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(Re)imagining nationalism: identity
and representation in the Tibetan
diaspora of South Asia’

DIBYESH ANAND

ABSTRACT In this article the focus is on various embodied and embedded narratives shaping
Tibetan identity today, especially among the diasporic Tibetans living in South Asia. It is
argued that it is not only Westerners who have exoticised Tibet and the Tibetans; the Tibetan
diaspora too have invested heavily in such (neo)orientalist representation strategies for their
own tactical purposes. The first part of the article is devoted to the conceptual issues involved,
including the question of identity, nationalism and diaspora. The second part deals with
various dynamics and factors shaping the discourse of ‘Tibetanness’ in the diaspora com-
munity. The third part concludes with observations that challenge assumptions about a single
discourse of Tibetanness.

In this era of post-modernism and post-colonialism, if there is a name that
conjures up visions of mystery and fantasy, of spirituality and exotica, it is
Tibet.> Serious works on Tibet often portray it as a Shangri-La on the verge of
extinction; a semi-colony with its unique culture being destroyed by the Chinese
(and/or the process of modernisation). In such pessimistic scenarios, what is
ignored is the creative potential of Tibetan people themselves to adjust and
survive in a changing world. The story of the creation of the Tibetan community-
in-exile illustrates the successful strategies of Dalai Lama-led government to
foster and maintain a distinctive national identity among disparate groups of
people from various parts of greater Tibat’ with mix of religious, cultural and
political elements. This success has not been an unmixed blessing, for the
contributory factors behind it also limit the vocabularies available for expressing
Tibetan political identity.

In this article, the focus is on various embodied and embedded narratives
shaping Tibetan identity today, especially among the diasporic Tibetans living in
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South Asia. Rather than take identity as an ontological imperative, a discursive
approach considering identity as a process as well as a product is adopted. Here,
the concern is not with the factors affecting lives of individual Tibetans in South
Asia, but with those tensions which play constitute and performative roles in the
prevalent identity discourse within the Tibetan diaspora community-at-large (the
bulk of whom live in South Asia). It is argued that it is not only Westerners who
have exoticised Tibet; the Tibetans of the diaspora also have invested heavily in
such (neo)orientalist representations strategies for their own tactical purposes.
The first part of this paper is devoted to the conceptual issues involved, including
the question of identity, nationalism and diaspora. The second part deals with
various dynamics and factors shaping the discourse of ‘Tibetanness’ in the
diaspora. The third part concludes with observations that challenge assumptions
about a single discourse of Tibetanness.

Though no exact statistics are available on the Tibetan refugee population, it
can be stated with relative certainty that out of around 130,000 refugees, more
than 95% live in the South-Asian States of India, Nepal and Bhutan.* A
significant number of Tibetan refugees live in approximately 54 settlements
throughout the region. While half of these settlements are agrarian-based,
especially those in south and central India, others have handicrafts and small
business as their economic base. More than two-thirds of the refugee population
is from U-Tsang (central Tibet). Around a quarter of the population is from
Kham (east Tibet), and only a small minority is from Amdo (northeast Tibet).’
While a majority consists of those who either migrated soon after the Dalai
Lama sought refuge in India in 1959, or are the descendants of the first
generation refugees, a small but significant proportion of the population consists
of more recent refugees. A few thousand Tibetans continue to flee Chinese-con-
trolled Tibet every year, a fact that largely goes unnoticed in the international
media. (The recent arrival of the young Karmapa in India and the wide media
coverage of it is certainly an exception to this, given his high status within the
Tibetan religious hierarchy.)

This continuing flow of refugees adds to the strain on existing resources of the
Tibetan administration-in-exile, increases the incidence of tension between old
refugees and the newly arrived ones, and is not looked upon favourably by
various host governments. Spatial distribution, economic differentiation, regional
and sectarian backgrounds, generational gaps; all of these structural forces
compound the category of diasporic Tibetan. Thus, a unified, homogenous
Tibetan-in-exile identity is more of a rhetorical device and imaginary construct
than some verifiable reality. At the same time, it is naive to dismiss any
consideration of the identity question on this ground only, for all identities are,
in the last instance, products of the imagination. It is also important to explore
the dynamics shaping the choice and the use of rhetorical devices, since they
have a deep impact on the real lives of the people. Though Tibetanness is an
imagined and contested construct, it has its own effect on those who consider
themselves Tibetans.
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Identity, nationalism and diaspora: some conceptual clarifications

