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NOTES ON TRANSLITERATION
Chinese terms are romanised based on the pinyin system, while Wylie
was employed for Tibetan terms. Tibetan place names are given a more
readable romanised transcription following Kolas & Thowsen (2005)
instead of using the more cumbersome Wylie versions.
In the text I provide Tibetan and Chinese translations in the format
(T. / Ch.) as appropriate. In order to reflect my fieldwork setting, I only
provide Tibetan terms where they were commonly used by my informants. For example, for many educational terms such as ‘college entrance
examination’ (Ch. gaokao) or ‘associate degree’ (Ch. dazhuan xuewei) my
informants (including minority department majors) would invariably
employ the Chinese terms. Conversely, I occasionally omit Chinese translations where they seemed unnecessary. At times, local (Tibetan / Chinese)
words for important terms or concepts are provided in cited informant
statements. Where relevant, transliterations for original interview questions are provided in footnotes. The Tibetan versions of these questions
were rendered by my research assistants in a spoken form of Amdo, and
I chose to directly transliterate them into Wylie without seeking to adapt
them to a literary Lhasa-Tibetan style.
Place names are given in the format ‘Tibetan name / Chinese name’ for
counties and prefectures that have both such names. The Tibetan names
are purposely omitted for Haidong prefecture and several of its counties
in order to indicate the sinicised nature of this Han-majority region. An
exception here are Bayan Khar (Ch. Hualong) and Yarze (Ch. Xunhua)
counties because of the significant presence of Tibetan groups there who
still regularly use their mother tongue.
The Tibetan names used in this book are pseudonyms, with the exception of a few educators who gave permission for the use of their real
names. They are based on common romanised spellings for Tibetan
names. For these names, I chose to use the Amdo spelling, such as ‘Tserang’
instead of ‘Tsering’, in order to retain a stronger sense of local context.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION
Education, Market and Language
The third floor classroom in the No.1 teaching building at the Qinghai
University for Nationalities (QUN) in Xining is crowded with Tibetan
department students. Everyone’s attention is directed to the front as the
annual Tibetan department speech competition participants take their
turns. One student gets up and delivers a flowery, poetic speech in fluent
Chinese. Then the next speaker moves to the front, talking about friendship and student life, this time in English. After him, a very serious-looking
student gets up and makes a passionate speech, filled with gestures and
emotions, in the Tibetan language. The title of his speech is “On how to
preserve our mother tongue”. Tashi Rabden first critiques the mixing of
Chinese words into the Tibetan language, as it is common practice even
among Tibetan department students to employ Chinese words for numerals or for ‘modern’ terms such as ‘bus station’ or ‘telephone’. Then he
elaborates:
Some Tibetan students say that Tibetan is not very useful at this time, so
they don’t want to study it. … Studying our own ethnic group’s culture is our
responsibility. Although other cultures are very developed, we also need to
study our own culture. We need to study both our language and other languages such as Chinese and English. For example, the Chinese language is
like our mouth and tongue, if you don’t have them you cannot speak and
cannot eat, and might go hungry. If you want to know the world, you should
study English, which is like a telescope. If you don’t study English, you cannot know [see] the world. If you have no telescope, you cannot see the world
and you cannot find anything. You are Tibetan, so you need to study our
Tibetan culture. If you don’t know Tibetan culture it’s like you have no head.
If you have no head, you have no mouth, tongue, eyes, so you cannot eat,
speak, see the world—you have nothing.

Tashi Rabden’s words sum up the most hotly debated and most emotionallycharged issue within the Tibetan communities within China: questions of
language, education, employment and ethnocultural survival. Questions
of cultural preservation in the face of homogenising forces of market and
state, of holding on to essentialised pasts amidst pressures to ‘modernise’
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along state-defined, majority-centred trajectories. At a time when employment is increasingly competitive, when market dynamics are replacing
the iron rice bowl of socialism, when technological changes and communication networks are reaching into the farthest corners of the Tibetan
plateau, and the significance of Chinese as the nation’s lingua franca and
of English as the ‘world language’ continue to increase, the young Tibetan
generation is full of anxieties, insecurities, and a sense that their fate is
dominated by forces beyond their control. What is the usefulness of the
Tibetan language in a rapidly ‘modernising’ environment? What gainful
employment can Tibetan department graduates hope to find at a time
when state employment is being cut? How can ‘being Tibetan’ be meaningfully preserved in the context of urban centres dominated by the ethnic ‘other’?
Already, many Tibetans are talking about the need to make pragmatic
choices, to ‘face reality’, to engage with Han language and society and to
‘modernise’ their ‘traditionally’-minded people. In his famous poem
‘Waterfall of Youth’ (T. Lang tsho’i rbab chu), the well-known Tibetan
writer Dondrup Gyal argued that Tibetans must cease to live in the past
and look to the future, that they must “change with the times”. But for
many students, parents and educators, change and modernity are inherently associated with assimilation. As ethnic boundaries are perceived to
be eroding through the homogenising forces of market, urbanity and
modernisation, there is a sense of ambiguity, of hybridity, of ‘in-betweenness’. Above all, there is a fear that Tibetan ‘culture’—and therefore the
Tibetan people—may not survive. The aim of this book is to analyse the
complex interrelated themes of education, employment and ethnicity, in
order to offer a critical perspective on debates surrounding the survival of
‘Tibetan culture’ and ‘authentic’ Tibetan identities in the context of a rapidly modernising China. In the process of problematising the widely
taken-for-granted notion of ‘Tibetanness’ being under threat, it seeks to
identify the many facets of Tibetan agency that have been taking place in
the context of complex and at times contradictory structural constraints.
Western scholarship on minority education in China has tended to
emphasise how the state is using education to control and suppress minority identities, instilling feelings of cultural inferiority through discourses
of backwardness, and promoting cultural homogeneity and assimilation
through the concept of the Zhonghua minzu, the multi-ethnic ‘Chinese
nation’ (e.g. Hansen, 1999a; Shih, 2002; Yi Lin, 2008). Minority education
is therefore not so much about cultural preservation but rather “an
instrument to convert ethnicity…into a universal citizenship” (Shih, ibid.,
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p. 200). It is a state-sponsored structure that systematically promotes “the
cultural exclusion of ethnic minorities” (Yi Lin, ibid., p. 120).
Even more so in the Tibetan context, the widespread perception and
argument of empathetic Westerners and the Tibetan exile community has
been that Tibetan ‘culture’ is under attack from blatantly assimilatory policies and practices of the Chinese state, and that this assimilationist agenda
is in particular being implemented through a minority education system
that serves to “erode Tibetan cultural identity and completely integrate
the next generation of Tibetans into Chinese culture” (TCHRD,1 2005; compare Goldstein-Kyaga, 1993). A more nuanced and balanced—but ultimately very similar—argument about the predominantly assimilatory
character of Tibetan minority education in China is made by, for example,
Bangsbo (2004), Bass (1998), Fischer (2005a, 2009), MacPherson & Beckett
(2008), Yi Lin (2008), Sangay (1998), and Smith (2009). MacPherson and
Beckett emphasise how Tibetan education is “not only neglectful of local
languages, histories, and ethnic identities”, but that it is often “explicitly
intended to generate ideological domination and overt assimilation”
(ibid., p. 113). The picture painted by most of the literature2 is that of a
general trend towards increasingly overt educational assimilation and
sinicisation compared to the initial reform period of the early 1980s, reflecting a general political trend towards tighter and more centralised state
control over minority affairs since the late 1980s and into the present time.3
Bass’s widely-cited work on Tibetan education in the Tibetan Autonomous Region (TAR) notes that secondary education in the 1980s and 1990s
primarily focused on Chinese language instruction, heavily disadvantaging students who had attended Tibetan-medium primary schools. An
experimental Tibetan-medium middle school initiative was aborted in
1996 for political reasons despite showing great promise for Tibetan
education, and in 1997 it was announced that Chinese language classes
would be implemented from the first year of primary school. Bass concludes that “the general failure to implement the First Forum policies
regarding the Tibetan language in society has meant that it is increasingly
impractical for Tibetan children to receive all their education in Tibetan”
(p. 259). Even though her analysis represents an accurate assessment
of the educational setbacks caused by political complications in the
TAR at that time, more recent educational developments throughout
1 TCHRD stands for Tibetan Centre for Human Rights and Development.
2 An exception is Upton (1999).
3 These political developments will be discussed in more detail in chapter 3.
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China’s Tibetan regions call for a thorough re-evaluation of this classic
viewpoint.
In contrast, Upton’s (1999) review of a Tibetan middle school in Sichuan
reflects the differences of educational and political contexts in Tibetan
regions inside and outside the TAR, and points to tibetanising developments that would later reach Qinghai. Upton critiques the Western tendency to align too closely with Tibetan exile portrayals, arguing that
“contrary to the rhetoric that often surfaces in Western and Tibetan-exile
reports”, the local curriculum contains a significant amount of Tibetan
materials that are “relevant to Tibetan cultural life in the broad sense”
(p. 307). She points out that in-depth ethnographic studies of Tibetan
education remain sparse and that the existing literature has largely been
restricted to overviews of policy environments and general regional surveys—a situation that has not seen significant improvment since the time
of her writing. Upton’s study’s main limitation is that it primarily focuses
only on one institution4 and therefore does not capture the wider dynamics of educational tibetanisation developments and their re-tibetanising
potential.
The probably most recent comprehensive overview of Tibetan education in Qinghai was conducted by Kolas and Thowsen, largely based on
structured surveys conducted with local authorities and various general
observations. It suggests that around the turn of the millennium, Tibetanmedium bilingual education in that province was largely restricted to
primary schools, with Tibetan language in secondary institutions just
being an extra subject. Higher-level education in Tibetan was “limited to
teacher training and Tibetan medicine” (ibid., p. 121). Overall, Kolas and
Thowsen conclude that “[e]ducation conducted in Tibetan appeared to
be less comprehensively developed in Qinghai than in Tibetan areas of
neighbouring Sichuan and Gansu” (ibid.). Their report lists a limited number of all Tibetan-medium middle schools in the neighbouring provinces
of Gansu and Sichuan, but without providing further analysis of the potential and implications of these nascent developments.
Based on significant developments in Tibetan education in Qinghai—
or more precisely, Qinghai’s Amdo5 Tibetan regions—since the turn of
4 Besides her in-depth case study, Upton provides a very brief overview of Tibetan education in Songpan county in Sichuan where her research was undertaken.
5 There are three main Tibetan groups, based in corresponding regions: Central (Lhasa)
Tibetans (the region being traditionally referred to as Ü-Tsang), Amdo Tibetans and Kham
Tibetans. They share the same script but their dialects are largely mutually unintelligible.
While each group considers itself Tibetan, it also holds a distinct group-based ethnic identity.
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the millennium, this book seeks to present a substantially different view
on the spread of Tibetan-medium education in the minority education
system, its increasingly essential role in the preservation of Tibetan ‘culture’ and language, and on the primary (often non-educational) forces
behind the assimilatory pressures that young Tibetans are presently being
engulfed by. Our current understanding of Tibetan education in China is
severely limited in three ways: firstly, much of the research has focused on
the situation in the TAR, which—as I will argue—differs considerably
from other Tibetan regions. Secondly, almost all published material is
based on fieldwork conducted in the 1990s, and therefore has not taken
into account significant recent developments—what I call the second
phase of (educational) tibetanisation. An exception is Yi Lin’s (2008) more
recent study of a Tibetan school, the Huangnan Minority Senior Secondary
School (Huangnan zhou minzu gaozhong) in Malho (Ch. Huangnan).6
However, this particular school had not implemented any tibetanising
reforms (and to my knowledge had not done so by early 2008), and consequently Yi’s account does not mention educational tibetanisation.
Thirdly and most importantly, research on Tibetan education in particular, but also not uncommonly on China’s minority education in general,7
has tended to overlook how minorities have utilised the education system
to assert their ethnic identity, sparking localised processes of ethnic revitalisation and, in the Qinghai Amdo Tibetan case, of ‘re-tibetanisation’.
Statements that minority students are confronted with the “government’s
monopolizing interpretation of their identity” (Hansen, 1999a, p. 159) or
that “Tibetan students are made to feel ashamed of both their background
and identity” (TCHRD, quoted in Kolas & Thowsen, 2005, p. 94) are therefore one-sided portrayals that cannot adequately capture the educational
dynamics of the Qinghai Tibetan context.
Based on anthropological fieldwork conducted in Qinghai province in
2006 and 2007/2008, I suggest that since the early 2000s a significant tibetanisation of Tibetan education has been taking place in many Amdo
Tibetan regions (presented in chapter 3). Through the grassroots initiatives of Tibetan educators, the depth and breadth of Tibetan-medium
secondary and tertiary instruction has been expanding considerably.8
6 Following a different naming convention, I translate this school’s name as the
Huangnan Prefecture Nationalities Middle School (“middle school” effectively includes high
school, since almost all Tibetan middle schools also now feature a high school section).
7 A notable exception is, for example, McCarthy (2009).
8 By 2007/2008, tibetanising reforms have also been introduced in a small number of
Tibetan primary schools, for example, in the Chabcha (Ch. Gonghe) prefecture centre.
Primary-level education was not a main focus of my research.
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Perhaps surprisingly, these developments have been occurring in spite of
a political context of ‘neo-integrationism’—with the state again seeking
to integrate its minorities more tightly into the dominant economic and
cultural framework of the Han-led 'Chinese Nation’ (Zhonghua minzu).
However, I will suggest that the cultural-economic pragmatism that forms
the core of neo-integrationism also provided the Tibetan community with
a platform for justifying the expansion of Tibetan-medium educational
opportunities.
As a result of the successes of educational tibetanisation, virtually all of
my informants from the Tibetan education system, both educators and
students, viewed Tibetan education as the primary (and perhaps only)
way to preserve Tibetan ‘culture’—although this assessment does not
negate the fact that important educational issues remain to be addressed.
For them, the greatest threat to ‘Tibetanness’ stems from the marketisation of employment, socio-economic competition, and a scarcity of jobs
for those who graduate from the Tibetan education system. Although
thinking that the state seeks to assimilate all Tibetans, they believe that
this is occurring in subtle rather than direct ways, more through socioeconomic transformations and the omnipresent forces of modernity
than by overt assimilationism. Their most immediate concern are those
Tibetans who voluntarily opt for Chinese schooling for career reasons—in
their eyes betrayers of the cultural heritage. This renders the Tibetan situation more complex than it is often portrayed to be: rather than being a
dualistic constellation of ‘oppressed Tibetans’ vis-à-vis an assimilatory
state, we find multiple layers and groupings within the complex categories of ‘minority’ versus the ‘state’, and above all, a perceived enemy from
within one’s own ranks.
Consequently, the issue is not so much forced sinicisation but chosen
sinicisation, because the choice to be part of preserving one’s language and
culture is (by and large) available to those who are willing to make it—
although many of those who ‘chose’ Chinese complicate this view by asserting that there is in fact ‘no choice’. For example, Lobsang Rabden, educator
at the QUN Tibetan department, argued that the Tibetan language will
“become extinct” because of a lack of jobs that require Tibetan language
skills, and as a result of its declining significance in wider society. Likewise,
the central argument of this book is that the primary assimilatory threat
to the Tibetan language and culture stems not so much from Tibetan
minority education, but much more so from a skewed availability and
allocation of stable, reasonably-remunerated jobs, with the result that
graduates from the Tibetan education system are being systematically
disprivileged.
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At present, there is a puzzling dearth of academic publications that
comprehensively address minority employment and career dynamics in
China. Even research on graduate employment among the Han majority is
sparse (e.g. Hoffman, 2001). Bilik (1998) and Bulag (2003) briefly touch on
minority graduate employment in the Inner Mongolian context, underlining the significance of language (Mongolian versus Chinese) for career
prospects. In the context of economic transformation and market reforms,
the topic is at times highlighted in passing (e.g. Fischer, 2005a; Kolas &
Thowsen, 2005; Yi Lin, 2008; Ma Rong, 2008, 2010) but not subjected to a
systematic and detailed ethnographic analysis.9 An exception here is
Fischer’s more recent work (2007, 2009, 2013) on education, employment
and subsistence strategies. Writing from a predominantly quantitativelyinformed research angle, Fischer aptly highlights the conundrum engendered by the complex interrelationship between minority education,
employment developments and ethnic considerations. To quote:
In the context of educational inequalities and urban labour market reforms,
the minority education system of the Tibetan areas, while originally devised
to offer preferential treatment to minorities, ironically results in a catch-22
for minority groups between assimilation and segregation. On the one hand,
they are educationally disadvantaged in the mainstream system due to
linguistic or cultural biases, or even economically disadvantaged due to the
higher costs of such education compared to the minority system. On the
other hand, the segregated option ultimately leads to later disadvantage in
urban employment, given that the value or content of minority education is
devalued by the dominant group. This situation has been exacerbated by
the fact that employment reforms curtailed guaranteed or preferential
employment… (2009, p. 30)

Moreover, while present studies have touched on the question of language
in minority career and employment dynamics, the issue of corruption,
which has significant bearings on minority employment dynamics, has
rarely been discussed.10 Finally, even a comprehensive study of the objective, structural conditions of minority employment remains ultimately
insufficient if it is not complemented by an in-depth analysis of students’
and families’ subjective perceptions and expectations, as the latter play a
crucial role in shaping both educational and career strategies. In particular, the notion of ‘adequacy’, which determines what kind of employment
9 Yi Lin’s book offers a discussion of Tibetan graduate employment issues, but only
very briefly in a postscript and focused on just one particular group of Tibetan-English
majors.
10 An exception here is Ma Rong (2010), whose account, however, provides little ethnographic depth.
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is considered ‘adequate’ for a college graduate, significantly impacts
student and parent expectations towards the kind of career that an education should lead to (see also Fischer, 2009, p. 28).
The themes of education, career and perceptions of the value of education with regard to career aspirations are brought together in Pieke’s (1991)
piece on Dutch Chinese immigrants. Pieke questions why on the one hand
Chinese students educationally outperform all other Dutch immigrant
groups and even the Dutch majority, but why on the other hand a substantial number of them drops out of school after completing mandatory
education. Drawing on Ogbu’s (1987) folk theory of success in education,
which stipulates that minorities will overcome even major cultural-linguistic barriers in schooling if they believe that obtaining an education
can bring them success, Pieke argues that the Dutch Chinese community
views education as an investment whose opportunity costs must be
compared with family demands for free labour. The majority of Chinese
immigrants there operate family-run businesses (mostly restaurants).
If children fail to do well in school or if there is an urgent need to meet
business labour requirements, parents will often require them to discontinue their education. This is amplified by the perception that employment opportunities in wider society are limited, while one’s own family
business always provides work opportunities. Pieke uses his case to argue
against the universal validity of Ogbu’s folk theory model, suggesting
that: “There does not exist an unambiguously formulated ‘folk theory
of success’ assigning an important role to formal education” (p. 175).
However, while Pieke’s argument may serve to complicate Ogbu’s model,
his research arguably reveals a wider Dutch Chinese folk theory of family
economic success which compares and pragmatically selects between
different investment opportunities and upward mobility routes, of which
education is just one among several. Consequently, it will be argued that
Obguian dynamics are not without relevance for the Tibetan context,
even though their validity is limited to specific segments within the
Tibetan community.
Pieke’s findings therefore point to a basic tenet on which this book is
based: that education—and especially minority education—cannot be
understood in isolation. Rather, that it has to be studied not only together
with questions of ethnic identity and belonging, but also in conjunction
with economic dynamics and job market transformations in the context
of rapid marketisation processes. The education-employment nexus is
the focus of chapter 5. At the same time, Chinese and minority education
systems and the career paths that they typically lead to cannot be viewed
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as two distinct binary, isolated entities. My fieldwork on career choices,
presented in chapter 6, shows that minority students engage in a variety
of mixing strategies, creatively combining both systems for educational,
career and ethnic identity-related reasons. These mixing strategies in
themselves reflect the challenges and resulting conflicting desires of the
perceived choice between ethnicity and career, as a substantial number of
Tibetans are attracted to the prospect of combining both educational and
cultural worlds. But the seemingly straightforward equation of Chinese
schooling as ‘good for getting jobs’ versus Tibetan education as an idealistic choice that is primarily made for the sake of ethnic preservation is in
reality more complex than students, parents and educators portray it to
be. The perhaps surprising and rarely acknowledged fact that graduates
from the Chinese-medium often face stiffer competition than their
Tibetan-medium counterparts is buttressed in chapter 5 by an analysis of
students’ actual career outcomes and civil servant examination statistics.
Sinicisation, Hybridity and the ‘End-of-Tibetanness’
A second focus of this work is the question of ‘voluntary sinicisation’ by
pursuing a Chinese-medium education either from primary education or
at a later stage, and often prompted by a desire or perceived need to pragmatically engage with and (at least partially) integrate into mainstream
society, language and culture. The ramifications and dangers of such
engagement through education, career or relocation to Han-dominated
regions and urban centres are arguably the presently most hotly debated
topic within the Tibetan community. Sinicised (i.e. Chinese-medium educated) groups and individuals within larger minority populations with
strong ethnic identities such as Tibetans, Mongolians or Uyghurs are a
largely unresearched group, but one of growing size and significance.
They are subject to harsh criticism especially from more traditionalist segments within their ethnic groups, are often portrayed as having turned
their backs on their people and their culture out of selfish (i.e. career)
motives, and are not uncommonly considered to have lost their original
ethnic status by having ‘become Han’ (or ‘like a Han’). Since the Han
themselves generally still view these individuals as ‘minorities’, the ‘sinicised’ are effectively locked into an ethnically ambiguous state of being
‘in-between’ their own group and the majority.
An important argument of this book, discussed in chapter 7, is that
the ‘sinicised in-betweens’ may have a significant role to play in the
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cultural-linguistic preservation of their ethnic groups. Firstly, and contrary to traditionalist perceptions and stereotypes, many of my Chinesemedium educated Tibetan informants consciously chose this path in
order to make their contribution to protect and promote ‘Tibetan culture’,
and therefore not, as is typically alleged, merely out of selfish ambition.
Secondly, strategic engagement with the Chinese language and socioeconomy, or what Gibson (1988) has termed ‘accommodation without
assimilation’, can potentially make an important contribution to Tibetan
ethnocultural survival, among other things by exploring new ways in
which ‘Tibetanness’ can be expressed and enacted in what are traditionally considered ‘un-Tibetan’ contexts. Finally, engagement with mainstream society and the nation’s lingua franca could help the ‘educated
Tibetan community’ to pin their socio-economic future on a broader base
than just the increasingly unreliable sphere of public sector employment.
At present, over-reliance on this sector for the careers of their young generation is one of the most problematic issues that the Tibetan community
is facing.
In the multiculturalism literature, integration can be associated with
either assimilation or its opposite, and both terms have been used interchangeably (Stalker, 1997, p. 72). Kivisto (2002) contrasts them using the
Australian case, where ‘integration’ as an official policy came to replace
assimilation and thus provided a stepping-stone towards multiculturalism: “Assimilation aimed at cultural uniformity; integration envisaged
a community built on diverse cultural patterns” (Murphy, 1993, p. 164,
cited in Kivisto, ibid., p. 110). Within the Chinese framework of regional
autonomy through self-governance (Ch. zizhi) for its ethnic minorities
(or ‘nationalities’, T. mi rigs / Ch. minzu),11 especially traditionalist groups
within the Tibetan community view political integration through (supposed) self-governance as a device for cultural-linguistic integration and
therefore assimilation. Gordon’s (1964) seven types of assimilation model
similarly suggests that structural assimilation in the sense of integration
into the organisations and institutions of the majority society is the
“keystone of the arch of assimilation” (p. 81, cited in Kivisto, ibid., p. 29). In
the absence of what many Tibetans would consider to be ‘true’ autonomy,
non-integration is therefore an anti-assimilationist strategy in the face of
11 The terms mi rigs / minzu in common usage mean ‘ethnic’ or ‘ethnicity’, while a
minority is a shaoshu minzu. However, in both popular and official usage, it is common to
just use the shorter term minzu for ‘minority’. The official translation of mi rigs / minzu is
‘nationalities’, a concept predicated upon the minority autonomy framework discussed in
the following chapter.
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diluting ethnocultural and linguistic boundaries. But, on the other hand,
ethnically-conscious pragmatists within the Tibetan community believe
that the very survival of ‘Tibetanness’ hinges upon such strategic engagement with Chinese language and society. A balanced analysis of the contemporary Tibetan situation needs to seriously engage with this line of
reasoning, transcending both romantic notions of traditionalist preservationism as the last bulwark against sinicisation and the latter’s simplistic
stereotyping of those who advocate engagement.
This struggle for ‘authentic’ or ‘pure’ ‘Tibetanness’, which is sought to be
achieved by discouraging linguistic, cultural and biological mixing with
the ethnic ‘other’, is perhaps most aptly captured by the concept of hybridity. Rosaldo describes hybridity as “a space between and betwixt two
zones of purity” (2005, p. xv). Hybridity, especially in the area of language
where the mixing of Tibetan and Chinese through code-switching is
considered by the Tibetan community to be a prime signifier of sinicisation (cf. Kalsang Yeshe, 2008), threatens the preservation of ethnocultural
‘purity’. It creates ambiguity and confusion because it dilutes and complicates ethnic and other categories that are sought to be kept distinctly
bounded and immediately discernible. The resulting phenomenon of
‘ethnic confusion’, i.e. the perceived inability to unambiguously recognise
someone as ‘Tibetan’ and the resulting atmosphere of doubt, plays a
significant role in the construction of the ‘undefinable’ in-between state of
the ‘sinicised’. Those who benefit from the potential for upward social
mobility offered by good skills in the nation’s lingua franca can therefore
be understood not only as a successful, aspiring elite. They can also be
seen as a marginalised group that struggles more than any other segment
within minority populations to define and defend their ambiguous ethnocultural space. This marginalisation is fuelled by traditionalist groups’
essentialised portrayals of ‘pure’ or ‘authentic’ Tibetanness as primordial
indigeneity. Cultural hybridity has thus become, as Pnina Werbner
suggests, “a reflexive moral battleground between cultural purists and
cultural innovators, a cultural ‘thing’ in itself, defined in a field of contestation” (2000, p. 12).
But hybridity not only relates to ethnicity and ethnocultural assimilation, to a mixing of ‘Tibetanness’ and ‘otherness’. It is also—in line with
Garcia Canclini’s (2005) use of the term—a state of being in-between
‘tradition’ and modernity, of “hanging between past and future”
as Gillespie’s Ladakhi Tibetan informants noted (2006, p. 151). Like
other ethnic groups in China, Tibetans are embroiled in what Susan
McCarthy (2009, pp. 47, 177) has termed the “incompatibility of competing
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neo-culturalisms”: the fact that minorities are expected to modernise, but
at the same time should engage in ‘unmodern’ (i.e. ‘backward’ behaviours). While the Chinese state’s civilising project vis-à-vis its minorities,
which largely centres around Han culturalist12 notions of development
(Ch. fazhan) and modernisation (Ch. xiandaihua) has been comprehensively discussed, the internal civilising projects of minority elites themselves have drawn much less attention. An exception here is, for example,
Shneiderman’s (2006) work on Tibetan border populations on the
Chinese-Nepali border.
In the Qinghai Tibetan context, my argument is that not only Tibetan
modernists—who support the view that ‘backward’ minority peripheries
must learn from the ‘developed’ Han centre—actively participate in
such civilising endeavours; rather, discourses of ‘modern Tibetanness’
and their opposite, of the ‘backwardness’ of many uneducated Tibetans,
play a significant role in the internal civilising projects of traditionalist
groups—projects that are often spearheaded by conservative Tibetan
educators. Tibetan notions of ‘Tibetan backwardness’ therefore cannot
be adequately understood as being a Gramscian ‘contradictory consciousness’ (Yeh, 2007). Similarly, minority and Western academics’ ambivalence towards the encroachment of modernisation among China’s ethnic
groups, and the loss of ‘culture’ that this is perceived to entail, may cause
us to overlook how engagement with modernity can constitute
a deliberate minority strategy aiming to expand ethnocultural spaces.
‘Modern Tibetanness’ discourses and their complex roles are analysed in
chapter 8.
The notion of hybridity as an on-going process of hybridisation (or as
“processual” hybridity13) can be fruitfully used to complicate the various
‘end-of-Tibetanness’ scenarios that circulate within the Tibetan community. In some sense, we can agree that “all cultures are always hybrid”
(Werbner, 2000, p. 13). Unless processes of cultural assimilation (or integration or acculturation) are conceptualised as bi- or multidirectional
rather than unidirectional, and concepts such as ‘tradition’ as imaginations of a ‘natural purity’ and therefore as “originary myths” (Tomlinson,
1999, p. 143) that never existed in their supposed ‘pure’ forms, we can
indeed only concur with those who view the ‘end-of-Tibetanness’ as just a
12 I am employing the term culturalism following Yi Lin (2008), who refers to it as “the
belief that China was the only true civilization…” and that “people should be educated
according to its universal civilization”. (p. 15).
13 This term is borrowed from Werbner, 2000, p. 21.
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matter of time. Analyses of minority fates in China invariably run into the
danger of producing or reproducing dichotomising portrayals of an
omnipotent state versus oppressed minorities as helpless victims of overpowering circumstances. Especially in the Tibetan context, significant
portions of the educated elite tend to carefully maintain the disenfranchised underdog image, which ensures ongoing emotional, moral and
financial support from the West.
But such preoccupations easily obscure the extent to which especially
the more conservative-traditionalist segments within Tibetan society are
unwilling—or perhaps unable—to adjust to the not just state-imposed
but also in many ways inevitable changes brought on by the advent of
modernity in the widest sense (technological, cultural, etc.), as well as
by free market reforms in the post-socialist Chinese socioeconomy
(cf. Fischer, 2005a). One of the key questions here is whether Tibetan society cannot survive without the protectionist ‘iron rice bowl’ canopy of
socialism. Was socialism therefore the better scenario for ‘Tibetanness’ to
flourish? Especially those who went through Tibetan-medium education
would tend to agree. But other voices within Tibetan society would dispute such a proposition, arguing that such over-reliance on the state is
problematic and that Tibetans must find creative alternatives to actively
participate in—rather than isolating themselves from—the modernising
market economy. These overarching issues are the main focus of the
concluding chapter.
Structure, Agency and Strategy in Minority Education
Another way to look at interpretations of the Tibetan situation in the
China context is through the interplay of agency and structure. The need
to balance accounts of wider structural forces vis-à-vis the creative agency
of local actors demands careful engagement with both sides of what has
come to be called the structure-agency dualism—which I prefer to conceptualise as a continuum. Following Layder (1994), I define ‘agency’ as
the human ability to impact and change their situations and contexts
through their own actions; and ‘structures’ as the social, cultural, economic and political contexts and conditions within which this agency
takes place. Layder aptly summarises the agency-structure debate as
“focus[ing] on the twin issues of how human beings create and reproduce
institutions and other structural patterns and how, in turn, human behaviour is shaped and influenced by these same social structures” (ibid.,
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p. 215). But while agency and structure are thus conceptualised as distinct
entities for analytical reasons, it is essential to view them as closely
intertwined and interdependent, at times virtually indistinguishable, and
continuously shaping each other as on-going processes rather than fixed
states, reflecting that, as Herzfeld put it, “the fact of structure creates
illusions of fixity” (2001, p. 53).
Both Tibetan (e.g. Badeng Nima, 2007, 2009) and Western academic
accounts of Tibetan education (especially, for example, Fischer, 2005a,
2009; Goldstein-Kyaga, 1993; MacPherson & Beckett, 2008; Smith, 2009)
have tended to emphasize the power of marginalising structural forces at
the expense of detailing local agency and counter-hegemonic strategies.
Even though the substantial body of theory in educational anthropology
and sociology remains largely (or rather, almost entirely) untouched by
the Chinese minority education literature,14 this inclination is reflective of
a general trend in sociological and anthropological studies of education,
which from the 1970s came to be dominated by theories of social and
cultural reproduction. While social reproduction theory primarily relied
on class-based structuralist Marxist analyses (e.g. Althusser, 1971; Apple,
1979; Bowles & Gintis, 1976), the concept of cultural reproduction was pioneered by Bourdieu (e.g. Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977) as a way to explain
structural inequality in education.
Bourdieu conceptualised schools as loci of the validation and distribution of symbolic and cultural capital, consciously appropriating the term
‘capital’ from the realm of economics in order to conceptualise the way in
which these ‘capitals’ can be accumulated, invested and strategically
deployed to secure both social and economic advantage (Bourdieu, 1986).
While symbolic capital refers to social status, honour and prestige, cultural capital relates to ‘legitimate’ knowledges and competencies, and
‘refined’ judgements and tastes. Cultural capital reflects a Bildung (cultivation) that denotes and communicates a students’ middle-classness, and
is crucial for acceptance and success chances in the formal education
system. Symbolic and cultural capitals are both reproduced through intergenerational transmission in family contexts and formally validated and
reinforced in the school system. They therefore ensure the on-going reproduction of class distinctions, also by enabling their bearers to acquire and
expand their economic and social capital.15
14 Exceptions to this are discussed below.
15 Bourdieu defined social capital as “more or less institutionalized relationships of
mutual acquaintance and recognition” (1986, p. 248), such as memberships, connections,
networks, etc.
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Bourdieu’s most significant theoretical notion for explaining the sociocognitive mechanism of cultural reproduction is the habitus: “The conditionings associated with a particular class of conditions of existence
produce habitus, a system of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures predisposed to function as structuring structures…”
(1990, p. 53). According to Bourdieu, the habitus is an amalgamation of
embodied social structures internalised as mental schemes, produced by
sociocultural conditionings and itself producing durable dispositions
to act in accordance with one’s socialisation, dispositions that “forge
the unconscious unity of a class” (1984, p. 77). In this way, the habitus
effectively functions as a mediator or nexus between practice (agency)
and social structures: structures produce habitus, which determines practice, which in turn (re-)produces structures, meaning that the habitus
simultaneously embodies both agency and structure. In Bourdieu’s words,
habitus is “the dialectic of the internalization of externality and the externalization of internality” (1977, p. 72).
The appeal of habitus lies in its ability to transcend simplistic models
of social reproduction by conscious rule learning through its focus on
subconscious internalisation processes, and in its sophisticated conceptualisation of structure as both ‘structured’ and ‘structuring’. Therefore,
structures are conceptualised as being in a continual process of transforming agency while simultaneously being transformed by agency. On
the downside, however, Bourdieu’s concept fails to escape the common
pitfall of over-emphasising structure by excessively focusing on reproduction, transmission, durability and the all-encompassing power of the
unconscious. According to Bourdieu, the habitus functions “below the
level of consciousness and language, beyond the reach of introspective
scrutiny and control by the will” (1984, p. 466). Its power is, as Jenkins
notes, based on “the thoughtlessness of habit and habituation” (1992,
p. 76). While not being immutable, it certainly seems more determined
by prior internalisations and on-going external circumstances than consciously-chosen paths of action that can contradict and transcend both
internalised (i.e. cognitive/mental) and external structures.
At its core, the habitus mandates that one cannot transcend one’s
socialisation, causing the individual to “will the inevitable” as “improbably practices are…excluded, as unthinkable” (Bourdieu 1990, p. 59). Even
though Bourdieu—extremely cautiously—argues that “it is, of course,
never ruled out that the responses of the habitus may be accompanied by
a strategic calculation…perform[ed] in a conscious mode” (ibid., p. 53),
the ultimate focus of his concept lies on the durability and unconscious
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reproduction of the existing social order, with limited room for realistic
accounts of pro-active subversiveness or the conscious production of the
unprecedented. The habitus does not, as Layder put it, “cater for the real
possibility that people may choose to behave in ways that are counter to
dominant discourse or social expectations” (1994, p. 290). This tendency is
similar to Gramscian explanations of how subordinate masses consent to
dominant ideologies, which easily run into the danger of over-emphasising the unconscious force of mental structures, and thus tend to conceal
the creative, strategic agency of those who are thought to be bound by the
hegemonic spell.
As a consequence, in both social and cultural reproduction theory, educational institutions were understood to function like “black boxes” where
societal and cultural structures cannot but be reproduced (Levinson &
Holland, 1996, pp. 4–8). The first major step to unravel this perspective
came with Paul Willis’ (1981) watershed study of British working class students. His informants actively rejected the middle-class ideology of their
school and instead celebrated their own working-classness through the
trope of masculinity. Willis concluded that “social agents are not passive
bearers of ideology, but active appropriators who reproduce existing
structures only through struggle, contestation, and partial penetration
of those structures” (ibid., p. 175). Based on his work, Willis advocated
a cultural production perspective, which denotes “the creative use of
discourses, meanings, materials, practices and group processes to explore,
understand and creatively occupy particular positions, relations and sets
of material possibilities” (ibid., p. 114).
While Willis espoused a class culture theory of resistance to education
based on class stratification, the other notable resistance theorist, this
time based on racial stratification, became John Ogbu (cf. Foley, 1991).
Ogbu (1987) argued that Black students in the US had developed an “oppositional culture” in response to their perception of schooling as an agent of
assimilation to ‘whiteness’. Centred around Black English Vernacular (BEV)
and rap music as alternative forms and expressions of rejecting the mainstream, this oppositional culture arose according to Ogbu as a reaction to
the perceived “job ceiling”. In contrast to the ‘American dream’ of upward
social mobility through personal effort and hard work, this ceiling reflects
the fact that Blacks are effectively denied the middle-class jobs that educational achievement is supposed to give them. Ogbu went on to propose a
universal theory of ethnic school failure by categorising ethnic minorities
into involuntary minorities such as African and Mexican Americans or
native Indians, who had become US-based minorities against their own
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choosing, and voluntary minorities such as immigrants. The argument was
then that involuntary minorities develop oppositional cultures and therefore forestall their own educational achievement, while the positive
attitude of voluntary minorities (notably Asian immigrants) facilitates
their success in education and career despite facing similar obstacles.
Educational achievement is therefore not just a matter of structural barriers but of students’ subjective perception and attitude towards them—i.e.
of minorities’ ‘folk theory of success’ (Ogbu, ibid.; Ogbu & Simons, 1998).
By explaining why some ethnic groups perform educationally much
better than others even though their external conditions are similar—
with culturally and linguistically more distant US minorities such as
Chinese or Vietnamese immigrants outperforming African Americans or
Latinos who have had long histories of acculturation—Ogbu’s theory
represented a powerful challenge to the cultural discontinuity hypothesis.16 The latter postulated that minority students’ inferior educational
performance is primarily attributable to ‘cultural discontinuities’, i.e. linguistic and cultural differences between home and school environments
(e.g. Trueba, 1988). Ogbu’s oppositional culture model has in turn been
critiqued as a “stereotyping taxonomy” (Trueba, ibid.; cf. Gibson, 1997), and
as ignoring the manifest significance of cultural difference dynamics
in student-teacher relations (e.g. Erickson, 1987). Moreover, several researchers have been suggesting a strong link between an individual’s or group’s
rootedness in their ethnocultural heritage and their educational achievement, irrespective of whether their minority-ness can be constructed
as voluntary or involuntary (Deyhle, 1995; Gibson, ibid.; Eisikovits, 1997;
Trueba & Zou, 1994). But while these critiques fruitfully problematise
Ogbu’s framework, they do not invalidate the general tenets of his (or Willis’)
resistance theory approach with its focus on the subalterns’ agency as a
macro-theoretical explanation that can complement microethnographic
analyses of teacher-student interaction.17 Pieke (1991) rightly suggests that
a synthesis of both perspectives “may show how…macro and micro level
relations of power and knowledge, social structural reproduction and
human agency are two sides of the same coin” (pp. 163–4).
Resistance theories are implicit in many accounts of Chinese minority
education, and in some instances they are explicitly referred to (e.g. Yi Lin,
16 In addition, studies have shown that those US-based Native Americans who are more
acculturated into mainstream Anglo culture have worse educational records than those
whose cultural-linguistic backgrounds are more different from the majority (e.g. Chan &
Ostheimer, 1993).
17 For example Foley, 2004.

18

chapter one

2008). The studies conducted by Harrell and Ma (1999), Lee (2001), and
Trueba and Zou (1994) stand out in that they focus not only on minority
resistance to education, but also discuss how the educational success of
certain minority groups can be understood by analysing what motivates
them to vigorously pursue educational achievement even in the face of
significant obstacles. This helps these studies to overcome a tendency to
restrict understandings of local agency to acts of passive resistance, e.g. in
the form of non-participation. Here, Ogbu’s voluntary/involuntary minority distinction quickly breaks down, as so-called ‘involuntary’ minorities
such as the Yi18 (Harrell & Ma, ibid.) or the Miao (Trueba & Zou, ibid.) are
shown to be strongly motivated to succeed in education. My research
similarly demonstrates that selective accommodation strategies are not
limited to voluntary minorities who see their host nation as a land of
opportunity. Moreover, in the Qinghai Tibetan case, recent developments
in minority education mean that motivation for educational success is not
restricted to pragmatic career reasons, but also that educational achievement is viewed as a way to ‘succeed ethnically’: to gain acceptance and
personal fulfilment through being part of contributing to the ‘survival’ of
one’s people. Different understandings of educational, economic and ‘ethnic success’ can therefore be pursued through both Chinese and minority
education systems.
The very ability to pursue ‘ethnic success’ through education is a direct
result of Tibetan’s local agency, often achieved not because of but rather
despite structural impediments (which are not necessarily overtly oppressive). It is my aim to demonstrate that agency does not just occur through
passive resistance or non-participation, but in the forms of a pro-active
expansion of Tibetan education, as well as strategic selective accommodation through pragmatic engagement with mainstream language and
society via a Chinese-medium education. At the same time, Tibetan
agency also operates in discursive forms, by discursively manipulating
and undermining—yet also simultaneously reinforcing—state-defined,
majority-imposed notions and concepts such as ‘culture’, ‘development’ or
‘modernity’. The Tibetan community is therefore not merely a helpless
victim of despotic forces, even though its graduates from both education
systems are increasingly embroiled in anxieties and identity struggles as
they are faced with the shameful prospect of not finding ‘adequate’
employment in an ever more competitive environment.
18 More specifically, the Mgebbu clan among the Yi.
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‘Tibet’—‘Tibetan’—‘Tibetanness’
As others have rightly pointed out, the ‘Tibetan community’—an imagined pan-ethnic construct that can span from the margins of Nepal to
the very northeastern corners of the zones of ‘Tibetanness’ claimed by
the exile community—represents a stark simplification of the complex
ethnic, linguistic, religious and occupational diversity found within those
who refer to themselves as ‘Tibetan’ (Huber, 1999; Shneiderman, 2006).
Huber notes that terms such as ‘Tibetan’ or ‘Tibetans’ (and by extension
‘Tibetanness’) are inherently problematic because “they evoke the existence of stable or unitary social and geopolitical entities that readily
gloss over an enormous actual complexity and fluidity both past and present” (ibid., p. viii). The construction of essentialised notions of ‘Tibet’ or
‘Tibetanness’ can possibly be traced back several centuries when what
Dreyfus (1994) refers to as Tibetan proto-nationalism arose between the
twelth and the fourteenth centuries through a type of Buddhist literature
called the ‘Treasures’ (T. gter ma). The Treasures reified an imagined glorious past based on the seventh century Tibetan empire under the rule of
Songtsen Gampo, who is constructed as a Buddhist king and identified
with Avalokitesvara, the bodhisattva embodying the ‘compassion of all
Buddhas’ and the patron deity of Tibet, as incarnated in the Dalai Lamas
(cf. Kapstein, 2002, pp. 147–8).
Just how to define the ‘Tibetan’ people has been subject to much debate.
Shakya has pointed out that in the absence of an indigenous expression
for ‘Tibetan’, “[t]he term Tibetan, as used by Western academics, may be
employed to denote populations which have common history and tradition, and share the worldviews and myths about their origins.” (1993, p. 9).
He argues that despite all linguistic and other differences, ‘Tibetans’ are
united by a “strong family resemble in language, lifestyle and culture”, the
most salient shared identifying characteristics being Buddhism and
tsampa, (Wylie: rtsam pa)—a ‘traditional’ Tibetan dish made of barley
flour, Tibetan tea and yak butter. Tsampa is so strongly associated with
‘Tibetanness’ that Tibetans have often referred to themselves as ‘tsampa
eaters’, even though (or perhaps precisely because) it is mostly consumed
by nomads (cf. Anand, 2006, p. 298).19 Huber has suggested a definition of
‘Tibetan’ as referring to the “general area throughout which are found populations sharing a manifestly high degree of linguistic similarity, cultural
19 Tsampa is widespread among Tibetan farmers in the TAR.
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and social patterns, and historical experience” (1999, p. viii), using the
expression “Tibetan cultural sphere” (ibid., p. 30) to gauge this complex
amalgam.
One of the intuitively most obvious and widely-shared common
denominators of ‘being Tibetan’ would appear to be religion. Lopez
(1998) has described how Western Tibetology, motivated by the quest to
find ‘pure’ Buddhism in Tibet, “initiated a pattern of research that overemphasised religion to the exclusion of other aspects of Tibetan sociality”.
The popular conception of the essence of ‘Tibetanness’ as defined by
Buddhism is not only complicated by adherents of Bön, who view themselves as ‘Tibetan’ but not ‘Buddhist’, but also by ethnic Tibetans who
believe in Islam (the ‘Kache’) or Christianity, pointing to the need to
“question the easy equation between Buddhism and religion, and therefore Buddhism and Tibetan identity” (Shneiderman, 2006, pp. 8–9). The
present-day (pan-)‘Tibetan community’ is probably best described as an
imagined construct based on the social memory of a glorified and essentialised past, and of an imagined spiritual-cultural-linguistic community
centred around essentialised understandings of ‘authentic Tibetans’ as
morally-upright and religiously devout tsampa-eaters. The increasing
fluidity and amalgamation especially at the nexus of interaction between
Tibetans, Han Chinese and other ethnic groups and the growth of transportation and communication infrastructure, renders the maintenance
of such essentialist constructs and the production of lists of authenticity
criteria of authenticity that underpin them as more and more problematic.
In what we can refer to as the current Chinese ‘Tibetan’ context, cultural and political dimensions have become increasingly inseparable.
In exile circles, ‘Tibetan’ regions are often described as ‘cultural’ or ‘ethnic’
Tibet, and included in related maps of ‘historic Tibet’, thus imputing that
they had been under the direct political control of the Dalai Lamas until
the Chinese take-over. However, as, for example, Goldstein (1994) pointed
out, these regions were de facto independent from Lhasa, and even though
the major Amdo monasteries maintained close connections with and recognised the authority of the Dalai Lamas, they operated as autonomous
entities. They therefore formed a heterogeneous entity, a “galactic polity”20 (Tambiah, 1977) within the context of a partial, loose overlordship of
the Qing emperors (cf. Ekvall, 1939). As Shakya has pointed out, until after
the Chinese takeover “Tibetans had very little sense of being one group”
(1993, p. 9)—and certainly much less of being a distinct national entity.
20 Samuel (1993) applied Tambiah’s notion to the Tibetan context.
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The category of ‘Tibet’ as ethnocultural versus political-administrative
entities is therefore a politicised construct that plays a central role in
Tibetan claims to greater autonomy and coherent cross-regional policies
for all Tibetans in China. At the same time, ‘being Tibetan’ (or ‘Tibetanness’
as I prefer to call it) is asserted as a distinct ethnic identity that is seen as
being threatened through dilution by ‘otherness’, and whose purity
and authenticity must be maintained. The complex, contested and
essentialised nature of ‘Tibet’, ‘Tibetan’ or ‘Tibetanness’ (and consequently
also ‘Tibetan culture’) is highlighted throughout this book by placing
them in single inverted commas. It should also be noted that the term
‘Tibetanness’, which is commonly used in publications on the respective
people, has no corresponding Tibetan equivalent. Here, I loosely employ
it to refer to the different material and immaterial aspects of existence
that various individuals and groups consider to be at the core of what it
means to be ‘Tibetan’. In addition to Huber’s definition of ‘Tibetan’,
I would especially highlight the dimension of identity in my use of
‘Tibetanness’, an identity that can even be felt and claimed by those who
no longer share common linguistic, cultural or social patterns (or never
did so in the first place), and who may hold a significantly different interpretation of ‘Tibetan history’.
In the China context, notions of ‘Tibetan’ or ‘Tibetans’ are additionally
complicated by the Chinese minority (T. mi rigs / Ch. minzu) framework
which, as Harrell has pointed out, adds complexity rather than simplifying
ethnic landscapes as it is being “superimposed on a complex local reality”
(2001, p. 313). In recent years, the very notion of minzu has been subjected
to much debate within Chinese academia. Ma Rong (2008) raised attention by challenging its long-standing official English translation of ‘nationality’, arguing that its introduction into the Chinese language in the early
twentieth century via Japanese translations of Western documents did
not clearly differentiate between minzu as a political-territorial entity,
versus minzu as defining an ethnic group by its cultural characteristics. In
the wake of the introduction of the political minority framework, which in
turn was influenced by the Soviet model of minority autonomous regions,
the official Chinese understanding of minzu as ‘nationality’ reinforced
positive portrayals of minority self-governance (minzu zizhi) in the context of the Han-led Chinese nation.
Now, however, Ma Rong (along with other Chinese academics) advocates a ‘de-politicisation’ of the minzu concept by translating it as ‘ethnic
group’ instead of ‘nationality’. In that way, minzu is differentiated
from guozu (nation), and rather more akin to zuqun, which in Chinese
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anthropological usage has long been employed to denote ‘ethnicity’ or
‘ethnic group’ in a cultural (and not a political) sense (cf. Bulag, 2003).21
Ma Rong’s argument is that minzu as ethnicity is much closer to the ‘traditional’ Chinese concept of ‘ethnic groups’ as cultural entities. In the wake
of this debate, the State Nationality Affairs Commission, the official body
responsible for the implementation of minority policies, even renamed
itself the State Ethnic Affairs Commission (SEAC) in 1995 (Bulag, ibid.,
p. 761). However, official usage continues to blend cultural and political
aspects of minzu, and it seems apparent that a ‘de-politicised’ understanding of minzu is not readily suited to the government’s ongoing political
emphasis on the minorities ‘right’ to (limited) regional autonomy. In this
book, minzu will on purpose be used in its untranslated form in order to
reflect the ambiguities of its present context.
The perhaps most significant aspect of Chinese rule and the minzu
framework through which this rule is being exercised is how it has galvanised Tibetan ethno-nationalist sensibilities. Shakya (1993) asserts that
even now terms such as ‘bod pa’ (‘Tibetan[s]’) “can be used only restrictively” since “the person using the term Bodpa never identifies himself as
part of the group” (p. 9). Traditionally, bod pa—which means ‘farmer’—
was used by the predominantly nomadic Tibetans from the Amdo and
Kham regions to refer to central Tibetans, many of whom engaged in
farming (cf. Stein, 1972, pp. 27, 109). Consequently, Shakya suggests that
this distinction still means that this term cannot denote the ‘Tibetan people’ as a whole, and that there is therefore still no equivalent indigenous
construct to the English term ‘Tibetan’.
However, this perception is contradicted by my fieldwork experiences.
One day I was chatting with my friend Rinchen from a Kham nomad
region in Yulshul (Ch. Yushu) Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture (TAP)
about the differences between Tibetan students from nomad and from
farming regions, and between those who are Kham and those who are
Amdo. Rinchen concluded the discussion with a statement that rang
very familiar in my ears from other conversations with Tibetan students:
“We are all Tibetans.” During my visits to Tibetan regions and chats with
Tibetan taxi drivers and local teachers, the common statement was that
apart from some linguistic differences between nomads and farmers and
among certain groups of nomads and farmers from different regions, as
well as differences in customs, Tibetans are “essentially the same”.
21 Bulag points out that the discussion over defining minzu more along the lines of guozu
or rather akin to zuqun already took place in the 1920s within China’s Nationalist Party.
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In the campus context, the very prevalent, almost anxious presentation
of ‘Tibetanness’ as unified ‘pan-Tibetanness’ very much appeared to be
part of the Tibetan students’ attempt to portray themselves as a distinct
and internally-coherent ethnic group vis-à-vis other ethnic groups (and
especially vis-à-vis the Han) at a time when the ‘survival’ of ‘Tibetanness’
as a distinct category is perceived to be in acute danger. Kalden, a ChineseTibetan translation major from a farming region in Yarze (Ch. Xunhua)
TAC, and my closest friend and key research assistant, argued that the
QUN campus environment facilitates the creation of a pan-Tibetan identity because Tibetans are in the minority (both on campus and in Xining
in general). This context ‘naturally’ gives rise to an ethnic bond: “Against
other ethnic groups we are all Tibetans [T. bod rigs].” This sentiment is
also reflected in the expression mi rig gcig which means “one people” or
“one ethnic group” (Prins, 2002, p. 35). Dreyfus (1994) suggested that Amdo
or Kham Tibetans will not consider themselves to be bod pa in order to
distinguish them from central Tibetans because of the “difficult relations
between Eastern Tibet and the self-proclaimed centre of the Tibetan
world, Lhasa” (pp. 210–11). At the same time, however, he pointed out that
they do view themselves as being part of the bod pa category in contrast to
other ethnic groups. But at present, it appears evident that the meaning
and use of bod pa is overwhelmingly pan-Tibetan. This also coincides with
an understanding of Lhasa being the undisputed ‘cultural capital’ of the
‘Tibetan’ world, and the fact that many of the (predominantly Amdo)
Tibetan department students and educators felt that the central Tibetan
dialect (Ü-Tsang) should replace Amdo and Kham dialects as the “Common
Tibetan Language” (T. bod kyi spyi skad / Ch. zangzu putonghua).22
The dual meanings of bod pa as central Tibetans versus all Tibetans is
completely circumvented by the more recently created term bod rigs,
which is based on the Chinese minzu (T. rigs) concept. Bod rigs is therefore connected to official minority notions such as minzu tuanjie which
seek to define ethnic belonging as membership in China’s imagined
harmonious multi-ethnic “family” (da jiating). This link, however, seemed
to matter little to my student informants, who employed bod rigs more
often than bod pa, always using it as a marker of ethnic difference.23
22 Compare Prins, 2002, p. 44. Prins also writes that at a 1992 conference on a Common
Tibetan language language, Tibetan scholars from the PRC and India agreed to use the
Ü-Tsang dialect as the basis, although disagreements on this still remain within the Tibetan
community (ibid., pp. 34–5).
23 The term rigs (as in bod rigs / Tibetans or rgya rigs / Chinese) tends to be value neutral and ‘politically correct’, while the more traditional terms pa or mi (as in bod rigs /
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Similarly, students regularly used the government-sponsored concept of the
‘unity of all ethnic groups’ (Ch. minzu tuanjie) to refer to the unity within
their own ethnic group rather than in the official sense of unity between all
groups, an ironic twist in usage that has also been found within the Hui
community to express a new pan-Hui ethnic identity (Gladney, 1991,
pp. 169, 312–13).24 In the context of Chinese rule, ‘Tibetanness’ has therefore come to be both politicised and ‘ethnicised’, with state-propagated
terms and concepts being appropriated and manipulated in the process.
Here, rather than merely facilitating assimilation and integration, the official minzu framework plays a key role in the Tibetan community’s efforts
to shield the category of ‘Tibetanness’ from assimilatory, hybridising
pressures.
Gauging Factions and Groupings Within the ‘Educated
Tibetan Community’
My research centred on what we might term the ‘educated Tibetan community’ (or ‘educated Tibetans’). Based on common perceptions within
this community of who is ‘educated’ and who is not, I loosely define this
term as referring to educators, current students and graduates from such
institutions, those from the parental generation who graduated from a
secondary vocational college (zhongzhuan) or higher, as well as monks
and monastic elites who have acquired a significant knowledge of and
literacy in the Tibetan language and Buddhist scriptures. My informants,
including those who had received only little education, would not consider those who only graduated from primary school or who did not finish
middle schooling to be ‘educated’.25 One can certainly argue that certain
groups such as those who did not go through the state education or
monastic system but who are self-taught should also be included in this
definition, even though college students and educators would not consider them to be ‘educated’. For the purposes of this work, however, this
makes little difference since I did not interact with such groups.
Tibetans or rgya mi / Chinese) tend to have ‘ethnically charged’ connotations. For example, the use of rgya mi tends to carry a somewhat derogatory meaning (from personal conversations with Dr Hildegard Diemberger, Department of Social Anthropology, University
of Cambridge).
24 The Hui are a Muslim minority group in China.
25 A brother of one of my informants had to leave middle school and returned to a
nomadic lifestyle. But he did not consider himself to be ‘educated’ even though he could
read and write.
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Within this ‘educated Tibetan community’, we can broadly distinguish
between several different ideological camps or subgroups. During her
fieldwork among Tibetan monks, students and educators in the Amdo
region, Hartley’s (2002) informants identified three positions with
regard to the role of ‘tradition’ in the context of modernisation: firstly,
what she translates as traditionalists or conservative modernists (T. ‘srol
rgyun rig gnas ‘dzin dgos’), who strongly advocate the preservation of
what is essentialised as ‘traditional culture’, combined with a cautious,
selective adoption of knowledge and practices from other ‘cultures’;
secondly, selectivists or moderate modernists (T. ‘srol rgyun rig gnas
la ‘dor len byed dgos’), who equally emphasise preservation and change
and see a need to abandon certain ‘traditional’ views; and thirdly, radical
modernists (T. ‘srol rgyun rig gnas rtsa ba nas dor dgos’), who argue for the
need to abandon much of what is ‘traditional’ and wholeheartedly
embrace sweeping changes, often based on state-sponsored Marxist
worldviews that, for example, seek to replace religion with science or
perceive ‘tradition’ as a hindrance to ‘progress’. Similarly, Shakya (2000)
contrasts “traditionalists” and “modernists”, the latter viewing “‘old habits’
as impediments to change” while the former consider ‘tradition’ to be
the “most significant marker of Tibetan separateness from the colonizer”
(pp. 36–7).26
These English terms for labelling different camps are often renditions
as they do not have directly corresponding Tibetan terms for such ideological groups. For example, Hartley’s informants used phrases that
describe ideological camps, such as ‘srol rgyun rig gnas ‘dzin dgos’, which
literally means ‘traditional culture must be preserved’.27 Hartley then rendered these phrases into English nouns. An exception here is the term
‘conservatism’ which does have a Tibetan equivalent—bag ‘khums ring
lugs, from bag ‘khums meaning ‘shy, timid, conservative’.
But among my informants, the Tibetan expressions for tradition
(srol rgyun), modernity (deng rabs, literally ‘modern times’ or the ‘contemporary age’), or conservative[-ness] (rnying zhen, literally ‘loyalty [zhen] to
the old [rnying]’), were simply turned into nouns through the nominalising particle pa. Consequently, traditionalists are said to be srol rgyun pa,
26 Chapter 7 contains a critical discussion of the notions of ‘tradition’ versus modernity
as binary constructs, as well as an etymology of related Tibetan terms, including those of
development and ‘backwardness’.
27 Since ring lugs is used to turn a word into an -ism, Tibetan terms for each respective
concept could theoretically be formed that way.
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modernists are deng rabs pa, and conservatists28 are rnying zhen pa or
srung skyob pa29 (preservationists, literally preservers, protectors or
guardians; cf. Shakya, 2000, p. 37). Similarly, the ideological views based
on these nouns and adjectives are created by adding ring lugs, which turns
a word into an -ism: e.g. rnying zhen ring lugs or bag ‘khums ring lugs30
(conservativism), or srol rgyun ring lugs (traditionalism).31 Interestingly,
bag ‘khums has also been translated by Shakya (ibid., p. 37) as ‘isolationism’, reflecting a tendency among traditionalist circles towards isolationism as an ethnocultural preservation strategy. Generally, I prefer the term
traditionalists over, for example, conservatives because it is less strongly
tied to political views. Also, conservatism is typically contrasted with liberalism, which seems to me less appropriate than modernism, the common antonym for traditionalism.
Here, I must immediately add that these and other dualistic categories
that I will employ in this book are necessarily essentialist constructs. Their
analytical usefulness is not so much derived from treating them as binary
opposites, but as intersecting, at times contradictory and ambiguous continua that are upheld by opposites that never exist in their imagined, fixed
prototypical forms. In this way, individuals can be understood as more or
less ‘traditionalist’ or ‘pragmatist’, or at times as ‘traditionalist pragmatists’, rather than as either of them in an absolute way. Even though these
categories and continua will tend to impose a rigidity that simplifies a
more complex reality, I consider them to be important tools for the critical analysis of the issues and questions addressed in this book, especially
since they play a significant role in local discourse. Throughout this book,
we will see how the boundaries between groups are porous and where
they can break down, yet continue to survive as essentialised constructs in
discursive battles over the future of ‘Tibetanness’.
Pitting traditionalism against modernism as in Hartley’s scheme means
to approach the ideological spectrum in the ‘educated Tibetan community’ only from the angle of preservation versus modernisation. Another
way to look at different perspectives is to frame them in terms of pragmatic engagement with Han-dominated society and the Chinese language
28 This term seems more suitable to me than conservatives because of the latter’s
distinctly political connotations.
29 From srung skyob—to defend, protect, safeguard, preserve.
30 From bag ‘khums meaning shy, timid, conservative.
31 Rnying zhen ring lugs and rnying zhen ring lugs are also listed in the Nirtharta TibetanEnglish dictionary as ‘conservatism’ (online version, retrieved from http://www.nitartha
.org/dictionary_search04.html).
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versus an attitude of preserving a ‘pure’, ‘authentic Tibetanness’ through
isolation in Tibetan ‘worlds’. The former group often describes itself as
‘real’ (T. dngos yod / Ch. shizai) or ‘realist’ (T. dngos yod ring lugs, which
means ‘realism’) in the sense of ‘facing reality’—in this case the ‘reality’
that such an engagement (i.e. through a Chinese-medium education and
related career) is unavoidable in the current Sino-Tibetan context. An
even better term, however, is that of ‘pragmatist’ (T. dngos phan ring lugs
pa, from dngos phan, meaning ‘useful, beneficial’, and dngos phan ring
lugs, ‘pragmatism’). This term was employed regularly by my informants
to refer to those considering the study of Chinese (over Tibetan) as both
essential and ‘unavoidable’ considering the current Tibetan predicament.
The pragmatist attitude of ‘facing reality’ stands in contrast to the common charge of being ‘unrealistic’ that pragmatists level against traditionalists.32 Pragmatism implies that language is a means to an end, with the
end being an ‘adequate’ (i.e. middle class) livelihood in the form of a
secure, reasonably remunerated job. Again, the education-employment
nexus is identified as the crux of Tibetan ‘survival’.
Within pragmatism, a spectrum between what Hartley would refer
to as ‘moderate modernists’ and ‘radical modernists’ can be found.
Pragmatism argues that Tibetan linguistic and cultural knowledge is ‘not
useful’ in the context of education and career because there are few jobs
that require Tibetan. However, not many pragmatists would consider
their language and culture to be intrinsically ‘useless’. Quite the contrary,
several of my informants specifically pursued a Chinese-medium education in order to make money and build connections for the very purpose
of supporting Tibetan-medium education and cultural preservation. Yet
other pragmatists are mostly interested in their own careers, thinking that
tradition is nice but largely irrelevant in a ‘modern’ world, and therefore
best left to religious specialists and anthropologists. Considering the
diversity found within this group, the widespread traditionalist habit
of labelling all Chinese-medium educated Tibetans as betrayers of the cultural heritage, as those who reject ‘tradition’ because they consider their
people to be ‘backward’ (T. rjes lus / Ch. luohou), is clearly problematic.33

32 Compare Bilik’s (1998) discussion of different positions in the Inner Mongolian context. Bilik argues that the “gap between modernism and traditionalism…is often translated
into one between practicality and emotion” (p. 54).
33 Compare Barnett’s (2006) discussion of Tibetan cadres who are routinely labelled by
exile groups as betrayers and collaborators with the Chinese, but who were often instrumental in the revival of Tibetan cultural expressions in the 1980s.
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Those who do believe in such intrinsic ‘backwardness’, i.e. that ‘tradition’ is an impediment to progress, should therefore be distinguished from
pragmatists by referring to them as ‘modernists’—in the sense of ‘modernism’ as an ideology that is inherently critical of the ‘old’ and irrefutably
positive towards the ‘new’. Even though modernists are likely also pragmatically-inclined, both positions are therefore not the same. To give an
example, if suddenly the study of Tibetan would open up a wide range of
career opportunities, pragmatists would immediately change their educational strategy in favour of a minority education. Modernists, however,
would harbour ideological concerns against such a choice, feeling that the
pursuit of Tibetan language and cultural studies would render them unable to help their people ‘develop’, and/or that such a pursuit would be
worthless even if it offered good career prospects. Additionally, not all
modernists are the same, either, meaning that the ‘radical modernists’
identified by Hartley only form a subgroup. Among my informants
I encountered those who could be described as modernists, yet who were
professed Buddhists and who viewed religion as an essential feature of
being ‘Tibetan’. It is therefore essential to recognise the considerable
degree of diversity among groupings across the spectrum.
I prefer to refer to those who emphasise the preservation of language,
culture and tradition and yet also feel a need for change as ‘traditionalists’
rather than, for example, ‘moderate modernists’. Apart from drawing a
clearer line between traditionalism and modernism as internally diverse
yet mutually distinct ideologies, this preference also stems from the need
to reflect a stronger kind of traditionalism that outright rejects many
‘modern’ things such as computers or motorbikes—usually for religious
or spiritual reasons. Hartley’s informants, all of whom were educated
either through formal education or the monastic system, apparently did
not espouse this more radical type of traditionalist thinking. My fieldwork
shows that within educated traditionalist groups, a rejection of such
‘modern’ tools or amenities is—along with what is considered to be a
‘stubborn’ holding on to ‘outdated’ beliefs or customs—often condemned
as the ‘closed-minded’ attitude of the uneducated. Among traditionalism,
there is therefore also a considerable spectrum. However, this section of
the Tibetan community is united by a shared view that the pursuit of
Tibetan-medium education is essential for cultural preservation: both
that preservation is the necessary foundation for change, and that change
itself must be preservationist in nature—i.e. that it must uphold an
essence of ‘Tibetanness’ that is unadulterated in its core. Traditionalism
is therefore also always a pursuit of ethnic purity and authenticity. In
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contrast, pragmatism and modernism often represent attempts to explore
new and unconventional ways of being ‘Tibetan’ in ‘inauthentic’ contexts,
and to express ‘Tibetanness’ as a primarily ‘modern’ (yet also still ‘Tibetan’)
identity. These conflicting strategies are in many ways at the heart of the
nexus of education, employment and ethnic identity, a nexus that will
likely dominate groupings and strategies within the Tibetan community
for many years to come.

CHAPTER TWO

TIBETANS IN QINGHAI PROVINCE: AN ANALYSIS OF RECENT
DEVELOPMENTS
Contextualising the Fieldwork Setting
The fieldwork on which this research is based took place in Qinghai province in Western China. Apart from parts of Gansu and Sichuan provinces,
this is where the majority of Amdo Tibetans are based (Qinghai also has a
Kham Tibetan prefecture called Yulshul, Ch. Yushu). These Amdo regions
are at times referred to as the Northeastern Tibetan regions. In contrast,
the state encourages the formation of regional identities that are directly
based on provincial structures, because in multi-ethnic provinces such as
Qinghai they carry pan-ethnic connotations that conform well to the
image of a nation where diverse ethnic groups live together in ‘unity’ and
‘harmony’ as expressed in the concept of minzu tuanjie, the ‘unity of all
ethnic groups’. In my fieldwork, it was noticeable that most Tibetanmedium educated students would describe themselves as being from
“Amdo” or “Kham”, Tibetan terms which thereby denoted not only a
Tibetan cultural-linguistic subgroup but also regional identities that do
not conform to the Chinese provincial system. In contrast, quite a few
Tibetans who went to Chinese schools considered themselves to be
‘Tibetan’ in the context of being a “Qinghairen” (a person from Qinghai).
For the latter, the sense of being an Amdo or Kham Tibetan was often
weak and this affiliation was rarely mentioned. The fact that the Han will
often call themselves “people of” their respective provinces (e.g. Neimengren in Inner Mongolia; Borchigud, 1996) reflects the ethno-political
significance of this de-ethnicising regional identity terminology. This
phenomenon explains the emphatic way in which some Tibetans define
themselves instead through Tibetan terms of belonging.
Between January 2007 and June 2008 my wife, little daughter and I were
based in Xining, the provincial capital, a rapidly modernising and predominantly Chinese city which is also home to a large Hui Muslim population. The share of Tibetans in Xining is quite low (an estimated 2–3
percent) but is experiencing rapid growth through an urbanisation process that is largely based on two social phenomena: Tibetan cadres
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purchasing homes there for retirement, often in government-sponsored
retirement complexes; and a rising number of young Tibetans who come
to the city for their education (mostly tertiary but also more and more
secondary students) or to seek low-skilled employment.
Xining is home to two universities with a large share of Tibetan students, the Qinghai University for Nationalities (QUN) (Qinghai minzu
daxue) and the Qinghai Normal University (Qinghai shifan daxue, which
I abbreviate as QSD based on its Chinese name). The QUN was founded in
1949 as one of China’s first tertiary-level minority institution with the aim
to train up minority cadres. In 2006/2007, QUN had nearly 8,500 students,
with 45 percent Han and 27 percent Tibetans. It features the currently
most highly regarded Tibetan department in the nation, rivalling the status of its prestigious counterpart at the Beijing Central University for
Nationalities (CUN) (zhongyang minzu daxue). My family and I initially
spent 2 months there during a pre-fieldwork visit in 2006, and then
decided to make QUN our main fieldwork site, both because of the large
numbers of Tibetans from across Tibetan regions that are represented
there and because of its significance for Tibetan education. QUN programmes draw Tibetan students from across all areas of Qinghai, from all

Fig. 1. Map of regions with Tibetan populations that are classified as ‘selfgoverned’ by the Chinese government. Source: adapted by the author from
Wikimedia Commons at http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/
thumb/3/3a/Historic_Tibet_Map-cs.svg/2000px-Historic_Tibet_Map-cs.svg.png.

tibetans in qinghai province

33

Tibetan regions in China, and from a wide range of socio-economic backgrounds, rendering it a perfect microcosm of ‘Tibetan worlds’.
My fieldwork focused on the highly educated strata of Tibetan society,
and the conclusions drawn in this publication should be only taken as
representative of this subgroup, although the students themselves came
from a wide range of socio-economic backgrounds: some from wealthy,
well-connected families in high government positions, others from rural
families where some parents had not even seen a school building from
the inside. Rural Tibetans are however not necessarily impoverished.
Especially nomadic families often own livestock of considerable value,
and many farming families secure additional income through seasonal
low-skilled labour or digging valuable caterpillar fungus. In addition, the
schooling expenses of their offspring are often provided through close kinship networks, especially through relatives with government jobs.
I was registered with QUN as an independent research student and conducted the research informally and relationally, and without formal mediation by the college. We moved into an apartment located on the campus
of QUN in order to facilitate regular contact with students and to observe
and participate in campus activities and student life in general, combining
participant observation with semi-structured interviews. The interview
sample of a total of 124 students was obtained through purposive sampling,
based on a mixture of random selection and relationship-based sampling,
the latter often being crucial for obtaining trustworthy and more in-depth
information.1 As part of researching developments in the Tibetan education system I visited Tibetan primary and secondary schools and interviewed Tibetan (as well as some Han) teachers and headmasters in the
following counties: Trika (Ch. Guide), Chabcha (Ch. Gonghe), Ping’an,
Bayan Khar (Ch. Hualong), Yarze (Ch. Xunhua), Jyekundo (Ch. Yushu),2
Chentsa (Ch. Jianzha) and Rebkong (Ch. Tongren).

1 Even though a relational approach cannot be considered random, and is therefore
theoretically inferior, in such ethnographic fieldwork settings it has the distinctive advantage that the quality of the answers tends to be much higher than with random sampling.
This is due to the inherent trust between interviewers (my assistants) and interviewees. In
the 2007/2008 interviews there were 124 interviewees in total: 50 percent were from QUN,
32 percent from QSD, 12 percent from Qinghai University and 7 percent from other colleges. Slightly over half of them were from Tibetan departments. About 85 percent came
from Qinghai province, 7 percent from the TAR, 2 percent from Sichuan and five percent
from Gansu. Within Qinghai, 17 percent were from Yulshul (Ch. Yushu), while the bulk of
interviewees came from Haidong, Tsolho (Ch. Hainan) and Malho (Ch. Huangnan).
2 Jyekundo is the Tibetan name for the prefecture capital of Yulshul (Ch. Yushu) TAP.
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Our circles of friends and informants also extended to QSD, an institution that initially had no special mandate to work with minorities but was
founded as a teacher training institution that mostly catered for Han students. While QUN has the better Tibetan language programme, QSD features China’s first and foremost tertiary-level Tibetan-medium science
education through its Nationalities Teacher College (NTC) (minzu shifan
xueyuan) which was established in 2003/2004 as an independent institution within QSD.3 The QUN and the QSD NTC—including its Tsolho
(Ch. Hainan) subsidiary—are the only institutions in the province that
have minority departments where minority students can study subjects in
their own language. Another university in the Amdo / Northwestern
Tibetan region with a significant Tibetan student population and a Tibetan
department is the Northwestern University for Nationalities (NWUN) in
Lanzhou, Gansu province.4
The number of Tibetans at Qinghai University, the largest and most
reputable tertiary institution of the province, is comparatively low.
Tibetans who study there will typically pursue subjects that Tibetan students perceive to be difficult, such as economics or business administration, engineering, mathematics or natural sciences. This is mainly due to
its higher entrance requirements in the form of college entrance examination (gaokao) points, which many Tibetans cannot achieve despite state
preferential policies for minorities in the form of added points (jiafen).
Some of the vocational colleges in the city, such as at the Qinghai Communications Technical College (Qinghai jiaotong zhiye jishu xueyuan), attract
significant numbers of Tibetan students due to their much lower entrance
requirements and the shorter duration of studies: three years for an associate-equivalent degree (dazhuan xuewei) as compared to four years for
a Bachelor degree (benke xuewei). Knowing that the Chinese and highperforming minority students will seek to enter a ‘real’ university (daxue)
if they can, these colleges pursue a more aggressive recruiting strategy
among minority high school graduates in rural areas.
Students at QUN and other campuses routinely categorised regions
as ‘nomad’ or ‘farming’ regions, and Tibetan individuals as being from
‘nomad’ or ‘farming’ backgrounds. This practice needs to be problematised because ‘nomad’ and ‘farming’ areas are often not clearly bounded.
3 Through various mergers especially with the Qinghai Nationalities Teacher Training
College (NTTC) (Qinghai minzu shifan gaodeng zhuanke) in Tsolho (Ch. Hainan) (referred
to in this book following local usage as Hainan NTTC), QSD is also the university with the
largest number of Tibetan students in the country.
4 This university was not part of the fieldwork.
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Many Tibetans engage in a mix of herding and farming, and these semipastoralists are called rong ma ‘brog (or sa ma ‘brog) as opposed to the
‘brog pa (nomads) (Ekvall, 1968, pp. 21–2). Moreover, such self-descriptions are not necessarily a reflection of their dominant mode of production. Those rong ma ‘brog who primarily engage in farming might still call
themselves ‘nomads’, either because their parents or ancestors were primarily herders or for reasons of prestige. Among students, ‘nomads’ and
‘farmers’ tend to be distinguished based on whether they are from a
‘nomad area’ (an area that is considered to have traditionally been dominated by herding), regardless of whether their families practise both

Fig. 2. Qinghai—map of all prefectures and counties (county names in Chinese
only). Source: adapted by the author from Wikipedia Commons at http://en
.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Qinghai_prfc_map.png.
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herding and farming or not. I choose to adopt the same definition in my
use of the terms but place them in inverted commas in order to highlight
the complexities that underlie them.
Qinghai’s Ethnic Landscape
The ethnic landscape in Qinghai features seven major ethnic groups. The
Han make up the majority in Qinghai province (53 percent in 2011), living
mostly in urban centres such as prefecture centres, in the provincial capital of Xining, and in the farming regions of Haidong prefecture that surround the provincial capital (“Qinghai”, 2008). From 1990 to 2011, their
share decreased from 60.8 to 53 percent.
Then there are three Muslim minority groups: the Hui, who are scattered all over because of their tendency to do business and open up
restaurants and small shops throughout the region, but most of whom live
in Xining, or, like the Han, in the surrounding farming villages, and especially in the Hui Autonomous County (HAC) of Bayan Khar (Ch. Hualong);
the Salar, who are mostly found in their ‘self-governed’ county of Yarze
(Ch. Xunhua); and the Khazak, who live in pastoral areas of Tsonub
(Ch. Haixi) Mongol and Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture (MTAP). Apart
from the Tibetans, there are two other minorities who are officially classified as ‘Tibetan Buddhist’: the Mongols, who like the Khazak, live in the
nomadic regions of Tsonub (Ch. Haixi) as well as Henan Mongolian and
Share of ethnic groups in Qinghai’s population
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Fig. 3. Source: Qinghai Statistical Yearbook (QSY) 2010 and 2012, tables 2-2-0
and 4-5.
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Tibetan Autonomous County (MTAC), and the Tu (Monguor) who are primarily located in the Huzhu Tu Autonomous County.5
At about 24.4 percent (2011), the Tibetans come second after the Han in
terms of numbers. Their share in the provincial population has been
steadily increasing, which is all the more interesting because the share of
all other minority populations (excluding Tibetans) has been experiencing a continuous decline. This means that the shrinking percentage of
(permanently resident) Han in Qinghai is exclusively due to an increasing
Tibetan population, a fact that complicates popular Tibetan perceptions
of being increasingly overrun by the ever-encroaching ethnic ‘other’. The
rising share of Tibetans is caused by a faster natural population growth
(cf. Fischer, 2008a). The share of young people aged 10–19 in the Tibetan
Autonomous Counties (TACs) stood at 18.5 percent in 2010, compared to
15.7 percent in all the other (non-TAC) counties.6 Likewise, in 2011 the
TACs constituted 34.6 percent of all births in Qinghai, nearly 50 percent
more than their share of the total population.7 These population developments must be kept in mind when performing data analysis.
Share of Tibetans and non-Tibetan
minorities in Qinghai’s total population
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Fig. 4. Sources: QSY 2010/2012, tables 2-2-0 and 4-5.

