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List of Maps


Map 1: Tibet (eastern and western regions)


Map 2: A section of Eastern Turkestan, mapped in 1879 based on British and Russian surveys.


It depicts the northern border of Kashmir at Aktagh, north of Karakoram Pass.


Map 3: Chinese Turkestan and British India, 1892.


No boundaries shown.


Map 4: Tibet in a map of north India, 1916. It shows the border of north-east Kashmir passing through Aktagh, about 20 kilometres north of Karakoram Pass.


Aksai Chin is depicted as a territory of Kashmir and Tibet as a part of the Chinese empire. The McMahon Line had not yet been made public.
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A Note on Spellings


China uses the Sinicized names of its rulers and dynasties, masking their foreign origin. The Yuan dynasty, for example, was Mongol, as China was part of the Mongol empire during its reign. The Qing dynasty originated in Manchuria, which became a part of China at the end of the nineteenth century. Likewise, the Tang dynasty was half Turkic. To emphasize their foreign origin, the book refers to them using their original names.


Chinese emperors are commonly known by the title of their reigns rather than personal names. Hongli was the most powerful ruler of the Manchu Qing dynasty, but here, he is referred to as the Qianlong (Ch’ien-lung) emperor.


It has always been difficult to transcribe Chinese names and words into the Latin (Roman) script. There are two prevalent systems at present. First, the Wade–Giles, named after the two Englishmen who devised it. Thomas F. Wade, a British diplomat and linguist, created the system before it was slightly revised by Herbert A. Giles, another diplomat, in 1912.* It continues to be used in Hong Kong and Taiwan, where its pronunciation conforms to the local language, Cantonese. In the 1930s, a new system – reflecting Mandarin pronunciation under the Hanyu pinyin (Han language phonetics) system – was developed in Moscow and eventually adopted by the People’s Republic of China (PRC). In books written in English prior to the adoption of the pinyin system, Wade–Giles remains the prevalent style. I have followed the current pinyin system, with the Wade–Giles transcription included in parentheses.


The Tibetan script is alphabetical and can be romanized according to the pronunciation of respective words. But Tibetan names also frequently contain silent consonants that are typically ignored in transcription. Thus, the celebrated Tibetan king Songtsen Gampo’s name is spelt Srong Btsan Sgam Po in Tibetan. It is also romanized as Srongtsen Gampo. The Chinese romanize Tibetan names with the Mandarin accent, writing Gampo as Songzan Ganbu. This book follows the spellings used by the Central Tibetan Administration based in Dharamsala, Himachal Pradesh, for all Tibetan names.









[image: A map of western Tibet and East Turkestan. The regions in the area from west to east are Amu Darya, Roshan, Shignan, Badakhshan, Taghdumbash, Pamir, Kilian Pass, Raskam, Karakoram Mountains, Karakoram Pass, Sanju Pass, Kunlun Mountains and Changthang.]


[image: A map of eastern Tibet. The regions in the area from west to east are Changthang, U-Tsang, Chumbi Valley, Tawang, Kham and Amdo. The rivers in the region from west to east are Tsangpo, Salween, Mekong, Huang He and Yangtze.]
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A cartoon of the Afghan leader Amir Sher Ali with his ‘friends’ Russia and Britain, 1878













INTRODUCTION


The Game


In October 1950, China invaded Tibet. Its military marched into the eastern town of Chamdo, which capitulated after a brief resistance. Although the provincial governor was taken to Beijing, the Chinese army decided not to advance to Lhasa, instead initiating negotiations for Tibet’s surrender. Meanwhile, the Tibetan government, led by the fifteen-year-old Dalai Lama – who had fled to Yatung near the Indian border – made appeals to Britain, India, the United States and the United Nations for help. None came to its rescue. The matter was brought up in the UN General Assembly, only to be postponed after a perfunctory discussion. Tibet was presented with an agreement of surrender, ultimately signed in May 1951, and by September, the Chinese army entered Lhasa.


The lack of international support for Tibet, and the unquestioning acceptance of China’s claim over it, represents a tragic chapter in modern history – one of the unacknowledged failures of the UN. For India, it has created an endless security nightmare.


The current constellation of countries in Central Asia, the vast interior of the world’s largest continent, was shaped in the last century by two dramatic upheavals: in 1950 and 1991. The first was engineered by Russia, the primary power within the Soviet Union, which helped the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) win the civil war in China and reconquer Tibet, East Turkestan and Manchuria – all of which had gained independence after the collapse of the Qing (Ch’ing) or Manchu dynasty in 1912. Russia maintained control over Mongolia, even though it had been claimed by China, but allowed it to retain Inner Mongolia, the southern region. The second round of change took place when the Soviet Union collapsed, with five republics rising on its ruins in Central Asia: Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan. It was during this convulsion that Mongolia emerged from Russia’s shadow.


India shares its northern frontier with two Central Asian countries – Tibet and East Turkestan, referred to as Xinjiang (Sinkiang) by China. After its conquest of India in the mid-nineteenth century, Britain began demarcating its land borders with the other imperial powers – Russia and China. Through diplomatic negotiations and military encounters, these three imperial powers drew the contours of the Central Asian countries and the northern borders of India.


In the early nineteenth century, Central Asia stood as one of the few regions in the world uncolonized by Europeans. China had conquered its eastern part in the previous century. The western portion, comprising independent Mongol and Turkic khanates, was steadily taken over by Russia. Britain’s interest in the region developed when it reached the northern frontier of India and started to view Russia’s expansion not only as a threat to its Indian empire but also to its global supremacy. As a result, Tibet and East Turkestan became its primary concerns.


Military invasions by these powers for empire-building ambitions and diplomatic manipulations to create spheres of influence sealed Tibet’s fate, the country with which India shared its longest frontier. Their imperial games replaced peaceful Tibet with an expansionist China as India’s largest neighbour. A similar fate befell East Turkestan, and its border with India was also settled during this period. The effects of these events are still keenly felt by the people of these countries, and the border between India and China remains one of the longest and most disputed in the world.


The rivalry between Britain and Russia, the defining feature of nineteenth-century geopolitics, is remembered as the ‘Great Game’ in Central Asia. The term was coined by British intelligence officer Arthur Conolly and popularized by the grand poet of the British colonial era, Rudyard Kipling. The two countries played cat-and-mouse throughout Central Asia in the second half of the nineteenth century. China, an unwieldy, tottering empire, was brought into the game when it suited the two primary players. This triangular contest was similar to, and influenced by, the Anglo-Russian rivalry in West Asia, where the third party was Ottoman Turkey – once the terror of Europe, but by the nineteenth century, on the brink of collapse. Britain propped it up for nearly a century simply to prevent it from falling into Russia’s hands.


