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  Historical and Political Background
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  Tibetan Ethnic Origins


  HISTORICAL AND MYTHOLOGICAL SOURCES indicate that a primary component of the Tibetan ethnic group was the tribes originating on the Sino-Tibetan border known to the Chinese as Qiang (Ch’iang).1 Other probable components are the Mon, who were perhaps the original inhabitants of Tibet, and early Indo-European migrants from the north. The ethnic identity of the plateau has also been significantly influenced by relatively modern migrations of peoples of Mongolian ethnicity. Substantial migrations of Mongol tribes to the northeastern plateau began during the period of the Mongol Empire in the thirteenth century and increased upon the fall of the Mongol dynasty in China in the fourteenth century. Later conflicts between Mongol tribes forced many to seek refuge in the Kokonor area of northeastern Tibet. These Mongols, with a few exceptions, have been Tibetanized in language and culture.


  The name Qiang is composed of the characters for “sheep” and “man,” meaning “shepherd.” The Qiang seem to have evolved out of early Neolithic cultures in the Gansu area by a process of ecological differentiation between agriculturalists and pastoralists. The pastoralists may have had some early cultural association with the agriculturalists, but cultural differentiation began at a very early time due to ecological adaptation as well as outside cultural influences. The Qiang and the Chinese were in conflict from the time of the earliest records, as is typical of relations between pastoral and agricultural peoples. The Chinese of the former and later Han dynasty (206 B.C.–A.D. 220) persecuted the Qiang and forced many of them to seek refuge in the heights of the Tibetan Plateau.


  Tibetan mythological sources speak of four or six original tribes of Tibet. The four tribes that appear in most sources, and to whom precedence is usually given, are the Don (lDon), Ton (sTon), Se, and Mu (rMu).2 The mythological “original tribes” of Tibet can all be identified as being of eastern Sino-Tibetan border area origins, and most, if not all, can be identified as those same people known as Qiang.3 The evidence of this comes from linguistic connections, similarities in the myths of origin of the Qiang and Tibetans, and the evidence from Tibetan history that the Tibetan population evolved by assimilation of groups who may be identified with the Qiang. The Qiang and Tibetans are definitely related, although R. A. Stein has concluded that “these two groups are not identical, though the latter are one of the principal elements which contributed to the formation of the former.”4


  The Don, Ton, Se, and Mu and their ethnic affiliates were very likely nomadic hunter-gatherers and primitive agriculturalists-pastoralists who migrated along a margin of similar ecological character on the eastern and southeastern edges of the Tibetan Plateau. Some of these groups gravitated to the grasslands, where they adopted pastoral nomadism, while others settled as agriculturalists in the valleys of central Tibet. Even though these tribes are referred to as the “original” tribes, they are also spoken of as “foreign,” implying that they were not the indigenous populations of central Tibet, but rather groups that migrated there and absorbed the indigenous peoples.5 Thus while the Qiang may be identified as an early component of the Tibetan ethnic mixture, it appears that they prevailed over the original inhabitants to the extent that only remnants of the indigenous people’s mythology survived to identify the Qiang as immigrants.6


  Tibetan legends indicate that the Mon were an indigenous people of the central valleys of Tibet who regarded the Qiang as foreigners. The Mon are linked with the Mon population of Assam and Burma and with the Mon-Khmer.7 The extent of settlement of the Mon in Tibet is not known. However, based on what is known of their very early inhabitation of Himalayan areas, it is possible that they were the earliest inhabitants of the southeastern and southern Tibetan Plateau. In some sources, the Mon are described as carpenters and smiths who served the Qiang as craftsmen.8 Their specialty as carpenters may be evidence that they were inhabitants of the forested areas on the fringes of the Tibetan Plateau. They are known from such areas in Sichuan. Tibetan scholars associate the Mon with the earliest Tibetan states of Kongpo, Pobo, and Dakpo.9 The Mon can reliably be identified as a population who were encountered, displaced, and to some extent absorbed by those migrants from the north who were to become the Tibetans.


