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Introduction

THE BASIS FOR THIS BOOK IS SIX YEARS OF LIVING IN CHINA AND writing about the epochal changes that transformed the lives of hundreds of millions of people. When I first arrived in Beijing in 2003, the working environment for foreign journalists was not easy. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs required us to inform our minders every time we planned to take a trip out of the capital. Regulations also stated that we needed official approval for every single interview we conducted, including people on the street. In reality, most of us flouted the rules. We had to: We couldn’t do our jobs waiting endlessly for approval and then travel with local Foreign Office minders constantly by our side. When we got caught outside of Beijing, local security officials would often demand that we write a ziwo piping—a selfcriticism—acknowledging that we broke the regulations.

The atmosphere changed in early 2008. As part of its obligations to the international community for hosting the Summer Olympic Games, China relaxed the rules for foreign journalists. We no longer had to inform the ministry of trips or obtain permission for interviews, as long as the interviewees were amenable to taking questions. To its credit, China has maintained the more open environment after the Games. But some restrictions are still in effect. Tibet is off limits to journalists unless they obtain a permit, akin to a visa, which is rarely available. Indeed, Tibet is one of several topics that remain virtually radioactive for the ruling party. In journalistic shorthand, those topics are the three Ts and one F—meaning Taiwan, Tibet, and the Tiananmen Square pro-democracy movement crushed by Chinese troops in June 1989; the F refers to the Falun Gong meditation sect  that rapidly expanded in China in the late 1990s before it was harshly suppressed and declared an “evil cult.”

In 2007, a professor at the Hong Kong University of Science and Technology set off an academic brouhaha with an article in the respected Far Eastern Economic Review. Carsten A. Holz suggested that Western scholars held an often unacknowledged interest in not provoking China. First, those whose mother tongue is not Mandarin spend years mastering the language, an investment they don’t want to go down the drain. Then when it comes to field research, scholars usually must cooperate with academics in China to collect data. Since China’s research institutions and universities answer to the party, “surveys are conducted in a manner that is acceptable to the party, and their content is limited to politically acceptable questions,” he wrote.1 Others rely on prized key connections within the party or at major institutions to do research, constraining their actions. Not all China researchers feel pressure equally, Holz wrote, noting that political scientists and economists might feel it the most.

The article raised a ruckus among China scholars, some of whom protested Holz’s charges. It was a prickly issue. No Western scholar would want to admit to tailoring research to maintain crucial access in China. And in fact, some bold enquiry on sensitive topics does exist. But I found the matter had substance—not only for academics but also for business executives willing to bend core principles of their companies in order to enter the huge China market, and even for some journalists who have made reporting from China their long-term career calling. An experienced China hand who suddenly finds himself or herself on China’s “black list,” unable to get a visa to attend conferences or confronting cancellation of residency, may face a major career setback. While the number of such cases may be small, perhaps a dozen or two dozen people, they have a large impact, causing many others to hesitate to conduct sensitive research in China or speak out about events there.

I’ve personally experienced the kind of pressure China can bring to bear. One day in November 2008, I received an email that gave me a jolt. The bureau chief in Washington for the media company that employs me, McClatchy Newspapers, wrote that Chinese diplomats in San Francisco were asking to see the chief executive officer to talk  about my news coverage of China. The email arrived while I was traveling in Dharamsala, India, reporting on Tibetan issues. I wrote back that I had no idea what might be troubling China’s Foreign Ministry. But my mind raced. It was hard to concentrate over the next few days. I knew that this level of interest in my work would certainly cause editors to exhibit extra care. It might even affect my own actions, perhaps subconsciously.

A month or so later, I was in Washington and asked the bureau chief what became of the meeting with the Chinese diplomats and the CEO. “They wanted to know about your book on Tibet,” he said. I nearly fell on the floor, both in relief and in shock. How would the Chinese diplomats even know that I was writing a book, not to mention its subject? The answer was obvious. I hadn’t had contact with Foreign Ministry officials for over a year. So the only way they could know of my plans to write a book (which I had shared with very few people) was if someone in China’s state security apparatus had been monitoring my email and listening to my phone calls. This alone wasn’t a surprise. Like all diplomats and foreign correspondents based in China, one presumes that state security agents monitor microphones installed in apartments, offices, and cars. China is increasingly free, especially for those Chinese or foreigners who have no interest in politics. But for anyone else deemed a threat or touching on sensitive topics, the state has a thousand eyes and a thousand ears. They had been listening to and watching me. They wanted me to know it, so they sent a shot across the bow of my employer. I found it chilling.

But what happened to me is amplified for Tibetans. This book unfolds over the course of a long journey, in reality a series of journeys over several years. It reveals the Tibetan experience through many perspectives, among them those of the nomad, the monk, the angry young exile, and the unique story of a young Tibetan woman with ties to the highest level of the ruling party. With each chapter, the chasm between Tibetan and majority Han Chinese comes into sharper relief. Behind largely fictitious verbiage pledging “autonomy,” and while promising “leapfrog development,” Beijing emasculates Tibetans. It has opened the floodgates to domestic migrants who weaken the Tibetans’ grasp of their identity and culture. In my research for this book, I traveled to the frigid reaches of the high Himalayas, across  Nepal and India, and with the Fourteenth Dalai Lama on a lengthy speaking tour in the United States. The reader will observe how China has used its growing might to thwart Tibetans at nearly every turn, at home and abroad, in the digital realm and in the lawmaking halls of foreign capitals from Canberra to Washington.

If the writing contains a sense of urgency, it is because the endgame for Tibet has begun. The Dalai Lama is advancing in years, and the atheists of the ruling party claim the right to approve his eventual successor. As they have done with lesser lamas, they will ensure that his reincarnation is pliant to their interests. This is devastating to Tibetans. The renown of the Fourteenth Dalai Lama has elevated the Tibetan issue to all corners of the globe, and when his candle dies out, hopelessness may well set in. This story is not just about the fate of some six million Tibetans. It is about how the authoritarian party at the helm of a rising China treats those it perceives as a threat to its monopoly grip on power, especially when they wield alluring ideas about self-governance, human dignity, and religious freedom. In response, China uses bullying and heavy repression, and in the global arena it coerces its trading partners to accept its view of history. This doesn’t only affect Tibetans. As China grows stronger in the future, it may affect every one of us.

My stint in China came to an end, and I have now been reposted to another part of the world. Perhaps that allows me some additional candor in describing my experience. I still have family history in China, though. My grandparents spent nearly the same length of time in China that I did, only eight decades earlier. My two daughters consider Beijing home. We lived there longer than anywhere else during their childhood. The younger girl attended a well-known Chinese elementary school, Fangcaodi (Fragrant Grass), for five years, and her spoken Mandarin could be mistaken for one of the native students. Yell out her Chinese name, Jiang Feifei, when she is on a playground or in a crowded area, and her head whips around. That is how closely she is connected to her Chinese identity.

While I am free to express my views candidly, many of those with whom I spoke cannot. I interviewed dozens of Tibetans over the course of more than two years. Only a few of them appear in these pages, and in some cases I have needed to change their names for  their own safety, in which case I use a single Tibetan name. I have used real full names for all Tibetans quoted in chapters set outside of China. But even abroad, some Tibetans were reluctant to speak. One night at a dinner in the Boston area not long ago, a well-educated Tibetan whom I had met on a previous trip and who had agreed to collaborate with me on her family history suddenly broke down in sobs and begged me not to write about her, fearing the repercussions for family members still in China. This book is written in the hope that people like her may one day live without such fear.

TIM JOHNSON 
Mexico City







chapter one

The Big Gamble
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History? That’s up to historians, up to legal experts. Let them say. 
It doesn’t matter. Past is past. What’s important is future.