Less well known is Britain and Russia’s grudging cooperation with China. Today, China portrays itself as a victim of imperialism, referring to this period as the ‘century of humiliation’.1 This narrative minimizes its key role as an imperial player – and, in retrospect, the shrewdest of the three. Unlike many other Asian countries, it was never colonized by Europe. It has also maintained its independence as the only one of the three empires to have survived relatively intact to this day.


Fickle Alliances, Fierce Rivalries


The first significant interaction between Britain and Russia occurred in 1815 when they joined forces to trounce Napoleon Bonaparte. Despite their continued cooperation in the Concert of Europe – Europe’s post-Napoleon security arrangement – Russia’s rise turned them into bitter rivals. Always on the lookout for a warm-water port, Russia attempted to gain access to the Mediterranean Sea through Istanbul, the Ottoman capital. In the Crimean War (1853–1856), Britain, in alliance with France, thwarted Russia to maintain its naval supremacy. Frustrated, Russia turned its attention to the east – Central Asia – only to find Britain an even more determined adversary.


Who were the Qings, the dynasty ruling China at the time? In the seventeenth century, China was conquered by the Manchus, the Mongols’ neighbours and fierce enemies living up north in Manchuria. After overthrowing the Mings, the last Han dynasty to rule China, the Manchus established a vast empire. They invaded East Turkestan, inhabited by Turkic and Mongol tribes, in the mid-eighteenth century, designating it the ‘Western region’, around the same time the British began their conquest of India. Expanding to include Tibet and Mongolia, they created one of the largest empires in Chinese history. And they chose a Chinese name: Qing.


By the middle of the nineteenth century, however, the Manchu empire was crumbling. Following the First Opium War of 1839–1842, Britain occupied Hong Kong. Other European countries seized trading privileges on the east coast, and Russia encroached on its territory to the north and west. East Turkestan and several outlying provinces had let go of their yoke, and they could no longer protect Tibet from raids by the rulers of Nepal and Jammu and Kashmir. Britain feared that Russia would annex China’s Central Asian colonies. For China, the most serious threat was internal – a devastating civil war, the Taiping Rebellion, which pitted the Han-dominated south against the Manchu-dominated north.


The year 1860 marked a watershed moment in changing Britain’s policy towards China. A British army occupied its capital, the first foreign army to do so in more than two centuries. It was led by James Bruce, a Scot whose father, the seventh Earl of Elgin, had ripped down the marble friezes from Athens’ Parthenon temple and sold them to the British government. The eighth earl was sent to punish the Manchu ruler for failing to implement a treaty he had signed. En route from London, though, he was diverted to India, where a revolt had broken out in 1857. After helping suppress the Indian uprising, he proceeded to China. Seizing Beijing, he followed in his father’s footsteps by destroying the magnificent Summer Palace. He was rewarded with a viceroyalty in India.


Britain’s occupation of Beijing should have ended the Qing dynasty, but remarkably, it thrived and lasted another fifty years. It successfully suppressed the Taiping and other rebellions, reclaiming its lost provinces and colonies. What spurred this miraculous turnaround? How did China bounce back and evade colonization, unlike many other Asian countries? What was its secret to playing the imperial power game so adroitly?


The answers lie in the broader geopolitical gameboard. The Anglo-Russian rivalry in Central Asia exerted a profound impact across the continent as a whole. Britain’s fear for the security of its empire in India, fuelled by a seemingly distant Russian threat, drove most of its late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century foreign policy. Worries about Russia’s designs on India arose as early as 1800, when it first considered a military expedition to India. Though the invasion never materialized, Britain began to view any Russian move in Central Asia with suspicion. India became the pivot around which relations between these two empires revolved, drawing China into the fray and spelling doom for many small, unfortunate Central Asian nations – Tibet among them.


Britain recognized that the Manchu empire had become the ‘sick man of Asia’, just like Ottoman Turkey in Europe. China lacked the military strength to contain Russia’s expansion in Central Asia. But so did Britain, which had to weigh Russia’s physical proximity to China when wargaming any possible military encounter. And despite being the master of oceans, Britain was vulnerable on land. Its defeat in the First Anglo-Afghan War (1839–1842) had chastened its ambitions, instilling little confidence about taking on the Russian army deep within the Asian continent. Britain feared that China’s collapse would lead to a land grab by European powers, with Russia gaining the upper hand.


Throughout the 1800s, Britain was the world’s foremost power. Yet, by the middle of the century, it had been weathered by upheavals in three of the largest countries in the world – India, China and the United States. India was its most prized colony, while China and the US its chief trading partners.


In India, the uprising against the rule of the East India Company had caused panic in Britain, while civil wars threatened to disintegrate China and the US. To save the East India Company, the British government sent troops to crush the Indian revolt and take over the country’s governance. In the US, it declared neutrality, seeking to minimize the impact of the war on its trade. However, China posed the most complex challenge. Britain sought to expand trade to compensate for its losses in the American market, but in the process of forcing open China, it launched an invasion of Beijing. The Manchu emperor and his courtiers had fled to their homeland of Manchuria. The mighty Chinese empire lay at its feet.


For Britain, this was a critical moment in its dealings with China. Having only recently regained control over India, it was hesitant to annex another large country. The invasion of Beijing had been carried out jointly with France, which provided crucial support. Russia was hovering across the frontier, waiting for the empire to fall apart. Britain had to decide how to deal with its prey while also ensuring the safety of its own forces inside the country, where it operated with little knowledge of the terrain. Beyond the Great Wall lay vast steppes roamed by fierce Mongol and Turkic warriors. Russia had established itself in Siberia, and its envoys had been visiting Beijing for a long time. Although Britain was reluctant to occupy Beijing, how could it avoid leaving behind a vacuum that Russia could fill?


Britain needed allies in the Far East to counter Russia, but this was never an easy task in fractious Europe. Its only geopolitical constant in the nineteenth century was the rivalry with Russia. Despite their long and intense competition, they never came to blows in Central Asia, unlike in Europe, where they fought at least one major war.2 So, how did the British–Russian rivalry shape the national destinies of Central Asia? What was the impact on Tibet?