5 Tu is the Chinese name, while Monguor is the common designation in the West.
6 QSY 2012, tables 4-11. See below for a definition of the aggregated TAC calculation.
7 QSY 2012, tables 4-4.
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Qinghai publishes statistics for what it calls ‘Tibetan regions’ (Ch.
zangqu). While this term is not expressly defined in the Qinghai Statistical
Yearbooks (QSY), its total population exceeded that of all Qinghai’s four
major Tibetan-dominated TAPs by 27 percent, indicating that it must
widely include Tibetan self-governed sub-prefectural regions throughout
the six prefectures which are officially Tibetan self-governing.8 This is
even though several of these prefectures have in actual fact only a low
share of Tibetans in their population (see Fig. 5).
I chose not to use the QSY figures for ‘Tibetan regions’ when possible
because of the uncertainty of their definition. Instead, I utilised QSY
county-level data to compile overall figures across all TACs. In this book,
I will refer to these county-level figures as the ‘aggregated TAC’ figures,
and to the QSY Tibetan region data as the ‘QSY Tibetan region’ figures.
Even though none of this data differentiates by ethnic status, the aggregated TAC figures at least permit a much more refined narrowing-down to
truly Tibetan-dominated regions. When looking at the share of actual ethnic Tibetans in the ‘QSY Tibetan regions’, it becomes evident that these
regions are defined very widely. The published share of Tibetans within
them only amounted to 57.8 percent in 2011. In contrast, the ethnic Tibetan
population in the TACs stands at a much higher 81.3 percent (2010), indicating that these regions can be considered to be much more genuinely
‘Tibetan’.9 This was achieved by excluding counties in TAPs that do not
feature a significant share of Tibetans. It meant only including Kangtsa
(Ch. Gangcha) TAC of Tsochang (Ch. Haibei) TAP and Themchen
(Tianjun) TAC of Tsonub (Ch. Haixi) MTAP. However, I also included
Malho’s / Ch. Huangnan’s Henan MTAC, because they natively speak
Tibetan, and Tibetan is their only minority language of education.
Moreover, its Mongolians espouse a significant shared identity with the
surrounding Tibetans based on religion, language and livelihood (herding). Even though the Tibetan population of Trika (Ch. Guide) stood at
only 37 percent (2010), I included it because the Tibetan community
widely considers this region to be ‘Tibetan’, and it has been a heartland of
8 QSY 2012, table 25-1-0.
9 QSY 2012, tables 4-16 and 25-1-0. For this calculation, the Henan Mongolians were
included in the ‘Tibetan’ population count, since their education occurs in Tibetan, and in
Xining’s university Tibetan departments they are linguistically and culturally considered
to be just like ‘Tibetans’. Without these Mongolians, the Tibetan share in the TACs is 78.7
percent, which is nearly the same. The reverse figure, the share of Tibetans in all non-TAC
regions in Qinghai, amounts to 7.7 percent.
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the tibetanisation of Tibetan education. Importantly, the aggregated TAC
figures reflect a much stronger discrepancy in areas such as education
compared to provincial averages than the QSY Tibetan region figures,
which confirms their superior usefulness for analysis.
Despite this narrowing-down, it must be kept in mind though that
these figures include educational and population data for all ethnic groups
living in these Tibetan regions. This is also the reason why I did not include
Yarze (Ch. Xunhua) SAC: even though Tibetans from there are overproportionally represented in Tibetan-medium higher education, they only
make up 22.8 percent of its population. Since this region is educationally
highly developed, the non-Tibetan share of the population would significantly distort the overall TAC averages. Most aggregated TAC charts in
this book do not show Kangtsa (Ch. Changca) and Themchen (Ch. Tianjun)
TAC because of their insignificance relative to the four major Tibetandominated TAPs, rendering the charts less crowded. However, their figures are always reflected in the aggregated TAC numbers.
According to several of my Tibetan educator informants, Tibetans used
to make up the majority in the southern parts of Haidong prefecture, but
starting from the Qing dynasty the Han population in these areas gradually increased, until by the early twentieth century the Tibetans were
increasingly retreating into more remote locations. Similarly, Western
missionary reports suggest that around the late nineteenth / early twentieth century Chinese settlers were encroaching on Tibetan land in the
areas between Xining and Qinghai Lake as well as the farmland along
the border to Gansu province (Ekvall, 1939, pp. 36–7). During the rule of
the Muslim warlord Ma Bufang in the 1930s/40s a brutal campaign of
ethnic cleansing was carried out among the Tibetans in the Northeastern
and Eastern parts of Qinghai (Goodman, 2004, p. 385; cf. Dhondup &
Diemberger, 2002, p. 203). Areas around Qinghai Lake, and especially the
eastern parts of Haidong as well as the Tibetan Autonomous County
(TAC) of Chentsa (Ch. Jianzha) in Malho (Ch. Huangnan) TAP witnessed
a significant influx of Hui farmers. In the 1950s and 60s as part of Mao’s
campaign to ‘develop’ the West, over 700,000 Han from Eastern and
Central China were required to migrate to Qinghai with the goal of increasing its population from 2 to 10 million by 1967 (Goodman, 2004, pp. 385–8).
A classic example is the mining town of Golmud, centre of Tsonub
(Ch. Haixi), which is almost entirely Han, while the surrounding pastoral
regions of the prefecture are predominantly Tibetan, Mongolian or
Khazak.
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Although many of these early settlers later left because of poor economic conditions, the Han became the largest ethnic group in the region.10
Since the economic reforms of the early 1980s, increasing numbers of Han
from Eastern China have been flocking to Tibetan regions from around
the country (and especially to Lhasa) to eke out a living as labourers,
repairmen or vendors (cf. Fischer, 2008a, 2009). Since that time, significant numbers of Hui (as well as some Salar) have been moving into
Tibetan areas such as Tsolho (Ch. Hainan), not only to do business but
also to farm.11 The Tibetans consider them—along with the Han—to be
outsiders who encroached on their territory, even though there have been
significant Muslim populations in Haidong and Yarze (Ch. Xunhua) since
the twelth or thirteenth century (Fischer, 2005b, p. 8). Figure 5 shows
how Muslim minorities outnumber Tibetans in Qinghai’s northeastern
regions. In the neighbouring TAPs of Tsolho (Ch. Hainan) and Malho
Share of ethnic groups, by prefecture (2010)
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Fig. 5. Source: calculated from 6th census (2010) data, QSY 2012, tables 4-16.
Kangtsa (Ch. Gangcha) TAC, the only Tibetan-dominated county within Tsochang
(Ch. Haibei) TAP, features a share of 70 percent Tibetans, while Themchen
(Ch. Tianjun) in Tsonub (Ch. Haixi) MTAP has 57 percent Tibetans.
10 Goodman estimates that Qinghai’s Han population was doubled by migration that
occurred after 1949.
11 Personal conversations with Tibetans in Trika (Ch. Guide) TAC.
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(Ch. Huangnan) they comprise 7 percent, while their share in the two
more remote TAPs is 1 percent or less. Even so, their dominance in the
urban trade sector is significant even throughout the more remote minority regions.
Because substantial parts of my research touch on questions of sinicisation, and many of my informants came from what the Tibetan community
considers to be ‘sinicised’ regions, it is relevant to include an ethnic
population breakdown of these areas. Most significant here are select
counties in Haidong prefecture, whose figures are shown in Fig. 6. There is
a clear difference between the Tibetan’s population share in Bayan Khar
(Ch. Hualong) and Yarze (Ch. Xunhua) counties, which regularly contribute large numbers of Tibetan-medium educated college students, in comparison to Ping’an and Ledu counties: regions that feature no secondary
Tibetan education, and whose Tibetan inhabitants are considered to be
‘hopelessly’ sinicised. In 2010, over 75 percent of Tibetans lived in rural
areas, and the urban centres even of Tibetan-majority regions tend to be
dominated by other ethnic groups (mostly Han and Hui).12

Share of ethnic groups in select counties of
Haidong Prefecture (2010)
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Fig. 6. Source: 6th census (2010), calculated from QSY 2012, tables 4-16.
12 In 2000, this figure stood at over 91 percent. They are in the minority in most
Tibetan prefecture and even in increasing numbers of Tibetan county centres. Compare
illustration 5, as well as Fischer, 2008a, pp. 640–1; “Qinghai”, 2008.
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Population movements and natural
population growth (2011)
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Fig. 7. Source: calculated from QSY 2012, tables 4-4.

QSY statistics permit us to analyse population movements into and out of
Tibetan regions. Only Tsochang (Ch. Haibei) and Yulshul (Ch. Yushu) had
significant in-migration in relation to natural population growth (births
exceeding deaths). In the aggregated TACs, local population growth
exceeded the net outcomes of migratory movements (‘net population
movement’), which only amounted to half of the provincial average.13
Neither the TACs nor any individual TAP had truly significant in-migration
from other provinces. Since migratory movements are not broken down by
ethnicity, it is not readily evident if certain ethnic groups are over- or
under-represented in any of these categories. Another major limitation of
these figures is, of course, that they only refer to registered citizens, not
taking into account informal, unregistered population movements.
Economic Developments, Market Reforms and the Employment Market
In the process of China’s economic miracle, economic disparities between
the landlocked western provinces and the coastal regions have multiplied.
In 2002, the average GDP per capita for the western provinces stood at
13 In 2007, the figures were twice as high: the TACs had a net influx of 0.4 percent (compared to 0.2 percent in 2011), while the whole province’s figure stood at 0.83 percent
(0.4 percent in 2011).
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5,462 RMB compared to 14,171 RMB for the eastern regions (Shih, 2004).14
In 1999, President Jiang Zemin launched the “Great Western Development”
(xibu dakaifa) initiative, alternatively translated by Goodman (2004) as
the campaign to “Open up the West”, in a bid to stem this widening gap,
but also to solidify state control over areas with a high share of ethnic
minorities. The initiative focuses on infrastructure improvements such
as roads, electrification and communication systems and the promotion
of urbanisation through growing township, county and prefecture centres. It is an integral part of the country’s drive towards a free market
system, seeking to integrate rural populations into the wider market
structures by promoting the intensification and commercialisation of
agricultural and pastoral production (Goodman, 2004). As a consequence, provinces such as Qinghai have enjoyed double-digit economic
growth, largely through a massive influx of state-subsidized investment,
often in fixed assets (Fischer, 2005a, 2012). Fischer, when discussing the
economic situation in the TAR, aptly refers to this strategy as “fiscal maoism”, noting that:
…despite almost twenty years of intensive development efforts, this autonomous region [the TAR] remains locked into the institutional norms guiding
the subsidisation of this politically-sensitive region since the Maoist period.
As a result, recent development strategies have not altered in any significant
way the long-term trend of very intense and very inefficient subsidisation,
with economic growth largely reflecting the intensification of subsidies. In
contrast to every other province in China, these norms appear to have been
predominantly guided by security and ideological concerns—the much
touted tourism and mining activities still pale in comparison to government
administration and related activities that are the main targets of the subsidisation strategy. (2012, p. 6)15

Similar dynamics are also affecting Qinghai. Even though the ensuing
trickle-down effect has led to rising rural incomes (Fischer, 2008b, p. 8),
Fischer also points out that aggregated macro data do not reflect the economic situation of most Tibetans since they do not take into account the
widening gap between urban and rural incomes. This is significant since
76 percent of Tibetans live in the countryside.16 Qinghai’s average urbanrural income discrepancy surged from factor 2.5 in 1990 to 3.8 in 2008

14 At the time of writing, 1 RMB equalled 0.16 US$.
15 Even though Fischer’s analysis focuses on the TAR, his observations also apply to
Qinghai (albeit to a less extreme extent).
16 2010 census data, tables 1-6 and 1-6c.
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(Fischer, 2011, p. 67).17 GDP increases, stimulated by the vast deluge of central government subsidies for the Western provinces, have therefore
tended to compound socio-economic disparities within the xibu dakaifa
regions. In particular, state investment projects predominantly employ
Han workers from other provinces, and state-led growth has been instrumental in attracting large numbers of Han migrants into western minority
regions. Nevertheless, rising wealth discrepancies do not negate the fact
that on the whole, Tibetans perceive their living standards to have risen
considerably compared to past times, evidenced by the fact that modern
amenities such as TVs, mobile phones or motorbikes have become commonplace and diets are increasingly diverse. Infrastructural improvements such as better roads are also widely appreciated, and most of my
informants viewed the new Xining—Lhasa railway connection in a positive light as it enables especially elderly Tibetans to comfortably and conveniently visit their ‘spiritual capital’ and other pilgrimage sites in central
Tibet.
The Great Western Development initiative has kept China’s Western
provinces dependent on the funding drip of the central government.
Despite market reforms and privatisation efforts, the economy and
employment markets of these regions remain much more dominated by
the public sector. Figure 8 shows the share of urban employees in different
types of work units such as private enterprises, collective units, stateowned units (SOUs) etc. From 2005 to 2011, the share of people employed
in the SOU sector remained virtually unchanged, only marginally falling
from 34.1 to 32.7 percent. Its share even slightly surpassed that of the heavily state-subsidised TAR.18 By comparison, urban SOU employment in all
of China in 2010 amounted to only 18.8 percent, just over half of Qinghai’s
share.19 Moreover, the combined employment share of private enterprises
and self-employed individuals, the sector most significant for small to
medium-scale bottom-up employment creation in the context of transitioning to a market economy, and more accessible to Tibetans than the
more competitive posts in larger corporations, shrank from 41.3 to 34.7
percent during this period. However, this figure still slightly exceeds the
national average.
17 The 2008 national average amounted to 3.3.
18 In 2010, comparison based on China Statistical Yearbook (CSY) 2011 data, table 4-2,
which does not include the residual (possibly informal work) segment.
19 CSY 2012, table 4-1.
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Share of urban employees by type of work unit
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Fig. 8. Source: calculated from QSY 2012, table 5-1.

Figure 9 compares Qinghai’s employment structure to the national average. The chart on the right-hand side excludes residual/informal,20 selfemployment and private sectors. The reason for this is that even though
the latter forms of employment are more easily obtained by those with
less education or inferior Chinese skills, later we will see that Tibetan (and
other) graduates from tertiary institutions and their families do not consider smaller-scale private sector or self-employment positions to be ‘adequate’ in relation to the high educational investment they had to make.
This is because in contrast to eastern China, such work virtually always
pays much lower wages than both the SOU and the larger corporate or
collective sector, is less secure, and usually provides hardly any fringe
benefits. From that chart, it becomes evident just how dominant SOU
employment is within this category of the more stable, well-remunerated
work that university graduates generally aim for.
The QSY does not provide work unit employment data for each prefecture or county. Such a breakdown is only given for urban employment
within work units other than private enterprises or self-employment, such
as SOUs, collectively-owned units, and various types of “other units” (i.e.
larger corporations), and therefore only for 58.2 percent of all urban
employment (2009). The figures presented below are therefore only
20 From the data, it seems probable that the residual consists of informal employment.
I am grateful to Andrew Fischer for pointing out this possibility.
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Share of urban employees by
type of work unit (2010)
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Fig. 9. Source: calculated from QSY 2012, table 5-1, and CSY 2011, table 4-2.

representative of just under two-thirds of urban employment, although
their share is likely a fair bit larger in Tibetan regions. This sub-section of
urban employment is very similar to the right-hand chart of Fig. 9, which
I already described as being the most relevant employment segment for
university graduates, even though lower-skilled, lesser-paying private or
informal work is much more realistic for most Tibetan graduates to obtain
than the more competitive posts in larger corporations. Therefore, the
non-private figures below are in many ways more relevant for our analysis
of the predicaments surrounding the Tibetan education-employment
nexus.
Within the non-private employment statistics, typical public sector
employment such as public management (which refers to all aspects of
government administration), education, research and environmental services, and transport amount to nearly half of Qinghai’s urban unit employment. However, their share in the TAPs was far higher, mostly well over
50 percent. But these figures are somewhat misleading for assessing the
true employment share of the state-owned sector. Provincial statistics
reveal that many other employment sectors such as finance / IT and urban

tibetans in qinghai province

47

Share of state-owned units in different employment sectors
(urban non-private units)
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Fig. 10. Source: Calculated from QSY 2010/2012, table 5-4. In several instances, two
or three categories were combined into one in order to make the chart more
legible.

agricultural employment also featured well over 50 percent of SOUs.21
In fact, from 2009 to 2011 the state-owned share increased in several sectors, notably construction, sports/culture and research/environmental
services. The overall state share only decreased slightly from 57 to 55 percent during this time. This means that SOUs still dominate over half of the
urban non-private and 31.9 percent of the entire provincial employment
market.
In order to account for this phenomenon, Fig. 11 therefore classifies all
employment sectors by their share of state ownership, with sectors over
50 percent being listed as ‘SOU dominated’. Only public management
(100 percent state ownership) and education (95 percent state ownership)
are listed separately because of their significance for our wider employment analysis. These figures are obviously an approximation and do not
take into account that the state-owned share may vary between regions
(it is in fact likely to be higher in minority regions).

21 In the non-private urban employment category, which, as indicated above, represents 58.2 percent of all urban employment.
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Urban non-private employment by sector and prefecture (2009)
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Fig. 11. Source: Calculated from QSY 2010, table 5-4. QSY 2012 does not provide a
breakdown of this data by prefecture.

Based on these figures, we can clearly perceive just how dominant the
state-owned sector is in the (urban non-private) employment market of
Qinghai’s TAPs. The four Tibetan-dominated TAPs (excluding Tsochang,
Ch. Haibei and Tsonub, Ch. Haixi)22 feature a combined average share of
82 percent. In the case of the remote nomadic TAPs of Golok (Ch. Guoluo)
and Yulshul (Ch. Yushu) it stands at nearly 90 percent. Given the likelihood that actual regional SOU shares may be higher in the TAPs, the real
figures could even be slightly higher than the ones shown. These structural conditions significantly impact the career perceptions and choices
of Tibetan students.
Qinghai’s Tibetan Education Situation
Educational Structure of the General Population
Being part of the ‘Western Development’ provinces, Qinghai is widely considered to lag behind China’s national educational standard. Figure 12
illustrates the educational structure of the primary, secondary and tertiary
student population. While in Qinghai and the TAR, primary students
22 Tsochang’s overall share of Tibetans among the population is 24 percent, and
Tsonub’s only 11 percent (2010).
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Educational structure of the student population from
primary to tertiary levels (2011)
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Fig. 12. Source: calculated from the National Citizens’ Economic and Social
Development Statistics Reports (2011) for the entire country and for the provinces
shown. These figures do not include graduate students, disabled students and
other special groups. Sichuan’s secondary student data did not give a breakdown
for junior high and high school students.

made up more than 50 percent of all students, the national average, including the neighbouring provinces of Gansu and Sichuan, stood at around
45 percent. At higher educational levels, the national average for each of
the top three educational levels (high school to undergraduate) amounted
to 10–11 percent. In Qinghai, these shares gradually decrease toward the
top, although at high school and secondary vocational levels, they are not
far behind the national average. In respect to education beyond the mandatory nine years, the TAR showed the weakest performance.
In the 2000 census, only 55 percent of the total Tibetan population in
China aged six or older had some degree of primary education, compared
with a staggering 93 percent among the Han Chinese. Likewise, a mere 13
percent of Tibetans had some form of secondary education, while the figure for the Han majority stood at 53 percent (Fischer, 2008a, p. 651).
Compared to these figures, the present Tibetan situation in Qinghai is significantly improved. Even so, Fig. 13 indicates that while the educational
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Educational levels of the population aged 6 and above (2010)
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Fig. 13. Source: calculated from QSY 2012, tables 4-7, and China National 2010
Census, table 4-1.

levels of Qinghai’s general population are significantly inferior to the
national average, the gap between the province and its TACs is even
greater (2010 census data). Again, it must be noted that the QSY countylevel data does not differentiate between ethnic groups. Therefore, the
aggregated TAC figures cited here comprise all ethnic groups in these
Tibetan-dominated counties, and cannot be equated with numbers only
for Tibetan students, teachers or schools. Even so, they enable some interesting comparisons.
Figure 14 shows the same data in a curve, comparing the TACs with the
non-TACs, and adding the national 2000 census data for comparison of
developments over time. From this chart, it becomes evident that the
non-TACs and China in general do not only have a much higher population share with at least a primary education, but also a much higher percentage with a junior high school education compared to the primary
figure. In contrast, in the TACs there is a sharp drop-off from primary to
junior high school levels, which for the rest of the country occurs one level
later (junior high to high school). Between 2000 and 2010, the national
educational structure of the population has not only shifted toward a
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Fig. 14. The data is cumulative, showing those with ‘at least’ the educational level
specified.

rising share of those with higher education, but also boosted substantial
gains on junior high and high school levels. Interestingly, the non-TACs
are very close to the national 2000 curve up to the junior high level, and
then more closely follow the national 2010 curve from high school levels
onwards. This indicates a greater educational discrepancy between lesser
and better-educated population segments, or in short, greater educational
structural inequality. For the TACs, this inequality is even more marked.
A high percentage of the unschooled and inferior shares of those with primary and junior high school education stand in contrast to much higher
figures of those with at least a high school education. At the junior college
and bachelor / graduate levels, the TAC curve even surpasses the national
2000 percentages. Compared to the non-TACs and the national figures,
the TACs therefore possess the most unequal educational population
structure. At the same time, the chart also shows how close the non-TACs
actually are in relation to the current national average, while the TACs
are significantly behind.
A closer comparison of aggregated and individual Tibetan regions
versus the rest of the province shows that with regard to the unschooled
population, the TACs continue to trail far behind the provincial average:
27 percent of TAC residents were without schooling, twice as many as the
provincial average of 13.5 percent. However, when examining primary
schooling, the TACs’ performance jumps. While 87 percent of Qinghai’s
overall population aged six and over had at least a primary school education,
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Educational levels of population aged 6 and above (2010)
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Fig. 15. Source: calculated from QSY 2012, tables 4-7 (2010 census data).

the aggregated TAC figure was not far behind with an impressive 73 percent. On the junior secondary level, the gap again becomes much larger,
with the TAC figure (24 percent) amounting to exactly half of the provincial
average (48 percent). However, this figure is nearly twice as high as that of
the 2000 census for all Tibetans. Likewise, the TAC percentage for the senior secondary level (at least a high school education) stood at half of
Qinghai’s level (10.8 versus 20.7 percent). At the junior college level, the
Tibetan share is just over half, with 5.4 percent versus a 9.4 percent provincial average. At the undergraduate college level,23 the Tibetan figure similarly amounts to just under half of the provincial level. A comparison of the
four major TAPs reflects the common knowledge that the less remote, more
farming-oriented regions of Malho (Ch. Huangnan) and especially Tsolho
(Ch. Hainan) significantly outperform the two more remote TAPs. However,
even the best TAP does not even get close to the provincial average.
The educational gap between Tibetans and the rest again becomes
even more evident when we compare the TAC regions not with the provincial average, but with the non-TACs (Fig. 16). Apart from the primary
level, the non-Tibetan regions outperform the TACs by a factor of 2 to 3.
Again, it is interestingly the junior college level where the TAC regions do
23 Bachelor and associate (Ch. dazhuan) degrees.
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Fig. 16. Calculated from QSY 2012, tables 4-7.

comparatively well. In chapter 5 we will see that this is a result of many
Tibetan students not being able to get into a better (i.e. bachelor degree)
university programme, and instead opting for the lower level junior college (dazhuan)24 level. The dotted trendline shows how the discrepancy
between TACs and non-TACs tends to increase with higher educational
levels. At the same time, currently-enrolled student figures (presented
below) show that in recent years, most Tibetan regions have been catching up to the provincial average in regards to secondary education.
Currently-Enrolled Primary and Secondary Students
Provincial statistics on ethnic Tibetan education per se are not publically
available, because the educational figures are not broken down by ethnic
status. The ‘QSY Tibetan region’ statistics include an official provincial
education department figure for so-called ‘bilingual students’ (shuangyu
xuesheng), referring to primary and secondary students who attend
minority schools that also teach the minority languages. However, the
share of these so-called ‘bilingual students’ appears to be unrealistically
24 The dazhuan degree is equivalent to an associate degree.
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high. In 2011, it supposedly amounted to 58.1 percent of all students in the
‘QSY Tibetan regions’, slightly higher than even the 57.8 percent share of
the entire Tibetan population in these regions! Considering that a substantial share of Tibetans attend Chinese-medium schools, that not insignificant numbers of ‘Tibetans’ in urban centres are Han Chinese who are
registered as ethnic Tibetans25 but hardly ever go through Tibetanmedium education, and that the educational participation of Tibetans
especially in the vast nomadic regions is often significantly lower than
that of the more urbanised ethnic groups, this data cannot be considered
to provide a realistic estimate of Tibetan-medium student enrolment.26
Instead, the analysis below relies on aggregate TAC figures.
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90%
80%
70%
60%
50%

Secondary
Primary

40%
30%
20%
10%
0%

Qinghai
TACs

Qinghai
non-TACs

TAR

Gansu

Sichuan

China

Fig. 17. Source: calculated from QSY 2012 tables 4-7, and the National Citizens’
Economic and Social Development Statistics Reports (2011, contained in the first
section of each respective Statistical Yearbook) for the entire country and for the
provinces shown. Secondary student figures include junior high and high school
students.
25 See chapter 5 for a detailed discussion of this phenomenon.
26 Calculated from QSY 2012, tables 25-1 and 25-5. The QSY figures put the number of
Tibetan region bilingual students at 195,971, of which I subtracted the 1,273 Mongolianmedium students who were potentially included in this figure. The total QSY Tibetan
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Within the aggregated TACs, in 2011, primary students made up 68 percent
of the combined primary and secondary27 student population. In contrast,
the non-TAC figure of 58 percent is only one percent above the national
average, and even the TAR’s 62 percent is better than that of Qinghai’s TACs.
Again, this shows that secondary educational participation in Qinghai is not
actually very different from national levels once we focus on Han or other
ethnicity-dominated regions, indicating the importance of distinguishing
between Tibetan and non-Tibetan areas in provincial comparisons.
Since about 2000, Qinghai’s total primary student numbers have been
shrinking, even though the overall population has experienced a slow but
continual increase. This is a result of population ageing, specifically a
decreasing share of the 0–14 year age group in the total population, which
fell from 26.6 percent in 2000 to 20.9 percent in 2010.28 The aggregated
TAC figures show that the share of school primary students in these
regions relative to their populations has been about 2–3 percent higher
than in the rest of the province (Fig. 18). This is likely due to the younger

16%

Share of primary school students among the population

14%
12%
2007

10%

2009
2011

8%
6%
4%

Malho (Ch.
Huangnan)

Tsolho (Ch.
Hainan)

Golok
(Ch. Guoluo)

Yulshul
(Ch. Yushu)
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Fig. 18. Calculated from QSY 2008/2010/2012, tables 4-4 and 26.
region student population (primary and secondary) that year was stated to be 335,349.
By comparison of a total population of 1,952,800, only 1,129,300 were declared to be
‘Tibetan’. Compare also the Qinghai Education Department’s 2011 report on Tibetan
Education at their departmental website at www.qhedu.cn (accessed link: http://www
.qhedu.cn/zwgk/zfxxgk/zdgkml/gfxwj/201112/t20111219_4569.html).
27 Comprising junior high and high school students, but not secondary vocational
students, because they are not listed in the QSY per county figures.
28 2010 census data, QSY 2012, tables 4-11.
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age structure of the Tibetan population, as well as its process of catching
up educationally as there has been a stricter enforcement of mandatory
education.
Even so, Tibetan primary enrolment figures followed the provincial
trend. Their share among the general population fell from 13.4 percent in
2007 to 11.2 percent in 2011.29 This percentage decrease was over twice as
high as that of the whole province, where the primary student share
dropped by only one percent during this period. Considering that the
Tibetan population has a younger population structure, and that therefore their share of primary students should have shrunk at a slower rate,
this (perhaps relatively recent) trend is disconcerting. Particularly surprising is the shrinking primary student share of educationally more advanced
TAPs such as Malho (Ch. Huangnan) and Tsolho (Ch. Hainan). A possible
explanation could be that Tibetan regions accumulated an unusually high
share of primary students during recent years as a result of the more rigorous enforcement of mandatory education. This would be supported by the
fact that the TACs’ share of primary students has been unusually high
(especially in 2007), and is now gradually converging towards the provincial average. But in that case, the more remote, nomadic regions, where
this catching-up process would have taken place, should have experienced the strongest decline. This, however, has not necessarily been
the case. In Tsolho (Ch. Hainan), the percentage drop was fairly evenly
spread across all townships, including the prefectural centre. In Malho
(Ch. Huangnan), the decline was even strongest in the prefectural centre
of Rebkong (Ch. Tongren), where it amounted to a staggering 5.2 percent.
In Golok (Ch. Guoluo), two remote nomadic counties had strong increases.
In Yulshul (Ch. Yushu), even though some remote townships experienced
a major decrease, others’ share actually increased, and the 1.8 percent
decline in the prefecture centre is very close to the average of 2 percent
across all TACs. Overall, TAC primary student figure trends are a cause for
concern and should be closely monitored in the coming years.
On the secondary level, the provincial share of secondary30 students
among the total population slightly decreased, from 6.3 to 5.9 percent
(Fig. 19). Theoretically, this could be a reflection of population ageing, but
29 In absolute numbers, this drop amounted to 6,689 students. Calculated from QSY
2008/2010/2012 (tables 26). Detailed student and teacher figures for all TACs can be found
in Appendix B.
30 This figure only includes what the QSY translates as students of “regular secondary
schools” (putong zhongxue), meaning it does not include those at vocational secondary
institions (zhongdeng zhiye xuexiao).
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Fig. 19. Source: Calculated from QSY 2008/2010/2012, tables 4-4 and 26.

the fact that the drop occurred unevenly (nearly entirely between 2007
and 2009) would contradict this. The aggregated TAC average, however,
rose from 4.1 percent in 2007 to 5.3 percent in 2011. These regions have
therefore been catching up to the rest of the province, and are now not far
from the provincial average. All TAPs apart from Yulshul (Ch. Yushu)
experienced significantly rising shares of secondary students, although
this increase slowed in the more recent period. In Tsolho (Ch. Hainan),
a centre of Tibetan-medium education, it virtually doubled within the
space of just a few years. Numerous remote counties experienced strong
growth. The perhaps most puzzling negative trend occurred in Jyekundo
(Ch. Yushu), the prefecture centre of Yulshul (Ch. Yushu), where the
share of secondary students shrank by 2.3 percent, while the surrounding
nomadic counties all posted rising figures. In Tsolho (Ch. Hainan), it was
the prefecture centre where the highest increase of secondary students
relative to the population took place.31 Overall, secondary student developments in the TACs have been very positive, but also quite uneven. Being
cross-ethnic aggregates, the extent to which these figures specifically
reflect the situation of Tibetan-medium students cannot be stated with
final certainty. However, overall improvements in TAC secondary student
31 Student and teacher figures for each county are listed in Appendix B.
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enrolment are very much confirmed by my ethnographic data, which indicates significant positive developments in Tibetan-medium secondary
education (presented in chapter 4). Conversely, these aggregated statistics underline the generalisability of my ethnographic findings.
In order to provide a more accurate picture of secondary student figures in relation to the age group that should be attending such schools,
2010 county-level census data was used to calculate this share. The resulting chart (Fig. 20) attempts to depict the percentage of young people who
manage to obtain a secondary education. Because county-level data does
not list students attending vocational secondary schools, their provincial
share32 was generically added to the TAP figures. Also, the QSYs’ census
data only provides figures for age groups 10–14 and 15–19, but secondary
schools only run for six years of schooling among an age group of approximately 12–17 year olds. Therefore, I combined the two census age groups.
Since the combined 10–19 years represent ten years in total, I multiplied
the resulting numbers with 0.6 in order to obtain an approximated number for a six-year range. The resulting figures are therefore not entirely
accurate, but they represent a good approximation, and also account
for differences in population ageing between TACs and other regions.33
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Fig. 20. Source: calculated from QSY 2012, tables 4-11 and 26.
32 Their share stood at 10.2 percent in 2011.
33 Also, the student figures are from 2011 and the population figures from 2010.
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The national figures are more accurate as they use figures for the exact
12–17 year age range.34
Overall, both Malho (Ch. Huangnan) and Tsolho (Ch. Hainan) are very
close to the provincial average. This accords with my fieldwork results, as
these two prefectures are at the heart of tibetanising reforms in Tibetanmedium secondary education. Yulshul (Ch. Yushu)’s share was a meagre
32 percent, indicating a massive educational gap between this more
remote Tibetan nomad region and the two leading TAPs. The average
across the aggregated TACs was just over 50 percent, a full 20 percent
lower than that of the non-TAPs. Assuming that these students complete
all six years of secondary education, this implies an average of three years
of secondary schooling for this age group, which, when including the
standard six years of primary schooling, adds up to the nine year period of
mandatory education.35 In contrast, average secondary school attendance
across all non-TAC counties amounted to 73 percent or an average of
4.3 years of secondary school attendance. The discrepancy between TACs
and the national average of over 90 percent is especially marked. The ramification is that a significant percentage of TAC residents (i.e. many
Tibetans) will never be able to obtain well-remunerated, stable employment, which requires successful graduation from high school and admission into at least a lower university degree.36
Primary and Secondary Teacher Developments
Overall, numbers of active teachers have matched student figure trends.
While both provincial and aggregated TAC numbers of secondary school
teachers rose during that period (Fig. 22), the equivalent numbers for
primary school teachers declined (Fig. 21).
However, primary level student-teacher ratios remained virtually
unchanged between 2007 and 2011 (Fig. 23), showing that the reduction
of the primary student population compensated for lower primary teacher
numbers, both in the whole province and in the Tibetan regions.37
34 National figures are based on the 6th (2010) national population census, table 4-1.
35 Calculated by multiplying six years of total secondary education with 53 percent
average attendance.
36 I.e. an associate (Ch. dazhuan) degree, although several of my informants asserted
that only a full Bachelor’s degree was sufficient to compete for such employment.
37 Aggregated TAC ratios: 20.2:1 in 2007 versus 20.7:1 in 2011. Provincial figures: 19.5:1 in
2007 versus 19.8:1 in 2011 (lower figures are better). The figures in the following sentence are
rounded. Source: QSY 2010/2012, tables 26.
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Fig. 23. Source: calculated from QSY 2008/2010/2012, tables 26 and 2-2-2.

Moreover, both aggregated TAC and provincial average ratios are not very
different (21:1 versus 20:1 in 2011), indicating that the supply of primary
teachers in the TACs lags just slightly behind the rest of the province. Both
figures, however, are significantly behind that year’s national average of
17.7:1.38 A Tibetan primary school headmaster told me in early 2008 that
38 Source: China Education Department 2011 report on national educational development, retrieved from http://www.gov.cn/gzdt/2012-08/30/content_2213875.htm.
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the official student-teacher ratio for primary schools was 20:1.39 According
to a national statement on suggested student-teacher ratios issued by the
central government’s education and finance ministries in 2001, the ratio
for primary schools should be between 19:1 (major urban centres) and 23:1
(rural areas).40 Even the ratio of the educational problem region of Yulshul
(Ch. Yushu) improved greatly in the most recent period. This corresponds
to the fact that significant numbers of my Tibetan-medium graduates
informants found primary school teaching positions in the more remote
counties of this TAP. A negative exception is Tsolho (Ch. Hainan), which
was better than the provincial average in 2007 and 2009, but had fallen
behind by 2011. The TACs’ greatest issue on the primary level is probably
the huge variation between counties. While numerous counties in Malho
(Ch. Huangnan) and Tsolho (Ch. Hainan), but also even in the remote
regions of Golok (Ch. Guoluo), boasted ratios as low as 13:1, that of Machen
(Ch. Maqin) county, also in Golok, stood at a staggering 55:1. In total, four
TACs had ratios over 30:1, including the prefecture centre Jyekundo
(Ch. Yushu).
Generally, primary teacher recruitment has not been as good in the
TACs closer to the provincial capital compared to the more remote
Tibetan regions. Figure 24 demonstrates that the educationally more
advanced and less remote TAPs of Malho (Ch. Huangnan) and Tsolho
(Ch. Hainan) were single-handedly responsible for the strong decline of
primary teacher numbers not only in the aggregated TACs but also in the
entire province. Overall, the TACs lost more primary teachers than all of
Qinghai combined, meaning that the non-TAC (i.e. non-Tibetan) regions
actually posted a gain.
Curiously, in 2010 the provincial government announced that it would
add 1,037 primary teaching positions in nine educationally needy Tibetan
counties as a one-off measure, to be implemented in the same year.41 QSY
teacher figures show that between 2009 and 2011, the number of primary
teachers in these TACs increased by only 597. Moreover, 76 percent of this
increase occurred in a single county, Nangchen (Ch. Nangqian) in Yulshul
39 Interview with the headmaster of the Yushu Prefecture No.3 Primary School in
March 2008.
40 “Guanyu zhiding”, 2010.
41 Source: Qinghai Xinhuanet, 13 September 2010, retrieved from http://www.qh
.xinhuanet.com/2010-09/13/content_20880565.htm. The nine counties (Chinese names)
included Qumalai, Zhiduo, Nangqian, Zaduo, Zhiduo, Banma, Gande, Dari and Tongde.
Apart from Zeku and Tongde, the two counties with a net primary teacher loss between
2009 and 2011, all of them are located in Yulshul (Ch. Yushu) and Golok (Ch. Guoluo) TAPs.
It is possible that the implementation of this promise may have occurred after 2011.
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Primary teachers increase/decrease by prefecture (2007 to 2011)
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Fig. 24. Source: calculated from QSY 2008/2012, tables 26.

(Ch. Yushu) TAP, whereas the eight other counties combined only gained
146 teachers (two of these focus counties even incurred a significant net
loss). In fact, all aggregated TACs apart from Nangchen (Ch. Nangqian)
experienced a combined net loss of 985 primary teachers between 2007
and 2011. Especially important here for Tibetan graduate employment is
a comparison of Amdo with Kham Tibetan regions. The vast majority of
Tibetan-medium graduates are Amdo speakers, and are therefore generally excluded from obtaining teaching jobs in Yulshul (Ch. Yushu) TAP.
The fact that the Amdo regions lost a combined total of 1,085 primary
teaching jobs is therefore particularly problematic for the Tibetan community’s overall employment situation.
The fact that primary teacher numbers are cut in accordance with
shrinking student figures is a worrying consequence of the marketisation
of education. If the ratio of students per teacher becomes too low, schools
are expected to take proactive measures to cut their staff. In the minority
regions surrounding Xining, where population ageing is especially marked,
it was not uncommon by 2007 that new teachers were hired into formal,
fully-salaried positions, but without the lifetime employment guarantee
that typically comes with such government employment.42 With Tibetan
42 Interview conducted in autumn 2007 with a Tibetan QUN student who used to
be employed as a primary school teacher in a mixed Tibetan-Hui school in Chentsa
(Ch. Jianzha) county.
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regions having nearly caught up to the official student-teacher ratio and
population ageing running its course, it is evident that primary teacher figures will only continue to decline.
On the secondary level, the numbers of teachers in the aggregated TACs
have risen continually (Fig. 25). Between 2007 and 2011, a total of 1,091
new positions were added in these regions, representing 79 percent of
the provincial total. At the same time, it is noticeable how uneven this
development occurred across the Tibetan prefectures. While the bulk of
new secondary teachers were hired in Tsolho (Ch. Hainan), the educationally inferior region of Yulshul (Ch. Yushu) experienced near-complete
stagnation. Kangtsa (Ch. Gangcha) and Themchen (Ch. Tianjun) even
lost nearly 30 percent of all their secondary teachers, causing their secondary student-teacher ratios to surge far above the provincial average.43
Regarding the Amdo Tibetan graduate employment situation, the combined teacher change across primary and secondary levels for the Amdo
regions between 2007 and 2011 amounted to a net loss of nine teachers. By
comparison, Qinghai province gained a combined total of 986 teachers
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Fig. 25. Source: calculated from QSY 2008/2012, tables 26.
43 These two TAC’s combined secondary student-teacher ratio worsened from an
excellent 13.4 in 2007 to a very problematic 22.8 in 2011. While their secondary teacher
figure shrank by about 30 percent, their secondary student numbers grew by 21 percent
during this period.
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during that period, 430 of them in the non-TACs. By any standard, this
figure is absolutely devastating for Amdo Tibetan education, especially
when considering that the Amdo regions actually have a younger population structure than the provincial average, and should therefore have
gained more (and not less) teachers than the non-Tibetan regions.
Considering that teacher losses were greater in the first years of this time
period, this gives ample indication of the socioeconomic atmosphere of
discontent that prevailed around the time of the March 2008 uprising.
Moreover, the positive impact of rising numbers of secondary teachers
in the TACs was relativised by the fact that secondary student numbers
surged even faster. Especially in Tsolho (Ch. Hainan) and Yulshul (Ch. Yushu),
new student intakes drastically outweighed teacher recruitment. Throughout the TACs, the ratio of students-to-teachers therefore developed
negatively, rising from 15.6:1 to 17:1 between 2007 and 2011, with a dramatic
spike of 18.8:1 in 2009. By comparison, the provincial ratio actually
improved by decreasing from 15.5:1 to 14.7:1. Nationwide, it even fell by 2
percentage points, from 16.8:1 to 14.8:1, as shrinking secondary student
numbers caused by population ageing coincided with a higher teaching
staff figure. The non-TACs’ ratio of 14.2:1 in 2011 quite clearly beat the
national ratio of 14.8:1, again indicating that the educational situation
(in this case teacher provision) of Qinghai’s non-Tibetan areas is as good
as or even better than the national average. (See Fig. 26.)
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Fig. 26. Source: calculated from QSY 2008/2010/2012, tables 26 and 2-2-2.
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Overall, these figures prove that even though the TACs received the lion
share of new teachers, this intake did not suffice to meet the needs of its
rapidly expanding secondary education sector. Whereas aggregated TAC
and provincial averages shared nearly the same ratio in 2007, they have
been growing apart since. A notable positive exception is Tsolho
(Ch. Hainan), where Teacher recruitment accelerated between 2009 and
2011,44 causing its ratio to again surpass Qinghai’s average.
Therefore, in most aggregated TAC regions, secondary teacher provision still lags significantly behind the provincial average. The TACs’ average 2011 ratio of 17:1 falls into the lower end of the standard suggested by
the 2001 national statement on teacher staffing standards, which ranges
from 12.5:1 for urban high schools to 18:1 for rural middle schools.45
Interestingly, the TAC ratio is even lower when we account for the varying
share of the Tibetan population between Tibetan counties by multiplying
student and teacher numbers with this share, arriving at an even more
accurate estimate of the education situation specifically among the
Tibetan population. Then, the resulting student-teacher ratio on the primary level is nearly unchanged, but for the secondary level it worsens to
18.1:1, which is now slightly below the very lower end of the national standard suggestions. This again indicates that regions with a higher share of
Tibetans have an inferior level of secondary teacher provision.
As at the primary level, there are huge variations within Tibetan regions.
For example, Matö (Ch. Maduo) TAC in Golok (Ch. Guoluo) TAP featured
a shockingly high 44:1 secondary student-teacher ratio, while the neighbouring and equally remote Darlak (Ch. Dari) TAC’s ratio of 13:1 was even
superior to the provincial average (both in 2011). Trika (Ch. Guide) TAC in
Tsolho (Ch. Hainan) TAP, which had the TACs’ best secondary studentteacher ratio (10:1), had one of their worst primary student-teacher ratios
(39:1).46 The three TACs with the worst student-teacher ratio across both
primary and secondary levels were all located in Yulshul (Ch. Yushu) TAP.
Apart from Rebkong (Ch. Tongren), every single TAC whose ratio across
both levels exceeded that of all TACs was a nomadic region.
The overall development of combined primary and secondary studentteacher ratios is shown in Fig. 27. When contrasting the TACs with
non-TAC regions, it becomes evident that while the TAC ratio slightly
44 Its secondary teacher figure increased by 38 percent during these two years.
45 “Guanyu zhiding”, 2010.
46 A similarly extreme difference between primary and secondary ratios existed in
Machen (Ch. Maqin) TAC.
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Fig. 27. Source: calculated from QSY 2008/2010/2012, tables 26 and 2-2-2, and the
2007/2011 national education department reports on national educational development (retrieved from http://www.edu.cn/xin_wen_dong_tai_890/20080505/
t20080505_294800.shtml and http://www.moe.gov.cn/publicfiles/business/
htmlfiles/moe/moe_633/201208/141305.html).

worsened, its non-TAC counterpart actually improved. However, China’s
national average figure improved even more, with strong gains in both
primary and secondary ratios. These figures clearly show that teacher
provision in the TAC regions has been severely lacking, causing it to fall
increasingly behind the rest of both province and nation.
Later, I will outline the rapid promotion of genuine Tibetan-medium
education through the tibetanisation of curricula, especially on the secondary level. However, this positive development greatly hinges upon sufficient numbers of Tibetan teachers, especially at the secondary level.
Provincial statistics strongly correlate with my fieldwork findings: on the
one hand, secondary student growth has been strong. But, on the other,
many of those secondary students who eventually graduate from a
Tibetan-medium university programme find it very hard to obtain teaching jobs—despite the obvious needs. The provision of both primary and
secondary teachers has not kept up with rising student numbers, although
on the primary level this did improve somewhat between 2009 and 2011.
Even so, the figures clearly indicate that teacher recruitment remains an
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on-going priority, especially of teachers who are capable of teaching their
subjects in Tibetan. In order to reach the provincial average studentteacher ratio, the TACs would need to hire an additional 663 secondary
teachers (for the primary level ratio, it would need to add 324 primary
school teachers). This would not only significantly boost Tibetan-medium
education, hopefully evening out some of the drastic discrepancies
between TACs, but also help to alleviate the acute employment predicaments of its graduates.
Concluding Remarks on Qinghai’s Education
The educational data analysis performed in this chapter cannot reflect
the local micro-dynamics of Tibetan education. However, in combination
with ethnographic fieldwork it provides an essential backdrop for the
analysis of the Tibetan education-employment nexus – the central theme
of this book. The picture presented by the data is complex. It is too simplistic to make blanket assertions that Tibetan education is ‘backward’,
‘neglected’ or ‘behind’ that of the majority population. The education of
Qinghai’s Tibetan regions has generally seen significant improvements,
both regarding to the educational standards of the general population as
well as active student enrolment. An exception to the latter is the puzzling
development of primary student figures, which may have been caused by
a number of factors requiring further research. However, the most notable
concern is the inadequate provision of teachers, especially on the secondary level. Throughout the TAC regions, teacher recruitment has been very
uneven, student-teacher ratios vary extremely widely from county to
county, and have generally been worsening. This trend corresponds to
common perceptions within the Tibetan community that the key issue is
not so much Tibetan education as it is the Tibetan employment situation;
and that the primary remaining need of Tibetan education apart from further tibetanisation is the adequate provision of capable Tibetan-medium
teachers.

CHAPTER THREE

‘HARMONIOUS’ SOLUTIONS TO THE NATIONALITIES QUESTION
Introduction
It is 8.30 am, and the path leading up to the newly-built sports arena is
crowded with students, standing in line, wearing their uniforms, ready to
be part of the grand spectacle: the opening ceremony of the QUN annual
sports competition (Fig. 28). Thousands of their peers fill the ranks of the
arena, orderly grouped by department. Marching music blares from the
speakers, and the representatives from each department who have been
selected to be part of the ceremony begin to march in line, a colourful
army that steadily circles the stadium. Each department wears a different
uniform or style of dress, with some marching in army outfits. The Tibetan
department students wear gym suits, with a couple of lead representatives
wearing traditional Tibetan dress. When each group passes by the ranks
with the leaders, the lead student shouts the command, all fling their
heads to the right and yell their slogans. Each group then marches into
their predetermined position, lining up in a precise pattern. It is May 2008,
only two months after the uprising in the surrounding Tibetan regions.
The front row of students holds up a banner that reads: “Protect the unity
of the motherland!”—“Welcome the Beijing Olympic Games!”. Red banners with slogans are fluttering in the wind: “Unity and friendship!”,
“Jointly create harmony!” The last group passes by, takes up their position,
then the shouted command: “turn!”. Everyone faces the flagpole and sings
the national anthem as the Chinese flag is raised.
Since the inception of Hu Jintao’s vision of a Harmonious Society (hexie
shehui), tangible signs of his vision have become omnipresent throughout
China, including minority areas. Born in response to rising issues of socioeconomic stratification and the disenfranchisement of marginalised
groups, Hu has repeatedly highlighted the need to “protect the minority’s
lawful rights and interests” in an implicit acknowledgement that they fall
into the marginalised group category (Hu, 2005). So far, no comprehensive
analysis has been published on how this initiative has impacted the
state’s approach towards minority work. The literature on China’s political
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Fig. 28. Tibetan Department Representatives marching at the QUN Sports
Competition Opening Ceremony (the banner they are holding states the name of
their department). Source: author.

transformations suggests that after the brief and relatively liberal ‘laissezfaire’ phase of Deng’s early reform period during the early to mid-1980s
which witnessed a minority ‘culture fever’ (wenhua re), conservative hardliners within the party again promoted tighter state control over minority
affairs, and cultural space that had opened up was—especially in the
nation’s more sensitive regions—again closed off (e.g. Barnett, 2006;
Dreyer, 2008). Does the Harmonious Society vision continue this trend
of ‘neo-conservatism’ (Fewsmith, 2001), ‘neo-assimilationism’ or ‘neointegrationism’, or does it represent a new development? Which minorityrelated ‘lawful rights and interests’ is Hu effectively referring to, and how
are they being championed?
My aim here is to illuminate these questions by critically analysing the
state’s minority work approach in the context of the Harmonious Society
initiative. Here, it must immediately be clarified that minority work and
related policy implementation within China reflect a considerable degree
of diversity. In particular, we can identify significant differences between
larger minority groups occupying significant contiguous territories that
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are characterised by strong ethnic identities and various degrees of aspirations towards political independence, such as Tibetans, Uyghurs or
Mongols; and between other, often smaller or dispersed groups that may
have had a longer history of significant acculturation to the Han, and
whose sense of ethnic distinctiveness may only be artificially upheld by
the state’s minority framework (e.g. Harrell, 2001; Unger, 1997). Consequently, developments such as political tightening were and are not
evenly applied to all minority areas, particularly affecting border minority
regions (bianjing minzu diqu) such as Tibet, Xinjiang, but also border
minorities in Yunnan such as the Dai (cf. Hansen, 1999), or the Hui who are
considered restive because of the political implications of their potentially troubling religious views (e.g. McCarthy, 2009).
In both past and present contexts, minority policy and practice has
been a complex and often contradictory amalgam of affirmative action
and preferential treatment policies for minorities on the one hand, and
measures to promote cultural, linguistic, economic and political integration into the itself highly divers Han majority on the other. In the Chinese
case, integration(-ism) and assimilation(-ism) seem to work hand-inhand, whereby certain aspects of minority-ness are sought to be weakened
while others are (even artificially) upheld. The question to be examined
here is how these different aspects (political, economic, cultural, linguistic) are being upheld or undermined by the current regime in the context
of the discursive construction of a ‘Harmonious Society’, and how the
various apparent contradictions of its minority work are in fact largely
a reflection of such calculated selective emphases. For this purpose,
Gibson’s (1988) and Harrell’s (2001) distinction between assimilation as
both more-or-less total cultural absorption and the loss of original ethnic
identification, versus acculturation as selective cultural adaptation and
appropriation is helpful: ethnic groups may acculturate to others’ customs
and languages, but they may nevertheless (or even as a direct consequence
of acculturation) retain distinct ethnic identities and therefore not
‘assimilate’.
Upholding ‘Lawful Rights’: The Genesis of the Harmonious Society Vision
When Hu Jintao became the general secretary of the Chinese Communist
Party (CCP) in 2002, it was clear that ‘socialism with Chinese characteristics’ had moved far away from its original vision of social equality and economic egalitarianism. While Deng’s reforms had catapulted China’s
economy into the league of the world’s top ten in terms of total GDP, they
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had also led to staggering economic disparities between the increasingly
prosperous East and the landlocked West, as well as rapidly exploding
rural and urban wealth differences. The national Gini coefficient, a classic
measure of economic stratification, had soared from 0.18 in 1978 to 0.47 in
2012, well over the critical level 0.4 (although a survey by Chengdu’s
Southwest University of Finance and Economics arrived at a staggering
0.61 for 2010).1 Disenfranchised groups such as landless farmers, underpaid labourers or migrant workers were starting to pose a serious threat to
national stability. In 2003 alone there were over 58,000 incidents of public
unrest (qunti shijian), a figure that rose to 74,000 in 2005.2 In many cases,
these incidents were sparked by the nepotistic behaviours of local
officials.
It was in this context that Hu announced the concept of the Harmonious
Society (hexie shehui) at the 4th Plenary Session of the 16th Party Congress
in 2004. At the symposium for leading provincial and ministerial-level
cadres about “Heightening the ability to implement a Socialist Harmonious
Society” in February 2005, his vision was laid out as follows:
Hu Jintao pointed out, realizing a Harmonious Society, building a beautiful
society, has from beginning to end been humanity’s diligent pursuit of an
ideal society…. The socialist Harmonious Society that we seek to establish
must be based on the democratic rule of law, fairness and justice, honesty
and fraternal love, an abundance of energy, stable orderliness, and a harmonious relationship between humans and the natural environment. (“Hu
Jintao qiangdiao”, 2005)3

In contrast to Deng’s growth model which was based on the principle of
letting some “get rich first”’, the aim was no longer the pursuit of GDP
growth at any cost, but to be balanced with other important needs, such as
environmental sustainability, social harmony and—above all—political
stability.
We must … cause the economic reform process to stabilise and to become
mutually balanced, mutually accelerated, ensuring that the masses live and
work in peace and contentment, ensuring the stability of the socialist political system and a long period of peace and order for the nation. In order to

1 “Country’s wealth divide past warning level”, 2010. “China lets Gini out of the bottle”,
2013.
2 Guo Baogang & Guo Sujian, 2008, p. 5.
3 All Chinese-English translations in this book are by the author.
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promote the establishment of a socialist Harmonious Society, we must realistically preserve sustainable, fast-paced, coordinated and healthy economic
growth. (“Hu Jintao qiangdiao”, 2005)

However, Hu’s development strategy does not represent a clear break with
the past. “Fast-paced” growth is still on the agenda, but this aim is to be
balanced with other important needs, such as environmental sustainability, social harmony and—above all—political stability. At the core of this
delicate balancing act between the often contradictory aims of growth
and harmony is the guiding principle of kexue fazhan guan—a ‘scientific
view of development’—first mentioned in 2003 and then enshrined as
official Party doctrine at the 17th Party Congress in 2007. Hu defined the
kexue fazhan guan as: “development [that] must at its core be peopleoriented, holistic, balanced and sustainable, the foundational method
being planning based on considering all factors” (Hu, 2007). More specifically, for him the kexue fazhan guan means that “science determines the
thinking [or ideology; fazhan silu] behind development and the objective
of development [fazhan mubiao]” (Hu, 2005). While some commentators
have wondered in what kind of potentially contradictory relationship
these two concepts might stand (e.g. Delury, 2008), Hu (2007) himself has
described them as being “intrinsically linked”: while hexie reflects the
moral-spiritual way in which development is meant to occur and how it
should transform society, ‘science’ (kexue) is the principal Weltanschauung
by which ‘harmonious development’ is to be achieved.
Harmony and the Nationalities Question
The implications of the Harmonious Society initiative for the state’s
‘minority work’ (minzu gongzuo) approach can only be appreciated when
we see how the definition of the problem influences preferred ways of
dealing with it. The prevailing minzu gongzuo philosophy has always been
shaped by shifting understandings of the so-called minzu wenti, literally
the ‘Nationalities Question’.4 This concept had initially been coined by
Stalin and was then taken on by Mao Zedong, who declared the minzu
wenti to arise from two factors: firstly, different ethnic groups clashing
with each other over competition for limited resources; and secondly,
from misunderstandings and conflict due to cultural, linguistic and other
4 In this paper, I use ‘nationalities question’ instead of e.g. ‘minorities question’ or ‘ethnic question’ because this version has come to be the standard translation in the related
literature.
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differences (cf. Wu, 2006). Mao’s ways of addressing the minzu wenti centred on ethnocultural and political dimensions, i.e. on political equality
through minority autonomy and self-governance (zizhi), on improving the
understanding between the Han and the minorities—in particular by
training up minority cadres (Gao, 2008). The socialist-inspired ‘unity of all
nationalities’ (minzu tuanjie) was to be ensured through the abolishment
of ‘feudal’ class differences and ethnic discrimination through political
equality.
Under Deng, the state’s approach to addressing the minzu wenti was
adjusted in line with the economic reforms and a growing focus on development. This trend was reinforced by Jiang, who in his 1992 speech on
minority work argued that political inequalities between Han and minorities had been overcome, but that a significant gap in terms of economic
and cultural development remained (“1992nian”, 1992). Jiang then completed the shift away from ethnic and political to the economic dimension
by arguing that minzu gongzuo in the 1990s consisted of five main tasks,
the first and foremost of which was to “accelerate the economic development of minorities and minority regions”.
In contrast, Hu’s 2005 speech on minzu gongzuo highlighted a need to
“protect the minority’s lawful rights and interests”, and that this required
to “fully guarantee the lawful implementation of the autonomy of minority autonomous regions” (Hu, 2005). He therefore conceded that minority
groups are not just economically disadvantaged but have also been unable
to fully enjoy the political rights that the legal framework of minority
autonomy is supposed to furnish them with. Hu’s minzu gongzuo focus is
on both economic and ethno-political dimensions, but the paradox is that
he—even more so than Jiang—elevates economic growth, or more precisely, development (fazhan), to the position of being the undisputed
prime solution to the minzu wenti:
Accelerating socio-economic development in minority and ethnic regions is
the presently most important task of minority work. … This is the fundamental starting and ending point of the party’s minority policy, it is the
essential demand of my country’s socialist system, and a necessity for
the strengthening of ethnic unity, for solidifying the frontier defence of our
motherland, and for consolidating its unity.
…
Accelerating socio-economic development in minority and ethnic regions is
each ethnic group’s urgent demand, and is also the presently fundamental
way to solve the nationalities question… (Hu, 2005)

The overarching significance of fazhan—a concept that has dominated
Hu’s minzu gongzuo speeches far more than that of ‘harmony’—stems
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from its imputed ability to ‘solve’ both economic and ethno-political
aspects of the minzu wenti. Apart from reducing economic disparities
through equally-distributed ‘harmonious’ growth, fazhan is also intended
to contain ethno-political conflict through a calculated reduction of ethnic difference. In this context, it is essential to understand fazhan not
merely as economic growth, but in the sense of quanmian fazhan (‘holistic
development’)—as pertaining to and enabling state control over every
aspect of minority citizen’s lives.
Minority Rights Part I: Legal Frameworks and Political Trends
Regime discourses of the ‘unity of all nationalities’, the on-going overarching aim of minzu gongzuo, invariably refer to the legal framework of
minority autonomy and self-governance as the prime guarantor of ethnopolitical equality. As early as 1936, a time when the CCP sought the support of various ethnic groups in its struggle against the Guomindang, Mao
spoke of the need for equality among the nation’s ethnic groups, stating
that minorities should have “the right to themselves manage their own
affairs, while at the same time together with the Han establishing a united
nation” (cited in Gao, 2008, p. 10).5 In 1947, two years before the establishment of the PRC, Inner Mongolia became the first autonomous region.
The minorities’ right to regional autonomy was included in the nation’s
constitution in 1954 (Gao, ibid.). During the Cultural Revolution (1966 to
1976) minority rights were severely affected as traditional culture and religion (both of Han and minorities) came under attack and the use of
minority languages was equated with splittism. Deng’s reformist regime
then initially implemented an accommodationist approach to minority
governance during the early reform period as a way to re-establish harmonious links with minority populations. In 1984, it officially re-asserted
minority rights through the PRC Regional National Autonomy Law. This
law makes the following guarantees with regard to minority languages and
cultural preservation:
ᆐᏵAutonomous governments “shall guarantee the freedom of the nationalities in these areas to use and develop their own spoken and written
languages and their freedom to preserve or reform their own folkways
and customs” (article 10).
5 In the same year, a CCP speech aimed at the Hui minority stated that the Hui should
have the right to “themselves manage their own affairs, and to establish a Hui autonomous
government” (Wu, 2006, p. 242).
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ᆐᏵLocal government agencies have the right to use one or several commonly used minority languages (article 21).
ᆐᏵGovernments have the freedom to determine “their educational system,
forms, curricula, the language used in instruction and enrollment procedures” (article 36). Moreover, “schools where most of the students come
from minority nationalities should, whenever possible, use textbooks in
their own languages and use these languages as the media of instruction”. (article 37).
ᆐᏵ“Cadres of Han nationality should learn the spoken and written languages of the local minority nationalities.” (article 49).
But before long, the political atmosphere in regards to the minzu wenti
began to shift. The Tian’anmen incident in 1989 and the sudden breakdown of the Soviet Union similarly stirred up anxieties that the same fate
might befall China, and by the early 1990s the nation’s political atmosphere had changed drastically. The Lhasa uprisings between 1987 and 1993
aided the hardliners within the party who argued that the liberal approach
had fuelled splittist sentiments, and Hu himself oversaw their crackdown
while serving as the TAR party secretary from 1988 to 1992. What came
increasingly perceived to be the ‘excessive freedoms’ of the initial reform
era were now being curtailed. The official account of QUN’s history states
that in 1987 “TAR minority splittists caused disturbances” on the campus,
suggesting that this was due to “the relaxation of political thought work in
recent years” (Pu, 1999, p. 163). This led, among other developments, to the
establishment of a ‘moral thought education’ (sixiang daode xiuyang)
class, designed to promote ‘proper’, law-abiding behaviour. Similar developments occurred throughout the nation, including Yunnan’s minority
education system where “the government has [especially after 1989] put
great effort into spreading and extending patriotic education” (Hansen,
1999, p. 139). The longer-term impacts of the political atmosphere shifts in
the late 1980s have been more manifest in minority regions that are particularly prone to ‘splittist’ movements, while less sensitive areas have generally experienced a greater degree of political continuity. Nevertheless,
the central state’s attitude towards minzu gongzuo on the whole was permanently altered.
Neo-assimilationism received important support from the academic
side through Fei Xiaotong, China’s eminent anthropologist, who in 1989
gave a lecture titled “The Pattern of Pluralist Unity of the Chinese Nation
[Zhonghua minzu de duoyuan yiti geju]”. Fei argued that through a several
thousand year-long processes of mixing (ronghe) between multiple ethnic
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groups on the periphery and the Han as the “coalescing nucleus” (ningju
hexin) at the centre, this ‘nucleus’ grew like a snowball by assimilating the
surrounding ethnic groups into itself:
The Han continually expanded by assimilating elements of other ethnic
groups, moreover they permeated the habitats of other ethnic groups, forming networks that began to have coalescing and connecting functions, establishing an inseparable, unified foundation composed of the territories of
many of these ethnic groups, which became a natural ethnic entity, which
by the ethnic groups’ own initiative came to be called the Chinese Nation
[Zhonghua minzu]. (Fei, 1989)

Fei described this ethnic entity (minzu shiti) as a “duoyuan yiti”: an ethnic
community of multiple origins (duoyuan) which forms one single entity
(yiti), or, as Ma Rong translated it, a “pluralist unity” (2008, p. 105).
Fei’s theory was quickly adopted by the state. Portraying the imagined
community of the Zhonghua minzu as a duoyuan yiti facilitated marrying
notions of ‘multi-cultured’ ethnic diversity with centralised visions of
strong national unity and ethnocultural uniformity. Only two years after
Fei’s lecture, the SEAC sponsored a symposium on Fei’s theory, and a few
months later Jiang employed it in a speech in Xinjiang. In 1998, Jiang again
gave a speech in Xinjiang where he, in line with the duoyuan yiti logic,
argued that there are too many languages in China, and that the gradual
reduction of languages was a universal trend of language development
(Zhou, 2003, p. 98). The theory has since become a standard part of the
state’s minzu gongzuo discourse, and in his 2009 speech on “The progress
regarding national ethnic unity” Hu used the Fei-inspired image of “twisting a rope” (ningcheng yigu sheng) to symbolise the coalescent force that
was in his view necessary for ensuring the “unity of the motherland”.
In the wake of these developments, the stipulations of minority-related
legal frameworks have been softened. This is, for example, evident from
the 2001 revision of the Autonomy Law under Jiang. While articles 17 and
18 of the original version stipulated that autonomous governments should
“whenever possible” employ minority cadres rather than Han, the revised
version only requires that cadres shall be “rationally chosen”, or, to use an
alternative translation to the official English version, “allocated as appropriate” (heli peibei). Furthermore, while article 37 of the 1984 version called
for the promotion of Chinese language education at the later phase of primary schooling, the revised version stipulates its study at both “junior or
senior grades”. Similarly, while the Autonomy Law states in article 36 that
minority-dominated educational institutions “should” or “ought to” (yingdang) use minority languages for instruction, the Education Law which
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came in force eleven years later merely stipulates that they “can” (keyi)
do so.6 Zhou has aptly described the transition from Dengian accommodationism to neo-assimilationism as a “retreat…of the small cycles”
(2003, p. 92).
Like his predecessors, Hu (2005) portrays the legal framework of minority autonomy as the most significant guarantor of minorities’ “rights and
interests”. Even though he talks about the general need to “perfect” this
framework, his main focus is on its inadequate implementation on local
levels. Hu’s aim is to imply that the non-implementation of minorityrelated stipulations is primarily due to the corrupt and nepotistic behaviours of local governments, a perspective that shifts the focus away from
the central government itself. However, there are clear indications that
there are other, potentially much more significant factors at work. Apart
from a softening of the legal framework, another important consequence
of the tighter political environment has been a reduced ability of minority
cadres—especially among politically more sensitive minority groups—to
actively promote cultural activities and the use of minority languages.
Robert Barnett (2006) for example explored the dynamics of doubting
the loyalty of Tibetan minority cadres in the TAR since the late 1980s.
Minority cadres had become suspect because of their promotion of
expressions of minority culture, and their adherence to socialist ideology
began to be questioned. From 1991, the TAR government instituted a series
of policy mechanisms whose underlying aim was to test their unquestioning loyalty. Similarly, the Three Stresses Campaign and the Three Representatives drive of the early 2000s put TAR minority cadres under
considerable scrutiny. These and other initiatives have created an atmosphere in many (although not all) minority contexts where minority cadres
have to demonstrate more loyalty than their Han counterparts, meaning
that, as the Tibetan professor Badeng Nima (2009) has pointed out, Tibetan
officials do not promote the Tibetan language for fear of appearing to be
disloyal. The argument here is not that minority cadres in general have
been neutralised in their ability to exploit and widen cultural spaces, since
in some contexts they clearly have been able to do so (e.g. McCarthy, 2009).
Rather, it is that the application of minority-related legal frameworks by
minority cadres can be rendered impossible by political dynamics created
and promoted by the central state itself. This has been especially pertinent
in the Tibetan case.
6 P.R. China Education Law, article 12.
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Chinese for Jobs: The Rising Force of Pragmatism
But the tightened political environment is not the only factor behind what
is often a wilful neglect of minority-related laws and stipulations. Another
and perhaps the currently most powerful trend in this regard, is what I
choose to refer to as pragmatism. Hansen noted in the Yunnan context
that minority education policies are “very often…carried out only halfheartedly…because they are rejected by local cadres” (1999, p. xiii). The
main rationale behind the pragmatist position is that minority development requires minorities to acquire a good command of the nation’s lingua franca, while minority languages are economically-speaking irrelevant
(or even a hindrance). The emergence of pragmatism is already reflected
in Deng Xiaoping’s Four Modernisations campaign initiated in 1978. Even
while the political atmosphere at that time allowed minorities a new freedom of cultural expression, the nation’s minority colleges were asked to
shift their focus away from minority-related subjects such as languages
and to expand natural science education. At QUN, Tibetan and Mongolian
majors were at that point required to study more Chinese in order to “not
just be good at their own language” (Pu, 1999, p. 76).
Since the Deng era, the number of mandatory classes for QUN’s minority majors that are taught in Chinese (and essentially unrelated to their
main field of study) has increased substantially. For example, the share of
such Chinese-medium taught classes of Tibetan teaching (shifan) majors
who graduated in 2007 after four years of study was about 50 percent.7
Since 2000, all QUN students have to pass nationally standardised English
and computer science examinations before they can obtain their graduation certificate.8 Similarly, the promotion of ‘three language’ (san yu) education, the study of Chinese and English on top of a minority language, is
considerably increasing the workload of secondary-level minority students. In Yulshul (Ch. Yushu), a Tibetan prefecture in southern Qinghai,
it has even become common that secondary schools only offer either
Tibetan or English language classes. In this context, learning Tibetan is
an added burden which is readily dropped in favour of career-wise more

7 For Tibetan literature majors, the share of Chinese-medium classes was about
44 percent.
8 A concession to minority department students is that they only have to pass the
English level 2 (er ji) exam, while students of other departments have to pass the more difficult level 4 (si ji) exam.
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useful languages, a situation that is very similar to the fate of Mongolian in
Inner Mongolia (cf. Bilik, 1998).
The shift of emphasis away from minority languages and culture
towards greater proficiency in Chinese, English and modern subjects such
as science or computing is also reflected in primary and secondary educational materials. According to Kalsang Tashi, a science teacher at the QSD
NTC, textbooks now contain much more material on Chinese culture and
stories of Western scientists and inventors (cf. Upton, 1999, p. 309). Much
of the traditional Tibetan contents, which he estimates used to make up
about half of the textbooks during his schooling in the 1980s, is now designated as voluntary self-study (Ch. zidu) material and not included in
school examinations. However, Tibetan educators have the liberty to teach
these and other additional materials to their students, which is a common
practice among ethnically minded educator circles.
Chen’s (2008) overview of thirty years of minority education policy
since the end of the Cultural Revolution notes that since 2001 minority
education has entered a “third phase” which he interestingly calls “holistic
development” (quanmian fazhan), where the need for minority students
to improve their Chinese language abilities is increasingly being emphasised. According to Chen, this is reflected in policies such as the Chinese
language proficiency test for minorities introduced in 2002.9 The pragmatic approach is particularly apparent in regional educational strategies
such as the one adopted by Xinjiang province in 2004, which stipulates
that arts classes continue to be taught in Uyghur while science classes are
taught in Chinese (Schluessel, 2007). Such moves are widely supported by
Chinese academics who commonly identify poor Chinese skills as a key
impediment to minority employment and therefore development. Cai
Wenbo for example argues that “changing the backward appearance of
minority regions [and] ascending to the ranks of modernity requires…
[them to] master Chinese…” (2007, p. 5). Real-world data supports their
arguments: Ma Rong notes that 80 percent of Xinjiang’s unemployed graduate students are minorities who graduated from the minority education
system (2008, p. 123).
But perhaps most importantly, pragmatism is increasingly being championed by the minorities themselves. Liu Qinghui has pointed out that a
number of Tibetan people’s congress delegates publicly express their
support for the study of Tibetan while sending their own children to

9 The Zhongguo shaoshu minzu hanyu shuiping dengji kaoshi.
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Chinese-medium schools.10 Yet not only minority cadres are opting for
Chinese schooling for their children, knowing that even for minority government careers a solid knowledge of Chinese is often more important
than being fluent in a minority language. Increasing numbers of non-elite
Tibetan parents, especially those from urban backgrounds, as well as
pragmatically-inclined Tibetan educators are sending their children to
the Chinese education system.11
Cultural-linguistic assimilation through pragmatically-inspired, Hancentred socio-economic development clearly fits into Hu’s vision of
addressing the minzu wenti and creating a ‘harmonious’ society through
fazhan. If minorities voluntarily opt for reducing their cultural-linguistic
distance to the Han nucleus and “vigorously” pursue their own fazhan
along with the Han—a prospect that quite a few of them actively
welcome—then members of all ethnic groups will be moderately well-off,
‘civilised’ socialist citizens who may consider middle-classness an equally
or even more important category of belonging than their ethnic background. Several of my Tibetan student acquaintances from more affluent
families who had grown up in urban centres reflected this phenomenon
when noting that they had more in common with other urban Han than
with Tibetan students from rural backgrounds because of their lifestyle
differences. One of them, a QUN Chinese literature major from Jyekundo
(Ch. Yushu), gave the example that these poor students “don’t even know
what a game console is”, and that they could only “brag how many cows
their families have”.12
Consequently, Hu’s fazhan-centred approach deliberately fuels a pragmatist trend that ensures that cultural-linguistic integration is increasingly being championed by the minorities themselves, or at least actively
promoted by local minority governments. The minorities’ “lawful rights”
to self-governance and language use and acquisition are thereby eclipsed
by wider dynamics of political control and marketisation that render their
actual implementation problematic and unpredictable. It is striking how
Hu approaches the minzu wenti as if minority grievances were essentially
a mirror image of those of the Han majority—as primarily caused by economic disparities and corrupt local cadres. But this perspective is precisely
a reflection of the strategy that drives the regime’s entire minzu gongzuo
approach. By defining economic growth as the supposedly most “urgent
10 Liu Qinghui (1989, p. 502), cited in Ma Rong, 2008, pp. 143–4.
11 This phenomenon will be discussed at length in chapter 5.
12 Interview from 3 March 2008.
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demand” of all minorities, most of Hu’s discourses of ‘minority rights’
focus on the economic dimension.
This selective focus on certain rights over others lies at the heart of disentangling the contradictions between assimilationist policies and practices and the drive to protect minority ‘rights’ and to continue to provide
certain preferential treatments to them, even artificially upholding their
minzu status where some groups would otherwise have already abandoned such distinct identities. While appearing to be contradictory, they
are in fact the result of deliberately placed (or withheld) emphases. My
suggestion is that this apparently contradictory approach is fully intentional. Progress in the economic realm is not only desirable for showcasing
the ‘good’ life that minorities can potentially lead under Han rule. Hu’s
strategy rests on the calculated expectation that wealth and consumption
created through marketisation and state subsidies will both reduce distributional conflict and dull desires for ethnic identification. The regime’s
ultimate solution to the minzu wenti is therefore to (partially) weaken the
significance of minzu itself.
Minority Rights Part II: Han Centre-Periphery Models Past and Present
Neo-assimilationism / -integrationism is not only facilitated through political control and pragmatist reasoning, but also by the Han culturalisms
imbued in the quanmian fazhan strategy. I employ the term culturalism
following Yi Lin, who defines it as “the belief that China was the only true
civilization…” and that “people should be educated according to its universal civilization” (2008, p. 15). Yi Lin traces this model of Han-minority
relations several thousand years back to a mode-of-production-based cultural division between Han (or Huaxia) agriculturalism and outsider (or
rong / Yi) nomadism. Han culture, based in the Yellow River basin, came to
signify ‘civilisation’ (wenming), while peripheral out-groups were categorised as ‘barbarian’ (fanzi) who could acquire wenming through acculturation and therefore the acknowledgement of Han cultural superiority.13 Yi
Lin argues that Han culturalism was formally instituted through the introduction of Confucian-based civil service examinations during the Sui
dynasty (ad 581–618), a system that came to dominate the domain of education, and therefore the main means of attaining ‘civilisation’. The belief
in the power inherent in the superior civilisation of the Han was so strong
13 The term fanzi can mean both ‘barbarian’ and ‘foreigner’.
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that the Confucianist state did not need to rely on actively assimilationist
measures, instead expecting such assimilation to naturally occur in the
long-run (cf. Unger, 1997).
The communist Chinese state replicates and perpetuates this centreperiphery relationship through the concept of fazhan, following Marx’s
evolutionist stages of development model that posits a linear path of
societal development from tribalism to socialism (cf. Wu, 2006). Based on
this model, the Han are portrayed as ‘developed’ (fada) while minorities
are defined as ‘backward’ (luohou). The Confucian culturalist cornerstone concepts of wenming versus fanzi were therefore replaced by a
neo-culturalist fazhan versus luohou framework where “minorities are
portrayed as and are expected to be backward, childlike, feminized…, in
need of the developmental assistance of the elder brother Han” (McCarthy,
2009, pp. 46–7). More recently, however, the concept of wenming plays
an increasingly important role in the construction of social and developmental categories. Initially, its use focused on the binary distinction
between material civilisation (wuzhi wenming) and spiritual civilisation
(jingshen wenming)—the former being the material and the latter representing the spiritual-moral foundation for civilisation. Preceded by a neoconservative move away from cultural cosmopolitanism and towards a
revival of traditional Chinese thought, from the late 1990s Jiang initiated a
shift of emphasis away from material towards spiritual civilisation, utilizing
jingshen wenming in order to create a space for the revival of traditional
Chinese moral teachings as a means to stem the tide of Westernisation (cf.
Dynon, 2008; Fewsmith, 2001). In the early 2000s, he introduced the concept of ‘political civilisation’ (zhengzhi wenming) to reform an increasingly corrupt party apparatus and strengthen the rule of law (fazhi).
The Harmonious Society initiative pushes Jiang’s focus on promoting
pro-social values and intra-party reform through various ‘wenmings’, most
notably that of socialist spiritual civilisation (shehui zhuyi jingshen wenming), to new heights. While the very concept of ‘harmony’ is distinctly
Confucian in nature—a fact that Hu has acknowledged—the means to
achieve it also clearly draw on Confucian principles of conduct and morality (cf. Mahoney, 2008). Wenming in the political and spiritual sense is
arguably an embodiment of the ‘rule of propriety’ (li) spelled out in the
Book of Rites, which Confucius intended to guide both individual morality
(i.e. jingshen wenming) and the governance of society (i.e. zhengzhi wenming). Apart from the various civilizing campaigns that have been sweeping through the country particularly during the period before the 2008
Olympic Games, this is perhaps most clearly exemplified in the ‘civilizing
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contracts’ (wenming gongyue) which Beijing and many other cities have
been drafting. These ‘contracts’ spell out behavioural rules that are closely
modelled around traditional Confucian values such as respecting the
elderly, helping those in need, being friendly and polite to others, or
refraining from spitting or from telling lies etc. However, they also conveniently mix in other messages such as “implement family planning”,
“advocate science” or “expel superstitious beliefs”.14
The strategic significance of neo-Confucian appropriations is not limited
to the way in which such recourse to the depths of ‘ancient China’ prop up
the state’s eroding basis of moral authority by exploiting the current neoConfucian revival in popular culture. Concepts such as wenming function
like cultural-moral ‘containers’ whose contents can be altered or replaced
in accordance with current regime strategy, enabling “officials to subsume
a wide range of goals under its rubric” (Friedman, 2004, p. 703). Any minority beliefs or practices that are not conducive to officially-sanctioned
notions of fazhan can be categorised as buwenming (‘uncivilised’) and
therefore as ‘backward’. Here, it is significant that wenming is, as Anagnost
aptly put it, a “discourse of lack, referring to the failure … to embody …
standards of modernity, civility, and discipline” (Anagnost, 1997, p. 76).
The mandate of the state to change minority culture and practices in
line with its aims is subtly reflected in statements found in both the
Autonomy Law and the Education Law. Article 6 of the Autonomy Law
states that:
The organs of self-government of national autonomous areas shall inherit
and carry forward the fine [or: good; Ch. youliang] traditions of national cultures, build a socialist society with an advanced culture and ideology and
with national characteristics, and steadily raise the socialist consciousness
and scientific and cultural levels of the people of the various nationalities.
(PRC Regional National Autonomy Law, 2001)

This statement strongly places the ‘preservation’ of minority cultures in
the context of the construction of socialist society. Article 7 of the
Education Law similarly states that minority education should “preserve
and promote the excellent [youxiu] historical and cultural traditions
of the Chinese nation, absorbing all excellent [youxiu] achievements of
humanity’s development of civilisation”. In this way, the autonomy of
minorities to preserve their cultural heritage is relativised, since the concrete meaning of important qualifying words such as youxiu or youliang is
left unspecified. The interpretation of such vague statements is therefore
14 “Shoudushi wenming gongyue”, 2002.
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effectively supplied by the culturalist framework of the day. By anchoring
legally stipulated rights of minorities within sets of culturalist discourses
that function like interpretative lenses, they are constantly subject to
interpretative shifts.
This strategy is reflected in Hu’s 2005 speech on minzu gongzuo where
he called for the need to “support the preservation of excellent [youxiu]
minority culture, to develop, renew and enrich the cultural life of all ethnic groups, to unceasingly raise all ethnic groups’ level of morality of
thought [sixiang daode suzhi] and level of scientific culture [kexue wenhua
suzhi]” (Hu, 2005). In fact, both this and his 2009 speech never referred to
the right to cultural preservation without employing youxiu as the qualifier. Therefore, minorities have the ‘right’ to preserve what the state defines
as ‘excellent’, while the ‘less-excellent’ aspects of their culture are liable to
‘renewal’ (chuangxin). The textbook used at QUN for its mandatory
Minority Theory (minzu lilun) classes that all minority students have to
pass summarises this line of thought more bluntly:
Those customs and traditions of an ethnic group that benefit the development of the excellent [youxiu] aspects of its traditional culture … should be
preserved and nurtured. … Every ethnic group has customs which are detrimental and non-beneficial to the unity, development and progress of all
nationalities … [they] ought to be reformed. (Wu, 2006, p. 363)

Wenming, Suzhi, Kexue: Cultural Control and Strategic Concealment
But wenming by itself is not sufficient for the culturalist state to penetrate
into the minutiae of minorities’ daily lives. In order to achieve this purpose, it is complemented by the notion of suzhi. Being another vague ‘container’ concept, suzhi is notoriously difficult to translate but is commonly
glossed as ‘quality’ (i.e. a moral quality, or a skill or ability) (cf. Kipnis,
2006, p. 295). The popularity and omnipresence of suzhi in government
discourse (especially from the 1990s) can be explained by its ability to
specify concrete demands for ‘civilised’ behaviour in a ‘harmonious’ society in virtually every imaginable context. This is rendered possible by the
multiplicity of meanings that the term can signify when used in compound expressions together with other concepts, with some of the most
prevalent examples being: ‘quality or level of moral thinking’ (sixiang
daode suzhi); ‘cultural quality’ (wenhua suzhi), which indicates the level of
education and of ‘civility’; and ‘level of scientific culture’ (kexue wenhua
suzhi), which refers to an educated person who knows, respects and
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applies scientific principles, with the implication being that a materialist/
naturalist worldview is the only correct and ‘educated’ Weltanschauung.
While suzhi taken by itself is an exceedingly vague and general concept, its
use within such compounds enables the specification of detailed behavioural and thought requirements in ways that are not just preparing the
population for neoliberal reforms (although that is part of their function),
but also perpetuate state-sponsored “morally justified hierarchies” (Kipnis,
2007, p. 390).
In the context of minzu gongzuo, the wenming-suzhi tandem with its
innumerous compounds functions like an interpretative lens, translating
macro-level ideologies such as the Harmonious Society into concrete
demands and evaluation criteria by which ‘minority development’ (minzu
fazhan) can be defined, implemented and measured.15 This is especially
evident in minority education, a sphere that is of particular importance in
the state’s efforts to ‘develop’ minority minds. At QUN as at other tertiary
institutions, the task of aligning (minority) student mindsets with statesponsored ideologies is in the hands of the Political Thought Education
Work Group (sixiang zhengzhi jiaoyu gongzuo lingdao xiaozu). In order to
“guide students to establish a correct worldview, view of life and value
view”, in 2009 alone the group organised over eighty lectures, discussion
sessions, knowledge competitions or other entertainment-style activities
on campus (“Qinghai minzu daxue 2009nian”, 2009). Teaching sessions on
topics such as “The influence of religion on college students and [related]
countermeasures [Zongjiao dui daxuesheng de yingxiang yu duice]” are
designed to ensure that minority students are aware of the ‘problematic’
aspects of their cultural heritage. The strategy here is to encourage ‘worldview’ change through incentives and rewards. School awards such as the
‘Three Good Student’ (sanhao xuesheng) or the ‘Modern class team’ (xianjin ban jiti) award define standards of virtue and morality and aim to motivate students to aspire to them, a motivation that is enhanced by the fact
that these awards can significantly enhance one’s government career
prospects (Xuesheng shouce, 2003, pp. 97–8).
Similarly, QUN has copied the ‘civilizing contract’ practice and has
drafted a version which, together with related guidelines, spells out in
detail which behaviours and mindsets are acceptable on campus and
which are not (Xuesheng shouce, 2003, pp. 69–70). Students are to maintain a ‘proper’ appearance, which in the case of male students means that
they are not allowed to have long hair, dye their hair or grow a beard.
15 See Yeh (2007) for a discussion of the concept of suzhi in the Tibetan context.
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Fig. 29. Signs in the staircase of the QUN Tibetan department dorm, exhorting
students to be ‘civilised’. The Chinese characters on the left sign say: “Please use
civilised and polite speech.” The one on the right exhorts students to “Speak in a
soft voice, walk slowly down the stairway”. Source: author.