Rather than taking identity as something given, one should consider it as socially
and politically constructed: ‘Identity is always mobile and processual, partly
self-construction, partly categorisation by others ... (it) is a creolized aggregate
composed through bricolage).’® A discursive approach does not deny any act of
communal political activism. It only reveals it as contingent, as strategic rather
than something unambiguously natural. Identification should be seen, not as an
artefact or an outcome, but as a construction, a process never completed.
Identities are increasingly fragmented and fractured; never singular but multiply
constructed across different, often intersecting and antagonistic, discourses,
practices and positions.” While one can appreciate the common political practice
of espousing one’s claim in uninterrogated and essentialist terms, one should
distinguish these political claims from their problematic theoretical underpin-
nings.

Applying this idea to the Tibetan case, one may see Tibetan identity as
constituted by particular processes and practices, and not as some universal,
timeless fixed thing. The question of Tibetan identity should not be seen as one
of simple historical investigation of an already existing entity. Instead, one
should explore various ontological and epistemological themes involved in the
deployment of the resources of history, language and culture in the process of
becoming (rather than being) a Tibetan. Given the structure of the imagined
community of nations, it is not surprising that the Tibetan elite espouse their
cause in terms of essentialist notion of nationalism. Since nationalism itself is a
particularised discourse of collective identity, a discursive approach may be
extended to a discussion of Tibet as a nation and Tibetanness as a narrative of
national identity. Tibet, in this sense, is an ‘imagining community’.® A unified
Tibetan nation currently exists only through the anticipated (re)construction of
its parts: occupied country, dispersed communities and globally networked
politico-cultural support system (Tibet support groups).” At the same time, as
argued earlier, the recognition of the contingency of identity does not preclude
the vital importance of affirmations of essential subjectivity in forging of
national identity.

The study of Tibetan national identity should be placed within wider theoreti-
cal debates over nationalism. In the rhetoric of nationalism, what is ignored is
that the need to present one’s own community as a nation is a modern day
phenomenon. More often than not, the proponents of nationalism take a primor-
dialist view of nationalism. Nationalist movements in most places trace their
genealogy to antiquity. Such a view has been rightly contested in the academic
discourse on nationalism,'® and it has been argued that ‘invented traditions "' are
used to create ‘imagined communities’.'”” Nationalism is seen as a theory of
legitimacy, ‘a political principle that holds that the political and national unit
should be congruent.'* At the same time, the ‘instrumentalist’ scholars of
nationalism are often accused of over-emphasising the capacity of nationalism as
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an ideology to engender nations. Anthony Smith, for instance, has argued that
modern nationalism crucially depends on its primordial ethnic past.'

However, as the Tibetan case shows, a better approach would be to retain
scepticism about the primordiality of the past and situate oneself somewhere
in-between the instrumentalist—primordialist debate, adopting a more diversified
and inclusive understanding of nationalism which highlights rather than obscures
its cross-cultural variants. While the centrality of the process of imagination in
constituting a nation is noteworthy, the existence of an archive'> from which this
process draws resources is also undeniable. While this archive shapes the
imagined community, the process of imagination not only draws upon an
existing archive, but in the process recreates it. These aspects of overdetermina-
tion can be seen in the discourse of Tibet as a historical nation.

Historically, the political control of the Dalai Lama did not exceed beyond
U-Tsang (now the Tibet Autonomous Region), while Kham and Amdo (now part
of Chinese provinces of Qinghai, Sichuan, Gangsu and Yunan) were ruled by
various small principalities with often overlapping influence. Melvyn Goldstein’s
distinction between ‘political” and ‘ethnographic’ Tibet is helpful here.'® While
political Tibet was U-Tsang, the boundary of ethnographic Tibet extended to
include Amdo and Kham. What bound the people in the regions was not an
allegiance to one temporal authority, but certain commonalties of culture and
religion. These elements may be seen as forming the basis of Tibetan ‘ethnie’,
if one follows Anthony Smith’s characterisation of ethnic community. Some of
the features which he includes in this are a collective proper name, a myth of
common ancestry, a shared memory of rich ethnohistory (especially of a golden
age), differentiating elements of a common culture, an association with specific
homeland and, lastly, a sense of solidarity for significant sectors of population.'’
All these common identity elements were present in varying degrees in the
history of Tibetans.