  Early Indo-European additions to the population of Tibet are also probable. The Tocharians, or Yueh-chih, were on the borders of the Tibetan Plateau from as early as the beginning of the second millennium B.C., and their penetration into the northern and northeastern regions of the plateau is very possible. The plateau is most accessible at the northeastern corner; migration of nomads with their animals is easily accomplished from the Tarim via the Dunhuang area, and from the Qilian (Ch’i-lian) mountain region via the Kokonor Lake area. The Yueh-chih may have had an important ethnic influence on the Qiang. Chinese sources indicate that some of the Yueh-chih, the “Little Yueh-chih,” migrated into the Qilian area in the second century B.C. and “settled among the Ch’iang.”10


  Ethnic affiliations between the Qiang and the Chinese, and consequently between the Chinese and the Tibetans, are possible given the territorial proximity of their areas of origin. Ethnic differences between the Chinese and the Qiang are also possible, due to original ethnic differences between the Qiang and the proto-Chinese or later Indo-European influences upon the Qiang. Tibetan assimilation of the Mon is not a source of ethnic differences between Tibetans and Chinese, since the southern Chinese also assimilated Mon peoples.


  Whatever their original connections, the Chinese and Tibetans have differentiated to an extent that they formed two distinctly different ethnic groups from a relatively early time. This differentiation may date from the period when early pastoralists became separated from agriculturalists at the end of the third or beginning of the second millennium B.C., or when the Qiang began to be influenced by Indo-Europeans from the steppes to the north during the second millennium B.C., or at least from the former and later Han dynasties, when conflict between the Qiang and the Han resulted in large-scale Qiang migrations to the plateau. Adaptation to vastly different environments resulted in populations of significantly different cultural ecology, which is a primary component of the subjective sense of ethnic identity. A history of conflict between the two groups has also greatly contributed to this differentiation.


  Tibetan Empire


  Tibet became a unified state between 600 and 630, when the small independent states of central Tibet were unified under the king of Yarlung. The nature of the political alliance established by Yarlung may be best described as a feudal confederation. The union of clans under Yarlung also exhibited some of the characteristics of a confederation of the nomadic type in which tribes unite for the purpose of further conquests afield. The political union achieved by Yarlung, like nomadic confederations, was dependent upon rewards as a means of maintaining political unity.


  In some of its characteristics, the early Tibetan state fit the nomadic state pattern, but in other aspects it was significantly different. The early Tibetan polity was not dependent upon exploiting surrounding sedentary societies, since central Tibet was an area of mixed economy and a sedentary style of life. In fact, the central Tibetan state expanded to include surrounding nomadic tribes, the reverse of the usual model of nomadic conquest of sedentary states. The political state that coalesced around the central agricultural base eventually united both the sedentary and nomadic populations of the plateau and combined the material strengths of both economies. Within a period of little more than a decade, the Yarlung confederation expanded to include all the peoples of the Tibetan Plateau, creating in the process a centralized Tibetan state. The high Tibetan Plateau physically delimits Tibet as a culture and as a nation. Common ecological adaptation to the conditions of high altitude has been one of the most fundamental cohesive factors of Tibetan national identity.


  Although the Tibetan Yarlung state incorporated the surrounding nomadic tribes by force, their relations had much of a confederative character. Some of the large nomadic tribes of the northern plateau may have bargained their military strength for a degree of equal treatment by the central Tibetans and for a share in further territorial conquests. The nomadic tribes of the plateau were politically disorganized but powerful in terms of men and animal resources. These resources shared the characteristics of nomadic mobility and were therefore ideal for military campaigning. The nomadic tribes provided mounted warriors, porterage by means of man and animal, and food on the hoof.