—The Fourteenth Dalai Lama, Tokyo press conference, November 3, 2008



 



 



THE DAY OF MY INTERVIEW WITH THE DALAI LAMA, I AWOKE excited and nervous. I had asked him questions in crowded press conferences and seen him speak more than a dozen times in theaters, hotel ballrooms, conference halls, and even an American football stadium. But I had never had the chance to ask questions while having his undivided attention. I had observed enough to know that he was engaging and jovial yet eager to cut to the heart of a matter. I also had heard that he could bring an interview to an end if he felt his interviewer was asking ill-informed questions. Some fears lurked in the back of my mind: If he were truly an enlightened being, the emanation of the Buddha of Compassion, could he read my mind? Would I feel exposed and vulnerable?

I staggered sleepily over to the window of my guesthouse in Dharamsala, the Indian hill station, and peered down at the monsoon-season storm clouds already gathered over the Kangra Valley below. The deep-throated sound of monks chanting their early morning prayers drifted up from the Tsuglagkhang Temple complex, which sits on a saddle leading to the forested knoll where the Dalai Lama has his office and residence.

I trundled down to the Coffee Talk Cafe on Temple Road and ordered a cappuccino and waffles with honey and jam. Itinerant Tibetan vendors were busy pushing their carts into place along the other side of the road to sell turquoise and coral jewelry and other wares to the Indian tourists flocking up from the broiling heat of the Punjab, the adjacent province in India’s north, abutting Pakistan, known for its punishing extremes of temperature. The street scene was endlessly fascinating. Tibetan monks walked by, some noisily in groups, others in bowed-head solitude. Tibetan women in brightly colored striped aprons chattered loudly as they strolled by the backpackers and travelers arriving from all over the globe. When I turned around, the towering Dhauladhar Mountains provided a majestic backdrop. Not far behind them lay the border with China and Tibet.

Close to the appointment time, I walked down the hill through the temple grounds and out into a large courtyard. Further on was the yellow compound of the Dalai Lama, in front of which stood well-armed Indian security guards. The Indian government provides the same level of security to the Dalai Lama that it gives to cabinet secretaries and senior members of its own government. Off to one side is an entry hall, where both Tibetan and Indian security agents question visitors. A couple of days earlier, I had arrived for a meeting with the Dalai Lama’s personal assistant and had forgotten my passport. They let me through only after questioning me at length, examining various press cards, and calling the assistant himself. Even though they recognized me this time, they flipped through every page of my passport and asked me further questions. After I removed keys and coins and other items from my pockets, a guard frisked me with a thoroughness I had only experienced at Israel’s Ben-Gurion Airport. He patted around each leg and then felt my buttocks, groin, chest, and back. Satisfied with my harmlessness, they allowed me to gather my tape recorder and digital camera from the tray that had emerged from an X-ray machine, and signaled for me to walk to a yellow waiting hall.

I took a seat in an octagonal-shaped room, one of several waiting halls. A slight breeze came in through the open windows. Around me, a handful of women spoke in Chinese. Many of them clutched plastic bags of items like notebooks and incense. Soon, at least a dozen other people filled the cushioned benches against the walls of the small  room. I wondered if all were going to see the Dalai Lama and if my meeting would be shorter than the planned forty-five minutes. I reviewed my questions and waited about twenty minutes before one of the Dalai Lama’s polished young aides, Tenzin Taklha, appeared at the door and motioned for me to follow him. Tenzin spoke to me in American-accented English acquired during his childhood in New Jersey. His father was the Dalai Lama’s elder brother, so today his boss is not only the most renowned Tibetan lama, or Buddhist teacher, on the face of the Earth but also his uncle.

Obtaining a meeting with the Dalai Lama—a pre-eminent religious figure who has risen to become a global icon of humanistic values—was not as difficult as it might seem. Eight months earlier, I had sent a letter to the Dalai Lama’s office in India identifying myself as a journalist based in Beijing. I would soon be concluding a six-year stint as bureau chief in China for the third-largest chain of dailies in the United States, McClatchy Newspapers. I explained that I wanted to end my Beijing assignment with a book about the Tibet issue, written from the perspective of a journalist who had traveled to nearly every corner of China and was well aware that any book about the future of Tibet would also be about China’s more muscular role in the world. A few weeks later, I turned up in India for a news event and made my pitch in person. I was in no hurry for the interview because I had much reporting still to do. A little more than six months later, I was beginning the book in earnest and sent an email to one of the Dalai Lama’s top aides. Almost immediately, I received a response from Tenzin Taklha saying that an interview was scheduled for a date six weeks off. He suggested that I limit my questions and give him a heads-up about the topics. “Let me warn you that His Holiness tends to give lengthy answers to questions. This may result in you not being able to ask all your intended questions within the allotted interview time.”1


I did as I was asked and prepared questions on Tibet’s restive social situation and on the growing apprehension among Tibetans over the eventual death of the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, a septuagenarian who has entered his twilight years. Tibetans revere and venerate the Dalai Lama as a god-king, viewing him as a physical and spiritual manifestation of an aspect of the Buddha himself. I’d seen them break into tears or fall on the ground in prostration on seeing him. They believe  that as a reincarnation of thirteen previous Dalai Lamas, he embodies the vast wisdom and insight of all of his predecessors.

Since Buddhism’s appearance in Tibet around the seventh century, its followers have uniquely come to believe that a few hundred senior lamas, or tulkus, have mastered the death and rebirth process, choosing the manner of their rebirth and returning continuously to help humanity achieve enlightenment. Over the centuries, Tibetan Buddhism branched into four major schools, and the most revered in the largest Gelugpa tradition are the Dalai Lama and the Panchen Lama. By the seventeenth century, the Dalai Lama was established as the predominant political and spiritual power in central Tibet. In recent times, nearly all followers of Tibetan Buddhism, regardless of tradition, have come to venerate him as a savior being, and his prominence has grown far beyond the arc of the Himalayas.2 In the world at large, although not in China, the Dalai Lama is an admired moral figure who espouses nonviolence and encourages humanity to cultivate loving kindness. He circles the globe several times a year meeting world leaders, elevating awareness about China’s chokehold on Tibet, and speaking on pressing universal concerns such as global warming and nuclear proliferation. He’s impishly good-humored and a media darling, winning headlines and television airtime wherever he goes.

But for all of the Dalai Lama’s global fame, Tibetans are no closer to winning greater freedom under China. And China energetically vilifies him, calling him a diabolical mastermind who seeks to sever Tibet from the bosom of the motherland. In recent times, China has used its growing economic clout to threaten any nation that receives the Dalai Lama, warning of economic consequences. Even model democratic leaders of countries like South Africa and Costa Rica have heeded the warnings, urging him not to come or canceling his visa. The Fourteenth Dalai Lama’s eventual death will mark a watershed, ridding China’s ruling party of a prominent global critic beloved in many parts of the world, but also potentially radicalizing Tibetans despairing over their lack of a freer homeland.

Tenzin Taklha walked me to a spacious waiting room adjacent to the Dalai Lama’s reception hall, up a hillock. Around the knoll were dramatic views of the valley dropping sharply below and the seventeen-thousand-foot peaks behind. Crows cawed from the wooded  thickets around the complex, and hawks soared in the sky overhead, gliding on summer thermals. Tall, thin evergreens, known as deodars, cloaked the hill. I saw no monkeys as we walked, but I knew they were not far away. Buddhist chanting could be heard from the temple down the hill. The chanting was peaceful and resonant, reassuring in its baritone fullness. I was led into an empty room with many divans and coffee tables, and windows on all sides. Several people stopped by to assure me the interview would commence shortly. I looked out the windows to see a group of visitors lined up, ready to receive a brief blessing. Before I had time to think much about it, I saw the Dalai Lama amble up a driveway toward the line. He was grinning slightly, pressing his palms together in front of his chest in greeting. The visitors bowed slightly and expectantly, some wiping away tears. He walked slowly up the line, exchanging a few words with each one, clasping their hands between his, touching the packages of items that they had brought for him to bless. Before the Dalai Lama reached the end of the line, an aide signaled for me to enter his special reception room and wait for him there.