However, it is the interaction with modernity and colonialism that gave
definite political meaning to the common identity elements. Contemporary
expressions of Tibetanness is, in this sense, more a product of the processes of
modernisation, colonialism and displacement, than of some historical nation. For
instance, the claim of the Dharamsala establishment to be the rightful speaker of
all Tibetans reflects the inner politics of the diasporics community and not some
historical ‘truth’. Here, the refugees—from all parts of Tibet and belonging to
different sects of Tibetan Buddhism—have tended to present a more or less
common front under the figure of the Dalai Lama.'® Had it not been for factors
including Chinese colonial rule, the forces of modernity, the salience of nation-
states in the international community, and the experience of exile, Tibetanness
could have taken a radically different form.

An authoritarian state apparatus in Tibet, combined with censorship of
information, ensures that Tibetan nationalism is far more developed in the
diasporic community. The discourses of international human rights, democracy,
decolonisation and self-determination have allowed sophisticated articulations of
national identity among Tibetans in exile. The idea in the world media of what
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constitutes Tibetanness often comes from the discursive practices of the exile
community. The Tibetan national imagination is a product/process of strategic
essentialism, oriented towards the goal of reclaiming homeland.

An important point of clarification regarding the use of the term ‘diaspora’
may be made here. As the scholarly discourse of dispersion has shifted to
diaspora, the pain and suffering of a diaspora’s forced migration/exile is often
ignored. In the Tibetan case, it needs to be kept in mind that the term diaspora,
apart from several other themes, denotes processes of flight, enforced migration,
identity fragmentation and reconstruction, transnationalism and the goal of
returning back to homeland. The last theme is the most problematic one since
there is a growing realisation among the migrant population that the goal of
returning to Tibet is too far-fetched in the foreseeable future. However, instead
of diminishing their longing for the homeland, this realisation seems to have
increased the importance of the construct of homeland. Indeed, the intensified
yearning for the homeland functions as a therapeutic for many who know they
may never return.'” The Tibetan diaspora should be seen as a particular social
form, a type of consciousness and a mode of cultural production.” As a social
group, Tibetans in South Asia continue to live as refugees and avoid assimilation
into the host societies. In terms of consciousness, the sense of being a refugee
is affirmed as patriotism in order to emphasise the desire of returning to Tibet.
The cultural life of Tibetans in the diaspora reflects this affirmation of the status
and the desire to return.

In sum, instead of treating concepts such as identity, nationalism and diaspora
as something given, one should treat them as contested and problematic. The
diasporic Tibetan identity formation should be studied in terms of political and
cultural processes and discursive practices.

Factors affecting the discourse of Tibetanness in the diaspora

Tibetanness, as many observers of Tibetan diasporic community realise,” is
highly contested, and pluralistic identity formation and attempts at reification are
bound to fail. Discussions must take into account that Tibetanness is articulated,
in theory and in praxis, at several hierarchical as well as overlapping levels. It
is a discursive product of many complementary and contestory dynamics such
as: the policy pronouncements of Dharamsala; the politics of more radical
elements; representational, gendered and generational practices; strategies of the
‘Tibet movement’;?* etc. Several factors influence and shape Tibetness, includ-
ing: their refugee status; space—time projections of homeland, the overriding
need for the preservation of their culture; the Western audience’s preconceived
notions of Tibet and Tibetans; the community’s self-perception; the personality
of Dalai Lama; the attitude of host governments and, most importantly; the
desire to project a sense of continuity in a changing external environment.
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Refugee status and the politics of patriotism

Since isolation is hardly a viable choice for most migrant communities (and
individuals) when faced with the problem of adjusting in the host society, the
Tibetan establishment opted for a policy of limited acculturation as opposed to
assimilation. In a multinational state, certain versions of mainstream culture are
bound to be dominant, and the minority cultures always have to negotiate with
it. In South Asia, Tibetans have had to deal with the forces of popular Indian
culture that are, in turn, always in negotiation with the globalised Western
culture. While influences of popular Indian culture, including Bollywood, are
marked among the Tibetan refugees, a sense of separate and distinct identity is
prevalent. Though the political reality of the prevalence of a mainstream culture
in a state cannot be ignored, it has been differently negotiated and resisted by
different people. Both in rhetoric as well as in practice, the Tibetan refuge
community, has largely avoided the process of ‘Sanskritisation ’ that affects most
minority groups in India.