  Once the consolidation of the tribes of the plateau was accomplished, about 630 by the Yarlung king Srongtsan Gampo, the Tibetan state almost immediately came into conflict with Tang-dynasty China in the northeastern plateau area. This conflict with China was to continue throughout the empire period (630–840). Tibetan armies penetrated far into Chinese territory and at one time even briefly placed a Tibetan choice upon the Chinese throne at Changan (Xian). Tibet also expanded into Lhadak, Gilgit, and Hunza to the west and into East Turkestan to the north. During the empire period, Tibet was an important military force in Inner Asia, engaging in conflict with the Arabs, Turks, and Chinese and exercising influence over Nepal, Inner Asia, and western China.


  Buddhism, which later would become a defining characteristic of Tibetan culture, was introduced during the empire. Srongtsan Gampo married Nepalese and Chinese princesses, both of whom were Buddhists, and allowed the introduction of Buddhism into Tibet. Tibet became a center of Buddhist culture, and Buddhist monks came to Tibet from India, Nepal, East Turkestan, and China.


  Tibetan relations with China during the empire period offer ample evidence of Tibetan independence. Tibetan national identity was substantially defined by conflict with China. Sino-Tibetan military conflicts finally ended in 822 with a treaty that clearly defined Tibet and China as separate countries and delimited the border between them. In the treaty, China and Tibet agreed to “unite their kingdoms,” but this was clearly in the sense of a union only in agreement. The treaty speaks of China and Tibet each guarding the borders of their separate territories and notes, “All to the east of the boundary is the domain of Great China. All to the west is surely the domain of Great Tibet.” The treaty also says that “Tibetans shall be happy in the land of Tibet and Chinese shall be happy in the land of China.”


  The characteristics that define Tibet as a nation—a shared ethnicity, territory, culture, language, and religion—were all consolidated by the shared historical experiences of the empire. The subjective sense of common ethnicity of already affiliated tribes was strengthened by their association for collective military and political purposes during the expansion of the empire. A national cultural and political identity corresponding to the territorial extent of the plateau was created by the empire and survived its collapse. Tibetan territory was defined, defended, and administered from central Tibet and thus became a national and state territory. A script for the Tibetan language was acquired from India primarily for the purposes of administering an empire, not, as was later claimed by Buddhist historians, for translating Buddhist texts. The Tibetan written language was standardized and became the national language.


  Tibetan Buddhist State


  The Tibetan Empire collapsed in 842. For the next four hundred years, Tibet knew no central authority. This political vacuum was gradually filled by monastic Buddhism. Tibetan religious orders grew up around lineages of teachers and disciples. As Buddhist orders founded monasteries throughout the country, their temporal as well as spiritual power increased. By the beginning of the thirteenth century, Buddhist sects had become the dominant economic, political, and spiritual authorities in Tibet, but Tibet remained dis-united because no sect was powerful enough to dominate the others. This situation was transformed with the rise of the Mongol Empire, under whose patronage one sect achieved predominance and Tibet achieved political unity but became dependent upon a foreign empire.


  By 1234, the Mongol Empire had conquered all of northern China. In 1247, the head of the Sakya sect of Tibetan Buddhism, Sakya Pandita, submitted to Godan Khan on behalf of all of Tibet in order to avoid a Mongol conquest. He was then appointed as the representative of Mongol authority in Tibet. In 1254 Sakya Pandita’s nephew, Phagspa, made a similar arrangement with Khubilai Khan, then khan of all the Mongols. Phagspa became Khubilai’s teacher of Buddhism, while Khubilai became overlord of Tibet. This relationship between Mongol patron and Tibetan lama became the pattern for Tibetan relations with the Mongol Yuan dynasty of China established by Khubilai Khan in 1271.


