic support, the Sakya rule could not have withstood challenges from other sects. Hence the Sakya regime fell almost simultaneously with the Yuan dynasty in China. And, without the lamas’ legitimization, Tibetans would not have readily accepted the Chinese indirect political domination of their country.


  The Dalai Lamas’ rule represented a further development of the Sakya ideas and institutions. Their primary source of power was initially the Mongols and subsequently the Manchu (or Qing) emperors. What made the Dalai Lamas’ rule different from that of the previous lama rulers was the dramatic institutionalization of charisma (bsod-nams dbang-thang or byin-rlabs) by means of reincarnation. This novel institution proved efficacious for domestic purposes as a primary means of legitimation. This is attested by the remarkable social stability in Tibet since 1642 despite the virtual absence of the use of force at home.


  Buddhist Tibet was probably one of the greatest tributes to Buddhism in this sense; it successfully transformed a warrior nation into a pacifist community. But the pacifying transformation led to the development of an apolitical state, which, in turn led to military dependency on external powers.


  While essentializing the contours of Tibetan historical development from warrior kings to lama rulers, I do not suggest that violence had completely disappeared from Tibetan social life. Inter-sectarian struggles between the Gelukpa and Kargyudpa sects as well as intra-monastic strifes within the Gelukpa order are clear testimonies to this residue of violence. But what I am suggesting is that the transformation from warrior kings, whose way of life seemed to have been warfare, to lama rulers is quite remarkable. At least force as the basis of polity and policy disappeared from Tibetan social life after AD 842 and this brought about a great attitudinal transformation in Tibetan life and mind. The lama rulers tried to model Tibetan government on the basic principles of Buddhism, which were more conducive to a peaceful way of life. This again does not mean that lama rulers were free from human weaknesses or that their government was perfect. But the change from people ‘who delighted in killing’ others, to people who avoided killing even the fleas on their bodies is remarkable by any standards.
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Annexure |

Glossary of Tibetan and Chinese
Words used in the book

(There are various systems for transliterating Tibetan words: the fol-
lowing glossary is intended as a guide only.)

Amban Imperial envoy from the Manchu dynasty to the
Dalai Lama and usually resident in Lhasa during
the period 1727-1913,

parched ‘misfortune
Bardo ‘period between death and rebirth
Blama Transliteration of lama in Tibetan
Bodshung, ‘government of Tibet

Bon pre-Buddhist shamanist religion of Tibet
cham dance performed by lamas

chang, beer

chang-ku inscription placed on dead man's effigy
chapé scriptures

chema tsampa and butter offering to dieties
chitsog;ringlung  classless society

chomé votive butter lamp

chos-rgyal dharma-rajya

zhou district

chorten pagoda

chuba layman's robe

dayuan Chinese silver dollar

Dhariin: The Way, according to Buddhist religion
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Annexure Il

Tibetan Calendar
Name of Year Date  Nameof Year
Wood Monkey 1973 Water Bull
Wood Bird 1974 Wood Tiger
Fire Dog 1975 Wood Hare
Fire Boar 19%  Fire Dragon
Earth Mouse 1977 Fire Serpent
Earth Bull 1978 Earth Horse
Iron Tiger 1979 Earth Sheep
Iron Hare 1980 Iron Monkey
Water Dragon 1981 Iron Bind
Water Snake 198 Water Dog
Wood Horse 1985 Water g
‘Wood Sheep. 198 Wood Mouse
Fire Monkey 1985 Wood Bull
Fire Bird 1986 Fire Tiger
Earth Dog 1967 Fire Hare
Earth Boar 1968 Earth Dragon
Iron Mouse: 1989 EarthSnake
Tron Bull 1990 Iron Horse
Water Tiger 1991 lron Sheep
Water Hare 1992 Water Monkey
Wood Dragen 1963 Water Bird
Wood Snake 1994 Wood Dog.
Fire Horse 1995 Wood Pig
Fire Sheep 199 Fire Mouse
Earth Monkey 1997 Fire Bull
Earth 1998 EarthTiger
Iron Dog, 1999 Earth Hare
ron Boar 2000 Iron Dragon