This relative success in resisting assimilation into the host society has been
largely due to the internal dynamics of the diaspora community, especially their
refugee status which symbolises continued allegiance to Tibet. The retention of
refugee status rather than the taking-up of the citizenship of the host country is
seen as a highly patriotic act, especially since their refugee status severely
restricts the right of Tibetans to own immovable property. For instance, even in
McLeodganj, the ‘Little Lhasa of India’, most of the big hotels and commercial
establishments are owned by Indians. The maintenance of refugee status has also
been rationalised in terms of its compatibility with traditional principles. In
Christiaan Klieger’s analysis of Tibetan nationalism as a modern manifestation
of ‘patron—client dyad’, it is argued that the refugees have been able to retain
their status by converting the whole exile community as belonging to client
category.”

There is a growing network of aid agencies, monastic missions abroad and
individual Western tourists that operates with Dharamsala as its centre. This,
along with the capacity of Tibetans to carve out their own economic niches with
spill-over effects for the local community has helped the Tibetans to avoid
assimilating into the host society. In Nepal and north India, Tibetans have
cornered a large share of the tourism industry. Elsewhere, they concentrate more
on specialised craft industries. A seasonal Lhasa market is a common site in the
Indian cityscapes. Rather than competing with the local Indians or Nepalese over
scarce resources, Tibetans have often established new enterprises. This does not
mean that the relationship between the refugees and the locals is totally
harmonious. The perception of Tibetans as relatively well-off as compared to
poor Indians/Nepalese in the locality has generated envy and jealousy. For
instance, in the Majnu-ka-tilla settlement in north Delhi, the seemingly small
issue of beer-brewing often generates tension within the locality. Local politi-
cians have often found it easy to channel this resentment into support for their
xenophobia. The case of the Dharamsala riots in the early 1990s revealed the
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precarious position of the Tibetans, despite their immense contribution to the
tourism and the economy of the region. As a recent riot in Manali showed, there
are potential troublespots that still need to be addressed by Tibetan community
leaders as well as the Indian/Nepali establishments.

Tibet as the imagined homeland

A particular space—time projection of homeland is another constitutive factor in
the fostering of Tibetan identity in the diaspora. Place, real or imagined, has
become a central metaphor for the identity construction in exile.?* The projection
of Dharamsala as the ‘Little Lhasa of India’ and the nomenclature of establish-
ments here illustrates the need to create familiarity in a strange environment, and
maintain the memory of homeland. This diasporic longing for homeland is
reflected in expressive artistic production in the refugee community. Images of
places from Tibet, such as Potala, are a favourite motif in cultural artefacts.
While tourism and commodification are important factors behind the inclusion of
the theme of place within the artistic production of the diaspora, one cannot deny
the symbolic significance of Tibet as a homeland.

For the older generation of refugees, the homeland is the place where they
once lived. For later generations of refugees, the homeland is, in certain sense,
not a real place; it is a utopia. For them, the longing is for a home where they
never inhabited. But the ‘memory’ and nostalgia is still there as they grew up
hearing about Tibet. This nostalgia for a particular space is complemented by
nostalgia for a particular time. It is not contemporary Tibet, but pre-1959 Tibet,
frozen in time, which defines the longing. Commentators have noted how young
diasporic Tibetans have mixed feelings when they visit Tibet for the first time;
happiness and excitement is often tempered by alienation as Tibet today does not
seem to be the idyllic homeland they were conditioned to dream about.
However, it may be noted that this feeling of belongingness tempered with
alienation seems to be a common phenomenon among most migrants. ‘Migration
is a one way trip. There is no “home” to go back to.’”

The rhetoric of return

A corollary to the particularised space—time projection of homeland is the theme
of the desire to return. This theme of return to homeland is common to many
diaspora communities. To place the issue of Tibet in a comparative perspective,
one may compare the imagination of Tibet as a homeland with the experiences
of another community of refugees; the Palestinians. In both the cases, one sees
how the longing for home has changed over time, from return to specific villages
and particular dwellings, to an emphasis on a collective national return to a
homeland conceived more abstractly. In exile, there occurs a displacement of a
community, once understood as being rooted in particular localities, to the level
of the nation.?® Like the Palestinians, the Tibetans conceive a common homeland
as a moral as well as geographical location. Overall, the role of memory is
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central to imagining Tibet as a nation among the refugees. Recreating and
preserving memories of Tibet is crucial for maintaining the vision of ‘Free Tibet’
as a common cause. These memories also provide the tools of expression, the
language and the idioms of Tibetan unity and identity. The desire to return is
also encapsulated in the symbolic geography of Dharamsala where the tempo-
rariness of exile is emphasised.