  Tibetan relations with the Mongols predate the Mongol conquest of China. Tibet’s relationship with the Mongol Empire was established by Sakya Pandita in 1247 and by Phagspa in 1254 long before the establishment of the Yuan dynasty in 1271. Phagspa became administrator of Buddhist affairs in the Yuan Empire in 1260 and Khubilai’s representative in Tibet. Tibet was treated as a special territory of the Mongol Empire due to the nature of Mongol khans’ personal relations with Tibetan lamas. Tibet was allowed a great degree of autonomy, at least under Khubilai, due to the influence of Phagspa at the Mongol court. In the later Yuan, Tibet was integrated into the administration of the Mongol Empire, although not as part of China but as a separate subjugated country. Tibetan relations with the Mongol emperors were unique, based upon the theory developed by Phagspa of cho–yon, usually translated as “priest–patron,” a relationship between spiritual and political leaders in which the spiritual master was theoretically equal to his political patron. The idealized cho–yon relationship of Buddhist lama to Mongol khan became the pattern for Tibet’s foreign relations, especially in its relations with China. Phagspa’s cho–yon principle was extremely sophisticated in its understanding of the cultural and political needs of the Mongols, but extremely naive in anticipating political implications for Tibet.


  Mongol patronage of the Sakya sect of Tibetan Buddhism was instrumental in establishing the political dominance of Buddhist sects in Tibet. Because Buddhism was a universalistic doctrine, its exponents were willing to accept foreign patronage for the purpose of the propagation of the religion. Phagspa’s theory of the equality of the spiritual and political realms obscured the Sakyapas’ dependence upon foreign patrons and its implication for Tibet’s political status. The Sakyapas’ submission to the Mongols avoided a Mongol invasion of Tibet and created Tibetan political unity under a Buddhist sect, but it also established religious rule, with its fatal reliance on foreign political patronage, as the political system of Tibet. Furthermore, although the Mongol administration of Tibet created political unity in central Tibet, eastern Tibet was administered separately, a division that set the precedent for later divisions of Tibet along the same lines.


  The Mongol Yuan dynasty fell in 1368 and was succeeded by the Ming (1368–1644). The Ming continued to confirm Tibetan officials’ titles that had existed under the Yuan as if the Ming had inherited the Yuan relationship with Tibet. They continued to patronize Tibetan lamas and awarded new honors and titles to them. The early Ming emperors may have hoped that their patronage of Tibetan lamas could be transformed into political influence in Tibet equivalent to that enjoyed by the Mongol Yuan. However, the Ming had no real interest in Tibet beyond Tibet’s role in Ming relations with the Mongols, who still remained a powerful threat outside the borders of China. Once the Mongol threat passed, the Ming were no longer concerned with Tibet and did little to substantiate their claim to authority there.


  Tibet’s continuing relations with the Mongols were much more politically significant than Tibetan relations with the Ming. Various Mongol khans continued to play the role of political patron to Tibet. In 1577, Altan Khan, leader of the Mongols outside the Ming domains in what is now Inner Mongolia, intending to “follow the example of Phagspa and Kublai,” invited a Tibetan lama, Sonam Gyatso, to his camp. Altan awarded Sonam Gyatso the name Dalai, a Mongol translation of the lama’s name Gyatso, both with the meaning of “oceanic.” Sonam Gyatso thereafter became known as the Dalai Lama (the third, since two of his predecessors were posthumously recognized as the first and second Dalai Lamas). In exchange, Sonam Gyatso recognized Altan as a reincarnation of Genghis Khan, which allowed Altan to claim authority over all Mongols. Altan’s grandson was subsequently recognized as the Fourth Dalai Lama, thus cementing relations between Tibetans and Mongols.


  In 1642, Gushri Khan of the Kokonor Mongols unified Tibet on behalf of the Fifth Dalai Lama, the first time that a Dalai Lama had attained both temporal and spiritual rule. Regional and sectarian conflicts were suppressed, and Tibet was politically unified. The Dalai Lama established relations with the Manchu shortly after they conquered China in 1644. Tibet was important to the early Manchu Qing dynasty (1644–1912) due to the Fifth Dalai Lama’s influence with the remaining independent Mongols. In 1652, the Dalai Lama visited the Manchu emperor in Beijing in the hopes of reestablishing the cho–yon relationship that had existed with the Mongol Yuan. However, the Manchu court interpreted the Dalai Lama’s visit as signifying the nominal submission of the Dalai Lama to the emperor and the inclusion of Tibet within the Manchu Empire.


