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7D\ uch of the discussion about the self-immolations in Tibet
has been about their causes. Why did the protestors decide
o to stage their demonstrations? Why did they choose this
method, little known inside Tibet? Why is it used by people in some
localities but not in others, and why at this time?

These discussions can be divided into two categories, those that
look for causes of the self-immolations and those that discuss what
might be termed their sources of influence. The first looks for imme-
diate or recent factors that might have motivated the protestors,
while the second seeks factors that might have predisposed them to
choosing this lethal form of self-expression and dissent. The distinc-
tions between the two are not always clear, and the conclusions
reached are largely speculation, since only nine of the immolators in
Tibet are known to have left statements about their decisions, and no
independent scholars, if any, have so far been allowed to carry out
research with survivors or those directly involved.

Part1
Looking for causes: outside instigation or policy-response

If we look first at the causal approach, the attempt by outsiders to
imagine the thinking process of self-immolators, two schools of ar-
gument stand out. One of these attributes the events to outside insti-
gation, a deliberate attempt by certain outsiders to persuade, encour-
age or organize Tibetans to carry out these actions. In this view, the
protagonists are victims of manipulation of some kind by powerful
outsiders. The other school sees the protests as a form of policy re-
sponse. It envisages them as, more or less, the result of a reasoning
process by each of the participants, one in which they are responding

' A longer version of this article will be available on http:/ / www.columbia.edu/

cu/weai/ tibetan-issues.html.
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in a coherent way to certain governmental policies in Tibet (the term
is used here in its loosest sense to include all Tibetan-inhabited areas
within China), particularly those seen as unjustifiably restrictive or
unfair.

A subsidiary group, associated chiefly with overseas and exile
bloggers connected to the more radical exile Tibetan movement that
is strongly opposed to the Dalai Lama’s compromise approach, has
argued that the immolations are proof that Tibetans in Tibet want
independence; the group argued in the same way about the wide-
spread protests that occurred across Tibet in the spring of 2008. For
them, the root cause of the protests remains China’s annexation of
Tibet in 1950 or earlier, and they argue that the immolators wish di-
rectly to address this issue and are seeking independence. This in-
terpretation of the immolations has not received mainstream or aca-
demic support, probably because all the immolators have expressed
support in their final moments for the Dalai Lama, who has not
sought independence for some thirty years or so. But even propo-
nents of this view appear to accept that it is probably current policies
in Tibet that are the immediate causes of the immolations, whatever
their objectives.

The same division between the outside-instigation and the policy-
response schools dominated public discussion of the widespread
unrest that occurred in Tibet in 2008 and the massacre in Urumgi in
July 2009. This division has also marked governmental responses in
all three cases, with the Chinese government saying that outside in-
stigators caused the incidents, while democratic governments in the
West and elsewhere have generally described them as responses to
excessively restrictive domestic policies.” In the case of the immola-
tions, the division has been much clearer than it was after the pro-
tests of 2008 and 2009, and democratic governments have been more
consistent in their stance; this is probably because in each immola-
tion only one or two people have been involved, and because they

A spokeswoman for the US State Department told the press on January 9 2012,
speaking of the Tibetan immolations: “These actions clearly represent enormous
anger, enormous frustration, with regard to the severe restrictions on human
rights, including religious freedom, inside China ... We have called the Chinese
government policies counterproductive, and have urged the Chinese
government to have a productive dialogue, to loosen up in Tibet and allow
journalists and diplomats and other observers to report accurately, and to
respect the human rights of all their citizens” (RFA,“Thousands Attend Funeral,”
January 9 2012, http://www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/funeral-0109201216
0953.html). See also Tibetan Women’s Association, “A Study of Tibetan Self-
Immolations: February 27, 2009-March 30, 2012: The History, The Motive, and
The Reaction,” March 5 2012, http:/ /www.strengthofasnowlioness.com/wp-
content/uploads/2012/06/ A-Study-of-Tibetan-Self-Immolation.pdf.
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caused no direct damage to property or to other people. This has
made it much easier for outside commentators to focus attention on
the specific reasoning of the participants and to present their acts as
rational responses to a specific cause, something that is always diffi-
cult to show in the case of mass incidents or collective actions. The
policy-response thesis always becomes morally fraught and conten-
tious when it is offered to justify actions which have led to violence
against others, and it is perhaps the chief significance of the Tibetan
self-immolations that as a form of protest they avoid the moral and
political quagmire that always follows large-scale unrest, especially
if violent. It is in large part this which has given them particularly
effective symbolic force and resonance.