The preservation of traditional culture in exile

The attempt to nurture and preserve traditional culture is another dynamic which
shapes the discourse of Tibetan identity. The theme of preservation is evident in
the culturoscape of various Tibetan settlements. One can find reproductions of
many major sites/monuments of Lhasa (Tsuglagkhan, Norbulingka, etc.) in the
Dharamsala region. Many important monasteries and nunneries have been
‘re-established’ outside Tibet to save the Tibetan religion and culture from
complete destruction. Unlike in Tibet, where the monastic institutions were the
sole custodian of religion, in the diaspora, the task of preserving the culture is
shared by modern institutions established by the administration-in-exile, includ-
ing museums, institutes and libraries. The institutionalised expression of the
preservation of culture is best found in the Norbulingka Institute, dedicated to
the preservation of Tibetan culture in both its literary and artistic form. Particular
ideas of Tibet and a range of cultural practices and institutions also are created
and embedded in exhibitionary forms. Often, the religious motifs are dominant
in such productive displays of ‘authentic’ Tibetan identity. As Ashild Kolas
argues, ‘contained within secular institutions, religious expressions have become
the objects of Tibetan culture, which represent Tibetan identity to the outside
world’.?” This attempt to preserve traditional culture in the modern world has
inevitably led to a secularisation and objectification of it.

One needs to keep in mind the complex web of meanings associated with
culture and tradition, even when they are museumified and institutionalised . The
traditionality is as much a result of conscious elite strategy as it is of habitus.?®
The category of tradition itself is dependent upon the category of modern. It is
only under the forces of modernity that some practices that are part of a
community’s life become packaged as its essential traditional culture. What
counts as tradition and what does not is highly contestable. The meaning of
material objects within museums is always highly problematic. Though they
come out of a particular history, they are at the same time stripped of their
specificity and presented as timeless.”” The entire project of preserving a culture
and civilization is theoretically problematic since it considers culture as some-
thing that can be identified, mapped, practised and preserved. Such a conceptu-
alisation of culture essentialises and naturalises what is socially and politically
constructed and contested. Cultural identities, far from being eternally fixed in
some essentialised past, are actually subject to the continuous play of history,
culture and power. Tibetan culture is as much a process as it is a product of
particular historical processes.
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At the same time, it should be recognised that, even though emphasis within
Tibetan diaspora is on traditional culture, space for explicitly more contemporary
endeavours is also made available. For instance, though the catalogues and
brochures of the Norbulingka Institute ‘forget’ to mention this, they have a
section where young artists work on contemporary themes. Moreover, even
traditional cultural practices are often laden with contemporary political mean-
ings. For example, the dolls made in the traditional style at the Norbulingka
carry ‘Free Tibet’ badges. One must consider not only the ways in which politics
may affect works of art, but also in what sense an artwork may itself constitute
a political statement. Examples from the Tibetan diaspora indicate that, rather
than seeing culture as informing politics and vice versa, the entire category of
culture may be understood as political. For instance, the very desire of preserv-
ing a culture under threat is an act of resistance by Tibetan refugees to dominant
forces of modernity, as well as to Chinese statecraft.

We need to look at Tibetan cultural and political identity as intricately
connected, and to guard against any simplistic generalisation about the Tibetan
identity discourse.

Commodification

An ongoing process of the commodification of cultural processes and artefacts
has facilitated the objectification of Tibetan culture. It also informs the construc-
tion, maintenance, and expression of a distinct Tibetan identity in exile. This
commodification of Tibetan material as well as artistic production has been in
response to a growth in tourism, both local and Western, and an expansion in the
market for ‘ethnic’ goods. Robert Wood argues that tourism affects not only ‘the
ways in which ethnic identities are asserted, but also which ethnic markers are
chosen to symbolise group membership and culture’.*” In the Tibetan case, while
Frank Korom has shown the impact of this commodification on material
production,®" Maria Calkowski**> and Mona Schrempf*® have discussed the effect
this commodification has had on performing arts such as cham. For instance, the
performances of traditional Tibetan opera have been shortened to suit a Western
audience’s taste and schedules are often decided according to the tourist season.

The Tibetan case is not unique since, in most parts of the world, the logic of
market forces in the form of demand has led to a cannibalising of traditional
culture.* At the same time one should be aware that the very same people who
are essentialised often reappropriate the commodified goods for their own
tactical purposes. Given the limited option Tibetans have for soliciting support
for their cause, their appropriation of the commodification process is more of a
tactic than a strategy. Tactics involve seizing propitious moments and space of
the other and turning them to one’s own ends, thus making them opportunities.
On the other hand, strategies imply that people have at their disposal space of
their own from which they can launch their ‘attack’/resistance.* In the case of
Tibetan refugees in South Asia, the commodification of Tibetan culture sustains
the economic life of the community and helps Tibetans to maintain a distinct
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identity. At the same time, it also expands the base for potential supporters and
sympathisers of the Free Tibet movement.