  In 1682, the Fifth Dalai Lama died. In 1720, a Qing army invaded Tibet to expel the Dzungar Mongols who had invaded Tibet from the area north of the Tian Shan in what is now Xinjiang. This event marks the beginning of actual Qing control over Tibet. Five years later, the Qing reorganized the administration of Tibet under the Tibetan secular nobility, supervised by a Qing representative or amban, who was always a Mongol or Manchu. The Qing followed the example of the Yuan in administratively separating the eastern Tibetan provinces of Kham and Amdo from central Tibet. The eastern part of Kham was administered by native chiefs under the supervision of the governor of Sichuan. The Tibetans and Mongols of Amdo were supervised by a Qing amban in Sining. After the murder of a Lhasa amban in 1750, the Qing again reorganized the Tibetan administration and put it under the overall authority of the amban.


  In 1792, the Qing sent an army to Tibet to repel an invasion by the Gurkhas of Nepal, after which the Tibetan administration was again reorganized. The Qing amban took control of Tibetan frontier defense and foreign affairs. The Tibetan currency, which had been the source of trouble with Nepal, was also taken under Qing supervision. The Qing required that the incarnations of the Panchen and Dalai Lamas and other high lamas be approved by a process of choosing of lots from a golden urn. This procedure, despite later Chinese claims, was not meant to establish Chinese sovereignty over Tibet, but was rather a means that the Qing employed in both Mongolia and Tibet to limit the power of the aristocracy by limiting the discovery of reincarnations among them.


  The measures undertaken in 1792 represent the height of Qing influence in Tibet. Thereafter, the Qing dynasty began to decline and, with it, Qing control in Tibet. In fact, most of the Qing reforms of 1792 were never fully implemented or quickly fell into disuse. The right to approve reincarnations, the most significant reform in terms of its implications for Tibet’s sovereignty, became essentially symbolic or was even ignored by the Tibetans. During the nineteenth century, the Qing were preoccupied with foreign imperialism and were unable to pay much attention to Tibet. In 1847, the Lhasa amban abandoned financial and military powers to the Tibetan government, representing the effective end of direct Qing administration in Tibet.


  During the long reign of the Qing, Tibet was placed, in the Chinese mind, in the category of Chinese territory. Nevertheless, Tibetan cultural, ethnic, and national identity was essentially unaffected. Although the Qing Empire was transformed into a Chinese ruling dynasty, Tibet did not thereby become a part of China. The nature of the Qing relationship with Tibet was one between states, or between an empire and a semiautonomous state, not a relationship between a central government and an outlying province. The Qing dynasty, like the previous conquest dynasty, the Yuan, distinguished Inner Asia from China. Inner Asian tribes and states were treated as dependent allies during the early Qing. Tibet was a dependent state of the Qing, much like Mongolia. Its inaccessibility and the difficulties involved in imposing direct administration contributed to the Qing preference to maintain Tibet’s semiautonomous status within the empire.


  British Patronage for Tibetan Autonomy


  The Thirteenth Dalai Lama was born in 1876 and confirmed as the reincarnation in 1879 without the use of the Qing lottery system. He assumed temporal authority in 1895.


  At the turn of the twentieth century, the British government of India, suspicious of Russian influence in Tibet, attempted to gain trade privileges in Tibet through negotiations with the Chinese. However, the Chinese, despite their claim to authority over Tibet, were proven powerless to make the Tibetans respect agreements made between China and the British. In 1904, the British invaded Tibet. Before the British expedition reached Lhasa, the Dalai Lama fled to Mongolia. In Lhasa, the British concluded a treaty that granted Great Britain trade privileges in Tibet.