Playground for the Great Game


Tibet has fascinated the world for centuries due to its forbidding terrain and mystical remoteness. This towering highland to the north has traditionally served as India’s longest land frontier. Although Tibet was once an imperial power, the arrival of Buddhism ushered in a reclusive pacificism. The proliferation of monasteries made it vulnerable to foreign intervention, as the lamas were willing to seek outside assistance to settle internal disputes. The Mongols invaded Tibet in the thirteenth century, and the Manchus arrived in the eighteenth century. Both groups conquered China and ruled Tibet from Beijing. By the mid-nineteenth century, when our story begins, Manchu China had nominal control over Tibet.


The once-hermit country was swept into the Great Game, becoming a hotbed of imperial intrigue. Charles Bell, a leading Tibetologist in Britain, expressed worry that if Tibet fell under Russian control, Britain would need ‘to maintain considerable bodies of troops at great expense in damp, unhealthy regions’ to defend India.3 Lhasa’s proximity to India, particularly Kolkata – the capital of British India until 1911 – concerned the British officials in India. But Britain worked hard to avoid a military confrontation with Russia, preferring to address its challenges through diplomacy and strategic alliances.


Whether Britain ever contemplated making Tibet an independent country is a hotly debated subject, especially in India, where many believe that Britain intended to use Tibet as a buffer against China, a prudent policy abandoned by independent India. An American historian supported this view shortly after China’s invasion of India in 1962: ‘Imperial British policy had envisaged the maintenance of a Tibetan autonomy that would keep Tibet as a buffer between China and India.’4 But why would a powerful country like British require a buffer against China? Didn’t Britain have more to fear from an independent Tibet? According to the imperial mindset of the time, any country that was not under an empire was free game – a no-man’s land. Minor kingdoms were seen as invitations for neighbouring empires to conquer, serving as magnets for major power rivalries. Small countries and communities that had earlier lived independently, were soon subjected to the arm-twisting envoys of imperial powers – or worse, trampled by their armies. Cartographers arbitrarily drew lines on maps, assigning territories to empires based on geographical contours or geometric lines, regardless of who lived there or how they were related historically.


As part of this policy, Britain sought to bring all the lesser kingdoms on India’s borders within its domain. But its defeat in Afghanistan had hightened awareness of the dangers lurking in the mountains. The topography of Tibet was much more formidable and unknown. Fighting Russia in the cold mountains was a daunting prospect. Britain needed to devise a solution that was both acceptable to itself and the other imperial powers. Stubborn lamas, unwilling to open their country to trade, were not its cup of tea. Despite its weakened state, imperial China was more in Britain’s league and easier to deal with.


Statehood and Sovereignty


Tibet’s status in international relations remains disputed. The critical question is whether it’s a separate country or a part of China. Most countries, including India, consider it an autonomous region of China. But autonomy does not imply independence. An autonomous region cannot claim to be a state under international law, nor does it count as a colony under foreign occupation.


What exactly is statehood? Or, what determines a country’s independence in international relations? A state is regarded as a legal person under international law. It is, by definition, a sovereign entity with equal status and ability to engage in relations with other states. ‘The sovereignty and equality of states represent the basic constitutional doctrine of the law of nations, which governs a community consisting primarily of states having a uniform legal personality.’5 State sovereignty also implies that other countries and international organizations cannot interfere in its internal affairs. Even the UN, under its charter, is prohibited from intervening in matters primarily within a state’s domestic jurisdiction, except for enforcement measures relating to the maintenance of international peace and security, as per Article 2.7.


This state-based international order began to take shape in Europe following the Peace of Westphalia treaties in 1648.6 As to what entitles a territory or a people to be recognized as a state under international law, there is no consensus. The UN Charter does not attempt to define a state – despite being an association of states. In 1933, the Montevideo Convention on the Rights and Duties of States attempted to define statehood thus:


The State as a person of international law should possess the following qualifications: (a) a permanent population; (b) a defined territory; (c) government; and (d) capacity to enter into relations with other States’ (Article 1).


This remains one of the most comprehensive definitions of statehood, applying the capacity to enter into relations with other states as an essential qualification, over sovereignty.7 While population, territory and government are relatively easy to identify, sovereignty is a much more amorphous and contested concept. The UN, like its predecessor, the League of Nations, does not list sovereignty as a qualification for membership. The League offered membership to any ‘fully self-governing State, Dominion or Colony’ (Article 1). UN membership is open to all ‘peace-loving states’ that accept the Charter’s obligations and are ‘able and willing’ to carry them out. Thus, India became a founding member of both the League and the UN while still being part of the British empire. Ukraine and Byelorussia joined the UN even though they were constituent countries of the Soviet Union at the time.


A state that grants extensive extra-territorial rights to another cannot claim to be sovereign; one that cedes its foreign affairs to another would fall into the same category. But in certain instances, a state has continued to be recognized as such, despite considerable dilution of its sovereignty. After the Second World War, Germany was bifurcated and occupied by foreign powers, yet both regions were accorded recognition as states and admitted to the UN. Members of the European Union regard themselves as sovereign states, rather than federating units, even though they have ceded significant authority to the EU.


In spite of these flexibilities, exceptions and divergent interpretations, the standards applied to Tibet’s claim to statehood have remained extremely stringent. Tibet is considered to have been under Chinese ‘suzerainty’ for an indeterminate period and thus lacking the necessary attributes of statehood. But the term suzerainty itself is not recognized in modern international law. It was popular in the nineteenth century, describing the emperors’ authority over their tributary states. The Ottomans, for example, were said to have suzerainty over the Balkan countries of Europe. India made anti-colonialism the central pillar of its foreign policy, standing up for the rights of countries against colonial powers. Yet, it did not deem China’s occupation of Tibet to be an act of colonization, instead toeing the British line.


The lamas, being monks, described their relationship with the Mongols and the Manchus in ecclesiastical terms – as a priest–patron connection. But such abstruse relationships receive no recognition in international politics. To assert its right to statehood, a state has to claim sovereignty and enter into diplomatic relations with other countries. As a result, theocratic Tibet was inconsistent in demanding recognition of its sovereignty and often unsure of its legitimacy.


Britain firmed up its Tibet policy early in the twentieth century, during the dying years of Manchu rule. Despite its best efforts, Britain could not persuade China to maintain control over this distant country. It juggled strategies to achieve a complex set of goals, including preventing the disintegration of the Manchu empire, blocking the southward march of Russia and opening up trade within the reclusive Tibet. Finally, it settled on the imperial construct of ‘suzerainty’ to define Tibet’s relationship with China, while conducting dealings directly with it.