Students must not shout or loudly sing “wild countryside melodies”, a
clear reference to typical minority student (and especially Tibetan) mannerisms, and they must not step or sit on the grass in the campus grounds,
again a common practice of Tibetan and Mongolian students who—often
being from nomad backgrounds—love to congregate on the grassy patches
especially during the hot summer months. During my fieldwork, the
school put up signs all over the grassy areas because especially Tibetan
department students had continually ignored this regulation. (See Fig. 29
for examples of signs.) These ‘civilizing’ measures are directly targeted
at inducing behaviour changes in order to reduce their cultural distance
to the ‘civilised’ Han centre. But perhaps even more importantly, the
establishment of standards of ‘civilised’ behaviour enables the state to
define those who transgress them as ‘uncivilised’, which in turn justifies
‘morality’-enhancing measures in other aspects of minority lives. In that
way, Han-minority relations continue to be modelled through the minorities’ distance from an imagined ‘civilised’, ‘developed’ Han centre; in short,
what Harrell defined as a “civilizing project” (1995, p. 16).
An important role in the discursive battle against minority ‘backwardness’ is played by the concept of science (kexue), and, by extension, that of
modernity (xiandaihua). Hu describes traditional culture as a “resource”
that is to be “exploited” through “modern science and technology [xiandai
keji]” (Hu, 2007). Minority education, when based on “modern scientific civilisation [xiandai kexue wenming]”, is seen as promoting the
“communication between traditional minority culture and modern civilisation”, and, through “selection”, “achieves a process of cultural renewal
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[wenhua de chuangxin]” (Xuesheng shouce, 2003, p. 70). QUN’s ‘civilizing
contract’ stipulates that students should “raise up a modern scientific
spirit [xiandai kexue jingshen] within themselves”, not spread “negative” or
“dispiriting views”, and control the “corroding” and “poisoning influence”
of “feudal superstitions” (Xuesheng shouce ibid.). On the QUN campus,
banners displaying slogans such as e.g. “study science, love science, use
science [xue kexue, ai kexue, yong kexue]” were common. The acquisition
of a ‘scientific mindset’, which is especially being emphasised now in the
context of Hu’s kexue fazhan guan (scientific development view), facilitates the transition from ‘tradition’ (chuantong) to modernity (xiandai),
and therefore the process of ‘cultural renewal’ that is effectively a mandatory part of ‘minority development’.
Overall, the Harmonious Society initiative is indeed best characterised
by the quanmian fazhan phrase that inundates Hu’s speeches: it represents a ‘holistic development’ package that bundles its promises of protecting minority rights with Han culturalisms that operate as interpretative
lenses through which these ‘rights’ are interpreted, defined, emphasised
or neglected. Minorities have the “right to equal development [pingdeng
fazhan de quanli]” as Hu (2007) put it, but not the right to determine the
contents, direction or extent of the development project. This doublesided nature is then masked through the indeterminacy of its vagueness:
while Hu’s statements about minority ‘rights’ and questions of cultural
preservation are extremely general, wenming discourses and related suzhi
compounds are deployed on local levels to generate detailed statements,
demands and criteria for evaluating the ‘usefulness’ of minority customs
and for interpreting the implementation of their ‘rights’. That way, affirmative action policies and cultural control mechanisms can seamlessly intersect, and the level of rights that minorities can actually enjoy on local
levels often remains opaque.
Contradictory ‘Harmony’: Gauging the Core Tensions within the State’s
Minority Work Approach
Generally-speaking, the Harmonious Society initiative clearly signals a
step in the right direction. Promises of a more thorough implementation
of existing autonomy laws, of greater local government accountability and
of measures to ensure that minorities can equally enjoy the fruits of the
nation’s economic growth are all to be welcomed. Hu’s (2005) encouragement to minority populations to “study and apply the law in order to
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uphold [or: defend] their own lawful rights and interests” even has the
overtones of a grassroots-empowering move. In this way, he makes it
appear as if minority rights issues were primarily related to corrupt or negligent local officials on the one hand, or to wider—ostensibly inevitable—
economic or historical forces on the other.
However, Hu’s initiative espouses a one-sided bias towards minority
“rights and interests” related to (especially economic) development, while
permitting and even encouraging processes that relativise rights related to
linguistic and cultural preservation. Within the Harmonious Society
vision, minorities are granted the non-optional ‘right’ to equally partake in
a ‘socialist holistic development’ process where they are subjected to
political, economic and cultural-linguistic integration until they have coalesced with the ‘civilised’ and ‘developed’ Han ‘nucleus’. In this process,
they are expected to “renew” (chuangxin) their customs and traditions so
as to preserve only its “excellent” (youxiu) aspects as defined with respect
to their contribution to quanmian fazhan. Therefore, the ability of minorities to enforce their much-acclaimed ‘rights’ is largely dependent on which
ones they are seeking to defend.
The contrast between positive rhetoric and actual implementation,
which is often concealed through interplay between vagueness and generality, results from three core tensions. The first tension arises between the
requirements for ‘harmony’ and the ostensible promotion of ethnocultural diversity. If ‘harmony’ is a euphemism for stability, and if stability is
achieved by containing the minzu wenti through a calculated reduction of
ethnocultural difference and a weakening of ethnicity as a significant way
of identifying and belonging, then the Harmonious Society is a device for
enforcing homogeneity, conformity and uniformity. This is most clearly
reflected in the duoyuan yiti trope which symbolises coalescence rather
than diversity as it is itself caught up in the tension between the two
opposing notions of duoyuan and yiti. This contradiction and the dominance of yiti over duoyuan was vividly displayed at the QUN sports competition, which represented a carefully choreographed display of the ‘unity
of all ethnic groups’, achieved through a top-down, military-style conformisation of its participants.
The second tension pertains to the implicit centre-periphery relationship embedded in the Harmonious Society vision: the contradiction
between ethnic equality versus Han cultural superiority. On the one hand,
minorities are depicted as having a “magnificent and glorious ethnic
culture” (Wu, 2006, p. 336) that has greatly enriched the ‘Chinese Nation’,
an essentialised ‘culture’ that is often portrayed in highly romanticised,
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exoticised or eroticised ways (cf. Gladney, 2004). On the other hand, discourses of minority fazhan highlight their ‘backwardness’ through their
lack of wenming, suzhi and ‘culture’ (wenhua). I would argue that this contradiction is embedded in two different understandings of the Chinese
term wenhua: either as ‘level of education’ (wenhua shuiping) and ‘civility’,
or as folk customs and practices (cf. Yi Lin, 2008, pp. 28–9). Through this
two-fold definition, the Han majority can extract an essentialised vision of
‘minority culture’ as a mystified and exoticised entity in distinction from
the daily ‘uncivilised’ and ‘uncultured’ ways of living of ordinary minority
people—a dichotomised view of reality that the Han also readily apply to
themselves when e.g. defining uneducated Han peasants as being ‘without
culture’ while at the same time glorying in their ‘ancient civilisation’.
Therefore, while increasing numbers of Han from the East are enthralled
with the ‘mysteriousness’ (shenmi) of Tibetan culture (and particularly
with Tibetan Buddhism), the local Han I spoke with who live in closer
proximity to the Tibetans consider the average Tibetan to be ‘uncivilised’,
‘backward’ or even ‘savage’ (yeman).
The third tension that weaves through current minzu gongzuo dynamics is that of marketisation versus cultural diversity. The equal partaking of
minorities in the nation’s economic growth that Hu has been promising
arguably requires significant acculturation through cultural, linguistic and
economic integration into the Han ‘core’. This tension provides the clue to
the second apparent (but in fact intended) contradiction within the state’s
approach. The fact that the minzu framework itself is being simultaneously upheld and undermined. Bulag (2002) has argued that the nationbuilding project of the Zhonghua minzu was constructed only for the
ultimate purpose of being deconstructed through assimilation. However,
this is only one side of the coin. While the shift from translating minzu
into English as ‘ethnic group’ instead of ‘nationality’—due to the latter
having stronger overtones of political independence—is now increasingly universally accepted, Ma Rong’s (2008) more radical call for the ‘depoliticisation’ of ethnic relations in China in favour of a Confucian cultural
ecumene—which implies the replacement of politically-defined minzu
identities with the notion of “cultural groups” that are purely based on
“cultural characteristics”—has not universally received a warm reception.16 The state paradoxically needs the politico-legal framework of
minzu ‘rights’ and ‘self-governance’, because it is the primary vehicle for
16 His suggestion is, for example, critiqued in a widely cited article published by
Professor Hao Shiyuan, editor of the influential Nationalities Research (Minzu yanjiu)

‘harmonious’ solutions

91

integrating the minzu into the imagined ‘Chinese Nation’, which is by definition multi-ethnic. In order to have their ‘proper’ place within this construct, minorities must have official rights and benefits, even if some of
them mainly exist on paper. In this sense, minority cultural revival can
also be understood as “ultimately serv[ing] state goals” because displays of
minority ‘culture’ play an integral role in the justification and glorification
of the entire nation-building project (McCarthy, 2009, p. 6). Susan
McCarthy’s study of the Dai and the Hui in Yunnan underlines that the
amount of cultural diversity that a particular minzu is allowed to express
varies significantly with the state’s perception of its restiveness. Such variation can even occur within the same regional context: while religious
revival among the Yunnan Hui is viewed with suspicion, the Dai and the
Bai are viewed as “cooperative and exotic” (ibid., p. 168).17
Barnett (2006) has suggested that the only ‘safe’ expression of minority
identity is a display of backwardness. More precisely, I propose that the
only accepted performance of minority-ness in China is one that is ‘modern Chinese’ [‘Chinese’ referring to Zhonghua, not Han] on the inside, with
the actual minority identity potentially being little more than a hollowedout shell; something that must never exist for its own sake but only and
exclusively for its contribution to the ‘glorious’ greater whole, without
which it is intended to be both helpless and meaningless. Even though, as
McCarthy suggests, ‘model minorities’ are expected to be both docile and
exotic (i.e. culturally distinct), their exoticness must be just one more facet
of the performance of Zhonghua ‘diversity’. This mindset is epitomised by
the ‘minority children’ performing at the opening ceremony of the 2008
Olympics who were in reality Han (cf. Chao & Leow, 2008): it matters less
whether the particular individual is actually from a certain ethnic group
or not; what is important is that the multi-minzu nature of the ‘Chinese
nation’ is being displayed. Since such displays do not require their enactors to actually possess a minzu identity, they can be performed by anyone
capable of learning them, with the implication being that the Han might
be able to put on a more professional performance of minority-ness than
the minorities themselves. But at the same time, integration into the
Journal. See Hao Shiyuan, “Goujian shehuizhuyi hexie shehui yu minzu guanxi [Ethnic
relations and the construction of a socialist harmonious society]”, Minzu yanjiu, No.3
(2005), pp. 1–12.
17 Even though the Hui are largely acculturated and consider themselves to be Chinese
citizens, the tenacity with which they hold on to and develop a distinct Islamic identity is
viewed with suspicion by the surrounding Han. McCarthy argues that the Hui are considered to be a “restive” minority and are often embroiled in ethnic disputes.
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Zhonghua minzu can also be a deliberate strategy of minorities themselves, a means to combine their desires to ‘modernise’ and to ‘develop’
with cultural preservation aims, seeking to utilise the benefits of strategic
integration for their own purposes.
Overall, it appears that rather than assimilation, the state’s primary aim
is the integration of minorities into the Zhonghua nation, with acculturation or assimilation being aspects of achieving the former. While rendering minorities completely indistinguishable from the Han can run counter
to the Zhonghua minzu vision, their close integration is considered an
essential prerequisite for ensuring its socio-political stability. At the same
time, integration requires certain degrees of cultural-linguistic acculturation in order to ensure the ‘right’ amount of assimilation, meaning a minzu
identity that is distinct, yet inseparable from the greater whole; in short,
an ‘integrated identity’. In this context, assimilation / acculturation and
diversity are simultaneously encouraged, which further compounds the
opaque nature of the state’s minzu gongzuo approach. A perhaps even
more apt term to describe this strategy is that of ‘intentional hybridity’:
the conscious promotion of hybridisations of minority cultures and languages as part of the ‘natural’, historically ‘inevitable’ process of mixing
and melding, with minzu ronghe being the phrase that denotes the state’s
hybridity discourse.
However, neo-integrationism and its attendant hybridisation processes
bear considerable risks. Hu’s fazhan-centred approach to the minzu wenti
primarily benefits minority elites and groups within minorities who are
already pursuing pragmatic integration strategies. This is especially so for
those minorities who—according to Unger—“regard themselves as being
a type of poor second-class Chinese” (1997, p. 74) and are much more concerned about escaping their self-perceived state of economic backwardness rather than worrying about ethnic distinctiveness. Unger’s Yao
informants even often showed indifference about the survival of their
language or customs. But in other contexts, the regime’s focus on
pragmatism, modernisation and economic growth is breeding a growing
undercurrent of resentment. The 2008/2009 uprisings in Tibetan and
Uyghur areas have vividly demonstrated how seriously the quanmian
fazhan strategy can backfire especially among the more sensitive groups.
Because those who are not well-integrated into the Han-dominated socioeconomy are usually the losers of the marketisation drive, Hu’s regime is
witnessing the growth of a disprivileged class of minority populations
with limited prospects of fully partaking in the nation’s prosperity drive.
Plans to inject over 10 billion Yuan (US$ 1.46 billion) into Xinjiang in 2011 in
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order to push its average GDP are unlikely to address the structurallyinduced ethnic employment disparities in this already moderately affluent province (“A boost for Xinjiang”, 2010). Instead, they are prone to
exacerbate existing disparities and reinforce structurally-induced deprivation. Moreover, economic reform initiatives are incapable of dealing with
the resentments bred through the gradual assimilation threat that these
minority groups feel threatened by. Rather, they are likely to exacerbate
them by rewarding those who pragmatically engage with Han-dominated
society.

CHAPTER FOUR

BEYOND ASSIMILATION: THE TIBETANISATION OF TIBETAN
EDUCATION IN QINGHAI
Making History: The Tibetanisation of Tibetan Education
in Qinghai
Immediately after the establishment of the ‘New China’ (xin Zhongguo),
Mao’s regime urgently needed minority cadres, both administrators and
translators, in order to gain the support of the minority population and to
effectively disseminate and administer regime policies. The training of
minority cadres was the main impetus for the establishment of minority
education institutions such as the Qinghai Provincial Young Cadre Training Centre (Qinghaisheng qingnian ganbu xunlianban) as QUN was called
at its inception.1 Minority colleges were to train up minority cadres with a
“comparatively high level of culture and knowledge” (Pu Riwa, 1999, p. 17).
By the early 1960s, the provincial goal was to raise the share of minority
cadres on township and county levels to about 60 percent.2 At the same
time, the school’s aims were diversified. Besides churning out minority
cadres, the college was expected to train translators as well as minority
middle school teachers. In response, it initiated a Tibetan language major
in 1956, and in 1958 the minority languages department (shaoshu minzu
yuyan wenxue xi) was established, offering degrees in Tibetan and
Mongolian languages. These programmes sought to actively attract minority students into the nascent state-controlled minority education system
through incentives such as free board, clothing and even pocket money.
All of them included a significant share of mandatory political classes,
whose purpose was: “having students study the principles of social development, have them change their view of life and their worldview through
their own initiative, to establish a Marxist materialist view, … to eliminate
any feudal or capitalist influences from their thinking” (Pu, ibid., p. 6).
The Cultural Revolution severely interrupted both regular and minority
education. In several counties such as Bayan Khar (Ch. Hualong) or Yarze
1 Before 2008 when it was elevated to university status, the school had since 1956 been
called Qinghai College for Nationalities (Qinghai minzu xueyuan).
2 Interview with a retired QUN staff member.
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(Ch. Xunhua) where Tibetans are in the minority, Tibetan-medium
instruction was prohibited and on several occasions books in minority languages (i.e. Tibetan and Mongolian) were burned. However, in
Tibetan-majority regions schools were apparently able to continue
their Tibetan-medium instruction.3 This significantly contributed to the
positive educational development of Amdo regions compared to, for
example, the TAR.
In 1977, the academic system that was in place before the Cultural
Revolution was restored and admission was again based on academic qualifications and the nationally standardised college entrance examination
(gaokao) (cf. Hansen, 1999a, p. 18). From the late 1970s, Tibetan-medium
education experienced explosive growth as Tibetan middle schools were
established in virtually all Tibetan majority counties, a development that
was not particular to the Tibetan context but witnessed throughout the
nation’s minority regions as the result of major shifts in the political
atmosphere during the early reform period (cf. Hansen, ibid., pp. 18–23).
In 1980, the State Education Department together with the State Ethnic
Affairs Commission (SEAC) had issued a directive that reinstated the 1952
State Administrative Council directive which had made minority-centred
minority education a priority (Chen Li-Peng, 2008, pp. 16–17). In a significant move for Tibetan education, the ‘Five Provinces and Regions Tibetan
Textbook Development Group’ (wu sheng-qu zangwen jiaocai xiezuo lingdao xiaozu) was established in 1982 by the State Education Commission
(guojia jiaoyu weiyuanhui) and the SEAC for the purpose of developing
unified Tibetan educational materials for use in primary and secondary
schools throughout all Tibetan areas (Bass, 1998, pp. 98–101; “Xizang”, 1982;
Upton, 1999, p. 282).4
In 1982, the Qinghai Province Department of Education conducted a
meeting in Malho (Ch. Huangnan), demanding the introduction of
bilingual education (shuangyu jiaoxue) in minority schools at “all levels”
3 Informants from Tibetan secondary schools in Malho (Ch. Huangnan) or Tsolho
(Ch. Hainan) reported that Tibetan language instruction continued uninterrupted at least
during the early to mid-1970s when they were attending school. Upton’s research suggests
that Tibetan education in Ngaba (Ch. Aba) TAP in Sichuan ceased from 1958 and was only
reinstituted after the Cultural Revolution (1999, pp. 291–2).
4 As early as 1975, under Deng Xiaopeng’s initiative the State Council had issued a document authorising coordinated work on minority languages across provinces (Zhou, 2003,
p. 76). Both Bass and Yi Lin refer to this group as the “wu shengqu tongbian jiaocai”, a name
that none of my educator informants used and which I cannot find in official documents.
The name used in this paper is the one found in the original official announcement of the
State Ethnic Affairs Commission (“Xizang”, 1982).
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(Cai 2004, p. 123). However, although the newly-established Tibetan
schools in Qinghai officially practised bilingual education, the actual
extent of Tibetan-medium instruction was limited. There were several
reasons for this. Firstly, there was a widespread lack of Tibetan teachers,
especially at the secondary level. Secondary schools required new staff to
have graduated from at least a secondary teacher training school (zhongzhuan), a requirement that few Tibetan educators could meet (cf. Upton
1999, pp. 298–9). Also, secondary teaching positions were highly sought
after by Han graduates because of the higher remuneration and the more
central location of these schools, and Tibetan graduates were often not
able to compete with them since overall academic performance rather
than the ability to speak the minority language tended to be the main hiring criterion.
For example, the Guide County Nationalities Middle School (NMS)
(Guide xian minzu zhongxue) in Tsolho (Ch. Hainan) was founded in 1976,
but even by 1988 most teachers were Han as only the Tibetan language
class was taught in Tibetan. Tibetan teachers who taught other subjects
than Tibetan often could not speak their own language because of their
sinicised backgrounds, and therefore also taught using Chinese.5 Similar
situations prevailed in many other Tibetan middle schools in Qinghai. Cai
(2004, p. 123) estimates that between 1989 and 1999 about 58 to 62 percent
of Tibetan middle schools in Qinghai used bilingual teaching, which
implies that the share of schools that practised this method essentially
stagnated during the 1990s.
Secondly, the need for Tibetan teachers was limited because all textbooks except for Tibetan language ones were in Chinese (from the 1980s,
secondary schools were able to use traditional Tibetan literature, but this
typically only occurred in the context of Tibetan language classes). While
Bass (1998, p. 100) states that the secondary-level Tibetan textbooks developed by the Textbook Coordination Group were available by 1991, Kolas
and Thowsen (2005, p. 114) suggest that they were not completed until
1999. The schools where I conducted interviews had only used these textbooks in their Chinese and Tibetan language classes, and not until the
early 2000s, a delay that is all the more surprising since a 1989 secondary
Tibetan education pilot scheme in the TAR used textbooks published by
this group for a wide range of subjects (Bass 1998, pp. 235–7; cf. Yi 2008,

5 They typically went through Chinese-medium education at tertiary and often also at
secondary levels.

98

chapter four

p. 74). Classes other than Tibetan were therefore usually taught in Chinese,
or if the teacher was Tibetan, in so-called shuangyu (lit. ‘two languages’),
meaning that the teacher used both Tibetan and Chinese, employing the
latter especially for specialised terms and expressions and the former to
explain when students could not understand the Chinese. Similarly, Kolas
and Thowsen (2005) suggest that around the turn of the millennium
Tibetan-medium bilingual education in Qinghai was largely limited to primary schools, with Tibetan language in secondary institutions being
merely an extra subject.
Liu and Wang (1989 cited in Cai 2004, p. 123) noted that in the late 1980s
there were several kinds of Chinese-Tibetan shuangyu education in
Qinghai: a) all classes except for Chinese are taught in Tibetan; b) some
classes are taught in Chinese, some in Tibetan; c) all classes except for
Tibetan are taught in Chinese. I would suggest for the various reasons
cited above that the third scenario was the most common. Shuangyu
therefore does not necessarily imply true bilingual education (cf. Ma Rong
2008). Hansen (1999, pp. 5–6) argues that bilingual education in the
Chinese context tends to be a type of ‘transitional bilingualism’ where the
main purpose of learning one’s mother tongue is to hasten the acquisition
of the majority language rather than achieving high proficiency in the
minority language itself. I would suggest that this scenario is particularly
applicable for smaller minorities such as the Naxi or Dai studied by
Hansen. In the Tibetan context in Qinghai, shuangyu education generally
consisted of the addition of Tibetan language instruction to an otherwise
Chinese-dominated curriculum. It was therefore more than just a transitional ‘crutch’, but neither did it extend to true bilingualism where Tibetan
and Chinese are given equal weight.
The only school in Qinghai that officially implemented a bilingual dualtrack system during this time was the Huangnan Nationalities Teacher
Training School (NTTS) (Huangnan minzu shifan xuexiao). From its inception in the 1970s, this school had both Chinese- and Tibetan-medium
classes, although until the late 1990s / early 2000s the teaching in the latter
was still based on Chinese textbooks, and only about half of all teachers
were Tibetan. Because the main difference between both tracks was that
the Tibetan classes had Tibetan language instruction and that some of
their Tibetan teachers attempted to mix Tibetan with Chinese as the
medium of instruction, the school’s Tibetan track was arguably no different from the regular shuangyu classes offered by most of the other Tibetan
middle schools.
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In fact, the Huangnan NTTS’s Tibetan class could at this early stage
have developed into a genuinely Tibetan-medium track. Sangye Gyal,6 a
Tibetan from Yarze (Ch. Xunhua) who graduated with a degree in mathematics from QUN was assigned a mathematics teaching position at this
school, teaching both Chinese-medium and Tibetan-medium classes.
Employing Chinese as the medium of instruction because he did not know
how to teach mathematics in Tibetan, he realised that especially the
Tibetan class students struggled to understand the teaching and as a consequence performed very poorly. Sangye Gyal then decided to improve his
Tibetan through spare-time study with a lama at the local Rongwo Gompa
monastery. In 1979, he undertook what he referred to as the first translation of a mathematics textbook into Tibetan, subsequently teaching the
subject in Tibetan. But just two years later he moved on to the Qinghai
Education College (Qinghai jiaoyu xueyuan). Interviews with former NTTS
students indicate that his Tibetan-medium experiment was apparently
short-lived as the Tibetan-medium science instruction that he had initiated did not continue.
Apart from the establishment of Tibetan middle schools, another very
significant step for Tibetan education was the introduction of a minorities
version of the college entrance examination in the late 1970s called minzu
gaokao or minkao. Two educators I interviewed both entered QUN in 1977,
the first batch of students that was again admitted based on exam performance after the end of the Cultural Revolution. Both took the minkao version of the gaokao, which in both cases only differed by adding Tibetan as
an exam subject (other subjects such as Chinese and politics still had to be
taken in Chinese). But the precise nature of the minkao was subject to
significant variations, depending on differences in implementation on the
local level, meaning that a genuine minkao where all sections except for
Chinese could be completed in Tibetan was often not available.
Since the late 1990s, full Tibetan-medium minkao implementations
have become more consistent.7 However, practical considerations have
often forced students to opt for using Chinese in their minkao subjects.
This is because students’ choice of minkao language is heavily influenced
6 Real name.
7 An exception is, for example, the Yushu No. 2 NMS, where at my March 2008 visit
teachers were surprised to hear that students in other Tibetan prefectures could use
Tibetan for gaokao subjects other than Tibetan language. This is likely due to the fact that
Tibetan education in this prefecture is much more sinicised than in other (Amdo) Tibetan
prefectures in the province.
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by the language of instruction used for their secondary education. For
example, Kalden graduated from the Wendu TMS in 2003.8 Most of his
teachers were Tibetan, and classes were taught based on Chinese textbooks with teachers using a mix of Chinese and Tibetan in class. At graduation, his spoken and written Tibetan was very good, but his Chinese very
poor. Nevertheless, Kalden chose to use Chinese in his exam for all subjects except Tibetan, because he did not know Tibetan words for academic
or scientific terms.9 Moreover, students were used to doing their homework in Chinese because their textbooks were in that language. One could
not mix languages in one’s replies, and since Kalden and most of his classmates were not able to reply solely using Tibetan, they were effectively
forced to use Chinese.10
My interview data indicates that by 2003–07, when my interviewees
took the gaokao, only 9 percent had taken a minkao that was fully Tibetan
(Fig. 30). The majority only used Tibetan for the Tibetan language part.
About a quarter of Tibetan-medium students even took it in pure
Chinese.11 This is almost certainly due to the limited implementation of
Tibetan-medium instruction in secondary minority schools, which is now
gradually changing with the introduction of so-called ‘pure Tibetan’
tracks.
Reclaiming the Mother Tongue: The Tibetanisation of Tibetan
Tertiary Education
Despite all imperfections, the fact that there was Tibetan language teaching in secondary schools and that the language had become a part of the
gaokao examination process was powerful enough to enable the ‘tibetanisation’ of tertiary Tibetan education. This is particularly evident in the
case of the QUN minority languages department.
In the late 1970s, only about a third of the teachers of the minority languages department at QUN were Tibetan, and those who were came
mostly from sinicised regions in Haidong prefecture near Xining and used
Chinese as the medium of instruction. The rest were Han and Hui, who,
8 I abbreviate Tibetan Middle School as TMS.
9 His teachers themselves did not know them as their tertiary education had been in
Chinese.
10 Another former student from the same school described similar challenges after
completing the middle school part of the institution. Because their teaching had mostly
been in Tibetan but the schools’ high school entrance examination was all in Chinese, he
and his classmates were not able to be admitted into the high school level.
11 They were min kao han, minorities who take the Chinese (Han) version of the gaokao.
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Fig. 30. Correlation between the type of high school that students attended and
languages used for the gaokao. Source: 2007/2008 interviews (n=116).

unable to speak the language, primarily taught Tibetan grammar also
through Chinese. Similarly, less than half of the students in the Tibetan
classes were actually Tibetans, the rest were Han and Hui who solely pursued this major because they were guaranteed government positions after
graduation. These students were trained up to become cadres in Tibetan
regions.12 Many of the Tibetan students who were admitted into the
department were from Haidong because of the relatively high level of education there compared to Tibetan-majority regions, and had none or little
spoken Tibetan to start with and only a very basic level by the time their
studies concluded.
But by the early 1980s, the QUN minority languages department had
received its first intake of Tibetan students who had gone through both
Tibetan-medium primary and secondary education and were admitted
based on the minkao.13 By the late 1980s, all students and teachers were
ethnic Tibetans as the Han could not keep up with the quickly rising
standards brought about by the influx of Tibetans who were naturally
12 However, many of them, unwilling to move to such comparatively remote locations,
ended up finding government positions elsewhere.
13 Tibetan-medium educated graduates from Tibetan secondary teacher training institutions were assigned teaching jobs after graduation, they were typically not permitted to
take the gaokao and enter college at that time. The first Tibetan-medium educated QUN
students were therefore graduates of schools such as the Guide NMS.
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fluent in their mother tongue.14 As the Tibetans gradually took control of
their own language teaching, the curriculum was quickly expanded to
include traditional cultural material such as ancient literature (including
Buddhist scriptures), Buddhist psychology, Sanskrit and the study of
astrological calculations (T. rtsis gzhung). Within a decade, the department had undergone a remarkable transformation, and by the time the
Tibetan language section became its own department in 2000, it was
widely acknowledged to be the best Tibetan Department in the country,
even surpassing its prestigious counterpart in the Central University for
Nationalities in Beijing.15
Developments at the Qinghai Normal University (QSD) are again linked
with Sangye Gyal. In 1981 he was appointed by the head of the provincial
education department (sheng jiaoyuting), also a Tibetan, to join the
Qinghai Education College in order to establish Qinghai’s first Tibetanmedium science programme (cf. Liu Wenpu & Wang Zhenling, 1994, p.
106). Because of a lack of qualified Tibetan teachers and teaching materials, only the foundational classes were taught in Tibetan, but over time
more and more textbooks were translated from Chinese. By the late 1980s,
this programme had produced the first fully qualified Tibetan science
teachers and therefore filled an important gap in Tibetan education.
Meanwhile, in 1982 QSD had introduced a minorities preparatory class
(yuke), not to teach minority languages or culture but to enable them to
enrol in a Chinese-medium major at this school (cf. Wang Shuangsheng &
Wang Xinxing, 2008, p. 15).16 In 1997, when the Qinghai Education College
was merged into QSD, the two programmes were combined, and in
2003/2004 the Nationalities Teacher College (NTC) was established as an
independent institution within QSD (cf. Wang Zhenling, 2002, p. 103).
Sangye Gyal, currently vice principal of the NTC, continued the process
of Tibetan science textbook translation together with other educators,
benefiting from funding provided by foreign organisations such as the
American-based Trace Foundation and the UNDP, thus creating the
first comprehensive Tibetan-medium tertiary level science education
14 An exception are small numbers of ‘tibetanised Han’ at the department, who grew up
in Tibetan areas speaking Tibetan as their mother tongue and went through the minority
education system.
15 Now, even though the CUN Tibetan department can award PhD degrees while its
QUN counterpart cannot, their PhD students are commonly supervised at the QUN.
16 Preparatory classes were established as part of the bundle of preferential policies for
minorities with the aim of enabling greater numbers of minority students to obtain a college education (Li, 2008, p. 33). The QUN preparatory class was established as early as 1958
(Pu Riwa, 1999, p. 17).
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programme. In 2009/2010, the NTC was offering Tibetan-medium college
degrees in biology, chemistry, physics, mathematics, computer science,
marketing, education studies, Tibetan and English.17
Prompted by the increasingly difficult employment situation of its
graduates, the QUN Tibetan department also began to diversify its programme. In 2000, it started a Chinese-Tibetan translation class, and with
the assistance of Trace Foundation began a Tibetan-English and a TibetanComputer-Science class in 2005. In 2008, QUN also established a Tibetanmedium class for teaching geography, history and politics, as well as a
secretarial studies class (which mimics its counterpart in the Chinese
department) and a Tibetan-Japanese class. In 2009, it added Tibetanmedium law, mathematics and a Tibetan arts and handicraft classes, thus
increasing the number of classes (as well as majors) from one to nine
within the space of a decade (1999 to 2009).18 By 2012, Tibetan-medium
chemistry and social work classes were added, bringing the total number
of classes (and majors) to eleven.19 This has led to a significant increase in
Tibetan-medium tertiary students. The QSD NTC had 347 graduating students in 2008 but was admitting 565 new students in 2009, an increase
of approx. 62 percent.20 Similarly, QUN boosted its admission of Tibetanmedium students from about 40–45 before 2000 to 330 in 2010.21 Even
though official QUN admission numbers are no longer published since
2010, a 2012 document outlining the tuition fees for “new students” along
with all majors for that year permits us to approximate this data.22 Based
on previous (2009) class sizes, the QUN 2012 intake across all Tibetanmedium majors can be estimated at 412 students, a staggering increase of
nearly 1,000 percent! Within a decade, the breadth of Tibetan-medium
majors and related student enrolment figures have multiplied, and not

17 “Qinghai shifan daxue”, 2009. The English Training Programme (ETP) was established
through the initiative of Kevin Stuart, an American English teacher, in 1997 (cf. Yi Lin,
2008).
18 In 2009, Tibetan literature was not offered. Each major had one class of students.
19 “Qinghai minzu daxue 2012ji”, 2012.
20 “Qinghai shifan daxue”, 2009. NTC BA courses run over 2–4 years. NTC figures include
Hainan NTTC students, who are mostly dazhuan majors. The comparison of incoming and
outgoing students is not 100 percent accurate since a very small number of students drop
out during the course of their studies.
21 “Qinghai minzu daxue”, 2010. QUN’s detailed admission statistics are only available
until 2010, while comparable QSD data are only published until 2009. One of QUN’s new
Tibetan literature classes (thirty students) was limited to secondary school graduates from
Yulshul (Ch. Yushu prefecture). This same class was again offered in 2012.
22 “Qinghai minzu daxue 2012ji”, 2012.
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decreased as Kolas and Thowsen (2005, p. 128) suggest. This remarkable
development is largely due to the initiative and efforts of the Tibetan educators at these institutions.
A brief comparison of these figures to overall higher education statistics
permits us to analyse these gains in light of the bigger picture. For this
purpose, numbers of new undergraduate students are set in relation to
their respective populations and respective age group (ages 20–24, based
on the 2010 census data) in order to compensate for variations within the
population distribution of Tibetan and non-Tibetan areas. Lacking more
precise data, I am forced to assume that the QSD’s 2009 Tibetan-medium
intake figure remained constant between 2009 and 2012. In light of the fact
that the number of it's Tibetan-medium classes (nine) had not changed by
2012, this assumption should be reasonably accurate.23 Vocational
programmes and related student figures are not included. With these limitations in mind, the number of newly-admitted Tibetan-medium undergraduate students per 1,000 of the aggregated TAC population aged 20–24
rose from 7.5 in 2009 to 8.2 in 2012, an increase of 9 percent (Fig. 31).
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Fig. 31. Source: QSY 2012, tables 2-2-2, 4-11.
23 This information was not obtained from the hopelessly outdated QSD NTC website,
but from a 2012 KaoYan.com news report, retrieved from http://yz.kaoyan.com/qhnu/
zixun/30/405943.
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The equivalent figure for the entire province increased from 36.4 to 42.7
(by 17 percent) during the same period. This shows that even with the
recent gains, Tibetan-medium tertiary education still has a long way to go
in order to catch up with Chinese-medium programmes. But compared to
the situation ten years ago, the Tibetan-medium student situation has
nevertheless shown a truly remarkable improvement.
The increased quantity and quality of tertiary Tibetan-medium education is also reflected in the rising admission requirements for entrance
into a Tibetan-medium college degree in Qinghai province. Figure 32
shows that entrance requirements (in the form of gaokao points) into a
Tibetan-medium arts BA degree programme have been continually
increasing (dotted trendline). Whereas in the early part of the decade, the
gap to its Chinese counterpart amounted to 120–140 points, since 2010 the
points requirement for Tibetan essentially matches that of the Chinese
BA. Particularly the comparison with Mongolian, the other tertiary-taught
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Fig. 32. Minimum gaokao points for admission into a BA arts degree for the respective
language (in each case for the “first group (di yi pi)”. Where there were several admission
groups with decreasing point requirements, the chart value represents the average
points across all groups. Source: QUN admissions website at http://zjb.qhmuhb.com.cn,
Zhongguo Daxue Wang at http://www.unjs.com/gaokao/gaokao2011/20110626114103
_663856.html.
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minority language, reveals how much higher the standards of Tibetan
education have become. Because of the rising quality of Tibetan-medium
high school graduates, QUN abolished its Tibetan-medium preparatory
classes as early as 2003, and proceeded to only admit the highest-scoring
graduates into its tertiary programmes.24
Our understanding of the tibetanisation of Tibetan education would
be incomplete without taking into account the often significant role
played by monasteries and monastic figures, as, for example, demonstrated by Sangye Gyal’s case.25 A former QUN Tibetan department professor argued that since before the Cultural Revolution very few Tibetans
outside the monastic realm were literate in their own language, the
recovery of Tibetan education after the Cultural Revolution can largely
be credited to former monks, many of whom became Tibetan language
teachers after having been forced to abandon the monastic life. One of
the QUN Tibetan department educators in the 1970s and 80s for example
was a recognised reincarnation (trulku) and former monk, as was Tshe
tan zhabs drung, Tibetan studies professor at the NWUN from 1979 to
1985 (Willock, 2011). Also, the inclusion of religious material and courses
at the QUN Tibetan department was largely prompted by a passionate
speech delivered to the department by the former (10th) Panchen Lama
in the mid-1980s, which, as my informant argued, proved to be a turning
point for the department (cf. Pu Riwa, 1999). On the secondary level, the
Hainan NMS used the period of expanded liberties during the early 1980s
to invite monks to provide additional instruction to students and to train
teachers.
To this day, secondary teachers continue to frequent monasteries in
order to receive teaching on Buddhist doctrine or Tibetan language (cf.
Upton, 1999, pp. 306–308). Similarly, QUN Tibetan department educators
and students commonly visit their local monasteries during school holidays in order to study religious thought. In 2007, the department invited a
well-known lama from Rongwo monastery in Rebkong (Ch. Tongren) TAC
24 It retains a special Tibetan-medium preparatory class for students from Yulshul
(Ch. Yushu).
25 Willock’s PhD thesis (2011) likewise details the significant influence of monastic
figures on Tibetan secular education, especially focusing on the case of the reincarnate
lama Tshe tan zhabs drung, who from 1979 to 1985 was appointed as Tibetan Studies professor at the NWUN. Many of his students went on to become highly influencial Tibetan
intellectuals, such as, for example, Pad ma ‘bum, a leading Tibetologist, or Zla ba blo gros,
head editor of the Tibetan literary magazine Light Rain (T. Sbrang char).
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to teach Buddhist philosophy to the department’s lecturers.26 Tibetan
educators therefore continue to draw on monastic contexts as ‘authentic’
sources of ‘Tibetan culture’ as a way of upgrading their knowledge, which
is then disseminated in the context of the state’s minority education
system.
Doing ‘Pure Tibetan’: The Tibetanisation of Tibetan Secondary Education
Developments in Tibetan college-level education are coinciding with similar tibetanisation trends at the secondary level. Since the turn of the millennium, a number of Tibetan middle schools have initiated a move to a
more genuine form of Tibetan-medium education, offering a Chinesemedium track where only Tibetan language classes are taught in Tibetan,
and a Tibetan-medium track where all subjects except for Chinese and
English are taught in Tibetan using Tibetan textbooks (cf. Hansen, 1999a,
pp. 5–6). Even though the new systems are commonly referred to as
shuangyu moshi (“bilingual model”), the Tibetan-medium classes are also
called “pure Tibetan classes” (T. bod skad gtsang ma’i slob khrid / Ch. chun
zangyu ke) in order to distinguish them from previous shuangyu systems
where Chinese was the main medium of instruction.
In each case, the initiative came from the (Tibetan) headmasters of the
schools, who had been gradually pushing for the move towards Tibetanmedium education, always based on the argument, confirmed by experience, that Tibetans will do better when learning a subject through their
mother tongue (cf. Bass, 1998, pp. 237–8). Western NGOs like Trace or
Bridge Foundation have been giving important assistance in this process,
e.g. providing support and funding for textbook translation. Another significant enabling factor for pure Tibetan tracks has been the work of the
Textbook Development Group, whose materials finally came to be used in
the Qinghai context. This group has also been facilitating standardised
Tibetan translations for modern scientific (and other) terms, the lack of
which had been a major obstacle for Tibetan-medium education in science subjects.
The Guide NMS started the reform process in 2002, initially having only
one Tibetan-medium and nineteen Chinese-medium classes (the latter
26 This cooperation did not continue in 2008 because of the difficult political situation.
Compare Willock’s interview with a QUN professor, who commented that in contrast to
the 1980s, it was presently (in 2008) no longer possible for monastic scholars to hold positions at secular educational institutions (2011, pp. 252–3).
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essentially being a continuation of the previous shuangyu model).27 By
2007 the ratio had changed to ten Tibetan versus twelve Chinese-medium
classes, and the demand for Tibetan-medium teachers significantly
impacted the share of Tibetan teaching staff, which rose to about 50 percent. The Wendu TMS followed suit in 2003, and so did the Hainan NMS in
2005, with six of twenty-seven classes being fully Tibetan-medium by
2007, with a rising tendency. The Jianzha No.1 NMS chose a different route
and has since 2003 been implementing what it calls moshi gaige (“reformed
method”), again through the initiative of its Tibetan headmaster. Rather
than moving to two tracks, the formerly Chinese-medium dominated
teaching is gradually turned into Tibetan-medium instruction as all classes
taught by Tibetan teachers are taught in Tibetan using Tibetan textbooks.
(Han and Hui teachers, which made up about 20 percent of the teaching
staff in mid-2008, continue to teach in Chinese.) A similar ‘reformed
method’ approach was implemented by the Banma County Tibetan
Middle School (Banma xian zangwen zhongxue) in Golok (Ch. Guoluo)
TAP in 1998.28 These schools epitomise the fact that pure Tibetan track
education is not really bilingual but rather monolingual, since students
will end up having excellent levels of Tibetan but only fairly basic Chinese
language skills. The situation in these Amdo Tibetan regions contrasts
sharply with Yulshul (Ch. Yushu), Qinghai’s only Kham Tibetan prefecture, where according to my knowledge no such reforms have been implemented, and where most secondary schools even force students to opt for
either Tibetan or English language classes.29
Apart from promoting Tibetan as the main language of instruction, a
number of Tibetan primary and secondary schools with ethnically-minded
headmasters have been actively seeking to tibetanise their school
27 Interview with Wande Drachie (real name), the school’s headmaster, in September
2007.
28 My informant was a student at this school from 1997. Initially, all classes except for
Tibetan language were taught in Chinese using Chinese textbooks, mostly by Han.
According to him, from 1998 other classes were increasingly taught by Tibetan teachers in
Tibetan, using Tibetan textbooks.
29 One of my student informants from the No.2 NMS who had been in the English class
was barely literate in Tibetan. The picture in Sichuan province is more complex: according
to Badeng Nima (2009, p. 92), Sichuan’s Tibetan middle schools have largely shifted their
focus away from Tibetan towards a greater emphasis on Chinese, but some schools in
more remote Tibetan regions have retained a high degree of Tibetan-medium instruction.
My fieldwork data shows that at least one secondary institution in Sichuan, the NMS in
Ngaba (Ch. Aba) prefecture in Sichuan (Aba zhou minzu gaoji zhongxue), has implemented
pure Tibetan track education similar to that in Qinghai (phone conversation with one of
their teachers, 22 March 2009).
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environments. Several schools have new buildings that feature Tibetanstyle ethnic architecture (Fig. 33).30 Some have begun to complement the
official posters of Communist heroes and Western scientists that can be
found in educational institutions throughout the nation with quotes and
slogans written in Tibetan. The Yushu Prefecture No.3 Primary School
translated standardised state slogans and pasted them on Tibetan motifs,
while other schools display sayings of well-known Tibetan writers or poets
(Fig. 34). The Yushu Prefecture No.2 NMS replaced the nation-wide standardised daily morning exercise routine (T. zhogs sbyong / Ch. zaocao) with
traditional Tibetan dancing in order to ensure that the young generation
grows up with a knowledge of ethnic dancing. To this end, it hired a professional Tibetan dancer for one month to tutor the students. Similarly,
the Huangnan NTTS selected the best singers among their students to
record traditional Tibetan singing, which is now regularly played over the
school’s speaker system during the breaks, also, as one teacher stated, to

Fig. 33. Tibetan-style School Building: the Yushu No.3 Primary School. Source:
author.
30 Ethnic architecture has begun to appear in various parts of Qinghai in recent years,
e.g. in Malho (Ch. Huangnan) since about 2005/2006, although it has been around in
Yulshul (Ch. Yushu) since the 1990s), and includes new government buildings and apartment complexes in Tibetan-majority prefecture centres as well as Xining, the provincial
capital.
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Fig. 34. Self-designed ‘Tibetan’-style slogan poster at the Yushu Prefecture No.3
Primary School. The slogan says: “Walk on the right side of the stairs or on a road”.
This is a standard slogan for kindergarten children to learn traffic rules and was
not created by the school. The unique aspect here is how universal state slogans
have been placed on a ‘traditional’ Tibetan setting that is completely unrelated to
the official message it seeks to convey. Source: author.

create a more ‘Tibetan’ campus atmosphere and to promote traditional
singing skills. Again, these tibetanising measures are implemented at the
discretion of the school leadership, and are notably absent in Tibetan
schools that are led by Han or by ‘sinicised’ Tibetans such as, for example,
the Wendu TMS from 2008.31
The epitome of ‘tibetanised’ education are state-recognised education
programmes initiated by monasteries and monastic leaders. The monastery school ‘Guoma longcun’ established in 1997 in Pema (Ch. Banma) by
Gelek,32 a reincarnate lama, exemplifies a close connection between what
31 The headmaster of the Wendu TMS as of spring 2008 was described by former students of this school as a “sinicised” Tibetan from Ledu. Under the previous headmaster,
who students considered to be more ethnically-minded and who had introduced the comprehensive Tibetan-medium instruction reform, students were required to wear traditional robes.
32 Real name.
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Tibetan educators often distinguish as ‘modern’ (secular / state) education and ‘traditional Tibetan’ (monastic) education. All students are
monks, and the school environment therefore operates entirely based on
monastic principles.33 Teaching staff consists of both monks and minority
college graduates, with all classes taught in Tibetan. The school provides
primary to middle school education. Most graduates continue monastic
life after graduation but some transition into a Tibetan high school. A few
even managed to get into minority departments and obtain college
degrees, although, as Gelek stated, the education they receive does not
sufficiently prepare them to take the difficult minkao. Another example is
the Jigme Gyaltsen Welfare School in Machen (Ch. Maqin) TAC established in 1994 also by a reincarnate lama who had graduated from QUN in
the 1980s before embarking on monastic life (cf. Kolas & Thowsen, 2005, p.
113).34 The fact that these schools can exist and that they are accredited
within the regular education system is in itself remarkable, especially considering that the need for a strict separation of education and religion is a
recurring theme in state discourses of minority education and enshrined
in the state education law (Zhonghua Renmin Gongheguo Jiaoyubu, 1995).
This is indicative of the space for creative manoeuvring within China’s
minority education system in the Qinghai Tibetan context. It remains to
be seen how the March 2008 uprising will impact the ability to initiate
these kinds of tibetanising experiments. So far, one significant consequence has been the termination of Trace Foundation’s co-operation with
the QUN Tibetan department.35
From Tibetanisation to Re-Tibetanisation
Regional Re-Tibetanisation: The Case of Bazanggou Township
The tibetanisation of significant aspects of the Qinghai Tibetan education system has in turn been facilitating what could be termed the
33 Because of high operating expenses, Gelek stated that he voluntarily decided to hand
the school over to the government in the summer of 2008. It was not immediately apparent
if the school would continue to operate in the same fashion or not, although its setting in
the monastery makes it unlikely that it would become entirely separated from monastic
life.
34 See the Jigme Gyaltsen school website at http://www.fulixx.cn/english/eng_intro
.htm.
35 Trace staff in Xining did not respond to my repeated email inquiries about other
impacts on their work in Qinghai.
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re-tibetanisation of sinicised Tibetan regions, and of individuals from
such regions. An interesting example of re-tibetanisation is Bazanggou,
one of a handful of Tibetan farming villages in a Hui Muslim township in
Ping’an county, Haidong prefecture, a region where the majority of the
population is Han. During the Qing era, Chinese settlers increasingly came
to be the majority in the farming regions in the north-eastern part of the
province, resulting in scattered sinicised Tibetan minority populations in
today’s Haidong prefecture (cf. Ekvall, 1939). Under the rule of the Ma
family of Muslim warlord in the 1920s to 1940s, the Hui and Salar Muslim
populations expanded especially in Bayan Khar (Ch. Hualong) and Yarze
(Ch. Xunhua) county, forcing many Tibetan farmers to migrate to other
parts of the region (Goodman, 2004, p. 385).
Bazanggou features Ping’an’s only primary school where all students
are Tibetan, but until recently there was no formal Tibetan language
instruction. One of the teachers noted that “the [Han / Hui] township and
county governments don’t really support Tibetan education”, a situation
that is very common in areas where Tibetans are in the minority. Until
recently, the school had no teachers who could teach Tibetan language
classes and therefore provided very basic, irregular Tibetan language
instruction using a video tape.
In 2007, a Tibetan from Bazanggou who had risen in the ranks of the
provincial government initiated the search for Tibetan teachers in order
to re-introduce the teaching of the mother tongue into his home area. A
QSD NTC graduate and a former monk from Bayan Khar (Ch. Hualong)
county were hired as teachers on an informal basis, and they began to
teach pre-school and grades 1–4 in spring 2008. The parents I interviewed
were extremely excited about this new development, and the availability
of Tibetan classes is already impacting parental education strategies.
Previously, children would continue their studies at Chinese-medium
middle schools in the county, but only a few months after the start of
Tibetan language instruction parents were already talking about the possibility of sending their children to the nearby Wendu TMS after they
graduated from primary school. The re-tibetanisation of local primary
school education is therefore likely to significantly shift the educational
balance of the region towards Tibetan, and is poised to give rise to a new
generation that is literate in their own language. It is therefore, albeit on a
smaller scale, comparable with re-mongolising efforts of the Tumed
Mongols in Inner Mongolia, who, after experiencing linguistic sinicisation
in the nineteenth century, set up Mongolian-medium schools and classes
from the 1950s (Bulag, 2003, p. 755).
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Individual Re-Tibetanisation: The Case of Pema
Apart from regional re-tibetanisation dynamics, the tibetanisation of
Tibetan tertiary environments has given rise to what I call Tibetan ‘worlds’:
distinctly bounded environments in the midst of ethnocultural ‘otherness’
that are shaped by Tibetan cultural and linguistic ways. These ‘worlds’ can
become catalysts for the re-tibetanisation of sinicised individuals. A pertinent case is that of Pema, who grew up in the Han-dominated county of
Ledu in Haidong prefecture. This region has a reputation among the
Tibetan community of being ‘sinicised’ as it does not have Tibetan schools,
and the Tibetan language is gradually falling out of use.36 After graduating
from one of the county’s Chinese high schools, Pema’s gaokao results were
insufficient for enrolling in a BA degree at a university, and she therefore
took up the offer to join the QUN preparatory class system. Even though
Pema was in a Chinese-medium preparatory class, she shared a dorm
room with Tibetan-medium students, and since all preparatory-class students are located in a building separate from the other campuses, she had
regular interaction with Tibetan students from various backgrounds. This
time proved to be a strongly ‘re-tibetanising’ experience as she for the first
time made friends with ‘real’ Tibetans from non-sinicised (i.e. Tibetanmedium educated) backgrounds, and learned ‘cultural’ skills such as
Tibetan dancing.
Upon entering regular college study as marketing major, Pema’s relationships with these Tibetan students continued. She therefore has many
friends in the QUN Tibetan department and is well-integrated into Tibetan
circles in the campus context. Pema argues that this preparatory class
environment and the resulting friendships significantly impacted her
“ethnic consciousness” (T. mi rigs ‘du shes / Ch. minzu yishi). She decided
to study her mother tongue through the extracurricular beginner’s spoken
Amdo Tibetan class offered by the Tibetan department.37
When discussing her educational background, Pema stated that if
she could again return to primary school age she would go through
Tibetan-medium education and enter the QUN Tibetan department as
a Tibetan-English major. She argued that she would do so because: “I am a
Tibetan, it is very shameful to not know my language.”38 In the context of
36 The young generation like Pema communicates with their parents in Qinghaihua,
the local Chinese dialect, and literacy in written Tibetan is even less uncommon.
37 Students at this class tend to be either sinicised Tibetans like Pema, or Han students
with an interest in ‘Tibetan culture’.
38 Pema’s statement refers to both written and spoken language.
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the ‘Tibetan environment’ at QUN within which Pema lives out her ethnic
sense of ‘in-betweenness’, this feeling of shame is continually instilled and
reinforced through daily interactions. Faced with a substantial group of
self-defined ‘authentic’ Tibetans, the relative lack of Pema’s ‘Tibetanness’
stood out in ways that it never did before. But at the same time, this environment has provided a re-tibetanising context for her.
Similar to the case of the Bazanggou primary school, the retibetanisation of individuals like Pema is impacting future generations.
Just as parents in Bazanggou are talking about sending their children to
Tibetan middle schools, Pema hopes to have her children go through
Tibetan-medium education from primary to tertiary levels, noting that
“true Tibetans know Tibetan culture”. Even though re-tibetanisation is a
localised phenomenon, its very occurrence is an example of the potential
spin-off effects of the expansion of Tibetan education.
Tibetanisation in the Midst of Adversity: An Analysis of Enabling Factors
Whereas the initial phase of the tibetanisation of Tibetan education
occurred during the relatively lenient early reform period, we are left to
wonder which enabling factors can explain the unfolding of the second
phase of tibetanisation starting from the early 2000s, which, as we had
seen in the previous chapter, is occurring in a political environment that
is characterised by neo-assimilationist and pragmatist trends.
On a practical level, we can identify a number of enabling factors that
were not in place during the first tibetanising phase (late 1970s to late
1980s) but quite closely coincided with the second phase (from early
2000s). Both the availability of Tibetan textbooks as well as sufficient
numbers of qualified educators have been crucial for the implementation
of pure Tibetan track reforms, and the latter in turn depended on the
development of tertiary-level Tibetan-medium education. Although the
expansion of comprehensive Tibetan-medium instruction is increasingly
fuelled by the waves of graduates from the newly established Tibetan
majors, it was initially achieved by re-training existing Tibetan language
teachers. It is therefore no coincidence that the time span between
both phases approximates that of a generation of students: twenty-six
years between the establishment of the Guide NMS in 1976 and the introduction of comprehensive Tibetan-medium instruction in that same
school in 2002.
With regard to the political environment, the differences between the
TAR and other Tibetan regions such as Qinghai are considerable. The TAR
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and especially its capital Lhasa are politically far more sensitive than
Tibetan regions in surrounding provinces such as Qinghai, Gansu or
Sichuan where the Han are in the majority and where the Tibetan population is “very scattered” and “interspersed with other peoples” (Qinghai
jiaoyu kexue yanjiusuo, n.d.). The provincial division of Tibetan regions
also means that there often have not been unified educational (or other)
policies, leading to significant inter-regional variations (cf. Upton, 1999, p.
282).39 The state’s approach to Tibetan education in the TAR has always
been more restrictive. The teaching of Buddhism in universities in the
TAR was banned in 1997, plans to introduce comprehensive Tibetanmedium education in secondary schools that had been drawn up in 1987
were effectively shelved in the mid-1990s, and in 1997 it was announced
that Chinese instruction would be implemented from the first year of primary school (Bass, 1998, pp. 231–5; Kolas & Thowsen, 2005, p. 96). This was
especially disappointing since in 1989 the TAR had become the first region
to initiate a comprehensive Tibetan-medium secondary education programme as a pilot scheme. The scheme was discontinued in 1996 despite
having been a huge success (Bass, ibid., pp. 235–7).
In contrast, in 1994 Qinghai’s provincial government had announced a
comprehensive plan to expand minority education (Bass, 1998, pp. 231–5).
In 1998, the provincial government then issued the directive “On accelerating the reform and development of minority education” that stipulated
the “vigorous development of bilingual education” and the need to
“emphasise the compilation of minority language educational materials
for minority teacher institutions, primary and middle schools” (Zhonggong
Qinghai Shengwei, 1998, article 7). The political environment in the province was clearly more conducive to the expansion of Tibetan-medium
education, although, as the case of the QUN Tibetan department shows,
the new priority of promoting minority development also made itself felt
in the form of rising numbers of mandatory Chinese-medium taught
courses.
I would argue that Tibetan educators and ethnically-minded officials have quite consciously jumped on the development bandwagon,
39 The January 2010 Work Forum in Lhasa might have changed this trend since it
appeared to promote a more coherent policy formulation for all Tibetan regions (Lafitte,
2010). The March 2008 Tibetan uprising may also have raised the political sensitivity of
Tibetan regions outside of the TAR to those of TAR levels. In August 2008, a Tibetan professor at one of the nation’s minority universities told me that the central government was
now also paying particular attention to tighter control of Tibetan populations in Qinghai,
Gansu and Sichuan.
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strategically using state discourses of minority development for the promotion of Tibetan education. Not only Tibetan but also Chinese academics argue that minority students will perform much better in school and in
important exams such as the gaokao when they can employ their native
language (e.g. Cai Guo, 2004). When discussing the introduction of the
shuangyu moshi (“bilingual model”), Tibetan headmasters would invariably cite studies conducted at their or other Tibetan schools that showed
this fact. Additionally, comprehensive Tibetan-medium education better
enables students to benefit from the minkao and therefore increases a
school’s university entrance rates. Both parents and local governments
evaluate the performance of secondary schools primarily based on their
annual gaokao / minkao passing rates, which are often prominently displayed on school notice-boards. Inasmuch as shuangyu moshi reforms can
improve these rates, they are likely to have career-enhancing effects for
the school’s leadership.
A senior Tibetan teacher at the Guide NMS also highlighted the importance of comprehensive Tibetan-medium instruction in the context of the
recent enforcement of the nine years mandatory education (jiu nian yiwu
jiaoyu) policy. This has led to an influx of new students especially from
more remote (often nomadic) regions with previously low enrolment
rates.40 These students usually have very poor Chinese language skills,
and consequently have struggled to keep up in previous shuangyu systems. Pure Tibetan tracks are therefore particularly suited to help them
advance into higher education.
Increased secondary and tertiary enrolment rates combined with lower
dropout rates tend to be unanimously acknowledged as a sure sign of
minority educational development, and by extension, of the economic
development of minority regions. Tibetan educators can therefore promote the expansion of Tibetan-medium teaching as a key aspect of fulfilling their duties towards the state, and supply educational statistics as
evidence. Similarly, tertiary minority departments have been justifying
the expansion of their range of Tibetan majors with the increasingly difficult employment situation of their graduates. A QUN Tibetan department
educator described to me how the department had been repeatedly applying for permission to set up the new courses based on the argument that
students needed to learn more than just the Tibetan language in order to
40 The policy came in effect in 1997, but enforcement has been uneven, in more remote
regions such as Yulshul (Ch. Yushu) not fully occurring until about 2005/2006 (interviews
with local school leaders and educators).
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improve their employability (specifically for obtaining Tibetan-medium
teaching positions in other subjects than just that of the Tibetan language
itself). The successful expansion of Tibetan tertiary education is almost
certainly related to the fact that in the wake of rising graduate unemployment, graduate employability considerations have become a high priority
for the government (Bai Limin, 2006; “China moves”, 2009).
Overall, Tibetan educators have exploited a space that has opened up
as the result of multiple, partly overlapping and partly contradictory, state
discourses. On the one hand, Chinese is considered to be the language of
modernity and therefore necessary to achieve higher levels of development, while minority languages are ‘backward’ and generally unsuited
for the pursuit of advanced learning—as, for example, reflected in an
increased share of mandatory Chinese classes at tertiary minority departments. On the other hand, it is acknowledged that minority education
in the minority language often leads to higher educational performance,
and therefore to accelerated minority development. Rather than politicising their aims of cultural-linguistic development, as has been the case
among the exile community, Tibetan educators in Qinghai have been strategically appropriating state-sanctioned integrationist concepts. By tapping into cultural and economic spaces created by minority policy
provisions, they have succeeded in justifying the expansion of the Tibetan
language and a related promotion of its culture within (rather than without) the broad umbrella of the Zhonghua minzu vision (cf. Ma Rong, 2008,
chapter 4).
The 2010 ‘Qinghai gangyao’ Educational Reform Initiative: Threat to
Tibetan Education?
On 19 October 2010, several thousand Tibetan students from several local
schools took to the roads in Rebkong (Ch. Tongren) in order to demonstrate against new provincial education reforms (“Tibetan students campaign”, 2010). The next day, the protests spread to Tibetan middle schools
in Chabcha (Ch. Gonghe), another key centre of Tibetan-medium education. The document that sparked this incident, entitled “Qinghai Province
medium/long-term education reform and development plan (2010–2020)”,
represents a ten-year programme to ‘modernise’ Qinghai’s education
in line with officially touted ‘development’ discourses (“Qinghaisheng
zhongchangqi”, 2010). More specifically, the reforms, commonly abbreviated as Qinghai gangyao, are the logical outflow of the type of pragmatist,
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kexue fazhan-oriented thinking discussed in chapter 3. Ironically, the
intended measures are nevertheless called “bilingual education [shuangyu
jiaoxue]”. The key propositions of this document in respect to minority
education are as follows:
Section 3, item 11 “Minority education”:
1. “[The goal is to]…vigorously promote the ‘bilingual’ education
reform and development. Persisting in giving first place to the
nation’s universally-used spoken and written language, while simultaneously learning well the written and spoken minority languages.
…”
Specifically:
2. Regarding primary schools: “…By 2015, primary schools are to bring
about the ‘bilingual’ education [policy of] giving first priority to the
nation’s universally-used spoken and written language, with the
spoken and written minority language being the auxiliary [wei fu]
component…”
3. Regarding middle schools: “…, speeding up the implementation of
educating minority middle schools students [through] the nation’s
universally-used spoken and written language, with measured pace
adding the ‘bilingual’ education of instructing [them] in their ethnic
spoken and written language.”
The vigorous Tibetan protests that ensued led the provincial government
to clarify the impact of the reforms, described in the Chinese media as:
The [Qinghai gangyao] plan was designed to bridge the education gap
between different ethnic groups, increase their exchanges and promote the
economic and social development in the regions predominantly inhabited
by ethnic minorities, the provincial government said in an open letter to all
teachers and students in Qinghai on Friday. (“Qinghai clarifies”, 2010)

In practice, the Tibetan student demonstrations were directed at the prospect of loosing genuine Tibetan-medium instruction, and unsurprisingly
sprung up at the very centres of tibetanising reforms. Instead of Tibetan
being the main language of teaching for a wide range of classes in both
humanities and sciences, this would be replaced by Chinese-medium
instruction, with Tibetan being relegated to being just one language
subject. If implemented, this would de facto amount to a reversal of the
tibetanising reforms, returning to a much more reduced form of Tibetanmedium education, and ensuring that Tibetan students would become
more fluent in Chinese. The crux of the reform proposal is therefore not so
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much whether to teach the Tibetan language, as this is also stipulated.
Rather, it is a cultural-linguistic battle over the proper medium of instruction, striking at the very heart of the tibetanising processes of the past
decade. In the face of recent progress, speaking of adding minority language instruction at a “measured pace” is pure irony and a blatant ignorance of the success of tibetanising grassroots initiatives.
This is precisely the argument picked up by a daringly critical petition
to Qinghai’s Department of Education, compiled just one week after the
student protests by the “Xining section of Tibetan retired cadres and educational staff [Xining diqu bufen zangzu tuixiu ganbu, lao jaiyu gongzuozhe]”.41 This petition, written on 26 October 2010, and widely circulated
throughout the ‘educated Tibetan community’, is entitled “Suggestions
regarding Qinghai’s bilingual medium-long term reform question”. In no
uncertain terms, it blasts the Qinghai gangyao reform plan as “irrational”
and “violating the demands of the central government”. Notably, the document highlights precisely the irrefutable successes of genuine Tibetanmedium education in order to make its point. To quote:
Fourth, seeing the certainty of the success of [genuine] bilingual education,
there is therefore no excuse to turn the Tibetan language into a scapegoat
for reform, no excuse to put the blame for the difficulties of bilingual education on the Tibetan language. … The Ministry of Education knows perfectly
well that these achievements are remarkable… To attribute the manifold
issues that [still] exist in bilingual education to the Tibetan language as the
medium of instruction is even more one-sided, narrow-minded, lacking any
scientific basis.