Changes in the ‘outside instigation’ view

The ‘outside instigation’ school, mostly associated with the Chinese
authorities or scholars working for them, has faced some difficulties
in applying its thesis to the self-immolations, judging from the shift-
ing views found amongst its proponents about how to frame this
argument. Initially, some officials had suggested that the immola-
tions had been personally organized by the Dalai Lama, an allegation
that had also been made in official Chinese literature about the 2008
rioting in Lhasa.’ But this accusation was soon replaced by accusa-
tions that the immolations had been arranged by the “Dalai clique,”
an inexact term used in Chinese propaganda to refer to the exile Ti-
betan government (or administration, as it has termed itself since at
least 2011) and associated exile organisations. Two pieces of evidence
were produced by officials in the Chinese media to support this
claim of outside organisation: one, that photographs of self-
immolators had been sent out to exiles before the events took place,
and the other, that two mass demonstrations in a Tibetan area of
Sichuan province, indirectly linked to immolations, had taken place
in January 2012 within a day of each other. Both these facts were cor-
rect-photographs do seem to have been sent to exiles a day or so in
advance of an immolation in at least one case (they were released by
foreign lobby groups within hours of the immolations taking place,
making it clear that they had been available previously), and the two
most significant mass demonstrations that spring, which both oc-
curred in Tibetan areas of Sichuan and ended in violence and deaths,

*  Wang Chen and Dong Yunhu (compilers), “What do you know: About Tibet —
Questions and Answers.” Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 2011, p. 347.
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took place on successive days. Neither of these facts, however,
showed that these events had been organised by outsiders.

By early 2012, the public position of the Chinese government had
changed concerning the claim of outside instigation. In more careful
statements from Beijing, Chinese officials, scholars and journalists
used somewhat ambiguous terms to describe exile involvement,
such as “instigated” or “encouraged,” rather than “organised.” In
January 2012, the Global Times, an official publication in China linked
to the People’s Daily, published an editorial attacking the Dalai Lama
and those around him for “using” the immolations, but without al-
leging that they had been involved in planning the protests.* Increas-
ingly, Dharamsala was attacked in Chinese press articles only for
having “encouraged” the self-immolations through its opportunistic
response and celebration of the deaths, rather than for initiating
them. This shift in approach was confirmed by a 40-minute docu-
mentary released in May 2012 by Central China Television (CCTV),
the main official broadcaster in China. The documentary, which
seems to have been intended only for external consumption, perhaps
to avoid giving too much information about the immolations to au-
diences within China, did not present any evidence that immolations
had been organised by outsiders. In fact, it stated specifically that the
plan to stage the first immolation in the current series, that of
Phuntsok, a monk at Kirti monastery in Ngawa (Ch. Aba) in March
2011, was devised entirely by the monk and his immediate friends,
without any outside help. According to the documentary, an exile
Tibetan had contacted the monks by telephone from abroad shortly
before the March incident, but had only asked if they had any infor-
mation to pass on to the exiles. The Kirti monk who took part in that
secret conversation is shown in the documentary—he is wearing
prison uniform, a detail which is not commented upon by the narra-
tor—as saying that he then informed the exile of the plan by him and
other monks to stage an immolation; this documentary then showed
a copy of a police report that confirmed this claim.” Exile leaders
were said to have “encouraged,” “incited” or “instigated” self-
immolations by celebrating them and lauding their victims after they
had taken place, but neither they nor the exile head of Kirti monas-
tery were accused of organising them. The documentary concluded
by stating that “some accuse [the Dalai Lama] of using the incidents

“Dalai uses suicides for political gain,” Global Times, January 11 2012. See
http:/ /www.globaltimes.cn/NEWS/ tabid /99/1ID /691630 / Dalai-uses-suicides-
for-political-gain.aspx.