After India gained independence, it faced an irredentist China that was no longer content with stationing a ceremonial representative in Lhasa. The Tibetan government was supplanted by Han Chinese functionaries of the Communist Party serving as administrators. China also laid claim to extensive Indian territory bordering Tibet, which was inhabited by Buddhist people who revered the Dalai Lama. This contrasted its own policy of annexing large parts of Tibet and denying the Dalai Lama traditional monastic privileges in China.


Although independent India retained the British policy, while Britain had extracted several trading rights in Tibet and enforced them using its army, India’s military weakness and lack of political will soon resulted in the loss of those rights. The newly independent nation also inherited borders that were vaguely demarcated or agreed upon by the three imperial powers. With Britain no longer interested in the region and Russia offering unstinting support to its fellow communist nation, India faced a formidable challenge. Communist China condemned Western imperialism but claimed the Manchu mantle and aggressively pursued shadowy claims over neighbouring countries under the guise of liberating their oppressed people.


In his seminal history of humankind, Yuval Noah Harari offers a perceptive insight into China: ‘The ultimate achievement of the Chinese empire is that it is still alive and kicking, yet it is hard to see it as an empire except in outlying areas such as Tibet and Xinjiang.’8 Harari only includes Tibet and Xinjiang as colonies of the Chinese empire, leaving out autonomous regions like Inner Mongolia and Yunnan. This omission is likely because the immigration of the Han Chinese has changed the demographics of Inner Mongolia, Yunnan and the three provinces of the erstwhile Manchuria. The same fate awaits Tibet and Xinjiang.


This book investigates the root causes of the international community’s apathy towards Tibet and its refusal to respond to the latter’s pleas against China’s occupation. Importantly, it delves into the games played in Central Asia by the three imperial powers – Britain, China and Russia – that have fundamentally shaped the postulates of Tibet’s international status.
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Tibet: Monastic Heights


Nestled between the Himalaya and the Kunlun Mountains, and several towering ranges, Tibet is the world’s highest plateau. Unsurprisingly, it is known as the ‘roof of the world’. To the east run the mighty Mekong and Yangtse rivers, and the mountain ranges from north to south form the frontier with China. With an average elevation of 4,000 metres, it covers 1.2 million square kilometres – roughly the size of South Africa. Tibetans claim their territory to be 2.5 million square kilometres, including the provinces of Amdo and Kham annexed by China. It is the source of some of Asia’s mightiest rivers, all of them better known by their names in downstream countries: Senge Khabab (Indus), Yarlung Tsangpo (Brahmaputra), Drichu (Yangtse), Machu (Huang He), Gyalmo Ngulchu (Salween) and Zachu (Mekong). Its 46,000 glaciers account for nearly 15 per cent of the world’s total and are a vital source of fresh water. Lakes, or tso in Tibetan, dot the entire country. A number of these lakes, which have no outlet in the mountainous terrain and thus turn salty, are called tsa-ka or salt pits.


In Tibet, the country is referred to as ‘Böd’. The term ‘Tibet’ originates from ‘Tubbat’, as it was called in the past by its neighbours – the Turks, Iranians and Arabs, possibly derived from ‘Tö Bö’, which translates to Upper Tibet. Other cultures have adopted their own versions of Böd. It was known as ‘Thumbed’ among the Mongols and ‘Tufan’ among the Chinese. Indians called it ‘Tibbat’, which the British later adapted to Tibet. In the nineteenth century, it was spelt ‘Thibet’.


The Chinese name, ‘Tufan’, is formed by two Chinese characters – tu and fan. The second can also be pronounced as pö, making it a close phonetic transliteration of Böd. This was how S. W. Bushell, a British physician at the British Legation in Beijing in the nineteenth century, interpreted it.1 Early Tibetans were called ‘Tubo’ in China. According to Bushell, Tibet was home to various tribes in ancient times, as noted by Chinese researcher Ma Tuanlin. In 634 ce, Tibet sent its initial mission to China to the court of the Tang emperor Taizong. The Tang chronicles contain detailed mentions of the interactions between the two regions. In 641 ce, the Tang emperor solidified political relations by offering a princess to the Tibetan king.


Tibet’s current size is smaller than before its annexation by the PRC in 1950. In 1895, in an assessment of trade prospects with Tibet, the Bradford Chamber of Commerce estimated the country’s area to be about 700,000 square miles (1.8 million square kilometres) and its population between 6 and 7 million.2 After conquering Tibet, China merged parts of the Amdo and Kham provinces into the neighbouring Chinese provinces of Qinghai and Sichuan.


China now refers to Tibet as Xizang, from the name of its central province, Tsang. Xizang can be translated as West Zang (Zang being the Chinese transliteration of Tsang and xi meaning west). China also employs Zang to derive other terms relating to Tibet, such as zangwen (for the Tibetan language) and zangzu (for the Tibetan people). It has notably started referring to the state of Arunachal Pradesh as Zang-nan, or South Tibet.


Despite claiming that Tibet has been a part of China since ancient times, the Chinese always referred to the Tibetans as ‘barbarians’ – as they did all other foreigners. The early Chinese termed their neighbours – two Tibetan groups, two Turkish and a Mongolian as the ‘Five Barbarians’. This practice continued until recent times. Tibetans reciprocated in kind, but privately, referring to the Chinese as ‘beggars’.3


Tibetan Language


China maintains that the Tibetan language is part of the Sino-Tibetan family – one of the twenty-eight languages of China’s ethnic minorities, including Yi, Zhuang, Bouyei, Dai, Miao and Yao. It classifies Uygur, Kazak, Mongolian, Manchu and Korean under a different category, under the Altaic family.4


The Cambridge Encyclopedia of Language groups Tibetan and Chinese in the same Sino-Tibetan family, stating that the Sinitic part includes various Chinese languages (which China calls ‘dialects’). Tibetan is also included as one of them, while noting that ‘The membership and classification of the Sino-Tibetan family of languages is highly controversial.’5 Rinchen Dolma Taring, a Tibetan who travelled extensively in China in the 1950s, commented: ‘Our written and spoken language is nothing like Chinese, though many people think that there is some resemblance. Tibetan grammar is very complex and the written language is often beautiful.’6


Tibetan is closer to Burmese, Tai and Miao-Yao. These languages are part of the Tibeto-Burman family, comprising nearly 300 dialects. Some studies place Tibetan in the Altaic family, given its similarities with Mongolian. The languages closest to Tibetan are Sikkimese and Bhutanese, which are mutually intelligible to their native speakers. Burmese and some languages in India’s north-eastern states are also close enough to Tibetan to merit classification in the same family.7


While the debate on the origin of the Tibetan language rages on – China will never accept that it is not an offshoot of its own language – there can be no dispute about the origin of the Tibetan script, which is fundamentally different from the ideograms or characters used to write Chinese. The Tibetan script is alphabetical and is believed to be derived from the Shāradā script of the Brahmi family, once popular in north-west India.