The petition proceeds to compare the Tongren NMS (Tongren xian minzu
zhongxue) with the Huangnan NMS (Huangnan zhou minzu zhongxue),
the school researched by Yi Lin. It points out that the former implements
most classes using Tibetan as the medium of instruction, while the latter
makes students decide to either embark on a Tibetan-medium or a
Chinese-medium class (the Huangnan NMS had not implemented tibetanising reforms by the time my fieldwork, and, according to this petition,
apparently had not done so by late 2010). The document concludes that “…
teaching experience shows that the Tongren NMS surpasses the Huangnan
NMS, while the Huangnan school’s Tibetan-medium class surpasses its
41 An English media report of this petition, titled “Petition Labels Reforms Illegal”, published by Radio Free Asia on 1 December 2011, can be found at http://www.rfa.org/english/
news/tibet/reforms-01122011124325.html. The Chinese original can be found on various
Chinese blogs, e.g. at http://blog.sina.com.cn/s/blog_6e80e4a60100pomj.html.
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Chinese-medium class…”. It further points out that Tibetan education in
Huangnan and Tsolho (Ch. Hainan) is far superior to that in Tsochang
(Ch. Haibei), Tsonub (Ch. Haixi) or Yulshul (Ch. Yushu—the latter all representing prefectures that have not implemented genuine Tibetanmedium education. All this provides evidence for its concluding call for a
“rational”, “scientific” approach to Tibetan language education.
The provincial education reform plan and its critique exemplify my
analysis of Han culturalism, and of Tibetan counter-strategies that operate through and within (and not against) the minzu framework. In this
way, Han-centric pragmatism, which utilises minzu fazhan discourses
to argue for an expansion of Chinese-medium education, is creatively
countered with ethnically-grounded and scientifically-robust Tibetan
pragmatism. Tibetan pragmatism not only points to the actual (positive)
outcomes of Tibetan-medium instruction, but also insists on its constitutional right to an education in the minority language. To quote again from
the petition:
The Department of Education and Wang Zibo [its head] are ignoring the
condition of [this] multi-ethnic nation…publically restricting the freedom
to study, use and develop the spoken and written minority language completely violates the constition, the Chinese nation’s national autonomy law,
the education law, and the nation’s law regarding its universally-used written and spoken language…

The petition then proceeds to argue in no uncertain terms that Wang Zibo
and his department have “misread, profaned and abused [or trampled
underfoot] the law of the state”, citing article 4 of the national constitution: “All ethnic groups have the freedom to use and develop their own
spoken and written language.” The interpretative clash between the provincial government and this extremely brave group of former officials and
educators could hardly be put in more vigorous terms, exemplifying the
Tibetan grassroots strategy of employing national frameworks to hold
local policies to account. This is then coupled with local street demonstrations for additional pressure.
The main question is of course to what extent these proposed government plans are in fact impacting Tibetan-medium education on the
ground. From QUN’s tuition fee document and other online information
detailing its Tibetan-medium courses, it appears that tertiary-level Tibetanmedium education at least there has remained unaffected. If anything, it
has continued to expand. Tertiary education was, however, not a central
focus point of the Qinghai gangyao’s sinicising measures. But generally,
preliminary inquiries into the current Tibetan educational situation

beyond assimilation

121

suggest that it has not been significantly affected. Correspondence in
March 2013 with a high-ranking Tibetan researcher based in Qinghai, who
specialises on education in Amdo Tibetan regions and has extensive
related fieldwork experience, indicates that Tibetan-medium classes have
by and large continued just as before the 2010 reform initiative. Likewise,
educators familiar with the situation in Tsolho (Ch. Hainan) reported in
March 2013 that genuine Tibetan-medium programmes at the Hainan
NMS and the Guide NMS, programmes that continue to be highly regarded
by Tibetan educators throughout the province, are still in place. Genuine
Tibetan-medium teaching also continues outside of Qinghai. A former
close student informant, who has been working as a government official
in Dartsedo (Ch. Kangding) TAC in Kandze (Ch. Ganzi) TAP of Sichuan
province for the past four years, related to me in April 2013 that the local
Tibetan middle school (Kangdin County Tibetan Middle School) there
teaches almost entirely through ‘pure Tibetan’ classes. Five years after my
fieldwork, the tibetanisation of Tibetan education is therefore—at least
generally speaking—still an on-going reality.
QUN Campus Dynamics: ‘Tibetan Worlds’ in the Midst of Integrationism
After the opening ceremony of the QUN 2008 sports competition concludes, everyone around me in the Tibetan department ranks suddenly
jumps up as it is time for the 100-metre dash, a competition that is usually
dominated by Tibetan students. The shouting gets louder and louder as
the top runners are racing towards the finish line, culminating in thunderous noise as the Tibetan department secures the title once again. All cheer
for their respective departments, since that is how the school orchestrates
competition dynamics: each competitor has a patch with a number and
the department’s name, winners are announced by name and department, and the overall scoreboard lists the medals of each department.
Similarly, departments compete against each other in the relay events.
(See Fig. 35 for a race in progress.)
In the case of the Tibetan and Mongolian departments, emotions run
particularly high because these departments directly represent each
respective ethnic group. When one of ‘their’ athletes loses, a sense of
despair wells up because it is taken to symbolise the defeat of one’s people. Several QUN Tibetan students with whom I discussed these ethnic
dynamics argued that the sports competition strongly brings out their
ethnic sentiments, and Tuya, a 4th year Mongolian department major,
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Fig. 35. Men’s 100m dash at the QUN sports competition (May 2008).
Source: author.

confirmed the same for her Mongolian classmates. Students can write
notes to their athletes that are read out over the speaker system in order
to spur them on. Notes in Tibetan or Mongolian are read out in the respective language, and they often remind competitors of the responsibility
they bear: “you are our ethnic group’s pride” said one of the Tibetan notes.
It is not uncommon to see athletes run until they faint or are close to
vomiting.
Events such as the sports competition are carefully orchestrated and
choreographed displays of the ‘unity of all nationalities’ and of socialist
progress. This ‘unity’ is being showcased through visual effects, executed
with uniformity and precision, and documented on flashy web sites and
glossy brochures. But a look beneath this shiny surface reveals a more
complex dynamic. Both QUN and QSD sports competitions provide both
Tibetans and Mongolians with a platform to show off what they perceive
to be one of their greatest strengths, the superiority of their physiques, in
an atmosphere of intense competition. While designed to promote ethnic
unity by playing down difference, the sports competitions strengthen ethnic boundaries by arousing ethnic sentiments. They incidentally also represent the only occasion apart from ethnic performances when Tibetan
students (spectators who are not part of the ceremony) put on traditional
dress in the campus setting.
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A closer look at the ethnic dynamics of everyday QUN campus life
quickly reveals that the sports competition is not the exception but the
rule. The boundaries between ‘Tibetanness’ and ‘otherness’ are strengthened as a result of processes of mixing and separation that are promoted
or even enforced by the college setting. Firstly, at QUN, Tibetan-medium
graduates are at times grouped together into a class even beyond the confines of the Tibetan department where this is an obvious occurrence. For
example, each year, tourism majors are put into a Tibetan and a Chinese
tourism class. The Tibetan tourism class consists mostly of Tibetanmedium educated students while more sinicised Tibetans are put into the
Chinese class which is dominated by Han students—the rationale being
that the Chinese skills of Tibetan-medium students is not sufficient to
keep up with the rest. The dynamics of belonging based on classes are very
significant. Classes perform many things together, from the early morning
exercise to the mandatory evening study times (Ch. wan zixi) that are at
times imposed on first or second year students. Also, the concept of classmate (T. slob grogs / Ch. tongxue) is of great importance as students from
all ethnic groups will often make friends with and spend much time
around classmates, and being classmates means to be enmeshed in a bond
of mutual obligation and reciprocity.
Secondly, both QUN and QSD group students into dorm rooms by
department or sometimes even by class.42 Consequently, all of the students of the Tibetan department live on two floors of the same building.
These floors are effectively a Tibetan ‘world’ and were described to me as
such by Tibetan students from other departments, who often felt that
Tibetan department students (almost all Amdo Tibetans) stick together
and do not easily associate with others. In them, one can often hear distinctly Tibetan-style yelling, cheering or loud singing, and non-Tibetans
rarely enter what is considered to be a ‘wild’ and ‘dirty’ place. But it is also
not uncommon that Tibetans from mixed classes in other departments
are being concentrated in the same dorm rooms (Fig. 36). In this Tibetandominated environment one can often see large Buddhist posters and
symbols on the walls, depicting, for example, a well-known Reincarnate
Lama or a place of worship such as the Potala Palace in Lhasa. Posters of
yak, grassland scenery or famous Tibetan singers are also popular. These
42 Tibetan department students told me that students used to be all mixed up by ethnicity, but that there were several incidents (such as, for example, arguments between
Tibetans and Hui over eating pork in dorm rooms) that led the school to change its
policy.
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Fig. 36. The bunk bed of a Tibetan student who is part of the Chinese language
department, with religious and ethnic posters and symbolisms decorating the
wall. Most of his dorm mates were Tibetan. Source: author.

spaces are therefore places of ethnic identification through symbols
(posters, etc.), interaction and social life. The ‘Tibetanness’ (actual and
perceived) of these places isolates them from the ethnic ‘other’, thus
increasing their own sense of ‘otherness’ vis-à-vis the majority student
population. Consequently, those who study in a department or class
where Tibetans make up the majority often end up spending their three or
four years on campus in a predominantly Tibetan ‘world’ where they can
have very little interaction with other ethnic groups or the Han-dominated
majority culture if they do not actively seek it. And even though Tibetan
students in other departments tend to be much more immersed in a
majority-dominated environment, they can also, if on a smaller scale,
retreat into realms of ‘Tibetanness’.
Another significant contributing factor to QUN Tibetan department
students’ sense that they exist in a distinctly ‘Tibetan’ environment stems
from their immersion in the study of their language and ‘culture’. Several
of my Tibetan department informants argued that learning about their
culture had significantly increased their “ethnic sentiments” (T. mi rigs kyi
brtse dung / Ch. minzu ganqing or its vernacular short form, minzugan).
In this context, students also obtain a sense that their culture is in danger
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from extinction, that it must be treasured, protected and passed on to
future generations. The teacher-student relationship in this department is
unlike that in other departments, where students are frequently bored,
sleep during lectures, and respect for teachers is often quite low. In contrast, Tibetan department teachers often command great respect. Some in
particular are revered and feared as they will beat students who do not
meet their expectations (which is officially illegal and not seen in other
parts of the school). But Rinchen Lobsang, a Tibetan literature major,
noted that most students accept this harsh discipline from these teachers
because they are known to “love our people” and to “care about the students”, i.e. the discipline is accepted as having been justly deserved
because these students failed to study their ‘culture’ hard enough. Tibetan
department teachers also often obtain 100 percent approval ratings by
their students in the regular (anonymous) surveys conducted by the university. This is unheard of in other departments and again an indication of
the unique relationship between Tibetan department teachers and students and of the level of cohesion and shared identity that this environment creates.
Erickson (1987) has highlighted the importance of trust in student–
teacher relationships, since in educational settings “the learner places
himself or herself at the edge of incompetence and is drawn slightly
beyond it with the assistance of the teacher…” (p. 344). As learners
move within this Vygotskian ‘zone of proximal development’, they put
themselves at risk of being “revealed (to self and to others) as incompetent” (ibid.). At the QUN Tibetan department, a context where they find
their cultural heritage valued and affirmed, students develop strong bonds
of trust with their Tibetan teachers whom they respect and admire as protectors, developers and trustworthy dispensers of Tibetan ‘culture’.
In their study of Tibetan secondary boarding schools in Eastern China,
Postiglione and Zhiyong (2004) argued that these schools do not deny the
students’ culture but rather shape the construction of ethnic identity
through the selective representation and interpretation of Tibetan symbols and meanings, emphasising some while marginalising others. I would
suggest that in the context of ‘Tibetan worlds’ in tertiary minority departments, and at QUN in particular, the selective representation and interpretation of ‘Tibetanness’ is strongly (although not entirely) controlled by
Tibetan educators and students rather than by the educational institutions. While students with Chinese-medium majors are indeed integrated
into a homogenising environment that reflects the ethos and principles of
the Zhonghua minzu, minority department students largely exist in their
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own ‘worlds’, environments that in many ways insulate them from the
‘pluralist unity’ of the imagined ‘ethnic body’. There, minority students’
confrontation with the “government’s monopolizing interpretation of
their identity” (Hansen, 1999a, p. 159) is often limited to select moments
and encounters, which, as the sports competition dynamics show, can
have quite the opposite effect of what they intended. ‘Tibetan worlds’ at
QUN are certainly not educational contexts that dilute ethnic consciousness or instil “feelings of cultural inferiority” (Hansen 1999b, p. 244), but
rather ones that foster ethnic pride and even sentiments of cultural
superiority.
Conclusions: Sinicisation Through Minority Education?
The suppression and promotion of the Tibetan language in the context of
China’s minority education system in Qinghai has been subject to complex, historically-situated processes in which minorities are not merely
passive victims of state repression but have often been creative agents
within a multi-layered, changeable and at times contradictory political
environment. The dynamics of Tibetan-medium education and the
expression or repression of Tibetan ‘culture’ are therefore not adequately
captured by sweeping statements such as: “Tibetan students are made to
feel ashamed of both their background and identity” (TCHRD, quoted in
Kolas & Thowsen, 2005, p. 94).
Currently, educational institutions such as the Hainan NMS or the QUN
Tibetan department pride themselves on being at the forefront of preserving and developing ‘Tibetan culture’, even though they are operating in a
sensitive and often unpredictable environment that invariably still possesses assimilative and homogenising characteristics. Tibetan-medium
students clearly feel a strong sense of pride in their studies and many
aspire to become Tibetan educators in order to pass on the ‘cultural heritage’. At present, Qinghai’s Amdo Tibetan areas have achieved a reputation
of featuring the best Tibetan-medium education in the country, and tibetanising reforms mean that an all-Tibetan education from primary to tertiary levels has, at least in some contexts, finally become a reality. The
state of Tibetan education in Qinghai is therefore much better than in the
Indian exile, where schools change from Tibetan-medium to Englishmedium as early as 6th grade (Bangsbo, 2008, p. 201). During my fieldwork
I encountered a minority department college student who noted that one
of the reasons for his/her leaving Dharamsala where s/he had attended a
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school of the Dalai Lama was because s/he felt that his/her current minority department in Xining was a better place to study ‘Tibetan culture’.
The Qinghai Tibetan case contrasts strongly with other minority education contexts such as e.g. that of the Dai in Yunnan, whose motivation to
participate in minority education is limited by the fact that their culture
and language are not represented within its system (in line with other
shuangyu models, the Dai language is only used in primary schools as a
‘crutch’ to prepare children for the exclusive use of Chinese for the rest of
their education) (Shih, 2002, pp. 185–92). Shih argues that this lack of
interest is a form of passive resistance against assimilation. For Qinghai’s
Tibetans, however, pursuing a Tibetan-medium education is not something to be resisted but to be desired and embraced, because despite all
imperfections and limitations it is perceived to provide a valuable avenue
to learn (and therefore to preserve) Tibetan ‘culture’.
The Dai studied by Shih seem to espouse typical ‘involuntary minority’
attitudes, although rather than having developed an Ogbuian ‘oppositional culture’, their attitude is more one of passive rejection, combined
with embracing Buddhist monastic education as an alternative to state
education and a state-tolerated way of asserting Dai identity (cf. McCarthy,
2009, pp. 76–80). Moreover, McCarthy argues that monastic education
does not entail an active rejection of the Chinese education system, which
most Dai still consider to be “necessary and valuable” (ibid., p. 80). She
suggests that they and other Yunnanese minorities simultaneously oppose
and affirm the hegemonic nation-state in an ambiguous and paradoxical
way. Consequently, neither Yunnan’s Dai nor Qinghai’s Amdo Tibetans fit
into Ogbu’s voluntary / involuntary minority education scheme, because
even though both (and especially the Tibetans) view themselves as being
in danger of assimilation into the majority, neither of them (and particularly not the Tibetans) unambiguously holds to the negative folk theory of
educational success that involuntary minorities are supposed to espouse.
Harrell and Ma (1999) reached the same conclusion in their study of educational achievement among the Yi. Firstly, they point to the importance
of distinguishing between significant variations of educational success
levels within an ethnic group, a fact that is also very much upheld by the
Tibetan case. Secondly, they argue that Ogbu is naïve for postulating that
attitudes towards education “will divide neatly along lines of voluntary
versus involuntary minorities” (p. 236).
However, Harrell and Ma’s study does support Ogbu’s general folk theory of success model, suggesting that some Yi consider Chinese-medium
education to be an important means to achieve local ends, such as greater
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control over local political and economic decisions. My research also
points to the significance of such a model, but in a way that differs from
Ogbu: instead of participation in education being primarily dependent on
economic and career expectations, the Qinghai Tibetan case shows, as
will be discussed in more detail in chapter 6, that attitudes towards education are strongly connected not only to expectations of economic gain,
but also to notions of ‘ethnic success’.
Despite all positive developments, it is evident that not all is well with
Tibetan education in Qinghai. Generally, the 2010 Qinghai gangyao initiative shows the vulnerability of Tibetan grassroots efforts to the sinicising
tendencies of provincial governments. Specifically, it is evident that especially in regions such as Bayan Khar (Ch. Hualong) where Tibetans are in
the minority, tibetanising reforms in the education system are unlikely to
occur. Generally, we can observe a majority-minority dynamic, both in
primary / secondary education and in tertiary environments, that generally renders ‘tibetanisation’ processes in areas without Tibetan self-governance at least at the county level extremely difficult.43 Moreover, certain
Tibetan-medium courses such as the QSD NTC science majors feature a
high share of Chinese-medium classes. Norbu Dorje, a physics majors in
this department, stated that in 2007/2008 of eleven teachers only five were
Tibetan, and consequently that most of his science classes were taught in
Chinese (a 2012 news article claimed that 60 percent of NTC staff were
capable of teaching Tibetan-medium classes).44 Quite a few of his classmates are Tibetans who cannot even speak the language (much less read
or write it), and yet they are doing very well in the course. But I was even
more surprised when of the seven of his classmates whom he interviewed
for my research—all of them graduates from well-known Tibetan secondary schools such as the Wendu TMS, the Jianzha NMS or the Huangnan
NMS—six used (written) Chinese to reply to my interview questions.
Norbu Dorje noted that they did so because they were more familiar with
writing in Chinese. Several QUN Tibetan department majors noted that
they chose their university over QSD because of the superior Tibetan
teaching found in their programmes.
Apart from a more conducive provincial policy environment, the perhaps currently most pressing issue in Tibetan education is the complete
43 The Wendu TMS in the Salar-dominated county of Yarze (Ch. Xunhua) being a notable exception that was made possible through the influence of the former Panchen Lama
who came from Wendu township.
44 Source: http://yz.kaoyan.com/qhnu/zixun/30/405943.
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absence of Tibetan-medium primary and secondary insitutions in
provincial capitals such as Xining, Lanzhou or Chengdu. This lack is so
problematic because of the recent acceleration of Tibetan rural-urban
migration, which is signalling an upcoming demographic shift. Between
2000 and 2010, the Tibetan urbanisation rate tripled from 8.6 to 24.2 percent.45 Among the Tibetan middle-class (most of whom are government
employees) it is now common to own a second house in a provincial capital such as Xining, Lanzhou or Chengdu, and to send their children there
to live with grandparents and attend Chinese-medium schools in order to
give them a head start in the nation’s increasingly competitive education
and job market. Not a few of them even move to urban centres (both provincial and prefecture seats) specifically for this reason. However, this
development is not completely limited to the middle-class, as there have
also been rising numbers of nomads who purchase homes in county or
prefecture seats, often in order to send their children to ‘good’ (i.e. the best
Chinese-medium) schools. Educators at several schools where I conducted interviews, such as the Guide NMS and the Hainan NMS, stated
that most of their students came from the countryside, and that a majority
of Tibetans who live in county or prefecture centres send their children to
the local Chinese schools rather than to them. Meanwhile, the many
Tibetan educators and other traditionalist-minded Tibetan families who
are based in these urban centres are faced with the difficult choice of
either being separated from their children by sending them to boarding
schools in Tibetan prefecture or county seats, or avoiding such separation
by having them attend nearby Chinese schools. Several educators complained about this problematic situation to me, and a strongly traditionalist Tibetan department teacher at QUN reluctantly ended up placing his
son in QUN’s Chinese-medium primary school because he could not bear
parting with him.
But, on the whole, none of these educators nor their students felt that
issues with Tibetan minority education posed the greatest obstacle to
their quest for cultural preservation, but instead believed that at present it
was their primary means to achieve this aim. Rather, the currently most
significant threat to ‘Tibetanness’ through sinicisation is perceived to
result from the complex and powerful processes of marketisation that are
threatening to undermine the very usefulness of their language in contemporary society—a phenomenon that is affecting all ethnic groups in
45 2000 and 2010 census data.
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China. Urbanisation processes further compound this development.
Since the various pure Tibetan track initiatives effectively reduce the
acquisition of Chinese language skills rather than promoting true bilingualism where Chinese and Tibetan are equally emphasised, they train up
students who are highly knowledgeable in their culture but largely unemployable in a marketised context (cf. Fischer, 2009, 2013). Thereby, they
exacerbate the linguistic gap between Chinese-medium and minority
system students. The unfortunate long-term consequence of this scenario
is that pure Tibetan track education might unintentionally undermine the
very foundation of the linguistic revival that it has been sparking.

CHAPTER FIVE

THE STRUCTURAL DYNAMICS OF FINDING ‘ADEQUATE’
EMPLOYMENT IN MARKETISED TIMES
Graduate Employment Statistics and Trends
Tertiary Student Growth
When the central government decided in 1999 to accelerate the expansion of China’s higher education by dramatically increasing enrolment
quotas, it did not anticipate the full ramifications of flooding the nation’s
job markets with tertiary graduates. Between 1998 and 2011, the annual
number of new college students soared from 1.08 to 6.8 million.1 In 2007
alone an estimated 1.44 million graduates were not able to find employment despite economic growth being at record levels, and non-state
sources such as the Hong Kong Oriental Daily argue that the true figure is
much higher than the government admits (“3 in 10 graduates”, 2007; “China
moves”, 2009; “Employment rate”, 2009). Official figures are not usually
published, but a 2011 survey puts the unemployment rate of urban
residents aged 21–25 with a bachelor degree or higher at a staggering
16.4 percent (Bradsher, 2013).2 In Qinghai, whose economic performance
is significantly below the national average, the situation is widely reckoned to be worse, and graduates from better schools often try to find jobs
in others parts of the country.
Graduate unemployment among Tibetans in Qinghai is a direct consequence of the marketisation of education and government recruitment.
In the socialist planned economy, education and career were tightly
integrated: all college graduates were guaranteed government positions.
Students would be assigned to those positions based on their qualifications, a practice called ‘assignment system’ (fenpei zhidu). Minority
graduates would usually become cadres in minority regions or teachers in
minority schools. Job assignment was not only available to graduates of all
tertiary institutions, but also to those graduating from secondary-level
1 Bai Limin, 2006, p. 130; CSY 2011, table 20–29.
2 The “China Household Finance Survey” conducted by the Southwestern University of
Finance and Economics in Chengdu.
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teacher training schools (zhongzhuan). Because the government had to
find jobs for each graduate, the number of new college students was
restricted. In the wake of the establishment of a ‘socialist market system’,
an initiative that began at the 14th CCP congress in 1992, the fenpei system
was abolished from about 1996 (cf. Hoffman, 2001, pp. 43–4; Yi Lin, 2008,
p. 70). In most Tibetan prefectures in Qinghai and at most tertiary institutions the fenpei practice stopped at around 2000/2001.3 Additionally, local
governments have had their hiring quotas cut. As a consequence, they are
using the dismantling of the fenpei system to significantly reduce the
number of formal positions, and are exploiting the difficult employment
situation of college graduates by hiring them as low-paid temporary
workers (cf. Ma Rong, 2010, p. 184).
The competition that college graduates face was then exacerbated by
rapidly expanding enrolment. Soon after 1999, tertiary institutions in
Qinghai joined those in the rest of the country in boosting admission
numbers in order to promote the development of education but also to
compensate for reduced state subsidies by earning more tuition income,
with the consequence that many more graduates were being churned out
than job markets could absorb. For example, the number of QSD’s graduating students soared from 1,282 in 2005 to 2,357 in 2010, an increase of
84 percent during just five years (“Qinghai shifan daxue”, 2010).
Provincial statistics show that tertiary student figures (dazhuan and
Bachelor undergraduates, not graduate students) rapidly increased from
2000 to 2007, with a huge jump in 2008. This sudden spike may possibly
reflect a tightening job market in the wake of the 2007/2008 global financial crisis, causing secondary school graduates to try even harder to get
into a tertiary institution (or perhaps prodding existing students to enrol
in a second degree). Since then, the student population has grown at a
comparatively slow peace, but continues to rise steadily.
Finally, a comparison of secondary and tertiary student populations is
shown in order to (at least approximately) compensate for population
ageing trends. In order to ensure that these figures indicate which share of
secondary students makes the career-wise so important transition into a
tertiary programme, both student populations were adjusted for their

3 In Tsolho (Ch. Hainan) it occurred as early as 1997/98, while in Kanlho (Ch. Gannan)
TAP in Gansu job assignment continued to some extent until 2007, but graduates had
to wait several years before being assigned a post. My informant from this region waited
from 2004 to 2007. Compare Fischer (2009, p. 26), who states that the reforms were implemented at universities in 2001, and for high school graduates in 2002.
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Fig. 37. Source: calculated from the Qinghai National Citizens’ Economic and
Social Development Statistics Reports (2000–2012). The ‘new students’ figure was
not calculated by the author but provided in the educational reports. Annual
changes in absolute student figures pear year are shown in Fig. 38.
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respective durations (also in Fig. 40).4 Figure 39 visualises how after years
of furious growth, the percentage of tertiary students relative to secondary
students remained almost constant between 2008 and 2011. In 2012, it
began to increase again. Notably, this increase exactly matches the incline
of the trendline of the preceding eleven years, indicating a continuation of
past growth patterns. Therefore, the tertiary education sector continues to
expand. Figure 40 compares the situation with other provinces and the
national average. Qinghai’s ratio of undergraduate to secondary students
(adjusted by duration) is not only far below the country’s average, but also
ranks as the lowest of all provinces with Tibetan populations.
Overall, the employment predicament of university graduates is
unlikely to abate, as Qinghai’s comparatively low share of tertiary students
means that its annual graduates’ numbers are likely to keep rising. For the
employment of Tibetan college graduates, both those from the Chinese
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Fig. 40. Source: calculated from the National Citizens’ Economic and Social
Development Statistics Reports (2011) for the entire country and for the provinces
shown (these reports are part of the respective Statistical Yearbooks).
4 Secondary education lasts for six years, while a dazhuan degree takes three years and
Bachelor degree four years. This means that on average, each year 1/6 of the secondary
population graduates, while the equivalent figure for the BA student population is between
1/3 and 1/4. To make these graduating student populations more comparable in relation to
each other, the undergraduate population in Figs. 39 and 40 was multiplied by 0.583 (3.5/6,
with dazhuan and BA study durations receiving equal weight).
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and those from the Tibetan education system, the synchronous implementation of the abolishment of the fenpei system and of the significant
expansion of tertiary enrolment is having a disastrous two-fold effect:
larger numbers of graduates are competing for a shrinking number of
government job positions.
Comparing Private and Public Sector Employment
As previously discussed, graduate unemployment in Qinghai is compounded by a relatively weak emerging private sector. While graduates in
the coastal areas were largely absorbed by the booming private economy,
and even many government employees moved into the private sector
because of its much higher income-earning potential (cf. Hoffman, 2001),
in Qinghai this alternative to government employment is both less available and less attractive (cf. Fischer, 2005a, 2009).
Figure 41 shows Qinghai’s employment composition, but specifically
focuses on the two sectors within public management, which includes all
types of government administrative employment, as well as education,
which subsumes both teachers and educational administrative staff.
While the provincial average share of those two sectors amounts to 25 percent, and is therefore very similar to the national figures, the percentages
in the four main TAPs range from 42 percent in Tsolho (Ch. Hainan) to a
staggering 71 percent in Yulshul (Ch. Yushu).5 The average of these four
TAPs amounts to 53 percent, nearly 2.5 times that of the national figure.
The Tibetan regions’ dependence on just these forms of government
employment could hardly be more evident.6 In addition, in contrast to
national and provincial averages, as well as more developed regions such
as Xining or Haidong, the TAPs almost unanimously have a strong imbalance in favour of public management over education employees. Apart
from Tsolho (Ch. Hainan), many TAPs have twice as many public management workers as educational staff on their payrolls. Local Tibetan governments are therefore overproportionally saturated with administrative
and other staff, positions that should rather be made available to hire
additional teachers for the expansion of Tibetan education. This is especially severe in Golok (Ch. Guoluo) and Yulshul (Ch. Yushu).
5 Haidong is not a TAP, but is included in the diagram since a significant number of my
Tibetan informants came from Tibetan regions in Haidong prefecture, and also to allow
comparison.
6 In 2011, about 94 percent of all employment in the education sector was classified as
belonging to a state-owned unit (cf. chapter 2).
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Fig. 41. Source: calculated from QSY 2010, table 5-4, China Statistical Labour
Yearbook (CLSY) 2010, table 3-1.

Formal government positions are guaranteed until retirement, and come
with an attractive benefit package including health care, pension and
often subsidised housing.7 In contrast, most private sector employment
lacks all of these fringe benefits, although larger firms such as China
Telecom offer better wages and benefits and make more reliable employers. By comparison, smaller companies not only offer lower pay, but what
my informants perceived as the biggest issue was their unreliability, often
not paying wages for several months, and tending to fire their staff at
short notice. The lack of stability that such firms offer is often related to
their more unreliable cash flow and higher likelihood of going out of
business, but several informants also knew of staff being outright cheated
of their wages.
Only top graduates with excellent Chinese skills can hope to find jobs at
larger, more reliable and better-paying companies. Consequently, even
Tibetans with good Chinese skills who graduate from Chinese-medium
majors tend to consider them as being beyond their reach (cf. Yi Lin,
2008). Dorje Tserang, a QUN chemistry major, commented that a graduate
from QUN like him could never compete with an applicant from Qinghai
University, because employers think that subjects such as science or
7 An informant from Jyekundo (Ch. Yushu) who owned such housing estimated that
the government provided it to them for at least one third below market price.
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economics are not the traditional strengths of a minority institution. Ma
Rong (2008) and Fischer (2009) have argued that lower college entrance
requirements for minority students can effectively work against them
because students then get a reputation of being academically inferior to
their Han counterparts, meaning that prospective employers are prejudiced against hiring them.
Dorje Tserang and his sister both went through Chinese-medium education in Tsonub (Ch. Haixi) TAP. His sister graduated with a BA in computer science from QSD in 2007, then got a low-paying (800 RMB/month)
data entry job in Xining.8 She quit because they worked her very hard and
then joined a Chinese online education company that initially paid her a
similar wage, which could eventually have risen to about 1,000 RMB/
month. In the end, she moved into an informal teaching job teaching
maths at a Chinese secondary school. Dorje Tserang is hoping to find work
at a pharmaceutical company in Xining. Recent chemistry graduates typically only earn 600 RMB/month while better jobs earn 1,200 RMB/month.
Most pay a very low salary during an initial three month probationary
period. But living costs in Xining have been rapidly increasing, with locals
blaming boosted government employee salaries and a higher demand for
Qinghai’s meat products in Eastern China for the rises.9 In order to marry
and support a family there, he estimates that one would need to earn at
least 2,000 RMB/month, a figure that exceeds that city’s average private
sector wage by nearly 70 percent (compare Fig. 44 further below).10 But
the glut of college graduates that companies can choose from is not only
putting the pressure on salary levels in Qinghai. Wang Shiyong (2009,
p. 166) noted that the average monthly college graduate salary in Shanghai
fell from 1,800 RMB in 2003 to 1,200 RMB in 2006 as a consequence of an
oversupply of highly-educated job applicants.
In contrast, Qinghai’s government salaries are not only independent of
market fluctuations; they are increased on a regular basis as part of a
national strategy. Local informants considered this a bid to foster the
loyalty of minority cadres.11 In recent years, these raises have been very
substantial. Between 2000 and 2011, the average wage level of public sector
8 Equivalent to about 130 US$ (at an exchange rate of 6.2 RMB per US$ in April 2013).
9 Interviews with Xining locals from different ethnic backgrounds, especially taxi drivers, restaurant owners and students.
10 In 2006, approx. 48 percent of China’s BA degree graduates earned a monthly salary
between 1,000–2,000 RMB, with 11 percent earning less than 1,000 RMB/month (“Zhongguo
xin”, 2010).
11 This was the opinion of several Tibetan teachers and other government employees.
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Qinghai state-owned units wage index (constant 2000 RMB)
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Figs. 42 and 43. Sources: calculated from QSY 2008/2010/2012, table 2-2-0, and
QSY 2012, table 5-15.

workers (both government and SOEs) increased by a staggering 4.5 times,
from 895 to 4,051 RMB/month, or 2.8 times when accounting for inflation
(constant RMB of the year 2000).12 Wages rose rapidly until 2007, and
since increased at a slower but steady rate. The average annual increase
(not inflation-adjusted) has been about 15 percent.
12 QSY 2012, table 5-15.

‘adequate’ employment in marketised times
4,000

139

Average monthly salaries by type of work (2009)
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Consequently, average public sector salaries are usually much higher than
in the private sector, often increasing with the remoteness and altitude of
the region where the job is located. For example, a young teacher in the
high-altitude region of Matö (Ch. Maduo) reported a monthly starting
salary of over 2,000 RMB in 2002, which increased to 3,000 RMB after several years, a figure that is typical for these nomadic Tibetan counties and
prefectures. A recent QUN Tibetan department graduate working in a
remote secondary school in Yulshul (Ch. Yushu) even cited a starting salary of 3,350 RMB in 2009.13 In comparison, the average starting salary of a
graduate from a university in Beijing in 2006 was about 2,262 RMB/month
(“Zhongguo xin”, 2010). Those in government administration jobs who
achieve the status of cadre (ganbu) receive even higher wages. One of
my informants from Jyekundo (Ch. Yushu) stated that it was common
for Tibetan cadres there to make over 5,000 RMB a month. Figure 44
exemplifies these trends. While in 2009, the average monthly private
enterprise salary in Qinghai amounted to 1,233 RMB/month, and less
than 1,000 RMB/month in many TAPs, the same figure for government
employees and teachers of all ranks and levels stood at over 3,300
RMB/month (3,386 RMB/month throughout the four Tibetan-dominated
13 By comparison, Tibetan-medium teaching salaries in Bayan Khar (Ch. Hualong)
county, a farming region that is located much closer to Xining, begin at 700–800 RMB and
rise to 1,400–1,500 RMB after 2–3 years, while senior teachers can make 2,000–3,000 RMB.
All wage figures are based on interviews with Tibetan teachers in the respective regions.
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Fig. 45. Source: calculated from QSY 2010/2012, table 25-1-4; QSY 2008, table 25-15, CLSY 2012, table 4-12.

TAPs).14 While private sector wages in most TAPs are lower than the provincial average, public sector wages tend to exceed it, and generally also
surpassed the national average. This amply demonstrates why such
employment is so attractive for Tibetan graduates. In stark contrast, the
average private enterprise salary throughout China is basically equivalent
to public employment.
Figure 45 brings out the difference more clearly by contrasting average
monthly SOU wages in the ‘QSY Tibetan regions’ versus non-Tibetan
regions (as defined by the QSYs).15 Due to the remoteness of Tibetan areas,
average monthly wages there exceeded those of all non-Tibetan regions
by an average of 611 RMB between 2007 and 2011. The difference to the
national average amounted to 494 RMB, with rising tendency. The wage
advantage (hardship bonus) of the ‘QSY Tibetan regions’ is therefore significant, as is the lucrativeness of such employment for university graduates. Figure 46 further shows that recent SOU employee wage increases
14 The figures for Xining and other non-remote regions especially are not representative of entry-level salaries, which would be significantly lower in the provincial capital
than in the remote counties. The reason why Xining’s figure is so high is that it includes a
large number of highly-salaried provincial government staff that is not present in the
Tibetan regions.
15 Since no equivalent county-level data is provided in the QSYs, an ‘aggregated TAC’
figure could not be calculated.
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have been largest in Qinghai and Sichuan. Qinghai’s level is the second
highest among provinces with Tibetan populations, and is increasingly
closing in on the so far always unsurpassed TAR wage level.
Apart from private and public sectors, there is a third employment
option through the voluntary sector. Western non-profit organisations
such as Trace Foundation or Bridge Foundation, both American organisations based in New York with offices in Xining, administer substantial
amounts of donor funding that is channelled into a range of cultural, educational and social development projects in Tibetan areas.16 Because of
their focus on helping Tibetans, these organisations not only need to hire
Tibetans as project workers, translators or general office staff; they actively
seek to provide employment opportunities for Tibetan college students
with good English skills and pay them very high wages by local standards.
One of my informants who worked as an administrator for Bridge
Foundation reported a monthly income of 4,000 RMB.17 For this reason
but also because of the attractiveness of working for a foreign entity, NGO
positions are highly sought after by Tibetan graduates, especially those
from Tibetan-English majors. However, the number of these positions is
very limited, and has become even more so in the wake of the 2008 Beijing
Olympics and particularly after the Tibetan uprising in March 2008, both
16 See www.trace.org and www.tibetanbridge.org.
17 Her salary had been raised from 2,500 to 4,000 RMB/month in early 2007.
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of which resulted in greater restrictions on the work of foreign entities,
especially those working with sensitive minority groups such as Tibetans.
In particular smaller foreign NGOs have found it increasingly difficult or
even impossible to get their permissions and staff visas renewed
(cf. Young, 2007). This adds to the fact that NGO employment is both
much scarcer as well as much less secure than government work.
The Informalisation of Government Employment
Marketisation processes have significantly impacted both the quality and
quantity of government employment opportunities. Since the 1994 tax
reforms when central and local government tax income sources were
largely separated, local governments have been increasingly reliant on
taxes paid by local enterprises and the agricultural sector, as well as
various kinds of fees which are often levied against the will of the central
government (Zhong, 2003, pp. 86–7). Zhong describes the situation as
follows:
The most pressing issue facing Chinese local governments is their lack of
funding due to the increasingly bloated local bureaucracy, the financial
structure between the central government and the local governments in the
PRC, and the unfunded mandates from the central government. … Currently,
over 80 percent of the county and township/town budget goes to employee’s
salaries and benefits. The lack of financial resources has seriously undermined and marginalized both the functioning of local government and its
ability to be an effective facilitator for economic development… (ibid., p. 93).

This situation is putting considerable pressure on local governments. For
example, Ma Rong reports that Aksu prefecture in Xinjiang was told to cut
their personnel by 23 percent (2010, p. 184). This is compounded by the
fact that government employment is guaranteed for life, meaning that
older, less qualified teachers cannot be made redundant and that funding
for new teachers is often not made available. After the end of the job
assignment system, many Tibetan regions significantly cut hiring quotas
for formal teaching positions. This often led to serious staffing shortages.
For example, the Yushu Prefecture No.3 Primary School (Yushu zhou di
san wanquan xiaoxue) saw its student figures rise from 1,100 in 2004 to
2,300 to 2007, while the number of teachers increased only from 71 to 90 in
the same period. This meant that its student-teacher ratio soared from
15.5:1 to 25.6:1, apparently a common phenomenon considering that the
entire prefecture’s average ratio in 2007 stood at 29:1.18 Similarly, the
18 Source: QSY 2008, tables 26.
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Hainan NMS’s figures increased six-fold from about 3–400 in 2002 to about
2000 in 2008, with annual intake figures doubling over the course of three
years, while teaching staff only increased slightly.
In order to cut human resource expenses, local governments in Qinghai
have been hiring new staff on an informal basis. In contrast to formal
(zhengshi) positions, informal (fei-zhengshi) jobs are low paid (typically
between 400–600 RMB/month) and lack benefits, regular pay raises and
job security.19 This locally used definition of “informal” therefore largely
overlaps with common definitions of the ‘informal’ labour market in the
development literature in terms of low remuneration, lack of benefits and
absence of employment security and stability; however, in contrast to
the latter, where ‘informal’ employment regularly denotes unregistered,
unofficial and therefore potentially illegal work (from a local government
perspective), ‘informal’ government positions in Qinghai are officiallysanctioned and even often involve a publically-advertised, competitive
recruitment process.
From about 2005, several Qinghai Tibetan prefectures began to hire college graduates as informally-employed ‘assistant teachers’ (daike laoshi).
Interviews with Tibetan educators and headmasters revealed that by
2007/2008 this practice was widespread throughout Tibetan regions in
Qinghai. Previously, daike laoshi were recruited among the literate general
population because of a shortage of qualified teachers. Lacking formal
qualifications, most of them were replaced with college or zhongzhuan
graduates during the 1990s, but now many of these graduates can themselves only obtain daike positions.20
Similarly, there is a rising number of informal government administration posts, comparable to daike teaching jobs, which tend to be salaried at
around 600 RMB.21 Other government jobs that are sought after by many
Tibetan graduates, such as the Tibetan Language TV Dubbing Department
(zangyu weishi yizhibu) in Xining, provide similarly remunerated informal
19 For example, Bayan Khar (Ch. Hualong) county introduced these jobs in 2006, paying
500 RMB/month for BA graduates, 450 RMB for dazhuan graduates and 400 RMB for
zhongzhuan graduates, all without benefits or job security. The Aba Prefecture NMS
(Abazhou minzu gaoji zhongxue) in Sichuan province paid its informal teachers 1,000
RMB/month in 2008/2009, but this is an exception.
20 These positions are also called anzhi, which literally means ‘to settle down’, or linshi,
which means ‘temporary’.
21 This pay level was reported by two informants in different regions who were on such
positions. One graduate who obtained an informal government administration job in the
remote region of Tangula in Yulshul (Ch. Yushu) prefecture reported a salary of 1,100 RMB/
month in 2008, but this is very unusual for such work.
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positions, although there the salary for the initial three months was as low
as 300 RMB (in 2007).22 These informal jobs are typically referred to as
dagong, a term that is also used to refer to low paid service sector and
manual labour jobs. The latter paid between 900–1,500 RMB/month in
2007/2008 and therefore more than these informal government jobs.23
Informalisation processes explain why Qinghai’s intra-urban wage inequality has risen considerably. The ratio of average staff wages to urban
disposable incomes, a proxy measure of intra-urban wage inequality
innovated by Fischer, increased by 60 percent between 1995 and 2011
(Fig. 47).24 By comparison, the national figure only grew by 29 percent
from 1998 to 2008,25 and even its 2008 level was lower than Qinghai’s in
1998—a time when job informalisation processes had barely even begun.
Particularly noteworthy is Qinghai’s rapid disparity growth between 2000
and 2008, the period that witnessed the greatest impact of the abolishment
Measuring the gap between provincial average
wages and urban disposable household
incomes to evaluate urban income inequality
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Fig. 47. Source: calculated from QSY 2010–2012, table 2-2-3.
22 Interview with a QUN Tibetan department graduate who had started working there,
conducted on 29 May 2007.
23 In 2007/2008, a typical daily wage for manual labour averaged between 30–50 RMB/day.
24 Compare Fischer (2011). The proxy method of urban wage inequality was innovated
by Fischer in his 2007 PhD thesis titled “A theory of polarisation, exclusion and conflict
within disempowered development: the case of contemporary Tibet in China” (London
School of Economics). It is calculated by comparing average wages of urban staff and workers to urban household incomes, reflecting inequalities between the upper strata of urban
employees and the average of all permanently-registered urban residents. Fischer’s 2011
article and 2013 book provide a comprehensive and informative analysis of the shift from
primary to tertiary sector employment in China’s Tibetan regions, and of the implications
of this trend.
25 Fischer, 2011, p. 74.
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of the fenpei system and the informalisation of government work. Likewise,
the TAR’s intra-urban inequality figure soared between the late 1990s and
2007, peaking right before the March 2008 Lhasa uprising. As pointed out
by Fischer (2013, chapter 5), such incidents of social unrest are closely
tagged to prior periods of rapidly-growing economic disparity. In Qinghai,
the socio-economic situation back then was likewise ripe for popular
discontent.
Similar informalisation trends have characterised employment in the
TAR. There, we have limited information on how they have impacted the
employment fortunes of ethnic Tibetans. As part of rationalisation measures, permanent employment in state-owned units in the TAR between
2000 and 2003 fell by nearly 10 percent (Fischer, 2009, p. 13). During the
same time, the share of permanently employed Tibetan staff decreased
from 71 to 65 percent. Among the cadre level, the fall was even more pronounced, with the share of Tibetan cadres declining from 72 to just under
50 percent. While no comparable data is available for Qinghai or other
Tibetan regions, and ethnic employment figures for the TAR were no
longer published after 2003, it is evident that informalisation processes
are considerably impacting the number of formal public sector jobs across
Tibetan regions.
The informalisation of government employment is both different from
and similar to common understandings of informalisation in the private
sector, which typically refers to the process of formal jobs located inside of
larger enterprises being converted into external sources of informal selfemployment. Such informalised, out-sourced workers are then only hired
as needed, and no longer receive fringe benefits such as health insurance,
paid holidays or pensions (Dinello & Wang, 2009, p. 175). Through such
informalisation of labour, the firm’s responsibilities and costs are often
significantly reduced even though the contents of the work and the
responsibilities of the now self-employed individual may be very similar
or even remain identical. In contrast, the informalisation of government
employment in Qinghai neither shifts the location nor the type of work
(employee versus self-employment), but similarly to private sector
informalisation the government agency’s financial expenditures and
responsibilities are dramatically lowered. The consequence is that local
governments can get the same amount of labour at a much lower cost.
A silver lining on the horizon is found in the new employment opportunities that are being created through central government funding. In 2006,
the Ministry of Education initiated the “Rural Volunteer Education Phase
School Teachers Special Job Positions Plan”, abbreviated tegang jihua,
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with the aim to send college graduates to teach in ‘undeveloped’ and
remote places of China’s West in order to boost teaching staff in minority
regions where the enforcement of nine years of mandatory education had
led to serious staff shortages.26 Salaries and benefits are comparable to
the lower end of those in formal teaching positions, with the bulk of the
funding for them coming from the central government.27 Originally, the
programme was due to expire in 2011, but it remains in place in 2013,
although the number of positions has been significantly reduced (from
a peak of 1,325 in 2009 to just 200 in 2013).28 In 2007, the Huangnan NTTS
was due to be assigned thirteen tegang teachers, increasing their teaching
staff from sixty-eight to eighty-one. It can only be hoped that local governments resume full-scale teacher recruitment after the expiration of this
initiative.
Tegang jobs are converted to regular positions after three years at which
point local governments become fully responsible for the provision of
salaries. Tegang teachers can only hope that the promise of full conversion
into permanent formal employment will be kept. Even more importantly,
if local government’s human resource budgets are not increased after
the expiration of the tegang initiative, an unmitigated abolishment of this
all-important source of stable employment would mean nothing less than
a dramatic collapse of Qinghai’s graduate students’ labour market.
A similar although smaller-scale programme is the “Western volunteers” (xibu jihua zhiyuanzhe) campaign, established in 2003 under the
leadership of the Communist Youth League (gongqingtuan) and financially supported by the central government.29 The campaign recruits
graduates from Eastern China into 1–2 year low-paid volunteer teaching,
administration and other positions in Western China, but graduates from
Qinghai’s colleges (including Tibetans) can also apply for these positions.
According to a QUN Tibetan department professor, this campaign also
intends to meet the increased need for teachers due to the recently more
stringent enforcement of mandatory education, with salaries shared
26 “Shenme shi tegang”, 2010. The full Chinese name is nongcun yiwu jiaoyu jieduan
xuexiao jiaoshi teshe gangwei jihua.
27 “2008nian Qinghaisheng”, 2008. The central government initially budgeted 18,960
RMB per position per year. This amount was raised to 20,540 RMB in 2010 and 27,000 RMB
or 2,250 RMB/month in 2013 (source: http://tg.ncss.org.cn/tgzc/dfzc/qh/275638.shtml).
Local governments are responsible for the difference between that amount and typical
local teaching salaries, as well as the cost of recruiting and placing graduates.
28 Figures were obtained from the official tegang jihua recruitment website at http://
tg.ncss.org.cn.
29 See http://www.xibujihua.cn.
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between the province and the county. Western volunteers are paid 1,000
RMB/month (plus an extra bonus depending on the remoteness of the
location) and receive basic health care benefits, but these positions come
with no promise of a formal post after the contract ends.30 They therefore
provide a transitional placement that allows graduates to support themselves while trying to obtain formal employment. Even as the tegang initiative is being phased out, in 2013 the province was allocating nearly 2,500
Western volunteer positions, reflecting a problematic boost of informal
labour at the expense of formal public sector employment.31 We now turn
to an analysis of the concrete impact of these initiatives and the changing
provision of government employment on minority graduate employment.
Examining Minority Graduate Employment
The Employment Situation of QSD and QUN Minority Department Graduates
Interviews with educators and students reveal that the employment prospects of minority department graduates overwhelmingly depend on government teaching staff recruitment dynamics. QUN’s official graduate
employment figure for 2007 stood at 70 percent and the QSD NTC’s figure
was 88 percent.32 However, these numbers have little to do with the real
situation. The data I was able to obtain about the actual graduate employment situation for the NTC was very sketchy.33 One of its educators argued
that the department’s graduates are highly sought after, while another
pointed out that even though many schools need such graduates, the
number of actual job openings for them is very limited. An impression of
the real situation might be glimpsed from the statements of a senior QSD
physics professor who told me in early 2008 that while the employment
rate of the Chinese-medium physics graduates stands at 86 percent, the
figure for NTC graduates in the same subject was only 20–30 percent.
30 According to the programme’s website, from 2008 volunteers received 680 RMB per
month (up from previously 600 RMB) plus an extra allowance in difficult or remote regions
ranging from 65 to 950 RMB/month. The extra allowance in Qinghai ranged from level two
(120 RMB/month) in regions near Xining to level four (370 RMB/month) in several nomadic
prefectures such as Yulshul (Ch. Yushu) or Golok (Ch. Guoluo). By 2013, the basic salary
stood at 1,000 RMB/month, with an added allowance of up to 515 RMB/month for a level four
hardship region (source: http://www.qhgqt.org.cn/Html/xbjh/2013-5/13/103630126.asp).
31 2,456 positions were being allocated (source: http://www.qhnews.com/newscenter/
system/2013/04/17/011064711.shtml).
32 Interviews with staff at each college’s graduate employment centre.
33 The QSD NTC refused to provide me with any figures on Tibetan graduate
employment.
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Similarly, Yi Lin’s (2008) interview data show that the employment situation of NTC ETP students is problematic despite their excellent English
skills and the strong reputation of their programme.
With regard to the QUN Tibetan department, I was able to obtain fairly
specific information from its educators and graduate students, but the
data obtained in this way is of course not complete. In particular, it is
impossible to know how many graduates are able to find work within a
few years of graduating, which is a common phenomenon. However, the
figures presented here are sufficient to indicate trends and to paint a general picture of the employment situation at this department. At the
department, employment figures have been wildly fluctuating over the
past few years. Traditionally, the main source of employment was teacher
recruitment from other provinces such as Sichuan or the TAR where QUN
graduates have an excellent reputation and are considered superior to
graduates from local colleges.34
In 2004, over 80 percent of QUN Tibetan department graduates were
recruited into formal teaching positions in the TAR. But because the local
TAR graduates complained about being disadvantaged, in most regions of
Sichuan and pretty much the entire TAR they stopped hiring graduates
from outside their provinces. As a consequence, in 2005 less than 10 percent of the department’s graduates found formal government work, while
many returned to their home regions to take up informal assistant teaching jobs (daike), and a couple got into informal temporary programmes
such as Western Volunteers.35 Similarly, most Tibetan prefectures and
even counties in Qinghai began to restrict teacher recruitment to local
residents (an exception at the time of my fieldwork being Tsekhok,
Ch. Zeku, county),36 a practice that particularly affects graduates from
regions where all teaching posts are filled and qualified applicants abound.
The vastly uneven student-teacher ratios between TACs that had been previously highlighted are possibly a result of such regional recruitment
restrictions. In 2006, the situation improved as Sichuan hired about 20
students for secondary teaching positions and quite a few others got
34 In 2006/2007, TAR students who graduated from the QUN Tibetan department were
guaranteed to receive high-paying teaching jobs in the TAR. The limited amount of qualified Tibetan-medium tertiary graduates in the TAR is due to the region’s lack of secondary
Tibetan-medium education (cf. Bass, 1998, p. 234).
35 This work paid only 600 RMB/month and usually lasted for 1–2 years. The concept of
formal versus informal work will be discussed in detail in chapter 5 (section 2).
36 Based on conversations with several QUN Tibetan departments who applied for
teaching jobs in this county in 2007 and 2008.
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various kinds of government jobs in Qinghai as teachers, translators or in
the police force. In total over half of the department’s graduates obtained
formal jobs.
By 2007, the employment situation had deteriorated again. Figures for
the Chinese-Tibetan translation major show that a Sichuan county hired
seven graduates into secondary teaching positions, while ten obtained
tegang teaching positions. Most of the others from this class were trying to
get by on various kinds of informal employment. Six obtained low-paid
informal positions in the provincial Tibetan Language TV Dubbing
Department in Xining. Quite a few opted for getting into MA programmes
in the hope of enjoying better employment prospects with a higher degree.
However, even QUN’s MA degree graduates, in former times poised to get
into well paying government positions, were also struggling to find work,
with several ending up in different kinds of informal positions. In 2008,
the situation was similarly problematic. A few Tibetan-English majors,
benefiting from the demand for good English teachers, obtained tegang
teaching positions especially in more remote nomadic counties, while
only three Chinese-Tibetan translation majors had found formal teaching
jobs. In an unusual move, nine students got translation jobs in the army.
Over ten students ended up in Western Volunteers positions while eight
made it into MA programmes, both options that are basically delayed
forms of unemployment. The rest were surviving on informal jobs or
returned to their homes, continuing to hunt for formal government work.
Figure 48 puts the QUN graduates’ situation into the wider perspective.
As noted before, from 2007 to 2011 a total of 1,091 new secondary teaching
jobs were created throughout the TACs, while 534 primary school positions were lost, resulting in a net educational employment gain of 557
posts: 566 in Kham-speaking counties, and a loss of nine positions in
the Amdo regions. The educationally more advanced regions of Malho
(Ch. Huangnan) and Tsolho (Ch. Hainan) had an overall net loss of teachers, while the educationally more backward TAPs caught up to the rest.
Overall, the combined primary-secondary level student-teacher ratio of
the TACs slightly worsened between 2007 and 2011, while the non-TAC
regions improved, showing a discrepancy in teacher recruitment.
In addition, each year there would have been retired teachers who
would have been replaced simply to keep figures constant. For an approximate and conservative estimate, I assume that teachers work for forty-two
years until retirement (from age twenty-three to sixty-five), yielding an
annual replacement rate of 2.4 percent (the actual rate may well be higher
as teachers may be retired early or have to be replaced for health reasons).
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Fig. 48. Source: calculated from QSY 2008/2012, tables 26.

When multiplying total active teacher figures (averaging the 2007 and 2011
numbers) with the 2.4 percent replacement rate, and adding these
numbers to the net gains / losses, we can say that throughout the TACs, for
each year between 2007 and 2011, there were possibly about 359 new secondary and forty-six new primary teachers. Based on these calculations,
there may therefore have been a total of 405 new teaching positions annually throughout all TACs, and in all of its schools (Chinese-medium and
Tibetan-medium). Of these, there would have been 196 in the Kham and
209 in the Amdo speaking regions. These figures are obviously only rough
approximations for lack of better data, but they give us a general indication of the overall educational employment situation.
A key issue for graduates is the fact that teacher growth and decline has
been very uneven, not just between TAPs but also within them. Because
local teacher recruitment has usually been restricted to applicants resident in the same county, those from educationally more advanced regions
find it much more difficult to obtain teaching positions than those from
some of the more remote regions. Figure 49 lists all counties (Chinese
names only) sorted by the net increase or decrease of primary and secondary teaching staff, without including retirement replacement estimates.
Among the counties with net increases, only two, Chentsa (Ch. Jianzha)
and Chabcha (Ch. Gonghe), are farming regions. The rest are all remote
nomadic counties. This is certainly positive because staff increases should
occur where the needs are greatest, but because applicants are typically
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Fig. 49. Source: calculated from QSY 2008/2012, tables 26. “Yushu” in the chart
refers to the prefecture seat (county), and not to the entire prefecture.

restricted positions in their home counties, this situation also significantly
complicates the employment opportunities of Tibetan graduates.
In addition, there are the tegang teaching positions. Between 2007 and
2012,37 1,386 Kham and 1,136 Amdo-based tegang teaching posts were
advertised.38 In total, the TACs gained 2,489 tegang teachers—50 percent
more than its estimated regular staff increase between 2007 and 2011. This
shows the over-arching importance of the initiative for the TACs’ education. However, it is unclear whether they are included in the QSY teaching
staff statistics or not. A comparison of tegang and QSY teacher statistics by
TAP, primary / secondary level, and overall totals shows that they cannot
be part of the QSY data. This is because teacher staff changes have been
quite different in each data set, even when accounting for the fact that
tegang staff should technically only be reported as regular staff after the
37 As the 2013 tegang allocation data became only available during the proofreading
process of this book’s publication, there was unfortunately no time to include it in the
analysis and charts. However, the 2013 tegang figures mark no significant departure from
previous trends.
38 All tegang job discussions here refer to advertised rather than actually filled positions unless otherwise specified, simply because there is very little data on which positions
were filled. The general rule is that a position must have had a minimum number of applicants, otherwise it is abolished or advertised again in the subsequent year. For 2006, the
first year of the initiative, only the total number of positions but no detailed breakdown by
region or language requirement could be obtained.
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three year period.39 The most likely explanations are that the reporting
method of tegang staff in each school or county has not been consistent,
or that the reporting gap exceeds the stated three years. The discussion
below therefore analyses tegang data independently from QSY data.
A close examination of the tegang figures shows that the aggregated
TACs received 45 percent of all tegang job allocations (Fig. 50). This is surprising since the programme is supposed to focus on meeting the educational needs of backward regions. However, Xining and Haidong prefecture,

3500

Tegang teachers (2007 to 2012)

3000
2500
2000
TACs
non-TACs

1500
1000
500
0

Primary teachers

Secondary teachers

Total

Fig. 50. Source: 2007–2012 Qinghai tegang position allocation tables, published
by the Qinghai Provincial Education Committee.
39 In particular, the number of new tegang primary teachers even just for 2007/2008
for either the aggregated TACs or individual TAPs is incompatible with the significant
losses of primary teachers in these regions, even when generously accounting for teacher
replacement due to retirement or other factors. When using the 2008/2009 tegang primary
figures, the discrepancy is even higher. The same issue occurs with Yulshul’s (Ch. Yushu’s)
secondary teachers. In 2007/2008 alone, this TAP gained 238 tegang secondary teaching
staff (for 2008/2009 the figure is 244 teachers). However, the QSY 2007–2009 comparison
shows a net gain of only fifty-four teachers, while the QSY 2009–11, the relevant time period
if we assume that tegang staff are counted as ‘regular’ staff after three years, even reflects a
loss of thirty-nine teachers. Between 2007 and 2011, this region lost fifteen secondary teachers according to the QSYs. Even when adding retirement replacements, these figures are
nowhere near compatible with the tegang recruitment data.
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the educationally most advanced regions of Qinghai, often secured substantial numbers of tegang teachers. In 2007 alone, both regions together
obtained 68 percent of all tegang teacher posts. Among these, they received
a staggering 82 percent of all secondary school positions, and that at the
very time when rising secondary student figures in the TACs were leading
to severe teacher shortages in Tibetan education!40 This reveals that the
provincial government quite blatantly uses the initiative to add teaching
staff irrespective of need. In the Tibetan regions, it is noteworthy that even
though the educationally needy prefecture of Yulshul (Ch. Yushu) obtained
over half of all the TACs’ tegang jobs, the almost equally remote Golok
(Ch. Guoluo) TAP received a disproportionally low share. All Amdo speaking regions together only secured 46 percent of the TAC-based and only
20.5 percent of all provincially allocated posts. (See Fig. 51.)
An encouraging fact is that since its inception, the share of the TACs
has continually risen. From 2011 onwards, the total number of tegang positions for Qinghai has been cut drastically. Even though the allocation of
teachers for the TACs has also shrunk, this decline has been much lower
than the rest of the province. While before 2010, the Tibetan regions actually received a lower percentage of tegang staff than the non-TACs, since
2011 the TAC share has been close to 90 percent. This means that recently,
the tegang initiative has been better at fulfilling the role that it was
intended to play in boosting education in minority regions. (See Fig. 52.)
Tegang teachers (2007 to 2012)
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Fig. 51. Source: 2007–2012 Qinghai tegang position allocation tables.
40 By 2009, Xining and Haidong’s combined share of secondary tegang teachers still
stood at an overproportionally high 43 percent.
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Share of tegang teachers by region
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Fig. 52. Source: 2007–2012 Qinghai tegang position allocation tables.

Tibetan-Medium Employment in Government: An Analysis of Language
Requirements for Civil Servant and Tegang Teaching Positions
There are several reasons why the employment of Tibetan-medium
tertiary graduates is so heavily dependent on government work, and
especially on teaching positions. Firstly, we had seen that Qinghai’s
employment market is heavily dominated by public sector work in general, and government positions (including in education) in particular.
But in addition, there are virtually no private sector jobs in Qinghai that
require Tibetan language skills. Consequently, only a few firms hire graduates from minority departments (cf. Badeng Nima, 2009; Ma Rong, 2008;
Wang Shiyong, 2009). When strolling along the booths at the 2007 QSD
employment fair, my friend Kalden, a graduating QUN Chinese-Tibetan
translation major, commented on how few of the private sector jobs are
suited to Tibetan-medium educated graduates. From experience, he knew
that many representatives at the fair will not even talk to you if they hear
a Tibetan accent. Part of that is outright discrimination, but in his view the
more serious issue is the Tibetan graduates’ lack of fluent Chinese skills.
A few Han-led tourism operators like to hire Tibetans because customers
prefer it when their tour guides come from the local minority, but these
jobs also require good Chinese skills because most tourists are Han. One of
my acquaintances who held such a position with a Han tourism business
said he was the only Tibetan member of staff there and that he got the job
because he spoke fluent Chinese and also had decent English skills.
Tibetan-medium graduates with good English, such as ETP majors from
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the QSD NTC, are at times able to become tour guides for Western groups,
but these jobs are very seasonal and generally cannot provide a reliable
income.41
Fischer (2009) argues that recent economic growth as well as state
investment in the form of large-scale infrastructure projects has disproportionally fuelled growth in employment sectors that require Chinese
skills, and therefore exacerbated the disparity between Tibetan-medium
and Chinese-medium employment opportunities. Employment that specifically requires the skills of minority department graduates can by and
large only be found in non-market (i.e. public and voluntary) sectors. As a
consequence, minority department graduates who do not get into formal
government positions are forced to return to the countryside to help their
families with herding or farming, and possibly to engage in various forms
of temporary work (usually manual labour). Those with superior spoken
Chinese skills often try to remain in Xining in order to work in the informal private sector, usually low-skilled positions in restaurants, internet
bars or other small businesses.42
The second factor behind the problematic dependence of minority
department graduates on teaching work is related to the fact that there
have long been more government positions in teaching than in administration. This has been caused by the large number of teaching jobs created
by the tegang jihua initiative. From 2007 to 2010, during the peak of the
tegang initiative, the number of administrative positions awarded through
the province’s annual civil service examinations (gongwuyuan kaoshi or
abbreviated gongkao) was significantly lower than that of tegang teaching
position figures—especially if we would add regular teaching posts. In
2010, the two figures became somewhat more equal, and since 2011 civil
servant positions have exceeded the number of tegang jobs. The astonishing figure of 1,377 new civil servant posts in that year was greatly inflated by
the fact that about 60 percent of them were security-related (police, law
enforcement and prison management)! By 2013, this share decreased to
about one third, indicating that civil servant positions will continue to play
an important role in Qinghai’s graduate employment. (See Figs. 53 and 54.)
Thirdly, and perhaps most importantly, the vast majority of administrative government positions in Tibetan regions does not require
41 Tibetan tour guides who are employed by Western organisations can earn excellent
daily rates, the highest figure I heard being 150 RMB per day. But because the work is so
seasonal, the overall annual income is not high and there are generally no fringe benefits.
42 These jobs typically paid about 500–700 RMB/month in 2007/2008 (300–400 RMB/
month during the probation period, which usually lasts three months).
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Figs. 53 and 54. Since 20011, civil servant positions have become much more
important than tegang teaching positions. Figures reflect the number of
advertised as opposed to actually awarded positions. Source: Qinghai province
2006–2013 civil service and tegang allocation publications (http://www.qh.gov
.cn, http://www.qhpta.com, http://tg.ncss.org.cn, http://qh.offcn.com).
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applicants to be literate in Tibetan. On the contrary, they typically mandate fluent Chinese skills. At Qinghai’s 2009 gongkao, only fifty-one of 417
advertised positions required knowledge of the Tibetan language.43 This
was a share of 12.2 percent, representing exactly half of the Tibetans’ 24.4
percent share in Qinghai’s total population. Of these positions, thirtythree were concentrated in Malho (Ch. Huangnan), seven in Tsolho
(Ch. Hainan), five in Tsonub (Ch. Haixi), and three in Tsochang (Ch. Haibei),
while prefectures such as Golok (Ch. Guoluo) or Yulshul (Ch. Yushu)—
where the population is predominantly nomadic Tibetan—had just
one or none at all.44 The Haidong prefecture counties, who contribute a
significant share of minority department students but are not governed by
Tibetans, likewise only had one position.
When examining these fifty-one “Tibetan language” positions more
closely, it is evident that a substantial number of them mandate that
applicants have majored in subjects such as law or accounting. These
subjects are not actually offered as Tibetan-medium programmes. Moreover, many of them call for applicants who “understand both languages
[Ch. dong liangzhong yuyan or dong hanzang shuangyu]”, which only
implies spoken Tibetan skills. Only those jobs which require applicants to
“understand both spoken and written languages [Ch. dong liangzhong
yuyan wenzi]” would necessitate that they had gone through at least some
level of Tibetan-medium education. However, this still does not necessarily require a college education, as, for example, indicated by the fact that a
number of these “yuyan wenzi” positions specified majors that cannot be
studied in minority departments (such as law or accounting). Only two
positions specifically called for a degree in Tibetan studies (“Zangyuyan
wenxue zhuanye”). The number of posts that both required knowledge of
spoken and written Tibetan stood at thirty-five, or 8.4 percent of the total.
By 2010, however, the situation had markedly worsened.45 Even though
the number of advertised positions nearly doubled, the number of
43 Initially, 417 positions were advertised, with fifty-one of them requiring Tibetan language skills (another four positions asked for knowledge of Mongolian) (“Qinghaisheng
2009nian”, 2009). Of these, 376 positions were then actually allocated. The other positions
were dropped because they did not reach the minimum of five applicants per position that
are required to ensure sufficient competition.
44 Of the remaining eight positions, Tsonub (Ch. Haixi) had four (in Mongolian), and
Tsochang (Ch. Haibei) three.
45 “Qinghaisheng 2010nian”, 2010. Data for subsequent years was retrieved from http://
www.offcn.com/zhaokao/zkxx/2011/03/26/30510.html (2011), from http://www.qhpta.com
/html/4/Content80.html (2012), and from http://www.exam8.com/zige/gongwuyuan/
zhaokao/201304/2606491.html (2013).
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Tibetan language jobs actually decreased to forty-five, with their share
dropping from 12.2 to 5.7 percent (less than a quarter of the Tibetans’ share
of Qinghai’s population). Of them, just twenty-three (a mere 2.9 percent)
expressly required written Tibetan language skills, and only four (or 0.5
percent) of these were explicitly reserved for Tibetan language majors.
This shows how narrowly limited the career choice for minority department graduates applicants really is. By 2012, these shares had plummeted
even further, with just 4.7 percent of all positions requiring at least spoken
Tibetan, a miniscule 1.3 percent mandating knowledge of written Tibetan,
and none of them specifically calling for Tibetan language majors (Fig. 55).
While by 2013 the share of positions requiring any Tibetans skills increased
slightly, a new, disturbing trend emerged. Now, almost all of these positions required merely spoken Tibetan language skills, with only six of 1,213
posts mandating a knowledge of written Tibetan or a Tibetan-medium
major. Moreover, 80 percent of the positions calling for spoken Tibetan
skills were advertised for the public security or law sector, most of them
specifying majors for which there is no Tibetan-medium programme
(in 2012, this share even stood at 90 percent). As mentioned before, the security/law share for all civil servant positions in 2013 amounted to only about
one third. Therefore, this recent trend not only represents a distressing
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Fig. 55. Total advertised civil servant government jobs (not teacher positions) in
Qinghai that required different levels of minority language skills. Source: Qinghai
Province 2009–2013 civil service allocation.
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bias against Tibetan-medium graduates (and in favour of the sinicised
Tibetan community), but also means that Tibetan civil servant positions
are now almost exclusively focused on job sectors that many Tibetan graduates would rather not be involved in.
Numerous Tibetan educators told me that Tibetan regional governments are dominated by sinicised Tibetans who ignore bilingual regulations mandating the issuance of government documents in both Chinese
and Tibetan, and instead solely focus on using Chinese. Because of this
trend, the need for Chinese-Tibetan translators is much lower than it
should be. Similarly, Yi Lin reported that in 2006 all graduates hired into
government positions in Malho (Ch. Huangnan) were Chinese-medium
educated Tibetans or Han, and that Chinese is effectively the working language in that Tibetan self-governed prefecture—even used in meetings
where most participants are Tibetans (2008, p. 76). This language bias represents a departure from the past: between the 1950s and the mid- to late1990s, minority department graduates were routinely assigned formal
government administration jobs (except for periods of political upheaval).
The Hainan NMS for example prides itself on having educated many
current Tibetan government leaders in the province. Presently, however,
Qinghai’s minority education programmes no longer fulfil their original
purposes of training up minority cadres to work in minority regions.
The employment data for the teaching sector reveal some very similar
issues. Statistics for the 2007–2012 tegang allocations show that on average, 21 percent of all positions required at least spoken Tibetan (zanghan
shuangyu).46 While the share of such Tibetan-medium positions among
primary school teaching positions amounted to 26 percent, the secondary
school share, which is so relevant for the tibetanisation of education, averaged only 17 percent. However, it is encouraging that the share of secondary Tibetan-medium positions has been continually on the rise. This has
also been the case for the overall figure, apart from a major drop in the
2012 share of Tibetan-medium primary posts. As with the gongkao jobs, it
is essential to note that these Tibetan-medium or Tibetan shuangyu positions only presume spoken Tibetan skills, meaning that they are typically
best suited for a native Tibetan who has gone through the Chinese education system, and is therefore able to combine spoken Tibetan with good
written Chinese skills. (See Fig. 56.)
As with regular teaching staff developments, the tegang figures have
been very uneven between TAPs. The share of overall Tibetan-medium
46 In 2013, this share likewise amounted to 20.5 percent.
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80%
70%
60%
50%

Tibetan-medium
primary

40%

Tibetan-medium
secondary

30%

Tibetan-medium
total

20%
10%
0%

2007

2008

2009

2010

2011

2012

Fig. 56. Source: 2007–2012 Qinghai tegang position allocation tables.
Share of Tibetan-medium tegang positions by prefecture
(2007 to 2012)
80%
68%

70%
60%
50%
40%
30%

49%
41%
32%

20%
10%
0%

Malho (Ch. Huangnan) Tsolho (Ch. Hainan)

Golok (Ch. Guoluo)

Yulshul (Ch.Yushu)

Fig. 57. Source: 2007–2012 Qinghai tegang position allocation tables.

positions among all tegang staff allocations varied from only 32 percent
in Tsolho (Ch. Hainan) to 68 percent in Golok (Ch. Guoluo). While this is
good news for the more remote regions, it indicates that the bulk of the
teacher provision for regions with a tibetanising secondary education has
actually benefited the Chinese-medium sector (Fig. 57). Figure 58 additionally lists the absolute figures by Tibetan region. It shows that the
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Numbers of Tibetan-medium tegang positions by region (2007 to 2012)
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Fig. 58. Source: 2007–2012 Qinghai tegang position allocation tables.

Tibetan regions of Haidong prefecture did benefit from a few Tibetanmedium positions, all allocated in the early years of the tegang initiative.
However, their share of only 2.9 percent of all Tibetan-medium posts was
far lower than the percentage of these students in Tibetan-medium tertiary education. As noted before, Yulshul (Ch. Yushu) was the by far greatest recipient with nearly 60 percent of all Tibetan-medium tegang jobs.
Even though Yulshul (Ch. Yushu’s) high share is encouraging considering the great needs of this region, the Tibetan-medium teacher provision
to the Amdo regions has been paltry in comparison. Between 2007 and
2012, an average of only 8.5 percent of all tegang posts were suited for
Amdo Tibetan school teachers. The share of Kham speakers at minority
departments is quite low. Apart from a special Kham Tibetan-medium
class for students from Yulshul (Ch. Yushu) at the QUN, which started in
2009 and admits thirty students each year, there are typically two or fewer
Kham speaking students per regular (i.e. Amdo-based) Tibetan-medium
class. This means that the vast majority of graduates from Tibetan-medium
programmes are again left with a fairly low share of realistic job opportunities. Even more significant is the fact that of all these Amdo Tibetanmedium teaching posts, the share of teaching positions in the “Tibetan
language” subject—the only jobs that can definitely only be done by
Tibetan-medium trained Tibetans—was even far lower (the bottom-most
line in Fig. 59). By 2012, their share had dropped to an infinitesimal
0.2 percent—one single position among that year’s 417 tegang posts!
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Fig. 59. Source: 2007–2012 Qinghai tegang position allocation tables.

Between 2007 and 2012, there were only a total of 110 of such “Tibetan
language” teaching jobs, averaging twenty-two per year—a very small
number compared to the total of 2,489 tegang positions allocated for the
TACs during that time. Considering that for all other positions a solid
knowledge of spoken and written Chinese would be considered a distinct
advantage, these figures clearly explain why minority department graduates are at such a disadvantage when competing against their Chinesemedium peers.
Even though the percentage of positions requiring at least some Tibetan
language skills peaked at nearly 50 percent in 2011, Fig. 60 visualises how
their absolute number has actually been plummeting. But not only absolute figures have decreased. Since 2010, the share of Tibetan-medium positions in the TACs has declined across the board (Fig. 61). The TACs’ share
of positions requiring at least spoken Tibetan fell from 82 percent in 2007
to 28 percent in 2012. Their average share between 2007 and 2012 stood at
46 percent, even though 81 percent of the TAC population is Tibetan. This
effectively means that the majority of tegang jobs advertised in the TACs
since 2011 could just as well have been filled by other ethnic groups.
A mere 19 percent of all TAC tegang positions during this period could
only have been filled by Amdo Tibetan department graduates, and only
4 percent were specifically for Amdo-speaking Tibetan language teachers.
But when comparing this with the Mongolians, who only received two
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Figs. 60 and 61. Source: 2007–2012 Qinghai tegang position allocation tables.

positions specifically for their language group in the entire 2007–2012
tegang allocation, it can be said that the Tibetan situation could have been
much worse.
The analysis of language bias in the tegang initiative’s recruitment data
makes us wonder about the share of Tibetan-medium teacher recruitment
within regular teaching staff. The data presented in chapter 2 reflected a
shortage of secondary teachers in the aggregated TACs, without having
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information about the shares of Tibetan-medium versus Chinese-medium
teaching staff. Since the tegang statistics demonstrate an acutely low percentage of especially Amdo-based Tibetan-medium teaching posts, it is
more than likely that regular teacher recruitment in the TACs has been
equally biased against Tibetan-medium graduates in general.
This assumption is underlined by a final statistical representation of
tegang recruitment data. Figure 62 compares the tegang allocation of secondary teachers in relation to the secondary student population, using the
same calculation method as for Fig. 20 in chapter 2 (an estimate of the
population aged 12–17). This time, we contrast the ratio of all Tibetanmedium positions in relation to the entire provincial Tibetan secondary
student population (estimated) versus all regular (i.e. Chinese-medium)
positions in relation to Qinghai’s entire Chinese speaking population. The
latter is defined as all ethnic groups except Tibetans and Mongolians.47
Number of secondary tegang teachers (2007–2012) per 1,000 of
the secondary student population (aged 12–17)

The respective figures only include the respective populations within this
age group in relation to Tibetan-medium / Chinese-medium tegang positions.
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Fig. 62. Source: 2007–2012 Qinghai tegang position allocation tables and 2010
census data on population cohorts.
47 The Monguor (Tu) are included in the Chinese-speaking population because there is
no secondary Tu-medium education, and no such teachers were allocated in the tegang
initiative. For the Tibetan-medium ratio, there were 550 Tibetan-medium secondary
teaching posts versus a population aged 10–19 of 248,178 (including the ‘tibetanised’
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The purpose is to directly compare the provision of actual Tibetan secondary tegang educators for Qinghai’s Tibetan secondary student population
with that of Chinese-medium educators for the Chinese speaking population.48 The focus on secondary as opposed to primary education stems
from the fact that secondary teacher provision is the primary need
for most Tibetan regions, as well as for the tibetanisation of Tibetan
education.
The resulting comparison visualises the discrepancy between the
tegang provision for Tibetan-medium and Chinese-medium secondary
education and populations. Whereas the Tibetan figure amounted to an
average of only 3.7 teachers per 1,000 of the population aged twelve to seventeen (i.e. the typical secondary student population), the Chinesemedium figure of 6.9 was nearly twice as high. In practical terms, this
means that a typical Tibetan-medium secondary school with one thousand students received a total of 3–4 tegang teachers during these five
years, whereas an equivalent Chinese-medium secondary school would
have obtained seven teachers.49
In order to fully appreciate the significance of these figures, we must
again remember that tegang teacher allocations are not reflective of regular educational recruitment. Rather, they stem from a special initiative
designed to strengthen education in the remote and needy regions of
Qinghai, of which Tibetan education stands out as by far the most needful.
All things considered, the relative undersupply of Tibetan-medium secondary positions within this initiative is nothing less than intentional sinicisation. If the anti-Tibetan language bias of the tegang initiative is as
strong as I have shown it to be, then what is it like in regards to regular
teacher recruitment? If the QSY educational statistics did provide a breakdown by ethnicity, then the full extent of the employment predicament of
Tibetan-medium graduates would come to light.

Henan Mongols). For the Chinese-medium ratio, there were 2,690 Chinese-medium
secondary teaching positions versus a population (same ages) of 646,314 of Chinesespeaking ethnicities (i.e. excluding Tibetans and Mongolians). In both cases, the population group was multiplied by 60 percent in order to obtain an approximated secondary
student population (compare the same method in the education section of chapter 2).
48 This data therefore does not distinguish between TAC and non-TAC regions, but
rather compares ethnic ratios across the entire province.
49 These figures are statistical averages. In reality, it is more than likely that Tibetanmedium schools received Chinese-medium teachers, some of whom may have been ethnic
Tibetans. But the aim of this comparison is to statistically represent the allocation of
Tibetan-medium teachers for Tibetan populations.
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The Employment Situation of Tibetan-Medium Dazhuan and High School
Graduates
Because of the abundance of college graduates, the employment situation
for those without college degrees is bleak. Formal government employment such as teaching or administration is out of the question, as local
governments require applications to at least have a dazhuan degree.
The only options available are to find informal work, do manual labour
or, if the parents can provide the start capital, open up a small business
(the lack of such capital was cited as the primary reason for why only
a minority of Tibetan graduates engage in business). In reality, many
simply return to their family’s homes, either to assist in rural labour or
to engage in other low-skilled work.50 Unemployment and underemployment among the Tibetan youth is therefore rampant. Driving along the
Qinghai Lake area we stopped in a small Tibetan town along the way
where I got to chat with Wanma, a 19-year old Tibetan from a nomad family. Wanma graduated from a Tibetan middle school, and, without any
realistic prospects of finding a job, is back helping his family herd yak.
He commented that about 80 percent of the youth in the town are without
(‘proper’) work because very few go to college. His argument was that the
main problem is their “low level of education”.51
This situation amplifies the significance of the college entrance exam
and explains why many of those who fail the first time around try again
the following year, some even repeating it three times, year after year.
Norbu Dawa, a QUN student who was also holding a teaching position at
the Jinyuan Township Tibetan Middle School in Bayan Khar (Ch. Hualong)
county, noted how he would counsel his former students who failed the
college entrance exam to persist in taking it again and again since that was
their only hope to have any chance to obtain employment other than
manual labour or farming. From a career perspective, having a high school
education is almost equivalent to having no education at all, except that
one can pursue non-manual dagong work in urban centres such as Xining.
But with BA and even MA degree graduates flooding the job market,
even those who end up with a lower mark in the exam and can therefore
only get into one of the lower-level dazhuan degree programmes, be it at
a vocational college or at university, are effectively unable to find what
50 Based on interviews with Tibetan students and numerous families across the
province.
51 I inquired in various other Tibetan regions in Qinghai about this issue and everywhere the situation appears to be the same.
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they consider to be ‘proper’ work after graduation (cf. Fischer, 2008a; 2009,
p. 28). Graduates from such programmes often have no expectation of
getting into formal government administration or teaching positions,
but rather hope to find slightly higher-skilled informal work in either private sector or government agencies. In 2009, 65 percent of gongkao
applicants had a BA degree or higher.52 The sister of one of my informants
was a chemistry graduate who only graduated with a dazhuan degree.
Predictably, she was not able to find a ‘proper’ job and is now in low-paid
informal work selling cell phones in the Bayan Khar (Ch. Hualong) county
seat where her family is from. Here, it is significant that of all TAC region
residents with a tertiary education, only 46 percent had a Bachelor degree
or higher, with the other 54 percent only holding a dazhuan degree
(2010 census). In the non-TAC region, the Bachelor degree share stood at a
much higher 69 percent.
The employment situation of many Tibetans in Qinghai is aptly
reflected in a story related to me by Kalden that is circulating in his home
town, a story of a man with two daughters and a son who worked very
hard, never returning home even for Tibetan New Year so that he could
put his children through school. He ended up dying from poor health due
to the hard life he led. His son failed the college entrance exam three times
and finally gave up. The daughters managed to get into college (the Hainan
NTTC), graduating with Chinese-medium dazhuan degrees but were
unable to find (formal) employment. One of them is now doing low-paid
temporary work, the other one married a farmer and became a housewife.
The moral of the story: all the sacrifice and expense to get the children an
education so that they could “lead a better life” (i.e. not be farmers) was
for nothing. Kalden commented that this is how an increasing number of
Tibetan families in his home region feel about the value of education in
the present career environment. My fieldwork experience shows that the
sentiment of education (at least beyond the mandatory nine years) as a
‘wasted investment’ is on the rise throughout Tibetan regions.
Obligations, Anxieties, Preferences: The Significance of Formal Government
Employment
Both in previous decades and at present, formal government employment
is the main way for rural Tibetans to achieve upward social mobility.
52 “2009nian Qinghai gongwuyuan”, 2009.
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While some have become wealthy businessmen, and a number of nomads
have acquired wealth through herding or breeding Tibetan dogs, most
Tibetans who have achieved a degree of affluence are in government
positions. For most informants, an even more important consideration
was the stability of formal government employment which is guaranteed
for life and comes with generous pension payments after retirement. The
security of a regular income and a reliable provision for retired life stands
in stark contrast to the temporary nature of private sector employment,
especially in a marketised era that is perceived to be characterised by
unpredictable change and insecure livelihoods.
But an equally significant reason why formal government jobs are so
highly sought after is their social and symbolic capital. During fenpei times
such jobs were a sign of achievement and education as only a limited
group of Tibetans could graduate from secondary schools. Those who
received an education and were assigned one of these positions often
became the chief source of income for the whole family, supporting
parents and financing the education of their siblings—unless their parents were also government employees. Several of my informants had their
studies paid for by siblings or relatives with such jobs. An extended family
who had even one member in a government position would live in a different socio-economic class, meaning that besides material prosperity the
family enjoyed higher status and increased social power. Several parents
whom I interviewed stated that if their children had (formal) government
jobs they might be able to protect their families from arbitrary government actions and use their connections to help their families in difficult
situations. Norbu Dorje, a QSD NTC Tibetan-physics major from Yarze
(Ch. Xunhua) expressed this sentiment:
My parents prefer that I find government work after graduation. If they have
problems, if I have a government job I could help them. We are poor [implying that his family has no status and therefore no power].