The Interaction of Tibetanness with Western representation s

Another very important the dynamic shaping Tibetan identity/Tibetanness has
been their interaction with the Western audience. This is an area that has
received substantial attention from scholars only since the last decade of 20th
century. There have been two broad ways in which the whole issue of the poetics
and politics of Western representations of Tibet and Tibetans have been dealt
with. A representative of the first ‘school’ of thought is Donald Lopez.*® He
argues that Tibetans are ‘prisoners of Shangri-La’ with an image of themselves
as a religious, peaceful, exotic and idyllic community. When the Tibetans went
into exile, they found out that ‘Tibet’ was already there in the Western
imagination and, given their limited options, they had to conform to the image
in order to gain support. Tibetans, Tibetophiles and Tibetologists all have
contributed to the romance of Tibet, which ultimately renders problematic the
struggle for independence from Chinese occupation.

However, this whole Shangri-La business also can be seen in a different light
where the agency of Tibetan people is recognised. Instead of focusing on
representations of Tibet, attention may be given to the manner in which Tibetans
have creatively appropriated their exoticised images and deployed them for
explicit political purposes. Rather than painting Tibetans as mere victims, it
should be recognised that they have been active in the creation and presentation
of their own identity. As Christian Klieger argues, not only have they partici-
pated in portraying an image of themselves to outsiders, their self-perception has
been a result of self-reflexivity. The mediation of Tibetanness between the
refugees and their largely Western supporters is exemplified in the collision
between the Occidental paradigm of Shangri-La and an indigenous utopia that
constructs a distanced, sacred Tibetan homeland upon established Shambhala,
Mt Peru, Mt Potala and divine rule mythology. Klieger calls this conscious and
selective presentation of self ‘Tibetan hyperreality *.”’

The Tibetan government-in-exile self-consciously makes representations of
reflexive, politicised notions of culture and identity which are dependent upon
the globalised production of institutions and the flow of cultural resources made
possible through the onslaught of modernity. McLagan has shown has Tibetans
have strategically deployed their culture in the West in order to mobilise political
support.®® The focus is on how the Tibetans engage Western discourses about
Tibetanness in the process of constituting themselves in exile. Not only have the
Tibetans embraced modern technology such as the Internet* to promote their
cause, they also have projected their culture as compatible with universalising
discourses such as environmentalism,* (world) peace, global indigenous sover-
eignty, and non-violence. Such representations are very much a part of ‘New
Age Orientalism’ as well as contemporary transnational social and protest
movements.
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At the same time, one can trace the conception of Tibetan Buddhism as
progressive, rational and politically correct to the Orientalist construction of
Buddhism during the last 150 years. This ‘classical Buddhism’ was created in the
19th century as a reified entity by Europeans, and it was against this that all of
the Buddhisms of the modern Orient were judged—and found lacking.*! The
task of modernising Buddhisms took place in the 20th century. Western
orientalists and South Asian Buddhists contributed to ‘Buddhist Modernism’ by
claiming pure Buddhism to be rational, scientific and socially engaged.** A close
connection between Buddhism and emergent South Asian anti-colonialism and
nationalism was also made in several parts of Asia. The Dharamsala elite, led by
the Dalai Lama, was introduced to the Buddhist Modernist style in the forums
of International Buddhism. The forums (including the World Fellowship of
Buddhists and the World Buddhist Sangha) have been quite influential in
shaping Tibetan identity claims in terms of universalist discourses of world
peace, environmentalism and spiritualism.

Tibetan political identity also has been influenced by an interaction with the
Western audience. The exiled elite recognise that religious and cultural identitie s
are inferior compared to national identities as a source of political legitimacy in
contemporary world.* Dharamsala has moulded its expositions on Tibetan
identity accordingly. In their search for outside support, the Tibetan elite has
been learning the language of international politics as dominated by the West.
Democracy, human rights, peace, development and environmental protection are
some such issues that the Tibetan activists have taken up. For instance, the
non-governmental Tibetan Women Association (TWA) has been very active in
the deliberations of United Nations World Women Conference.