The room was simple and comfortable. A green Tibetan carpet covered much of the floor, and eleven thangkas, large embroidered religious scroll paintings depicting images of Buddha or other deities, hung from the walls. Two couches and four easy chairs in beige upholstery filled the room. A few other simple chairs were set against a wall. Fresh yellow flowers in modest vases graced several windowsills. An aide signaled for me to sit on the couch, indicating that the Dalai Lama would occupy a chair next to one end. I stood to await him. Three of the Dalai Lama’s top aides entered first, including two personal secretaries and a Mandarin-speaking expert on Tibetan affairs. Then he entered smiling, squeezed my outstretched hands briefly, and sat. He wore his trademark crimson robe, with a mustard-colored tunic showing at the shoulder. Even his socks were crimson, and on his feet were lace-up brown leather shoes, which he did not remove. His left wrist bore a loose-fitting watch with a metal band. He wore the watch so that the dial rested on the part of the inner wrist where nurses often check one’s pulse. Although he had been briefed already, I explained that I was an American journalist finishing a lengthy tour in China and writing a book on Tibet.

“I hope you’re not brainwashed!” he blurted out, laughing heartily and clapping his hands together.3


The Dalai Lama spoke in conversational English, occasionally omitting a needed verb or mangling syntax and switching into Tibetan, looking to an aide for a colloquial translation. He turned attentive, asking when the book would be published and suggesting that a Chinese version would be useful. “The Chinese people have the common sense. So if they’ve got true information, then they will use common sense. But some of their leaders, hard-liners, one part of the brain where common sense develops is missing.” Again, he laughed with gusto.

I told him of the travels I had undertaken in Tibetan areas, and we entered a discussion about the dramatic civil unrest that erupted across much of the Tibetan Plateau in March 2008. The unrest was intense and widespread, marking the greatest challenge by Tibetans to Chinese rule since the Dalai Lama had fled into exile nearly a half century earlier. The protests began peacefully, but in Lhasa, the Tibetan capital, rock-throwing mobs upended and torched cars, set bonfires, and left city streets in smoldering rubble, shocking many Chinese with the intensity of their anger. Following the Lhasa rioting, largely peaceful demonstrations broke out in more than a hundred other locations over subsequent weeks. Beijing immediately barred foreigners from entering Tibet, and tens of thousands of security forces poured onto the Plateau.

Curiously, a majority of the protests occurred a great distance from Lhasa, at the far reaches of the Tibetan Plateau, outside of what Beijing calls the Tibet Autonomous Region, unfolding in ethnic Tibetan areas of Sichuan, Gansu, and Qinghai provinces. I asked the Dalai Lama why those areas had shown such restiveness. He whispered something in Tibetan to one of the three aides in the room, and a map was quickly brought to a table. He then offered several explanations. Regional Communist Party officials in central Tibet exert “very, very tight control,” he said. He paraphrased the Han Chinese party boss who was in charge of the Tibet Autonomous Region at the time, Zhang Qingli, who reportedly said after the Lhasa riot that those Tibetans who needed to be executed would be executed, a pledge carried out over the next year or so.

The Dalai Lama pointed to the outlying areas of the Tibetan Plateau. “These are the real border areas with China for last seven hundred years. These people are toughened. Before 1950, this area was controlled neither by Tibetan government nor by Chinese government. Warlords [controlled it],” he said. “They were something like semi-independent.” Living in chaotic border areas for centuries has made Tibetans there rugged and even belligerent. “In these areas,” he said, pointing to a Tibetan area of modern southeastern Qinghai province, “there’s a saying that if the men of the household don’t go out and rob and steal, then they aren’t real men.” He chuckled. Party officials in outlying areas, he added, have a history of more lenient control, and Tibetans can communicate with each other about their grievances in less fear. So after the initial spasm of violence in Lhasa, word spread more quickly in outlying areas, and they rose up peacefully.

I asked him about who would lead the struggle to protect Tibet culture and Buddhism once he passes from the scene. The Dalai Lama quickly began citing a number of young lamas. At the top of his list was the Karmapa, the twenty-something leader of one of four main streams or lineages of Tibetan Buddhism, the Karma Kagyu school. Handsome and charismatic, the Karmapa fled to India in late 1999 and has become very popular among Tibetan exiles. The Dalai Lama named others. “Many of these lamas have great potential,” he said. Some remain working quietly in Tibet, fluent in Chinese and Tibetan, familiar with social conditions on the Plateau, and waiting for the right moment to seek exile or disposed to remain under watchful party eyes. He didn’t immediately touch on a central question—his own reincarnation—a matter that deeply unsettles Tibetans these days and could have ramifications for the future of China.

The Dalai Lama was born in mid-1935, and the day when he may slip off to what Tibetans call the “heavenly fields” may not be so far off. Tibetans universally hope that religious tradition will follow its course and senior lamas using omens, oracles, and other hints will identify a young lad as his reincarnation, eventually installing him as the Fifteenth Dalai Lama. Many Buddhists believe that sentient beings endlessly cycle to new births. Tibetan Buddhists uniquely believe that a tulku, or reincarnation of a great Buddhist master, can channel his  mind stream (similar to spirit) to a new life, a young boy who will share his enlightenment. Generally, an aged Dalai Lama leaves some sign or hint, perhaps contained in a poem, about where to hunt for his reincarnation. The Fourteenth Dalai Lama has said it is up to Tibetans themselves if they think the institution of the Dalai Lama should continue. The reincarnation would come outside of China, where freedom is greater, he has said, and could even occur in a mystical process known as madey tulku, in which his successor is reborn while he is still alive, giving himself an opportunity to train the boy.

Gently, I asked the Dalai Lama when he might define the course of his reincarnation. He demurred. Could he wait a decade? “I have to ask my doctor,” he said, chuckling. Then his eyes brightened with higher than normal wattage. A brash prediction tumbled out, one I’d never heard him make before. “I have no sort of assurance,” he began, “but I feel the Fourteenth Dalai Lama’s life span may be a little longer than the Chinese Communist Party’s life span. I think this totalitarian system, five years, ten years, I don’t think its present ruthless sort of policy will continue.” At first, I wasn’t sure if I heard correctly. So he foresaw only a few more years for the Chinese Communist Party in its present form? He nodded. It seemed like a rash prediction, even impetuous, signaling that the party architects of China’s monumental growth had their days numbered. He was personalizing the battle with the Communist Party, just as its leaders had personalized the battle over Tibet with him. Chinese leaders make it known that they are awaiting the Dalai Lama’s death, believing that it will sweep away a major irritant.

A few moments later, the Dalai Lama again brought up how “this narrow-minded way” of blaming him for the restlessness of Tibetans had ensnared China’s leaders. “They see one target—the source of Tibet’s problems,” he said, indicating himself. “For the last twenty years, they state occasionally [that] ‘in order to kill a snake, you must crush the head,’ [or] ‘in order to get rid of the flies, you have to remove the dead meat.’” In fact, he said, Tibetans so closely identify with him that if China wanted to crush resistance in Tibet, they’d have a bloody task on their hands. “Ninety percent of Tibetans they’d have to kill,” he said.

In essence, the Dalai Lama was throwing down the gauntlet. It was a wager not just about life spans but about the weakness or strength of  an authoritarian social and political system. For decades now, he has skirmished with China over control of his homeland, demanding that Beijing offer greater freedom of religion and autonomy to Tibet even as China retains sovereignty. It is a topsy-turvy funhouse battle of weak and strong contestants, where the weak sometimes seems strong and vice versa. From most angles, the Dalai Lama is weak. His Tibetan followers revere him, but he is a god-king with no terrestrial realm. Chinese troops occupy his native land, which he fled in 1959 on the heels of a failed uprising. He presides over a government-in-exile in a small Himalayan town in northern India, where bands of monkeys clamber over buildings. Not a single country recognizes his government. He doesn’t even own a passport. When he travels, he uses a yellow refugee document. In many ways, he is utterly powerless, just “a simple monk,” as he likes to call himself. He even quips that he is homeless.