Blossoming of Buddhism


When the British first tried to enter Tibet in the nineteenth century, it was a closed country tightly controlled by the lamas, who were hostile to all foreigners, especially non-Buddhists. Sarat Chandra Das, an Indian employed by the British to explore Tibet at the time, estimated that there were 19,000 monks in the country, of whom 16,500 lived in the three main monasteries.


Buddhism came to Tibet in the fifth century ce during the reign of Thori Nyatsen, the twenty-eighth king of the Yarlung dynasty. According to a legend, a casket containing the mantra of Avalokiteśvara, the patron and protector of Tibet, fell on the royal palace from heaven. The king could not read the script but he kept the relic. The earliest evidence of Buddhism, however, is the arrival of two texts, Chintāmani Dharani and Pang Koneyama, which were brought over by an Indian pandit (religious scholar) and translated into Tibetan.8 Buddhism came closer to the people and became a state affair in the seventh century, under the reign of Songtsen Gampo, the thirty-third king of the Yarlung dynasty. His marriages to both a Nepalese and a Chinese princess may have influenced his conversion to Buddhism.


Soon Buddhism became a defining feature of Tibet, developing unique characteristics. Tibet has been chiefly responsible for Buddhism’s spread throughout Central Asia and China. There are four main sects of Tibetan Buddhism:




	
Nyingma (meaning ‘the old’): Founded by Padmasambhava, a tantric Buddhist from the Swat Valley in northwest India (now in Pakistan) in the eighth century ce. Its followers wore red hats.


	
Sakya: Founded by Kon Chogyal Pho (1034–1102 ce), with the Sakya monastery (or Grey Earth monastery) established in Tsang province in 1073 ce.


	
Kagyu (meaning ‘orally transmitted’): Founded by Marpa (the great translator, 1110–1193 ce). Its followers are known as Black Hats.


	
Gelug (the sect to which the Dalai Lama and most Tibetans belong): Its founder, Tsongkhapa Lobsang Dragpa (1357–1419), followed the teachings of a Buddhist from Vikramshila University in Bihar, Atiśa, known in Tibet as Jowoge, the Noble Lord. He stressed celibacy, abstinence and austere living. The first Dalai Lama was Gedun Drupa, a disciple of Tsongkhapa. He built the Tashilhunpo Monastery in Shigatse, which later became the seat of the Panchen Lama. The Dalai Lama is revered as the reincarnation of Chenrezig, Lord of Compassion. Members of this sect wear yellow hats.





Tibetan Buddhism is closest to that practised in Mongolia. The Indian historian B. N. Puri noted the similarities between Tibetan and Mongolian Buddhism, writing that there ‘seems to be no difference between the two in deities, doctrines or observances’. Mongolian lamas often recite their scriptures in Tibetan – even though they exist in their native language as well.9


Early History


The Tibetan calendar starts from 127 bce, the date of accession of the first king – Nyatri Tsenpo.10 This is shortly after the decline of the Mauryans in India. Nyatri was proclaimed king by the people of the Yarlung Valley, in southern Tibet. Legend has it that Nyatri, a god-like being belonging to a royal family related to the Buddha, descended from heaven using a sky-rope. He started the Yarlung dynasty, which spanned forty-one rulers and endured until 842 ce, when its last king, Lang Dharma, was killed by a discontented Buddhist monk. In Tibetan legends, India is considered the ‘land of the gods’.


Old Tibetan texts discovered in Central Asia reveal that in the eighth and ninth centuries the Tibetan presence extended to the Kashgaria region in modern Xinjiang, including towns like Khotan and Lobnor, and Dunhuang in the Gansu province. This was during the reign of Songtsen Gampo – ‘Songtsen the Wise’ – who Tibetans look upon as their first great king. His father had expanded the kingdom from the Yarlung Valley to occupy most of central Tibet. Songtsen continued this expansion into Amdo, in north-east Tibet, stretching his kingdom to the border of the Tang empire in China.


Songtsen Gampo, recognized for his role in the spread of Buddhism in Tibet, was a pioneering king. He commissioned an Indian scholar to develop a script for the Tibetan language. With the help of Narendradeva, a Nepalese king who had taken shelter in his court, he had Lhasa’s Jokhang temple built on the model of a temple in Nepal. Songtsen then sent Narendradeva back with a Tibetan army to reinstate him to his Nepalese throne.


Tibetan sources reveal that in the last year of his rule, Songtsen Gampo attacked northern India and defeated the King of Kannauj, Arjuna (who had succeeded Harshavardhana, a patron of Buddhism). The provocation for this invasion was the slaughter of a Buddhist scholar from China, Wang Hiuen-Tse, and his thirty-member team, in Kannauj. Wang had come to India after the extremely successful visit of the Chinese Buddhist scholar Xuanzang (known in India as Hiuen Tsang). By then Harshavardhana had died and his minister, Arjuna – who was not well disposed towards Buddhists– had succeeded him. These killings prompted a swift retaliation by Songtsen Gampo, who defeated Arjuna at Hirahati in Bihar and deposed him.


Contact with China


Although China was united for the first time under the Qin dynasty in the third century bce, it took almost a millennium for its first contact with Tibet to be recorded. This occurred in the seventh century ce, under the Tangs, in the form of a matrimonial alliance. Earlier contacts before this had been confined to occasional Tibetan raids into China.


The Tang dynasty was founded by a general by the name of Li Yuan in an outlying province of the Sui kingdom of China (581–618 ce). Li Yuan rebelled and declared himself emperor in 618 ce, with the title ‘Gaozu’. He set up his capital at Chang’an (modern Xian). A son from his Turkic wife, Li Shimin, later overthrew him and ruled as Emperor Taizong, beginning his reign by subjugating the Turkic people, then conquering northern and central China. Under him, it became one of the most powerful empires in Chinese history, its extent unequalled for centuries until the arrival of the Mongols. The ethnic links of the Tang with outside groups enabled it to open China to direct contact – not only with the ‘barbarians’ on China’s borders but also with the distant civilizations of India and West Asia. The Tang era was one of enlightenment and prosperity for China, bringing conquests and other interactions with neighbouring countries. It was during this period that Xuanzang came to study at Nalanda University. According to Edwin Reischauer, a Harvard historian and US diplomat, ‘Never again until the twentieth century was China to prove so responsive to foreign influences.’11 The dynasty lasted nearly three centuries.