The police report shown in the CCTV documentary is also described as stating
that the Kirti monk’s link with the exiles had only involved promising to send
them photographs after the immolation.
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to put international attention [to] focus on the Tibet issue,” a relative-
ly mild accusation.

As the immolations continued, there was thus a reduction in the
intensity of allegations by proponents of the ‘instigation’ school in
China. This recalibration is not likely to have been because the Chi-
nese intelligence agencies failed to collect information supporting
stronger allegations, but more likely to have been the result of a po-
litical decision in Beijing not to exacerbate the situation. It reflected a
tendency for the media based in Beijing to be somewhat more meas-
ured than those in Lhasa or in the Tibetan areas of Sichuan, which, as
usual, carried more aggressive statements.

Characterising self-immolators: criminals or victims

Official writings in China about the immolations evolved in a similar
manner concerning how to characterise the self-immolators them-
selves. This reflected a somewhat confusing set of practices by offi-
cials on the ground when dealing with individual immolators. The
immediate tactical objective of the authorities after a self-immolation
was firstly to try to extinguish the flames in order to prevent the
death of the immolator, and secondly to get possession of the immo-
lator’s body.° If still alive, officials then tried to take the immolator
into custody or to a hospital, or arranged for the immediate crema-
tion of the body if the immolator had died. The practice of seizing
bodies led to serious social order problems in some cases, particular-
ly in smaller towns, with hundreds of local people besieging police
stations to demand that the body be returned to the monastery or the
family so that the appropriate rituals could take place.”

It is not clear why officials were so determined to have control of
immolators’ bodies once they died—in at least three cases so far, Ti-
betans have been arrested and given long prison sentences for in-
volvement in homicide after failing to hand over an immolator’s
body to the authorities. If the objective of the officials was to avoid
large-scale funerals, they did not succeed: videos smuggled out to
exiles or foreign news organisations have shown thousands of peo-
ple attending funerals or prayers for those who have died, whether

Some exile organisations say that initially local police responded aggressively
towards immolators, citing unconfirmed reports that in 2009 the first immolator
was shot while still on fire and that other immolators were beaten during the
burning or afterwards in custody, if they had survived that long.

7 “Angry Tibetans Parade Corpse,” Radio Free Asia (RFA), January 8 2012. See
http:/ /www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/burn-01082012101534.html.
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or not the body had been returned intact to the victim’s family or
monastery.8

The mixed ideas behind these responses on the ground were re-
flected in public statements made by officials. Some, usually at the
local level, used the word “terrorism” in the early phase of the im-
molations occasionally to characterise the incidents, but this accusa-
tion does not seem to have been widespread and seems usually to
have referred not to the immolators but to the “playing up” of the
incidents by exiles “to incite more people to follow suit.”” A more
aggressive approach emerged once laypeople and ex-monks started
to stage self-immolations—then the official media accused them of
being reprobates, minor criminals or social misfits of some kind,"
but such statements were mostly found in local rather than central
reports. When a young Tibetan laywoman set herself on fire in
March 2012, the main official Chinese news agency turned to the
usual strategy found world-wide in the case of self-immolations—
the suggestion that she was mentally impaired'"—but that approach
seems to have been subsequently discarded. Initially, a different sort
of criticism was leveled in official reports in China against monks
and nuns who self-immolated: they were accused of having
breached the rules and traditions of Buddhism. But attacks on the
character, sanitly or personal rectitude of monks and nuns were gen-
erally avoided.”