The world-wide network of Tibet support groups, concentrated substantially in
the West, has played a uniquely crucial part not only in promoting the Tibetan
cause, but also in influencing discourse of Tibetanness in the diasporic com-
munity. The Tibetan cause, often designated as ‘Free Tibet Movement’ or the
‘Tibet Movement’, has attracted an exceptionally diverse group of people. As the
membership profile of umbrella organisations (such as the International Cam-
paign for Tibet) shows, different motivating factors lie behind the active support.
Some see their activities as connected with Buddhist belief, and practice, while
others are concerned with human rights, opposing communism and a range of
other motivations.* High-profile support for the Tibetan cause from Hollywood
stars and pop singers, along with few recent films such as Seven Years in Tibet,
Kundun, and The Cup, has increased awareness about Tibet in the West. How
far this awareness translates into political support and activism is a different
matter. Indeed, much if not most of the existing Western support for the Tibetan
cause is based on particular representations of Tibetans as inherently spiritual
and peaceful people. This restricts the alternatives available to those Tibetans
who might be disillusioned with the Dalai Lama’s insistence on non-violence
and his giving up of the demand for independence.

The Westren influence can also be seen in the evolving political structure of
the Tibetan government-in-exile. The Dharamsala establishment has been mov-
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ing towards democratisation as a means of gaining legitimacy in the West. These
developments may be explained as image-building exercise, steps taken towards
keeping up with times, responses to pressures from within the refugee com-
munity and, finally, as a result of the Dalai Lama’s personal initiative. A
democratic system with a National Assembly at the top has a very important
symbolic role. A quota system operates according to which there are an equal
number of representatives from the three principle regions of Tibet, as well as
representatives from each of five major religious sects, a few representatives
from outside South Asia and a few nominated members. ‘The exiles use the
regional and religious matrix primarily as a symbol for the homeland.’* The
Tibetans in diaspora therefore vote to make a symbolic claim to Tibet rather than
represent their own interests. There is also the argument that a democratic
system is being imposed on the community by the Dalai Lama since political
participation is seen by many ordinary Tibetans in terms of duty rather than a
right. While this is true to certain extent, a high level of social activity in the
non-institutional sector does provide huge ‘social capital’ for a Tibetan democ-
racy.*® The experience of a democratic political system, however rudimentary,
also may reduce the overriding dependence of the Tibetan polity on the person
of the Dalai Lama."

The Dalai Lama

This brings us to another crucial factor moulding the Tibetan identity: the person
and symbol of the Dalai Lama. In recent years, Tenzin Gyatso, the XIVth Dalai
Lama, has become one of the most widely recognised religious figures on the
planet. Though the primary emphasis in his speeches and writings is on
universalistic religious and spiritual matters, he has managed to link the Tibetan
cause with universalist discourses. Not only is he the most prominent advocate
of the Tibet cause, but also its main theoretician.”® The centrality of his role in
defining Tibetanness cannot be overemphasised. The institution of the Dalai
Lama acts as a unifying symbol for matters of religion and politics. He is the
king and the god, the active agent between this world and the next. He presents
contradictory images: a ‘simple Buddhist monk’/the supreme head of Tibetan
Buddhism; human god; world-renouncing/world -encompassing.*’ Personal loy-
alty to the Dalai Lama plays a key role in the government-in-exile’s efforts to
strengthen the sense of a unified Tibetan identity: ‘... faith in Buddhism and in
[the] Dalai Lama’s office has provided cohesion necessary for maintaining a
form of ‘proto-nationalism’ within a broadly dispersed world society’.*® The
centrality of the Dalai Lama’s role also represents a striking instance of the
power of symbols. Symbols are a reflection and representation of cherished
social values; they sum up the most popular notions about self-hood and
self-esteem embedded in the collective conscience of a social group, and
function as ‘historical’ analogies with which illiterate masses can comprehend
larger meanings of nationalism.’' The person of the Dalai Lama acts as this
symbol for Tibetans in exile as well as for Tibetans in Tibet. Even though
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Tenzin Gyatso has played an unprecedented role as a Dalai Lama, the question
about a possible successor in case of his death cannot be dismissed. Since, more
than the person himself it is the institution of Dalai Lama which acts as a
cohesive force, it is reasonable to expect the institution to survive. What exact
shape it will take, however, is a matter of speculation.