While Tibetans acknowledge that Buddhism came from India, China has its own version, attributing it to Songtsen’s Tang wife. In 641 ce, Taizong – who was Buddhist – gave a princess of his family, Wen Cheng, in marriage to Songtsen. She brought to Lhasa as her dowry a life-size statue of the Buddha – made of gold, silver, zinc, iron and copper – and had it installed in a custom-built temple. Later, it was transferred to the Jokhang temple, where it remains today. Tibetan legend, however, traces the source of the statue to the Indian kingdom of Magadh, from where it was sent to China as a gift.12


China’s imperial records state that Wen Cheng also brought ‘360 classic texts . . . 60 varieties of books on construction and industrial arts, 100 medical prescriptions for 404 diseases, six types of medical tools, four medical books, and large amounts of silk and clothing’.13 The princess started ‘civilizing’ the Tibetans by introducing them to the refinements of Chinese culture. Chinese historians regard this as the start of Tibet becoming Buddhist and proof of its Chinese origin, seeking to portray it as a two-way cultural exchange. The Han people picked up ball games from the Tibetans, and Han women learned how to do their hair and makeup.


Around 700 ce, another Tibetan ruler, Tridu Tsugtsen, married Jin Cheng (also a Tang princess) during the rule of the Tang emperor, Zhong Zong. She brought with her not merely silk fabrics and artisans but also Confucian classics such as the Book of Odes, Book of Rites and Zuo Qiuming’s Commentary on the Spring and Autumn Annals.14 Confucianism, however, did not take root in Tibet.


Despite such supposedly warm marital and religious ties, relations between China and Tibet were hardly friendly during this period. In the middle of the eighth century, the Tang empire was shaken by the revolt of one of its generals, An Lushan, who declared himself emperor in 756 ce. The Tang emperor, with the help of the Uyghurs, regained the throne the following year – but his authority had been gravely undermined. Trisong Deutsen, the Tibetan ruler, took advantage of this and attacked China, occupying Dunhuang and, in 763 ce, raiding the Tang capital, Chang’an. Although he did not occupy the city, he plundered it several times.


Trisong Deutsen strengthened Buddhism in Tibet with the help of another Indian Buddhist, Padmasambhava, who had a stormy stay in the region, trying to prove the supremacy of his skills by taming demons. His work and rituals gained popularity, and he became recognized as the ‘Precious Teacher’ – Guru Rimpoche.15 Deutsen also established a large monastery at Samye in the Tsangpo valley, which displayed architectural features from India, Nepal and China.


During Trisong Deutsen’s reign, Buddhist scholars from China and India fought for supremacy. It is said that he brought the two sides together in a debate organized at the Samye monastery. Kamalashila represented the Indian school and Moheyan, a scholar from Dunhuang, his Zen school. The Tibetan version of the story goes that Kamalashila was declared the victor. But Chinese records claim that the Tibetan king gave his blessings to the Chinese teacher. Deutsen also organized the translation of Buddhist scriptures from Sanskrit and Pali to Tibetan. This remains one of the biggest enterprises of its kind in the medieval world. Deutsen’s patronage of Buddhism enabled its spread throughout Central Asia among the Mongols and later the Manchus, who revered Tibet as the fountain of Buddhist learning. Sadly, though, most texts in Tibet were destroyed during China’s Cultural Revolution in the 1960s.


In 822 ce, Tritsuk Deutsen – popularly known as Ralpachen, the ‘long-haired’ – entered into a treaty with the Tang ruler of China. The agreement, written in Chinese and Tibetan on a stone pillar in the Jokhang temple, stated: ‘The two countries, Tibet and China, guard the land and the frontier now in their possession. All to the east of that frontier is the land of Greater China, and all to the west is indeed the land of Greater Tibet. Thereafter both sides shall not struggle like enemies, shall not lead armies into war and shall not invade and seize each other’s territory.’16


Tibet continued to enjoy a flourishing relationship with various Buddhist monasteries in India, particularly Nalanda and Vikramshila, until the twelfth century. Tibetan Buddhist holy texts comprise the Kangyur, which includes 108 volumes containing the words of the Buddha, and the 225-volume Tengyur, which collects his teachings.17


The decline of Buddhism in India – combined with the long Muslim rule – weakened ties with Tibet. In 1206, Muhammad bin Bakhtiyar Khalji, a Turkish chieftain who had overrun northern India, invaded Tibet. His army was decimated in the cold. The rise of Islamic rulers in north India, and the establishment of Buddhism as the state religion in China by Kublai Khan, drew Tibet closer to China. Tibetan lamas turned to patrons in China and Mongolia.


So, how independent was Tibet in this period? Chinese historians Wang Jiawei and Nyima Gyaincain, who have explored China’s historical claim to Tibet, acknowledge that the two countries were independent during the Tang era and the Tang did not have official rule over the Tubo.18


The Chinese Civilization Centre of Hong Kong also confirms the separate status of Tibet during the Tang period:


Later, many wars broke out between the Tubo regime and the Tang Dynasty, and the Tubo army marched as far as Chang’an. The intermittent outbreaks of war and peace between the Tubo regime and the Tang Dynasty deepened their understanding and promoted economic exchange. In the early ninth century, the Tubo regime and the Tang Dynasty formed an alliance.19


Another Chinese historian, Bai Shouyi, writes:


In 822 [ce], the Tufan ruler met with the emissary of the Tang Emperor Mu Zong at Lhasa to discuss the alliance between the Tufan and the Tang, and a Monument of Unity was erected in front of the Jokhang Monastery the following year. Later, the Tufan was torn by a prolonged split, which ended only in the second half of the thirteenth century when it accepted the rule of the Yuan Empire.20


No significant contact between China and Tibet is known to have taken place after the Tang dynasty until the thirteenth century, when Mongolia conquered both countries. Wang and Gyaincain state that Buddhism declined in Tibet after the Tang dynasty before reviving in the tenth century via two routes: the Lower Route from China and the Upper Route from India. The Upper Route provided the Buddhist texts, which were translated into Tibetan, while the Lower Route ‘played a role in the construction of monasteries in Tsang, the recruiting of monks, and the conducting of Buddhist activities’.21 This description of the Indian route as the Upper Route, gives the impression that even this route was from the north, rather than across the Himalayas in the south.