Yet the Dalai Lama has become one of the most recognizable leaders in the world, rising to the level of a universal moral figure alongside Nelson Mandela of South Africa, Martin Luther King Jr., and Mahatma Gandhi. The Dalai Lama can count among his friends and acquaintances current and former leaders of scores of countries. He can fill stadiums with his talks, and Hollywood celebrities jockey for photos by his side. He won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1989, adding momentum to his secular calls for greater religious tolerance, compassion in human affairs, and better treatment of the environment. The Dalai Lama is powerless in a formal sense, but he wields significant soft power. In a world buffeted by economic uncertainty, nuclear peril, and environmental degradation, his urgent appeals for simpler, more humane approaches to global problems have broad appeal, and people listen to him.

For all his apparent weakness, the Dalai Lama makes China’s leaders tremble in anger. They have few greater enemies. The Dalai Lama stands for much of what they detest—or fear. He espouses broad religious freedom and has put in place a functioning democracy among Tibetans living in exile. His ideas resonate in both the East and the West. His followers adore him with a passion that the grim-faced engineers of the Politburo’s Standing Committee can only dream about. It’s hard not to think back to another era and recall a previous religious  figure, Pope John Paul II, who helped bring an end to communism in his native Poland, and eventually all of Central and Eastern Europe. The Polish pontiff went down as one of the most acclaimed figures of the twentieth century. Now, as the twenty-first century gets underway, the Dalai Lama arguably has taken over the mantle as the universal moral voice and implacable critic of authoritarian rule. Like the Polish pope, the Dalai Lama has become a recognized figure around the globe, jousting at the familiar target of aging Communist leaders and their repression of ordinary people.

On the mainland, his denigration is constant. State television newscasters refer to him pejoratively simply as “Dalai,” demeaning his position. Even as they heap vitriol on him, China bans his photograph, a first step at making him vanish. When he does pass away, Tibetans will be deprived of an irreplaceable figure around which to rally, and the world could well lose interest in the Tibetan struggle as just another case of a distinct ethnic group under the domination of a much greater power. In that sense, it is a life-and-death struggle—one that hinges on the life of Tenzin Gyatso, the puckish Tibetan monk who describes himself as a middling Dalai Lama. “This Fourteenth Dalai Lama not bad Dalai Lama but not a disgrace,” he said once at a news conference, breaking into raucous laughter.4


For all his criticism of contemporary China, the Dalai Lama is quick to hail what the nation has achieved in the past six decades. During his first years in power, Mao Zedong showed he was “a true great leader.” More recent years have brought a radical transformation of China’s economy, and a dramatic repositioning of the nation in the globe. China has the high population, the military power, and the economic strength needed to claim superpower status, he said, but it doesn’t have the moral authority to do so because of its repressive policies. He praised President Hu Jintao for setting the goal of building a “harmonious society” in China but warned that “a harmonious society must build on basis of trust, not by gun, not through fear.” As respect for religious and other freedoms increases, China will gain moral authority, he said. “If people from China become really very respectable superpower, then we Tibetans feel more proud to remain part of that.”

TO UNDERSTAND THE TIBET ISSUE, it is fundamental to ponder what the Dalai Lama is pitted against in contemporary China, a behemoth of 1.3 billion people (equal to a fifth of humanity) and an increasingly powerful and prosperous force. During six years in China, I saw radical, mind-boggling changes to its cities. It was like watching one of those speeded-up films of alpine meadow flowers suddenly coming into bloom. Skyscrapers popped up before my office windows. Malls, highways, subway lines, and airports all materialized at breakneck speed. The Middle Kingdom was a teenager giddy with a growth spurt. During my time, it leapfrogged Britain to become the world’s fourth-largest economy, then Germany to become third-largest, then grew on a par with Japan to vie for the number 2 spot. Few experts doubted that China one day would overtake the United States to become the world’s biggest economy—the question was when. Some economists saw it happening well before the middle of the century.

In the late 1970s, the Communist Party veered from doctrinaire state planning and initiated “reform and opening up” economic policies, leading to uneven but dramatic growth. Never before in modern times have so many lives changed so quickly as in China. The World Bank calculated that China’s economic miracle had pulled 400 million of its citizens out of poverty. Measuring on a variety of scales—from per capita meat consumption to the average floor space per inhabitant in urban areas—Chinese saw their lives improve. And along with the comforts came pride in growing national strength demonstrated by a succession of achievements. In 2003, China became a space-faring nation, later setting its sights on putting a man on the moon. In a global debut of its rising stature, China’s capital hosted the most successful Summer Olympic Games in history in 2008, and its athletes captured far more gold medals than any other nation. A couple of years later, Shanghai hosted the 2010 World Expo, signaling its arrival as one of the world’s most modern cities.

Like most foreigners in Beijing, I watched this transformation spellbound. The enormous material strides of China were at my doorstep. When I arrived in 2003, the majority of taxis cruising Beijing streets were rickety red Xiali sedans whose backseats crushed my knees. Even in winter, one would have to open the window to avoid  the exhaust fumes filling the interior. By 2006, all the Xialis were retired, and the city filled with bright new Hyundai and Volkswagen taxis. They competed on the elevated ring roads of the capital with luxury black Audis, the preferred car of the managers of state-owned factories, and even with the occasional Lamborghini or Porsche. Near the end of the decade, when a Chinese-American entrepreneur who had made it big in restaurants took me for a ride in his $200,000 red Ferrari Modena 360 sports car, we hardly drew any stares.

Beijing and Shanghai look like other major world cities these days, stylish and modern. Gone are the residents wearing look-alike Mao-style padded blue clothing and cloth-soled shoes. When we first got to Beijing, commuters on the two subway lines would look drab and even regimented. Within a year or two, many young people wore sweat suits and sports clothing with conspicuous brand names like Adidas and Nike. More recently, consumers in Beijing grew more prosperous and sophisticated, dressing in upper mass-market casual wear. Only migrants from second- and third-tier cities seemed to dress in sports clothing.5


The astonishing speed of change left even longtime China experts and scholars puzzling over the big picture. Much of China remains opaque, but the trickle of information that once emerged—coming from state-run media—is now a gusher. Tens of millions of Chinese-language websites now populate the internet. News kiosks bulge with magazines and newspapers. Newsletters are legion in many languages. State-run China Central Television hosts channels in Mandarin, English, Spanish, French, Arabic, and Russian. After a visit to Beijing by President Barack Obama in November 2009, U.S. Ambassador Jon Huntsman Jr. voiced exasperation at the commentary from experts opining on the results of the summit. “If you were here 10 years ago and you’re coming back for the first time, you don’t know China. If you were here two years ago and back again, you still don’t know China. It is changing so quickly and it is so dynamic that you’ve got to stay connected constantly to get a sense of what this means in terms of the future of China.” Huntsman, who is fluent in Mandarin, said he doubted that many people truly are experts on China. “I’ve come to the conclusion that ‘China expert’ is kind of an oxymoron. And those who consider themselves to be China experts are kind of morons.”6


The extraordinary and steady growth of China’s economy over the past three decades left many of its citizens optimistic even as others became restive over growing inequality and corruption. For three straight decades, living standards improved steadily. Some 560 million Chinese are under age thirty, and they have never known a year when conditions did not improve from the previous year. This boom-boom atmosphere created both extraordinary expectations and big illusions. One day, my office assistant returned from lunch with her friend, a researcher for Britain’s Guardian newspaper, which has a bureau on a lower floor of the same building. She announced casually that the two of them were convinced that they would both one day become rich. I asked her what she meant. Did she mean that she’d own a nice apartment, perhaps a late-model car? No, she said, she meant rich, far wealthier than just middle-class. Perhaps her dreams were unreal, but she was not alone in her optimism. A Pew Global Attitudes Survey in the run-up to the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games found a whopping 86 percent of Chinese satisfied with the country’s direction, far higher than any other nation on Earth.7