In the current post-fenpei era, having someone within one’s social network in a government position is often an important method for getting
one’s own children into such employment. The immaterial benefits of a
formal government position are therefore as significant as the material
ones (Fig. 63).
By sharing their income or providing other assistance, young graduates
fulfil the strongly-held traditional obligation of caring for one’s parents,
and, as several students put it, of “repaying the debt of gratitude” (T. drin
lan ‘jal / Ch. bao’en) to one’s parents. Traditionally, the oldest male would
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Why do your parents hope that you will obtain government
work after graduating?
enables me to help my
people
5%

enables me to
help my family
3%

reputation /
social status
3%

means leading a
good / happy life
5%
do business
8%

high income
16%

stability
60%

Fig. 63. Source: 2007/2008 interviews (n=31, with 37 valid responses as some
interviewees cited multiple reasons).

take on the responsibility of taking care of the parents in their old age by
providing shelter and food and being there for them. But now, the young
generation feels a responsibility to provide the parents with a more ‘modern’ and comfortable lifestyle, e.g. enabling them to retire to heated urban
apartments equipped with TVs and other modern trappings. Several students also specifically felt a responsibility to take their parents to pilgrimages to Lhasa or on tours to Beijing or other places. Obviously, anything
less than a decent formal government job does not provide one with the
ability to repay such a “debt of gratitude”.
This filial duty has multiplied since the introduction of tuition. Between
2003 and 2006, primary and middle school education became free in most
Tibetan regions in the wake of the enforcement of nine years mandatory
education, but the cost of senior secondary education (tuition, dorm
and miscellaneous fees) had risen to approx. 1,100 RMB/year (for high
schools in Rebkong, Ch. Tongren, TAC in 2008).53 The total cost of a QUN
53 Most schools where I conducted interviews reported free primary / middle school
level tuition from 2005. A student from Golok (Ch. Guoluo) prefecture noted that in this
area fees were waived from 1997/98.
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Tibetan-medium four year BA degree was approx. 23,000 RMB in 2007.54
These figures are very high by rural Tibetan household standards, considering that, and they do not include the burden of having to do without the
child’s help for farming or herding.
Career, Obligations and Shame
In the context of the introduction of market reforms in education, the
time when schools started to charge tuition (late 1990s) roughly coincided
with the abolishment of the fenpei system. This has put graduates in a
quandary: their obligation to repay their families by obtaining adequate
employment has risen, while their ability to find such employment has
been substantially eroded. Obtaining informal work or returning to the
family is not considered adequate because apart from their low pay, informal jobs are not considered to require an education. The argument is that
‘anyone’ can farm, herd or do manual labour, and parents and students
alike considered these types of work—along with manual labour—to be
far inferior to office or teaching work. They are therefore not thought to be
worthy of a college graduate and do not justify the effort and expense of
putting children through the education system. This concept of adequacy
of employment in relation to one’s education is very powerful; my informants across the socio-economic spectrum regularly used the word ‘job’
interchangeably with formal government work, indicating that the latter
is widely considered to be the only adequate and feasible employment
opportunity for Tibetans.
Adequacy in employment is strongly connected with concepts of honour and shame. The pressure to find ‘adequate’ employment is a heavy
burden on graduates, and a blanket of fear and despair came on the usually jovial and carefree QUN Tibetan department environment as students
talked of sleepless nights spent turning in their beds. Their greatest
fear was bringing shame to their families or even communities as some
students were the only college student from their village, and some
were the first person from their home area to have entered higher education. Kalden described how some of his former classmates from Yarze
(Ch. Xunhua) county who graduated from lower-level vocational colleges
54 Calculated as follows: tuition 2,200 RMB/year (applied to most QUN Tibetan department majors, and remained unchanged between 2002 and 2012), dorm fee 500 RMB/year
for the cheapest dorm and book fee 150 RMB/year (in 2007/2008), living expenses at least
approx. 250 RMB/month (2007/2008). QUN Tibetan-medium computer science majors
paid a higher tuition of 3,360 RMB/year (2012).
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in Xining were going from one informal job to the next, unable to find
proper work, until they became utterly desperate in their attempts to
avoid returning home and facing their shame. Some would go without
food for days on end while others would flee their homes to escape landlords who they were unable to pay, all in order to avoid the shame of
returning to one’s parents empty-handed:
Students would rather suffer from poverty in the city than returning home.
At home, people will ask what they do. If it is known that a student can’t find
work, the whole family loses face.

Lobsang Rabden, a teacher at the QUN Tibetan department described
how he met one of his former students who had graduated the previous
year as the best of his class. When asking him whether he had found a job
yet, the student burst into tears. Kalden, Norbu Dorje and many other students expressed their fears of having to face the harsh realities of the
employment market. Kalsang, a QUN Tibetan-English major told me:
If I don’t have a job, I can’t do anything. I cannot help or support others, or
my family. It is very bad to depend on parents after graduating. I should be
able to support myself.

Apart from not being able to fulfil filial and family duties, a lack of appropriately remunerated employment also renders marriage and starting
one’s own family impossible. When talking with Kalden, who was just
graduating, about his girlfriend, he said: “If you have a [formal] job, you
have everything, but if not, you have nothing.” He explained that if he
would not be able to find such a job, his girlfriend had all the rights to
terminate the relationship on these grounds, and in any case there could
not be any prospect of marriage even if she would stay with him. For
Tibetans from urban backgrounds the expectations are higher: Gongbo
and Gongbo Rinchen, both from urban centres (Jyekundo and Xining)
argued that prospective marriage partners would expect them to at least
provide a house, likely even a car, before they would consider tying the
knot. For these college graduates, to have no such job is equivalent to having no future.55 This truth is reflected in the common Chinese expression
55 For students from nomad backgrounds it seemed generally more acceptable to
return home and stay with their families, often waiting for years until they could somehow
get a formal job, while others simply consigned themselves to a herding lifestyle. Students
from farming backgrounds often commented that nomads are wealthier than farmers due
to the value of their herds, and that their children are therefore not as aware of the value of
money, spending it more carelessly than they themselves would. They therefore thought
that they had a stronger sense of the sacrifices that their parents went through in order to
enable them to attend college, and consequently felt a greater burden to succeed.
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meiyou qiantu—meaning ‘no future’ (or: no prospects)—that was often
used by my Tibetan informants for educational programmes or inferior
vocational college degrees that are unlikely to get one a formal government position.
The Government Work Preference: Narrow-Mindedness or Pragmatic Choice?
Most parents who have a strong opinion on their children’s educational
and career paths are themselves educated, often government employees.
For this generation who grew up under the fenpei system, getting an education and then going into government work always went hand-in-hand,
and this worldview is now equally applied to the current generation—a
phenomenon described by Badeng Nima as “the mindset of getting an
education for the sake of becoming a government official” (2009, p. 93).
But the preference of parents and students from farming or nomad backgrounds for government jobs was just as strong.
How strong is your parents' preference for you pursing government
rather than private sector employment after graduating?

weak or none
34%

very strong or strong
46%

average (still
indicates clear
preference)
20%

Fig. 64. Just under half of interviewees thought that their parents had a very
strong or strong preference for them finding government work. It should be noted
that ‘average’ in this context still signifies a definite (i.e. the ‘normal’) preference
because the societal norm is that government work is preferred over private
sector work. Only just over a third estimated their parents to have a slight or no
preference at all. Source: 2007/2008 interviews (n=116).
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Several of my informants openly criticised what they perceived to be
the narrow career mindsets of many students and parents, arguing that
they preferred the flexibility and freedom for creativity offered in private
sector employment. Tenzin Rabden, a QUN Tibetan-English major from
Chentsa (Ch. Jianzha) argued that most of his classmates “crave stability”,
hoping for a job that lasts a lifetime, which is in his opinion a “very narrow
perspective”. He cited the example of his father, who became a primary
school teacher in the township seat and is now stuck with it for the rest of
his life even though he does not like this work. A similar critique came
from a lady who manages the Black Tent Tibetan Restaurant in Xining.
She argued that Tibetan students just “go home and sit around” after graduation. All they do is “wait for the government to provide work” rather
than take the initiative to find work for themselves. In her view, the young
generation is trapped in a dependency mindset.
Despite Tenzin Rabden’s father’s discontent with his own career outcome he wants his son to also obtain a teaching position because of the
What are your parents' hopes regarding your future career?
any work
5%

do business
2%

further studies
2%

tour
guide
1%

work related to
college major
7%
"good" / stable work
(i.e. government)
7%
other government
work 15%

teaching
61%

Fig. 65. A great majority of parents hope that their children will embark on a government-related career (about 83 percent when including the ‘good / stable work’
responses which are invariably aimed at formal government work). By far the strongest preference was for teaching positions. Source: 2007/2008 interviews (n=81).
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job security that comes with it. But Tenzin Rabden seeks the freedom that
only private sector jobs can offer and does not want to be tied to a desk or
classroom. During my fieldwork he enjoyed working part-time for a
Tibetan film production company while completing his studies. Kalsang
had similar thoughts:
My parents want me to get government employment because that is stable,
other jobs are not stable. I hope to get a job in the private sector because
I enjoy the freedom of being a tour guide. It is interesting, I can learn [about]
many cultures, go to many places.

The nation’s universities, who are under pressure from the government to
contribute to social stability by actively addressing the increasingly difficult graduate employment situation, seek to encourage such career preferences and are systematically trying to reduce graduates’ expectations.
The QUN Student Employment Guidance Centre (daxuesheng jiuye zhidao zhongxin) for example propagates the following widely-used slogans:
First find [any] work, then choose [better] work! (xian jiuye, hou zeye)
First subsist, then develop! (xian shengcun, hou fazhan)

A note that was put up by the centre in summer 2007 critiqued students’
“overly high expectations” and “incorrect self-appraisal”, calling on them
to free themselves from their “outdated mindsets” and to view themselves
not as superior to the rest of society, but rather to consider themselves to
be “workers with culture” (you wenhua de laodongzhe). Mr Dong, the head
of the QUN graduate employment centre, explained to me that a major
aspect of his work was to “change students’ minds”, getting them to be
flexible and lowering their expectations rather than insisting on finding
work that is considered ‘adequate’. The aim is to get them to accept a wide
range of private sector jobs, even if they are informal and low-paid, i.e.
jobs that do not really require a college degree. But at the same time,
Mr Dong admitted that the number of skilled private sector jobs in Qinghai
was inadequate.
When discussing the employment centre’s strategies with Kalden, he
commented that their call for flexibility and initiative on the side of the
students was the “ideal situation”, but that it was unrealistic. In his view,
Tibetan students simply lack the ability to compete with the Han for private sector jobs, primarily because of their inferior Chinese but also
because they are socially insecure, finding it difficult to express themselves in front of non-Tibetans. They are ill-equipped to navigate through
a complex society where not only Chinese language abilities but also the
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ability to confidently interact within a Han-dominated sociocultural environment are paramount. Lhamo Tso, also a QUN Tibetan department
major, said that Tibetans are shy especially in front of Han because they
feel that their Chinese is not good. Han girls will often giggle when they
hear Tibetans speak in Chinese, causing the latter to become embarrassed
and to turn quiet.
These behaviour patterns, very common in daily campus interactions,
impact Tibetan (and other minority) students’ self-confidence when it
comes to recruitment and career strategies. Tuya, the Mongolian department student, noted how she observed a group of Mongolian and Tibetan
students who were lined up in front of the recruitment desk of a Xining
food company during the QUN job fair. They were very nervous and insecure when the recruiters started to question them and stumbled over their
answers. Several even ran away when it was their turn. Then, several Han
students showed up at the desk and the staff exclaimed in relief: “Finally
some Han!”. Minority students whose native language is not Chinese are
faced with prejudices regarding their lack of communication and social
skills in mainstream societal environments, which are then further reinforced through their display of incompetence in actual interactions. One
of my informants pointed out that this lack of self-confidence might be
related to the fact that Tibetans often do not learn knowledge in their
own mother tongue. Even though they might be as learned as their Han
counterparts, the language barrier that they face every day means that
they cannot express their knowledge as confidently as the Han.
Apart from inferior Chinese language skills, quite a few of my informants felt that they are academically inferior to Han students. These feelings are especially pronounced among some of the new Tibetan-medium
majors such as Tibetan-Computer Science. When I asked one of these
majors at QUN about the difference between their programme and the
regular Chinese computer science one he simply replied: “We are worse
[than them].” Similarly, Lobsang, a Chinese-medium dazhuan computer
science major at the Xining Transport College (jiatong xueyuan) had no
expectations of finding a job in this field because he felt that he was “not
good enough” compared to his Han classmates, emphasising that he had
never even used a computer before embarking on his studies. Other students commented that graduates from such programmes would usually
end up in lower-skilled temporary work in Xining, such as computer
science majors doing data entry jobs.
My interviews revealed that as a consequence of these insecurities, significant numbers of Tibetans from all kinds of majors do not expect to find
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a job related to their subject of study. This was especially true for minority
department graduates, where the preference for teaching work stood at
56 percent. But even substantial numbers of Chinese-medium majors
hoped to pursue a educational careers despite the fact that their majors
were mostly unrelated to teaching, or intended to undertake ‘further studies’ as a very common strategy to defer the search for work. Only one third
of them specifically stated that they intended to hunt for jobs related to
their college major. Two QUN financial management majors from Yulshul
(Ch. Yushu) that I spoke with argued that they probably wouldn’t be able
to find work in their field because they weren’t good enough or lacked
work experience, instead hoping to maybe become secondary English
teachers back home. Both of them did in fact end up in such positions.
Similarly, when I asked Lhamo Pema, an economics major from Tsolho
(Ch. Hainan), whether she planned to find work related to her major she
smiled: “My expectations are not that high.” The elderly Hui lady who was
mending Lhamo Pema’s shirt commented that: “We Qinghai people are
What are your own plans regarding your future career?

do business
7%

not sure
9%

further studies
9%

tour guide
2%

work related to
college major
33%

"find work"
13%

teaching
27%

Fig. 66. Source: 2007/2008 interviews (n=45).
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not so striving [fendou], our self-confidence is not that high [danzi xiao].”
The Hui lady’s remark provides an apt summary of the situation: Qinghai’s
minority students have lower career expectations as a result of their lower
confidence.
Besides perceived inferior skills and aptitudes, there is a strong perception among many Tibetan students, especially Tibetan-medium educated
ones, that the society ‘out there’ is foreign, hostile, competitive and unforgiving. Even Tenzin Rabden, who has had more exposure to Chinese society than most students from his department, shared with me that he was
afraid of graduating and leaving the campus to go into “society” because
he felt unprepared for this step. He contrasted the “outside world” with
the “safe” campus environment (i.e. ‘Tibetan world’) where students like
him had spent most of their lives. Several of my informants felt that they
did not “know society”. This perception is based on the dominance of Han
language and value systems, and reinforced by the fact that the Han—
and especially Muslim groups—are known for their savviness in doing
What are your own plans regarding your future
career? (only minority department majors)
do business
3%

work related to
college major
5%

tour guide
1%

not sure
10%

further studies
17%

"find work"
4%

teaching
60%

Fig. 67. A large number of minority department students hope to find teaching
jobs. Only a very small percentage shows interest in private sector employment or
self-employment. Most of those who are hoping to ‘find a job related to my major’
effectively fall into the category of teaching or Chinese-Tibetan translation.
Source: 2007/2008 interviews (n=70).
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business, controlling the lion’s share of Qinghai’s commerce, trade and
manufacturing (cf. Fischer, 2005b). Particularly minority department students would often comment that “society is Chinese”, implying that it is
competitive, assimilatory and hostile.
Government Work versus Self-Employment: Concluding Thoughts
Formal government work provides the Tibetan community with financial,
relational and cultural security, giving stability, familiarity and predictability within a wider sociocultural environment that is marked by the
uncertainty and competitiveness ushered in through marketisation. The
resistance of many Tibetans to entering the ‘modern’ competitive market
economy is rooted in the pragmatic assessment that competing against
the Han in a Han-dominated environment is often futile unless one has in
almost every respect become like them.
For graduates, the parental generation provides powerful real-life
examples of a successful career model. Virtually all of my informants’
parents who were in what is considered to be ‘proper’, respectable employment (i.e. non-temporary and non-manual), were employees in government work units or state-owned enterprise.56 Additionally, teachers
traditionally enjoy high status and respect in Tibetan society, and many
Tibetan-medium students admire their teachers and aspire to imitate
them. There are therefore two main aspects to the influence of the previous generation: on the one hand, by providing examples for the feasibility
of obtaining such work; on the other, by acting as role models of being
promoters of ‘Tibetan culture’. The latter reasoning is especially prominent among students from nomadic backgrounds who are from regions
where the educational infrastructure is very underdeveloped and qualified teachers are in limited supply. Some of them are the first from their
communities to have graduated from a college. Pasang Norbu, for example, a computer science major at QUN, stated that he wanted to return to
his nomadic home in Mangra (Ch. Guinan) to teach computing skills in
the local primary school because he felt a responsibility to help his people
back home. Several other ‘nomad’ informants told me that their main
reason for studying Tibetan at QUN was to become teachers in their home
regions. For them, teaching represented a crucial mission in the struggle
to preserve the Tibetan language.57
56 Compare Xiaojiang & Salazar, 2005, who found a similar situation in the TAR context.
57 The next chapter will provide a detailed discussion of ethnic considerations in students’ career strategies.

‘adequate’ employment in marketised times

179

In contrast, there are few role models or incentives for Tibetans to pursue private sector work or self-employment. On the contrary, there is an
ethnic division of labour where ethnic groups and, in the case of the Han,
regional subgroups, have carved out and come to dominate different
niches of the markets. Fischer (2005b) describes how Muslims, who have
traditionally dominated regional trade in Qinghai, exploited the liberalisation of wool manufacturing and trade to take over one of the few areas
of commerce that had been largely in Tibetan hands. Even in remote
regions most corner shops are owned by either Han or Muslims. In Pema
(Ch. Banma) for example they were mostly run by Han from Sichuan.58
Students could tell me which market niche was dominated by which ethnic or regional group, e.g. the car repair business in Jyekundo (Ch. Yushu)
being concentrated in the hands of Han from Henan. These migrants
often come to Tibetan regions through laoxiang (‘home region’) networks,
a system that can serve to exclude Tibetans from the respective commercial areas (Wang Shiyong, 2009). Similarly, Xiaojiang and Salazar (2005)
point out how most tailoring in Lhasa is done by tailors from Yueqing
county in Zhejiang while the window glass and aluminium frame trade is
controlled by migrants from Hubei. In Lhasa, only the sale of ‘traditional’
products such as Tibetan food or tea is still predominantly done by
Tibetans since they do not require a knowledge of the nation’s complex
informal distribution channels or connections with producing regions
outside the TAR.
At present, Tibetan tourism or traditional medicine-related businesses
are on the rise. However, the Tibetan business community is much smaller
than that of the Han or Muslims. When I asked students whether they had
considered starting a business they often cited a lack of start-up capital as
the main impediment. Moreover, they considered the risks associated
with self-employment to be very high, an issue not only for them but especially for their highly risk-averse parents. In contrast, Dorje Tserang commented that the children of Muslim traders and restaurant owners help
their parents from an early age and are often groomed to succeed them or
to start up their own businesses by tapping into the relationship-based
commercial networks of their ethnic groups. Obstacles for Tibetan graduates to embark on their own business start-ups are significant as they are
faced with a lack of role models, confidence, experience, funding, and
most importantly, networks and connections.

58 Fieldwork visit in July 2007.
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But also of significance are serious moral-religious objections to engagement in commerce. Muslim success in business is commonly attributed
to their cunning and greed, and contrasted with the contentment and
compassionate ‘innocence’ or ‘naiveness’ that is perceived to be the hallmark of Tibetans as a consequence of faith in Buddhism. One student’s
father, for example told the story of how his father prevented him from
starting up a small business on religious grounds, because “business
requires cheating people”. Generally, Tibetan traders are often looked
down upon as not being “good Buddhists”, and the Tibetans in Lhasa
who are considered to be good traders have a reputation among Amdo
Tibetans of being dishonest. This seems contradictory, because, for example, at Labrang monastery in Kanlho (Ch. Gannan) TAP in the 1950s about
a quarter of the monks were estimated to have been involved in business
activities and over half of all Tibetan businesses in Kandze (Ch. Ganzi)
TAP in 1931 were monastery-owned (Wang Shiyong, 2009, p. 68). However,
past monastic dominance in Tibetan commerce also implies that their
forced dissolution during the 1950s/60s likely dealt a serious blow to
Tibetan business and trade networks.
Corruption and Language in Government Recruitment Processes
Corruption, Bribes and Guanxi: Getting in Through the ‘Back Door’
Because of the perceived and actual over-arching significance of government employment for the Tibetan community, it is essential for our discussion to subject related recruitment dynamics to further scrutiny.
Because of the job stability, high remuneration, excellent benefits and the
social capital associated with formal government employment, it is highly
sought after not only by Tibetans but also by local Han and other ethnic
groups. This means that rapidly rising numbers of college graduates are
competing for a limited number of such positions. For example, in 2009 a
total of 10,689 persons took the gongkao in Qinghai, an increase of 134 percent compared to 2005. But since the number of positions only increased
by 9.7 percent during the same period, the ratio of applicants per position
jumped from 13:1 to 28:1.59 Rising levels of competition are also reflected in
the ratio of written exam participants to interviewees (the second recruitment phase), which increased from 1:3 to 1:5 during the same period.60
59 “2009nian Qinghai gongwuyuan”, 2009.
60 In some regions the ratio was especially low, e.g. in Malho (Ch. Huangnan) prefecture it was only 1:7.
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As a consequence, government recruitment dynamics are heavily
dominated by issues of guanxi (‘connections’ / relationships’), corruption
and bribery, methods that are often simply referred to as entering through
the ‘back door’ (houmen).61 Informant descriptions of these phenomena
make it clear that even though ‘back door’ methods have always existed,
they have become increasingly prevalent. Yan’s (2004) discussion of
“post-socialist corruption” highlights how, despite all government efforts
to combat corruption, marketisation processes have simultaneously
increased the incentives and opportunities for it while reducing disincentives against it. To quote: “Contrary to the conventional wisdom of neoliberal economists and policymakers, progressive liberalization has not
reduced corruption but simply created different and even greater expressions of it” (p. 195).62 In the context of recruitment for formal government
Numbers of applicants per awarded civil servant position
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Fig. 68. Since 2010, total applicant numbers are no longer published. Source:
Sina Education News at http://edu.sina.com.cn.
61 Similarly, Hoffman (2001, pp. 53–4, 57) notes that in the Eastern Chinese coastal town
of Dalian graduates without guanxi also often had problems finding employment, and that
jobs in state work units, which were especially coveted because of their security, were
often obtained based on guanxi rather than ability.
62 For example, in 1988 an estimated 25–30 million RMB was spent on official banquets,
the equivalent of the entire national education budget (Rocca, 1992, p. 412).
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positions, corrupt behaviours are reinforced by the relative dearth of
viable alternative career routes, which turns such positions into valuable
commodities whose allocation is in the hands of local cadres. Economic
growth has greatly increased the funds that flow into these corrupt
channels.
In theory, government jobs, be they teaching or administrative posts,
are awarded based on a two-stage recruitment processes, consisting of a
written exam followed by an interview process. For example, Sonam from
a nomad family in Pema (Ch. Banma) county graduated with a degree in
Tibetan literature from the QUN Adult Education department. After graduating, Sonam applied for a teaching job in his home region. Since the abolishment of the fenpei system in Golok (Ch. Guoluo) in the early 2000s there
had been no formal recruitment system in place. From 2007, all formal
teaching positions in the prefecture were being assigned through an annual
centralised recruitment process in the prefecture centre. In that year, about
3,000 applicants were competing for about 220 teaching positions.63
Applicants first took a written exam, which consisted of about 50 percent of the subject of teaching that had been applied for (in his case
Tibetan language), with the rest being made up of politics (the second
most important section), theory of education (jiaoyu lilun), educational
psychology (jiaoyu xinlixue) and education law (jiaoyufa). These latter
sections, and therefore about 50 percent of the exam, were all in Chinese.64
About one quarter of applicants were then selected for the interviewing
process. Sonam, who had always excelled in Tibetan, passed the written
test, but he stood no chance of taking the second hurdle. One of the
recruitment officials blatantly told applicants that: “The exam depended
on you, but the interview depends on your parents.” The reference to parents is a clear hint at guanxi and bribes, meaning that the interviewing
was only a façade.65 In the end, one of the teaching jobs in his home
county went to a Tibetan graduate who did not perform as well in the
exam but whose parents had succeeded in getting her in through the
‘back door’. Sonam, whose nomadic family was neither wealthy nor wellconnected, did not stand a chance.
But bribing is also a risky strategy. Several students paid 50,000 RMB
but did not get jobs because others outspent them. Sonam knew of a
63 This number was an approximate figure, provided by the informant.
64 This ratio is quite typical for government recruitment exams.
65 The dynamics reported by Sonam were confirmed by several other graduates who
had gone through similar exams.
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particular student who was rumoured to have paid 3kg of caterpillar fungus plus 50,000 RMB in cash, a staggering total value of about 200,000
RMB.66 At QUN, a student paid a 30,000 RMB bribe to buy one of the
highly sought-after civil servant (gongwuyuan) positions, but that was not
enough as ‘successful’ applicants were said to have paid up to 90,000 RMB.
This practice, commonly referred to as mai gangwei (‘buying a job’), is
therefore like a hidden auction as one never quite knows how much others are offering. From what I was told, the price for ‘purchasing’ formal
government positions in Tibetan regions in Qinghai ranged between
50,000 and 150,000 RMB depending on the position and the location of the
work unit.67 By comparison, the average per capita annual rural household net income in Qinghai’s TAPs in 2006 stood at about 2,244 RMB.68
Another common way of getting into formal government employment is
through the connections of parents or relatives who are government officials. Several of my student informants had jobs ‘waiting’ for them years
before graduation, all arranged through relatives. Even though the
national government is actively fighting against such practices, on local
levels they are accepted as “normal”.
Government employees, especially higher cadres or civil servants, will
easily outspend nomad or farmer parents when it comes to getting the
young generation into formal government employment, thus perpetuating and exacerbating existing socio-economic differences. Parents who
‘buy jobs’ provide their offspring with the ability and connections to do
the same for their children, thus perpetuating a generational cycle of government employment within a family who constantly maximises financial
and relational resources in order to secure status and wealth for the long
term. The losers of this system are rural Tibetans like Sonam.
Competition through Ethnicity and Language
While the ‘back door’ system does not necessarily discriminate on ethnic
grounds (the corruption examples cited so far were mostly between
66 This value was estimated by Sonam. The price of 1kg of caterpillar fungus peaked at
80,000 RMB in 2006 and stood at over 50,000 RMB in 2008 (“Chongcao jiage 23nian”, 2006).
Depending on the quality of the fungus and the timing, the value of this bribe could therefore even have been close to 300,000 RMB.
67 These numbers are based on figures cited by a range of students and government
cadres, both estimates as well as actual cases. The figure of 150,000 RMB was rumoured to
have been paid in the summer of 2008 by a QUN student for getting into a formal position
within the People’s Liberation Army.
68 Qinghai Statistics Bureau, cited in Wang Shiyong, 2009, pp. 192–7.
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Tibetans), there are also mechanisms at work that more directly disadvantage Tibetans vis-à-vis the Han in the recruitment process. Corrupt recruitment practices can produce illegitimate ethnic competition from the Han
by allowing them to compete for positions that either only minorities or
only locals (i.e. members of all ethnic groups who hold a local residence
permit) are supposed to be able to apply for. Sangmu Drolma pursued a
dazhuan chemistry major at the Hainan NTTC, which was mostly taught
in Chinese. After graduating in 2002 at the top of her class, she took six
teacher recruitment exams over a period of four years. Once, she obtained
the best written exam result of all local Tsolho (Ch. Hainan) applicants
(both Han and Tibetan) for science teaching positions in a local Tibetan
middle school, but as Han from other parts of Qinghai were also illegitimately taking part, she ended up being the 5th best. Only the first two,
both Han, were invited for interviews, even though such exams are generally restricted to local residents. Since schools prefer recent graduates, she
decided to no longer participate in exams, and in 2008 moved to Xining to
engage in informal domestic work. Similarly, Sonam reported that even
though the teacher recruitment process he participated in was restricted
to Golok (Ch. Guoluo) residents, Han from outside that region also participated based on guanxi and bribes.69 Wang Shiyong notes that in the
Tsekhok (Ch. Zeku) county 2006 teacher recruitment exam, which was
open to outsiders, 90 of 150 new teachers were from outside the prefecture
(2009, p. 159). This reflects the difficulties for local Tibetan applicants to
successfully compete for these jobs when they have to contend not only
with locals but also with outsiders.
One of the biggest challenges of Tibetan applicants from different
majors is the popularity of formal government employment among all
ethnic groups, including the Han. The staff at the graduate employment
centre at the QSD told me that tegang jobs presented the single most
important job opportunity for all of its graduates—the vast majority of
whom are Han. Kalden experienced this first-hand when he graduated
from the QUN Tibetan department in 2007. Knowing that direct competition with Han graduates is best avoided, he applied for tegang bilingual
teaching positions in Tibetan-medium schools where teachers have to be
able to teach in both Tibetan and Chinese. About 50 percent of the exam
was about the proposed subject of teaching (and therefore in Kalden’s
69 Additionally, one of my Yulshul (Ch. Yushu) informants who had studied teaching at
the QUN Chinese department noted that quite a few of his Han classmates went to his
home region and obtained teaching jobs there.
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case in Tibetan), the rest had to be written in Chinese, consisting of the
same sections as in Sonam’s case (cf. Chen Xinuo, 2008).
However, afterwards it turned out that all positions including the bilingual ones were awarded based on overall points, regardless of whether the
applicants could speak Tibetan or not, with the consequence that most
positions went to the higher performing Han applicants. The same process re-occurred in 2008 when Kalden took the exam again. The province’s
tegang teacher recruitment allocation data shows that of the 1,200 positions advertised in 2007, just eighty-five were for teaching positions in
Tibetan middle schools that required at least spoken Tibetan skills, with
just fifteen of them being specifically for the Tibetan language subject.70
However, of these eighty-five positions, sixty-three were for Kham dialect
speakers based in Jyekundo (Ch. Yushu), while just twenty-two were for
Amdo Tibetan regions. Only one single position was allocated for an
Amdo Tibetan language teacher. As the vast majority of QUN Tibetan
department graduates are, like Kalden, from Amdo regions, their choice is
narrow indeed. But the much more serious problem is that those who
applied for supposedly bilingual teaching positions outside the Tibetan
language subject apparently had to compete with applicants from all ethnic groups. This demonstrates that only Tibetan language teaching jobs,
which make up a tiny fraction, are definitely guaranteed job opportunities
for Amdo speaking minority department graduates.
This recruitment practice is not only bad news for Kalden and many of
his classmates who were not able to obtain tegang jobs, but also for Tibetan
education because it means that the need for shuangyu teachers often
cannot be met. By 2007/2008, all tegang teachers at the Wendu NMS were
either Han or Chinese-medium educated Tibetans. A Tibetan QSD
Chinese-medium chemistry major whom I spoke with in August 2007
remarked that he and another Tibetan classmate obtained tegang
positions while, as far as he knew, most QSD NTC students did not. He
attributed this to the superior academic level and Chinese skills of
Chinese-medium majors. At the same time, a graduate from the 2009 QUN
Tibetan-English class said that several of his classmates successfully
obtained tegang English teaching jobs in Tibetan middle schools, of which
there were twenty-five that year.71 My informant argued that they faced
less competition from Han applicants because of the remoteness and
70 “Quansheng 2007nian”, n.d. Unfortunately, I was not able to find comparable information for the 2007 tegang primary school teacher allocation.
71 “Qinghaisheng 2009nian nongmu”, n.d.
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worse conditions of Tibetan regions. Additionally, the level of spoken
English of these students is very generally very high, meaning that they are
in a strong position to compete with non-Tibetan applicants.
Narrow Choice versus Tougher Competition: Comparing the Situation of
Minority Department and Chinese-Medium Graduates
Kalden’s fate shows that Tibetan-medium applicants stand no chance
when competing for jobs that are open to applicants from all educational
and ethnic backgrounds. This principle can be illuminated by the civil
servant examination. The gongkao exam is entirely in Chinese unless the
position applied for requires minority language skills, in which case the
written replies are supposed to be in the respective minority language.
The exam is notorious for its difficulty. The written part requires a highly
formalised discussion of theoretical issues (referred to as shenlun) in a
changing range of political and other topics. The only advantage that
minority students have is that they get five extra points compared to their
Han competitors when applying for positions below the provincial level
(i.e. positions that may require minority language skills). This is of course
of no benefit to minority department applicants since other Chineseeducated minorities will receive the same advantage. Moreover, the Han
can enjoy the same preferential treatment if they fall into the so-called
sanzhi yifu category,72 meaning they have served in a volunteer position in
a rural region in Western China—although from 2010 this policy was
replaced with a quota system where 10 percent of positions are reserved
for sanzhi yifu applicants.73
However, while minority-department graduates face a much narrower
career choice, there can be considerably less competition for minoritylanguage niche jobs. At Qinghai’s 2009 gongkao, the overall ratio of applicants per actually awarded position was 28:1, but the ratio for Tibetan
language positions stood at only 20:1, as compared to 30:1 for the rest.74
Here, only Golok (Ch. Guoluo) stood out with fifty-seven applicants for
the only Tibetan-language position, resulting from the fact that in this
region there was hardly any choice, while Tsochang (Ch. Haibei) and
72 In 2009 in Tsolho (Ch. Hainan) approx. 6.4 percent of Han applicants qualified for
the added points policy.
73 In 2010, about 4 percent of these reserved sanzhi yifu positions required (spoken)
minority language skills.
74 “2009nian Qinghai gongwuyuan”, 2009. Comparable data for 2010 was not available,
since the 2010 gongkao exam results only contain the top scoring applicants, and overall
applicant figures were not published.
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Tsonub (Ch. Haixi) only had ratios of 13:1.75 Overall, 13.8 percent of advertised positions required Tibetan language skills, but only 9.7 percent of all
applicants applied for these jobs.76 This difference can be explained by
the significantly higher numbers of highly-educated Han applicants in
comparison to suitably qualified minority language majors, even though
the overall number of minority language-related positions is far lower. In
contrast, Chinese-medium educated Tibetans not only have to deal with a
higher rate of applicants per position, but also face direct competition
with Han applicants and consequently have to show a superior performance in order to stand a chance. The overall score of applicants for
Tibetan-medium jobs in 2009 stood at 43.7 points, while the same figure
for the other jobs amounted to 53.8 points. In a direct competition scenario, this fairly high score difference of 10 points would leave the Tibetanmedium applicants with almost no chance. These factors complicate the
blanket assertion that graduates from the Tibetan education system are
necessarily in a less advantageous position than them when it comes to
competing for formal government work.
Although the Han dwarf the minorities in terms of overall numbers, the
most serious competition that Chinese-medium Tibetan graduates face in
the context of the civil service examination does not necessarily stem
from those who are officially classified as ‘Han’. Because of the various
benefits that the regime bestows on its minority citizens and especially
because of the extra points awarded to them at the university entrance
examination, there is a significant number of Han who made the strategic
choice of ‘becoming’ a minority (cf. Harrell, 2001). The legal way to do so is
to claim ‘sufficient’ ethnic ancestry of the minority group that one seeks to
be recognised as being part of, but I was told that until just a few years ago
it was common to obtain this status through guanxi or bribing.77
I came across the ‘Tibetan Han’ phenomenon by comparing official
college statistics with students’ reports on other Tibetans in their departments. For example, QUN statistics state that the Chinese department had
192 Tibetans, but one of my informants who was involved in various students bodies in that department and therefore familiar with its situation

75 “2009nian Qinghai gongwuyuan”, 2009 These ratios are based on figures of applicants who actually took the exam as opposed to the number who registered for it.
76 However, in 2009 there were ninety-five applicants for the only Mongolian-language
position.
77 Compare Borchigud, 1996, p. 169, on Han using fake documents or distant ancestry to
gain Mongol ethnic status in Inner Mongolia.
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assured me that there certainly were not more than maybe thirty Tibetans
in that department. Wanting to confirm this for himself, he proceeded to
check college records and discovered that most of the supposed ‘Tibetans’
in the department had Han parents. Reports of students about “Tibetans
who are Han” in their classes were common, although a number of them
are likely sinicised Tibetans who are just unable to speak their mother
tongue. The ‘Tibetan Han’ are a well-known phenomenon throughout
Tibetan regions in Qinghai. Discussions with educators from Trika
(Ch. Guide) county even revealed that a large number or possibly even a
majority of ‘Tibetan’ government officials in that region are tacitly understood to be Han who became ‘Tibetan’. One of them commented that the
phenomenon is so widespread that “no one will comment or ask about
this any more, it’s pointless”.
When analysing the official list of participants in the civil service written exam in Tsolho (Ch. Hainan), it is striking that a large number of applicants are classified as minorities but do not have a Tibetan name. While
some of them will be members of the prefecture’s Hui population, often
recognisable by the surname Ma, the others are either Tibetans from
sinicised regions who took on Chinese names pre-1949 or during the
1950s and 1960s when name changes were a common phenomenon, or
Han who managed to register with minority status. Of all exam attendees,
37 percent were Han and 63 percent minorities (as the Han only make up
25 percent of this county’s population, they were heavily overrepresented
at the exam). Among those listed as minorities, just under five percent
had a name that identified them as likely being Muslim (Hui or Salar),
although some of them could in theory also be Han with a minority status.78 About 35 percent had an unambiguously Tibetan name. This would
leave a significant share of about 23 percent of applicants who are listed
as minorities but have a Han name. When we examine the top 15 percent
of applicants, i.e. those who are most likely to advance to the interview
stage, the share of Han participants interestingly falls from 37 to 30 percent, and the share of those with Tibetan names declines considerably
from 35 to 27 percent. However, the percentage of minorities with Han
names jumps from 23 to 38.79 These figures suggest that the latter group,
consisting either of ‘Tibetan Han’ or of sinicised Tibetans whose parents

78 In the review of name lists I was kindly assisted by Zilan Wang, an ethnic minority
student from the PRC.
79 The share of those with Hui names remained constant at around five percent.
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Exam participants by ethnic background
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Fig. 69. Source: Tsolho (Ch. Hainan) TAP 2009 civil servant examination—written exam results (ethnic identification based on participant names). Retrieved
from http://www.examda.com/gwy/Dynamic/qinghai/News/20090805/161533463
.html.

or grandparents took on Chinese surnames,80 enjoys a considerable
advantage over the others. It also means that in a Tibetan county with a
Tibetan population share of 66 percent, only just over a quarter of top
applicants were definitely ethnic Tibetans.
I had already suggested that the state seeks to establish a united ‘Chinese
Nation’ through integrationism. When it comes to government employees,
loyalty is of particular importance. If sinicisation is an important method
for measuring a person’s integration into the multi-ethnic state, and if
such integration is taken to be a reflection of loyalty, then it would be
logical that the state would prefer sinicised over less sinicised candidates.81
80 Such name changes were particularly common in the 1950s in minority areas in
Haidong or other regions that had become sinicised well before 1949. For example, my
wife’s Chinese teacher, who was entirely undistinguishable from any other Han, said that
she was officially classified as Tibetan because of some distant Tibetan ancestry that she
was barely aware of.
81 Another piece of information that confirms such a practice is the fact that in 2007 the
only QUN Tibetan department student who was hired by the Public Security Bureau
(gong’anting) was a Han who grew up in a Tibetan region with Tibetan as the mother
tongue.
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In that context, ‘Tibetan Han’ and Tibetans who are for all practical purposes indistinguishable from the Han are naturally preferred candidates.
They can be touted and listed in statistics as ‘minority cadres’. Barnett’s
(2005) study has shed some light on the relationship between ethnicity
and loyalty by revealing that the share of Tibetan leaders in state organs
that are more representational in character, carrying little actual power,
is quite high (81 percent). In contrast, more powerful positions in, for
example, the party or the military have a much lower percentage of 23
and 13 respectively (p. 300).82 By the same logic, more strongly sinicised
Tibetans are privileged over less-sinicised ones out of loyalty considerations. However, this does not automatically translate into a career advantage for them. In comparison to minority department graduates, their
wider choice of career paths is gained at the expense of facing greater
competition.
Besides public sector employment, students in the Chinese-medium
system also face stronger competition for college entrance. In the late
1990s, the central government abolished restrictions on the share of Han
students at minority colleges, basing admission solely on the number of
points obtained at the college entrance examination. Previously, the share
of Han students at QUN had been limited to 6–7 percent. Now, students
from all ethnic backgrounds have to compete for entrance. The share of
Han students at QUN experienced another boost in 2002 when Han students from all over the nation, and not just as previously from Qinghai,
Gansu, Inner Mongolia and the TAR could enter Qinghai’s minority colleges. Currently, increasing the share of Han students in minority areas is
an official educational policy (Zhou Ji, 2006, p. 214). Accordingly, QUN has
been seeking to attract Han from the East (neidiren) because their level of
education is higher than that of local or minority high school graduates.
According to college statistics, in 2005/2006 the Han made up 45 percent
of all QUN students, with Tibetans taking second place at 27 percent.
Mr Zhao, lecturer in the QUN law department, estimated that by 2008 the
share of Han at QUN had risen to well over 50 percent, with most of
the growth coming from neidi students.83 Within the space of just over
ten years, ethnic minorities have themselves become a minority at this
minority institution.
82 These figures are for the period of 1950–87.
83 Discussions with Tibetan students enrolled in Chinese-medium majors showed
that classes in subjects with high employment prospects such as business administration,
marketing, accounting or even tourism routinely have a 60–80 percent share of
Eastern Han.
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It would be easy to think that this puts students from the minority education system at a disadvantage. However, the opposite is the case: while
minority department enrolment figures have soared, the minority students and local Qinghai Han who apply for Chinese-medium majors are
having to directly compete with these out-of-province applicants. Despite
significantly higher entrance requirements for non-local residents, neidi
students are increasingly crowding local across ethnic groups out of the
more desirable BA (as opposed to dazhuan) degree slots.84 This is likely
the reason why several of my Chinese-medium informants were only able
to get into a BA programme via the preparatory class route. In the previous chapter, we had observed a trend of increasing admission requirements for both Chinese-medium and Tibetan-medium students. However,
the ramifications for both groups are different. For Tibetan Chinesemedium applicants, this means increased competition with everyone
who is trying to get it, with rising numbers of them losing out to bettereducated neidi applicants. However, for prospective Tibetan-medium
students, who are only competing with each other, it means that the overall level of Tibetan-medium high school graduates has been on the rise, so
that QUN has had to increase its admission requirements despite continuously expanding its overall admission numbers for Tibetan-medium
degrees. Therefore, rising entrance requirements for Tibetan-medium
subjects are a reflection of positive developments in Tibetan education.
Conclusions: Career, Language and Ethnicity
The Tibetan community overwhelmingly believes that sinicisation results
from a marketised career environment which pressurises students and
their parents into making pragmatic educational choices. In contrast,
Wang Shiyong (2007) argues that inferior education is the primary reason
for the Tibetan employment dilemma, meaning that minority education
does not adequately prepare Tibetans to compete for jobs. With regard to
Tibetan countryside youth such as Wanma this is undoubtedly the case.
But for those who made it into tertiary education, the facts presented
in this chapter suggest that the Tibetan employment predicament is not
84 In 2008, out-of-province residents (except for the TAR) needed on average a minimum of 491 points to be admitted into a BA degree in an arts subject (the highest requirement for a particular province being 599 points), while Qinghai residents only needed 368
points (“2008nian quanguo”, 2008). TAR residents only needed 272 points, and therefore
less than locals.
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primarily caused by the minority education system. Even though minority
school conditions are often inferior to those at Chinese schools, especially
when comparing remote institutions to those located in major urban centres, a growing number of Tibetan secondary schools have achieved an
excellent reputation. Their students are renowned for their strong command of the Tibetan language, and the gaokao passing rates of their graduates now regularly exceed 80 percent, with a rising tendency.85 Moreover,
the average gaokao scores of my Tibetan-medium college student interviewees were slightly higher than those of their Chinese-medium peers
(after adjusting for added points, which are mostly given to minority students in the Chinese-medium education system) (Fig. 70). Finally, as I had
argued above, the admission requirements into a QUN Tibetan degree
(BA) have continually risen during the past years, even while the number
of admitted students has multiplied. These are all indications that the
overall educational performance of Tibetan-medium high school graduates has been improving substantially.
My argument is that the key problems for Tibetan-medium college
graduates arise not during their education, but once they have completed it.
While the level of teaching at the QUN Tibetan department is likely better
than ever before and its Tibetan-medium degrees are more diverse than
ever, the job situation of its graduates has rapidly deteriorated as a result
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Fig. 70. Tibetan-medium student interviewees had on average achieved slightly
higher gaokao scores than Chinese-medium educated informants, after adjusting
for added points. Source: 2007/2008 interviews (n=95 / 107).
85 E.g. 86 percent at the Guide NMS in 2007/2008, according to their Tibetan teacher
with rising tendency.
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of the end of the fenpei system and the informalisation of public sector
work. The employment dilemma of highly educated Tibetans is therefore
primarily an issue of the employment market itself. Here, post-fenpei
marketisation dynamics are confounded by local government recruitment practices that disprivilege minority language skills (cf. Fischer,
2009). Former minority cadre training hubs such as QUN are further
removed from their past roles than ever as their Tibetan-medium graduates struggle to find employment commensurate with their high educational investment. As Bulag commented for the Inner Mongolian case:
“Because almost all jobs are controlled by Chinese, university-level knowledge of Mongolian is no different from illiteracy” (2003, p. 754).
Because of the waning significance of the Tibetan language in a modernising marketised society, minority department graduates are more
than ever dependent on public sector jobs that specifically mandate both
spoken and written minority language skills. Within this niche, they can,
as e.g. the 2009 Qinghai gongkao figures show, enjoy considerably less
competition than for positions that are open to all applicants. However,
the central government’s softening of minority cadre language requirements is showing its negative impact, even though local minority governments can be held responsible for going even further in their at times
blatant neglect of such stipulations. Articles such as no.49 of the Regional
National Autonomy Law, which calls for rewarding cadres with minority
language skills, are laughable when recruitment procedures effectively
privilege applicants with better Chinese skills; when the only benefit for
minority applicants in, for example, the civil service examination is an
added five points; and particularly, when minority language requirements
for positions in minority governments or schools are simply completely
ignored. Fischer (2009) correctly points out that existing minority affirmative action laws “already provide ways to resolve [employment-related]
issues if their full implications were put into practice” (p. 5).
TAR government employment figures indicate that while the overall
number of formally-employed staff in state-owned units decreased, the
share of non-Tibetans has been increasing. This increase has been particularly pronounced among cadres, where the share of non-Tibetans (mostly
Han) has now risen to slightly over 50 percent. In Qinghai, where such
figures are not available, the most direct and significant ethnic bias derives
from a mix of wilful negligence and illegal ‘back door’ methods: failing to
make minority language skills a requirement or at least a key advantage
as in Kalden’s case, or allowing non-local resident applicants to compete
for local jobs, as, for example, in Sangmu Drolma’s or Sonam’s situations.
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It is indisputable that these trends benefit those with good Chinese skills
at the expense of Tibetan-medium graduates. The Tibetan-medium route
is therefore extremely risky: my informant cases show that if graduates fail
to obtain formal teaching employment there are, with the exception of a
few Tibetan-Chinese translation jobs, often no other ‘adequate’ career
alternatives.
However, minority graduates from Chinese-medium programmes gain
their wider career opportunities at the price of stiffer competition from a
range of potent contestants: highly sinicised Tibetans for whom Chinese is
the mother tongue, the Han themselves, and especially ‘Tibetan Han’, who
also benefit from preferential treatment in the form of added points.
Despite her strong academic abilities compared to most other Tibetans,
Sangmu Drolma found herself unable to compete against Han applicants
from outside the region.86 This disadvantage of greater competition is usually not mentioned by those who advocate a Chinese-medium approach.
Perhaps most importantly, often neither ethnicity nor language or academic skills are sufficient to successfully compete for a formal government job. As a consequence of marketisation, the job positions themselves
have come to be commodified and are ‘traded’ through ‘hidden auctions’.87 Because of job security, high wages and various other material
and especially immaterial benefits, formal government careers are highly
valued by all ethnic groups. Buying such a position is therefore a longterm investment that carries an increasingly steep price tag. The widespread perception among my informants that Chinese is good for career
while Tibetan is often chosen for ethnic preservation reasons is complicated by the fact that corrupt recruitment dynamics can render family
background more significant than language abilities—although good
Chinese skills remain essential for many such jobs. Effectively, however,
corruption tends to disprivilege Tibetan-medium applicants because the
vast majority of these students come from rural families that lack both
money and connections—with social, symbolic and economics capitals
here being more significant than cultural capital. Minority career dynamics are therefore characterised by a growing employment-based class
distinction: on the one hand, families with parents in formal government
86 These Han might well have without Sangmu Drolma’s knowledge been ‘Tibetan Han’
who used their minority status to get into the application process or to benefit from preferential considerations. Whether this was the case or not is of course difficult to verify.
87 This commodification refers to the ability of key power holders to “sell” these
positions to the highest bidder when they become vacant or available, and not to a later
re-selling of them by the new jobholders.
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positions, many of whom have already succeeded in joining the nation’s
burgeoning middle class; and on the other hand, families from nomadic
and farming backgrounds who already struggle to provide even one or two
of their children with a college education.
The arguably greatest issue with employment dynamics in Qinghai,
which equally affects graduates from all majors and backgrounds, is a
problematic over-reliance on the public sector, whose dominance in the
employment market is not likely to end anytime soon. Because of greater
job security, higher wages, superior status and guanxi-enhancing capabilities, the powerful presence of existing role models, and the ability to
remain rooted in ‘Tibetan worlds’ and to contribute to the cause of preserving Tibetan ‘culture’, many Tibetan graduates (and particularly their
parents) understandably prefer public to private sector employment.
In this context, the efforts of graduate employment centres to reduce
expectations and promote flexibility are inadequate, particularly because
education is an increasingly expensive investment that has to be justified
by ‘adequate’ career outcomes.
At the same time, those like Tenzin Rabden who criticise graduates for
failing to explore creative alternatives and for having developed a mindset
of passive dependency are making an important point. Badeng Nima has
pointed out that in some Tibetan regions of Sichuan the ratio of government workers (including workers in state-owned enterprises) to the rest
of the population has already reached a level of 1 to 6, and therefore “seriously exceeded the normal ratio” (2009, p. 94). He rightly argues that
Tibetan education has to be about more than just training up cadres.
In Qinghai’s TAPs, this overreliance is far higher than what Badeng
Nima believes to be the case in his research area, averaging a staggering
82 percent within the four Tibetan-dominated TAPs in 2009. Considering
the already bloated public sector and the financial restrictions that local
governments face, the informalisation of government employment will
likely increase, meaning that a continued reliance on such jobs is highly
problematic.
Many of my informants from the parental generation remembered the
1980s and 1990s as a time when Tibetan schools were scrambling to find
qualified Tibetan language teachers and graduates from a secondary or
tertiary teacher training institution were guaranteed teaching jobs.
Graduates not only gained a formal job position but also knew that they
were directly contributing to Tibetan education, leading to the paradoxical situation that under socialism, career and ethnic cause were often
complementary aims. In their eyes and in those of many student inform-
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ants, these post-Cultural Revolution socialist times were much more
conducive to the preservation of ‘Tibetanness’ than present marketised
conditions. Sautmann proposes that in Xinjiang in the early 1990s—before
the implementation of market reforms in education and career—a welleducated minority individual had “a better chance of gaining an élite position than an equally-educated Xinjiang Han” (1998, p. 94).88 While it is not
certain that this was the case in Qinghai, it is indisputable that market
reforms have rendered the Tibetan employment situation very precarious.
Most significant here is that through informalisation and market-style
competition for ‘buying’ job positions, marketisation dynamics are increasingly encroaching upon the supposedly non-market sphere of the public
sector.
In this anxiety-laden context, marketisation is seen as a bait that lures
Tibetans away from their roots through the promise of worldly gain, an
upward social mobility bought for the price of assimilation through integration into the ‘multi-nationalitied Chinese Nation’. Traditionalist
informants often highlighted that quite a few of the very educators who
helped to build Tibetan-medium education a decade or two ago are
now—out of career considerations—sending their children to Chinese
schools or to Chinese-medium tracks in Tibetan schools.89 Career and
ethnocultural preservation are now considered to be increasingly contradictory aims. This proves to be an ever more powerful divisive force within
the Tibetan community.

88 Sautmann does not, however, provide significant evidence to support this
statement.
89 I later interviewed two educators who had acted in just this way, defending their
choice with pragmatist considerations.

CHAPTER SIX

LANGUAGE, CAREER AND ‘HELPING MY PEOPLE’: STUDENTS’
EDUCATION AND EMPLOYMENT STRATEGIES
Learning “My Mother Tongue”: Education, Ethnicity and
Language-Culture
Almost no topic brings up as much heated debate, emotional arguments
and passionate pleas within the Tibetan community as that of language
choice in education. Educational and career strategies in the context of
marketisation dynamics are not just shaped by perceived employment
opportunities, but often even more so by ethnolinguistic considerations.
In this context, ethnicity, culture and language have, as in the Inner
Mongolian case, come to be “merged in an emotional discourse” (Bilik,
1998, p. 56).
Opting for a Tibetan education is often seen as a personal way to contribute to the ‘survival’ of ‘Tibetan culture’, while failing to do so is considered nothing less than an outright act of betrayal. Below are a few
responses from what I would refer to as traditionalist college students, all
majoring in Tibetan, to the question of why they choose this particular
major:1
“Because I am Tibetan.”
“In order to pass on Tibetan culture.”
“The Tibetan language is in decline, it needs to be developed and
protected.”
“To further the cause of my people.”
“A Tibetan must understand his own culture.”
“Because it is my people’s language.”
“To protect my language [from extinction].”
“To become a Tibetan educator, to study Tibetan culture and pass it on to
the next generation.”

Students often attributed these views and their related educational
choices to the influence of their parents, quoting them as, for example,
1 Interviewees from both 2006 and 2007/2008 interviews, mostly QUN Tibetan department students.
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having said that “a Tibetan who cannot speak Tibetan is a shameful thing”
or “a Tibetan must study his language”.
Language (T. skad, or skad dang yi ge meaning ‘spoken and written language’ / Ch. yuyan or yuwen) is the arguably most significant marker of
‘Tibetanness’ and by far the most dominant theme in debates surrounding
the extinction of the Tibetan people. As we can already glean from these
quotes, ‘language’ is essentially equated with ‘culture’. For example, several students who helped me translate the results of my 2006 survey translated skad into the Chinese term wenhua (culture) rather than yuwen
(written and spoken language), or directly into English as “culture”.
Similarly, in his speech for the 2008 QUN Tibetan department speaking
competition entitled “How to Preserve our Mother Tongue”, Tashi Rabden
repeatedly used the phrase skad dang yi ge, which literally means “language and [written] words”, i.e. ‘spoken and written language’.2 Each time,
what was really meant by this phrase was ‘culture’, for example:
Although the culture [skad dang yi ge] of other ethnic groups is very developed, we also need to study the culture [skad dang yi ge] of our own ethnic
group.3

According to this understanding, ‘language-culture’ is an inseparable
compound, a holistic entity that defines and essentialises the essence of
‘Tibetanness’. The language-culture compound is then in turn associated
with the concept of ethnic group (T. rigs / Ch. minzu): as each rigs has
their own language (and therefore language-culture), Tibetans should
study theirs—“the language-culture of our own ethnic group [T. rang mi
rigs kyi skad dang yi ge]” as Tashi Rabden put it. Conversely, the choice for
Chinese-medium education is understood to cause not only linguistic but
also cultural sinicisation, and is not uncommonly interpreted as ethnic
transformation when the sinicised individual is said to have become
either a Han or “like a Han”.
Within traditionalist groups, the preservation of Tibetan languageculture is in turn strongly linked to Tibetan-medium education. The
acquisition of language-culture is seen as primarily occurring through the
study of codified cultural knowledge in the context of formal education,
privileging academic ways of learning abstract knowledge over orally or
2 Yi ge can mean letter, syllable, character, [written] word, or refer to a letter or any
written document.
3 This translation from Tibetan into English was provided by Kalsang, one of my
research assistants and also a Tibetan department student. Kalsang confirmed that skad
dang yi ge is commonly employed to mean the same as rig gnas (‘culture’).
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kinaesthetically transmitted forms of cultural or folk knowledge. This connection is particularly clear in this interview response of Rabden, a Tibetan
major from the nomadic Mongolian-dominated county of Henan:
Education is most important for development. … Language and culture
[skad dang yi ge] are the main factors for a people’s decline [nyams rgud]
and development [dar rgyas]. Language is the life force [tshe srog] of a people. Therefore, a people without language and culture is like a dead body
[bem po], without heart [snying].4

Here, the study of language-culture based on Tibetan-medium education
has become the “life” or “life-force”, and its absence or decline the cause of
death and the loss of a people’s “heart”. Attending Tibetan, and not
Chinese-medium schools, is therefore not just a career decision but a matter of the life and death of one’s people.
Traditionalist ways of reasoning were also at the heart of Sonam’s
explanations about his educational paths. He told me that he studied his
language at QUN “because I am Tibetan”, and because this major allowed
him to increase his knowledge of Buddhism. Sonam felt that in contrast
to the previous generation, at present “people’s ways of thinking have
become [morally] worse compared to traditional ways of thinking”.
Consequently, he deemed it important for his generation to “increase
spiritual wealth through focusing on our traditional culture” rather than
to pursue material gain. As had been outlined in the previous chapter,
Sonam’s plan to become a Tibetan teacher in his home county failed due
to corrupt recruitment processes. He then applied for an MA degree in
Tibetan at QUN but failed the exam, primarily because he performed
poorly in the politics section that had to be completed in Chinese.5 His
only options were now to accept an informal, low-paid teaching position
at a local middle school in Pema (Ch. Banma), or to return to the pastures
and possibly attend future teacher recruitment exams, hoping to eventually get into the formal government employment system.
However, Sonam’s faith in the system was exhausted, and returning to
herding was not an option for him, either. After spending a summer at
Serthar (Ch. Seda) monastery in northwestern Sichuan he decided to opt
out of society altogether and enter the monkhood. There, he felt that he
4 The translation of skad dang yi ge as “culture” in this 2006 interview response to the
question “What is in your opinion most needed to develop Tibetan regions?” was provided
by one of my research assistants (himself a QUN Tibetan major).
5 Passing the exam required a minimum mark in the politics section regardless of the
examinee’s performance in other sections.
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could increase his knowledge of Tibetan culture and religion even better
than at a secular institution. Moreover, monkhood is, especially in traditionalist and nomad circles, still a highly respected profession. Sonam had
therefore found a ‘career’ that both satisfied his own desires and fully met
traditional obligations towards his family.6
In contrast, Kalden ended up accepting an informal teaching position
at a Tibetan middle school in Sichuan. Even though this work does not
enable him to support his family or to establish a family of his own, he can
at least subsist and continue to use the knowledge he learned at college, as
well as joining the long ranks of those who year after year participate in
government recruitment exams, hoping that one day they will get in.
Kalden openly expressed his regret at his educational path, arguing that
even though he had acquired a good knowledge of Tibetan language and
culture, this knowledge was literally the only thing that his degree had
gotten him. Being someone who had always come across as strongly ethnically conscious and genuinely concerned about the future of his ethnic
group, he argued that he would choose a Chinese-medium education if he
could choose again, and would definitely do the same for his children, ideally sending them to a good high school in Xining to provide them with a
top education.
Kalden’s point is that voluntary sinicisation is better than the situation
that he is now in, and that one has to face the reality of a Han-dominated
society. He noted that there is a rising number of people in his rural home
region that feel this way and that a few Tibetan primary schools there
even had to close because of a lack of students.7 This development is all
the more interesting because the common stereotype is that Chinesemedium education is primarily favoured by Tibetan cadres and urbanites.
Kalden made it very clear that his pragmatist views did not come from his
parents, both “uneducated farmers”, who had never discussed education
or career strategies with him.
Because of his pragmatism, Kalden at times got into heated debates
with more traditionalist peers. He in turn argued that simply getting a job
is already a contribution to the cause of his people:
Saying that one studies Tibetan to ‘help my people’ is meaningless. If you
don’t have a job you can’t do anything for your people because you can’t
6 Meaning that those who enter monkhood are not expected to financially support
their parents, and instead that the parents and siblings will support the monastic family
member and in turn believe they will receive blessing.
7 This conversation was conducted in June 2006.
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even take care of yourself. If you don’t learn Chinese you can’t do anything
because society is Chinese. There’s nothing one can do about this.

To sum up his views, Kalden quoted the former Panchen Lama as having
said: “You must learn Tibetan because of the destiny of our people, and
you must learn Chinese in order to be able to eat.”8 Emphasising the latter
part of the Panchen Lama’s argument, he argued that the study of Chinese
was the only way to “face reality”:
If this situation [significance of Chinese for employment] continues then I
would send my children to a good Chinese school if I have the money, probably in Xining. But they must be able to speak Tibetan, that is a must. I don’t
like to hear ‘We are Tibetans, we must study Tibetan.’ That is the narrowminded view of nomads who don’t know society. That way of thinking is too
simple, it is completely unrealistic.

“Facing Reality”: Pragmatist Strategies and Chinese-Medium Careers
Kalden’s view is echoed by a rising number of students and parents.
Pragmatism is especially strong in Jyekundo, the prefecture seat of Yulshul
(Ch. Yushu). At Xining’s universities, students from this region have a reputation of being very sinicised as a majority of them either graduated from
Chinese-medium schools or from minority schools with little or no
Tibetan-medium instruction (a great majority of QUN students from that
prefecture grew up in urban contexts, and most of them had no Tibetan
instruction in high school as they chose English instead). Among these
groups, a Tibetan-medium education is commonly called an education
“without a future” (Ch. meiyou qiantu).9
A typical case is that of Tenzin Dorje, who grew up in Jyekundo (Ch.
Yushu). Tenzin Dorje’s parents are both government employees, originally from nomadic townships, who graduated from Tibetan middle
schools towards the end of the Cultural Revolution and were assigned
government positions. His father commented that back then, “Jyekundo
was terribly backward”. Now, their newly refurbished apartment in a
government-owned apartment complex in the prefecture centre sports a
8 This is an approximate rendering of his actual words based on my fieldwork notes.
9 Compare Bulag who described the Tumed Mongolising project that implemented an
isolationist, so-called “closed-door education” (fengbi shi jiaoyu). Bulag concludes that the
project’s students “emerged with inadequate Chinese language skills and were therefore
deprived of the vital social ability they needed to succeed in the wider Inner Mongolian
society that is dominated by Chinese at all levels.” (2003, pp. 755–6).
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brand new flat screen TV and leather couches, and like many Jyekundo
urbanites they own a second apartment in Xining. Tenzin Dorje went to
the Yushu No.2 NMS where there was very little Tibetan teaching. For his
high schooling his parents sent him to the Ledu No.2 Middle School, a
well-known Chinese high school in Ledu county near the provincial capital that attracts career-oriented Tibetans from around the province.
Following the wishes of his parents he then entered a university in Jiangxi
province in Eastern China where he studied secretarial studies (Ch. wenmi
zhuanye). His parents told me that an education in the East is far superior
to what one can get in Qinghai:
The Han study well; they have culture because their brains are smart. People
in Eastern China do a good job, but here people are sloppy because there
isn’t much competition, no pressure on the job. You will get your wages no
matter whether you do a good job or not.

But over there, Tenzin Dorje encountered a typical problem for Tibetans
in the East: Jiangxi was unbearably hot, he missed the food he was used to,
was losing weight and left after one year.10 He then embarked on a dazhuan
teaching degree at the QUN Chinese department. Tenzin Dorje’s parents,
both of whom espoused strongly pragmatic career views, want him to find
“stable employment”, preferably a government administration job because
they think that salaries in administration are higher than in teaching.
Tenzin Dorje himself thought that a Tibetan-medium education is “useless”. This perspective, which I heard from a number of pragmaticallyinclined Tibetans, does not mean that the study of Tibetan itself is useless,
but rather that it is useless for career purposes (although there are some
who actively despise their language-culture as ‘backward’). For example,
the mother of a relative of Sonam, a strongly pragmatist woman who
enrolled her son in a law degree at QUN and holds high expectations in
regards to his future career in Chinese society, ended her elaborations
with an almost inaudible comment that “[a career based on] Tibetan
would be most ideal”.
There are other arguments for choosing the Chinese-medium system
apart from career considerations. Tenzin, a QUN Chinese major and son
of a QUN Tibetan department professor who grew up in Xining noted that
10 Other typical reasons why Tibetans who attend Eastern Chinese universities end up
returning are higher study workloads, more difficult academic requirements and stronger
competition than what they were used to at home. In Qinghai, it appears uncommon compared to the TAR to send one’s children to special Eastern Chinese Tibetan boarding
schools.
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he got a far better education at the Chinese schools there than he could
have obtained at minority schools. Similarly, Gongbo Rinchen, a marketing major from Bayan Khar (Ch. Hualong) county who also grew up
attending school in Xining, felt that he learned a much wider range of
knowledge since Han schools in Xining have better equipment, more
teaching materials and more highly-educated teachers. Yangdon, a QUN
Tibetan major from Trika (Ch. Guide) county, regretted having chosen
Tibetan at college level and having opted for a minority college, arguing
that there was “no pressure” and “low expectations”, an environment that
produces students who lack initiative and are not very studious. In contrast, Chinese-medium majors at schools like the Qinghai University face
fierce competition and therefore “learn much”. A significant number of
students who were in favour of Chinese-medium education cited inferior
educational levels at minority schools as an important reason (together
with career) for why the Tibetan-medium route is not a feasible or desirable option. Even though some Tibetan middle schools are very good and
feature a high university entrance rate, Chinese schools do on average significantly surpass the educational level of minority schools. Others highlighted the supreme significance of Chinese as society’s lingua franca.
Pema Tso, a QUN tourism major from Golok (Ch. Guoluo), argued that if
she could choose her educational path again she would opt for a Chinesemedium education, because “I did not understand the importance of [the
Chinese] language until college.”
However, some of my student informants consciously opted for a
Chinese education for the same reason as many of their traditionalist
colleagues—to “help my people”—challenging the latter’s exclusive hold
on being the preservers of ‘culture’. Tserang Dondrup for example grew up
in a modern apartment complex in the county seat of Bayan Khar (Ch.
Hualong), a town dominated by the Hui. His parents moved there from a
traditional Tibetan farming region in the east of the county where he
attended primary school and sometimes returns in order to visit relatives.
His father graduated from an ‘intermediate-level’ (zhongzhuan) vocational veterinarian college in the Chinese town of Huangzhong near
Xining, where all courses were taught in Chinese, and was assigned a
government position in the county veterinary bureau. Tserang Dondrup
was sent to the Hualong County Nationalities Middle School (Hualong
xian minzu zhongxue) where most students are Tibetan. His father felt
that a Tibetan education offered decent career prospects because the
government needed minority cadres, adding that documents in minority
regions were written in Tibetan.
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But during his first year of high school, Tserang Dondrup transferred
without his parents’ knowledge to the Chinese high school in town. After
graduating, he enrolled in a business administration (gongshang guanli)
degree at QUN. There, two-thirds of his classmates were from Eastern
China. His best friend, a classmate, is a Han from Henan province, his
girlfriend a Han from Hebei. Apart from concerns about passing the
Tibetan section of the minkao, Tserang Dondrup changed systems because
he believed that if he could get a good job and earn money he could
do more for his people than someone who is subsisting on sub-par
employment:
I wanted to change to Chinese school because in other parts of China you
can’t use Tibetan, in the TAR the [spoken] Tibetan is different. I want to
study many things in order to make a contribution to my people. … If you
only understand Tibetan but have no money, no influence, that’s no use. If
you have money you can meet with leaders, you can support Tibetan education. … I hope to study abroad and learn new ideas. Tibetans are not open to
learning new things, they are closed; that is not good.

On campus, Tserang Dondrup faces criticism especially from Tibetan
department students for not studying his own language at college, and he
has been accused of lacking ethnic sentiments. On several occasions he
has been called a ‘fake Tibetan’ (T. bod pa rdzun ma / Ch. jia zangzu). But
he sees things differently, arguing that one does not have to study Tibetan
to serve one’s people “as long as you have ethnic sentiments in your heart”.
His aim is to get a job with a good enterprise (ideally a foreign joint venture), then save up money to open a shop in Eastern China that sells
Tibetan ‘cultural items’. Tserang Dondrup would then use his business to
support charity work in Tibetan areas, especially Tibetan education, and
views a Tibetan handicraft shop in Han centres as a way to “promote
Tibetan culture”:
There is a great danger of Tibetans becoming assimilated. I want to rescue
Tibetan culture. Many Tibetan children, especially those who grow up in
Xining, cannot speak Tibetan. … I gave up my [written] language for my
people, my heart is for my people.

Tserang Dondrup’s choice against studying the Tibetan language-culture
has thereby become a sacrifice that is paradoxically given for the very purpose of preserving it. This line of thinking resonates with Kalden’s
view that if one studies one’s language-culture, one has chosen a path of
powerlessness, incapable to even support oneself—much less helping
one’s people—and has therefore gained nothing.
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However, pragmatic ways of reasoning are by no means limited to pragmatists. Rinchen Lobsang for example, a QUN Tibetan major from Mangra
(Ch. Guinan) county, expressed his hope of making a significant contribution to Tibetan culture by becoming a famous writer. At the same time, he
argued that studying anything but Tibetan at secondary or college levels
simply wasn’t feasible for someone like him:
If you are Tibetan you can be good at your own language if you just work
hard, but one cannot compete with the Chinese. Even studying another subject through Chinese is very burdensome.

And if one cannot do well at college, competing with the Han for jobs
won’t be easy, either. As I had mentioned in chapter 4, Tibetan education
research supports this view.
This perspective is exemplified by a Tibetan tale that tells of a bear who
dug up a mouse and put it under his arm. Rather than being content with
his catch, the bear continues to dig for more, but while doing so the mouse
manages to escape. A QUN Tibetan department student who had to memorise this tale during primary school remembered that his teacher used it
to tell them that Tibetans should first study “their own language and culture”; otherwise, they would be like the bear who lost the mouse. The bear
is portrayed as arrogant and presumptuous, thinking he can achieve two
things at once, but one must do first things first. One of the 2006 survey
interviewees referred to this proverb when arguing that “it is presumptuous to study another language if one hasn’t mastered one’s own”. In his
book on Tibetan education, Karma Dorje, headmaster of the Jianzha No.1
NMS, spoke of Tibetan being the “foundational language of knowledge
[T. skad yig gi rmang gzhi shes bya]”, emphasising that students must first
improve their Tibetan and then work on acquiring good Chinese (2006, p.
75). In this sense, Tibetan language-culture has become the ‘foundation’
(T. rmang gzhi) for the acquisition of other languages and forms of knowledge, both for pragmatic and ethnic reasons. An apt way to summarise
this perspective is to label it as ‘Tibetan First’.
The choice for Tibetan-medium education is therefore also shaped by
pragmatic considerations. In fact, traditionalist statements of “helping my
people” by pursuing a Tibetan-medium education tend to conceal the fact
that such a choice is often a reflection of a lack of real alternatives for
those who started out in the minority education system, and therefore not
just purely the result of ethnically-inspired motivations. The Tibetan First
perspective is a counter-argument to the pragmatist advocacy of the
Chinese-medium route: if the Tibetan-medium path provides students
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from especially rural backgrounds with a better chance of getting into
college, then it could easily prove to be the best way for them to “face reality”. However, its greatest weakness is that it only relates to educational
outcomes, unable to address the career limitations of such a choice.
Rinchen Lobsang’s statement about the difficulty of competing against
the Han on their own turf echoes my conclusion from the previous
chapter: Chinese-medium graduates enjoy a wider choice of career paths,
but at the price of facing stiffer competition. A closer look at the career
outcomes of these graduates shows that they face a similar struggle to get
into formal employment as their Tibetan-medium counterparts.
After graduating in 2007, Tenzin Dorje obtained an informal teaching
position at a local primary school in Jyekundo (Ch. Yushu), earning just
400 RMB/month. His Tibetan classmates at QUN, most of them from the
same prefecture, also engaged in various kinds of informal work, be it
teaching, government administration, selling clothes, various temporary
jobs or even construction work. He noted that at the primary school he
works in (as well as at other schools in Jyekundo) those with guanxi and
money can advance into formal teaching positions after about two years
at a cost of about 100,000 RMB. Quite a few of his Han classmates also went
to there to find teaching positions, leading to increased competition for
local Tibetans like him. I heard of several instances where Han from
outside the prefecture obtained formal teaching positions that local
Tibetans had applied for in vain, either because of corruption or because
they performed better in the recruitment exams. At present, Tenzin
Dorje’s hope is to somehow get into a formal teaching position and he is
considering undertaking a BA degree to further his career prospects.
Similarly, Gongbo, also from Jyekundo, who graduated from QUN in
2008 with the same degree as Tenzin Dorje, ended up in an informal government administration post in a remote nomad region in Yulshul
(Ch. Yushu) TAP, a temporary employment strategy until he has figured
out a better career strategy. Tenzin Dorje’s father commented that investing in education is becoming “pointless” because there are no (formal
government) jobs, and that an increasing number of parents in Jyekundo
are considering giving the money needed for a high school and college
education to the children so that they can instead open a small business or
buy a car and become taxi drivers.
These two cases show that Chinese-medium graduates do not automatically enjoy better employment prospects than their Tibetan-medium
counterparts. Tenzin Dorje and Gongbo’s present career conditions are
essentially the same as those of Kalden and Sonam (had he chosen to
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continue his informal teaching job). Many families in Kalden’s home
region and in Yulshul (Ch. Yushu) equally harbour increasing doubts
about the value of education. The most significant difference here lies
probably in their family backgrounds. If Tenzin Dorje’s or Gongbo’s parents wanted, they could buy their children a formal job, and it is in my
view likely that they will eventually end up doing so. Gonbgo’s father
openly spoke to me about the fact that the only way to get formal government employment was to spend money on it, citing a figure of 100,000
RMB, and Gongbo was expecting that his father would eventually buy a
civil servant position for him. Alternatively, these parents might be able to
achieve this end through guanxi or use guanxi to add leverage to bribes. In
contrast, Kalden’s and Sonam’s parents lack both of these avenues.
Creative Approaches to the Dilemma: Track Mixing and Tibetan+
In theory, students have a choice between a Chinese-medium and a
Tibetan-medium education. However, in actual reality there are at least
two approaches that seek to transcend this classical dichotomy. The first
approach, track mixing, seeks to combine the best of both educational
worlds, usually by first getting a foundation in Tibetan and then changing
over to a Chinese school in order to broaden one’s choices of college
majors and future career paths. The second approach is based on the more
recently established minzu majors such as Tibetan-English or TibetanPhysics (what I call ‘Tibetan+’), and tends to be preferred by traditionalistinclined students who seek to go beyond the study of their own language
without having to engage with Chinese.
Recognising the quandary between career prospects and ‘helping my
people’, several of my interviewees espoused track mixing strategies as a
way to get the benefits of involvement with both ‘worlds’. Norbu Dorje,
who had gone through all Tibetan-medium education, noted that if he
could choose again he would go to Tibetan primary and middle schools
but attend a Chinese high school. He would do so because of the significance of Chinese skills in the current social context, stating that his
Chinese was poor and that this often affected his studies.11 Norbu Dorje
would do the same for his children if they were able to continue to study
Tibetan by themselves while attending Chinese high school. Attending
Tibetan primary and middle schools was seen by him as essential in order
11 As I had stated in chapter 4, his college classes were primarily taught in Chinese.
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to “pass on the culture of my ethnic group to the next generation”. For
Norbu Dorje, track mixing is a compromise that must not be taken too far.
Lobsang Dorje, a QUN Tibetan department MA degree student,
also emphasised the significance of Chinese. He grew up in Chentsa
(Ch. Jianzha) county where his father is the headmaster of a Tibetan
middle school. Lobsang Dorje went through Tibetan-medium education
but was put into the Chinese track at the Huangnan NTTS at the request
of his father. His younger brother was sent to local Chinese schools. When
I later interviewed the father, who had by then implemented numerous
tibetanising measures including pure Tibetan track education at the
Jianzha No.1 NMS, he argued that young Tibetans should study “our
culture” and that the decision to put his sons into Chinese tracks / schools
had been a “mistake”.
Through the fenpei system Lobsang Dorje was then assigned a teaching
position at a mixed Tibetan-Hui high school teaching Chinese, mathematics and English. When student numbers started to decline and there were
rumours that positions would likely be cut, he decided to chose an unusual route for upgrading his education. First, he pursued a self-study
dazhuan degree in Tibetan as part of the Adult Education programme
while still teaching. He then continued by undertaking an Adult Education
BA degree in Chinese language at QUN, the advantage of the Adult
Education route being that he did not have to take the regular gaokao.12
Lobsang Dorje’s language choices at college exemplify the contradictory dynamics of pragmatist reasoning. He told me that he chose to pursue
a BA degree in Chinese because of its importance for career and society:
I chose Chinese because after entering society [as a teacher] I realised that
it is not enough to just rely on my ethnic group’s language. Before that,
I was still immature. [I chose Chinese] because of my future plans, for
getting into a good work unit, otherwise career-wise there would be a lot of
difficulties. … My [Tibetan-medium educated] parents have not succeeded
in society because they are only teachers, not in government leadership. …
I am partially sinicised because my plan is to choose the good aspects from
my culture and also learn the good aspects from Han culture. I don’t want to
just stubbornly persist with what I grew up with.