In the first decade of the twentieth century, traces of this ancient history – and its realities – would become easy to see when the French army major Vicomte D’Ollone travelled through Yunnan, Sichuan (Szechuan), Tibet and Mongolia. He left behind a graphic account of the country and meeting the Thirteenth Dalai Lama in exile in Mongolia. It is evident from his travelogue that, culturally, Tibet was quite distinct from China and was, for all practical purposes, independent. D’Ollone wrote:


All the western provinces of the Middle Empire are merely territories won by conquest from non-Chinese populations. Yet the word ‘won’ is deceptive. The Chinese are content to occupy the fertile valleys where the superiority of their arms, their organisation, and their numbers assures them of the advantage; and there they have built strong fortresses, connected by roads across the more accessible passes.22


D’Ollone also described the separate identities of Chinese and Tibetan people, stating that, ‘On the frontier of the Si-Fan China comes clearly and definitely to a stop, and even where the Imperial authority is recognised, it is known only as a foreign suzerainty.’


He asserted that the people of Tibet were connected by ‘one common trait which at once distinguishes them from all their neighbours: they practise the religion of Lamaism’.23 In the border region of China, the authority of the Chinese emperor was respected but resented. D’Ollone called the town of ‘Ta-Tsien-Lu’,24 which had both a Tibetan king and a Chinese prefect, the ‘gateway to Tibet’. A bridge at ‘Lu-Ting-Kiao’ on the ‘Ta-Tu-ho’ River was the only link between Tibet and China. D’Ollone observed that Tibetan architecture, too, was quite distinct from Chinese.


In the village of Kiang-Kyu, he found numerous Buddhist structures and statues that were heavily influenced by Indian culture. He wrote: ‘No doubt the Buddhist apostles were accompanied from India by the first sculptors, who carved out of the rock, in the Hindoo manner, these extraordinary monuments: unprecedented in China, and containing characteristic details of the Graeco-Buddhist type.’25 This village was in what is now the Sichuan province of China.


At Len-Chu (Lanzhou), the capital of Kansu (Gansu) province, D’Ollone saw a picturesque bridge made of boats – about two hundred yards long – on the Yellow River (Huang He) that marked the border between China and Mongolia. He met the Dalai Lama [the thirteenth] at Wu-Tai-Shan, the ‘mountain with five terraces’, a renowned monastery where he stayed while waiting for an invitation from the Chinese emperor to go to Beijing. Their conversation was somewhat circuitous, first translated from French to Chinese (by a Chinese interpreter), then to Mongolian (by a lama), after which another lama transmitted the words in Tibetan to the Dalai Lama.


D’Ollone’s description of the Dalai Lama’s ceremonial journey from Len-Chu to Beijing reflects his status in China as a religious leader rather than a vassal:


Everywhere I saw triumphal arches of verdure, decorated with lanterns, oriflammes, and inscriptions, and the whole desert seemed to be transformed into a pleasure-garden . . . Generals, governors, and viceroys attended his passage, and a veritable army was assembled to do him honour.26


Tibet and Ladakh


The links between Tibet and Ladakh can be traced to the seventh and eighth centuries. Ladakh was the route connecting Tibet to Kashgaria in East Turkestan. There is evidence of Tibet conquering Ladakh and extending as far as Gilgit and Baltistan. The origin of Buddhist monastic institutions in Ladakh dates back to the tenth century, and their growth is clearly influenced by Tibetan culture.27


During the Mughal era, Ladakh was ruled by a Buddhist king. In 1679, under Shah Jahan’s reign, Tibet attacked Ladakh due to its alleged interference in western Tibet, prompting the latter to appeal for the assistance of the Mughal governor of Kashmir. The arrival of the Moghul forces helped ward off the Tibetan threat. With a treaty in 1684, Ladakh and Tibet were able to broadly define their borders, assigning Guge, Purang and Rudok to Tibet. Ladakh got a monopoly over the wool trade in western Tibet.


Gulab Singh, the governor of Jammu–Kashmir (then a part of Ranjit Singh’s kingdom of Punjab), annexed Ladakh in 1834. In 1841, his general, Zorawar Singh, attacked Tibet and reached as far as Taklakot (Purang), near Lake Mansarovar (Mapam Yutso). Tibet, ostensibly part of the Manchu empire, looked to it for help. But China, in the midst of the First Opium War with Britain, was in no position to do so. So, the Tibetans bided their time, then annihilated the invading army in the bitter cold of winter. Zorawar Singh was among the 3,000 soldiers who perished. The victorious Tibetan forces chased the fleeing survivors into Ladakh. Although Gulab Singh’s forces returned the following year and recovered Ladakh.


An agreement was reached between the two sides in 1842 to respect the ‘old, established frontiers’ of Ladakh and Tibet. The right of Ladakhis to exchange tributes with Lhasa was reconfirmed, as was keeping the border open to trade. The Letters of Agreement, one in Tibetan and the other in Ladakhi, noted: ‘No restriction shall be laid on the mutual export and import of commodities e.g., tea, piece-goods, etc., and trading shall be allowed according to the old, established customs.’ Transport and accommodation were to be provided to each side’s envoys.28


The ruler of Jammu–Kashmir sent an envoy to Lhasa every three years with presents for the Dalai Lama. However, the Chinese court records described these as a tribute to their emperor.29
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Mongol Empire: Connecting Eurasia


The story of imperial conquest in Central Asia starts with the Mongols, who have a long history with Tibet. Mongol chronicles trace back their royal house to mythical Tibetan rulers and an Indian king.1 Mongolia was the first foreign country to conquer Tibet.


In the thirteenth century, Mongolia was unified by Chinggis Khan (also spelt Genghis Khan), who built one of the largest empires known to the world.2 The Mongols dominated Asia and Eastern Europe for several centuries, changing the course of history. At its height, the Mongol empire stretched from China to eastern Europe.


Chinggis Khan began his conquests by uniting Mongolia and attacking the Jin kingdom in northern China – a Manchurian Jurchen tribe that ruled over northern China, with Beijing as its capital (southern China was under the Song, a Han dynasty).3 After Chinggis’ death, his four sons divided the empire. In 1240, Godan Khan, Chinggis Khan’s grandson and governor of northern China, sent an army to conquer Tibet, but Tibetan Buddhism soon became a bond between the two countries. The Mongols valued Tibetan monks for their learning and the rich treasure of Buddhist scriptures. When Godan was looking for a Buddhist scholar, the Radreng monastery sent Kunga Gyaltsen – a sixty-two-year-old monk, venerated as Sakya Pandita for his knowledge of Buddhism. Godan appointed several of his associates to his administration.