By at least the autumn of 2011, officials from Beijing had begun to
express sympathy for the immolators. Senior Chinese officials were
sent on delegations to western countries where they described spe-

8  “Thousands attend Rikyo’s funeral,” Phayul (Dharamsala, India), May 31 2012.
See http:/ / www.phayul.com/news/ article.aspx?id=31503&t=1; “Thousands At-
tend Funeral,” RFA, January 9 2012, http:/ /www.rfa.org/english/news /tibet
/ funeral-01092012160953.html.

“China blames ‘Dalai group’ for Tibet unrest,” Agence France Presse (AFP),
October 18 2011. See http:/ /www.google.com/ hostednews/afp /article / ALeq
M5ho] TOXLXvp7W3quh8d91bZAtIBNg?docld=CNG.a746b6390d2f97862120566

716983d34.561; “Dalai Lama’s prayers for Tibetans ‘terrorism in disguise’, China
says,” The Guardian, October 19 2011. See http:/ /www.guardian.co.uk/world/
2011/ oct/19/ dalai-lama-prayers-tibetans-terrorism.

Woeser, “Self-Immolation and Slander,” Cultural Anthropology, April 8 2012. See
http:/ /www.culanth.org/?q=node/525; “Tibetan self-immolators dismissed as
‘criminals’ by Chinese officials,” The Guardian, March 7 2012. See http:/ /www
guardian.co.uk/world/2012/mar/07/ tibet-selfimmolations-monks-aba-china.

" “Tibetan student sets self on fire after head injury,” Xinhua, March 7 2012. See
http:/ /www.china.org.cn/ china/2012-03/07 / content_24825417.htm.

In January 2012 a lama who had immolated himself in Qinghai was said to have
been accused in the local press of having had an affair, an accusation that appar-
ently led to a protest within the local community. Details of this press report
have not been confirmed so far. See “Dead Lama Urged Unity,” RFA, January 20
2012. See http:/ / www.rfa.org/english /news/ tibet/ unity-01202012161051.html.

10
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cial efforts made by their staff to save the lives of wounded and dy-
ing self-immolators and to provide assistance to their families. In
public statements, they expressed concern for the self-immolators,
depicting them as hapless victims. “The victims are mostly young
monks. These tragedies are unexpected,” wrote the Global Times in
January 2012, “[i]t is cruel to put political pressure on young Tibetan
monks. They are unable to distinguish good from evil in internation-
al politics and cannot imagine they have been used.””” By March
2012, this view of the immolators as victims was given the highest
seal of official approval when Wen Jiabao, China’s Premier, stated at
the annual press conference of China’s parliament that “the young
Tibetal?s are innocent and we feel deeply pained by such behav-
iour.”

This sympathetic view (or, in Maoist terminology, the determina-
tion that the motives of the principals in these incidents were non-
antagonistic or “within the people”) was limited to the self-
immolators and did not apply to others connected with the protests.
Several Tibetans accused of knowing about a self-immolation in ad-
vance or assisting in the planning of one, plus several who tried to
care for victims afterwards, were detained and given prison sentenc-
es of up to 13 years.” Monks who sent photographs of an immolator
to exiles or foreigners also received long prison sentences.'®

The “outside instigation’ view thus generally accused exiles not of
planning the immolations, but of encouraging them through their
public feting of the victims. It distinguished immolators from those
who assisted them, regarding the former as victims and the latter as
criminals and as guilty of acting “against the people.” Initially, it
distinguished serving monks and nuns from laypeople and former
clerics, treating the former as people who had been misled by the
exiles into breaching Buddhist regulations, while seeing the latter as
social misfits or as psychologically impaired. From early 2012, how-
ever, the media in China increasingly held back from making derog-

¥ “Dalai uses suicides for political gain,” Global Times, January 11 2012. See

http:/ /www.globaltimes.cn/NEWS/ tabid /99/ID /691630 / Dalai-uses-suicides-
for-political-gain.aspx

“China opposes clergy self-immolations to disrupt social harmony in Tibetan-
inhabited areas,” Xinhua, March 14 2012. See http://news.xinhuanet.com
/english/china/2012-03/14/c_131466743.htm.