However, after graduating Lobsang Dorje took and passed the QUN
Tibetan department postgraduate studies exam and pursued an MA

12 The Adult Education gaokao version is far less demanding, and admission into a
related BA degree carries relatively low requirements.
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degree in Tibetan.13 When asked why he so abruptly changed his language
focus, Lobsang Dorje argued that an MA degree would be beneficial for his
career, but that his Chinese was not good enough to pursue postgraduate
studies in a Chinese-medium subject. Having an MA in Tibetan was therefore better than not being able to pursue any advanced degree. His reply
exemplifies the probably most significant limit of the track mixing
approach. It helps Tibetan students to gain an edge over their Tibetanmedium counterparts and theoretically broadens their career prospects,
but it certainly does not enable them to compete with native Chinese
speakers. Only someone like Gongbo Rinchen who was all Chinesemedium educated and went to top Chinese schools in Xining (and can
only speak very little Tibetan) is effectively able to compete with his Han
classmates.14 Lobsang Dorje’s case shows the complex linguistic situation
in which many Tibetans find themselves: just knowing Tibetan is not
enough, but pursuing both Tibetan and Chinese is often not good enough
either when compared to those who just embraced Chinese in the first
place. Drawing on pragmatic arguments from both camps, Lobsang Dorje
creatively combined them in order to enhance his career opportunities.
If Lobsang Dorje could choose his education again he would first attend
a Tibetan-medium primary school and then change to Chinese schools,
continuing to study Tibetan at monasteries during summer holidays (and
do the same for his children). His reasons behind choosing a Tibetan primary school are telling: he is concerned that his children would acquire
Han ways of thinking and a Han morality which he identified as a mentality of selfishness and of demanding rights—as opposed to Tibetan values
of compassion and respect towards elders.15 Sending them initially to a
Tibetan school would therefore lay the foundation for children’s moral
development. Additionally, he hoped to later continue to teach them
Tibetan cultural knowledge at home. This is typically seen as the main
advantage of track mixing over a straight Chinese-medium path: the
young generation is given an opportunity to acquire a foundation in
Tibetan language, culture, and related moral and religious views before
13 I had met another QUN Tibetan department MA degree student who had previously
done a dazhuan degree in Chinese language in order to increase his chance of passing the
MA entrance exam.
14 Gongbo Rinchen’s Chinese was so good that he even at times corrected his Han classmates. He made it his purpose to beat the Han at their own language, which appeared to
be his way of ‘getting back at them’ for the discrimination and rejection he had to endure
during schooling.
15 The loss of morality through attending Chinese schooling and being around Han
peers is a common concern among Tibetans—see e.g. Yi Lin, 2008, p. 75.
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they are sent to a morally problematic Chinese environment. If we compare Lobsang Dorje and Norbu Dorje’s reasoning, we notice that Norbu
Dorje argues from a primarily cultural and linguistic perspective: children
must acquire a definite foundation in the Tibetan language-culture before
they can change to Chinese, or otherwise all will soon be forgotten.
Lobsang Dorje, in contrast, emphasises a particular aspect of languageculture, that of morality, and is realistic about the fact that a child
with just a Tibetan-medium primary school education will never excel in
written Tibetan.
Track mixing scenarios raise more questions about their feasibility
and ultimate benefits than they answer. Changing from Tibetan-medium
secondary to Chinese-medium tertiary education is difficult and those
who do it often can only get dazhuan or Adult Education degrees—a
notable exception being Chinese majors at the BA level such as Lobsang
Dorje who got into the Tibetan department MA programme. Kalden for
example noted that QUN’s college application invitation, automatically
sent to his entire graduating high school class, only left them the option to
enter the Tibetan department. According to him this was typical: since
they were Tibetan high school graduates, better tertiary institutions
such as QUN would only consider admitting them for minority department majors. Only lower-rank vocational colleges offering dazhuan
degrees would recruit minority education system graduates into Chinesemedium majors.
Changing system prior to college is theoretically possible, but fraught
with risks and difficulties. Among my 124 interviewees (2007/2008) there
were twelve cases of track mixing—about 10 percent of the whole sample.16 Six of them had changed from highly sinicised Tibetan middle
schools—where all courses except for Tibetan are more-or-less taught
in pure Chinese—to a Chinese high school. The feasibility of such a move
is exemplified by Tserang Dondrup. Having originally attended the sinicised Hualong NMS, his Tibetan was so poor that he couldn’t even read a
simple sentence to me. Even though the adjustment to the Chinese middle school was difficult, it was primarily challenging him to work harder
on his existing skills than forcing a fundamental change-over from one
system to another.17 Only two informants had changed into the Chinese
16 Of the twelve, eight had changed from Tibetan to Chinese-medium education, while
four had done it the other way round.
17 The low standard of Tibetan-medium education in this school is highlighted by the
fact that one student had transferred there from a Chinese middle school.
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system from a more ‘proper’ Tibetan middle school. One of them had
entered a Xining-based college entrance preparation class that features a
high share of students from minority education backgrounds and therefore specialises in getting such students into a (lower-level) Chinese college.18 Only four cases of the twelve can be considered true ‘track mixing’
examples, and of those, only one transferred from the Tibetan into the
Chinese system. This very much resonates with the experience of Palden
Tashi,19 headmaster of the Hainan NMS in 2007, who told me that the
educational path of students is largely determined by the type of primary
school they are sent to.
Among my interviewees, about 81 percent of Chinese-medium high
school graduates also enrolled in a Chinese-medium degree at college,
while for Tibetan-medium students the ratio was 65 percent, meaning
that track mixing after high school is more popular among Tibetanmedium students. However, about 70 percent of Tibetan-medium high
school graduates who enrolled in a Chinese-medium college major had
attended a very sinicised minority school or a Chinese-medium dominated track within a minority school. Similarly, most Chinese-medium
high school graduates who went on to a minority department entered a
QSD NTC science major, which feature a high share of Chinese-medium
courses. In either case, switching from one system to the other was more
feasible because the overall language emphasis did not change significantly. (See Fig. 71.)
Yi Lin’s study of Tibetan students at a Chinese middle school in Rebkong
(Ch. Tongren) shows that students found it difficult to integrate into the
school environment and struggled with rejection from Han peers, the inability to study their language and culture, overly stern discipline, a highly
competitive school environment and an extremely demanding workload
(2008, pp. 77–9). Over 90 percent of his student informants at this school
said they would change to a Tibetan school if they could, their primary
concern often being their inability to learn their own language. The parents who sent their children to the Tibetan school reasoned that in a
Chinese school the children would not be able to compete with their
Han classmates, and that they would perform better in their mother
tongue. However, Yi Lin’s research also revealed that 60 percent of student interviewees from the Tibetan-medium Huangnan NMS would
rather be at that very Chinese middle school, with the primary reasons
18 This was Lobsang’s case which is described in detail below.
19 Real name.

212
100%

chapter six
Correlation between high school track and college department

90%
35%

80%
70%
60%

Went on to Chinesemedium department
(college)

81%
81%

50%

Went on to minorities
department (college)

40%
65%

30%
20%
10%
0%

19%
19%
Graduated from Chinese- Graduated from Tibetanmedium high school
medium high school

Fig. 71. Source: 2007/2008 interviews (n=119).

being a desire to acquire better Chinese skills and the perception that the
educational level at the Chinese school was higher (2008, p. 79). These
sentiments would support a track mixing strategy as a way to obtain the
best of both ‘worlds’. But a student who changed to the Chinese middle
school from the Huangnan NMS, the local Tibetan middle school, ended
up returning to her old school because she could not get used to the different environment. Track mixing tends to put children under great pressure.Due to the cultural discontinuity dynamics that it involves, it can be
a risky approach.
At the same time, there are examples where students successfully
engaged in track mixing and were able to use it to their advantage. I had
already mentioned Lobsang Dorje switching from Tibetan to Chinese and
then back to Tibetan, using a Chinese college degree (BA or dazhuan) to
get into the Tibetan department MA programme. This strategy capitalised
on the fact that postgraduate exams contain substantial Chinese sections
such as politics, which, as, for example, Sonam’s case shows, often pose
the most significant hurdle to Tibetan-medium students since applicants
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have to achieve minimum marks in each section. Others perform this
change prior to high school graduation as a way to ensure that language
issues and poor gaokao results are less likely to prevent them from getting
into a Chinese-medium major.
Lobsang, whom we had briefly met in chapter 5, grew up Bayan Khar
(Ch. Hualong) county and went to the local Wendu TMS. Concerned that
his gaokao results might not be sufficient, he changed to an all Chinesemedium high school track at the secondary institution of the Transport
College in Xining during the final year of high school, which then facilitated a fairly straightforward entry into that college’s dazhuan degree
programme. These pre-college preparatory classes effectively function as
track mixing interfaces that mitigate cultural discontinuities because they
are especially designed to prepare a wide range of students from different
(including minority) backgrounds for Chinese-medium college entrance.
The disadvantage is that these students’ educational levels and Chinese
language skills are far below those of minorities who started out in the
Chinese education system (not to mention native Chinese speakers), and
their career prospects are generally quite poor. The advantage they have
over minority department college graduates is a wider range of informal
work opportunities within the urban private sector. Changing tracks at a
late stage has therefore only limited career benefits.
Conversely, the strategy of using track mixing to combine Chinese skills
with a foundational knowledge of Tibetan language-culture is by no
means a guaranteed outcome, either. Just like Norbu Dorje and Lobsang
Dorje, some of the parents of the Tibetan students at the Huangnan
Chinese middle school studied by Yi Lin also wanted their offspring to
acquire some Tibetan skills, and several arranged private Tibetan instruction for them. But the students often did not react positively to this as they
were already extremely busy with their studies, and the Tibetan side
invariably ended up being neglected. Likewise, several QSD NTC teachers
organised a weekend Tibetan class for their children, but it lasted for only
three terms because they became too busy. Should Norbu Dorje and
Lobsang Dorje proceed with their plans for their offspring, they might well
run into comparable problems as the demanding workload of Chinese
schools will render a continued serious engagement with the Tibetan
language-culture very difficult. After all, it is hard to be motivated about
something that does not contribute to passing exams, getting into college
and obtaining a good job. Ultimately, there is no guarantee that the child
won’t either end up having to return to a Tibetan school or, conversely,
become thoroughly sinicised.
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A positive example is Rinchen Tserang, also a tertiary educator. Rinchen
Tserang has been persisting in teaching his son, who attends a Xining
Chinese-medium school, fifteen minutes of Tibetan a day. He initially had
hoped to send him to a Tibetan-medium secondary school in a Tibetan
majority prefecture centre after he graduated from this school’s primary
level, but his son prefers the superior educational conditions here.
Students have highly qualified (Han) teachers, new computers and fast
internet access. In the wake of the March 2008 uprising his son became
increasingly aware of his ‘Tibetanness’ through scuffles and arguments
with Han classmates, and is as a consequence “more and more eager to
learn Tibetan”. Rinchen Tserang noted that his Tibetan level was “quite
good”, and that he would instead continue their Tibetan home education.
How long this will be feasible as his son’s study workload will continually
increase, and whether the motivation to achieve good exam results will
eventually quench the desire to learn his language-culture is of course
difficult to say. Yet this case shows that the external pressures of discrimination can provide the necessary motivation to pursue Tibetan study on
top of the demands of attending a Chinese-medium school.
The Ethnically-Concious Alternative: Venturing into Tibetan+
Many of the more traditionalist students who are not willing to dabble
with a Chinese-medium education at any level and firmly believe in the
Tibetan First principle are also seeking alternative routes to broaden their
knowledge and gain employable skills. As one QUN Tibetan department
student put it: “If you only study Tibetan you are standing still, you cannot
progress, but if you don’t learn Tibetan at all you lose your culture.” This
line of reasoning explains the growing popularity of the new tertiary
Tibetan-medium majors.
For example, Tenzin Rabden, whom I had briefly introduced in chapter
5, grew up in a farming community in Chentsa (Ch. Jianzha) county. He
went through Tibetan-medium education, but his father also made him
study Tibetan at the local monastery during school holidays because he
thought his son’s Tibetan wasn’t good enough. Towards the end of middle
schooling, Tenzin Rabden was selected for a Trace Foundation sponsored
high school class at the Huangnan NMS, where they also had a foreign
English teacher. Tenzin Rabden had always been adventurous, outgoing,
and fascinated by foreigners. At age fifteen he started to go to Xining on a
regular basis, doing various kinds of temporary work, meeting foreigners
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and practising his English which he loved learning. He also did occasional
translation work for Trace Foundation and acted as a voluntary tour guide
for foreign visitors and researchers. Over time, he acquired excellent spoken English skills.
When graduating from high school, Tenzin Rabden joined the TibetanEnglish programme at QUN. After graduating he would like to do an MA
in history. His dream is to study abroad, learning about European history,
German philosophy, French literature and Italian art. Tenzin Rabden also
dreams of becoming a journalist because he likes “travel and freedom”. He
would not change his own educational path if he could, and he would
most definitely send his children to Tibetan schools in his home county
even if he would live in a big Chinese city (which he considers to be likely).
For him, the choice of Tibetan versus Chinese is not just a matter of ethnic
consciousness but also of what matters in life:
Choosing a Chinese school is impossible, there will be many problems, for
example my father would be ashamed and I would be ashamed… When
Tibetan children speak Chinese it really hurts my feelings, it is really terrible.
Many say before fifteen years of age they can go to Chinese school and then
later learn Tibetan, but I don’t agree. Tibetan children should grow up with
other Tibetan children…, when they grow old and recall their life they
should not feel regrets about not having played enough … because life
should be happy. Han and Tibetan customs are very different. In Chinese
schools in cities children don’t play much, [they are] not really free. In
the countryside they can feel the happiness of being free. … That is real
happiness.

Tenzin Rabden’s argument against track mixing is that a Tibetan child
should have a ‘Tibetan childhood’: carefree play in the countryside, which
is associated as a place of ‘Tibetanness’, and surrounded by Tibetan peers,
instead of the competitive business that dominates urban (Chinese)
society.
Tenzin Rabden does not fit the common stereotype of the traditionalist, stubborn rural Tibetans who insist on studying their language, wait for
the government to assign them jobs and otherwise bury their heads in the
sand, the kind of mentality that is routinely critiqued by Chinese-medium
advocates as “narrow-minded” and “unrealistic”. He and his classmates
feel energised by the combination of Tibetan and English, being able to
both learn about their ‘culture’ and at the same time opening a door into
a new and exciting global world by learning what they often referred to as
the “world language”. This combination is therefore often seen as the perfect middle path between preserving the old and learning the new.
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The most important perceived benefit of the Tibetan-English approach
is that students can gain a highly employable skill without having to deal
with the much disliked Chinese language. Tenzin Rabden put it this way:
My Chinese is not good, my Tibetan and English are okay. I don’t like the
Chinese language…It is possible to have good English and some Chinese and
you can live in a big city like Shanghai, so why study Chinese?

He recalled how one of his Tibetan teachers drew a triangle on a blackboard with Tibetan at the bottom, Chinese in the middle and English on
the top. Tibetans usually acquire English via Chinese as the medium of
learning, but they could instead go there directly without taking this
‘detour’. English, as the ‘world language’, is deemed suitable to replace
Chinese as a means to acquire knowledge beyond the realm of the Tibetan
language-culture and seen as a highly employable skill. After all, the Han
themselves are striving to learn good English in order to boost their
careers, and Tibetan students are, for once, hoping to outdo their Han
counterparts in this field. While Chinese is associated with the often disliked Han, English is the language of the West, and Westerners are very
much perceived as lovers of ‘Tibetan culture’. As Sonam Gyatso, a classmate of Tenzin Rabden and a former ETP high school student put it:
“Tibetans are loved by people all around the world.” In this way, the
Tibetan-English route exemplifies how globalisation refers “both to the
compression of the world and to the intensification of the consciousness
of the world as a whole” (Robertson, 1992, p. 8, cited in Friedman, 1994, p.
196). Moreover, by seeking the direct link with the Western world as the
‘true’ centre, traditionalist groups are effectively subverting the Han-led
centre-periphery model.
At the same time, avoiding engagement with mainstream society poses
significant risks (cf. Yi Lin, 2008, pp. 123–5). The career hopes of TibetanEnglish majors rest on the fact that English is in high demand. Apart from
creative individuals like Tenzin Rabden, most ETP or QUN TibetanEnglish majors hope to become English teachers in Tibetan schools
and a majority of them do end up in such positions. Some get tour guide
or translation jobs for foreigners, but even though they are attractive
because they provide opportunities to interact with foreigners, such work
does not generally meet with parental approval because it is equivalent to
informal private sector work, seasonal and without job security or benefits
(cf. Yi Lin 2008, p. 122).20 Tibetans are unlikely to get English-related jobs
20 ETP graduates are known for their excellent spoken English skills due to the high
number of foreign teachers in its programme (at least until 2008), but their Tibetan
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in private enterprises, because there good Chinese skills are also essential.
For many, therefore, the greatest ideal is to work for a foreign NGO like
Trace Foundation because similar to formal teaching positions, such jobs
often combine decent salaries with work that serves to “help my people”,
apart from maybe bringing them a step closer to the dream of almost any
young Tibetan: to go abroad. Sonam’s sister Sangmu Drolma was able to
take this route. She was selected for the ETP’s high school class and then
did the ETP’s dazhuan Tibetan-English degree. After graduating, she
‘struck gold’ and got a well-paid job at the Bridge Foundation, providing
not only for her family but also for Sonam’s entire education. But as
had been hinted at in the previous chapter, the prospects for NGO work
turned decisively sour after the March 2008 uprising. Trace Foundation
for example was no longer able to co-operate with the QUN Tibetan
department and its foreign English teacher there had to be withdrawn. In
this context and considering the presently very limited presence of
foreign businesses in Tibetan regions, employment opportunities with
foreigners have become scarce. This has also affected employment opportunities in tour guiding and temporary translation jobs for foreign visitors
or researchers.
Consequently, around graduation time the 2009 QUN Tibetan-English
graduating class was lining up to get government teaching certificates
(Ch. jiaoshi zigezheng). One of them was Tenzin Norbu, a student who
made it into the top ten of the national 2007 China Central Television Cup
English Speaking Contest and who never envisioned himself becoming a
teacher. Tenzin Norbu took the tegang exam for English teaching positions in his nomadic home region in Yulshul (Ch. Yushu) TAP and got
such a job in the local Tibetan middle school. Even though he didn’t really
want to become a teacher and had hoped to be based in a more international cosmopolitan setting than a remote nomad county he simply could
not afford to turn down a formal government employment opportunity.
Several of his classmates also obtained tegang English teaching positions,
benefiting from the fact that rising numbers of Tibetan secondary and
even primary schools are now offering English classes, and that English
teachers are therefore in much greater demand than Tibetan language
teachers.
language skills are considered to be inferior. QUN Tibetan-English majors are known for
the exact opposite: their Tibetan skills are better since they are part of the arguably best
Tibetan department in the nation, but they only had one foreign English teacher who had
to leave the college in April 2008 as Trace Foundation was forced to suspend its cooperation with the QUN Tibetan department.
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However, as successive waves of ETP and QUN Tibetan-English graduates are filling English teaching positions, demand for them will eventually recede and reach the levels of other subjects. The establishment of the
Tibetan-English programme at QUN alone has doubled the number of
Tibetan-English graduates that enter the job market each year, on top of
many other Tibetan graduates who have acquired English skills through
off-campus courses. Moreover, as the tegang programme is being gradually phased out, the availability of formal English teaching positions is
going to be much more limited even should demand continue to be strong.
For example, the headmaster of the Yushu Prefecture No.3 Primary School
is very keen to teach English to his students and was in 2008 offering graduates with English skills 300 instead of the usual 250 RMB/month for
informal teaching posts. Offers like that are full of goodwill but unable to
provide the kind of employment that graduates need.
Other Tibetan+ methods are even more restricted in their application
since they do not even offer a prospect of employment with foreign entities. Degrees such as Tibetan-physics or Tibetan-geography/ politics/history are primarily designed to train up teachers for Tibetan secondary
schools. Similarly, Tibetan-computer science majors are unlikely to be
able to compete with Chinese-medium computer science graduates and
will also end up either in teaching or temporary work. Lobsang commented that only few Tibetan computer science graduates at his college
actually find related work. Most try to obtain different kinds of informal
work, while those whose parents are cadres may obtain formal government positions through ‘back door’ methods. Similarly, Norbu Dorje was
extremely pessimistic about his employment prospects. He noted that
“those with money” had alternatives open to them since they could, for
example, start a business or buy a job, but that the situation for those from
poor farming backgrounds like him was bleak. A QSD NTC science graduate from his village ended up “returning to farming”,21 which—as Norbu
Dorje commented—means that “his parent’s investment in his education
was wasted”. Just after his graduation, Norbu Dorje then told me that he
considered improving his English and becoming a tour guide even though
it meant settling for an informal job.
The greatest weakness of Tibetan+ is therefore the risk that Tashi
Rabden’s metaphor might prove to be true, meaning that its majors will be
like those with a head and with eyes but without mouth, and therefore
unable to feed themselves. Tibetan+ majors do address an important
21 It was not clear whether this was a temporary or permanent return to farming.
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pragmatic educational concern of the traditionalist camp: the problem of
learning other subjects through the difficult medium of Chinese. But even
though they were designed to expand the skill base of Tibetan-medium
majors, they effectively only train up graduates for teaching positions.
Ultimately, the Tibetan+ route does not address the root issue of overreliance on a form of employment that is increasingly characterised
by market-style informalisation and crippled by tight human resource
budgets.

Career and ‘Tibetanness’ Between Isolation and Engagement
Debates between traditionalists and pragmatists tend to be dominated by
extremely one-sided portrayals of the other side. Pragmatists are said to
be “like the Han” or as those who “don’t care about their ethnic group”,
while traditionalists are described as “unrealistic” or encumbered by
“backward mindsets”. In reality, the situation is far more complex, and the
cases presented here reveal that the boundaries between different positions can quickly become blurred. Both groups have valid arguments for
“helping my people” as well as for “facing reality”.
Individuals like Tserang Dondrup view a Chinese-medium education
and related careers as a pragmatic and perhaps the only effective way to
contribute to the Tibetan cause. Conversely, Rinchen Lobsang reminds us
that the Tibetan-medium route can—especially for those with poor
Chinese skills—be the most feasible way to get a college education. He
and others rightly highlight the risks of directly competing with the Han in
the education system or in employment markets, although Lobsang
Dorje’s case shows that creative switching between Tibetan and Chinese
can be the best strategy for educational advancement even into a Tibetanmedium postgraduate degree. Additionally, the significance of ‘back door’
methods in public sector recruitment processes means that Chinesemedium graduates often have no automatic advantage in obtaining such
jobs. This fact somewhat undermines pragmatist lines of reasoning.
At the heart of traditionalism there is an attitude that the Tibetan
language-culture is an end in itself, and its study a non-negotiable aspect
of Tibetan existence. Tenzin Norbu captured this sentiment when he
argued that Tibetans should “think of the value of education, and not just
view it as being about getting a job”. Similarly, Sonam’s decision to enter
monastic life in order to keep learning about his culture was not just an
escape from competitive and corrupt society; it also represents the
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embodiment of pursuing Tibetan education as a personal act of cultural
preservation. A number of my minority department informants noted
that their ideal was to just keep studying, to keep learning about the
depths of ‘Tibetan culture’, reflecting both a fear of and a strong antipathy
against being part of a competitive economic environment.
From a traditionalist perspective, participation in Tibetan education is
therefore strongly motivated through ideas of ethnocultural preservation.
Contrary to Ogbu’s theory, this occurs despite poor employment prospects
and a general perception of society as discriminatory and corrupt—
although career considerations are arguably always present as well.
Tibetan education provides an avenue for achieving ‘ethnic success’: personal, active participation in the preservation and development of one’s
own cultural-linguistic heritage as part of a collective effort. Quite a few of
my traditionalist informants viewed the principle of getting an education
for one’s own individualistic (i.e. career) reasons as highly problematic.
When I first met Tenzin Rabden and asked him about his major, he told
me that: “The Tibetan people are not developed, they are in a bad state, so
we should not just study what we want; we should study what can promote the development of our people.”22 In the Tibetan case, the common
notion underlying Ogbu’s folk theory of educational success model as a
means to accomplish economic achievement is therefore complicated by
strong perceptions of education as the ‘unselfish’ pursuit of the greater
interests of one’s people at a time of acute danger. This of course presupposes an education system that can actually facilitate such ethnic aims—
which my traditionalist informants clearly thought was the case in their
context.
In contrast, at the core of pragmatist thinking is a belief that un- or
underemployment is a ‘worst case scenario’ which must be avoided at all
cost—even for the very sake of preserving ‘Tibetan culture’! Without a
career, nothing can be gained either for one’s personal life or for the
Tibetan cause in general. But here, we must distinguish at least two different kinds of pragmatism. For some pragmatists, education is an investment of finances and time that must yield measurable economic returns
in order to justify its expenses. This line of reasoning is somewhat comparable to that of Pieke’s Dutch Chinese immigrants. Even though ethnic
considerations are still present and may even be strong, they are not considered to justify any kind of education ‘for its own sake’. This assessment
22 The meaning of the term ‘development’ especially from a traditionalist perspective is
discussed in detail in chapter 7.
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is not just espoused by Tibetan urbanites or the children of well-situated
government employees—especially in Yulshul (Ch. Yushu), as reflected in
Tenzin Dorje’s case; substantial numbers of rural Tibetans, not only in the
farming regions where Kalden grew up, but also in, for example, the
nomadic regions in Tsolho (Ch. Hainan),23 respond to the career plight of
Tibetan graduates (especially of those who do not attend college) with an
increasing sentiment of non-participation, i.e. what Ogbu’s framework
would make us expect from a disenfranchised minority.
In contrast, another kind of pragmatism is reflected in the attitude
of Tserang Dondrup, who is not only strongly concerned about culturallinguistic preservation, but considers engagement with Han society to
be an essential and strategic path for providing economic, social and
symbolic capitals for this very purpose. For these pragmatists, (Chinesemedium) education is therefore the (perhaps only) means to achieve
‘ethnic success’.
A similar kind of pragmatism to this latter form, but from a somewhat
more ‘traditionalist’ perspective, can be seen in the life of Tserang Tashi
from the remote ‘nomad’ county of Derge (Ch. Dege) in Kandze (Ch.
Ganzi) TAP in northwestern Sichuan. As a young boy, Tserang Tashi was
sent by his parents to the Larung Gar Buddhist Institute in Serthar (Ch.
Seda). However, at age seventeen he left monkhood and soon after that
entered the QUN Tibetan-English programme.24 He said that at the monastery “one can only study Tibetan Buddhism”, which he found “too limiting”, even though he continues to be very devout. He felt that he could do
more for his people by learning English and other ‘modern’ skills such as
computing, hoping to combine them with the more ‘traditional’ aspects of
Tibetan ‘culture’. During our interview, Tserang Tashi argued—to the profound shock of his classmate Norbu who acted as our translator—that he
would even marry a Han if it was “beneficial for my people”, regardless of
whether there was love between them or not. In his view, if a Han wife
could get him a good job or other ways of power and influence that he
could use for his people’s sake, then it would justify such a marriage.
Even though there are obvious differences between Tserang Tashi and
Tserang Dondrup’s educational and other background, they share the

23 Based on student informant reports and the observations of local Western NGO
workers.
24 Because Tserang Tashi never went to secondary school and did not attend the gaokao
he only has guest status at college. He said he got in through the connections (guanxi) of
an uncle who is a cadre.
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same attitude: that helping the Tibetan cause justifies a definite engagement with the dominant group, meaning that the end justifies many
means. Yet to traditionalists, such means are seen as fatal, and those who
have chosen the Chinese-medium route are considered to be effectively
‘lost’ to the cause of preserving the Tibetan language-culture—regardless
of their motivations and resources. Pragmatism and traditionalism therefore represent two irreconcilably contradictory value systems. Their proponents remain deeply divided, even though both approaches can
partially overlap and are arguably often complementary.
But regardless of personal conviction or motivation, all educational and
career strategies discussed in this chapter are sadly united by a tendency
to fuel competition for formal public sector employment. Rather than
relieving the ‘educated Tibetan community’s’ reliance on the state for providing ‘adequate’ employment, they only compound it. The majority of my
personally-acquainted informants, be they minority department or
Chinese-medium majors, raised in urban or rural locations, more ‘sinicised’ or more ‘truly Tibetan’, ended up competing for government instead
of private sector work. Every student discussed here except for Tenzin
Rabden had either obtained or was hoping to obtain a formal government
job. The main difference between minority department and Chinesemedium majors was merely that the former usually pursued Tibetanmedium teaching or Chinese-Tibetan translation jobs, while the latter
typically applied for administrative (civil servant) careers.
Quite a few students whom I talked with did not want to become teachers. However, they firmly intended to apply for such positions simply
because they saw no feasible alternative. As one Tibetan department
student somewhat despondently put it: “I should become a teacher, but
I don’t want to.” Because of the widespread perception that one can always
apply for a teaching position, becoming a teacher is not only a common
career aspiration but also the default alternative for those whose primary
aim is to make it in the private sector or to work for a Western NGO. As
I observed students over time, I noticed how their career views would
often become less idealistic as graduation day approached. Kalden for
example was extremely excited about the possibility of working for a
Western NGO in order to help develop Tibetan education. Several months
before graduating, he took private English and basic computing skills
classes in order to prepare for the application. He ended up being interviewed but never got a job offer. Around the time of his graduation in
summer 2007, Kalden then resigned himself to the inevitability that there
was basically no alternative to public sector employment.
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The pragmatic approach theoretically advocates a widening of career
prospects through the Chinese-medium route, but in practice this is, similar to Tibetan+, often also restricted to an expansion of career opportunities within the public sector. Both Tenzin Dorje and Gongbo had been
specifically placed by their parents into the Chinese system in order to
have a better chance of competing for cadre positions. Those who initially
harboured private sector ambitions also tended to hedge their bets. Dorje
Tserang, whom I had introduced in chapter 5, told me that if he could not
find adequate employment in the chemical or pharmaceutical industry
his alternative plan was to apply for mathematics teaching positions in
rural primary schools—even though he had absolutely no desire to
become a teacher. Tserang Dondrup likewise ended up participating in
the 2009 civil servant examination, arguing that good private sector work
was hard to find and that public sector jobs paid better wages. Despite
disliking government work, he viewed it as a means to save up money in
order to eventually start his own business. In that way, he would realise
his vision to help his people. In the end, almost all of my close student
acquaintances, regardless of background, school or major, pursued a
more-or-less similar career approach: get the teaching certificate, apply
for tegang teaching positions, and take the civil servant examination as
well as local government recruitment exams.
Parents’ expectations towards the childrens’ work location
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Fig. 72. Except for one case, parents who specified ‘urban centre’ as the desired
location of their children’s employment were based in either Xining or Jyekundo.
Statistics for the students’ own views on this matter are not shown because the
vast majority of them simply concurred with their parent’s wishes. Source:
2007/2008 interviews (n=86).

224

chapter six

Apart from illuminating the depths of the Tibetan employment
dilemma, the different educational and career strategies presented in this
chapter reflect a diversity of approaches designed to reconcile the two
potentially contradictory aims of cultural preservation versus achieving
satisfactory career outcomes. Track mixing and Tibetan+ are united by a
commitment to Tibetan First: laying a foundation of Tibetan languageculture before adding other languages and knowledge. But both strategies are separated by fundamentally opposed approaches as to how to
relate to the Chinese language and Han-dominated society. Track mixing
seeks to strategically and selectively engage, while Tibetan+ and especially Tibetan-English actively circumvent the need for such engagement,
allowing its students to remain isolated in ‘Tibetan worlds’. Generally, the
parents of minority department graduates, who were also very often influential in their children’s choice of educational stream, showed a significantly stronger preference (83 versus 58 percent) for their offspring to
return to work in their home regions or in ‘Tibetan regions’—i.e. to work
where one can ‘benefit one’s people’. By comparison, over a quarter of
parents of Chinese-medium majors expected their offspring to leave the
countryside or even move to the nation’s East.
Ultimately, the question of whether to pursue Chinese-medium, track
mixing, Tibetan+ or pure Tibetan-medium is therefore closely related
to how much engagement with Han Chinese language, culture and
society is deemed necessary, appropriate or acceptable. The more traditionalist-inclined consider Chinese-medium and track mixing as a level
of involvement that leads to an unacceptable loss of ‘Tibetanness’.
Conversely, the isolationist attitude of many traditionalists fuels the
charge of neglecting to ‘face reality’ levelled at them by those who believe
in the necessity to pragmatically engage. The strategy of isolating oneself
from the Chinese linguistic-cultural context leads to an inability to engage
due to a lack of language and cultural skills, as well as the insecurities
that this lack begets. But pragmatic engagement runs the risk of becoming
too integrated and thereby compromising the very foundation of one’s
language-culture.
The question of isolation versus engagement reflects a contrast that is
perhaps most vividly epitomised by the paths of Sonam, the college graduate who became a monk, versus Tserang Tashi, who left monkhood to
become a student. This question lies at the heart of most educational and
career choices, and reflects the arguably most pressing dilemma that the
Tibetan community is facing: achieving cultural and linguistic preservation without stifling important career options or overly isolating itself
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from the wider socio-economic and technological transformations of its
Han-dominated and increasingly globalised context.
The consequences of the pursuit of isolation versus integration or
engagement (with the terms not being used in an absolute sense but
rather in a sense of relative degree) are further explored in the following
two chapters. Chapter 7 examines how those who underwent some degree
of Chinese-medium education are being challenged with regard to the
authenticity and purity of their ‘Tibetanness’. Conversely, the isolationism
that often results from the more traditionalist Tibetan+ or classical
Tibetan-medium paths raises the question as to how they engage with the
(self-perceived) need to adapt ‘Tibetanness’ to an era of modernity. This
conundrum is dissected in chapter 8.

CHAPTER SEVEN

AUTHENTICITY, HYBRIDITY AND ‘IN-BETWEENNESS’:
‘TIBETANNESS’ BETWEEN DANGER AND DOUBT
In the process, Tibet’s complexities and competing histories have been flattened
into a stereotype. Stereotypes operate through adjectives, which establish chosen characteristics as if they were eternal truths. Tibet is “isolated”, Tibetans are
“content”, monks are “spiritual”. With sufficient repetition, these adjectives
become innate qualities, immune from history.
Donald S. Lopez (1998, p. 10)

Hybridity and Ethnic Authenticity
At a time when the Tibetan community considers itself under unprecedented assimilation pressures, the mission of guarding and preserving
‘Tibetanness’ as an unambiguously delineated ethnocultural and linguistic category is more pressing than ever. ‘Sinicisation’ (T. rgya ‘gyur, literally ‘being transformed into Chinese[ness]’ / Ch. hanhua)1 or assimilation
(T. gcig gyur / Ch. tonghua) are complex processes that are neither homogeneous nor straightforward, and therefore not easily defined. So far,
I have employed the expression ‘sinicised Tibetans’ in the context of
Tibetans who have undergone a greater or lesser degree of Chinesemedium education. The subsequent discussions will provide greater detail
of the range of understandings of ‘sinicisation’ processes and of ‘sinicised’
Tibetans, of fakeness and of authenticity—processes that also affect some
who are in the minority education system.
The aim of this chapter is to outline understandings of ‘Tibetanness’
that are used in particular by the more traditionalist-inclined students,
parents and educators in the effort to guard this embattled category
through imagined notions of ‘authentic Tibetanness’. This focus results
from the fact that traditionalists are at the forefront of the struggle against
ethnic dilution, and their discourses of authenticity tend to be accepted as
the yardstick for measuring ‘Tibetanness’. This analysis is then used to
1 The QUN Tibetan department professor that I worked with argued that rgya ‘gyur was
a ‘modern’ (post-1949) term.
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understand the difficult situation of those who are caught ‘in-between’
‘Tibetanness’ and ethnic ‘otherness’, who are so to speak ‘sinicised’ in multiple ways. Their situation can be understood through the notion of
hybridity as “a space between and betwixt two zones of purity” (Rosaldo,
2005, p. xv); zones that, as Tomlinson put it, are not actually pre-existing
but rather “implicit originary myths” of cultural purity, and therefore
indicative of the essentialised nature of the concept of hybridity itself
(1999, p. 143). Hybridity is a condition where ‘Tibetanness’ is both endangered and doubted, where being ‘Tibetan’ must be demonstrable through
speech or appearance; even where one can be said to have become an
ethnically ‘undefinable’ being.
In this context, two other concepts are of particular significance: firstly
that of ethnic boundaries brought to prominence by Barth (1969). Barth
sought to define ethnic groups through dynamics of boundary marking,
i.e. through their interaction with the ethnic ‘other’, rather than by lists of
internal cultural characteristics. Secondly, the notion of strategic essentialism, initially coined by Spivak (1987) in the context of feminist politics,
but utilised here following the meaning given to it as part of the indigeneity debate: “the conscious mobilization of primordialist concepts of cultural heritage by Indigenous activists and their supporters…” (Cunliffe,
Gosden & Joyce, 2000, p. 1013). Here, the preservation of ‘Tibetanness’
occurs through the creation, preservation and maintenance of ethnocultural boundaries in ways that heavily draw on the state-sponsored minzu
concept, yet at the same time run counter to related notions such as minzu
tuanjie (“unity of all ethnic groups”) or duoyuan yiti (“pluralist unity”) that
carry assimilatory connotations.
‘Tibetanness’, Purity and Mixing
The Spatiality of ‘Authentic Tibetanness’
During my visit with Sonam’s family in Pema (Ch. Banma) county in
southern Golok (Ch. Guoluo) prefecture, Sonam elaborated how this area
is undoubtedly the “most original Tibetan region” of all. The “old Golok”,
which comprised only the southern counties of the prefecture as well as
Serthar (Ch. Seda) TAC in Sichuan, Tibetan’ area untouched by foreign
influences. Back then, all people were nomadic, there was no farming (a
lifestyle associated with the Han), and due to the remoteness of its location in the mountainous ranges of the Himalayan plateau there was much
less interaction with outsiders than in other areas of Amdo. Therefore,
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their customs are still ‘original’ and their Tibetan dialect is the most ‘pure’.
Sonam added that the Golok’s ethnic authenticity is further demonstrated by their eating habits: up to this day, the local nomads primarily
eat tsampa.
My informants’ understandings of assimilation / ‘sinicisation’ and the
loss of ‘Tibetanness’ were strongly shaped by concepts of ethnic purity
and mixing—with ethnic mixing referring to both biological-racial mixing through intermarriage, and ‘cultural’ mixing in the areas of language,
customs, food or dress. Related discourses tend to draw on imaginations
of ‘original’ (T. gdod ma / Ch. yuanshi) Tibetans, a term that is often used
to refer to previous generations of Tibetans who had no or very little interaction with other ethnic groups. These were commonly considered by my
informants to be the most ‘true’ / ‘authentic’ or ‘pure’ Tibetans (T. bod pa
ngo ma or bod pa gtsang ma / Ch. zhenzhende or chunzhengde zangzu).2
This understanding is particularly common among Golok (Ch. Guoluo)
Tibetans like Sonam. The region is difficult to access by road, features an
average elevation of 4,200m and a nearly 100 percent share of Tibetans (all
of which are nomadic). It therefore meets all the stereotypical criteria of
‘Tibetanness’—not just for Tibetans, but also in the eyes of many
Westerners and Han who consider this region to be ‘truly Tibetan’. Golok
Tibetans like Sonam understand themselves to be the direct and true
descendants of ‘original’ Tibetans, always pointing to the remoteness and
inaccessibility of their region and the fact that they were feared as fierce
robbers, bandits and warriors, which added to the fact that the old Goloks
had only limited interaction with other ethnic groups.3 By not having
‘mixed’ (T. bsres / Ch. hunhe or ronghe) with others, they are considered to
have maintained ethnic purity. In 2010, the Tibetan share of
Golok’s population stood at 92 percent, significantly higher than Tsolho’s
(Ch. Hainan) 66 percent or Malho’s (Ch. Huangnan) 69 percent, and only
surpassed by Yulshul’s (Ch. Yushu) 96 percent.4 Ironically, though, despite
boasting such a high rate, Yulshul’s educated elite is considered the most
sinicised of all of Qinghai’s Tibetan areas.
2 Dngos ma was at times translated by students as ‘pure’ in the context of thought
(e.g. preserving “pure Tibetan ways of thinking”). It therefore differs from gtsang ma, which
means ‘pure’ in relation to blood or language use. Ekvall (1968) used the phrase ‘brog pa
dngos po as referring to ‘real nomads’.
3 Various attempts by Chinese and Muslim armies to occupy this region mostly met
with failure. Only the Muslim warlord Ma Bufang managed to control parts of Golok
(Ch. Guoluo), but the region was largely independent until after 1949 (Fairbank, 1985).
4 QSY 2012, tables 4-16 (based on 2010 census data).
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In Amdo and Kham regions, the bias towards a herding lifestyle as the
only ‘authentic’ form of being Tibetan is very strong, as are notions of pastures (T. ‘brog thang) as ‘truly Tibetan’ spaces (‘brog pa, the word for ‘nomad’
literally means ‘the pasture one’, Ekvall, 1968, p. 3; cf. Stein, 1972, p. 124).5
Tenzin Norbu for example noted that some older Tibetans in his nomadic
hometown thought that all Tibetans are nomads. When they saw pictures
of Tibetan farming areas on TV they did not believe that these people were
Tibetans because “they think that is how the Chinese live” (even though it
is likely that Tibetans have farmed for as long as they have been herders).
Ekvall (1939, 1968) describes how the more affluent Amdo farmers in the
early part of the twentieth century often aspired to become nomads, especially as they reached retirement age, as a way to increase their status and
prestige, while it was unheard of that nomads would turn to farming.6
The Tibetan communities in Amdo and Kham regions do not consider
farmers to represent the stereotypical example of ‘true Tibetanness’,
because the farming lifestyle is also shared by surrounding ethnic groups
like Han or Hui, and is therefore not a distinctly ‘Tibetan’ feature.
Moreover, Tibetan college students from farming backgrounds often
described themselves and Tibetan farmers in general as less ‘authentically’ Tibetan compared to nomads because their communities are usually in closer proximity to urban centres and major roads and have in
general had more dealings with other ethnic groups. Some Tibetan farmers even live in ethnically mixed villages, and counties where Tibetans are
in the minority are predominantly farming regions.7 In the spatial model
of ‘authentic Tibetanness’, Tibetan farmlands are therefore considered to
be located between ‘truly’ Tibetan spaces and the ethnic ‘other’.
Lowest-ranking on the scale of the imagined ‘spatial model of Tibetanness’ are urbanised Tibetans in urban prefecture and county centres
where Tibetans are increasingly becoming the minority, and especially
5 The perception of nomads being the most ‘authentic’ Tibetans is not shared in
the same way in Ü-Tsang; the Tibetan term for ‘Tibetan’ (bod pa) actually means ‘farmer’
(cf. Stein, 1972, pp. 27, 109). Stein, focusing on central Tibet and referring to the writings of
a Muslim traveller to Ladakh (a Tibetan region located in today’s Kashmir in northern
India), argues that the bod pa (farmers) have long been contrasted with the brog pa
(nomads) as if the latter were foreigners (ibid., p. 109).
6 Sentiments of ethnic authenticity based on nomadism are also very strong in the
Mongolian context, with ‘true Mongolness’ being closely associated with the pastures
(Bulag, 1998, p. 175).
7 The only Tibetan nomad region in a county that is governed by another ethnic group
is Kangtsa (Ch. Gangcha) township in the Salar majority county of Yarze (Ch. Xunhua),
not to be confused with Kangtsa (Ch. Gangcha) TAC, which is located in Tsochang
(Ch. Haibei) TAP.
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those who live in Xining or other major Chinese cities.8 Urban Tibetans
are consistently and strongly stereotyped by rural Tibetans (and especially
by ‘nomads’) as ‘fake Tibetans’.9 Firstly, the very combination of ‘urban’
and ‘Tibetan’ is perceived to be an inherent contradiction. Secondly,
urban Tibetans are often more strongly acculturated to Han ways, tend to
speak better Chinese, and are far more likely to have been educated in
Chinese schools, with some being unable to speak Tibetan. This perception is strongest for Tibetans who have moved to Han-dominated regions
in central or eastern China. A QUN insurance major from a nomad background in Yulshul (Ch. Yushu) even argued that those who move to eastern China should no longer be considered to be ‘Tibetan’.
The spatial model of ‘authentic Tibetanness’ therefore spans a continuum between an imagined ‘original’ or ‘pure’ group of rugged nomadic
Tibetans who never left their mountain valleys, and Tibetan yuppies who
live in high-rise apartment complexes in Beijing. It is inherently based on
an ethnically charged perception of space, reflecting the fact that urban
settings are being dominated by the Han and the Hui who are increasingly
encroaching even on smaller urban centres in traditionally ‘Tibetan
areas’.10 Similar spatial understandings of ethnic authenticity are also
found, for example, among the Naxi in Yunnan, who consider those from
remote mountain regions to be more ‘backward’ but also to be more genuine representatives of ‘true’ Naxi-ness as represented by unadulterated
speech (less Chinese loan words) and location (mountains versus basin)
(White, 1998, pp. 21–2).
The seemingly straightforward pitting of urbanity versus the remote
grassland is complicated through the often very blatant ‘sinicisation’ of
urban Tibetans in the ‘traditional’ Tibetan nomad regions of Golok
(Ch. Guoluo) and Yulshul (Ch. Yushu), right in the very ‘heartland’ of
‘Tibetanness’. There, one can find an increasing ‘cultural divide’ between
8 Urban centres in Golok (Ch. Guoluo), Yulshul (Ch. Yushu) and most of Malho
(Ch. Huangnan) are still predominantly Tibetan.
9 Based on informal conversations and interviews with Tibetan students from rural
backgrounds and their parents. As will be discussed in subsequent sections, the term ‘fake
Tibetan’ usually refers to ‘sinicised’ Tibetans, especially those who cannot speak their language (or are not fluent in it or speak it with an accent). The term can also be applied to
Han who have ‘become’ Tibetans through changing their officially-registered ethnic identity or who claimed Tibetan ancestry during the initial registration after 1949.
10 For example, in a number of Tibetan county centres such as Trika (Ch. Guide) TAC,
Tibetans are no longer in the majority, and the atmosphere and appearance of the town is
increasingly Chinese. Since the 1980s, significant numbers of Hui (as well as some Salar)
have been moving into Tibetan areas such as Tsolho (Ch. Hainan), not only to do business
but also to settle as farmers (personal conversations with Tibetans from Tsolho).
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urban families, who are often government employees, but also nomads
who have sold or rented out their herds, quite a few whom send their children to Chinese schools in county or prefecture seats; and between
nomadic families from the surrounding pasturelands whose children
commonly attend local Tibetan schools. Having grown up in a township in
a Yulshul (Ch. Yushu) nomad area and never been involved in herding,
Rinchen, a QUN Chinese-medium secretarial studies major, cited himself
as an example of the ‘inauthenticity’ that can now be found even within
traditional nomad areas, arguing that “there aren’t really any original
Tibetan areas left”. But students who grew up in nomad areas in these
regions tend to draw a very clear distinction between themselves and the
local urbanites, unambiguously defining themselves as ‘authentic’ and the
latter as ‘fake’, even though they themselves admit to having taken on
Chinese customs such as eating stir-fry dishes.
Losing Authenticity: The Immorality of Ethnic Mixing
Spatial models of ‘authentic Tibetanness’ are based on concepts of mixing
and purity which specify that interaction with other ethnic groups leads
to a process whereby Tibetans take on the thinking and behaviour of the
groups they are interacting with. Mixing through social interaction begets
a reduction in ‘pure’ Tibetanness, be it with regard to customs, dress, food,
language, thinking or moral character. Students from farming regions
often described themselves as “less Tibetan” because of their relative proximity and interaction with the Han or the Hui. Kalden for example, when
reflecting on his time at the Tibetan middle school in Wendu township in
Yarze (Ch. Xunhua) county, noted marked differences between Tibetan
students from his township, which is located at a major road close to Salar
areas and those from other Tibetan townships in the same county which
are in more remote regions. Because of their interaction with the Salar,
Tibetans in his area have become “treacherous” like them, while those
from the other townships were so “honest” and easily cheated.
Similarly, Gongbo Rinchen, whose family is from a Hui majority township in Bayan Khar (Ch. Hualong) county, thought that the Tibetans in
this region had become “cunning” and “treacherous” because of Hui influence. He pointed out that his grandfather was a “smart businessmen”, a
quality and profession that is usually associated with Muslim groups and
carries distinctly negative connotations as success in business is understood to require deception (cf. Fischer, 2005b). Tenzin Rabden stated that
many ‘farming’ students, especially those from county seats, were prone

tibetanness’ between danger and doubt

233

to cheat people, even friends, and that he did not like being around them.
He attributed these negative characteristics to regular interaction with
Han and Hui and close proximity to areas dominated by these groups.
In contrast, both ‘nomad’ and ‘farming’ students routinely described
‘nomads’ (and students from such backgrounds) as honest, kind, generous
and naïve, and therefore easily cheated. Rinchen for example argued that
‘nomad’ students like him are more “simple-minded” and “pure”, while
‘farmer’ students are more clever and full of “deceptive tricks” because the
latter live closer to the cities. The higher moral qualities of ‘nomads’ are
associated with the perception that they are more devoutly Buddhist,
another quality of ‘authentic Tibetanness’, while ‘farming’ students perceive themselves as more preoccupied with worldly pursuits and a less
devoutly religious lifestyle.
Spatial understandings of ‘authentic Tibetanness’ heavily draw on
notions of morality, in particular on negative moral portrayals of the two
groups that dominate Qinghai’s society and economy: the Han and Muslim
groups. Muslims are disliked by Han and Tibetans alike. A common local
saying in Qinghai states that “the food of the Hui is delicious, but their
words cannot be trusted.”11 Interestingly, the Tibetans hate them even
more than they hate the Han. Stories of the transgressions done by
Muslims abound in every Tibetan community and most of them centre
around dishonesty and cheating, particularly in the areas of business and
trade (cf. Fischer, 2005b). Gongbo’s parents told me that many Hui ended
up leaving Yulshul (Ch. Yushu) because no Tibetan would engage in any
business with them after several Tibetans were cheated of large sums of
money and even of their houses.12 Dorje Tserang argued that Tibetans
who convert to Islam could no longer be considered to be ‘Tibetan’
because “the two ethnic groups have no commonalities whatsoever”, and
that such persons had “turned their backs on their people”. During the
interviews, intermarriage with a Muslim, which is taken to imply conversion to Islam, was the most often cited reason for a person loosing their
‘Tibetanness’ (see Fig. 73). Of several interviewees who felt that religion is
a personal choice and that those who convert to another faith should
11 Huizu fan haochi, hua nanting. Nanting literally means offensive or coarse words, but
in this context it refers to deceitful speech.
12 Negative discourses about Muslim groups are not recent by any means. Western missionary reports from the early twentieth century describe how a Muslim man asked a missionary to be taught how to make fake silver “for purposes of trading among the Tibetans”
and how the missionary’s Han acquaintance commented that this was a habit of the
Muslims (Cable & French, 1948, p. 15).
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Views regarding a person’s loss of ‘Tibetanness’
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Fig. 73. Source: 2007/2008 interviews—responses to the interview question
“Under which circumstances do you think a Tibetan can lose his status of being
Tibetan, meaning that it can no longer be said that s/he is ‘Tibetan’?” (T. Khyod
bltas na bod pa rgyu rkyen gang gi o’ga nas rang gi bod kyi ‘du shes bor ‘dug wul pa
rel zhes bshad na me ‘grig gi? Ch. Ni renwei yige zangzu zai shenme qingkuangxia
hui shiqu tade zangzushenfen—buneng shuo ta shi zangzule?). (Seventy-two
factors cited by sixty-three interviewees, who could specify multiple factors.) Loss
of ‘Tibetanness’ through abandoning Buddhism was almost always specified in
the context of intermarriage with a Muslim group, since the person in question is
usually considered to have ‘become’ a Hui (or Salar).

therefore not be ostracised (as is usually the case within the Tibetan
community), most nevertheless thought that conversion to Islam was
unacceptable on moral grounds. It must be noted that these university
student interview responses are already far more liberal than the sentiments of the general Tibetan population. Reports of Tibetans who marry a
Muslim and then soon after commit suicide due to social pressures are not
uncommon, and nearly every single Tibetan Christian whom I spoke was
facing acute death threats, usually from their own families.
The negative morality of Muslim groups is invariably associated with
their religion. Islam is perceived to encourage greed and to sanction the
cheating of non-Muslims. A Tibetan physics professor at the QSD told me
that “Muslims will do bad, then ask Allah for forgiveness, then recklessly
do more bad.” They are also despised for practising a religion that not only
permits the killing of animals but celebrates it with a special festival called
gu’erbangjie (Corban). Conversely, the Hui have been known to incite
Tibetan sensibilities on purpose, for example, by tying sheep behind
trucks and dragging them along roads leading through Tibetan nomad
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country.13 The fact that the Muslims are the Tibetans’ most hated ethnic
group, and that Tibetans and Han will at times even unite against them,
complicates the dynamics of ethnic relations beyond dyadic models of
Han versus minorities.
Similarly, Tibetan portrayals of the Han abound with descriptions of
negative morality which are based on their perceived lack of religious
beliefs.14 There is a story that circulates among Tibetan students at QUN
that one day there was a discussion in a dorm room between Tibetans and
Han about religion. One of the Han is said to have exclaimed that he
believed in money as his religion, a statement that students often cited to
explain why Han students are relationally “cold”, using friendship as a
pragmatic tool for selfish gain and turning their backs on friends when
they are no longer of use to them. One student reported that prior to moving to Xining to attend QUN, his father specifically warned him of this Han
approach to friendship. Negative moral perceptions of the Han are
strongly reinforced through the endemic corruption which they are said
to have introduced into Tibetan areas.
Perceptions of Muslim and Han lack of morality are contrasted with
the abundance of Tibetan moral qualities, seen as springing from faith
in Buddhism, in particular the core quality of compassion (T. byams /
Ch. shanliang). Students highlighted that Tibetans cultivate ‘true friendship’, which comes from the ‘heart’ (T. sems / Ch. xin).15 One informant, a
rural primary school teacher, argued that in the past Tibetans would “not
even haggle, because in Buddhism you cannot cheat or put someone at a
disadvantage”. Anything bad, such as lying, cheating, or stealing, is imagined to have been introduced through interaction with the ethnic ‘other’,
just as Mongolians say that they never used to quarrel or drink until the
Russians taught them both of these vices (Bulag, 1998, p. 142). Generally,
the dynamics of ethnic mixing are always described as working against
Tibetans. No one ever seemed to think that a Han or Hui would become
‘virtuous’ through interaction with Tibetans. Rather, it is always they who
become adulterated by the imputed moral depravity of the ethnic ‘other’,
13 This incident, reported to me by Tibetan students, was said to have occurred in
Yulshul (Ch. Yushu) in autumn 2007. There have been numerous other incidents, such as
in Chentsa (Ch. Jianzha) when riots broke out after Hui youth killed a Tibetan man in 2003
(cf. Fischer 2005b, p. 12).
14 Many Han are in fact religious, e.g. Buddhist, Christian, or practising ancestor
worship.
15 Sems refers to the ‘heart’ in an abstract sense and not to the physical organ. It can also
be translated as mind, cognition or awareness. In the context discussed above, however,
they viewed it as equivalent to the English term ‘heart’, or the Chinese xin.
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or more specifically, by non-Buddhists, since the Mongolians and the
Monguor (Tu), who both practise Tibetan forms of Buddhism, are similarly described as virtuous and compassionate. Concepts of ‘authentic
Tibetanness’ are closely intertwined with what I describe as Buddhismmorality discourses, and authenticity therefore strongly presupposes
religiosity in opposition to the secularising state.
The ramifications of these perceptions for discussions of education,
career and ‘sinicisation’ are manifest: sending children to Tibetan schools
will cause them to become virtuous through acquiring the positive moral
qualities embedded in Tibetan traditional and religious thought.16
Conversely, having them attend Chinese schools means that they grow up
without virtue. In this sense, ethnic mixing and the resulting loss of one’s
cultural heritage is, from a traditionalist perspective, not merely a personal career choice; rather, it represents an act of immorality because it is
perceived to be a deliberate acceptance of moral corruption.
Authenticity and Linguistic Purity: The Case of Dawa
In the previous chapter I had highlighted the significance of ‘languageculture’ as a compound concept that expresses the essential role of
language in transmitting ‘Tibetan culture’. Language, both spoken and
written, stood out in my fieldwork as the most significant marker of
‘authentic’ versus ‘fake Tibetanness’. A substantial number of my informants, all of them Tibetan-medium majors, argued that those who cannot
speak Tibetan cannot be considered a ‘Tibetan’, i.e. that their ‘Tibetanness’
has been ‘lost’ (cf. Fig. 73).
In chapter 5, we had come across two Tibetan regions, Ping’an and
Ledu that are widely considered by the Tibetan community to have
become ‘sinicised’. As Han and Muslim groups encroached on these territories or actively expelled the local Tibetan populations as under Ma
Bufang, the Tibetans there became a minority. Many of them took on Han
last names, Han eating customs and dress. Tibetan-medium education
there is limited or non-existent, and the young generation like Pema now
grows up speaking Chinese or the regional Chinese dialect (Qinghaihua)
rather than Tibetan. The older generation who still speak Tibetan often

16 The actual extent of learning in this area, which is largely absent from official curricula, is of course subject to the individual teachers and to the school leadership’s support
of the teaching of traditional knowledge.
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refer to their dialect (a version of Amdo) as ‘non-standard’ and ‘impure’, as
was, for example, the case in Bazanggou village. All of my informants
would agree that someone like Pema is a ‘sinicised’ or ‘fake’ Tibetan (several specifically highlighted her as such).
However, perceptions of language-induced ‘sinicisation’ differ widely.
While Pema is a fairly obvious case of ‘sinicisation’, I came across perceptions of ‘sinicisation’ and fakeness that were much more narrowly-defined
than in Pema’s case. When discussing the issue of ‘sinicised’ Tibetans with
Kalsang, a Tibetan-English major from Yarze (Ch. Xunhua) county, he
highlighted Dawa, a classmate from what he referred to as a “sinicised
region in Gansu”. Kalsang said that in Dawa’s home town they “speak
Chinese at home”, noting that “now he can speak some Tibetan which he
learned from his classmates”.
When I met Dawa myself I was surprised how ‘Tibetan’ he was in
appearance, mannerisms and interests, much different from other ‘sinicised’ Tibetans I had met before. Dawa is an excellent singer and performed a Tibetan song in Tibetan at the graduation ceremony of his
department (see Fig. 74). Dawa was also very aware of the ‘historic
Tibetanness’ of Tianzhu TAC, his home region (located in central Gansu),

Fig. 74. Dawa’s performance during the Tibetan department graduation ceremony, June 2008. Source: author.
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and clearly identified himself as an Amdowa.17 During our conversation it
came out that Tibetan is the main language in his region, although it is
mixed with many Chinese terms, and the young generation is increasingly
more fluent in Chinese than their mother tongue. Dawa went through
Tibetan medium education all the way from primary through to high
school (he only learned to speak Chinese after primary school). His
classmates and teachers were mostly Tibetans and classes were taught in
a mix of Tibetan and Chinese using mostly Tibetan textbooks.
Dawa’s Tibetan was certainly much better than that of many Chinesemedium educated Tibetans, but his classmates at QUN nevertheless considered him to be ‘sinicised’ because it differs from the Amdo of the other
regions and is characterised by a higher degree of mixing. Some even
called him a rgya ma bod (literally ‘not Chinese not Tibetan’), a half-breed,
a term that is not only applied to those whose parents have different ethnicities but a derogatory way of stating that someone is completely ‘sinicised’ or not really ‘Tibetan’ at all.18 Dawa’s situation is therefore
reminiscent of the discrimination experienced by Inner Mongolians in
Outer Mongolia where even the slightest accent or the adding of a certain
particle would expose them as ‘Inner Mongolian’ and make them liable to
be called hujiaa, a derogative term used to refer to the Chinese (Bulag
1998, p. 184).
But the phenomenon of linguistic mixing is by no means limited to
‘sinicised’ / Chinese-medium educated Tibetans. Tashi Rabden’s speech
for example directly targeted this maligned yet pervasive practice among
his fellow students in his department. The mixing of Chinese words into
Tibetan speech, referred to as code-switching in linguistics, is one of the
most hotly debated topics in educated Tibetan circles and commonly
cited as a key indicator of the ‘sinicisation’ or even extinction of the
Tibetan people (cf. Kalsang Yeshe, 2008). The problem initially arose from
a lack of Tibetan words to express modern concepts such as ‘car’ or ‘newspaper’, although Chinese loan words have existed for centuries. As there
was no single institution that was authorised to create official translations,
different Tibetan government entities and publishing bodies began, from

17 The term Amdowa (Wylie: a mdo pa) refers to a person from Amdo. I will use the
Chinese ‘Tianzhu’ instead of the Tibetan ‘Pari’ for this county in order to emphasize the
actual and perceived sinicised nature of this region. See also Fig. 1 for the exact location of
this county.
18 The equivalent Chinese term is banzang banhan, which means ‘half Tibetan half
Chinese’.
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the late 1970s / early 1980s, to create their own translations, with the consequence that there is no coherent, universally-accepted body of terms.
Moreover, the new terminology was not disseminated into the education
system. This issue has now in theory been addressed through the work of
the Textbook Development Group, but in practice most Tibetans use
Chinese terms, either for sake of convenience or because they just are not
aware of the correct Tibetan terminology. Several QUN Tibetan department educators are particularly proactive in this matter, avoiding the use
of Chinese terms if at all possible and exhorting their students to do the
same. However, in practice there is no such thing as a “pure Tibetan language” (T. bod skad gtsang ma).
Despite the fact that Dawa grew up speaking Tibetan, went to Tibetanmedium schools and neither lacks ethnic sentiments nor a knowledge of
Tibetan customs or historical events, his background and somewhat less
‘pure’ spoken Tibetan mark him as ‘sinicised’ or ‘fake’. Kalsang even
described him to me as if he could hardly speak the language at all! Within
the wider Tibetan community, attitudes towards linguistic mixing can
vary. In the Tibetan exile context in India for example the youth consider
mixing English or Hindi with Tibetan to be ‘hip’, but doing the same with
Chinese is deemed inexcusable (Yeh, 2002, p. 233). Different groups and
individuals can therefore draw very different lines when distinguishing
‘true’ from ‘fake’ Tibetans.
Hybridity, Ambiguity and Confusion
‘Not Sheep, Not Goat’: The Dilution of Primordial ‘Tibetanness’
The twenty interviewees (28 percent of the sub-sample) who stated that a
Tibetan cannot under any circumstances lose his status of being ‘Tibetan’
invariably made references to the notions of blood (T. khrag / Ch. xuemai)
and bones (T. rus), terms which express complex and interrelated meanings of kinship and descent.19 Rus traditionally signifies a substance that is
19 As Levine pointed out, the term rus is almost untranslatable as there is no English
term that can capture the range of meanings it can express: bone, clan, social stratum,
patrilineal descent, etc. I choose to use the word “bone”, which according to Levine (1981,
p. 55) is the “root concept or basis for all other meanings of [rus]”, also because this is the
English term used by the students. When using Chinese, the students only made references to blood and did not mention bones, as there is a perception that ‘bones’ is a specifically Tibetan understanding and that it would not make sense to translate it into Chinese.
An equivalent concept to khrag is sha (‘flesh’).
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passed from the father to the offspring through his sperm, and is thus
understood to link the father with the child in a way comparable to
present-day notions of genetic inheritance (cf. Levine, 1981). Khrag represents the mother’s substance contribution to the child by transmitting the
rus of the father through her uterine blood. According to this view,
‘Tibetanness’ is not a matter of choice but determined in an absolute sense
through biological ‘facts’, and can therefore neither be lost nor gained.
Kalsang for example cited Lobsang Gyaltsen, the 10th Panchen Lama, as
having said: “a Tibetan is always a Tibetan because your blood and bones
cannot be changed”.
However, ‘Tibetanness’ can be diluted or lost through racial mixing.
Several interviewees argued that Tibetans should not intermarry in order
to keep their ethnic group “pure”.20 Even those who argued that marriage
should be a matter of unconstrained choice described the mixing of blood
as detrimental to the ethnic group. One student who described himself as
willing to intermarry argued that “only a small number of Tibetans should
do so”, because otherwise his people would “become extinct”. Another felt
that the young generation should refrain from intermarriage because
Tibetans were small in number and therefore endangered.
A key issue with mixed racial offspring is confusion because Tibetanness
is no longer unambiguously transmitted through rus or khrag (cf. Bilik,
1998, p. 52). Apart from rgya ma bod—‘not Tibetan not Chinese’—another
expression that is commonly used to denote those with mixed blood is ra
ma lug which literally translates as ‘not sheep not goat’. Both terms signify
the inherently ambiguous ethnic status of mixed offspring. Students often
noted that the ethnicity of mixed offspring cannot be established and
therefore poses a mystery. For example, Tenzin Rabden said that even
though he had “no problem” with cross-ethnic marriage, he would not do
so because his children would “feel strange” because they would be neither clearly Tibetan nor an undisputed member of the ethnic group of his
spouse, and that this would render their lives difficult.
In the wider Mongolian context the negative influence of outside
thought and practices is primarily attributed to the Russians and the Han,
20 In line with the traditional understanding of the dynamics of rus / bone, there is a
perception that ethnicity is inherited through the father (as descent is always reckoned
through the father’s line), and therefore that a person is a Tibetan even if the mother is not.
But the more common view is that racial mixing results in a person of mixed khrag / blood.
There is no commonly used Tibetan expression of ‘mixed blood’ although the process is
often described as such. Instead, this notion is expressed through the phase rgya ma bod
(‘not Chinese not Tibetan’) that I discuss below.
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groups that are perceived to be a threat to ‘pure Mongolness’ because of
their past and present hegemonic expansionist tendencies (Bulag, 1998).
This is expressed through the concept of erliiz, originally referring to crossbred animals, which Bulag translates as “hybridity” in the sense of interracial mixing (p. 140). Erliiz is also used to refer to those who are not ‘pure’
Mongols due to ‘sinicisation’ (or russianisation), and can therefore denote
both “biological or cultural non-conformists” (p. 138). In its most general
sense, erliiz signifies any ‘foreign’ ideas or mentalities that were imported
into Mongolian society:
Erliiz, then, has become a concept in contrast to something ‘pure’, a social
memory of an idealized past. It seems to denote the negative side of
Mongolian society; anything ‘bad’ is erliiz. (p. 142).

Bulag himself was called an erliiz when he visited Outer Mongolia, not
only because he is sinisiced (in the sense of having grown up speaking
both Chinese and Mongolian), but also because of a general rejection of
Inner Mongolians by the Halh Mongols, dominant in Outer Mongolia,
who consider both Buryats and Inner Mongols to be peripheral, culturally
(or even biologically) assimilated by the Russians and the Chinese (p. 137).
In this sense, erliiz blurs the boundaries of the biological and the cultural.
Just as its Mongolian counterpart erliiz, the expression rgya ma bod is,
as we had seen in Dawa’s case, not limited to the biological realm. Sonam
and a classmate of his once described ‘sinicised’ Tibetans as: “ra ma lug,
neither goats nor sheep, meaning they are nothing, like sexless beings
who are neither male nor female”. They added that they did not know how
to relate to such ethnically ambiguous individuals. Just like racial mixing,
‘sinicisation’ creates ambiguity and confusion because ‘Tibetanness’ can
no longer be clearly established. Consequently, the same terminology is
applied to both. The boundaries between cultural and biological hybridity
are therefore fluid, opening up the possibility that a Tibetan can, through
transformations in the core areas of language-culture or religion / compassion / ‘heart’, ‘become’ a Han or a Hui. Most of my informants would
however retain a sense that heavily ‘sinicised’ individuals are biologicallyspeaking still ‘Tibetan’ by stating that someone had become “like a Han”
(T. rgya mi dang ‘dra / Ch. xiang hanzu).
Gongbo Rinchen was one of my informants who was routinely put into
the ‘not Tibetan not Chinese’ category. He complained to me that other
Tibetan students would call him “fake”: “They say I don’t look like a Tibetan
and I don’t speak Tibetan, so I don’t have many Tibetan friends.” Kalden,
who knew him personally, commented that Gongbo Rinchen showed that
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he cared about being ‘Tibetan’ because he wore ethnic-style dress and
thick prayer bead wristbands. However, he lacked knowledge of Tibetan
culture, meaning that he “has ethnic sentiments without the contents”.
Therefore, even though Gongbo Rinchen wore this wristband, he did, in
Kalden’s eyes, not know the deeper religious meanings behind this object,
and subsequently pursued ‘Tibetanness’ on the surface without the foundation of language-culture that forms its core. According to Kalden,
Gongbo Rinchen is therefore still ‘Tibetan’, but one who is like a rgya ma
bod, meaning that his ‘Tibetanness’ is like a biological ‘shell’ without contents, an outward appearance without inner qualities.
Ambiguous Appearances and the Challenge of Gauging ‘Tibetanness’
The situation of the ‘in-betweens’ is further complicated by the fact that
physiological make-up, a supposedly primordial marker of ‘Tibetanness’,
is subject to transformation and interpretation, embroiling those who are
‘in-between’ in situations where their ethnically ambiguous nature is continuously accentuated. I initially met Lobsang, the computer science
major from the Salar majority county of Yarze (Ch. Xunhua), at the QUN
English corner called Dew Café. He introduced himself and then added
that he was a Salar. Perceiving that I had believed what he said he quickly
added that he was joking: “I am Tibetan, but many Tibetans joke that I am
a Salar because of my light skin colour.”21
The perception of darker skin as a marker of ‘Tibetanness’ is not just
confined to Tibetans. Our temporary Han house helper lady once commented that Rinchen did not look Tibetan because his skin was not as
dark. Rinchen grinned and mumbled that those like him who grew up in
an urban setting had lighter skin than those who stayed on the pastures.22
In a multi-ethnic environment like Xining, the Tibetan minority considers
racial identification essential for knowing how to relate to an unfamiliar
person. Among the Tibetans there, where traditional dress is rarely worn,
such identification commonly operates in two ways: either the person
‘comes across’ as Tibetan, an assessment based on a complex combination
of physiological features, hair style or manners; or ‘Tibetanness’ is
21 This humorous comparison is common among Tibetan students from Hui or Salar
dominated counties and is not taken as an offence. Like the Uyghur, the Salar are a Turkic
group and have a reputation for their lighter facial skin.
22 See also Yeh (2002, p. 234). Yeh argues that the dark/white distinction is common
among the Han, while Tibetans distinguish red (Tibetan) from colourless (Han/Hui) skin
colour. However, I did not come across this notion among my informants (pp. 236–7).
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established by communicating in Tibetan. My Tibetan friends insisted
that they could ‘tell’ if someone was Tibetan or not just by observing them.
Towards the end of my fieldwork I began to understand what they meant
as I myself became increasingly skilled in gauging someone’s ‘Tibetanness’
based on appearance and behaviour. As Yeh put it: “the places where one
lives are inscribed on one’s body, through habits, gestures, and other subtle but unmistakable ways” (2002, p. 237). The ability to pass as ‘Tibetan’ is
therefore a matter of an externalised internal habitus of ‘authentic
Tibetanness’, whose presence or absence is the subject of constant
scrutiny.
All ethnic groups on campus associate long, untidy hair and thick
prayer-bead necklaces and wristbands with ‘real Tibetans’ (and especially
with ‘nomad’ students). In contrast, the dress, hairstyle and general
appearance of ‘sinicised’ Tibetans often makes them blend in with the
Han. This applies particularly to females, whose hairstyle, jewellery or
dress can either render them indistinguishable from Han students or
make them immediately stand out as ‘Tibetan’.23 This happened, for
example, to Pema, whose distinctly Han-style hairdo led her Tibetan
friend Sonam Dondrup to introduce her to me with these words: “She
looks Chinese, doesn’t she?” Her appearance meant that Pema’s authenticity as a ‘Tibetan’ was doubted the moment she was introduced. Similar
incidents involving other students commenting on the Han hairstyles of
their female acquaintances followed, often profoundly embarrassing the
girls in question. The looks of ‘Tibetanness’ are highly malleable, subject
to manipulation and transformation, and can therefore both enable and
confound racial identification.
Apart from appearance, the other important component in the gauging
of ‘Tibetanness’ is language. There is a saying among the Tibetan student
community at QUN that tells of one student speaking to another: “I swear
that I am a Tibetan, and I swear that I cannot speak Tibetan.” The person
23 Long, braided hair hanging down the back is considered a traditional Tibetan hairstyle and found among quite a few female Tibetan students (especially those from a nomad
background). At QUN and other campuses, the ‘nomad’ students tended to stand out
because of their longer hair, generally more rough looking appearance and coarse manners, and a tendency to wear large and highly visible chains of prayer beads, amulets and
charms around their necks and arms. Underneath their shirts, they often wear little sachets
fastened around their neck or shoulders that are filled with ‘holy’ Buddhist paraphernalia
such as photos of reincarnate lamas from their region or pieces of scriptures. ‘Farmer’ students will also often wear a charm but theirs tend to be much more subtle, because, as
Kalden argued, they do not want to stand out in a Han / Hui dominated city and cause
people to “look at them”.
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in question is obviously a ‘sinicised’ Tibetan and it is implied that s/he
does not ‘come across’ as a Tibetan. This person’s only chance to prove his
or her ‘Tibetanness’ is therefore to speak the language. In this case, s/he
is unable to do so and begs the doubting counterpart to accept an oath as
the only token of ‘Tibetanness’ that s/he can offer. The implication of this
saying is that ‘Tibetanness’ is something that cannot be accepted at face
value, and that assertions of someone being ‘Tibetan’ that are not backed
up by evidence are not sufficient.
Real world examples demonstrate the challenges created for the ‘sinicised in-betweens’ through dynamics of doubting. Dorje Tserang, who
calls himself a “sinicised Tibetan”, argued that for those like him who are
generally not recognised as ‘Tibetan’ based on appearance, the ability to
speak the language is essential for being accepted as ‘Tibetan’ (and even
then, doubting remained). He recounted how one day one of his classmates told him that he was a Tibetan. Dorje Tserang was surprised and did
not believe him because he neither ‘looked’ Tibetan nor could he speak
the language. Moreover, as we had seen, Ledu, the region where the student said he was from, is not commonly recognised as a ‘Tibetan region’,
and this particular classmate had never mentioned being Tibetan before.
Finding himself unable to convince Dorje Tserang of his ‘Tibetanness’, the
classmate became very agitated and ran to his dorm room, producing
photos of himself and his parents wearing Tibetan dress. Based on this
‘evidence’, Dorje Tserang finally believed him.
Because of variations in physical appearance, racial mixing as well as
‘sinicisation’ in terms of language, dress or manners, etc., processes of
ethno-racial identification have to overcome a great deal of ambiguity,
but that only renders them all the more important. Because ‘Tibetanness’
is perceived to be in a continual state of danger from both ethnic and cultural mixing, it is constantly doubted and in need of proof. Not only on
campus but also in many other contexts, someone’s ‘Tibetanness’ is never
accepted at face value because “the person might be joking”.
Anecdotes of campus interactions are full of such ‘moments of confusion’, moments when ambiguous ethnicity is doubted and cannot be conclusively proven. One of these moments occurred during our daughter’s
birthday party to which I invited several Tibetan friends (mostly Chinesemedium-educated), one of whom brought his Han girlfriend. Half-way
through the party they started to gauge each other’s ethnic background.
This began when Tserang Dondrup abruptly exclaimed “We are all
Tibetans!” and then looked around the room as if he immediately doubted
what he had just said. At this moment, attention is drawn to those in the
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room who might look ‘least Tibetan’. Gongbo Rinchen’s girlfriend ‘outs’
herself as a Han at that point. Tserang Dondrup asks Pema, whose modern
Han-style haircut renders her ethnic appearance thoroughly ambiguous,
whether she is Tibetan or not. With an embarrassed smile she confirms
that she is. Tserang Dondrup probes deeper, wondering where she is from.
Hearing that she is from the ‘sinicised’ region of Ledu he wonders whether
she can understand Tibetan. “Of course!” Pema replies in Chinese. (All
conversions that evening except for those between Tserang Dondrup and
his friend Norbu Dawa were held in Chinese; Pema had privately told me
that she can understand a fair bit of Tibetan, but that her ability to speak
it is very limited.) The questioning stops and Pema’s ‘Tibetanness’ is either
tentatively accepted or at least not further questioned.
Significant numbers of ‘Tibetan Han’ make it even more difficult for
‘sinicised’ Tibetans to be accepted as ‘Tibetan’, rendering their status of
being ‘in-between’ even more problematic than it already is. If ‘sinicised’
Tibetans cannot be distinguished from Han who have acquired ‘Tibetan’
status through a minzu change, which is generally the case if they cannot
speak the language and do not ‘come across’ as ‘Tibetan’, then their
‘Tibetanness’ is equivalent to the ‘Tibetan Han’, reduced to a line on their
state-issued identity card and the right to claim related benefits. In Dorje
Tserang’s class, both types were present, and he therefore thought that his
‘Tibetan’ classmate had always kept quiet about his ‘Tibetanness’ for fear
of being ridiculed or classified as a ‘Tibetan Han’. Dorje Tserang was the
only Tibetan in his class who could demonstrate a degree of ‘Tibetanness’
by at least being able to speak the language, but despite this ability he
found his ‘Tibetanness’ often questioned and doubted. Fakeness is therefore an inherently ambiguous designation that tends to put different kinds
of ‘sinicised’ Tibetans in the same category as the ‘Tibetan Han’.
Tibetan department students tend to keep a distance between themselves and those whom they perceived to be ‘sinicised’ or ‘fake’ Tibetans.
For example, this was obvious during the Yarze (Ch. Xunhua) ‘fellow townsmen party’ (Ch. laoxianghui), which brought together a group of Tibetans
from this county across departments. Dynamics of regional belonging
based on being from the same ‘home area’ (T. pha yul / Ch. jiaxiang) are
one of the most important aspects of Tibetan networks of friendship and
acquaintance. Many friends of friends were introduced as either coming
from the same township or having been former classmates. Consequently,
a ‘fellow townsmen party’ is an important event involving elaborate preparation and (by student standards) considerable expense. But instead of
bridging gaps, this event accentuated the distance between authenticity
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and fakeness. The Tibetan department students all sat together on several
tables, while those from other departments, almost all Chinese-medium
educated, congregated around the remaining table. Interaction between
the two groups was very limited, except for a drunk Tibetan department
student telling one of the girls from the other group that she looked “like a
Han”. The exclusion of ‘in-betweenness’ in these or other contexts is therefore practised in very real ways and had become a part of the everyday life
of my ‘sinicised’ informants.
‘In-Betweenness’ Through Rejection and Incommensurability
The threat of being branded as having ‘lost’ one’s ‘Tibetanness’ or of being
an ‘undefinable being’, and of having to continually prove one’s ethnic status in a context of doubt poses a very practical challenge for those who are
perceived to be ‘sinicised’. For some, this means a continual rejection,
which, as in the case of Dorje Tserang’s friend, can mean that they no
longer dare to reveal themselves as ‘Tibetan’.
However, ‘in-betweenness’ can never be a one-sided process; it must be
established through a two-way dynamic that comes from both the Tibetan
and the other side. Gongbo Rinchen recounted how he was taunted at
school in Xining and called a “foreign ethnicity” (Ch. waizu) since he was
the only Tibetan in his class. Not surprisingly, he would often somewhat
derogatively refer to the Han as the “Great Han” (Ch. da hanzu).24 Similar
memories were recounted by Tenzin who also grew up in the Chinese
education system in Xining. Like Gongbo Rinchen, Tenzin was also the
only Tibetan in his class. There, he was made to feel like “another kind”.
For him, the issue was not so much direct discrimination as the curiosity
and extra attention that he continually received and which constantly
highlighted his ‘otherness’.
I had already outlined how many minority department majors were
keenly made aware of their ‘Tibetanness’ by entering the non-Tibetan
environments of urban centres, and consequently find even stronger
belonging and identity in the ‘Tibetan worlds’ within which they spend
most of their time and where they form their strongest relational bonds.
For ‘sinicised’ Tibetans, however, the situation is more difficult because of
rejection from their own ethnic group. Even though many of them form