After Godan’s death in 1251, his cousin, Kublai, seized power in China and launched his own dynasty in 1271 with a Sinicized name, Yuan – derived from Da Qianyuan, meaning ‘the Great Original Force’. He retained the capital of the Jin dynasty and renamed it Dadu, ‘the Great Capital’. His empire became one of the two largest ever to be ruled from Beijing, the other being the empire of the Manchus.


Kublai Khan strengthened the connection between the Mongols and Tibetan Buddhism by appointing a nephew of Sakya Pandita, Chogyal Phagpa, as his personal tutor. He vested him with the title of ‘Imperial Preceptor’, thus making Tibetan Buddhism the state religion of China. Kublai Khan instructed Phagpa to create a script for the Mongolian language to make it more suitable for governing China. The script, however, did not survive his dynasty’s rule.


As many as fourteen Lamas of the Sakya School received the title Imperial Preceptor and Kublai Khan had several Tibetan temples built in Dadu. The Mongol rulers of China administered Tibet through the department of Buddhist and Tibetan affairs, with most staff being either Tibetan or Mongol. His patronage enabled the Sakya clergy to establish control over Tibet in temporal matters as well.


The priest-patron (cho-yon in Tibetan) relationship, which started with the Mongol conquest of China, had its downsides for Tibet. In political terms, it reduced it to a vassal of Mongol rulers. Their patronage of Tibetan monks led to the rise of monasteries vying for favour, giving rise to bitter rivalries that remained in check only as long as the Mongols themselves were united. Once they were pushed out of China by the Ming dynasty in 1368, internecine warfare arose among the Mongols, affecting the monasteries as well.


Dalai Lama and the Mongols


Mongol association with Tibetan Buddhism took a critical political turn in the sixteenth century with the founding of the Gelug sect. In 1566, Secen Hongtaiji, a Mongol chieftain, came to Tibet and converted to Buddhism. On his return, he advised the ruler of the Tumed Mongols, Altan Khan (1502–1582), to use Buddhism to strengthen his position among his peers. In 1578, Altan Khan invited Sonam Gyatso, the head of the Gelug sect, to visit his capital, Hohhot (now in Inner Mongolia). The two struck a deal of mutual support. Altan Khan recognized him as the pre-eminent lama of Tibet, conferring the title Dalai, meaning ocean.4 The full title was Dalai Lama Vajradhara, or ‘the All-embracing Lama, the Holder of the Thunderbolt’.5 In turn, Gyatso declared Altan Khan to be the reincarnation of Kublai Khan.6 Altan Khan also conferred, retrospectively, the title on Sonam Gyatso’s two predecessors – Gedun Drupa and Gedun Gyatso.


The Chinese have their own version of these events. They maintain that, at the request of Altan Khan, it was the Ming emperor who conferred the title of Dalai Lama on Sonam Gyatso. But this is highly unlikely since Altan Khan and the Mings were enemies. Besides, what reason would the Chinese have to bestow a Mongol title on a Tibetan lama?


Sonam Gyatso remained at Altan Khan’s court to spread Buddhism among the Mongols. This elevated his status among them – but also increased Mongol interference in Tibetan affairs. He died in Mongolia in 1588, after which Altan Khan’s grandson was declared his incarnation as the fourth Dalai Lama. But the Mongol Lama had a difficult time finding acceptance among Tibetans. He also did not keep good health in Tibet’s climate and died at age twenty-seven. It is suspected that he was poisoned.


Having a Mongol chieftain as its head brought disrepute to the Gelug sect and increased its dependent status. Eventually, Tibet’s Tsang province rose in revolt. Its ruler, Karma Puntsog Namgyal– a patron of the rival Karma Kagyu sect – raised a strong army to resist the Mongols.


Fortunately, the Mongol Dalai Lama’s reincarnation was found in an aristocratic Tibetan family. The Fifth Dalai Lama, Ngawang Lobsang Gyatso (1617–1682), enjoyed wider acceptance. But in 1641 a new threat emerged on Tibet’s borders – Gushri Khan, another Mongol ruler. The Gelug sect sided with him in expectation of garnering support against the Karma Kagyu sect and the Tsang ruler.


The Fifth Dalai Lama had to restore both the ecclesiastical prestige of his sect and its temporal authority. He used his Mongol connections to subdue the powerful Tsang region after a protracted struggle. Although he enjoyed great respect – and is considered one of the greatest Dalai Lamas – he did not have temporal powers in his early years. The Great Fifth, as he is popularly called in Tibet, was still regarded as merely the spiritual preceptor of the Mongol king Gushri Khan, who had proclaimed himself the ruler of Tibet after defeating the Tsang king. He created the office of a governor, desi, to handle all political matters.


This was the cho-yon relationship in operation, and no contradiction was seen by the people between his authority and that of the Mongol king. But the Great Fifth was uncomfortable with Mongol control and soon found a new ally to counter it. The Manchus, who had overthrown the Mings in China in 1644 ce, found the Tibetan connection useful in organizing their religious order in China and in countering their traditional rivals, the Mongols.


The Great Fifth took the title of Chenrezig, the Embodiment of Compassion (the Tibetan equivalent of Avalokiteśvara). He moved his seat to Lhasa and selected Marpori Hill as the site for his palace, which he named Potala, after the legendary hilltop abode of the Avalokiteśvara in Kanyakumari in India. The monasteries, called gompas, became the centres of administration, replacing the earlier feudal dzong (fort or citadel). The Great Fifth left his earlier monastery in Shigatse, Tashilhunpo, to his tutor, Choki Gyaltsen, and conferred on him the title of Panchen Lama (a learned scholar). The title was also conferred posthumously on his three previous incarnations, making him fourth in the line.7


Chinese historians do not deny the cho-yon relationship but insist it was between a sovereign and his subject. Whatever the nature of the relationship, it is undeniable that Tibetan monks like Phagpa of the Sakya sect were treated with great reverence by Mongol and Manchu rulers. Even the Ming rulers held them in high esteem. They were bestowed high honours and given lavish gifts. Kublai Khan, twice in two years, gave gifts of gold, silver and pearls to him and other Tibetan monks. Since the monks were not temporal rulers of Tibet, their relationship with the Mongol emperors could not be the determinant of the country’s political status. This had been settled earlier by the Mongol military conquest of Tibet. Under the Mongols, the status of Tibet was no different from that of China: both were ruled by a third power.
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