China’s astonishing physical transformation coincided with a huge boost in pride—and a corresponding sensitivity to any slight by the outside world. The nation’s rulers routinely jangle the nerve of historical resentment, saying that China’s opponents sought to hinder its rise. School textbooks drill into students the details of China’s “Century of Humiliation” prior to Mao Zedong’s triumph with the 1949 Revolution. When tensions rose with Japan a few years ago, China quickly invoked the rape of Nanjing in 1937-1938, when invading Japanese troops killed a quarter of a million Chinese. With regularity, the state media summon up the memory of China’s defeat in the Opium Wars in the mid-nineteenth century or the ransacking of the imperial summer palace in Beijing by British and French troops in 1860. When the United States is the target, memories are stirred of the U.S. bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade in 1999. These resentments are against foreigners, rarely against Chinese, and never against party leaders. Most Chinese know little of the estimated thirty or so million who died of famine or weakness during Mao’s disastrous Great Leap Forward at the end of the 1950s, or the two million who may have perished during the decade-long Cultural Revolution that  began in 1966. Instead, any criticism is brushed aside by invoking the judgment attributed to former paramount leader Deng Xiaoping that Mao was “70 percent good and 30 percent bad.”

Besides, Mao seems like a relic today, his portrait gracing the entrance to the Forbidden City with an enigmatic smile, his embalmed body resting a few hundred yards away in a huge granite mausoleum. Shifting from socialist ideology, the party today rests its legitimacy on sustained economic growth and broader opportunities. So far, it has succeeded. The gleaming big cities of Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Shenzhen, where rising salaries have kept people largely content, provide ample demonstration. An implicit contract with the citizenry appears to be at work: As long as you don’t challenge the Communist Party’s monopoly on power, you can avoid trouble. In turn, the party will ensure steady growth of the economy and some increase in social mobility. For many people, that agreement works. They can manage the road bumps on the way to the “well-off society” that the party promises. Opportunities have expanded, like the prized chance to go to university. In the decade leading to 2008, university enrollments increased more than sixfold, to 21.5 million students. Fortunes seem within the grasp of any ambitious entrepreneur, partly because the rules of the game are malleable. Corruption and inequality are unavoidable side effects.

I went one day to see an economist from the China University of Political Science and Law, Yang Fan, to find that he’d moved from a dingy apartment block to a gleaming art deco-style complex near the Western Hills. I congratulated him on his move. I asked him about the many vacant apartments in the newly built complex. He said matter-of-factly that they’d all been sold, and the owners were absent. I asked to whom they’d been sold. “They are all owners of coal mines in Shanxi province,” he said. I was astonished. The coal industry is notoriously dangerous in China, leaving 3,215 miners dead in one recent year.8 By spending little on safety, mine owners were making huge profits. “They are really rich,” Yang said.

As a journalist, I have talked to enough people to see the underbelly of China. The nation’s economic juggernaut is leaving some people behind, among them the rural poor and some ethnic minorities. The  Communist social safety net—or “iron rice bowl” system—has largely vanished. China has moved from communism to a form of savage authoritarian capitalism. Health care, once almost free and universal, has slid out of reach under a brutal “pay or die” system. Millions of families struggle mightily when catastrophic illness hits. Education costs also eat a chunk of family budgets. Moreover, families of those who complain about the government face constant worry. Messing with party officials gets one labeled a “troublemaker,” and so-called troublemakers fill China’s prisons and a thousand or so “reform-through-labor” camps, compelled to toil for alleged crimes like “subverting state power” or “revealing state secrets.”9 Thousands also languish in “black jails”—the hidden penal system whose existence Beijing denied for years. There are plenty of issues to make one’s blood boil, like the lack of property rights, environmental devastation, and abuses of power by local officials.

Occasionally disgruntled citizens would stop by my office, hoping to get my attention for articles, the only outlet they could find for their frustration. I knew the eyes of the state followed such people closely. One day, an organizer from heavily populated Sichuan province in the far southwest stopped in. Stocky and affable, Liu Zhengyou spoke with the thick burr characteristic of his native province. He was in Beijing to petition the government on behalf of apartment dwellers who he believed were not getting fair compensation for buildings being razed. I liked Liu and decided a few years later to visit him in his home city of Zigong while working on another story. Liu was effusive in his greeting and invited me into his modest home. His phone rang. It was an official from the Public Security Bureau. After speaking for a few moments in rapid-fire Mandarin, Liu hung up and said the official called “to invite me to have a cup of tea this afternoon.”10 It was the security bureau’s way of telling Liu to watch his step because they knew he was talking to a foreign journalist. In case the point wasn’t clear, as soon as Liu and I walked outside, a black Audi sedan with four men inside inched along behind us, trailing us through the city.

The threat of social unrest is the bane of the party. Officials fear little more than a sudden disturbance, fretting over the Mao dictum that “a single spark can start a prairie fire.” On trips to outlying regions  where minority populations are high, I saw that China’s grasp on unity remains fragile. Secessionist-minded minority groups occupy huge chunks of its southwestern and western regions. Elsewhere, even amid runaway development, there are constant reports of trouble. More than half the population still lives in villages, and local party officials sometimes are abusive and corrupt. The state is already spending huge sums on security, fearful that enemies of the party could exploit its weak flanks.

Like other foreign reporters, I rushed around the country to look into why unrest had broken out. The causes were myriad and usually local. The eruption of anger would fizzle as fast as it began. But technology was changing the contours of unrest. Aggrieved people could use text messaging, tweets, and social networks like the Chinese QQ system to organize. Anyone angry over a perceived abuse could use a mobile phone to take photos or video and pass the images around on the internet. The state fought back with sophisticated censorship—the Great Firewall—and mobilized huge numbers of people to monitor signs of digital discontent. They molded public opinion on popular chat rooms, forums, and other internet venues. Wags soon gave the “guides” a nickname—the “Fifty Cent Party”—for the one-half yuan each would reportedly earn for every positive statement about government policy he or she posted on the internet. In a speech in mid-2008, President Hu Jintao hailed the work of those who were “setting a new pattern of public-opinion guidance.”

Use of a word like guidance instead of propaganda or censorship is typical of the topsy-turvy world of contemporary China, where word choices are as likely to confuse as clarify. Beijing’s “blue sky days” are a good example. In the years before the Beijing Summer Olympics, leaders fretted that the capital’s severe air pollution would spoil the Games. They took increasingly dramatic steps to diminish pollution, closing factories around Beijing and in neighboring provinces, halting construction projects, and forcing private cars off the road one day per week. Eager to mark their progress, they used the yardstick of “blue sky days.” In 1998, Beijing recorded only 100 “blue sky days.” Every year, city officials would set a higher target for the number of “blue sky days” and beat it. The year before the Olympics, the city set a goal of 245 clear days and surpassed it by 1. Problem was, officials  had altered standards and seemed to manipulate the data. Skies were clearing notably, but on many “blue sky days” one could barely see the sun through the smog. A “blue sky day,” at least among some of us cynical foreign journalists, became a euphemism for any Alice-in-Wonderland claim contrary to apparent fact.

We could joke about it and send reports free of direct interference, but Chinese social critics posting their thoughts on the internet had to be circumspect and indulge in subversive creativity. In 2007, some Chinese bloggers began putting images of river crabs on their sites. It was actually nuanced social commentary on President Hu’s slogan of “constructing a harmonious society” and a response to censorship. At first, when censors deleted blog posts, a daily occurrence in China, bloggers began to write that they’d been “harmonized.” Chinese censors didn’t like that cynical phrasing so they routinely deleted “harmonized” as well. Bloggers fought back. Since the Chinese word for “harmonize” in Mandarin sounds nearly the same as “river crab”—only using different characters—bloggers adopted the phrase “river crab” to mean “harmonized.” Images of river crabs proliferated. A few years later, another strange critter appeared on the internet, the “grass-mud horse.” No such beast exists. But the phrase sounds almost like a command to commit a most vile act against your mother. Soon, companies were making plush toys of “grass-mud horses,” and Chinese would speak commonly of the beasts, all the while poking fun, making sly criticisms, and shielding themselves from sounding vulgar. Such wordplay gave many Chinese internet users a sense of a much more free information environment than their parents experienced. The majority of young Chinese savored these freedoms, accepting a world in which political activity is constrained.