24 This is derived from the Communist expression “great Han chauvinism” (Ch. da
hanzu zhuyi) that has been used from Mao’s times to condemn Han sentiments of ethnic
superiority in relation to the nation’s minority groups.
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close friendships with other ethnic groups, there tends to be a lingering
sense that they do not really belong there, either.
‘In-betweenness’ is not just established through rejection but equally
through what I call the dynamics of incommensurability. An example of
such dynamics was provided by Tserang Dondrup’s birthday party. Most
of the rejection that Tserang Dondrup faces comes from fellow Tibetans.
The vast majority of his friends are Han, including his “best friend” (also a
classmate) with whom he spends much of his time, and of course his girlfriend. It was therefore no surprise that at his birthday party there were six
Han students, just one other Tibetan, a former classmate who was also
Chinese-medium educated (another Tibetan friend of his couldn’t make
it), and our family. Among the Han were his best friend and several of his
classmates, but not his girlfriend who lives far away in Hebei province. My
wife and I were very familiar with gatherings of this type, be they good-bye
parties, birthday parties, or other informal ways of spending time together,
our experiences being mostly with groups where everyone except for us
was Tibetan. We were therefore both quick to spot that Tserang Dondrup
was showing very strong ‘Tibetan’ mannerisms during the whole event.
Spontaneous singing is invariably the highlight of any social event
involving Tibetan students. Students will tease each other about their
singing skills, and those who are being teased will express embarrassment,
argue that they really cannot sing well, but will eventually stand up and
perform. Then the next person will be hassled in the same way until everyone has had their turn. This process is accompanied by much joking,
hilarious laughter and passionate applause, in short, it is a very jovial and
noisy affair. During the second half of the meal, Tserang Dondrup sought
to initiate this very process, repeatedly asking each person to perform, but
he did not get very far. The Han friends produced embarrassed smiles,
made excuses, then said a few polite words as a ‘substitute’ for singing, all
in a very quiet and slightly subdued manner. In contrast, there was much
Tibetan-style joking between us and Tserang Dondrup during the meal,
which usually centres around hilarious assertions that are then responded
to with equally ridiculous statements until everyone bursts into laughter.
The Han, unsure how to relate to this style of conversation, remained
mostly quiet during these moments.
After the evening we could not shake off a feeling that we had witnessed
a strange interaction of two incommensurable ‘cultural worlds’.25 It
25 His ‘sinicised’ Tibetan friend’s behaviour was very similar to that of the Han, a fact
that in my estimation only heightened Tserang Dondrup’s dynamics of being ‘in-between’.
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seemed that even though he was surrounded by good (Han) friends who
accepted him for who he was (and they all commented how they liked
Tibetans and ‘Tibetan culture’), Tserang Dondrup found himself in a setting where he was not truly ‘at home’.26 His birthday party represented a
classical example of ‘in-between’ dynamics, not through rejection but
through incommensurability with a group where he needed to belong but
struggled to connect with at a deeper level. His integration into Han circles was affected by a profound sense that he was first and foremost
‘Tibetan’. Regardless of whether one’s difference from the ‘other’ is
imposed through rejection or the product of self-realisation, the result is
that the sense of ‘in-betweenness’ is reinforced.
To Regret or To Not Regret? Dealing with ‘In-Betweenness’
Resolving ‘In-Betweenness’ by Choosing Sides
In summer 2007 when I first met Dorje Tserang he stated that he agreed
with his parents’ choice to send him to Chinese schools because of the
superior career prospects offered by this path. He recalled how his father
had originally wanted to send him to the Tibetan school but that his
mother, pointing to the limited career opportunities of such a choice,
gained the upper hand with her arguments. Dorje Tserang shared his
vision of opening up a pharmacy in the Tibetan region where his family
originally came from in order to help improve the provision of medical
supplies as a way to benefit his people. But about a year later, he had
changed his mind. He now felt that studying the Tibetan language was
essential for being fully accepted as ‘Tibetan’:
Many people doubt that one is Tibetan. If you don’t know [written] Tibetan
and don’t understand Tibetan culture they feel strange [about you]; they
reject you, they doubt.27

Additionally, through encountering numerous ‘sinicised’ Tibetans in the
QUN campus context and during a field trip to Tianzhu he became increasingly sensitised towards the ‘sinicisation’ issue and expressed rising concerns over the possibility of “Tibetans becoming extinct”. In the summer
26 This is all the more interesting because Tibetans traditionally do not celebrate birthdays. Tserang Dondrup told me that he learned this “Western custom” from his Han
friends, and yet he desired to have ‘Tibetan’-style social dynamics at this event.
27 By “Tibetan”, Dorje Tserang referred to the written and not spoken language since he
could speak it fluently.
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of 2008 Dorje Tserang told me that if he could again choose his educational path he would go through all Tibetan-medium education and then
study Tibetan-English at college.
Tserang Dondrup’s story is very similar. By summer 2008, he began to
express regrets over his change to Chinese-medium education. He said
that he didn’t want to look at Chinese characters any more, that his heart
was not at peace and that he was concerned about the future of his ethnic
group. If he could choose again, he would now favour Tibetan-medium
schooling, then pursue a Tibetan-English degree at college and try to go
abroad. Moreover, he dreaded the possibility that if he married his Han
girlfriend his children would grow up in a Han majority environment
where they would “not be interested in Tibetan language or culture” and
think that “Tibetans are backward”. In order to avoid such a scenario, he
would definitely send them to Tibetan schools in a Tibetan region and
they would have to “grow up speaking Tibetan no matter what”. Moreover,
his wife would have to convert to Tibetan Buddhism and accept that the
family environment would be as Tibetan as possible. Clearly, Tserang
Dondrup was concerned to contain the inevitable ‘sinicisation’ of the next
generation as much as he could. Interestingly, Dorje Tserang’s thoughts
on this topic were very similar. He said that his children “must study
Tibetan” in order to “carry on Tibetan culture”. If his family lived in Xining
this could occur through summer holiday studies in a Tibetan area, but
should he settle in Yarze (Ch. Xunhua) where his family was originally
from he would send them to the local Wendu TMS.
In contrast, several Chinese-medium majors such as Gongbo Rinchen
or Tenzin did not regret their educational background and had no plans to
send their children through the minority education system. In order to
explore the inevitable question of what makes them different from Dorje
Tserang and Tserang Dondrup I would like to draw several comparisons to
Benson’s (1981) study of mixed white-black families in England in the
1970s. Benson found that nearly half of the children in her study showed
signs of abnormal behaviour as a consequence of their ethnically ambiguous situation. Many rejected their coloured-ness, seeking to classify themselves as ‘white’, with some actively discriminating against black peers
while others even tried to wash their skin white. Each of the racially mixed
families pursued different strategies to deal with their ‘in-between’ status,
ranging from “isolation, incorporation into a localised black community,
or assimilation into the mainstream of white society…” (ibid., p. 96). Only
two households developed social networks through both partner’s ethnic
community. Two families, both with white wives who had “little to lose by
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such a choice and much to gain”, associated exclusively with black groups
(ibid., p. 133).
Benson’s findings resonate with the case of ‘sinicised’ Tibetans. The
ambiguities of being ‘in-between’ create a tendency to go for either strong
integration through association with the Han side, or to focus on one’s lost
or missing ‘Tibetanness’, including efforts to ‘re-tibetanise’. This tendency
towards polarisation is further reinforced by events such as the March
2008 uprising.28 The dynamics of choosing sides rather than remaining in
the problematic and ambiguous middle spot provide an explanation for
the different choices of ‘sinicised’ students. Gongbo Rinchen was well
integrated into Han circles but had hardly any close Tibetan friends. This,
combined with his lack of spoken Tibetan, rendered stronger integration
with the Tibetan side basically impossible. After graduation, Gongbo
Rinchen found a job in Xining selling mobile phones. Moving away from
the QUN campus has now completely removed him from any Tibetan
environment except for his home, similar to his older siblings who have
government jobs in Xining. An additional factor is that both he and Tenzin
espoused a strong modernist conviction that Tibetans were ‘backward’
and needed to ‘develop’ and ‘modernise’, and that this required a Chinesemedium education because only in that way could Tibetans learn a wider
range of new knowledge and change ‘backward’ ways of thinking. In this,
neither Gongbo Rinchen nor Tenzin advocated a wholesale rejection of
Tibetan language-culture; rather, they felt that a minority education is
insufficient for equipping Tibetans for economic, technological and cultural development.
In contrast, Dorje Tserang and Tserang Dondrup (as well as Pema) connected very strongly with their identity as ‘Tibetan’. They felt bad about
being living examples of the gradual demise of the Tibetan languageculture and sensed a need to personally contribute to stemming the tide
of ‘sinicisation’. Their difficulties arose from their dual-pronged ambitions, their desire to reap the benefits of engaging with Han culture while
also being passionate about promoting ‘Tibetanness’ and securing the
future of ‘Tibetan culture’. This ultimately led to a conflict of interests that
engendered doubts about their chosen path and concerns about not being
‘Tibetan’ enough. The key to their change of minds was not merely that
they ultimately agreed with the essentialised conceptions of ‘Tibetanness’
that defined them as ‘sinicised’ or ‘fake’, since this was also the case with
28 In order to protect my informants I do not give details as to how this event impacted
informants’ views.
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Gongbo Rinchen and Tenzin; it was that they linked their ‘inauthentic’
selves with the demise of their own people.
It was obvious how Dorje Tserang sought to construct himself an
acceptable ‘in-between’ position by strategically altering traditionalist
essentialisms of ‘authentic Tibetanness’. His method to do so was to shift
the definition of ‘true’ versus ‘fake’ ‘Tibetanness’ in his favour. During my
very first conversation with him, he stated that he grew up in the Chinesemedium education system and was therefore unable to read or write
Tibetan. However, he asserted that this was “ok” because he could speak
and understand it. He later stated that most of the new students in his
department were “fake Tibetans [jia zangzu]”, those who cannot speak
their language and who might therefore be ‘Tibetan Han’ since their
‘Tibetanness’ cannot be conclusively established, and that there were very
few “real Tibetans [zhenshi zangzu]”. In this way, Dorje Tserang tacitly
included himself in the category of ‘real Tibetan’. Ultimately, however,
speaking the language and espousing a strong identity of being ‘Tibetan’
was not enough to prevent him from being fatally caught ‘in-between’ the
two worlds.
The Jyekundo Urban Subgroup and the Significance of Social Networks
Another important aspect of Benson’s analysis is the significance of social
networks in dealing with ambiguous ethnicity. Nearly half of the families
she studied had white-oriented social networks. There, it was common
that both partners showed “strong orientations towards English culture
and mores”, and that both equally built relationships with members of the
white community (1981, p. 121). The ability of racially mixed couples to be
white-oriented was therefore often related to networks of accepting
English relatives and friends. Similarly, the only couple in her sample that
was isolated from both white and black communities did so by focusing
solely on relatedness with other racially mixed couples, constructing an
artificial sense of ‘normality’ about their lives.
The significance of social networks in the ‘sinicised’ Tibetan context in
Qinghai is especially pertinent in the case of the Jyekundo urban middle
class as represented by Tenzin Dorje and Gongbo and their families,
because this subgroup within the wider Tibetan community is comparable to the ‘in-between’ couple described by Benson. Both Tenzin Dorje
and Gongbo are typical examples of ‘sinicised’ Jyekundo urbanites, children of cadres who were in the English stream of minority schools where
Tibetan as a medium of instruction is largely absent. Both were effectively
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illiterate in Tibetan, had very little knowledge of customs and traditions,
and spoke the language with a heavy mixing in of Chinese words. However,
their sense of ethnic identity was surprisingly straightforward. Gongbo for
example clearly identified himself as ‘sinicised’ but also as unambiguously
‘Tibetan’. There was never a sense that he was dissatisfied with his ethnic
identity or was struggling with being accepted, and neither he nor Tenzin
Dorje had any second thoughts about their educational backgrounds or
future career ambitions. Gongbo’s relationships are entirely composed of
Han as well as other Jyekundo friends, and after graduating he started a
business together with a Han and another Tibetan from Jyekundo. For
him, there was little difference between relating to either group, and he
moved comfortably and effortlessly between his home setting in Jyekundo
and the Han-dominated environments in Xining and at QUN where students from his home region are known for having formed their own closeknit community.
Following Benson I would argue that Gongbo’s and Tenzin’s cases
reflect the significance of social networks in dealing with ambiguous ethnicity. The Jyekundo community is sufficiently large and influential to
provide young Tibetans like them with a relatively unproblematic identity
as ‘pragmatic Tibetans’ who are ‘facing reality’, making the best of life in a
Han-dominated world while still retaining a distinct ‘Tibetan’ identity. For
individuals like Gongbo, typical Amdowa attitudes towards the study of
Tibetan at school were just really hard to understand because that seemed
so far from anything that those around him said and believed. Adding to
this is its relative isolation from the generally much more traditionalist
Amdo Tibetans, both on a campus environment like QUN and in urban
life in general. In Benson’s study, the urban middle-class Jyekundo
Tibetans would be like a large societal sub-section of mixed racial couples
who primarily socialise around each other.
There are, however, minimum definitions of ‘Tibetanness’ even among
this group. The spoken Tibetan of Gongbo’s brother who attends a Chinese
high school in Jyekundo is poor as he mostly speaks Chinese in daily life.
This has become a concern for the parents who fear that other families
might gossip about this. Also, Gongbo once strongly distanced himself
from what he described as the fakeness of Gongbo Rinchen by pointing
out that in contrast to the latter he was able to speak fluent Tibetan. Even
though he told me that he represented a “classical example of sinicisation”, he certainly did not consider himself to be a ‘fake’ Tibetan. Spoken
language abilities—together with religion—therefore appear to be a kind
of lowest common denominator of ‘Tibetanness’ across the wider Tibetan
community.
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Within this pragmatic sub-environment, strong integration into mainstream society and being fully ‘Tibetan’ is simply not a contradiction. The
Jyekundo Tibetans’ pragmatism is legitimised by their economic success,
their ability to manoeuvre within Han-dominated society and the resulting influential status they enjoy. Their successful integration into Han-led
society enables the Jyekundo urbanites to display their ‘Tibetanness’ in
the heart of Han-dominated urbanity through elaborate ‘ethnic’ constructions such as the large Tibetan Buddhist chorten on a hill overlooking
Xining or as Yushu New Village (Yushu xin cun), a newly built modern
housing complex for government employees in Xining.29 Yushu New
Village not only features luxurious two-floor apartments with brand-new
Western cars parked in front, but a ‘tibetanised’ environment in the midst
of a Chinese metropolis: the buildings are designed in ‘Tibetan’ style (see
Fig. 75), the centre of the spacious plaza sports a Buddhist cauldron, and

Fig. 75. Tibetan New Year celebrations in Yushu New Village, Xining, February
2007. The little side room with prayer wheels and candles is on the right side of
the pharmacy (blue sign in the back), outside the photograph. Source: Anonymous,
used with permission.

29 A chorten (Tibetan) or stupa (Sanskrit) is a mound-like structure containing Buddhist
relics, and commonly used for circumambulation.
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there is a side room with a row of prayer wheels which is regularly frequented by the grandmothers. Upon entering the complex one cannot but
feel that one has entered a distinctly ‘Tibetan’ space, built by a burgeoning
Tibetan middle class who is showcasing its pride in being ‘Tibetan’. In this
way, the urban Jyekundos have created a space that fuses traditional
‘authentic Tibetanness’ with ‘modern’ Chinese urbanity.30
The Jyekundo urbanites therefore epitomise the pragmatist argument
that success in life is the ultimate yardstick for an ethnic group and for
ensuring its ongoing survival in an era of competitive marketisation. Not
surprisingly, most minority department students, almost all of them
Amdowa, commented very negatively on this ‘sinicised’ subgroup, arguing
that even though they had succeeded economically, they had lost their
language-culture and therefore, as one Tibetan department student put it,
had “lost everything”. But Kalden the pragmatist felt that these displays of
‘Tibetanness’ in Xining were a clear demonstration of the success of the
Jyekundo urbanites to promote and preserve Tibetan ‘culture’ despite
their ‘sinicisation’, and that their approach was therefore justified.
Kalden’s reasoning reflects a sentiment shared by the Jyekundo Tibetans:
that the preservation of ‘Tibetanness’ is not just a matter of of upholding
‘traditional’ knowledge and practices, but also requires the ability to display ‘Tibetanness’ in the very centres of modernity, development and Han
cultural dominance.
The Jyekundo urbanites’ approach to Tibetan lives in China reflects a
strategy of what Gibson (1988), based on her study of Sikh immigrants in
the US, termed ‘accommodation without assimilation’. Gibson used this
phrase to describe the Sikh strategy of pragmatically accommodating to
American cultural values in order to succeed in education and society,
even at times publicly accepting mainstream values that they privately
disagree with in order to minimise conflict with the majority culture.
Following Ogbu’s folk theory of success model, Gibson employed the
Sikh’s ‘accommodation without assimilation’ model to demonstrate how
voluntary minorities can strategically accommodate to the host culture
without surrendering their strong identity as a distinct ethnocultural
group. Her study highlights accommodation/acculturation strategies
not just as a reaction to something, but as powerful forms of agency in
30 My Tibetan informants perceived urbanism as inherently ‘Chinese’. In 2000, the
urbanisation rate of Qinghai’s Tibetans was reported at 8.6 percent, far lower than the 44.7
percent rate of the Han majority or the 29.7 percent of the Hui Muslim minority (Fischer,
2008a, p. 641). However, by 2010 Tibetan urbanisation reached 24.2 percent, indicating that
urban spaces are increasingly not a privilege of the ethnic ‘other’ (2010 census data).
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themselves. Tibetan pragmatism, epitomised by the Jyekundo urbanite
subgroup, is an example of strategic ‘accommodation/acculturation without assimilation’. But while Gibson conceptualised Sikh accommodation
as primarily unidirectional, the Jyekundo urbanites are achieving multidirectionality by having created niches of ‘Tibetanness’ in the very heart of
the ethnic ‘other’s’ territory.
‘In-Betweenness’ and Ethnic Consciousness: Trends and Figures
Contrary to common traditionalist assumptions, the dynamics of being
‘in-between’ show that ‘sinicisation’ tends to strengthen rather than
weaken students’ awareness of their ‘Tibetanness’ as they are confronted
with their lack of authenticity. My ‘sinicised’ Chinese-medium educated
informants often exhibited a greater concern about the issue of ‘sinicisation’ and about the future of their people than many Tibetan-medium students that I interacted with. This included individuals such as Gongbo
Rinchen who were often touted as exemplars of fakeness in debates of
purity and mixing. Tibetan students who go through Chinese schooling
may become ‘sinicised’ with regard to language or other markers of
‘Tibetanness’, but they very often experience an increased consciousness
of ‘being Tibetan’.
This general experience with close acquaintances is backed by my
interview data, which reflects a wider informant sample. In response to
the interview question “Has your ethnic consciousness increased during
your time at college?”,31 both minority department majors and Chinesemedium majors reported significant increases, with the latter’s even being
slightly higher.32 (See Fig. 76.)
When discussing reasons for these increases, minority department students commonly highlighted the role of their teachers and what they
learned in their classes, while Chinese-medium majors often attributed
the increase to immersion in a multi-ethnic environment. Several of them
highlighted the fact that they were the only Tibetan in their class as well as
31 T: Slob chen khod nas khyo’i mi rigs ‘du shes sngon chal lang bsngur na je drags su e
thal? Ch. Zai daxueli, nide minzugan bi yiqiande geng qiangliele ma? My research assistants
translated the Chinese word minzugan (ethnic sentiments) into the Tibetan mi rigs ‘du
shes (ethnic consciousness). What could be viewed as a ‘mistake’ in translation is in fact a
reflection of the fact that my informants used the expressions ‘ethnic sentiments’ (T. mi
rigs kyi brtse dung / Ch. minzugan) and ethnic consciousness (T. mi rigs ‘du shes / Ch. minzu
yishi) interchangeably.
32 QUN and QSD students both reported very similar increases, while interviewees at
the Qinghai University, which does not have a minorities department and a generally
lower share of Tibetan-medium educated students, noted lower increases.
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Students' assessment on how much their ethnic consciousness
increased since attending college
50%
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Tibetan-medium
department

30%
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Chinese-medium
department

20%
15%
10%
5%
0%

very much significantly somewhat

a little bit

not at all

Fig. 76. Source: 2007/2008 interviews (n=119).

discrimination by other ethnic groups (especially the Han majority) as
decisive factors. Conversely, some of them argued that their increased
ethnic sentiments resulted from Han classmates showing a strong interest
in or even admiring Tibetan ‘culture’. In short, almost any kind of crossgroup interaction, either between Tibetans and the ethnic ‘other’ or
between Chinese-medium and Tibetan-medium educated Tibetans,
either positive or negative in nature, increased students’ consciousness of
their own ‘Tibetanness’. Chinese-medium educated students may have in
many ways acculturated to Han ways, but it is ironically the very Handominated environment itself that tends to bring out their sense of ethnic
sentiments, rendering assimilation in the sense of losing their distinct
identity as ‘Tibetan’ very unlikely.
Similarly, the figures for reconsidering language choices in education
reflect a strong tendency among Chinese-medium students to have second thoughts about their ‘sinicising’ educational paths. Only 33 percent of
interviewees who went through all Chinese-medium education would
choose this educational path again if they could return to childhood and
choose their primary and secondary education all over again. In contrast,
67 percent would change to Tibetan-medium schooling. Of all Tibetanmedium educated interviewees, only 7 percent expressed a desire to
change to Chinese-medium schooling, with 10 percent opting for mixing
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both tracks and 82 percent stating that they would again go through
Tibetan-medium education. Interestingly, Tibetan-medium majors
tended more towards track mixing than Chinese-medium majors, reflecting a felt need on their side for improved Chinese skills. One such interviewee explained that he wanted a “little foundation” in Tibetan because
that is the language of his people, but that he would switch to Chinese
after primary school since “afterwards Tibetan is useless, later in life
Chinese is useful”. But the highest preference for this strategy was
espoused by those who had themselves changed tracks during their secondary education. Overall, 79 percent of all interviewees would opt for a
Tibetan-medium primary and secondary education if they could choose
again. (See Figs. 77 and 78.)
Another interesting outcome is that interviewees would on average opt
for more Chinese-medium education or track mixing for their offspring
than for themselves. While a slightly lower share of those with an all
Chinese-medium education would have their children get such an
education, the percentage of all Tibetan-medium educated students doubled for this question, while their willingness to have them engage in track
mixing increased from 10 to 15 percent (track mixing figures across informant categories were significantly higher for educational considerations
for the next generation). Nearly all informants espoused more pragmatic
educational strategies for their children, but especially those who had at

Which educational track would you pursue if you could choose again
(by educational background)

90%
80%
70%
60%
50%

Would pursue Chinese-medium

40%

Would pursue Tibetan-medium
Would pursue mixed tracks

30%
20%
10%
0%

Attended all Chinese- Attended Tibetan -> Attended Tibetan -> Attended all Tibetanmedium
Chinese (secondary) Chinese (tertiary)
medium

Fig. 77. Source: 2007/2008 interviews (n=117).
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some point in their life been in the minority education system were most
concerned about their offspring’s ability to interact in the nation’s lingua
franca. (See Figs. 79 and 80.)
These statistics reveal how the choice between ‘Tibetanness’ and
career—the core dilemma that the Tibetan community is finding itself
Which educational track would you pursue if you could choose again
(all informants)
mixed tracks
8%
Chinese medium
14%

Tibetan-medium
78%

Fig. 78. Source: 2007/2008 interviews (n=117).

Which educational track would you choose for your children
(by informants' educational background)
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70%
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50%
Would choose Chinese-medium

40%

Would choose Tibetan-medium

30%

Would choose mixed tracks

20%
10%
0%

Attended all Chinesemedium

Attended Tibetan -> Attended Tibetan -> Attended all TibetanChinese (secondary) Chinese (tertiary)
medium

Fig. 79. Source: 2007/2008 interviews (n=114).
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Which educational track would you choose for your children
(all informants)
mixed tracks
14%

Chinese-medium
18%

Tibetan-medium
68%

Fig. 80. Data for all informants across all majors. Source: 2007/2008 interviews
(n=114).

confronted with, is producing two kinds of regrets: among the ‘sinicised’,
a powerful sentiment that one’s loss of ‘Tibetanness’ is an ultimately
unacceptable situation; and among the Tibetan-medium groups, a realisation of the importance of the Chinese language. Kalden is therefore not
the only Tibetan-medium graduate with regrets, although there the trend
to reverse one’s educational background is much weaker compared to
their Chinese-medium counterparts. But overall, it seems that the identity crisis brought about by ‘in-betweenness’ has a more powerful effect
than career concerns, and therefore that the traditionalist strategy to
combat ‘in-betweenness’ through marginalisation is having the desired
impact.
Conclusion: Digital ‘Tibetanness’, Instrumental-Primordialism,
and the Battle Against Hybridity
Eriksen (1993) suggested that ethnic difference can be understood as analogue versus digital33: if others are portrayed as more-or-less different,

33 Eriksen uses the term ‘analogic’, which I substitute with ‘analogue’ as it represents
the commonly accepted antonym of digital.
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meaning that there is a degree of ethnic or cultural distance, then we can
speak of ‘analogue’ understandings of ethnicity. Conversely, systems of
ethnic classification that are based on unambiguous exclusionary categories of ‘us’ versus ‘them’ are referred to as ‘digital’ (pp. 66–7). I would argue
that the same model also applies to distinctions within an ethnic category:
on an analogue scale, members of an ethnic group can be constructed as
more or less ‘true’ with regard to the perceived ideal group representative.
In digital terms, however, there is only one or the other: either one is truly
and authentically ‘Tibetan’, or one is ‘fake’, even having ‘lost’ one’s ethnic
membership.
Analogue models reflect the ambiguous and graded nature of complex
sociocultural worlds, or as Shore expressed it, the “shape of experience”
(1996). In contrast, digital ethnic categories provide unambiguous ways of
mapping the sociocultural world, thus providing a sense of predictability
and control, of knowing the world and of knowing where to belong.
Cutting up the world into either/or—which is somewhat similar to but
ultimately much more complicated than the traditional way of differentiating between ‘Tibetans’ and non-Tibetans through the terms ‘insider’ or
Buddhist (nang pa) and ‘outsider’ or non-Buddhist (phyi pa) described by
Ekvall (1960)—not only simplifies a complex and ambiguous reality. It
also enables the Tibetan community to purge the problematic ‘inbetweens’ from the category of ‘Tibetanness’, thus giving it an imagined
purity and stability. This, I would argue, is one of the main ways in which
‘Tibetanness’ is discursively shielded from assimilatory pressures.
The essentialised construction of ‘digital Tibetanness’ is in turn reinforced through ethnic stereotyping. Digital distinctions based on binary
opposites are a precondition for cognitive categorisation, thereby forming
the foundation for “discrete categories through which mutual orientation
and reference are made possible” (Shore, 1996, p. 274). In the Tibetan case,
schismogenesis, the conscious building of traits of ethnic ‘otherness’
(Bateson, 1958, quoted in Harrell, 2001), is not just achieved through the
(re-)invention of tradition; it primarily centres around negative ethnic stereotyping. Ethnic distance is created by associating negative moral qualities with other ethnic groups. The mere presence of such groups can then
be construed to lead to a process of mixing whereby ‘Tibetanness’, essentialised as a ‘Buddhist’ and therefore morally-upright ethnicity, invariably
becomes polluted with the negative morality of the ethnic ‘other’.
Boundary marking processes through ethnic stereotyping and conceptions of ‘Tibetanness’ as a digital non-hybrid category are mediated by
complex and at times contradictory understandings about the essence of
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‘Tibetanness’, which shape multiple perceptions of how ‘Tibetanness’ is
diluted and potentially ‘lost’. As a consequence, different groups and individuals can draw very different lines when separating purity from fakeness. At times, this judgement was even divorced from educational
background when, for example, Dawa was lumped into the same rgya ma
bod category as Gongbo Rinchen. But despite these internal contradictions, the digital ‘Tibetanness’ strategy renders it difficult for the ‘sinicised’
to conclusively prove their ‘Tibetanness’ in an environment of hybridity
and doubt, enhanced by the confusion induced through the ‘Tibetan Han’.
Here, it is not sufficient for ‘Tibetanness’ just to be held together just
through an Andersonian ‘imagined community’; rather, one’s membership in the ‘Tibetanness’ category must be continually proven at each and
every encounter within Qinghai’s ambiguous ethnic melange. However,
the very hybridity of this context is promoting rising levels of ethnic consciousness with every cross-ethnic interaction, meaning that rather than
necessarily being at the forefront of the demise of ‘Tibetanness’, the ‘sinicised’ may instead become a driving
As Gladney has rightly pointed out, in the Chinese context ethnicity is
never just a matter of strategic choice, because it always operates within
the state-imposed minzu system. In his view, common theoretical
approaches to ethnicity such as primordialism, circumstantialism or
instrumentalism, “fail to make a distinction between a group’s subjective
self-perception of itself as an ethnic group, and the state’s role in objectifying that identity, through conferring nationality status…” (1996, p. 76).
Contrary to Barth and to instrumentalist approaches, ethnicity is therefore not just self-ascribed and ethnic boundaries are not just freely chosen. In the Tibetan case, the minzu concept does not work against efforts
to preserve ‘Tibetanness’. On the contrary, the fluidity and hybridity of the
day-to-day dynamics of ethnic confusion is countered by actively upholding and deploying fixed, regime-sanctioned minzu categories and discourses, invoking their primordial-cum-essentialising nature as a strategic
tool against the dangers of assimilation. Arguments along the lines
that those who cannot speak Tibetan or who have converted to other religions are ‘no longer Tibetans’ employ the Sino-Marxist essentialism that
each minzu must—among other things—be characterised by its own
religion.
At the same time, however, the dynamics behind discourses of
‘Tibetanness’ cannot be fully captured either by Gladney’s position or by
the instrumentalist approach that he critiques, for they reflect a mix of
both: a kind of instrumentalist-primordialism, or neo-primordialism
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as Comaroff (1995, pp. 164–5) calls it, where primordial qualities are
selectively deployed or withheld (cf. Fischer 2005b, p. 22).34 The preservationist approach ends up turning the minzu concept on its head: according to the regime, a person cannot ‘lose’ its minzu, but under certain
conditions is able to change it (e.g. when presenting ancestral evidence),
and mixed-minzu parents have the right to choose their children’s minzu.
But according to the views of virtually all of my informants, ‘Tibetanness’
can only be ‘lost’ and never be ‘gained’.
The essentialist preservation of ‘Tibetanness’ is therefore achieved
through such an instrumentalist-primordialism: minzu boundaries are
rendered fixed (i.e. primordial) with regard to a person’s initial status (i.e.
‘Tibetanness’ can only be gained through birth), but then instrumentally
allowed to have a one-sided permeability as, for example, certain kinds
of ‘fake’ Tibetans are ‘no longer’ Tibetan but have ‘become’ ‘like Han’ (or,
through conversion, have ‘become’ Hui). The minzu system is therefore
partially exploited and at the same time partially contested depending on
the context of its use as a primordial instrumentalist tool. Contrary to
Barth, ‘Tibetanness’ is not just defined by its (self-ascribed or externally
imposed) boundaries but also, as Roosens (1994) pointed out, through
essentialised perceptions of its cultural ‘contents’. Ethnic ambiguity stems
not only from porous borders but from the very hybridity of what is sought
to be contained within them. Ultimately, of course, this task of containment is as problematic as the essentialisations of authenticity and purity
upon which it is predicated. As Rosaldo (2005, p. xv) suggested, “hybridity
can be understood as the ongoing condition of all human cultures, which
contain no zones of purity because they undergo continuous processes of
transculturation…”.
The essence of traditionalist discourses of ‘authentic Tibetanness’ can
be summarised as the axiom that mixing—both biological and culturallinguistic—leads to hybridity, which must be contained through distinctness and separateness from the ethnic ‘other’. In the imagination of my
informants, mixing was formerly prevented through the natural geographical barrier of the remoteness of the Tibetan plateau, which ensured
34 In his analysis of Tibetan-Muslim ethnic conflict, Fischer argues that: “…current
Tibetan-Muslim conflict can be easily interpreted as either primordialist, on the basis of
deeply entrenched patterns of Tibetan-Muslim encounters since their first contacts in the
seventh century, and they can be as easily interpreted as constructivist or instrumentalist
on the basis of political economy and power confrontations that have been inherent to the
profound dislocations of the modern period.” (2005b, p.2). He consequently suggests a
focus on “processual factors” (ibid.).
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the authenticity of the ‘original’ Tibetans. Now, however, it must be
warded off through immersion in ‘Tibetan worlds’. Ethnocultural preservation is deemed to be impossible without isolation. In this sense, contemporary traditionalist isolationism is a strategic response to the
integrationist, hybridity-promoting forces of the state-initiated Zhonghua
minzu vision. But at the same time, this approach raises the question of
the feasibility and desirability of such isolation in the context of a rapidly
modernising environment. Can the Tibetan community afford to stand
by while economy, trade and production are dominated by the Han and
the Muslims? Can it ignore the study of economics or ‘modern’ natural
sciences and afford to be largely absent from related research and development? Does its future lie in an exclusive focus on the Tibetan languageculture? No Tibetan I have met would wholeheartedly answer ‘yes’ to any
of these questions. The traditionalist Tibetan community is therefore
faced with the quandary of a self-perceived need to become ‘modern’, and
yet to remain ‘authentically Tibetan’.

CHAPTER EIGHT

BETWEEN DEVELOPMENT AND ‘BACKWARDNESS’:
THE STRUGGLE FOR ‘MODERN TIBETANNESS’
The brilliance and shine of olden days cannot substitute the present;
Today’s thirst cannot be quenched by the smell of yesterday’s salt water.
Ancient history and culture is very important;
But without change and adaptation it becomes lifeless;
Like a body without soul;
Without soul our pulse will not vibrate;
Blood will not circulate in our heart;
We need to change with the times;
Adopt new ideas to move forward.
From the poem ‘Waterfall of Youth’ (T. Lang tsho’i rbab chu)
by Dondrup Gyal, 1953–85
(published in Tibetan in 1983, translation by Yosay Wangdi in 2006)

Tibetan Discourses of Tibetan Modernity
In 1999, a Tibetan writer under the penname Zhogs dung published two
articles in the Qinghai Tibetan News that sparked an uproar among the
traditionalist Tibetan community. His first article, titled “Blood-Letting
that will Overcome the Tumour of Ignorance: Against the Old Decaying
Propensities”, stated that Tibetans must shed “old propensities [bag
chags]” that have held Tibetans in a deep state of ‘backwardness’. To
quote:
As we know, the root of our ultimate decline lies precisely in our old propensities. These old propensities were born from the womb of a culture that has
lasted for a thousand human years…Because this culture has now grown old,
the propensities it fostered have also become old and decrepit. … If we don’t
replace the old with the new, there will be no chance of any motivation for
total development. … Given the situation, we have no choice but to stubbornly destroy and discard our old propensities and produce an absolutely
new propensity. … (Hartley, 2002, p. 19)

Zhogs dung’s article epitomises in a fairly radicalist form the modernist
challenge to traditionalist visions of preserving ‘authentic Tibetanness’.
Debates over ‘tradition’ versus modernity and over the direction of Tibetan
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development are grounded in a shared perception, espoused across different groups within the ‘educated Tibetan community’, that Tibetans are
‘behind’ other ethnic groups with respect to modernity, and therefore in
danger of becoming assimilated into more ‘advanced’ (i.e. Han) cultures.
In this context, discourses of development and ‘backwardness’ are part of
a decisive struggle over the future of ‘Tibetanness’, a discursive struggle
that is taking place between different camps within the Tibetan community as well as vis-à-vis the state. I choose to refer to this struggle as being
about ‘modern Tibetanness’: ‘modern’, because the desire is to ‘modernise’
in order to ‘catch up’; and ‘Tibetanness’, because a central aim of traditionalist visions of modernisation is to preserve imagined ‘authentic’ forms of
‘Tibetanness’ from extinction by means of development.
My focus here is specifically on traditionalist discourses of ‘modern
Tibetanness’ as a response firstly to pragmatist charges that traditionalist
educational and career visions fail to ‘face the reality’ of a marketised
career environment, and that its resistance to integrate into Handominated socio-economic settings leaves Tibetans in a state of economic
insignificance; secondly, to the modernist perspective, which argues that
the Tibetan language-culture may be worthy of being preserved in some
forms, but that it cannot be the foundation for achieving any kind of ‘progress’, not just economic but also intellectual and cultural; and thirdly, to
radicalist voices that call for a wholesale abandoning of the Tibetan
language-culture as hopelessly ‘backward’; and fourthly, to the integrationist forces of the state itself. In order to disassociate itself from the
seemingly inevitable homogenising processes of Chinese-led modernity
but yet be able to project a future vision for ‘Tibetanness’ beyond a perpetuation of the past, the ‘educated Tibetan community’ has to cast an
alternative vision of ‘modern Tibetanness’ to that of the state.
Modernity, as Cooper (2005) observes, is an inherently problematic and
exceedingly complex construct. In much of the academic literature, it
“represents a powerful claim to singularity: it is a long and continuing project, central to the history of Western Europe, and in turn defining a goal
to which the rest of the world aspires” (p. 113). More recently, attempts
have been made to capture this complexity by understanding modernity
as ‘modernities’, a plural of multiples or ‘alternatives’ that shifts the centre
away from Europe in order to enable a focus on alternative constructions,
adaptations and inventions of ‘being modern’. Writing in the (Han)
Chinese context, Rofel for example argues that “if one relocates modernity
by viewing it from the perspective of those marginalized or excluded from
the universalizing center, then it becomes a mutable project developed in
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unequal cross-cultural dialogues and contentions” (1999, p. 12). Cooper in
turn suggests that the “alternative modernity argument is a repackaging
argument, for it leaves intact the Western notion of modernity, then proposes alternative packages” (ibid., p. 133). However, I suggest that the very
notion of ‘repackaging’ is highly applicable to capture traditionalist
Tibetan visions of modernity.
The History and Politics of Chinese-Tibetan Translation
An analysis of discourses of ‘modern Tibetanness’ requires a closer look at
the politics of Chinese-Tibetan translation, and the etymology of relevant
terms. In 1955, the Chinese government created the national institute for
the translation of minority languages (guojia minzu yuwen fanyi ju) in
order to translate modern Chinese (and especially political) terms into
minority languages. One of the Tibetan language professors at QUN
argued that back then, their scholars had good Chinese and but inadequate Tibetan language skills, and that many of their translations are
therefore “not very good”. But the terms that were created then are now
widely used throughout all Tibetan areas, whereas some more recent
translations by Tibetan scholars, regularly judged as “better” and “more
Tibetan” by Tibetan educators, are often not widely used. Much of the
translation of modern Chinese terminology into Tibetan during the 1950s
was overseen by the Geshe Sherab Gyatso, deputy governor of Qinghai
province and widely respected among the Tibetan community because
of his high religious position (Hilton, 2001, p. 154). But the provincial government felt that because he tended to use traditional Tibetan terms to
express modern concepts his translations carried a ‘feudal’ flavour and
decided to make amendments.
After the end of the Cultural Revolution, the Tibetan-Chinese Dictionary
Committee (zanghan da cidian) resumed its work and, under the leadership of the SEAC, published a new Tibetan-Chinese dictionary in 1985.
This dictionary was the largest ever of its kind, containing over 50,000
words, many of which had been newly created for this publication. But
especially the more conservative intellectuals and educators prefer to use
the Tibetan-Tibetan high school dictionary because its translation
approach is more strongly reliant on what are considered to be ‘traditional’ notions, while many of the new terms contained in the 1985 dictionary are (not surprisingly) literal translations from the Chinese with
very little reference to traditional terminology. This is reflective of a wider
struggle between many Tibetan educators and intellectuals who prefer
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the creation of modern terminology based on traditional meanings, and
government-sponsored translation efforts that tend to generate new
terms through direct translation.
But the QUN Tibetan department students who assisted me in my
research were not aware of these dynamics and were generally more
familiar with the 1985 dictionary. For most educators and students, even
though many terms are post-1949 creations, their widespread acceptance
and use throughout the Tibetan regions means that their newness (versus
being ‘traditionally Tibetan’) is in practice largely irrelevant. This is also a
reflection of the general acknowledgement in the Tibetan community
that modernity—and therefore ‘modern’ terms—is something that is
derived from the Chinese, just as the exile community is perceived to have
obtained its modern terminology from English. The struggle for a modernity that can be expressed in the Tibetan language, and therefore ensuring
its on-going relevance in a ‘modernising’ world, is at the heart of the pursuit for a ‘modern Tibetanness’. What is contested is therefore not so
much modernity or modernisation as a dominant concept but rather the
ability to selectively re-interpret it for Tibetan purposes.
There are at least four Tibetan terms for development: ‘phel rgyas, dar
rgyas, gong ‘phel, and dar spel. My research assistants and several QUN
educators argued that they all convey “essentially the same meaning”,
with only their usage differing, and to be “roughly equivalent” to fazhan,
their Chinese counterpart. ‘Phel rgyas is mostly used in connection with
the development of education or of the economy as well as discussing the
development of an ethnic group, and tends to be a widely used term that
was also known to, for example, some of our lesser-educated Tibetan drivers. Gong ‘phel can also refer to economic development, as well as to
developing one’s thinking, as, for example, in the informant statement
“nga tho mi rigs kyi bsam blo gong ‘phel du gtong dgos pa [our ethnic group
needs to develop (our) thinking]”.1 Dar rgyas refers to something that is
already ‘developed’ (Ch. fada), but it can also be used in the sense of causing something to develop.2 Dar spel can be used in a range of contexts.
My informants employed it when discussing the development of the
economy, of science, of education, or of language-culture, for example: rig
gnas dar spel (“develop culture”). In quite a few of the interviews, students

1 The term can also refer to a more general kind of ‘progress’, such as progress in one’s
studies.
2 Dar rgyas and gong ‘phel are also at times used together as a form of emphasis.
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simply used the syllable dar (common to both dar spel and dar rgyas) to
refer to ‘development’.
The Tibetan terms deng rabs (Ch. xiandai) for ‘modern’ (it can also
mean ‘now’ or ‘contemporary’) and sngon thon for ‘advanced’ (Ch. xianjin)
are often used interchangeably with each other and with dar rgyas.3
For example, the expressions deng rabs kyi bsam blo (‘modern thinking’ /
Ch. xiandai sixiang) and bsam blo sngon thon (‘advanced thinking’ /
Ch. xianjin sixiang) are employed synonymously. Similarly, one of my
research assistants translated sngon thon bya ba (literally: ‘advanced
things’) as “developed things”. Deng rabs and sngon thon are routinely contrasted with srol rgyun (‘traditional’ / Ch. chuantong), e.g. when talking
about deng rabs kyi bsam blo (‘modern thinking’) versus srol rgyun rgyi ‘du
shes (traditional views).4 Deng rabs / xiandai are both simultaneously
adjectives and nouns, and therefore an approximate equivalent to the
English term ‘modernity’ if the latter is understood to refer to an epoch
(their literal meaning is ‘the current era’).
Several QUN Tibetan department professors argued that the Tibetan
terms for development are ‘traditional’.5 Tserang Tashi, the ex-monk,
noted that the various terms for development can be found in Buddhist
scriptures where they tend to be used in the context of moral development or of the development of one’s views or cognitive/mental abilities
(nyams gong ‘phel, the ‘development of experience’). On the other hand,
rjes lus, the common term for ‘backward’ or ‘backwardness’ (also translated by Shakya, 2008, as “underdevelopment”), is considered to be a post1949 creation, although to the professors’ surprise I discovered the term in
a Chinese-Tibetan dictionary that was originally published during the
Qing Dynasty (Gu, 1992 [1957]). However, it likely did not have the meaning of ‘underdevelopment’ but that of spatially ‘being behind’, or of ‘being
too late’. Just like luohou6 can refer to ‘being behind’, which was probably
its only meaning during Qing times, rjes lus might have gradually taken on
the new meaning with the spread of state discourses of modernisation.
Contemporary usage of rjes lus among students and educators often
occurred in the context of phrases that are literal translations of the

3 A variation of deng rabs is deng rabs can (modernisation / Ch. xiandaihua).
4 Srol rgyun is widely understood to be a ‘traditional’ Tibetan word, while deng rabs and
sngon thon are translations from Chinese.
5 Educators and students typically defined something to be ‘traditional’ Tibetan by it
having existed before the 1949 takeover.
6 The full form is luo zai houmian.
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Chinese versions, a typical example being, for example, ‘cultural backwardness’ (T. rig gnas kyi rjes lus / Ch. wenhua luohou). However, there was
not necessarily a sense that this concept is ‘Chinese’ and its use therefore
a consequence of hegemonic imposition. Interestingly, Kalden argued
that while Tibetans might not have had a word for ‘backward’, the concept
of ‘backwardness’ was certainly present; it was just expressed in different
ways. This statement is significant in itself, because, regardless of whether
it is verifiable or not, it reflects the perceived significance of the concept
by asserting that its equivalent ‘must have existed’, as well as its significance for not only pragmatist and modernist but also for traditionalist discourses of ‘modern Tibetanness’.
Contrasting Perspectives on Tibetan Development
‘We Must Catch Up’
Discourses of ‘Tibetanness’ constantly vacillate between intense cultural
pride and profound insecurity over a lack of development. On the one
hand, Tibetan ‘culture’ is idealised and worshipped. On the other, there
is a profound sense that Tibetans have to ‘develop’ in order to survive,
a perception that is rooted in a sense that Tibetans were isolated from
the rest of the world for much too long, and, pre-occupied with religion
and a desire for a ‘simple’ lifestyle, blissfully remaining ignorant of the
dawn of modernity. Now that development, technology and modernisation have reached the Tibetan ‘world’, the state of its utter ‘backwardness’
has been fully exposed. As Tenzin Dawa, teacher of Tibetan language
and history at the well-known Huangnan Minorities Teacher Training
School put it:
In the past, Tibetans did not know much about other ethnic groups, they did
not know they were backward. Now, they realise that they are backward
compared to others.

There is a real sense that Tibetans, as one student wrote, have to “develop
science and technology to catch up with other cultures”, and a belief that
this endeavour is of great urgency. Badeng Nima wrote: “Under today’s
circumstances, assimilating the best achievements of world culture has
become a most pressing task” (1997, p. 19).
The concept of ‘catching up’ (T. [gyi] rjes su ‘brangs / Ch. genshang)
with more ‘advanced’ ethnic groups and with the globalised world as
a whole is directly linked to a Marxist social evolutionist perception of
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survival of the fittest that is shared by both Han and Tibetans. Because
‘being behind’ makes one liable to being assimilated into the more ‘developed’ culture, development is a matter of ethnic survival. Dorje Tserang
expressed this sentiment:
Tibetans must preserve their cultural heritage but also develop, otherwise
they will not survive; they will become extinct through assimilation.

Within the ‘educated Tibetan community’ there is therefore no debate
about whether to develop or not; the question is how to go about it
(cf. Hartley 2002, p. 8). Here, perspectives on Tibetan development (T. bod
rigs dar rgyas / dar spel / Ch. zangzu(de) fazhan) range from a strong
emphasis on preservationism coupled with an underlying distrust towards
the ‘modern’ or the ‘new’ to a radical modernist perspective that advocates a wholesale rejection of ‘traditional’ Tibetan culture and religion.
Tsering Shakya describes this struggle as follows:
[Debates about modernity have] inevitably produced a confrontation
between traditionalists and modernists. While modernists saw tradition
(‘old habits’) as impediments to change, others pointed out that tradition
was the most significant marker of Tibetan separateness from the colonizer.
(2000, pp. 36–7)

But because all groups advocate a type of development that consists of
combining aspects of what is unproblematically contrasted as the ‘traditional’ versus the ‘modern’, ideological struggles within the community
about the future of ‘Tibetanness’ tend to be primarily a matter of emphasis
and degree.
Contrasting Visions of Tibetan Development
The pragmatist argument that Tibetans must embrace Chinese for career
reasons also extends to portraying it as an essential language of modernity, a key medium through which ‘modern’ knowledge must be acquired.
In chapter 6 we had seen Norbu Dorje’s reasoning behind choosing a
Chinese high school because of the significance of Chinese for the study of
the natural sciences. He thought that even though it has now become
possible to study science in Tibetan (as he had done), the level of education that can be achieved this way is far inferior to that of Chinese-medium
science students. He stated that the Tibetan language is “not suited to
convey modern scientific knowledge”. Similarly, even though Pema
was actively seeking to re-tibetanise and felt that the study of Tibetan
was essential for recovering her ‘Tibetanness’, she argued that a good
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knowledge of Chinese is important because it opens the door to ‘modern’
fields such as economics. In response to the interview question ‘What do
you think is most needed for Tibetan development’7 she stated that:
[Tibetans] should go to outside places to study and to come to understand
new knowledge. The most important knowledge is Chinese, through
Chinese one can study modern subjects such as, for example, economics. At
the very least others should be able to understand what you are trying to say,
many Tibetans cannot express what they want to say [in Chinese].

But here we need to distinguish between different views within pragmatist groups. In the previous chapter I had argued that Tserang Dondrup
and Dorje Tserang believed that a Chinese-medium education was essential for career reasons, whereas Tenzin and Gongbo Rinchen were convinced that this path was also the only way for their people as a whole to
progress. Consequently, the former two eventually came to the conclusion that Tibetan+ was the better alternative to ‘sinicisation’, while the
latter two felt that becoming more like the Han was entirely unavoidable
for hoping to achieve Tibetan development. Tenzin expressed this sentiment very bluntly:
We must first learn Han things, new things. As we study from the Han there
will be sinicisation, but backwardness is worse, we must study. Tibetans are
backward in every respect. … They reject new things. They were originally
backward, then they refuse to accept new things, so now they are most definitely backward.

For him, the study of the Tibetan language-culture means to remain in a
state of ‘backwardness’. Similarly, Gongbo Rinchen felt that “many
Tibetans should live in cities and get a [Chinese] education”; otherwise,
“Tibetans will never change”. In contrast to Gongbo Rinchen, Tenzin was
also very sceptical regarding Buddhism and said that during high school
he was passionate about abolishing it, arguing that “religion…has delayed
the development of the entire ethnic group”. At the same time, both of
them clearly advocate the preservation of Tibetan ‘culture’ and tradition,
and therefore must be distinguished from radical modernists such as
certain student groups at NWUN who are known to have entered villages
and torn down idols.
7 T. Khyod bltas na bod khul gyi ‘phel rgyas la don dag gang dag sgrub dgos kyi. Ch. Ni
renwei wei zangzude fazhan xuyao zuo naxie shi? Question from 2007/2008 interviews. The
Tibetan version of the question asks about the development of ‘Tibetan regions’.
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The traditionalist counter-position is that the Tibetan language-culture
is the essential foundation not only for preserving ‘Tibetanness’ but
also for achieving Tibetan development. In Tashi Rabden’s quote from
chapter 6, Tibetan represented the head (i.e. the foundation), Chinese the
mouth (livelihood / career) and English the eyes needed to see (and therefore know) the world. The traditionalist approach to Tibetan development,
and therefore to ‘modern Tibetanness’, is typically a combination of
Tibetan First and Tibetan+: one’s own language-culture must be the foundation, but this foundation is by itself not sufficient for progress and must
therefore be complemented with the study of ‘modern’ subjects. Tibetan+
circumnavigates the need for engagement with Chinese by relying on
English as an alternative, even superior language of modernity. While this
does not work so well for the Tibetan-science majors where much of the
‘advanced’ knowledge is effectively taught in Chinese, the attractiveness
of the Tibetan-English route is overwhelming. Its potential to combine
‘Tibetanness’ and modernity does not only lure defectors from pragmatism such as Dorje Tserang and Tserang Dondrup. For Tserang Tashi, the
ex-monk, acquiring English skills has opened up a new and exciting world.
Being completely illiterate in Chinese, he navigates exclusively through
the Tibetan and English internet and is an avid blogger, putting digital
photos on Myspace.com (where he chose to register himself as an
“American from New York”) and calling foreign friends on Skype. His
dream is to “develop Tibetan culture”, and he is convinced that the
Tibetan-English programme is empowering him to do so. In many ways,
Tserang Tashi’s case is the epitome of traditionalist visions of ‘modern
Tibetanness’, and yet also shows the tensions within them because not all
would agree with his decision to leave the monkhood.
Just as in the context of education and career, the Tibetan First perspective is often imbued with pragmatic considerations, the belief that it is
simply not feasible for Tibetans to ‘develop’ based on anything but the
Tibetan language-culture. This line of reasoning was, for example,
reflected in the statement of Yangdon Pema, a QSD NTC chemistry major
from Bayan Khar (Ch. Hualong):
I believe that Tibetan development requires that we must first and foremost
be Tibetans. First our traditional culture must be developed further, it is
only on this foundation … that we can hope to develop.

Yangdon Pema’s thoughts also point to the fact that Tibetan-medium
students and their educators commonly define development as ‘cultural
development’ (T. rig gnas dar rgyas / Ch. wenhua fazhan). ‘Cultural
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development’ is directly linked to notions of language-culture in the
context of formal education. In this context, ‘culture’ is equated with
education in the sense of ‘[a person’s] level of education’ (T. rig gnas chu
tshad / Ch. wenhua chengdu).8 Consequently, the minority education
system is not only the main avenue for the preservation of the Tibetan
language-culture but also the primary site of the struggle for its survival
and development, and therefore of Tibetan development in general. In
order to demonstrate these connections I repeat Tashi Rabden’s quote
from chapter 6, including his last sentence that had previously been
omitted:
Education is most important for development. … Language and culture
[skad dang yi ge] are the main factors for a people’s decline [nyams rgud]
and development [dar rgyas]. Language is the life-force [tshe srog] of a people. Therefore, a people without language and culture is like a dead body
[bem po], without heart [snying]. [The Tibetan] language and culture are the
greatest tools for the development [dar rgyas] of the Tibetan people, they
are precious like a jewel.

In this way, development is defined to signify the preservation of
‘Tibetanness’ through Tibetan-medium education. Tashi Rabden’s statement therefore captures the essence of traditionalist development discourses: the appropriation of a hegemonic state concept for Tibetan
preservationist purposes. The actual outworking of the strategic use of
minority development in the struggle against cultural dominance had
already been highlighted in chapter 4, with Tibetan educators promoting
pure Tibetan tracks through the argument that this would reduce dropout
rates and improve educational achievements of students with poor
Chinese, and therefore, through overall higher levels of education, contribute to minority development. While the regime deploys discourses of
development with an assimilationist-integrationist agenda, the traditionalist meaning of the concept therefore signifies its precise opposite.
The traditionalist emphasis of cultural over material development can
be read as a critique of state ambitions and the pursuits propagated by
mainstream society. Han overemphasis on material development is
viewed as a means for promoting cultural assimilation. My informants
primarily viewed economic growth as important for improving Tibetan
education, and any excessive preoccupation with material wealth, which
8 Sonam Dondrup, a MA research student at the QUN Tibetan department, argued that
rig gnas specifically refers to written knowledge obtained through formal education, a
perspective that is also reflected by other informant statements.
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the Han and Muslim groups are perceived to be engaged in, was considered a morally corrupting force. Similar sentiments are found in the modern Tibetan literature, where notions of ‘Tibetan progress’ are often cast in
the language of nature, thereby creating a deliberate contrast to Han technocratism and materialism.9 This culturally-focused perspective contrasts
with the argument espoused by many pragmatics that ‘Tibetan backwardness’ and ultimately, ethnic extinction, are primarily due to a lack of economic resources. Tenzin Dorje for example argued that the greatest need
for Tibetan development was money: “If you have money, you can do
anything.” This perspective was fairly widespread among the Jyekundo
urbanites, who often highlighted the economic ‘backwardness’ of their
prefecture and especially of Amdo regions.
Traditionalist discourses of ‘cultural development’ through Tibetanmedium education therefore counter the pragmatist perspective of monetary success as a means to preserve and promote one’s ethnic group, and
contradict modernists by positing preservation rather than adaptation to
the ‘other’ as the foundation for heading into modernity. Just as strategies
of helping one’s people through collaboration with Han ‘worlds’ are portrayed as self-destructive because they compromise the essence of
‘Tibetanness’, traditionalists view any engagement with modernity without a strong foundation of Tibetan language-culture as the antithesis of
Tibetan development.
The Function and Significance of Discourses of Tibetan ‘Backwardness’
‘Cultural Backwardness’ and the Problem of ‘Closed-Mindedness’
Discourses of ‘backwardness’ play an important role in debates surrounding ‘modern Tibetanness’. Interestingly, many of the more traditionalistinclined minority department students that I interacted with made strong
arguments that as part of Tibetan development, Tibetan ‘culture’ needs to
be revamped, overhauled, and adjusted to the reality of modernity.
Kalsang for example wrote:
Backward thinking must be changed. Some hold on to tradition without
being willing to change. But we should consider if traditional values and
knowledge are good or not. We should learn from other cultures and take
what is useful. Since times have changed, we also must change.
9 One example among many is Dondrup Gyal’s poem Waterfall of Youth, where the
waterfall symbolises the advance of the young generation into a ‘modern’ future.
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Just as development is often understood by the conservative community
in the sense of ‘cultural development’, ‘backwardness’ tends to be viewed
in the context of culture, education, thinking and mind. Just as development requires education, a lack of education was the most commonly
cited reason for ‘backwardness’ among my informants.10 This lack was
not only attributed to the traditionally inadequate availability and quality
of education; it is equally thought to result from the failure of (uneducated) Tibetans, often older generations, to take education serious—an
issue that has also been problematised by Tibetan writers as in, for example, the short stories of Tashi Dondrup (Virtanen, 2008, p. 250). These
sentiments are succinctly summarised in an article by the Dalai Lama
entitled “[The] Importance of Education”:
In the area of modern knowledge, Tibetans have lagged extremely behind.
Not only was the imperative for it not felt from the very beginning, there has
also been no deliberately established system for pursuing it. … The main
reason why we especially devoted more attention to setting up schools was
because it was extremely obvious that one cause of the miserable situation
in which the Tibetan race found itself in was attributable to our major
failure of being up to the standard in the field of modern knowledge. This
resulted in our inability to set out strategies as a people at par with the rest
of the world; it exposed us as too backward to be able to meet the challenges
of modern times. (Gyatso, 2006)

This statement identifies a lack of “modern knowledge” (T. deng rabs shes
bya / Ch. xianjin zhishi) as an important reason for this “backward state”,
attributing it to a failure of the Tibetan people to perceive the need for
establishing modern education. The link between a lack of formal
(or higher monastic) education and ‘backwardness’ is facilitated by
notions of language-culture: if ‘culture’ is encoded in written language,
then it can only be ‘acquired’ through formal study. ‘Backwardness’ consists of the failure to learn, but even more so in a lack of desire to learn.
Discourses of development and ‘backwardness’ deliberately discount
other considerations behind this unwillingness such as practical considerations of requiring the labour of children (e.g. Postiglione, 2005), or
structural factors such as the poor quality rural education. I suggest that
they do so because the current generation of educated Tibetans views
education as the single most necessary element for ensuring the ‘survival’
10 Response to the interview question ‘[If you think that Tibetans are backward in certain respects] In what respects do you think Tibetans are backward?’ (T. Gal te khyod bltas
na rjes su lus ‘dug na phyogs gang dag nas rjes su lus ‘dug? Ch. Ruguo ni juede luohou, ni
renwei zai naxie fangmian luohou?).
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of ‘Tibetanness’. Failure to treat it as an end in itself is therefore perceived
as deliberately choosing to remain ‘backward’.
The expression ‘cultural backwardness’ (literally: ‘culturally backward’,
T. rig gnas kyi rjes lus / Ch. wenhua luohou) does not just refer to a lack
of education, but also to ‘backward ways of thinking’ (T. rjes lus kyi bsam
blo / Ch. sixiang luohou). This line of reasoning is reflected in the expression rig gnas med pa’i mi, literally “a person without culture” (and comparable to the Chinese phrase meiyou wenhuade ren), which, as Kalsang
pointed out, is not only used to refer to those with little or no (formal)
education, but also to persons who are foolish or stupid (cf. Yi Lin,
2008, p. 80). A lack of education, so the implication, leaves people in a
state of stubborn ignorance, and student discourses on their uneducated
peers, fellow villagers, relatives or parents very much reflect this view.11
For example, Norbu, a QUN Tibetan-English major from Gepa Sumdo
(Ch. Tongde) wrote:
Because education was not sufficiently developed, [people’s] ways of thinking [bsam blo’i ‘du shes] are not correct.12

During follow-up conversations he elaborated that people are “not openminded [T. bsam blo’i bkag rgya]”, and that they are consequently “unable
[or unwilling] to accept new things”.13 Similarly, Yangdon Pema remarked
that Tibetans are backward because they are “unwilling to discard old
thinking [Ch. jiu sixiang]”. Discourses of ‘backwardness’ particularly target views and practices that are considered to be incompatible with
achieving the development necessary for traditionalist visions of ‘modern
Tibetanness’. For example, Kalsang compared the people of his hometown in Yarze (Ch. Xunhua) county with the more sinicised Tibetans in
Tianzhu county in this way:
The people in my home town are too shy to go out and buy vegetables, so the
Salar come and sell them to them … but they [the Tianzhu Tibetans] can do
anything. … Their thinking is more developed, they are open-minded; but
we are conservative and traditional, we cannot open our minds.

11 ‘Uneducated’ would here include those who only attended a few years of a rural primary school and are considered to be ‘basically’ illiterate.
12 Bsam blo can mean cognition, frame of mind, idea, plan, thoughts or thinking, while
‘du shes can mean affection, thinking, emotion or point or view. My research assistant
translated bsam blo’i ‘du shes into Chinese as sixiang yishi, which means ideology, but the
term is generally used to refer to a particular way of viewing reality.
13 This attitude was at times contrasted with blo sgo phye ba, to ‘open the (door of the)
mind’ (literally: ‘mind/thinking door open’).
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The implication here is that ‘closed-mindedness’ (T. bsam blo bkag rgya /
Ch. sixiang fengbi) ‘prevents’ the farmers in his region from engaging in
certain behaviours. As another example, Kalsang mentioned how older
people in his village who had never seen a computer think that these
machines are “dangerous because you can see people in them” (e.g. when
playing a DVD). Similarly, Tenzin Norbu cited elderly nomads in his home
region, who believe that motorbikes are “bad” because they disturb the
spirits by their noise, as an example of “old thinking” (T. bsam blo rnying
pa) that reflects ‘closed-mindedness’. ‘Closed-mindedness’ is seen as holding Tibetans back through stubbornly-adhered to ‘inhibiting’ customs
that negatively affect Tibetan development. This struggle between the
‘old’ and the ‘new’ is often portrayed as being generational in nature, as,
for example, in Tashi Dondrup’s Tale of Winnowing the Harvest where the
father resents his son hiring a harvesting machine for speeding up the harvesting process (Virtanen, 2008).
Discourses of open- versus ‘closed-mindedness’ are not necessarily a
‘modern’ phenomenon or the invention of hegemonic nation-states.
Rather, my informants often drew them from Buddhist thought. Tserang
Tashi for example linked his perception of “backward thinking” with his
prior religious studies. When I asked him to explain the reasoning behind
his statement that Tibetans are “backward [because] they do not have
advanced thinking [T. bsam blo sngon thon]”, he argued that the nomads
from his home area are very “simple-minded”, only concerned about their
animals and the “basics of life”. They have, in his view, a very superficial
understanding of Buddhism and are dbang rtul (“dull”). In contrast, the
Buddha required people to develop dbang rnon, the mental ability to analyse and to know the reasons for one’s beliefs (rendered into English by
one of my student assistants as a ‘sharp mind’). The ‘closed-mindedness’
of ‘backward thinking’ is therefore also problematic from a Buddhist perspective: especially my traditionalist-inclined student and educator
informants criticised uneducated Tibetans not only for their ‘outdated’ or
‘simple’ mindsets, but also for being ignorant about their religious beliefs.14
Lobsang Dorje for example argued that:
In nomad areas they are very backward, even hold on to superstitions; they
do not know Buddhism, only superstitious beliefs. They will not easily
accept new things, they are very stubborn.

14 Cf. Yeh (2007, p. 602) who cites a Tibetan scholar she interviewed as saying that
“Ninety percent of [Tibetan] people don’t understand the essentials of Buddhism.”
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Lobsang also drew on this theme, but went further by using religious
thought and practice to generate an interwoven criticism that particularly
aimed at ‘traditional’ habits:
Many Tibetans never went to school, so they don’t know what is true and
what is not true. Most Tibetans believe in Buddhism, but they don’t know
some important things about Buddhism such as the need to take good care
of your body, of yourself. But especially many women who get sick don’t tell
anybody and don’t go to the doctor, only when the pain is bad and it is too
late. That is a wrong aspect of our tradition. Also, women don’t have rights,
only work at home. But there are even female gods, there is a monastery
with female reincarnate lamas. So religion has some of these things, but no
one practises them. And many monks in small monasteries chant not knowing what they are chanting, so they cannot teach the people. They often
couldn’t answer my questions when I was working as a tour guide. So monks
also need to learn.

While Lobsang Dorje’s criticism of ‘closed-mindedness’ draws on the
common dichotomisation of enlightened Buddhist doctrine versus ‘superstitious’ folk knowledge and practice, Lobsang argues that Buddhism
already contains the seeds for ‘rational’, ‘modern’ behaviours, but that a
lack of education means that common people are not aware of them. In
either case, however, ‘traditional’ practices and beliefs that are at odds
with ‘modern’ insights, be it in the areas of harvesting, health or gender
equality, are attributed to ‘backward thinking’ that results from being
uneducated. This kind of criticism is also reflected in the works of Dondrup
Gyal, considered to be the founder of modern Tibetan literature (and a
champion of traditionalism), who has attacked the traditional custom of
arranged marriage and tendencies towards blind religious belief, advocating a “modernization of thought” through “being freed from the trap of
deluded thinking” (Virtanen, 2008, p. 241).
Inherent in the very essence of Buddhist thought is a civilising mission
of bringing morality and civility to an ‘ignorant’ (T. ma rig pa) people,
reflected, for example, in the ‘Treasures’ which paint a picture of Tibetans
as a ‘savage’ and ‘uncivilised’ people, who, under the influence of
Buddhism, are being made civilised, spiritual and virtuous (Dreyfus, 1994,
p. 208). In the contemporary ‘educated’ Tibetan community, there is a very
similar civilising project of education that seeks to transform the uneducated from a state of ‘cultural backwardness’ into ‘educated’ people who
know their ‘culture’ and who no longer oppose ‘modern’ tools and insights.
Both monastic study and Tibetan-medium education are therefore constructed as forms of ‘enlightenment’.
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Discourses of Backwardness: More than Contradictory Consciousness?
Western academics researching Chinese minority groups at times give the
impression that minority elites such as educators or government officials
are as if ‘brainwashed’ when they seem to have fully assented to the logic
of state discourse, talking about the need to ‘develop’ or referring to their
own ethnic group as ‘backward’.15 They or even the rest of the population
are not uncommonly understood to be under the spell of hegemony in the
Gramscian sense of “dominant interest permeat[ing] all classes without
appearing to be imposed” (Schein, 2000, p. 13). Gramscian hegemony is
not the result of coercion or force but achieved through the inculcation of
dominant ideology into the subaltern’s (sub-)consciousness through elitesponsored institutions such as the education system or the media, so “as
to obtain their consent and their collaboration” (Gramsci, 1971, p. 242).
Schein goes on to write that “[i]n China, the desirability of the modern…
has become so hegemonic that it is sought after even by those constrained
by the role of signifying its opposite” (2000, p. 164). Similarly, Hansen
suggests that:
…the official categorisation of the minorities as basically backward is reproduced in the minds of the educated minorities. They internalize this external interpretation of the content of their ethnic identity, so that the
categorizers’ definition becomes ‘true’ and comes to constitute a part of
their identity as a national minority. (1999b, p. 299)

The probably most developed argument along these lines can be found in
Yeh’s (2007) study of tropes of indolence in Lhasa. Yeh explains the fact
that Tibetans in Lhasa go along with Han discourses of Tibetans being
“lazy” (T. sgyid lug or le lo / Ch. lan) in contrast to the “hard-working” and
“diligent” Han by arguing that these tropes “produce[s] a commonsense
understanding of Tibetan marginalization under economic reform and
development” (ibid., p. 609). Discourses of Tibetans being “lazy” yet simultaneously “spoiled”, so Yeh, “reveal the contradictory and contingent ways
in which development … is both desired and resisted” (p. 609). Using the
Gramscian notion of ‘contradictory consciousness’ as her theoretical
framework, Yeh argues that these discourses represent a form of ‘common
sense’, meaning that they are “incoherent and contradictory assumptions
and beliefs” which are, now quoting Gramsci, “mechanically imposed by
the external environment” (1999 [1971], p. 323). She suggests that Tibetans

15 A notable exception is, for example, McCarthy (2009).
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have unconsciously internalised hegemonic Han discourses, but are at
the same time using them to express ambivalence and an underlying
sense of resistance towards state-sponsored notions of development.
However, I dispute Yeh’s implicit assumption that ‘backwardness’ is
essentially a racist discourse of dominance and minority inferiority, and
that its use by Tibetans should therefore be primarily understood as unconscious internalisation. Firstly, her argument presupposes that concepts
such as development and ‘backwardness’ were externally imposed as part
of the state modernisation project. But even though discourses employing
the specific terminology of development and ‘backwardness’ have mostly
been introduced by the Han, they resonate with and are shaped by much
older notions. In particular, the concept of indolence that she specifically
focuses on is a common theme in Buddhism. Laziness, defined by Gedün
Lodrö as “a mental factor (T. sems byung, Skt. caitta) which, through its
own power, causes procrastination”, is the first of the five faults (T. nyes
dmigs).16 There are three kinds of laziness (T. le lo gsum), of which the first
kind, “not doing something because of indolence, even though we know
that it is good and ought to be done” (Ringu Tulku & Fuchs, 2005), most
directly relates to the statements of Yeh’s informants (although they arguably touch on all three).17
Secondly, and most importantly, discourses of Tibetan ‘backwardness’
play an essential role in shaping the selection of which ‘traditional’ views
and practices are worth preserving and which ones need to be changed in
order to cautiously and selectively ‘modernise’. This is done by categorising aspects of ‘Tibetan culture’ as either ‘good’, ‘useful’, ‘precious’, ‘developed’ or ‘scientific’; or as ‘inhibiting’, ‘superstitious’ or ‘out-dated’ and
therefore ‘backward’. Instead of suffering from a ‘contradictory consciousness’ as a result of having absorbed hegemonic beliefs and using discourses
of indolence or ‘backwardness’ as a kind of coping mechanism, the traditionalist Tibetan elite has, based on its own pre-existing notions, consciously appropriated modernist Han concepts and refashioned them
for its own purposes. Development is therefore indeed both desired
and resisted, but this resistance occurs through pro-active discursive
16 1998, p.166, cited in Zahler, 2009, p. 138.
17 The second is the ‘laziness of discouraging oneself’ (sgid lug bdag nyid brnyas pa’i le
lo), to underestimate one’s abilities; the third form of laziness refers to a preoccupation
with spiritually insignificant activities (Ringu Tulku & Fuchs, ibid.). Compare also this
quote of the Gautama Buddha: “Fivefold, O householders, is the loss of the wrongdoer
through his want of rectitude. In the first place the wrongdoer, devoid of rectitude, falls
into great poverty through sloth…” (Davids 2007 [1881], p. 52).
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appropriations and manipulations rather than passively-operating cognitive coping mechanisms.
In chapter 4, I had argued against the view that minority education primarily instils feelings of cultural inferiority and backwardness into students, suggesting that in the Qinghai Tibetan case it equally promotes
sentiments of cultural pride and even of cultural superiority. Now, I extend
my argument by postulating that Tibetan educators deploy discourses of
development and ‘backwardness’ to promote an alternative civilising
project of ‘modern Tibetanness’, which utilises the same terminology
as that of the state and, on the surface, bears much resemblance to its
regime counterpart. But while pragmatists and modernists deploy ‘backwardness’ discourses to support their argument of Chinese as an essential
language of modernity, traditionalist groups define ‘backwardness’ as the
very opposite—as a consequence of the failure to study the Tibetan language-culture. In this way, traditionalist Tibetan educators are positing
themselves—along with the monastic elite with whom they work handin-hand—as dispensers of ‘cultural development’ through the transmission of codified academic knowledge of ‘Tibetanness’, and therefore as the
vanguard of Tibetan development.
Since Tibetan educators and their students usually employ discourses
of Tibetan ‘backwardness’ to call for an expansion of Tibetan-medium
education on all levels, the concept often functions as an effective tool to
promote traditionalist-preservationist agendas and to coerce what they
perceive as reluctant or inert rural populations into following their vision
of ‘modern Tibetanness’. If Yeh’s notion of unconscious internalisation
was applicable, it would seem to apply to the latter groups. During our
visits to Tibetan farming and nomad regions we regularly encountered the
Qinghai dialect (Qinghaihua) term ‘ala bala’, which can be glossed as ‘soso’ or ‘sub-standard’. When staying with rural Tibetan families—nomadic
or farmers or both, our hosts would invariably comment on the ‘ala bala’
material conditions of the place and be constantly apologetic about the
fact that we, the ‘civilised’ visitors, had to put up with them. Kalsang’s family made particularly frequent use of the term, incessantly apologising that
they could only provide us with ‘ala bala’ food, ‘ala bala’ beds, etc. In short,
‘ala bala’ facilitates a pervasive discourse of ‘backwardness’ by the ‘backward’ themselves. However, instead of reflecting a cognitive coping mechanism of ‘contradictory consciousness’, ‘ala bala’ discourses may simply
signify consent to traditionalist elite visions of ‘modern Tibetanness’, and
therefore imply a form of participation in the preservationist development
effort.

the struggle for ‘modern tibetanness’

283

Uneducated Tibetans with ‘superstitious’ or ‘closed-minded’ beliefs
are the civilising target of all Tibetan elites and the state, but they pose a
particular problem for traditionalists because such populations provide
ample ammunition for arguments that the Tibetan language-culture is
inherently ‘backward’. ‘Backwardness’ creates a vacuum into which development is waiting to be infused. Those who get to fill it first have the power
to determine which form of development and which language of
modernity are used for this purpose. This explains why the calls of my traditionalist informants for improved Tibetan education were much more
urgent and desperate than those of the Chinese-medium educated or of
many government officials, and why traditionalist Tibetan educators are at
the heart of relentless efforts to educate ‘backward’ Tibetans in their language-culture. Those who opt out (or drop out) of education are lost not
only to the state’s ‘civility’ drive but also to traditionalist ethnic survival
efforts. Discursive control over the meanings of ‘backwardness’ is therefore
essential in the struggle over the direction of ‘modern Tibetanness’, because
those who seek to determine where development should be headed must
first gain control over defining what it is that development needs to address.
Religion as Science: The Significance of Buddhism-Science Discourses
Because of its significance as a marker of ‘Tibetanness’, the continued
survival of Buddhism is a particular concern for many Tibetans, both
traditionalists but also many pragmatically-inclined individuals. Despite
its popular revival, religion is still facing substantial challenges from
atheism and materialism as state-sponsored counter-narratives to the
ostensible ‘superstition’ inherent in minority cultures. This intellectual
battle is especially marked in minority education. Many of the imputed
‘superstitious’ or ‘backward’ minority views that are targeted by thought
education efforts are religious in nature. The state’s main recipe for countering ‘superstition’ and religion is, as previously highlighted, the concept
of science (T. tshan rig).
There is a two-fold trend within the ‘educated Tibetan community’ as
to how to respond to this challenge. Firstly, there are students and educators who evaluate Buddhist claims in the light of ‘modern scientific
findings’, and some do so in very critical ways. Several of my interviewees,
almost all Chinese-medium educated, stated that they could not believe
certain Buddhist teachings because they are “not scientific”. Dorje Tserang
for example argued that “some aspects of religion are not acceptable

284

chapter eight

because they do not meet scientific standards”. Interestingly, this perspective is shared by the Dalai Lama, who wrote:
This means that, in the Buddhist investigation of reality, at least in principle,
empirical evidence should triumph over scriptural authority, no matter how
deeply venerated a scripture may be. Even in the case of knowledge derived
through reason or inference, its validity must derive ultimately from some
observed facts of experience. Because of this methodological standpoint,
I have often remarked to my Buddhist colleagues that the empirically verified insights of modern cosmology and astronomy must compel us now to
modify, or in some cases reject, many aspects of traditional cosmology as
found in ancient Buddhist texts. (Gyatso, 2005)

According to this view, which is especially popular among more pragmatic groups and Chinese-medium majors, religious statements should
be—at least to some degree—subjected to scientific and empirical
verification.
A second, in many ways opposite trend in Buddhism-science debates is
the assertion that some or most aspects of Buddhist thought, especially
philosophy and logic, are in fact “scientific”, an approach that the Dalai
Lama is also promoting, for example, through his initiative to establish a
‘neuroscience of compassion’ (Callaway, 2009). This perspective was particularly prevalent among minority department students and educators,
but was also shared by a number of majors from other departments. Here,
the popular view is that, as the Geshe Bstan ‘dzin chos ‘phel argued in a
speech at the QUN Tibetan department, “our religion can walk with science”, or even, as Dawa argued, that Buddhism is the only “scientific religion” in the world. For example, the law of karma is regularly asserted to be
‘scientific’ because it is seen as postulating a relationship between cause
and effect. The most commonly stated overlap between Buddhism and science is with regard to evolution theory. At the QUN Tibetan department it
is standard practice to treat the traditional Tibetan creation myth, according to which the Tibetan people descended from the union of a male monkey (an incarnate of the ‘Compassionate Spirit’ deity Avalokitesvara) with
a mountain ogress (brag srin mo, ‘ogress of the cliff’), as evidence that
Tibetan Buddhism has long taught that humans ‘evolved’ from apes.18
18 We can only speculate as to what extent this view was inspired by the Dalai Lama
himself, who wrote: “Both Buddhism and science prefer to account for the evolution and
emergence of the cosmos and life in terms of the complex interrelations of the natural laws
of cause and effect. From the methodological perspective, both traditions emphasize the
role of empiricism” (Gyatso, 2005). This origin myth likely predates Buddhism, but my
informants commonly conflated Buddhist and pre-Buddhist thought.
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There are of course those who disagree, such as Tenzin who argued that
the Tibetan version “is only a myth while evolution theory is science”, or
Pema who stated that she believed in evolution and not in the myth and
that aspects of Buddhism were “tradition” and therefore “not scientific”
(note that both are Chinese-medium educated). In contrast, Yangdon
Drolma, a QSD NTC Tibetan-English major from Kanlho (Ch. Gannan)
even asserted that the Tibetan version was superior because science relies
on “limited evidence” such as the study of fossils while Buddhism gives a
“detailed explanation”. She, like many other Tibetan-medium educated
informants, therefore asserted the superiority of their faith over science
by using the very language and concepts of science itself. Several students,
mostly minority department majors, suggested that Buddhism is superior
to science as there are many phenomena that “science cannot explain”,
such as the phenomenon of rebirth and the ‘fact’ that people may have
very precise memories of objects or events from previous lives. Norbu for
example referred to a book written by Tshultrim Lodro, a monk at Larung
Gar monastery, that is said to have provided “detailed evidence” for this.
Another commonly cited example of the ‘scientific’ nature of Buddhism is
related to its prohibition of the killing of animals, which is now considered
a sign that Buddhism has long taught (or even invented) the ‘scientific’
principle of environmental protection. This is reminiscent of Naxi intellectuals in Yunnan who, based on Dongba religious texts, claim that the
Naxi were the originators of the concept of environmental conservation
(White, 1998, p. 20).
Some of the stories that circulate among the Tibetan community show
how strong the preoccupation with the ‘scientific’ nature of Buddhism can
be. For example, Norbu and his classmate Kalsang told me that a Tibetan
scholar, while being held in prison during the Cultural Revolution, wrote
a book about the fact that there must be liquid on the moon.19 Both
asserted that he did this not based on scientific observations, as he did
not even possess a telescope, but “only through Buddhist logic and philosophical argumentation”. Tserang Dondrup’s father told me that many
Tibetans take reports of extraterrestrial life (e.g. UFOs) as confirmation for
the Buddhist teaching that there are multiple universes, and that it is
widely believed that the Chinese nuclear bomb was developed based on
19 He must have referred to Phuntso Wangyal, founder of the Tibetan Communist Party
who was imprisoned for eighteen years and during this time wrote the book now published under the title ‘Water Exists in Liquid Form on the Moon’ (T. Zla ba’i go la’i sla gzugs
kyi rnam bshad).
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insights gained from “translating secret Buddhist scriptures”. Finally,
Rinchen argued that Tibetans have had the “prayer wheel technology”
since ancient times, and the monks back then were probably capable of
making machines, cars or even nuclear bombs. But because of their compassion, realising that humanity was not ready for such things, they chose
to refrain from making them.
These Buddhism-science discourses as I call them have to be understood as products of an atheistic scientist context that is hostile to both
tradition and religion. They represent a strategic attempt to safeguard
treasured beliefs and customs by situating them in a modern-scientific
setting. As such, they are comparable to Chinese Buddhist attempts
to re-interpret their religion as materialist after the Communists came
into power (Welch, 1965).20 Buddhism-science discourses appropriate
the terminology of the Aristotelian model of scientific inquiry and apply
it to Buddhism, such as efforts to provide ‘scientific evidence’ for the
phenomenon of re-incarnation. Additionally, Buddhist scriptures are
constructed as ‘scientific’, meaning that their study can be called ‘research’,
and the knowledge contained in them can be considered on a par
with science.
By presenting Buddhism as ‘science’, the ‘educated Tibetan community’ is strategically appropriating state discourses with the purpose of
manipulating conceptual associations and domain boundaries. Suddenly,
the ‘traditional’ has become ‘modern’, or rather, that what the world
thought of as ‘traditional’ had in fact always been ‘modern’—the very line
of reasoning on which Bruno Latour based his famous assertion that “we
have never been modern”. This reversal is not unlike the assertion of
Yi scholars that Yi culture developed prior to Han culture, and therefore
that the Han ‘developed’ from the Yi rather than the other way around
(Harrell & Yongxiang, 2003). That which official discourses had already
relegated to the realm of the ‘backward’, exposed as ‘superstition’ and put
on the list for being eradicated, has now become a hallmark of Tibetan
development, and in the context of QUN a ‘provincial level key point
subject’.21 Some Tibetan educators consider themselves to be at the
20 In a similar vein, there are efforts in educated Tibetan circles to present Buddhism as
materialist and not as idealist. This contradicts the official Marxist interpretation which
relegates religion to the realm of idealism. Since from a Marxist perspective idealism is
seen in a very negative light, i.e. branded as irrelevant, the move to link Buddhism with the
materialist realm is another attempt to rescue it from marginalisation.
21 Ch. Shengji zhongidan xueke, the official designation for the Tibetan literature major
which includes several courses on Buddhist thought.
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forefront of this Buddhism-science venture, engaging in ‘scientific
research’ based on Buddhist teachings. Sangye Gyal for example no longer
researches Western mathematics but now exclusively focuses on what he
calls “Tibetan traditional mathematics”: the study of astrological calculations (rtsis gzhung). He also strives to examine the logic behind Buddhist
scriptures using Western mathematical principles such as inference and
the establishment of proof.
At the same time, Buddhism-science discourses reflect a desire of the
Tibetan community to place itself in the world. My informants showed
intense pride in the enthusiastic reception of Tibetan Buddhism in the
‘developed’ world, which is taken as an acknowledgement of its significance and worth. Stories like that of the scholar who ‘researched’ the
moon have to be seen in the context of the Tibetan community seeking to
be respected and integrated into a global community from which it considers to have isolated itself far too long. The same line of thinking underlies the views of Mongolian student informants who argued that bringing
Mongolian ‘culture’ to other countries is the “greatest form of Mongolian
development”, or of Naxi scholars who cite visits of foreign and Han scholars to study their ‘culture’ as evidence of their ethnic superiority compared
to the surrounding ‘backward’ minorities (White, 1998, p. 20).22
Buddhism-science discourses therefore not only serve to justify the
continued preservation of Buddhist thought to the state and to Tibetan
modernists; they have opened up an important source of self-confidence
for the educated traditionalist Tibetan elite. Tibetans may be ‘backward’
in other realms, but they can point to their single greatest achievement:
that of having ‘developed’ Tibetan Buddhism, according to Kalden the
“most advanced form of Buddhism”. Those who study it can feel confident
in the assurance that they are ‘researching’ something that is both ‘Tibetan’
and ‘scientific’, and are therefore directly contributing to Tibetan development. Unlike Dai minority intellectuals who tend to profess embarrassment about the ‘backwardness’ of Dai culture (Hansen, 1999b, p. 268),
traditionalist Tibetans not only boast of their culture’s achievements but
feel that they are on a mission to ‘develop’ them further. Through strategic
appropriations of science discourses, development and cultural preservation are again made to go hand-in-hand.