“Another two Tibetan monks sentenced in self-immolation, murder case,”
Xinhua, August 31 2011. See http://news.xinhuanet.com/english 2010/ china
/2011-08/31/c_131085859.htm.

See for example the case of Yonten Gyatso, reported in “Senior monk sentenced
to 7 years for sharing information,” Tibetan Centre for Human Rights and De-
mocracy (TCHRD, Dharamsala), August 21 2012. See http://www.
tchrd.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=274.
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atory remarks about individual immolators. This may have been
because individual Tibetan Buddhist monks and nuns have high
standing both in their own community and in international opinion;
perhaps it was felt that criticising them for actions which had not
damaged others could inflame local opinion among Tibetans and
backfire against the government. But despite these significant dis-
tinctions and adjustments to the argument that the immolations were
part of an external attack on China, there was no public suggestion
that another kind of explanation needed to be found to explain the
immolations.

The policy-response approach

The second approach sees the immolations as a response to specific
policies; it envisages them as an attempt by protestors to direct gov-
ernment and public attention to official abuses. It is found widely in
Western and international writings, but occasional signs of it can be
found in Chinese official writing too—"“The majority of the crowds
are young people who do not have jobs. So the priority is to improve
life quality in Seda [Tib. Sertha] county and provide enough job op-
portunities for the young people,” a Tibetan county leader is quoted
as saying of an immolation-related protest, according to an article
published in China Daily, an official paper in Beijing, in February
2012."7 Although rare, this instance suggests that, as Fabienne Jagou
has noted, '® there is some debate within the Party over whether to
attribute these protests to outside interference or to excessively re-
strictive policies.

One form of policy-response analysis attributes the immolations
and earlier protests to sociological and economic discontent among
Tibetans, seeing them as victims of broad trends such as modernisa-
tion, development, globalisation, and urbanisation. In this view, Ti-

7" The article appeared in English and was intended for foreign readers. Cui Jia,

“Riots linked to organised crime and subversion,” China Daily, February 6 2012.
See http:/ /www.chinadaily.com.cn/usa/china/2012-02/06/ content_14540963.
htm. Social and economic factors that led to unrest in 2008 were discussed at
length in the report on the 2008 protests prepared by Chinese scholars working
with the Gongmeng Institute (see Li Kun, Huang Li, and Li Xiang, “§#X3.145E
Htt4 ~ Z3FRATEE” (An investigative report into the social and economic
causes of the 3.14 incident in Tibetan areas), Gongmeng Law Research Center,
Beijing, 2008. For an English translation, see http:/ /www.savetibet.org/media-
center /ict-news-reports/bold-report-beijing-scholars-reveals-breakdown-
china%E2%80%99s-tibet-policy.

8 See Fabienne Jagou’'s article in this issue.



Political Self-Immolation in Tibet 49

betans are depicted as envious of those who have been more success-
ful than them in obtaining jobs, assets or resources. This view is quite
often found among scholars and the public in China, where it is re-
lated to a widely-held perception of non-Chinese nationalities as
developmentally “backward.” Among foreign scholars who do not
subscribe to theories of social evolution, a more empirical argument
is made based on the wide gap between average urban and rural
income in Tibet (13,544 and 3,532 yuan per person respectively in the
TAR in 2009)," or the economic disparity between Tibetans and eth-
nic Chinese in China as a whole. Such interpretations, usually found
among scholars who are unfamiliar with Tibetan culture and history,
explain some of the economic issues faced by Tibetans but marginal-
ise their cultural and political concerns, typically depicting them as
driven primarily by material interests.