Chinese can lend itself to direct expression. My apartment lease was a concise page and a half of type. But the party has also mastered ambiguous language. Vague and draconian catchall laws allow police to lock away anyone harming “the security, honor and interests of the motherland” or releasing never-defined “state secrets.” On sensitive matters, words can mask underlying contradictions. Furiously capitalist, China’s constitution still proclaims the rule of a “dictatorship of the proletariat” that “will follow the socialist road.” In debates over Tibet, I noticed the lexicon of emotionally fraught words by all sides.  The Dalai Lama does not hesitate to call the Chinese system “totalitarian,” which might apply more accurately to neighboring North Korea than to China. For its part, Beijing culls words to shape its portrayal of Tibetan history, a key battlefield, and brands the Dalai Lama as a “separatist” and a “splittist.” By casting him as hell-bent on seeking independence for Tibet, the state appeals to the patriotism of the citizenry and averts discussion of real grievances harbored by Tibetans. No matter how many times he says he only seeks greater autonomy, China calls him a liar.

I have searched for an appropriate historical parallel for the situation of Tibetans. Some Chinese analysts have pointed out the hypocrisy of U.S. criticism of China’s treatment of Tibetans when barely a century and a half ago its own Westward expansion left a trail of death for Native Americans. After hearing more Tibetans describe their grievances to me, I tended to look toward the U.S. civil rights movement as a historical mirror. Like blacks in the South, Tibetans say they simply want the protections of guaranteed freedoms enshrined in China’s constitution and other laws. Just as I was delving into history books, Chinese Foreign Ministry officials began doing the same—only in reverse! They evoked the race of President Barack Obama to explain their Tibet policy. In November 2009, as Obama was about to make his first trip to China, Foreign Ministry spokesman Qin Gang suggested that Obama study U.S. Civil War history:
I remember President Obama saying in a speech after taking office that he felt “a special gratitude” to President Lincoln because without Lincoln, he would not be able to become the first black president of America. He also said that President Lincoln played a unique role in upholding the country’s national unity and territorial integrity. Dalai was head of the feudal serfdom of Tibet and he is now engaged in activities aimed at splitting the motherland and sabotaging its territorial integrity.... President Obama, as a black president, certainly knows well the great significance of the U.S. abolition movement initiated by President Lincoln. The old Tibet in the reign of Dalai enforced dark serfdom and he was head of Tibetan serfdom. In 1959, China completely abolished serfdom, which was a great step forward in the human  rights cause. Such a move is of the same nature as the abolition of slavery by President Lincoln in the U.S.11






Lecturing President Obama on race and challenging him to reread U.S. history were signs of China’s rising confidence, even chutzpah. One scholar at Tufts University in Boston wrote that it was a “cheap parlor trick” resulting from China’s erroneous interpretation of Lincoln’s opposition to slavery and the politics leading to the Civil War.12 Unlike the American South, which voluntarily became part of the United States, Tibet was never asked in a formal way if it sought to come under Chinese dominion. Instead, Chinese troops invaded in 1950, and Tibetan envoys under duress acceded to a seventeen-point agreement recognizing Chinese dominion, a move that the Dalai Lama later rejected.
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IN 2007 I GOT WIND IN BEIJING that a few diehard Tibetan Communists had grown sour on a government policy toward their homeland, which seeks to win over Tibetans by priming the pump of the regional economy while waiting for the Dalai Lama’s death. To gather more information, I paid regular visits over a period of six months to a Tibetan academic in his early seventies with a remarkable personal history. The man, Jampal Gyatso, was a scholar associated with the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, one of the nation’s premier research institutions. Gyatso has a humble background but looks rather stately. A shock of white hair tops his head, and bushy white eyebrows peak over his rimless glasses. He is quick to smile, and his white teeth complement his ivory crown. Despite his years, Gyatso continues to keep an office at the academy, although I always saw him at his apartment in far northern Beijing, beyond the fifth of the concentric ring roads that encircle the city.

To get there, I took one of the new subway lines that proliferated in the period around the Beijing Olympic Games. The subway system now carries about five million passengers a day, and for a flat fare of just under thirty U.S. cents one can ride as far as one likes. At the station for Line 5, glass panels separate the platform from the tracks, and  the approaching rail cars are fairly quiet compared to the noisy older subway systems in the United States. Inside each car, flat-screen monitors keep passengers occupied with bursts of advertising. A digital readout above the doors displays approaching stations. I got off at the elevated Lishuqiao South station and walked the half mile or so to Gyatso’s second-floor apartment, where he greeted me with a cup of hot milk tea once I took my shoes off and put on slippers, as is customary in many homes in China.

This particular occasion was the fourth time I had dropped in on Gyatso. On earlier visits, I had pumped him for details about his upbringing in Batang in a verdant valley on the eastern edge of the Tibetan Plateau, where his family was so poor that one older sister was consigned to an orphanage. Prior to the Communist triumph in 1949, the area was a battleground between Maoist guerrillas, Nationalist soldiers, warlords, and bandits. Still etched in his mind was the day he stumbled onto a killing field outside of town littered with severed heads and mutilated bodies. At age eleven, following in the footsteps of an older brother, Gyatso joined a People’s Liberation Army (PLA) song-and-dance troupe, getting a front-row seat for the Chinese military’s efforts in the early 1950s to control and stabilize the Roof of the World. A couple of years later, barely a teenager, Gyatso found himself with the extraordinary honor of serving as the emcee and translator at the 1952 New Year’s celebration in Lhasa for the Dalai Lama offered by the top regional PLA officers. “I was not allowed to approach him,” he recalled. The god-king was a youth at the time, only four years older than Gyatso. “When the Dalai Lama saw me, he smiled at me and made a little motion with his hand.”

During our earlier visits, I found Gyatso guarded against any criticism of China’s policy toward Tibet. His family’s poverty prevented him from developing much Tibetan national consciousness as a youth, and the Communist alternative seemed more enticing. Gyatso was finally admitted into the Communist Party in 1980, and his career soared as he supported its policies. He was also particularly close to the portly monk who was the number 2 in the Tibetan Buddhist hierarchy, the Panchen Lama. Many Tibetans describe the Dalai and Panchen lamas as the sun and moon in the religious firmament. For  years, Gyatso had served as one of the personal translators of the Tenth Panchen Lama, and he grew to love and revere him.

The Panchen Lama had a tragic history. Initially a supporter of the ruling party’s reforms in Tibet, he was eventually thrown in jail from 1968 until 1977, much of it in solitary confinement, for criticizing how those reforms were implemented. He was rehabilitated in the 1980s, by which time he had cast aside his monk’s robes, married the granddaughter of a Han Chinese general, and fathered a child. In 1989 he died suddenly in Tibet under unusual circumstances, just a few months before party leaders would send tanks into Beijing streets to crush the Tiananmen pro-democracy movement, a move that would haunt the party for decades. Before his friend’s death, Gyatso was authorized to write a biography of the Panchen Lama, but once published it was pulled off the shelves by the censors, who apparently couldn’t stomach its repetition of the Panchen Lama’s criticism of party failures in Tibet. On one of my visits, Gyatso offered me a photocopied English translation of the biography and allowed me to read it. No English publisher would touch the book either, partly because of what the translator described as its “Marxist passion” and its adulatory tone toward its subject.