22 Compare also McCarthy’s (2009) account of Hui intellectuals who argue for the ‘scientific’ nature of Islam.
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‘Modern Tibetanness’: Concluding Thoughts

Strategy, Counter-Hegemony and Instrumental Modernities
Traditionalist discourses of Tibetan development and ‘backwardness’ represent strategic appropriations of related notions sanctioned by the modernist Chinese state, appropriated with the aim of promoting traditionalist
visions of ‘modern Tibetanness’. Discursive control over these concepts is
essential, because besides the arena of career choice, the pressure to ‘modernise’ is deemed to pose the currently most potent threat to the preservation of the Tibetan language-culture.
Traditionalist groups, spearheaded by Tibetan-medium educators, seek
to counter this threat by defining development from a cultural angle with
a focus on education, in opposition to the common pragmatist and state
emphasis on economic and material development which signals a need
for greater integration into Han-dominated socio-economic spheres.
Secondly, by seeking to gain discursive control over understandings of
‘backwardness’, again with a focus on cultural aspects, the study of the
Tibetan language-culture in the context of an improving minority education system can be posited as the primary form of minority development.
Finally, the shifting of state-sanctioned domains of ‘science’ versus ‘superstition’ through Buddhism-science discourses provides another avenue
for traditionalist groups to manipulate and subvert state as well as modernist and radicalist attempts to portray the Tibetan language-culture as
useless or even harmful for Tibetan development. In this way, traditionalist visions of Tibetan development have become a vehicle for controlled
change based on a strong preservationist foundation.
Discourses of development and ‘backwardness’ not only serve to counter state visions of minority development, but also to align lesser-educated
rural Tibetan populations with the vision of the traditionalist elite. For
the traditionalist pursuit of ‘modern Tibetanness’, uneducated ‘closedmindedness’ is just as problematic as pragmatist integrationism, because
neither of them embraces Tibetan-medium education as the foundation
for Tibetan development. The Tibetan traditionalist civilising mission
seeks to change the ‘closed minds’ of ‘backward’ rural populations through
Tibetan-medium education. This is achieved by categorising ‘traditional’
beliefs and practices into ‘developed’ and ‘backward’, ‘scientific’ or ‘superstitious’ in ways that privilege doctrinal and scriptural knowledge as
objects of study and research over folk knowledge and practices. The tendency in academic work among minorities in China to create binary
dichotomisations of the Han as hegemonic exploitative modernisers
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versus minorities as counter-hegemonic resisters of Han-style modernisation ignore these internal civilising and modernisation projects and
orientalising discourses that operate within minority communities
themselves.
Ong (1997) suggests that alternative Asian or Chinese visions of modernity are a counter-hegemonic discourse constructed by political and social
elites “who appropriate ‘Western’ knowledges and re-present them as
truth claims about their own countries” (1999, p. 35). She suggests that
these “modernist imaginations” are contradictory, based on self-orientalising and essentialising notions of ‘Asian culture’ (1997, pp. 191, 194–5).
Ong’s analysis provides an apt model for understanding traditionalist discourses of Tibetan development. She argues that even though counterhegemonic in nature, these discourses do not “represent an absolute
moral or epistemological difference” (1997, p. 194). Instead, they privilege
different angles, selectively shift emphasis, reflecting a “dialectic of convergence and divergence” (Parameshwar Gaonkar, 2001, p. 17). To return
to Cooper’s critique of the notion of ‘alternative modernity’ (or ‘modernities’), I suggest that ‘modern Tibetanness’ is a repackaged version of Han
modernity. Rather than being just a “counter-discourse” as suggested by
Kolas (2003, p. 32), traditionalist ‘modern Tibetanness’ discourses posit an
alternative that both contradicts and assents, co-existing alongside that
which it partially opposes. Their counter-hegemonic qualities are based
on a shifting and manipulation of associations, categories, and points of
emphasis within the state ‘package’, rather than directly opposing it as a
whole. In that, they work in ways comparable to what Humphrey in the
Socialist (Outer) Mongolian context termed ‘evocative transcripts’: hidden messages that were concealed beneath multiple layers of meaning,
which “operated openly, but through duality and equivocation” (1994,
p. 23). Discourses of ‘modern Tibetanness’ engage such mechanisms of
evocation when, for example, Tibetan development can stand for both
preservation and change.
Buddhism-science discourses seek to shift the boundaries of the
domains of ‘science’ versus ‘superstition’, but they simultaneously uphold
and affirm these categories in the process. In fact, the traditionalist civilising project even heavily relies on them. Similarly, discourses of ‘cultural
backwardness’ manipulate what is ‘backward’ and what is not (i.e. the
‘developed’ aspects of ‘traditional culture’ are not), but they actively reproduce the development—‘backwardness’ dichotomy and apply it to their
own uneducated populations. Garcia Canclini (2005) suggested that
modernity is a discourse of hegemonic groups while ‘tradition’ is the
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counter-discourse of the subaltern. Traditionalist discourses of ‘modern
Tibetanness’ transcend this binary model in that they actively appropriate
modernity for the purpose of preserving ‘tradition’, and ‘backwardness’ for
the purpose of aligning uneducated groups into their preservationist
project. That way, they remain deeply entangled in a contradictory relationship with modernity, viewing it at times as an ally and at other times
as a threat.
Even though traditionalist visions of ‘modern Tibetanness’ can be
conceptualised as ‘alternatives’, they might best be understood through
the notion of ‘instrumental modernity’, defined by Lull as “the selective
appropriation of global resources for ideological and cultural purposes”
(2007, p. 128). Cooper aptly summarises this view of modernity as: “[T]he
issue here is not whether modernity is singular or plural, but how the
concept is used in the making of claims” (2005, p. 131, original emphases).
By aligning major parts of its vision of ‘modern Tibetanness’ around the
state’s minority policy, the ‘educated’ Tibetan community has placed itself
in a position to make legitimate claims through (and not against) the
state’s legal minority framework.
Internal Contradictions and the Limits of Traditionalist ‘Modern
Tibetanness’
Apart from engaging with hegemonic state visions of minority development, a key function of traditionalist ‘modern Tibetanness’ discourses is
to address the issue of how to adjust to modernity while preserving
‘authentic Tibetanness’. In this context, we immediately notice a powerful
contradiction within them as those who are most ‘authentic’ are at the
same time also the epitome of ‘backwardness’. Samo, a Tibetan literature
major from Kanlho (Ch. Gannan) who grew up in a nomad home, provided a succinct summary of this perception:
Students from nomad areas are more feudal [or: backward] in their thinking
[Ch. sixiang fengjian]; they tend to not accept things from outside and dress
in traditional ways while those from farming areas are closer to cities, therefore they are more open-minded [Ch. sixiang kaifang].

The rationale for both authenticity and ‘backwardness’ is therefore the
same: a lack of interaction with the outside world. Even though ethnic
mixing is considered to dilute ‘Tibetanness’, it is at the same time viewed
as a key way to acquire ‘modern’ ways of thinking. Consequently, my
informants (including ‘nomad’ ones) generally considered ‘nomads’ to be
more ‘culturally backward’ than ‘farmers’ or urban dwellers, while urban
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or ‘sinicised’ Tibetans were unanimously viewed to be most ‘modern’.
Practices such as watching TV, reading the news, owning ‘modern’ accessories such as DVD players and regular interaction with other ethnic
groups were commonly understood to be the reasons behind the relative
‘open-mindedness’ (T. bsam blo bcing grol) of ‘farming’ students. Several
interviewees even defined sinicised Tibetans by the fact that they
“easily accept new things”, a reflection of, as one informant stated, their
“modern ways of thinking” (T. deng rab kyi bsam blo / Ch. xianjin sixiang).
But the very aim of traditionalist visions of ‘modern Tibetanness’ is to
overcome the seeming inevitability of assimilation as a consequence of
pursuing modernity; it is to ‘modernise’ but yet to remain distinctly
‘Tibetan’.
The contradictory dynamics of authenticity as ‘backwardness’ are aptly
reflected in Upton’s (1996) story of a visit with a group of Tibetan educators to a grassland area. While revelling in the authenticity and ‘natural
beauty’ of the pastoral environment, the educators continually commented on the ‘primitiveness’ and ‘backwardness’ of the setting, which
they made more palatable by watching American films on a generatorpowered TV that they had hauled along. Upton describes this as a “simultaneous longing for and rejection of ‘tradition’”, a desire for authenticity
paired with a rejection of the ‘backwardness’ of ‘authentic’ settings. I suggest that both the longing and the rejection are part of a shared aim:
‘modern Tibetanness’ requires on the one hand a rooting out of ‘closedminded’ attitudes that impede the acquisition of the ‘good’ aspects of
modernity, and on the other hand a shielding against its assimilatory
forces.
Sentiments of simultaneous longing and rejecting are very similar to
conflicting Han perceptions of the minority ‘other’, an ‘other’ who is on
the one hand showcased as having contributed to the ‘rich culture’ of the
glorious Chinese nation, but who is on the other hand portrayed as desperately ‘backward’. In this context, White (1998) argued that Han and
state discourses of ‘ethnic authenticity’ create a space for ‘authentic’ culture to exist outside the development-backwardness continuum. However,
I suggest that the co-existence of authenticity and ‘backwardness’ is
achieved through a dualistic understanding of ‘culture’ (cf. chapter 3). For
Han, Western or urban Tibetan visitors alike, remote places and settings
emanate a strange sense of attraction, of purity, untouched-ness and mysteriousness. It is almost the very ‘backwardness’ itself that creates such
romanticised notions. But the visitor only partakes of these settings with
the understanding of an eventual return to the comforts of ‘modern’ urban
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life. Back home, such places will be interchangeably described as ‘authentic’ or ‘backward’, just like a village festival dance might be characterised
as an ‘authentic’ part of a ‘rich culture’, while the dancers themselves and
the village that provided the setting are remembered as ‘backward’, ‘dirty’
or ‘poor’. This dichotomising perception is arguably shared by both Han
and Tibetan elites of all couleurs.
Within traditionalist visions of ‘modern Tibetanness, the authenticitymodernity contradiction is resolved through education in the sense of
Tibetan First and Tibetan+, which is seen as the foundation for ‘authentic’
Tibetan careers, as well as the prime means to facilitate the simultaneous
removal of ‘cultural backwardness’ and the controlled acquisition of ‘good’
and ‘useful’ knowledge from ‘advanced cultures’. The contradiction of
‘nomads’ as both most ‘authentic’ and most ‘backward’ is thereby imaginatively overcome in the form of ‘nomad’ minority department students,
who, through the study of Tibetan language-culture, can simultaneously
overcome their ‘backwardness’ and preserve (if not enhance) their
‘authentic Tibetanness’. At the same time, Tibetan tertiary educators, who
face the ‘nomad’ issue in its inversion by being promoters of development
but having to enact this role in urban—and therefore inherently
‘inauthentic’—settings, use their self-declared vanguard position to distract
from the ambiguities arising from their particular form of ‘in-betweenness’.
In this way, the urban minority department has become the nexus of
‘modern Tibetanness’, a locus of academically-codified and transmitted
authenticity in the midst of ‘modern otherness’, as well as the privileged
dispenser of tibetanised modernity. Here, collaboration is significant:
authenticity is enhanced through exchanges with monastic elites, while
modernity in the form of Tibetan+ has often (especially for English) relied
on foreign support.
The gradual but systematic expansion of Tibetan-medium education
on secondary and tertiary levels, combined with the creation of a unified
Tibetan terminology for ‘modern’ concepts and objects, has led to a
development where a tradition-oriented, preservation-rooted ‘modern
Tibetanness’ is increasingly within reach. It is now, at least in theory, possible to study physics, computer science or English in Tibetan, thus
bypassing the monopoly of Chinese as the dominant language of modernity. This very possibility is indeed the greatest aspiration and dream
of most Tibetan educators that I spoke with, and both they and their
students often cited these Tibetan+ courses as evidence that cultural preservation and ‘becoming modern’ have become compatible aims. The
change of minds of Dorje Tserang and Tserang Dondrup is arguably also a
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consequence of ‘modern Tibetanness’ discourses that have given these
comparatively progressively-minded individuals a perspective and desire
for being part of modernity through (and not in spite of) the Tibetan
language-culture.
However, the practical realisation of the ‘modern Tibetanness’ dream is
facing considerable obstacles. Norbu Dorje’s observation that Tibetanmedium science majors are less qualified and unable to compete with
their Chinese-medium counterparts for related jobs, and the complete
absence of subjects such as economics from the Tibetan+ realm point to
the limits of what Tibetan-medium aspirations of modernity can achieve.
At the end of the day, Tibetan-medium graduates tend to circulate within
a closed system. Its graduates either remain there for further research or
teaching, or eventually move into Tibetan-medium education where they
train up others to become like them. Inasmuch as the perpetuation of this
preservationist-centred system of ‘modernising’ Tibetan ‘worlds’ is almost
entirely dependent on government employment, whose foundation is
being eroded through marketisation and informalisation, its future prospects are uncertain.
At a time when creative alternatives and a diversity of strategies for the
promotion, adaptation and preservation of ‘Tibetanness’ in its multiple
forms and expressions would seem essential, the greatest limit of traditionalist visions is arguably their rejection of those who took the Chinesemedium path and who are exploring alternative paths into Tibetan
‘modernities’. Arguably, the pursuit of ‘modern Tibetanness’ would benefit from an open-mindedness towards such potentially complementing
visions of what it means to be both ‘modern’ and ‘Tibetan’, be it the vision
of Tserang Dondrup to promote ‘Tibetanness’ through economic success
or the scientific pursuits of Chinese-medium educated scientists like
Dorje Tserang. But instead of engaging in critical debate, traditionalists
tend to marginalise such approaches.
This situation reminds one of Gendun Chopel, an early twentieth Tibetan
century intellectual whose struggle for openness and change vividly exemplifies the Tibetan community’s fears and insecurities in changing times.
Starting out as a monk at Labrang monastery in Kanlho (Ch. Gannan),
Gendun Chopel’s inquisitive mind and nonconformist personality quickly
caused him to reach the limits of the intellectual freedom of the monastic
system which he eventually had to leave (Dreyfus, 2003, pp. 313–15). He
espoused highly controversial views such as advocating democracy or the
separation of politics and religion, challenging the supreme status of
Buddhism and the religious leadership with his humanist thought.
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Throughout his struggles, he regularly wrote about “narrow-minded and
stubborn Tibetans who refuse to see the truth” (Lopez, 2006, p. 17).
Now, Gendun Chopel is widely celebrated in the traditionalist Tibetan
community as the first ‘modern’ Tibetan intellectual. QUN Tibetan department educators proudly teach his ideas to the young generation.23
However, Gendun Chopel’s daring open-mindedness and critical spirit
are arguably by and large absent among such traditionalist circles. Kalden
noted that even though he clearly disagreed with the NWUN radicals’
rejection of ‘traditional culture’, he had to concede that they had many
new ideas that one can (and should) learn from. He had noticed that their
students are quite confident in speaking their mind and are generally
“very open-minded”, while the traditionalist, conformist atmosphere at
the QUN Tibetan department tends to keep students more subdued in
their freedom of expression and obedient to the prevailing orthodoxy. In
his view, they are not being empowered to confidently speak their mind.
Kalsang Tashi, who came to know this department during his three
years as a postgraduate student there, made a similar assessment, feeling
that students at the department are overly inward-focused (i.e. on ‘traditional’ Tibetan knowledge) and lacking both the ability and the confidence to engage with issues outside their field. He recounted how insecure
they are when relating to their teachers. When he taught a (Tibetanmedium) class at the department which I once observed, students rarely
volunteered answers. Instead, he had to point at them, upon which they
would stand up, head bowed, staring at their feet in embarrassed silence.
According to my experience, those like Tenzin Rabden who seek to support traditionalist approaches but yet confidently and actively pursue the
engagement with wider society are rather uncommon at this department.
While a critical engagement with ‘tradition’ is taking place within minority departments (as reflected in my informants’ statements), this is—
especially at QUN—often limited to the classification of ‘backward’
folk beliefs versus ‘developed’ doctrinal ‘truth’. In particular, criticising
Buddhism or changing one’s personal faith are not tolerated, which means
that a ‘modern’ Gendun Chopel would likely be forced out of this environment just as the historical figure had to leave Labrang.
When Dondrup Gyal published his essay A Narrow Footpath (T. Rkang
lam phra mo) in which he metaphorically equated an old narrow path into
23 Of particular importance to traditionalists is that he, despite all his criticism of
Buddhist doctrine and the religious establishment, still considered himself to be a
Buddhist.
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the village with Tibetan “parochialism, conservatism and confinement”
(Shakya, 2008, p. 80), and called for the invention of a new culture,
he faced rejection and even reportedly received death threats from within
traditionalist groups (even though he had generally been admired by such
groups as a promoter of ‘Tibetanness’). While Tibetans in China continue
to exist within the framework of a state-imposed ‘harmony’, and many
aspects of modernity are fatally associated with the dominance of the
‘other’, it is both likely and understandable that preservationist ‘bunker’
mentalities will persist. Similar to young Ladakhis who feel they are “hanging” between past and future (Gillespie, 2006, p. 151), traditionalist students and their educators are caught ‘between and betwixt’, vacillating
between pride in their ‘culture’ and insecurity with regard to that which
lies beyond the familiar. Defining themselves as ‘authentic’ preservers of
‘culture’, they perennially doubt their ability to be ‘modern’ despite all
assertions about the ‘developed’ or ‘scientific’ nature of Tibetan ‘culture’.24
While isolationism represents a strategic way to subvert state-sponsored
(or -tolerated) integrationist dynamics, it also tends to make those committed to it head into the future with limited options and little confidence
to explore significant new ways of expressing ‘Tibetanness’ in ‘modern’,
‘un-Tibetan’ contexts.

24 They will consider themselves ‘modern’ compared to previous generations, but not
when compared to the Han or to ‘sinicised’ Tibetans.

CHAPTER NINE

CONCLUSIONS: MARKETISATION AND THE ‘END-OF-TIBETANNESS’?
Education, Career, and Minority School Success
Throughout this book, I have examined the threat to the survival of
‘Tibetanness’ through state minority policies and their (non-)implementation, the minority education system, and especially the post-socialist
marketisation of graduate employment. My argument has been that even
though the Harmonious Society initiative reinforces neo-integrationist
trends, tibetanisation processes demonstrate that there is creative space
within the minority education system to promote the Tibetan language
and culture. The rise of pure Tibetan-track education together with the
expansion of Tibetan majors at minority departments means that a genuine Tibetan-medium education from primary schooling through to college has, at least in parts, finally become a reality. Consequently, the
Tibetan community strongly views the minority education system as their
primary—and perhaps only—vehicle for their ethnocultural ‘survival’.
However, positive educational developments are being endangered by
marketisation dynamics that marginalise the significance of Tibetan in
contemporary society. Fischer (2013, chapter 6) argues with respect to the
TAR that the “educational divide rather than the spatial divide is much
more relevant in determining the exclusionary nature of development”.
While this view represents a significant step in the right direction, the
arguably even more significant divide is not educational but, as Fischer
himself suggests, employment-related. Government positions, the most
significant and realistic form of ‘adequate’ work for Tibetan tertiary graduates, are often awarded based on rent-seeking (corruption). The ability to
buy on such jobs is heavily dependent on one’s financial resources, and
therefore one’s family background. This effectively means that Qinghai’s
cross-ethnic community is being divided not just by on-going cultural and
language barriers or unequal access to education, but even more so by
self-reinforcing socio-economic class structures. Additionally, provincial
data shows that the issue is not so much a shrinking general availability
of public sector employment, whose share in the overall job market
has not actually experienced much of a decline. Rather, the core problem
is its distribution and actual availability for Tibetan-medium graduates:
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distribution in terms of formal government posts being provided evenly
and appropriately throughout Tibetan regions in order to meet educational and other needs; and actual availability in regard to a fair and equal
selection process based on academic merit and minority language skills.
My analysis of civil servant and tegang teaching staff allocations in
Qinghai’s Tibetan regions reveals a strong bias against Tibetan (and other
minority) language skills—and especially against a knowledge of written
Tibetan. Overall, the main predicament of the Tibetan community is
therefore not just marketisation as reflected in informalisation. It is even
more so the commodification of formal government employment, which
gives rise to rampant rent-seeking, as well as a general de-emphasising
of minority language abilities in the wake of a ‘development’-driven
neo-integrationism.
At the same time, the marketisation/employment threat is deeply
dividing the Tibetan community. It compels traditionalist groups to advocate various degrees of ethnocultural isolationism, seeking to maintain
ethnic authenticity through non-mixing, and ostracising those who pragmatically engage with mainstream society. At the same time, the impact
of marketisation/employment dynamics is somewhat relativised by the
fact that graduates from both systems struggle to obtain adequate
employment. The common perception that a Chinese-medium education
represents a profitable (albeit traitorous) career strategy is significantly
complicated by the stiffer competition that its graduates often face.
The implications of the Tibetan education-employment nexus for theories of education are not straightforward. Like the Miao students studied
by Trueba and Zou (1994), the majority of Tibetan students are united by
a motivation to succeed in education—a motivation that is fuelled by a
sense of belonging to a larger ethnic community. But in contrast to the
Miao context, where (Chinese-medium) education is pursued despite the
inevitable cultural-linguistic integration that it entails, the ‘educated
Tibetan community’ is divided by a diverse range of ambitions, goals and
motivations. Here, non-participation in education is the least acceptable
strategy, frowned upon by traditionalists, modernists and many (albeit
not all) pragmatists alike. Instead, both Tibetan and Chinese education
systems (and creative combinations of the two) are used to pursue a range
of both individualist and collectivist strategies. Often, both preservationist and pragmatist educational strategies are equally used to promote
ethnocultural preservationist aims.
The Tibetan education and career scenario confounds current
theories in educational anthropology through its complexity. Tibetan
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communities show clear evidence of rising educational participation, not
just state-imposed but more often voluntarily chosen, despite a widespread and increasing lack of adequate career perspectives. This contradicts Ogbu’s assertion that involuntary minorities hold negative folk
theories of educational success because of discrimination in the labour
market. Moreover, traditionalist groups, while eschewing integration into
Han-dominated society, have not developed an “oppositional culture” of
rejecting school success or mainstream values. Instead, they are surrounding themselves with a Weltanschauung that simultaneously redefines and
reinforces state-sanctioned modernist notions of ‘progress’ and ‘development’ through minority education. In Qinghai’s Tibetan contexts, opposition against the dominant hegemony is actually very much based on
education. Harrell and Ma (1999) have argued for a positive variant of
Ogbu’s folk theory of success model—i.e. minorities not holding a negative but rather a positive ‘folk model’ of education. This aptly describes the
Tibetan case, where (minority) education is widely seen as a means to
what I have been describing as ‘ethnic success’. This attitude is oviously
dependent on the ongoing status of educational tibetanisation.
Finally, my ‘sinicised’ Tibetan college student informants had achieved
at least nearly the same level of educational success as their Tibetanmedium educated peers, despite their evident lack of rootedness in their
own ‘culture’.1 This fact challenges the cultural rootedness argument of
Trueba and Zou (1994), Deyhle (1995) and Gibson (1997), at least with
regard to tertiary students who represented the focus of my fieldwork.
Lee’s (2001) study of minority students in Yunnan province likewise notes
that the effect of ethnic identity on academic achievement is only “an
indirect effect” (p. 240). The cultural rootedness position asserts that those
within minority groups who are more strongly rooted in their culturallinguistic heritage (i.e. through a strong command of the native language)
will perform better than those whose rootedness is weaker. But to the
contrary, several of my interviewees felt that it was explicitly necessary to
forsake a degree of such cultural rootedness in order to aid the Tibetan
1 My data is limited to college students’ gaokao grades. Even though the Tibetanmedium gaokao achievements were slightly higher, this comparison was distorted by the
fact that especially QNU Tibetan-department students are a highly pre-selected group due
to strongly competitive entry, whereas my Chinese-medium informants usually faced far
lower entrance requirements, and were frequently admitted into university through preparatory classes. Additionally, since many ‘sinicised’ Tibetans live in urban centres, their
overall educational achievement almost certainly surpasses that of those in the Tibetanmedium system.
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cause, and this intention proved to be a significant motivating factor for
them.2 Moreover, their very sense of ethnic unsettledness caused by being
rejected by more ‘authentic’ peers actually heightened their ethnic consciousness. The term ‘ethnic consciousness’ therefore seems better suited
for theorising the relationship between ethnicity and educational motivation than the more general concept of ethnic identity.
If anything, the difficulties of changing between the two education
systems lend some support to the cultural discontinuity hypothesis.
However, this is relativised by the fact that cultural discontinuity processes did not prevent a number of my informants from creatively combining both systems (Trueba and Zou themselves suggest this through
their concept of ‘resilience’). In addition, track changing is actively facilitated by special programmes such as the Chinese-medium high school
tracks of Xining’s vocational colleges. Most importantly, the growing
availability of genuine Tibetan-medium education means that the Tibetans’ overall educational performance is increasingly independent from
cultural discontinuity dynamics. For those who remain encapsulated
in ‘Tibetan worlds’, cultural discontinuity issues become mostly relevant
when they leave the education system in order to pursue career avenues.
This is also reflected in the widely-held perception among Tibetans that
the primary threat to ethnic survival rests not within the education system, but rather within the employment situation connected to a Handominated society.
Overall, while cultural discontinuity in Tibetan education has been
decreasing, the employment predicament is starting to promote a (negative) Ogbuian attitude among pragmatist groups. A significant number
of pragmatists are advocating an educational investment strategy similar
to that of the Dutch Chinese studied by Pieke: to pull their children out of
school after completing mandatory education, since the returns on investment in higher education are insufficient. They, together with the growing
numbers of rural families who are sceptical about the value of education,
can be said to more-or-less conform to Ogbu’s negative folk theory of educational success model. If current trends continue, groups that advocate
such educational non-participation may eventually become the strongest
segment within Tibetan society.
Overall, it may be best to conceptualise Tibetan attitudes towards
education through the tropes of ‘investment’ and ‘return on investment’,
2 The regrets that many of my Chinese-medium educated informants showed did not
change the fact that they successfully completed their degrees.
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with the term being very widely defined. Any choice of concept for
representing educational pursuits will have its benefits and pitfalls,
but the concept of investment suitably captures the complex sense
of agency and strategy behind educational choices, as well as the widelyheld instrumentalist attitude that education must be there ‘for something’ or lead ‘to something’. In total, we can roughly discern three broad
mindsets or strategies, none of which are mutually exclusive or neatly
bounded.
Firstly, investment for ‘Tibetanness’ or ‘ethnic success’, but invariably
also for ‘personal success’ (i.e. ‘adequate’ employment), via a Tibetanmedium education. This reflects the traditionalist view of Tibetanmedium education for ethnic ‘survival’. Such an education is not only
considered to be the means to the end of ethnocultural survival, but also
embodies this end in itself (it is both that which is invested, as well as part
of the intended ‘return on investment’). In reality, traditionalist thinking
is never divorced from socio-economic considerations in order to secure
‘adequate’ employment, which enables one to ‘repay the kindness’ and to
avoid the shame associated with being unable to do so. An interesting
case within the traditionalist employment dilemma is Sonam’s strategy of
entering monkhood as a unique way of conflating ‘ethnic success’ with
‘personal (spiritual) success’. Conversely, the counter-example to Sonam’s
case is Tserang Tashi’s strategy of leaving monkhood in order to pursue
‘modern Tibetanness’, again not for personal economic reasons but out
of a perceived need to redefine ‘Tibetanness’ along with current sociocultural transformations This shows the considerable amount of
divergence of approaches even within traditionalist groups. Of all traditionalists, it is probably Tserang Tashi who most clearly embodies a positive Ogbuian mindset of education as the key for ‘ethnic success’.
Secondly, investment for ‘Tibetanness’ (and ‘personal success’) via a
Chinese-medium education or track mixing. This is the first, ‘optimistic’
pragmatist route, which pursues strategic integration. This group is represented by individuals such as Tserang Dondrup or Kalden, who believe in
investing into socio-economic and symbolic capitals in order to utilise
them for ‘ethnic success’. For young Tibetans such as these, the latter is
viewed as the end and the former as the means. A pragmatist strategy with
a more equal emphasis on both ‘success’ goals lies behind Lobsang Dorje
and Norbu Dorje’s advocacy of track mixing as an effort to combine the
best of both ‘worlds’. Finally, an example for pragmatism that clearly
emphasises ‘personal’ over ‘ethnic success’ is Tenzin Dorje, along with
many Jyekundo urbanites.
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Thirdly, investment outside of education in order to secure a reasonable
living. This is the second, ‘pessimistic’ (i.e. classical Ogbuian) pragmatist
route, which seeks to establish viable livelihoods without investing into
higher education. Here, the importance of ‘ethnic success’ is often
secondary or barely present, although there may well be exceptions to
this. Interestingly, this strategy can, depending on local conditions,
promote non-integration, and therefore share a common point with the
traditionalist approach.
The rich diversity of education and career strategies reflected in the
Qinghai Tibetan context clearly speaks against a Bourdieuian conception
of educational dynamics as dominated by an unconscious habitus, an
ephemeral mental structure that causes people to “will the inevitable”.
Likewise, it is important to keep in mind that pragmatist and traditionalist
strategies cannot be neatly dichotomised as ‘self-sacrificing’ pursuits of
ethnic survival versus ‘selfish’ pursuits of personal wealth and influence.
Both approaches can aim at different forms of ‘ethnic success’, and both
invariably also tend to involve ‘personal success’ in the sense of securing
‘adequate’ employment that enables the young generation to ‘repay the
kindness’. The most salient difference between the two is the question
of means: whereas traditionalism believes that the pragmatist route leads
to an irreparable corruption of personally-embodied ‘Tibetanness’, and
that the resulting ‘un-Tibetan’ state negates any further ethnocultural
preservation possibilities, ethnically-conscious pragmatism asserts the
very reverse: that individually-embodied ‘Tibetanness’, achieved through
ethnocultural ‘authenticity’, is powerless (and therefore ultimately useless) if it does not secure essential socio-economic and symbolic capitals.
Within the current ‘educated Tibetan community’, these views are powerfully and irreconcilably at odds with each other.
Marketisation versus Protectionism: How Can ‘Tibetanness’ Survive?
Because significant numbers of Tibetans are opting for Chinese schools,
Tibetan educators are predicting a range of ‘end-of-Tibetanness’ scenarios. Lobsang Rabden, lecturer at the QUN Tibetan department, argued
that within ten or twenty years his department will have “very few students” as a consequence of marketisation and of rural-urban migration to
large urban centres where there is no Tibetan education. He pointed to
his own child, who is attending QUN’s Chinese-medium primary school
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because he and his wife did not want to have him grow up separately
from them.3
However, total numbers of Tibetan-medium students at his department have been experiencing a dramatic increase as a consequence of
the enforcement of the mandatory education policy. Wande Drachie,
headmaster of the Hainan NMS, confirmed that in the Chabcha
(Ch. Gonghe) region, the influx of new Tibetan-medium students especially from nomad regions significantly surpasses the numbers of those
who enter Chinese schools.4 At present, the situation is therefore the
exact reverse of what Lobsang Rabden is predicting: as his department
is being swamped with applicants, not enough Tibetan-medium high
school graduates are able to get into the existing BA degree spaces, and are
therefore forced to opt for lower-level dazhuan degrees in other
programmes. It is of course indisputable that a sustained dearth of ‘adequate’ Tibetan-medium careers coupled with extensive urbanisation
trends will eventually threaten the very foundation of Tibetan education.
But the regrets shown by ‘sinicised’ students also point to the fact that
such developments are not necessarily predictable.
At the same time, present-era employment dynamics are eroding
Tibetan education from a different angle: corruption and informalisation
trends are jeopardising recent advances in Tibetan education by undercutting the provision of qualified Tibetan-medium teachers. A QUN
English major from Yarze (Ch. Xunhua) noted that their high school
English teacher couldn’t speak any English since he had obtained his job
through the ‘back door’ rather than based on skills. Other student and
teacher informants similarly commented that teachers who had secured
their position through improper ways lacked both ability and motivation,
and that this was posing a significant threat to the quality of Tibetan
education.
Overall, corruption features prominently in ‘end-of-Tibetanness’
scenarios as it is perceived to work against Tibetans, and especially against
minority department students. Against this perception, it could be argued
that the practice of ‘selling’ jobs to the highest bidder or assigning them to
those with the best connections actually levels the playing field between
Chinese-medium and Tibetan-medium graduates, as the former have
often no automatic advantage over the latter. In practice, however, it
3 A few of his colleagues sent their children to attend Tibetan middle schools in Tibetan
prefectures (as boarding students).
4 This interview was conducted in September 2007.
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affects minority department graduates more severely, because Chinesemedium majors often come from better-connected and more affluent
families. Corruption therefore perpetuates the dominance of those who
already control superior socio-economic resources. Because of the multiple capitals and power dimensions (economic, political, social) associated
with formal government employment, the possession of such a position in
contrast to those in informal work could easily be the single most contributing factor to socio-economic stratification in the region.
As a consequence of present developments it is very likely that Tibetan
regions will—exacerbated by nomad resettlement projects5—witness the
growth of a vast underclass. This underclass will consist of informallyemployed college graduates and those who never made it into college in
the first place—much like in Kalden’s story of the father with his three
children. Considering the fact that the March 2008 uprising was initiated
by young Tibetans in just such a socio-economically marginalised state,
the government’s strategy to address the minzu wenti through marketdriven economic growth rather than through the purposeful deployment
of minority-language trained minority cadres who act as mediators
between the state and the masses has already shown the first signs of its
inevitable failure (see also Fischer, 2009, 2013). Even so, the Tibetan case is
not necessarily a straightforward example of Ogbuian ethnicity-based
labour market discrimination. The cases of Sonam, Kalden, Sangmu
Drolma and others demonstrate that rather than being excluded because
of ethnicity per se, Tibetan-medium graduates tend to be disadvantaged
based on their inadequate Chinese language competency and their generally inferior socio-economic capitals. Similar to imperial-Confucian times,
the disadvantage is chiefly on the side of those who do not actively
integrate into the Grand Confucian Ecumene encompassed by the
Zhonghua minzu. Even though many Tibetans are not actually in a position to take advantage of such pragmatist integration even if they chose
to, the very setup of the Zhonghua minzu tends to reward those minorities
who actively pursue integrationism. This is amply exemplified by the
Yulshul (Ch. Yushu) Tibetans.
Finally, Tibetan community perceptions routinely explain the destructiveness of marketisation processes as a consequence of rising competition. The ever-repeated statement here is that Tibetans ‘cannot compete’
5 The forced, state-sponsored resettlement of nomads from pastures into newly constructed housing complexes, in order to reduce the pressure on pastures through overgrazing (the factual accuracy of nomads destroying their pastures is disputed).
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against the Han (or the Hui). Competition requires evaluating everything
in terms of its utility, generating a ruthless functionalist logic that threatens to undermine the Tibetan language-culture by denying its usefulness.
This explains why Tibetans from both educational systems opt for government employment as a subsidised and therefore theoretically protected
sphere that, once entered, is thought to shield those within it from the
merciless forces of demand and supply. There, Tibetan-medium graduates
can potentially benefit from less competition. Moreover, this sphere often
enables an immersion in Tibetan ‘worlds’, and especially teaching jobs are
considered to be a platform from which young graduates can make a
direct contribution to the promotion of the Tibetan language-culture. In
that, the pursuit of public sector employment can effectively represent
the realisation of a limited level of cultural autonomy even as it serves
to enhance political and administrative integration. Ironically, public
sector work therefore often represents a double retreat: both from
market-driven competition, and from the sinicisation pressures of Han
majority contexts.
Traditionalist educators often reminisced about former socialist times
where employment was guaranteed, and graduates were eagerly snatched
up as much-needed educators of the new generation. Presently, those who
can escape the competitive pressures of market dynamics are considered
fortunate. However, the logic of the market is increasingly impacting the
public sector through informalisation as well as through competitive
entry based on exams or hidden auctions. Since corruption is the abuse of
power in the context of supply and demand, back door methods represent
an extension of the logic of the market into this supposedly protected
sphere. Similarly, teaching positions are dependent on student numbers,
to which they are (at least theoretically) coupled by a fixed ratio. As numbers of minority students go down, teaching positions are cut. As Ross
observed: “As China pursues… continued devolution of school funding
and authority, schools become localized, commercially driven, anxious
institutions” (2000, p. 146). Along with Badeng Nima, I would suggest that
over-reliance on public sector employment is the single greatest problem
that the Tibetan community is currently facing.
In this context, it is especially unfortunate that creative new educational initiatives in the form of Tibetan+ subjects—specifically designed
to widen the career opportunities of these graduates—only feed into this
dependence. When the influx of new students caused by a stricter enforcement of mandatory education abates, and special government initiatives
such as the tegang are being phased out, their employment situation will
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be dire. Several Tibetan educators pointed out to me that Tibetan education functions like a self-feeding, circular system: it produces a highlyeducated but essentially unemployable army of young Tibetans, who have
few options apart from remaining in the system by becoming teachers.
Having developed into a powerful tool for cultural preservation, Tibetan
education nevertheless renders the future of ‘Tibetanness’ almost exclusively dependent on the funding drip of the state. In the current political
context it is unlikely that the voluntary sector, likewise a subsidised space
that operates largely outside the realm of market forces, can provide a
third way between private and public sectors.
Are therefore the concerns of traditionalist educators such as Lobsang
Rabden justified in that marketisation and urbanisation will eventually
push ‘Tibetanness’ to the brink of extinction? Are Tibetans indeed faced
with a “dead-end scenario [which] reinforces the belief among many
quarters of both common and elite Tibetans that the only solution is…to
create the conditions whereby Tibetan-prioritised education can be
supported by Tibetan-prioritised employment” (Fischer, 2009, p. 32)?
Certainly, a proper implementation of minority self-governance regulations and appropriate investments into minority education would support a reasonable bureaucratic apparatus and body of educators that
should ensure decent employment for a certain percentage of graduates
from the Tibetan education system. But in my view, the Tibetan employment conundrum is bringing up much deeper questions about the underlying Weltanschauungen that lurks beneath the surface. Is it indeed
impossible for ‘Tibetanness’ to survive outside such (increasingly less)
protected spheres or ‘worlds’? Are there no alternatives to a return to
socialist-style protectionist measures in order to ensure the survival of
‘Tibetanness’ in a ‘modernising’, market-driven Chinese context?
Ethnicity versus Market: The Possibility of Ethnic Entrepreneurship
As a first response to the ethnic survival debate, we should clarify that
the structural conditions of graduate unemployment are by no means
particular to Tibetans or to minorities in Western China. Rather, the entire
nation has been witnessing an oversupply of college-educated applicants
since the abolishment of the fenpei system and the ballooning of university admission quotas. This oversupply is leading to what a Reuters article
describes as “China’s ant tribe”: an army of underpaid white-collar
workers with university degrees, estimated to be one million strong, who
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subsist on the edge of poverty in the nation’s sprawling metropolises with
little prospects of achieving a middle-class lifestyle (Jennings, 2010).
A national survey of urban residents published in late 2012 showed that
among Chinese in their early twenties, those with a Bachelor degree or
higher were four times as likely to be unemployed as those with only a
primary school education (Bradsher, 2013). That is because university
graduates are hesitant to accept low-skilled jobs that are consider ‘inadequate’ and bear no prospect of upward mobility. For this reason, Tibetans
and other minorities will face increasing competition from Han graduates
in all spheres, including the public sector. This trend was confirmed on
multiple occasions. In August 2009 for example I encountered a Han college graduate in Yunnan province, who stated that there, many students
from all ethnic backgrounds apply for government work. After months of
unsuccessful applications to private enterprises in Kunming and despite
having no interest in teaching, he himself had just taken the teaching
certificate exam in order to apply for such positions.6 The employment
struggles of graduates across the nation add to the argument that a
Chinese-medium education does not invariably lead to bright career
prospects.
Secondly, ethnic preservation and marketisation do not invariably have
to stand in contradiction to each other. Heberer’s (2007) study of Nuoso
entrepreneurs in southern Sichuan demonstrates how ethnic entrepreneurship can actively promote minority cultural expressions. Of the larger
entrepreneurs, 80 percent of his informants had built and furnished
homes based on ‘traditional’ Nuoso styles. Several of the more wealthy
entrepreneurs collected and displayed Nuoso texts, amulets and other
cultural artefacts, and considered themselves to be “carriers and protectors of important traditional cultural elements” (p. 199). Many of Heberer’s
informants prided themselves on wearing ethnic dress and using traditional eating utensils. Inviting bimo (priests) to preform spiritual rituals
was common practice. Heberer points out that rather than dissipating
ethnic ties in favour of a preoccupation with self-centred gain, entrepreneurship is strengthening the sense of ethnic identity and community as
businesses are embedded in a moral economy of social relations and
responsibilities:
Because the entrepreneurs see themselves as both clan members and as
members of an (imagined) Nuosu entrepreneurial community, the ethnic
6 This was in August 2008.
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group becomes a social space in which they expect solidarity, and ethnic
solidarity among entrepreneurs reinforces ethnic identity. (p. 167).

Heberer concludes that success in business has strong positive implications for the self-confidence of his informants, suggesting that “economic
development, along with education, is seen as the only way for the Nuoso
to assert themselves and develop as an ethnic community…” (p. 208). The
Nuoso ethnic entrepreneurship case directly resonates with pragmatist
views that ethnic preservation and development are impossible without
an economic foundation through employment or business. Therefore, the
pursuit of ‘adequate’ livelihoods ultimately has to take priority over an
education in one’s native language. The ethnic development pursuits of
the Nuoso business community also clearly echo the intentions of Tserang
Dondrup and Dorje Tserang to provide support and render services to
their people through ethnically-conscious entrepreneurship. Heberer’s
study demonstrates how ethnic entrepreneurship can provide a sense of
agency, of being in charge of one’s destiny. This stands in strong contrast
to the feelings of many Tibetan graduates that they are the victims of
structural dynamics that are beyond their control. Particularly minority
department graduates frequently espoused self-perceptions of passive
victimhood, at times unhelpfully inflated by the foreign community,
which—even though based on undeniable socio-economic realities—
tend to stifle the kind of strategic pro-active agency that can exploit structural dynamics for the purpose of promoting ‘Tibetanness’ in both
traditional and new forms.
What therefore are the prospects of larger numbers of Tibetans successfully engaging in business? While this in itself is a topic in need of further
research, I had already hinted at some of the structural difficulties of
entering markets that are already dominated by existing trade relationships and networks, and at the relative lack of starting capital among
Tibetans. We had also seen the case of Qinghai’s wool market, where
Tibetans were pushed out by Muslims. However, this very example of
what could be interpreted as economic exclusion is also indicative that
exclusion is not the whole story. Fischer (2005b) points out how the
Muslims suffered from socialist practices as total state control over commodity trade “removed [them] from their traditional niche role as regional
traders…” (p. 13). But through the privatisation processes of the 1990s they
restored their fortunes and again came to dominate regional trade, even
taking over state-owned trading companies. For Tibetans, the situation
was the opposite. The reason that Tibetan-owned wool processing did
not survive the consolidation phase that followed the removal of socialist
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protectionism was that it centred on state-subsidised county-level enterprises. The latter were poorly managed and could not compete once
subsidies and other protectionist measures were removed. In contrast, the
currently dominant player in the wool market, owned by Xunhua Salar
Muslims, installed imported high-tech machinery and is known to be
“tightly managed” (ibid., p. 14).
The wool-processing story resonates with my student informant perceptions. While feeling that Muslims regularly cheat Tibetans by offering
inadequately low prices for raw materials such as wool or other animal
products, they generally believed that Tibetan under-representation in
commerce was not just attributable to discrimination.7 One student from
Yarze (Ch. Xunhua) argued that “Tibetans lack a business mind-set”. He
recalled the time when Tibetans in this and other counties boycotted
Muslim restaurants for about a year (cf. Fischer, 2005b).8 As a result, many
of the latter closed down, while Tibetan eateries mushroomed in this traditionally Muslim-dominated business segment. However, their food did
not taste as good and was overpriced. As soon as the boycott ended, the
Tibetans therefore returned to the Muslim noodle shops and most
Tibetan-owned restaurants disappeared. My informant commented that
the Tibetan community had missed a unique opportunity to wrestle market share from their competitors because of their lack of business savvy.
While it is indisputable that market entry for Tibetans can be rendered
difficult by the often-exclusionary dominance of non-Tibetan business
networks, the fact that Muslims outdo Tibetans in Tibetan-dominated
prefectures means that systemic discrimination cannot be the only explanation for their under-representation in this sector. For example, Jyekundo
Tibetans are generally-speaking much more successful at business and
trade than Amdowas, indicating that besides just pointing at structural
factors, the dynamics of local agency also need to be examined. Similarly,
the fact that many of Heberer’s Han entrepreneur informants complained
that they were being discriminated against by Nuoso-dominated local
governments shows that Han (or Hui) domination of the business sector
in minority regions is not an inevitable fact in China.
An important contributing factor to Tibetan weakness in business is
that especially the traditionalist Amdo sections of the Tibetan community
have strongly associated the entire realm of commerce with the fatal
immorality of the ethnic ‘other’. The realm of entrepreneurship is marked
7 This concurs with informant views cited by Badeng Nima (2007, p.124).
8 This occurred in 2003.
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as a sphere that causes human beings to cheat for the sake of greedy gain
(cf. Fischer, 2005b). Traditionalist students and educators tend to be
inherently suspicious of wealth, because it is commonly associated with
immoral activities, and therefore of having sold out one’s ‘Tibetanness’ for
mere self-aggrandisement. In contrast, they invoke the idealised originary
myth of the innocent and virtuously simple ‘traditional’ Tibetan lifestyle
before the ‘other’ arrived on the scene. Several of my informants contrasted the Tibetan desire for education, which is viewed as a pursuit of
morality and virtue, with the Muslim’s relentless greed for money through
business. According to the perceptions of these informants, this unhealthy
zeal for commercial achievement would often lead Muslim students to
drop out of school.
The contrast of education as virtue versus business as vice is underlined
by stories such as that of the student’s father mentioned in chapter 5,
reflecting a deliberately constructed binary opposition of morality versus
market. This is reinforced by an interesting ethnic division of labour where
Tibetans use the ethnic ‘other’ for performing morally problematic
acts. For example, Sonam noted that in his family’s nomad region in Pema
(Ch. Banma) county, nomads now commonly purchase already butchered
meat from the Hui instead of killing and processing their own animals.
Thereby, they can eat meat without directly committing a sin, leaving
the ‘dirty’ work to those who have already chosen a path of ‘moral
depravity’.9
While contradictory in the sense that most pre-1949 Tibetan business
activities were connected to monastic contexts (many of which are now
again handling large amounts of money from donations), this perspective
also represents an anti-assimilationist strategy in the face of a secularising
state. However, defining market as the antithesis of morality impedes the
promotion of ‘Tibetanness’ through ethnic entrepreneurship as a form of
modern patronage. Already, the aspirations of individuals such as Tserang
Dondrup are being realised in the form of Tibetan businesspeople who
support the preservation of Tibetan ‘culture’ through substantial donations to private religious organisations such as the Ngakmang Institute in
Xining or the Paltsek Research Institute in Lhasa (Diemberger & Phuntso,
2009).10
9 According to Sonam, eating butchered meat was morally acceptable (if not ideal),
while killing and butchering an animal with one’s own hands is a decidedly sinful act.
10 Both of these institutions work on the preservation of ancient Buddhist texts.
Such funding for Tibetan causes also frequently comes from wealthy Han Buddhists, often
businesspeople from the East who are disciples of Tibetan reincarnate lamas.
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A second factor behind this attitude is that the pursuit of business is
considered to require a problematic degree of cultural-linguistic integration into the Zhonghua minzu. In the Nuoso context, Heberer concedes
that the role of ethnic entrepreneurs in the promotion of their culture is
ambiguous since their ‘modern’ lifestyle sets exemplary consumption
patterns that promote cultural change away from ‘traditional’ Nuoso
existences. His more affluent informants sent their children to expensive
private schools outside their home region. While wealth can sponsor
‘ethnic’ or ‘traditional’ things and activities, it also tends to integrate its
owners into the wider social context that enabled their economic success
in the first place. Heberer’s case therefore highlights two threats to
ethnic authenticity that have been extensively discussed throughout
this book: integration into a dominant cultural context, and the marginalisation of ‘tradition’ through modernity, both of which can be understood
as two synchronous processes of hybridisation.
But the more we look into the traditionalist-preservationist project and
its assumptions about ethnic purity and mixing, the more questions arise
from it. As Rosaldo wrote:
Is an asphalt road modern? If a traditional peddler is walking on a modern
road, does the road become more traditional or the peddler more modern?
Both, either, neither? (1995, p. xv)

In the Tibetan context, we may similarly ask: How do we know where the
‘traditional’ or the ‘Tibetan’ ends, and where the ‘modern’ (‘non-/unTibetan’) begins? How do the ‘Tibetan’ and the ‘non-Tibetan’ interact, and
is the outcome of this interaction predictable? If ‘Tibetan culture’ never
existed in its imagined pure form, may its preservation through isolation
from the hybridising presence of the ‘other’ turn out to be an illusionary
undertaking? Does hybridity indeed pose the greatest threat for the survival of ‘authentic Tibetanness’, or is it rather, as Bhaba (1994) (perhaps
naively?) intimated, the very space from which subaltern subversion can
best operate?
Hybridisation: The Beginning of the ‘End-of-Tibetanness’?
A critical evaluation of end-of-ethnicity scenarios in the context of Chinese
market-driven modernisation requires a fresh look at processes of hybridisation, acculturation or integration as complex, multi-faceted processes.
But in and of themselves, these terms appear too general for effectively
theorising their own dynamics. What, after all, is gained by describing a
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sociocultural phenomenon as ‘hybrid’ or as becoming so, when, in fact,
“all cultures are always hybrid” (Werbner, 2000, p. 13), and “all cultures are
[hybrid] border cultures” (Garcia Canclini, 1995, p. 261)? Werbner’s
recourse to the Bakhtinian distinction between intentional and organic
(‘naturally’-occurring) hybridity does not change the fact that this concept
tends to remain a nebulous “theoretical metaconstruction” (ibid.), an
elusive omnipresence rather than a concretisable model of sociocultural
realities.
Equally, Gibson’s (1988) ‘accommodation without assimilation’ notion
is limited by her failure to move beyond the two very concepts that constitute it. ‘Accommodation without assimilation’ does not theorise how processes of accommodation, acculturation or assimilation may lead to
various—even contradictory—forms of hybridity, and how they may
blend, intermingle, and perhaps become almost indistinguishable. Harrell
(2001) offers a somewhat more comprehensive theoretical discussion of
the “cultural mechanisms of boundary blurring” (p. 314), which he
describes as acculturation, intermarriage, and a history of cooperation.
However, his discussion similarly does not further explore how acculturation processes in ‘modernising’ minority settings can be fruitfully theorised beyond describing them as “acculturation” or a form of “out-group
boundary blurring”. In short, Harrell’s work does not elucidate how the
dynamics behind such phenomena can be concretised in order to analyse
the complexities of ‘in-between’ moments.
Harrell’s perhaps most useful notion in this regard is his concept of the
‘standardised national culture’, which he describes as a prerequisite for
ethnic minorities in China to achieve upward social mobility:
If…a young Naxi becomes a traveling merchant and goes all over the
Southwest selling stuff, he becomes competent in the ways of China’s new
market culture, fluent in standard Chinese and not just the local Han dialect, and able to operate as an urban migrant in a Chinese city without reference to his ethnicity. … What is dominant, then, or perhaps better said,
hegemonic, is a cultural and behavioral norm, not the Han as a group; …
Chinese is best seen as dominated not by an ethnic group, but by a social
elite of cadres, intellectuals, and, increasingly, businesspeople, who espouse
a particular model of culture—socialist, modern, educated, Chinese—
whose content is that of the standardized national culture called, in a shorthand way, Han culture, or Hanzu wenhua. (pp. 307–308)

The development-driven creation of a ‘standardised national culture’ is
reminiscent of the phenomenon of cultural compression that is being
debated in the globalisation literature. Tomlinson depicts a scenario that
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resembles the homogenizing pressures that ethnic groups in China are
faced with:
For the orientation of business travel is actually to minimize cultural difference so as to allow the ‘universal’ practices of the international business culture to function smoothly. …Distant places are culturally close for business
executives because they are carefully negotiated according to the business in
hand: international standardization in the hotel and the board room,
enhanced, perhaps, by some local colour in the evening’s entertainment.
From the instrumental point of view of capitalism, then, connectivity works
towards increasing a functional proximity. It doesn’t make all places the
same, but it creates globalized spaces … by matching the time-space compression of connectivity with a degree of cultural ‘compression’. (Tomlinson,
1999, p. 7; original emphases)

Effective participation in the socio-economic growth of the Zhonghua
minzu requires functional proximity in the form of competency in mainstream cultural-linguistic ways. The cultural compression that this invariably entails can also be understood as a process of ‘genericisation’: as one
moves to the urban Chinese metropolis or even to the increasingly Han
and Hui-dominated prefecture or county seats, one’s life becomes more
‘modern’ and therefore more generic—progressively indistinguishable
from those of urban dwellers all across the nation who reside in modern
apartment blocks, shop in modern supermarkets, wear modern dress, and
go to bars, cafés or restaurants for entertainment.
The phenomenon of modernity-created genericisation has been theorised by Marc Augé through the concept of ‘non-places’: supermodern
locales such as highway rest stops, supermarkets, street-corner cash dispensers, or airport departure lounges, spaces that “cannot be defined as
relational or historical, or concerned with identity…” (1995, p. 78). ‘Nonplaces’ are places of “silence, anonymity, alienation and impermanence”
(Tomlinson, ibid., p. 110), characterised by instrumental and contractual
forms of social interaction, a description that does go a long way in describing the generic character of sprawling Chinese urbanity, with urban highways and high-rise city office and apartment complexes mushrooming all
across the urban centres of western China. Augé contrasts the clinical
supermodernity of ‘non-places’ with the organically social character of
“anthropological places”, such as small French provincial towns, which he
describes as “defined by individual identities” and “occupied by the indigenous inhabitants who live in it, cultivate it, defend it…” (ibid., pp. 101, 42).
The perception of the Chinese city as a generic ‘non-place’ came up several times in conversations with my student informants. One of them
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commented that in Xining “everyone looks the same”, meaning that
Tibetans become hard to recognise as such outside of their ‘natural’ habitats. The genericness of urban ‘non-places’ therefore plays a significant
role in the perceived ethnic ambiguity created by the melange of ‘modern’
lives in such ‘non-ethnic’ or ‘un-Tibetan’ places, where ethnic boundaries
are progressively dissolved in the generic sea of hybrid ‘modern Chinese’
existence.
The relationship between geographical locale and ethnocultural
identity or authenticity, which plays such a central role in Augés work,
has been theorised through the concept ‘deterritorialisation’, defined by
Garcia Canclini as “the loss of the ‘natural’ relation of culture to geographical and social territories” (2005, p. 229).11 Garcia Canclini’s example for
this phenomenon is the Mexican border city of Tijuana, an artificial
urbanity created by the forces of labour migration, dominated by an
“uncertainty generated by bilingual, bicultural and binational oscillations” (p. 235), the epitome of hybrid ‘inauthenticity’ and of “cultural disembedding” (Tomlinson, 1999, p. 105).
But the imputed ‘de-ethnicising’ forces of modernity also operate along
other angles, and without physical relocation, through gradual transformations of existing locales and local livelihoods. In her study of the
Akha in northern Thailand, Tooker (2004) argues that as a result of socioeconomic transformations, expressions of collective Akha identity have
shifted from a holistic to a compartmentalised form. Formerly, ‘Akhaness’
shaped all aspects of day-to-day life, from the design of homes, the form
and timing of rituals and agricultural activities, to eating patterns and
dress. As state penetration into the northern uplands increased through
the construction of roads, the establishment of state administration
offices, and the in-migration of shopkeepers and government staff, Akhainhabited space became a semi-urban, multi-ethnic area. In the wake of
increasing wage labour opportunities and the decreasing viability of subsistence rice agriculture, the traditional calendar gave way to outside systems of time, cultivation now focuses on cash crops, new homes are often
constructed according to the lowland style, and the young generation is
sent to be educated in Thai state schools.
Tooker suggests that the assimilation and simultaneous assertion and
re-definition of ‘traditional’ Akha identity can be understood as a process
of compartmentalisation. For example, the cooking area traditionally
11 The term ‘deterritorialisation’ had originally been coined by Deleuze and Guattari in
their work Anti-Oedipus (1977).
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formed the integral core of a home and functioned as a site for rituals, but
in new lowland-style homes the kitchen is separate from the house. In
order to compensate for this change, new homes have a small symbolic
cooking area to perform ritual functions while regular cooking is done in
the outside kitchen. Similarly, villagers retain little symbolic rice plots
next to their cash crops in order to perform the rituals of the old subsistence agriculture system. Traditional dress is now only worn on special
occasions while generic ‘modern’ clothing is ubiquitous. Tooker’s argument is therefore that distinctive forms of Akha-ness are increasingly
compartmentalised into clearly delineated special places, contexts and
occasions, and therefore removed from the all-encompassing context of
daily life that used to give them their meaning. Her account captures how
socio-economic transformations have forced ‘traditional’ practices to
retreat into particularistic niches, thus continuing to exist in adapted
forms that nevertheless still play a powerful role in the on-going constitution of ethnic identity.
Based on these notions, we can understand Tibetan traditionalism as
the effort to preserve and maintain an imagined holism, where
‘Tibetanness’ is a ‘natural’ and integral part of all aspects of ‘Tibetan’ existences. In contrast, the more pragmatically-inclined deem it unavoidable
that in ‘modern’ times, ‘Tibetanness’ is relegated to certain spheres. In
order to compensate for this loss of holism, Chinese-medium educated
Tibetans often seek to assert their ‘Tibetanness’ through a range of compartmentalised niches, such as Gongbo Rinchen’s wearing of Tibetanstyle jackets and jewellery and the Buddhist prayer wheel animation on
his mobile phone, or Pema’s study of Tibetan in the beginner’s Amdo
Tibetan class. Packaged this way, ‘Tibetanness’ becomes a compartmentalised, deterritorialised ethnic add-on, which, removed from its original
geographical-cultural context, is employed to create ethnic difference in
complex multi-ethnic urban contexts. Compartmentalisation and deterritorialisation are therefore conceptual tools that can move us closer to
the kind of “processual theory of hybridity” that Werbner called for. They
also present a cogent critique of Bourdieu’s habitus notion in its deterministic role as unconsciously-internalised embodied cultural capital.
Rather, compartmentalisation reveals the creative, agency-driven side of
hybridising processes as different groups consciously combine, invent and
recreate ethnic markers for their different purposes.
However, Tooker’s holism—compartmentalisation distinction should
be viewed more as idealised extremes along a continuum than a binary
pair. Any Tibetan who has left the pastures or fields is already engaging in
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a compartmentalising of ‘Tibetanness’, and with regard to minority
department students or Tibetan educators one only needs to point to the
wearing of traditional dress being limited to select occasions, to religious
activity limited to occasional trips to the nearby Kumbum monastery, or
the tibetanising of dorm rooms through Potala palace posters. Along with
Tooker’s ‘holism’ and Augé’s ‘anthropological places’, the myth of localism,
the imagined counterpart to globalised deterritoriality, must be exposed
as a “set of assumptions about the boundedness, ‘rootedness’, insularity
and purity of (particularly) pre-modern cultures” (Tomlinson, 1999,
p. 129). In this sense, the very study of the Tibetan language-culture is
already an act of deterritorialised compartmentalisation: the re-creation
of idealised authenticity in the midst of ‘otherness’ through the study of an
academic knowledge of ‘tradition’ that is extracted, coded and packaged
for acquisition outside its original context.
I therefore suggest that we can understand both ‘sinicised’ and traditionalist urban worlds as hybrid compartmentalisations where “tradition
and modernity have a complicated, forced coexistence” (Tomlinson, 1999,
p. 138). But both also represent examples of what Garcia Canclini (2005)
describes as ‘re-territorialisation’: the process of asserting cultural ownership over a new locality. Tibetan re-territorialisation examples are, for
example, Yushu New Village, but also other, less obvious Tibetan microcosms such as the home of Dorje Tserang’s parents: a modern apartment
located in a brand new apartment complex right by the Xining city
highway—from the external perspective a wholly ‘Chinese’ setting. But
once inside, I was led into a room with Tibetan furnishings and carpets
where we sat down on the floor around low tables to partake of Tibetan
bread and tea, tsampa and broiled mutton, with Dorje Tserang and his
parents and relatives happily and fluently chatting away in Tibetan.
Suddenly, he seemed so much more ‘Tibetan’ compared to my interactions with him in the QUN campus context.
Processes of cultural standardisation are heterogeneous and bidirectional, perennially subject to appropriation and indigenisation. Whereas
traditionalists argue for the need to erect barriers of purity, emphasising
the diluting effects of interaction with the ethnic ‘other’, urban Tibetans
are demonstrating that the flows of acculturation work both ways as
‘Tibetanness’ can make inroads into ‘other’-dominated realms. Urban
Tibetans are creating niches of ‘Tibetanness’ in ‘un-Tibetan places’, claiming cultural ownership in the midst of ‘otherness’ through symbols and
rituals, foods and furnishings, and by doing so explore new hybrid ways
of being ‘Tibetan’. Rather than being confined to ‘non-lives’, those in
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so-called ‘non-places’ are enacting compartmentalised ethnicity as an
active process of (at least partially) sidestepping the integrationist maelstrom of genericising Chinese modernity. The ‘intentional hybridity’ of
the neo-integrationist state is thereby countered with what we could call
a ‘strategic hybridity’, which is based on a mixture of enforced and consciously chosen engagement with the dominant mainstream.
The Complex Way Ahead
This brings us back to the question about the ‘survival’ of ‘Tibetanness’ in
a marketising, urbanising and ‘modernising’ environment. The answer to
this question quite simply depends on how widely or narrowly, and how
flexibly or rigidly we define ‘Tibetanness’, its preservation or ‘loss’. Do
market, modernity and hybridity represent a threat to be guarded against,
or an opportunity to be seized? I would suggest that they are both. As an
NTC ETP student noted when discussing how this Western-led programme was changing his views and behaviours: “You gain and you lose,
everything has two sides.”
Hybridisation, spearheaded by groups like the ‘Tibetan Han’, is used
by the state to promote its Zhonghua minzu vision. However, throughout
this book I have demonstrated how different Tibetan groups are likewise strategically manipulating hybridisation processes for their own
purposes. Hybridity dynamics can be subversive and counter-hegemonic
(e.g. Bhaba, 1994), or they can represent creative juxtapositions (Werbner,
2000). At the same time, they are a battlefield where the subaltern can, as
Ahmad (1995) pointed out, be marginalised through hybridisation. But
even so, hybridity will always give rise to new forms and facets; de-territorialisation will facilitate re-territorialisation, and compartmentalisation
processes may function as a reassertion of both old and new ethnic forms.
Eriksen (1993) wrote about a process of de-ethnicisation among the new
urban classes in modernising multi-ethnic Mauritius—classes whose
sense of belonging is increasingly marked by upward mobility and social
events rather than markers of ethnic belonging. Similar trends may
well be observed among upwardly-mobile Tibetan middle classes. But
the ethnically-conscious thoughtfulness of many of these ‘in-between’
Tibetans indicates that the hybridity threat can heighten ethnic awareness rather than diffusing it. This contradicts Eriksen’s suggestion that
modern socio-economic dynamics could spell “the end of ethnicity as we
know it today” (p. 176). Rather, the state’s neo-integrationist drive may
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well fail to produce the kinds of hollowed-out hybrid identities that its
duoyuan yiti philosophy envisions.
What is certain is that ‘Tibetanness’ cannot not change, that it cannot
escape the hybridisation engendered by modernity, be it in China, India,
the US or other places. For this reason, there seems to be an urgent need
for Tibetan communities to diversify their understandings and expressions of ‘Tibetanness’ beyond the stereotypical exemplar of the ‘tsampaeating nomad’, and to pin their socio-economic future on a broader base
than the eroding sphere of public sector employment. Viewing formal
public sector work as the only ‘adequate’ option is, although very understandable in the current economic context, creating a dangerous dependency on what are basically long-term handouts from the state. Ultimately,
this is not dissimilar from the patronage relationship between exile
Tibetans and Westerners in India (Prost, 2006). Those who call for the resurrection of the Socialist iron rice bowl overlook the fact that this system
only worked because college students formed a miniscule elite compared
to the numbers of the lesser-educated masses—a situation that is entirely
unfeasible in the present era of rapidly expanding access to tertiary
education.
At the same time, the research presented in this book clearly identifies
the lax implementation of constitutionally-guaranteed minority rights
with regard to language requirements as a significant reason behind the
insufficient provision of Tibetan-medium employment. A proper enforcement of minority language-related regulations, a thorough crackdown on
corrupt recruitment practices and an appropriate investment into minority education, especially for ensuring an adequate supply of qualified
Tibetan-medium teachers, should provide decent employment for a
certain percentage of Tibetan graduates across the spectrum. Considering
the already very bloated local governments in Tibetan regions, calls for an
expansion of the public sector would be both unrealistic and unreasonable. Likewise, population ageing and attendant reductions in student populations preclude any long-term growth prospects for the education
sector. Shrinking primary school teacher figures already testify to this and
point to the fact that the present era represents a crucial window of time
for Tibetan education and related employment opportunities. However,
demands for fair and equal government recruitment procedures that place
a strong emphasis on both spoken and written Tibetan skills are not only
justified but absolutely essential. If the Chinese government seriously
aims for a ‘harmonious society’ in Tibetan regions, it must become far
more proactive about genuinely promoting Tibetan-medium education
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and Tibetan-medium employment. In the present context, social unrest
resulting from socio-economic disparities will only continue to increase,
and on-going self-immolations and other desperate forms of protest
amply testify to this underlying discontent.
Ultimately, the threat to the usefulness of the Tibetan language-culture
through marketisation and modernity—which arguably applies to all
‘modern’, marketised contexts (and not just China)—has to be countered
through creative new ways of enhancing and expressing its relevance. In
this process, different ways to define and live out ‘modern Tibetanness’
must invariably co-exist. Here, the ‘sinicised in-betweens’ are demonstrating both creative resourcefulness and ethnic consciousness. A major
stumbling block to their initiatives, however, is the black-and-white
mentality of many traditionalists whose discourses actively push the
‘in-between’ Tibetans to the very margins of ‘Tibetanness’. Therefore, a primary factor behind the ethnocultural preservation and growth potential
of the Tibetan community is its own internal unity. But regardless of how
things develop, the regrets and reconsiderations of ‘sinicised’ Tibetans
show that the very threat of the possibility of the ‘end-of-Tibetanness’ may
well turn out to be the very guarantor of its continued existence.

APPENDIX A – ACRONYMS
CUN
ETP
HAC
MTAP
NMS
NTC
NTTC
NTTS
NWUN
QUN
QSD
SEAC
TAP
TAC
TCHRD
TMS

Central University for Nationalities (zhongyang minzu daxue),
Beijing
English Training Programme (part of the QSD Nationalities
Teacher College)
Hui Autonomous County
Mongolian and Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture
Nationalities Middle School (minzu zhongxue)
Nationalities Teacher College (minzu shifan xueyuan), part of
QSD
Nationalities Teacher Training College (minzu shifan gaodeng
zhuanke) (a tertiary-level institution that typically awards
associate / dazhuan degrees)
Nationalities Teacher Training School (minzu shifan xuexiao)
(equivalent to high school level, used to award zhongzhuan
degrees)
Northwestern University for Nationalities (xibei minzu
daxue), Lanzhou
Qinghai University for Nationalities (Qinghai minzu daxue),
Xining
Qinghai Normal University (Qinghai shifan daxue), Xining
State Ethnic Affairs Commission
Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture
Tibetan Autonomous County
Tibetan Centre for Human Rights and Development
Tibetan Middle School

APPENDIX B – SELECTED QINGHAI STATISTICAL YEARBOOK
DATA ON EDUCATION BY COUNTY, 2007 TO 2011
Prefecture Haixi
County

Haibei

Huangnan

Tianjun Gangcha Tongren

Teachers
63
secondary
(2007)
Teachers
172
primary
(2007)
Students
993
secondary
(2007)
Students
2730
primary
(2007)
Teachers
42
secondary
(2011)
Teachers
133
primary
(2011)
Students
1503
secondary
(2011)
Students
2377
primary
(2011)
Secondary
-16
teachers
difference
2007–09
Secondary
-5
teachers
difference
2009–11
Primary
-24
teachers
difference
2007–09
Primary
-15
teachers
difference
2009–11

Hainan
Jianzha Zeku Henan Gonghe Tongde Guide Xinghai Guinan

128

372

184

111

75

475

179

428

90

176

244

761

500

497

261

849

469

649

422

512

1567

6979

3861

1313 1642

4985

2246

5974

1164

2627

4371

13633

6887

9430 4758

15590

8856

11093 8980

7885

94

371

250

153

78

607

264

771

147

301

251

564

464

421

208

790

292

234

339

495

1598

7342

4342

4299 1551

10089

3577

7493 3070

3952

4315

11125

6603

9221 4009

12842

8440

9040 7824

7742

-22

2

40

34

0

77

-27

40

6

70

-12

-3

26

8

3

55

112

303

51

55

7

-53

-20

-19 -152

-32

-34

-76

28

7

0

-144

-16

-57

-27

-143

-339

-111

-24

99
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Yushu

Maqin Banma Gande Dari

All
TACs

Jiuzhi Maduo Yushu Zaduo Chengduo Zhiduo Nangqian Qumalai Totals

97

48

59

28

35

31

259

26

103

21

64

24

3013

242

157

145

173

156

78

597

159

284

106

270

103

7634

2204

1124

657

362

833

731

4794 1015

1416

300

846

341

46981

4412

3023

2918

4187

3153

1653

14346 6256

6437

3821

9513

3517

154719

292

46

45

101

69

24

142

130

99

43

68

30

4125

118

165

179

247

205

97

448

255

297

155

757

158

7139

3750

1371

1026

1276

1228

1043

3104 2459

2231

1073

2451

1177

69502

6538

3377

3726

3123

3105

1584

14544 4020

6869

5090

10413

4480

148030

37

12

4

16

23

-6

49

8

-3

1

-7

6

360

158

-14

-18

57

11

-1

-166

96

-1

21

11

0

752

18

-25

-12

13

-16

-2

33

-44

-2

-3

36

41

-307

-142

33

46

61

65

21

-182

140

15

52

451

14

-188

(Continued)
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Appendix B (Cont.)
Prefecture Haixi
County

Haibei

Huangnan

Tianjun Gangcha Tongren

Secondary 5,2%
students
population
share (2007)
Secondary 7,1%
students
population
share (2011)
Primary
14,4%
students
population
share (2007)
Primary
11,2%
students
population
share (2011)

Hainan
Jianzha Zeku Henan Gonghe Tongde Guide Xinghai Guinan

3,7%

8,7%

7,3%

2,0% 4,8%

4,0%

3,9%

5,8% 1,6%

3,6%

3,6%

7,8%

7,8%

6,1% 3,9%

8,0%

5,5%

7,4% 4,0%

5,1%

10,4%

17,0%

13,0% 14,5% 14,0% 12,6%

15,3%

10,8% 12,6%

11,0%

9,7%

11,9%

11,9% 13,1% 10,1%

13,1%

8,9% 10,2%

9,9%

10,2%
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Yushu

Maqin Banma Gande Dari

All
TACs

Jiuzhi Maduo Yushu Zaduo Chengduo Zhiduo Nangqian Qumalai Totals

5,1%

4,7%

2,3% 1,3% 3,8% 5,2%

5,3%

2,1%

2,8%

1,1%

1,3%

1,3%

4,0%

7,5%

4,6%

3,3% 4,3% 4,1%

3,0%

4,2% 3,8%

3,2%

2,5%

3,8%

5,3%

7,5%

10,3% 12,6% 10,4% 15,5% 14,3% 11,8%

15,8% 12,8% 12,9%

14,2% 14,2%

13,0%

13,2%

13,1% 11,3%

13,9% 6,9% 11,6%

15,4% 10,5%

14,5%

11,2%

12,0% 10,4% 10,4% 11,3%
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