But most writers of this school, including Tibetan exiles and most
Western commentators, have focused on policies that restrict politi-
cal and cultural rights. Many of these policies have been listed by
Chung Tsering, in this issue, in his description of the discussions
taking place among Tibetans on the internet. These policies include
insulting the Dalai Lama in the Chinese media, interfering in monas-
teries and religious practices, requiring nomads in eastern Tibetan
areas to settle, refusing to continue the dialogue process with the
Dalai Lama, and promoting Chinese language as the primary medi-
um of instruction in Tibetan schools. Western analysts tend to focus
more on regulatory and judicial policies, such as those that have in-
creased restrictions on religious activities, limited the number of
monks, required them to undergo “patriotic education,” or led to
killings and detentions during or after the protests of 2008. Such
measures have been seen as provocative and thus as likely factors
leading to the immolations.® A few observers have pointed to in-

” See “10 Years of Western Development Enables West China to Enter ‘Adoles-
cence Period” of Development,” April 16 2010. See http://eng
lish.shaanxi.gov.cn/ articleHottopic/ hottopic/spmthaowd /aowdnew /201004 /2
7030_1.html.

See for example, the US State Department’s annual review of human rights in
Tibet, “State Department Report on Human Rights. 2011,” May 24 2012,
http:/ /www.savetibet.org/ policy-center / us-government-and-legislative-
advocacy/state-department-annual-reports/ state-department-report-human-
righ-8; “Special Report: Tibetan Monastic Self-Immolations Appear To Correlate
With Increasing Repression of Freedom of Religion,” Congressional Executive
Commission on China, December 23 2011, http://www.cecc.gov
/ pages/ virtualAcad /index.phpd?showsingle=168140; “China: Address Causes
of Tibet Self-Immolations: Protests Reflect Restrictions on Basic Freedoms,” Hu-
man Rights Watch (HRW), November 7 2011, http://www.hrw.org
/news/2011/11/07/ china-address-causes-tibet-self-immolations. See also re-
ports by the advocacy group International Campaign for Tibet.
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creasing protests by Tibetans against mining projects in rural areas,
because of fears of pollution and other forms of damage, and many
have noted Tibetan concerns about the increased migration of non-
Tibetans into Tibetan areas—we know, for example, that in Lhasa,
even by 2000, 40% of the registered urban population aged 20-49,
and around 53% of men in their early 30s, were non-Tibetans, ac-
cording to the 2000 census.”» However, migration in Tibet is mainly
associated with towns, so this does not explain the immolations that
have occurred in villages and rural areas where migrancy is infre-
quent or non-existent.

A fundamental factor in the immolations, if we relate them to
governmental actions, was almost certainly the imposition of anti-
Dalai Lama policies. Those included a ban on the display of images
of the Dalai Lama, a ban on any prayers or rituals relating to him,
and a requirement that monks and nuns undergo political education
and denounce him. They were first signaled in public statements by
the Chinese leadership in Beijing in July 1994 and implemented two
years later,” but were then applicable only to the Tibetan Autono-
mous Region (the TAR), the western half of the Tibetan Plateau,
since many pro-independence protests had taken place there in the
previous seven years. The eastern Tibetan areas, those in Sichuan,
Qinghai, Gansu and Yunnan provinces, had been relatively tranquil
since at least the late 1970s, unlike the area around Lhasa, and had
enjoyed much more relaxed policies. But from about 1998, the same
policies began to be applied in major monasteries in Qinghai, Gansu
and Sichuan, although there had been little unrest in those areas.
They seem to have been imposed unsystematically across these areas,
one monastery at a time, starting with Kirti monastery in Ngawa,
then the largest monastery in the eastern part of the plateau if not in
all Tibet, and the one that would become the centre of the immola-
tion wave. By 2007, these anti-Dalai Lama measures seem to have
been imposed on some lay communities in eastern Tibet as well as
monasteries, at least in some areas. The impact of extending this pol-
icy to eastern Tibet is reflected in the fact that since at least 2008 al-
most all protests have been primarily expressions of support for the
Dalai Lama and in most cases protestors have carried photographs of
him.