On this particular day, perhaps because a level of trust had built between us, Gyatso opened up somewhat about his frustrations with China’s policy toward Tibet. Beijing’s leaders have pumped billions of dollars into projects in Tibet and yet have failed to raise standards of living rapidly. “The rest of China has developed much faster than Tibet. In 1980, income per capita in Tibet was 400 yuan a year (about $261), while the farmers around the Beijing area were earning just 100 yuan a year. But now farmers in the countryside earn 20,000 to 30,000 yuan a year while in Tibet it’s only 4,000 yuan per year,” Gyatso said, speaking in fluent Chinese rather than his native Tibetan. “Yes, the income of Tibetans is ten times greater than before, but people in coastal areas have seen their income grow a hundred or two hundred times.” He said Tibetans hold real grievances over development policies, but incompetent party cadres on the Plateau cover up the dissatisfaction. “In ordinary times, they tell the central government that things are going well, that Tibetans support the central government very much. They cover up the problems and conflicts. When problems happen,  they blame the ‘Dalai Lama clique,’” he said, using the preferred party term for what it asserts is an exile cabal stirring up secessionist trouble.

Gyatso made clear that he didn’t have much use for such explanations. In adulthood, he had the chance to encounter the Dalai Lama again, in Frankfurt in 1988, when he became the first Tibetan Communist Party member to see him in those years. “The Dalai Lama didn’t recognize me. But he knew a little about me. He said, ‘You were very young then but you are a research scholar now!’ ... It was the first time in thirty-three years that I had seen him.” Following instructions from the United Front Work Department, which oversaw relations with ethnic minorities, Gyatso did not kneel before the Dalai Lama. “I just shook hands and gave him a khata,” he said, referring to the white silk ceremonial scarf symbolizing purity and goodwill often exchanged at such meetings.

Gyatso has kept his disagreements with policy largely to himself—unlike the most widely known ethnic Tibetan in the Communist Party. That man, who like Gyatso is from the same town of Batang, is Phuntsok Wangyal, a feisty octogenarian known by one and all as Phunwang, a contraction of his name. Phunwang lives in Beijing, receiving few visitors and staying largely out of the spotlight. He is Tibet’s earliest Communist, founding the regional Communist Party in the 1940s to fight against Tibet’s feudal structures. He eventually fused his party with the Chinese Communist Party, abandoning a goal of independence for Tibet when it became clear that the Chinese party had reversed its policy of allowing minority territories to seek independence. He helped lead People’s Liberation Army troops into Tibet in 1950, and for the next decade he collaborated with the Chinese administration, serving as the highest-ranking Tibetan in the party. In 1954-1955, when the Dalai Lama traveled to Beijing to meet Mao, Phunwang went as his translator. But like many key early advisers to Mao, Phunwang was cast off and ordered to prison in 1960, where he remained in solitary confinement for eighteen years. By the time of his release, Mao had died, and Phunwang eventually was rehabilitated, returning to his position as the leading Tibetan within the party.

As the new century broke, Phunwang’s dismay grew. He observed the ongoing blockade against the Dalai Lama’s return from exile and  the stalemate in formal talks over the Tibet issue. He decided to take action, firing off lengthy personal letters to President Hu. In his first letter in October 2004, Phunwang told Hu that the ruling party was mistaken in believing that the Dalai Lama’s eventual passing would resolve its problems. “Any notion of delaying the problem until after the 14th Dalai Lama dies a natural death is not only naïve, it is also unwise and especially tactically wrong,” he wrote in a private letter that circulated later. If headway were not made on the Tibet issue, which was giving China a black eye internationally, he wrote, the death of the Dalai Lama could spark violence among radicalized young Tibetans. Phunwang said he saw “absolutely no contradiction” between the autonomy sought by the Dalai Lama and the goals of the party in Tibet. He urged Hu to accept the Dalai Lama’s promise that he would not interfere in politics upon his return and would concern himself only with religious matters. “If the Dalai Lama whose fame and influence have become renowned in the four corners of the world were to return, it would reassure Tibetans who have long looked to the outside and those who have traveled into exile to be with him ... as well as removing the need for thousands who annually make the journey to meet him in exile in spite of the danger.”

 



MY TIME WAS RUNNING OUT with the Dalai Lama. More than an hour had already passed, yet I decided to ask him about the two elderly Tibetan Communists. Their names triggered immediate recognition. When I told the Dalai Lama that I believed Jampal Gyatso was torn between his belief in the Communist Party and his loyalty to his ethnicity, he shot back an immediate question: “How long have you [had] acquaintance with him?” I explained that it had been a half year. “Can you say that within that period, you have developed full trust?” I said I wasn’t sure, but probably not. “No Tibetan who has common sense, I think, no one trusts the Chinese Communist Party.”

The Dalai Lama certainly doesn’t, and I was briefly puzzled at another point when I asked him if he’d ever seriously considered going to China during the past few decades. He noted that in 1983 he publicly expressed interest in visiting China and Tibet but that it led to nothing. When the Panchen Lama died in 1989, there was talk anew of his taking part in a nonpolitical visit for the funeral in China, but  between his own hesitancy about the false hope such a visit might engender among Tibetans for his definitive return and Chinese indecisiveness, no visit occurred. “Recently, I received some sort of indication they might allow me to go on some sort of pilgrimage in Chinese lands,” he said, explaining that it would be to Wutai Mountain, one of the four sacred Buddhist mountains in China, but China would not allow a visit into Tibet during such a trip. Again, the Dalai Lama weighed the political impact and decided it would go against “my moral principle.”

Without any prompting from me, the conversation drifted into a detailed discussion about the 1989 death of the Panchen Lama. The portly lama died suddenly one evening while visiting Tashilhunpo Monastery in Shigatse, the traditional seat of his power in the second most important city in Tibet. He was fifty years old and somewhat obese, and he had just arrived at the high-altitude monastery from the lowlands of Beijing. The official version is that he suffered a heart attack.

“There are quite strong rumors of his being poisoned,” the Dalai Lama said.

I had heard those reports, but it wasn’t until the Dalai Lama entered a long explanation of the inconsistencies between the Chinese government version of the death and the version of Tibetans at the scene that I realized that these concerns would play into any decision of his own ever to travel to China. He saw a possible unsolved murder conspiracy in the Panchen Lama’s death, one that would have vast repercussions, including for how his own reincarnation might be selected. Before the Panchen Lama’s early 1989 trip to his home monastery, he had quarreled with then-paramount leader Deng Xiaoping, arguing on behalf of Tibetans for greater freedoms in their homeland, which was at the time under martial law, the Dalai Lama said. Shortly before the trip, the Chinese government changed the Panchen Lama’s private physician and his bodyguard. On the day before his death, the Panchen Lama ate noodles in the evening, then felt ill later on. His physician gave him an injection, but whether he died right away or the next morning is unclear.

A year or two later, hopes soared that a definitive answer might emerge about the Panchen Lama’s death. A Tibetan lama was traveling from Tibet to the home of the Dalai Lama in India and bringing  with him a sample of the deceased Panchen Lama’s hair. Such samples are routinely saved as religious relics. The hair sample would be submitted to rigorous scientific analysis to determine whether the Panchen Lama had been poisoned or not. But an extraordinary mishap occurred.

“When he reached Dharamsala, he didn’t find it. He lost it,” the Dalai Lama said, breaking into peals of laughter at the memory. “It was quite important!—this matter—but it was just carelessness that that happened.” By now the Dalai Lama was shaking from laughter so hard he could barely get the words out. The treasured hair sample, possibly holding the secret to whether the Panchen Lama had been poisoned, and by extension whether the Communist Party might have had a black hand in reshaping the highest levels of Tibetan Buddhism, had simply vanished. Poof!