Host governments

Discourses of Tibetanness within the exiled community are not only limited by
available vocabularies of expression, but also by the reality of refugee status.
The host governments’ attitude towards the activities of the refugees has been an
important limiting factor. For instance, the official Indian line that the Dalai
Lama and his followers are free to practice their religion and preserve their
culture but are prohibited from engaging in subversive activities has remained
unchanged since 1959. Even at the height of anti-Chinese rhetoric within the
Indian foreign policy establishment, the Tibet issue was left largely untouched.
The threat of a reprisal from Beijing has proved to be too strong for any change
of policy. Indian governments since the days of Jawaharlal Nehru have helped
in the rehabilitation of Tibetan refugees, but never extended support to the
Tibetan cause. The Dalai Lama’s choice of non-violence as the only way
forward does not challenge the official Indian position that has always been
somewhat ambiguous. But it is difficult it imagine that an Indian government
would allow radicalised Tibetan refugees to use Indian territory as a base for
violent activities.

Tensions within the Tibetan national identity

It is tempting to study the evolution of national identity in the Tibetan diaspora
in terms of continuity and change. Policy pronouncements, institutional power
structures, monastic institutions, material production (such as carpet weaving),
performing arts; every single facet of socio-cultural life reflects the complemen-
tary as well as contradictory role played by forces of change and a cherished
desire for continuity. An interesting facet that is being increasingly noticed is the
difference between Tibetans from Tibet and those living in exile. This is
witnessed not only in performing arts but also in monastic institutions. For
instance, in the last two decades, there has been friction between the perfor-
mances of the Tibetan Institute of Performing Arts (TIPA) located in Dharam-
sala and troupes of Tibetan artists from China’s Tibet. ‘For Tibetan nationalists,
the critical task is to construct emblematic representations of unique culture and
history that attaches to and emanates from Tibet, a task complicated by many
refugees recognition that those projected by Tibetans from Tibet are often
inconsistent with those of refugees’.’* Questions of authenticity have occupied a
central position as often different versions and visions of Tibetan culture come
out from within Tibet. Tensions resulting from the question of authenticity are
also found in various monastic institutions in exile.”® Here, significant differ-
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ences are observed between those who are second generation refugees and those
who have newly arrived from Tibet. All these simply go on to reveal the
processual nature of culture.

The question of a single strand of Tibetanness is also complicated by these
being substantial differences of opinion even within the exiled community.
Often, there are voices within the community that disagree with the government-
in-exile’s stance on several issues. Most crucial of these issues is the basic
question of the fate of Tibet. The Dalai Lama’s famous Strasbourg Five
Principles and repeated assurances to China that what his government wants is
not independence but significant and real autonomy have had little impact on
Chinese policies. This has increased the frustration and impatience of many
people, especially the politicised younger generation. Articles in journals like the
Tibetan Review and pronouncements of organisations like the Tibetan Youth
Congress (TYC) and the academic activities of organisations such as the Amnye
Machen Institute represent more radical strands within the exiled Tibetan
community. In recent years, the TYC has adopted an aggressive stance and has
engaged in more confrontational activism, even though this puts it at odds with
the government-in-exile. It seems that the future of the Tibetan liberation
movement is going to be one of conflict between traditional Buddhist
morality as defined by Dalai Lama and the activities of increasingly militant
people.™

There is a big dilemma ahead. The Dalai Lama enjoys widespread reverence
for his non-violent campaign and has an international forum for the cause of a
Free Tibet. At the same time, this support is conditional upon non-violence
which has failed to achieve anything till now. While morally the Gandhian
strategy of non-violence is unquestionable, politically it is difficult to imagine it
succeeding in the Tibetan case, at least in the near future. The popularity of
Dalai Lama and his public support in the West has not materialised into concrete
political action for Tibetan cause.” There is an increasing realisation that, given
the economic and political clout of China, no state will take up the cause of
Tibet in an effective way. So, rather than depending on Western support
Tibetans themselves have to take the initiative. A good place to start with could
be to examine why support for Tibet is minimal among the Third World peoples
and the minorities in developed countries. While the support of the Hollywood
liberal elite adds glamour to the Free Tibet Movement, some serious political
networking needs to be done with various grassroots social and political
movements to be effective in the long-run. The effectiveness of deploying
transnational ideas for an essentially nationalist cause needs to be seriously
considered.

Tibetan national identity is a product of constant negotiation and renegotiation
among several interrelated discursive and material factors. The transnational
element is as significant a part of the evolving discourse of Tibetan nationalism
as is the indigenous element. Tibetanness among those living in exile is as much
a discursive product of displacement (the conditions of diaspora) as of the sense
of belonging (to a distinctive nation).
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