Other general factors almost certainly aggravated the situation af-
ter 2008, such as the harsh response of the authorities to the 150 or so

*' Tibet Bureau of Statistics, Tibet Statistical Yearbook. Beijing: China Statistical Press,

2001.

The Chinese authorities had continued to denounce the Dalai Lama after the end
of the Cultural Revolution, but only for his political views. Until 1994 they had
not questioned his religious standing or attacked him ad hominem.
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protests in 2008, about 80% of which were peaceful, or the failure of
the Chinese government to resume the talks process with the exile
Tibetans after 2010.” But the erratic (and unexplained) decision to
export the anti-Dalai Lama policy and its trappings into the relative-
ly calm eastern Tibetan areas after 1998 is key to understanding the
re-emergence of active Tibetan nationalism there in 2008, as well as
its continuance today.

These explanations tend to be at a relatively high level of generali-
ty and do not explain why the immolations have happened at this
time and not earlier, or why they are concentrated in certain loca-
tions—as of September 2012, immolations had occurred in just 19
towns or villages (7 places in Sichuan, 7 in Qinghai, 2 in Gansu, and
3 in the TAR). Some attempts to focus on area- and time-specific fac-
tors have been made by proponents of policy-based analysis. For
example, a steep rise in security spending occurred in or just after
2006 in the two Tibetan prefectures of Sichuan province, well before
the unrest of 2008; by 2009 the average cost on security per person
was some five times higher in those areas than in non-Tibetan areas
of the province.” What this extra money was spent on is not known,
but it almost certainly reflects an abrupt increase in police and para-
military activity in the Tibetan areas where subsequently most of the
immolations have occurred.

The level of tension or dissatisfaction in these 19 localities might
be related to other local factors, such as the experiences suffered by
particular communities in the late 1950s, when atrocities occurred as
the PLA moved to crush resistance to the land reform movement at
that time. In some locations, the behaviour of particular officials may
have aggravated an already tense situation; in Ngawa county, for
example, the former Tibetan chief of police is said by some locals to
have exaggerated disagreements with monks at Kirti monastery and
characterised them as attacks against the Chinese state in order to
increase his funding and to promote his career. If so, his behaviour is
part of a widespread syndrome that some observers, notably Wang
Lixiong, have argued is at the root of the policy paralysis that has

»  See “Special Report: Tibetan Self-Immolation—Rising Frequency, Wider Spread,

Greater Diversity,” CECC, August 22 2012, http://www.cecc.gov/pages/vir
tualAcad/index.phpd?showsingle=180760.

Published anonymously in “China: End Crackdown on Tibetan Monasteries -
Heavy-Handed Security Exacerbates Grievances, Desperation,” HRW, October
12 2011. See http://www.hrw.org/news/2011/10/12/china-end-crackdown-
tibetan-monasteries. For “Appendix: Spending on Security in Aba Prefecture,”
see http://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/ related_material / Appendix%20-
%20Spending%200n%20Security%20in%20Aba%20Prefecture.pdf.
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Characzterised China’s dealings with Tibetans since at least the early
1990s.”