The interview slid to a close—nearly an hour and a half had passed. I walked out of the complex mulling the Dalai Lama’s optimistic outlook on radical change in China. It was impossible to know if he would be right. Certainly few people had predicted the sudden fall of the Berlin Wall and the Soviet Empire in 1989. In hindsight, the signs of Soviet decay seemed clearer. But China is not like the Soviet Union. It has tallied one success after another. Man for man, the ministers and other high officials of the party seemed the equals of any in the Western world, if not in some cases more savvy. Moreover, abrupt political change in China might favor no one. It could lead to progressive strengthening of the security forces as they crush domestic chaos, moving even further from any democratic reform. As much as China’s future interested me, I had already decided to travel extensively on the Tibetan Plateau, cross the Himalayas to Nepal, return to India, and visit the United States to assay what is at stake in Tibet. I wanted to know what conditions were like at the Top of the World and what made so many Tibetans flee as refugees over the Himalayas. I also wanted to peer into the inner workings of the exile movement and get a sense of how much China tried to stymie the Dalai Lama overseas. All this would lie in the days ahead.

For now, Tibet, its religion, and its god-king all seemed impossibly exotic, like an endangered orchid deep in the jungle. Perhaps it was a species on the brink of extinction. I didn’t have a clue whether it could  be saved. What I did sense, though, was that there might be something even more important than the endgame for Tibet. Perhaps more crucial would be to observe how a rising China behaves toward those it feels are weaker and in its way.

Today, it is the Tibetans. Tomorrow, those harmonizing about the glorious blue skies of China could be you and me.






chapter two

On Tibet’s Periphery
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It would take days to explain to you how tough our lives are here.... We’re under the gun. We Tibetans are on the lowest rung among minorities. There is no freedom here.

—Tibetan monk at the Kumbum Monastery, Qinghai Province



 



 



I TRAVELED TO TONGREN TO GAUGE THE FEELINGS OF TIBETANS IN 2009, a year after the massive series of protests around the Plateau. Also known as Rebkong in Tibetan, Tongren is a large town with four Buddhist monasteries, three of them set on outlying hills or in poplar-filled valleys. It is in Qinghai province, to the north and northeast of the Tibet Autonomous Region, which is a Chinese-created political entity that comprises about half of the geographic territory where ethnic Tibetans live. The town might seem removed from the heart of Tibet. After all, it is closer to Mongolia than it is to the distant Tibetan capital of Lhasa. One must cross seven hundred miles of often-desolate mountain passes, permafrost-covered plateau, and high grasslands to reach Lhasa from here. Indeed, Tongren is at the edge of the traditional ethnic Tibet region, and just a little to the northeast Hui Muslims and majority ethnic Han Chinese predominate. Yet despite its location on the fringe of the Plateau, the surrounding region holds outsized importance for the Tibetan issue, partly because of the intensity with which regional Tibetans regard their ethnic and religious identity. The current Dalai Lama was born in a village no more an hour’s drive away. And I was discovering that it was in far-flung areas  of the Tibetan region where the itch for greater freedom seemed to manifest most openly.

I wandered into the vast Rongwu monastery and made my way through its labyrinthine pathways, looking for Tibetans to ask about the mood in the region. I found a shopkeeper who was circumambulating a temple with other pilgrims, and he grew animated at my questions. But like many Tibetans, he spoke Mandarin poorly, and I could barely make out what he said. He insisted that China’s restrictions on the religious practices of Tibetan Buddhists amounted to ethnic repression. The more he spoke, the more rankled he became—and the less I understood. He mixed Tibetan words with heavily accented Mandarin, which was our only common language, and I got lost in the flow of speech. I was discovering that many Tibetans could not speak Mandarin with any fluency, only Tibetan. The two languages, while in the same broad language group, are not mutually intelligible. Tibetans can even have difficulty understanding each other because of dialectical differences between the far ends of the Plateau.

As I struggled to conduct interviews, a young Tibetan approached and addressed me in English. He gave me his Tibetan name, but the name I will give him to avoid causing him trouble is Robin. Barely eighteen years old, Robin was finishing up at a local high school, where he studied under volunteer foreign English teachers, the latest one a retired South African. He was of stocky build and modest height, and kept his longish jet-black hair swept straight back, accentuating his broad forehead. Like many Tibetans, the features of his face were full and soft, with a broad nose, a low eyebrow ridge, and a rounded jaw line. He had a wisp of a moustache and a small mole on his upper lip. His eyelids had only a slight epicanthic fold, less notable than Asians from farther to the East. He wore jeans and generic Chinese sneakers, and he moved with the grace of someone accustomed to life as a Tibetan nomad—his family heritage—and with confidence in his physical capabilities. Initially, I was leery of Robin, thinking it would be careless to talk to him for very long. As an experienced journalist in China, I found it worked better to grab snatches of interviews with a number of people in order to gather material quickly before police or local officials might intercept me. But Robin’s good nature and easy smile, which showed off his bone-white teeth, won me over.  Besides, like a little mascot, he wouldn’t go away. Eager to practice his English, he strolled by my side through the monastery, discussing the mood of local Tibetans.

High red and ochre walls towered above us to the left and right, broken by an occasional wooden gate leading into a temple courtyard or a monastic study center. Near the massive front entrance, we came across a long passageway filled with scores of wooden prayer wheels, essentially cylinders that spin on an axis, each about three feet high and painted in bright red, orange, yellow, and green. Tibetans of all ages walking by would instinctively reach out and turn the wheels, which are inscribed with holy mantras. Buddhists believe each clockwise spin of a wheel sends a prayer into the universe. At the gate of the monastery, a woman did prostrations—first kneeling, then extending her arms over her head, and dropping to the ground. A cloud of dust literally enveloped her head. In Tibetan Buddhism, the prostrations show veneration toward Buddha, purify the practitioner, and accumulate merit for future lives.

Robin described the region as a cauldron of tension. Tibetans still were infuriated by numerous arrests in the wake of the 2008 protests. But local Tibetans had not organized themselves. “They are very angry at the Chinese government and the Chinese people,” Robin said. “But they have no idea what to do. There is no leader. When a leader appears and somebody helps out, they will all join.” I pressed Robin to help translate for me as I searched out more Tibetans, and we set off for an area outside of the monastery. We found several nomads and heard tale after tale of civil disobedience in outlying hamlets. In one village, Tibetans burned their Chinese flags and hoisted the banned Tibetan Snow Lion flag instead. Authorities arrived there and detained nine villagers. One nomad, dressed in the traditional chuba, a long sheepskin coat, said anger among Tibetans at the Chinese government had been building and would not melt with time. “After I die,” the fifty-three-year-old herder said, “my sons and grandsons will remember. They will hate the government.”

We spoke in an open plaza outside the monastery’s main gate. Around the perimeter were tall posts with mounted closed-circuit cameras offering unseen officials twenty-four-hour video of what was occurring. Such surveillance cameras are a constant feature in China’s  trouble-prone areas. I had been to the large Kumbum Monastery, a historic ancient Buddhist center two hours’ drive from Tongren, and monks there told me cameras kept an eye on the entire facility, including prayer halls. Wary of catching the attention of security officials, I suggested to Robin that we rendezvous at a quiet side entrance to the monastery. After a quarter of an hour, I encountered Robin and the herder again at a small courtyard, and as an obvious foreigner I found myself still drawing curious stares. We moved into a stairwell to remain out of sight, half whispering.

As we talked further, Robin revealed that his elder brother was among the thousands of Tibetans detained in the wake of the rioting the previous year. He was an accidental prisoner. The brother, a nomad, had taken a new girlfriend on a love trek to Lhasa, and they were staying at a guesthouse in the center of the city when Lhasa erupted in protest. He hid, but police came to inspect the guesthouse. The police paid little attention to his girlfriend, who managed to slip away, but they accused him of being a troublemaker because he’d come from outside the autonomous region. They tossed him in a truck and piled so many other detainees on top of him that he almost lost consciousness. Police held him for forty-eight days, keeping a hood over his head for much of the time. Authorities transferred him several times during his detention, and when he was finally freed, it was in Lanzhou, the capital of Gansu province, outside the Tibetan region. Police kept his shoes, sending him out the door barefoot. Robin told the story in a matter-of-fact tone. I asked him if his brother was bitter over the experience, and he said yes but there was little one could do. The sun was setting, and as I took my leave, Robin said we should see one another the next day. I agreed.
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