  The 1904 British expedition to Tibet ended Tibet’s international isolation and exposed the myth of China’s claimed authority in Tibet, but it also resulted in the flight of the Dalai Lama from Lhasa and led to an inevitable attempt by China to recover its position in Tibet. The British invasion served notice upon the Chinese that their claim to possession of Tibet was no longer safe from challenge by foreign rivals. The Chinese were compelled to either establish direct control and administration over Tibet or risk losing Tibet to British influence or to an independent status.


  During the Dalai Lama’s absence, the Chinese sent an expeditionary force into Kham in eastern Tibet in an attempt to convert that part of Tibet into a Chinese province, to be known as Xikang. In 1908, the Dalai Lama visited Beijing, where he was forced to accept a reduction in his status in Lhasa in favor of the amban. The Dalai Lama was able to return to Lhasa in 1910, but Chinese forces soon thereafter reached Lhasa from Kham and the Dalai Lama once again fled, this time to India.


  The Qing dynasty was overthrown in 1911. In 1912, the Dalai Lama returned to Lhasa, refused the titles offered by the Chinese Republic, and repudiated China’s claim to authority over Tibet. These acts are considered by Tibetans as a declaration of Tibet’s independence. Mongolia also proclaimed its independence from China in 1912, and the next year, Mongolia and Tibet concluded a treaty of mutual recognition.11


  In 1914, Britain attempted to secure Chinese recognition of Tibetan autonomy in tripartite negotiations at Simla in India between Great Britain, China, and Tibet. China claimed sovereignty over all Tibet and direct administration of eastern Tibet, but was willing to allow central Tibet some autonomous status. For their part, the Tibetans sought to have all Tibetan cultural areas included within the Tibetan state. They arrived at the conference with tax records demonstrating Tibetan administration over almost all the territory of Tibetan inhabitation and denied that the previous relationship between Tibetan Dalai Lamas and Chinese emperors implied Tibetan subordination to China.


  The Tibetan position was essentially a claim to self-determination for all areas of Tibetan inhabitation, although the term self-determination was not used. A border between “Inner Tibet”under Chinese control and an autonomous “Outer Tibet” at the divide between the Mekong and Yangtze rivers was ultimately agreed upon. Britain and Tibet agreed to the final Simla Convention, but the Chinese government refused to ratify it. Britain and Tibet thereafter made a bilateral agreement on the border between British India and Tibet.


  Because China did not ratify the Simla Convention, Tibet did not consider itself bound by its acknowledgment of any degree of Chinese authority over Tibet. By its refusal to ratify the convention, China lost its chance for British recognition of Chinese authority over Tibet, which the British had defined as suzerainty. However, at the same time, China avoided acknowledging Tibet’s right to enter into an international treaty or any limitation on China’s authority over Tibet. China reserved the right to settle with Tibet unilaterally at a time of its own choosing.12


  In 1921, the British presented the Chinese with an ultimatum: if China refused to renegotiate the Simla Convention, the British would treat Tibet as an autonomous state under Chinese suzerainty. However, with the lack of any Chinese response, the British found themselves having effectively recognized Chinese suzerainty over Tibet without any corresponding Chinese admission of Tibet’s right to autonomy. The British compounded this error during the following years by continuing to acknowledge Chinese suzerainty while never securing any Chinese recognition of Tibetan autonomy.13


  After the 1914 Simla Convention, British influence in Tibet increased, including providing Tibet with military assistance that enabled the Tibetans to push the Chinese out of most of Kham. The Thirteenth Dalai Lama attempted to strengthen Tibet’s ability to defend itself by raising taxes for the support of the army. However, these measures created resistance from the large estate holders, particularly from the Panchen Lama’s estate in Shigatse. Relations between Lhasa and the Panchen Lama deteriorated to the point that in 1924 he fled to China, disrupting the Dalai Lama’s attempt to create Tibetan unity and providing China with a means to create divisions within Tibet. In order to keep Chinese influence out of Tibet, the Tibetan government did not allow the Panchen Lama to return during his lifetime. He died at Jyekundo in eastern Tibet in 1937.


  British support for Tibet was helpful to the Tibetans in maintaining their autonomy, but Britain’s continuing recognition of China’s suzerainty over Tibet allowed the Chinese to maintain their claims even when their actual authority was nonexistent. Despite the lack of any Chinese control over Tibet, China’s claim to sovereignty over Tibet was generally accepted by the outside world. Even Britain, which knew that Tibet was de facto independent, continued to recognize China’s overlordship of Tibet because Britain was unwilling to go to the extent of becoming Tibet’s protector against China.


  In 1933, the Thirteenth Dalai Lama died, and four years later, the reincarnation of the Dalai Lama was discovered in Amdo. In 1939, the boy was brought to Lhasa and installed as the Fourteenth Dalai Lama. The Chinese government was invited to send a representative to observe the ceremonies of installation, as were the governments of India, Nepal, Sikkim, and Bhutan. However, the Chinese construed the participation of its representative as the official recognition and installation of the reincarnation, a version of events denied by Tibetans and other participants.


  Tibet maintained its claim to independence from China throughout the 1930s and 1940s. It also demanded the return to Tibetan administration of Chinese-controlled areas of eastern Tibet. Tibet maintained its neutrality during World War II even though China was a combatant. This position occasioned the first Tibetan diplomatic contacts with the United States, when Tibet refused permission to transport war supplies across Tibet from India to China. An American mission to Tibet in 1943 was informed of the Tibetan claim to independence, in response to which it was suggested that Tibet might attempt to achieve recognition of its independence in a postwar peace conference.


  In 1945, at the conclusion of the war, Chiang Kai-shek, in the anticolonialist spirit of the time, promised Tibet and other nationalities self-determination ranging from “a very high degree of autonomy” to independence.14 Chiang’s statement undoubtedly reflected the Western Allies’ influence on China during the war and immediately after. Since China had been forced by the Soviet Union to recognize the independence of Mongolia after the war, Chiang may have been trying to prevent Tibet’s case from being brought up by Great Britain or the United States.


  Tibet attempted to establish diplomatic recognition of its independence after the end of the war by sending a “Victory Congratulations Mission” to India, China, the United States, and the United Kingdom. The Tibetans had been led to believe that a 1945 Chinese constitutional convention would confirm Chiang’s promise to Tibet of the right to national self-determination. However, the Chinese falsely portrayed Tibetan attendance at that convention as Tibetan participation as a part of China in drafting the constitution. In 1947, Tibet participated in a nongovernmental Asian Relations Conference in India despite Chinese protests. In 1948, a Tibetan trade mission was received in India, China, the United States, and Britain.


  Coincident with Indian independence in 1947, the British gave up their interest in and involvement in Tibetan affairs. By this time, some of the British officials involved with Tibet had realized the futility of their policy there. The British attempted to define suzerainty as “nominal sovereignty over a semi-independent or internally autonomous state.” However, Hugh Richardson, the last British representative in Lhasa, admitted that suzerainty “has never been defined and, indeed, appears to be incapable of absolute definition.”15 The British were unable to give any substance to Tibetan autonomy, nor could they convince the Chinese to respect Tibetan autonomy or to confine their ambitions in Tibet to the British concept of suzerainty. The Chinese regarded British attempts to limit Chinese control over Tibet as an attempt to separate Tibet from China.


  The British invasion of Tibet in 1904 had come at the end of an era for the British Empire as well as for China and Tibet. The British were intent upon protecting British India from imperial rivals, but they were unwilling and unable to extend their empire to include Tibet. The British hoped to establish an autonomous, but not independent, Tibetan state—one that would recognize Chinese suzerainty and would not require direct British administration of Tibet, but that would serve as a buffer state between British India and Russia and China. Rather than pursue a traditional colonialist approach in Tibet, the British attempted to preserve an archaic model of Tibet’s traditional relationship with China at a time when that relationship had been changed forever by the very fact of the British entry onto the scene. This strategy by the British also affected Tibet’s future status. Tibet might have emerged as an independent country if it had been definitely detached from China under a British colonial administration, as Outer Mongolia did after a period of Russian and then Soviet domination.


  The British difficulty in defining and achieving Tibetan autonomy under Chinese suzerainty was due to more than just China’s rejection of British interference in what it considered its internal affairs. The British were trying to define and perpetuate a political status of an era that had already passed. Tibet’s traditional autonomy had existed only because the pre-twentieth-century Chinese dynasties had perceived no threat to their claim to sovereignty over Tibet, either from foreign rivals or from Tibetan nationalism. British interference in Tibet, especially British support for Tibetan autonomy, changed the situation entirely from the Chinese perspective. Chinese nationalism of the twentieth century arose in response to the Chinese perception of foreign interference, and once Chinese nationalism became a factor, there was little chance that China would willingly accept anything less than full sovereignty over Tibet.


  Until this time, most countries, the United States included, had followed the British lead in recognizing Tibetan autonomy under Chinese suzerainty. The Americans, less aware than the British of the realities of Tibet, attempted to further perpetuate this status because of U.S. opposition to Chinese Communism. Thus was Tibet’s role in the “Great Game” transformed into a similar role in the Cold War.


  Tibetan National Identity


  By the middle of the twentieth century, Tibet had established, if not de jure independence and international recognition of such, at least de facto independence and the corresponding right as a distinct nation to national self-determination. Tibet’s national identity, based upon nationality, territory, culture, and government, had been established during the empire period and had not been lost during the subsequent periods of dominance by Chinese dynasties of non-Chinese origin. In the first half of the twentieth century, Tibet had, under British patronage, demonstrated its unequivocal desire for independence. Tibet also occasionally indicated its willingness to accept a nominal Chinese authority, similar to the traditional cho–yon relationship, but this was primarily due to the British policy of supporting Tibetan autonomy but not independence. Tibet during the early 1900s experienced a growth of national identity and nationalist sentiment due to both British and Chinese colonial interests in Tibet. After the end of World War II, it expressed a desire for national self-determination contemporaneous with the codification of that right in international human rights conventions.


  Since its annexation of Tibet in 1950–1951, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) has denied the validity of Tibet’s right to national self-determination by construing the issue of Tibet as one entirely about class rather than nationhood. The PRC claimed that Tibet was already a part of China, so there was no issue of Tibet being a nation separate from China worthy of the right of national self-determination. The Chinese defined the issue of Tibet as the Tibetan people’s need for liberation from the class exploitation of its own feudal serf system, and once that system was overthrown, they proclaimed the achievement of Tibetan “self-determination” by the Tibetans themselves. Since then, China has justified its liberation of the Tibetans with much propaganda about the evils of the dark, barbaric, cruel, feudal serf system that supposedly existed before liberation. Yet China’s portrayal of pre-1950 Tibet does not accord with the testimony of Tibetans, Chinese, or other foreign visitors of the time.


  The Tibetan government administered most of Tibet indirectly through traditional princes, nomadic chieftains, monasteries, or monastic sects. In addition, Tibetans who had served the government were often compensated with estates, from which they were allowed to collect labor and taxes, rather than being paid directly by the government. This indirect type of political administration is the real meaning of feudalism and, as Karl Marx said, represented a natural evolution of human political organization. Indirect rule obviated the need for central government administration, or police and military authority, while at the same time providing some social security within the feudal framework. Feudal estates provided their tenants with protection against bandits and other deprivations. Because estate lords and monasteries stored grain and gave it to
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