One locally specific factor that has not been discussed before is
the increasing deployment of paramilitary forces — the Wu Jing or
People’s Armed Police (PAP) — within or around eastern Tibetan
monasteries. The PAP are routinely used to respond to major pro-
tests and to riots throughout China, and several dozen Tibetans were
shot dead by such troops during large-scale protests in 2008. But in
eastern Tibetan areas from 2008 onwards they seem to have been
deployed to deal with minor incidents more frequently than in the
TAR, and to have even been used in situations where no protests had
taken place, or ones not involving any violence or rioting. But what
seems to have been seen as especially provocative was the sending of
the PAP into monasteries. On several occasions after 2008, hundreds
of PAP raided monasteries to search for suspects or, reportedly, to
check for photographs of the Dalai Lama.** In March 2011, in re-
sponse to the self-immolation by Phuntsok, troops surrounded Kirti
monastery and blockaded it for several weeks, reportedly preventing
food and water supplies from being sent in. In July that year, troops
surrounded and blockaded Nyitso monastery in Tawu, Sichuan, for
a week after a number of monks and locals held a picnic to mark the
Dalai Lama’s birthday; that same month, the nunnery of Ganden
Chokhorling, also in Tawu, was surrounded by PAP; and in October
2011, troops raided a famous monastery, Karma Gon, after a small
bomb went off in a nearby village (no connection seems ever to have
been found to the monks or to the monastery); in February 2012,
troops were stationed beside or near the monastery of Bongtak in
Themchen, Qinghai province, to deter monks from holding the an-
nual prayer ceremony that follows the Tibetan New Year.” Each of
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See Wang Lixiong, “Roadmap to independence,” November 18 2008. See
http:/ /www.phayul.com/news/ article.aspx?id=23246&article=Roadmap-+of+Ti
betan+Independence:+Wang+Lixiong.

See, for example, the photograph of troops arriving to conduct a search at
Tsendrok monastery in Mayma township, Machu county, Gansu, April 18 2008,
published in Tibet at a Turning Point: The Spring Uprising and China’s New
Crackdown, International Campaign for Tibet (ICT), August 6 2008,
http:/ /www.savetibet.org/documents/reports/ tibet-a-turning-point. The PAP
raid of Drepung monastery in October 2007 was one of the chief complaints
raised by the first protest in Lhasa the following March.

The Bongtak case is reported in “Monk Burns to Protest Monastery Intrusion,”
RFA, February 17 2012, http://www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/intrusion-
02172012113723.html. Although monastery blockades seemed to have been
stopped in most cases by the autumn of 2011, troops were positioned near mon-
asteries and in towns that have seen frequent immolations, especially in Tibetan
areas of Sichuan. This policy was relaxed in May or June 2012, when troops were
removed from the vicinity of Kirti monastery and their presence was reportedly
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these paramilitary deployments in or around a monastery or nun-
nery was followed by the self-immolation of a monk, nun or former
monk from that institution.”® The increase in intrusions by the securi-
ty forces into monastic precincts would have been a significant de-
velopment for those involved, coming as it did after years of increas-
ing intrusions by civilian officials, work teams, patriotic education
teams, police and others within most if not all Tibetan monasteries
after 1994 in the TAR and 1998 in the eastern regions.*

But even this cannot fully explain the range of incidents that have
taken place, because not all immolations relate to monasteries where
such intrusions have taken place, and many may not be related to a
monastery at all. We can thus distinguish between a primary wave of
immolations, those that were staged by monks or nuns from monas-
teries where particular provocations had taken place, and a second-
ary wave where laypeople and monks from other communities
staged protests as acts of support or sympathy for the general prin-
ciples implied by primary immolators.

reduced in the local town as well, but RFA reported that paramilitary posts were
re-established around Kirti monastery in late August of that year. See “Security
at Kirti Tightened,” RFA, September 2 2012, http://www.rfa.org/english/
news/ tibet/tibet-09022012094708.html.

The former monk who self-immolated at Karma Gon reportedly left a statement
specifying that his action was a response to the monastery raid: “When Karma
[monastery] abbots ... are arrested and abused in this way, I would rather die in
the name of all who feel grief for them than continue living.” ( “E 5@ AT #E ¥
Uy - B AR AR R A" (Four testimonies by self-
immolated Tibetan Tenzin Phuntsok emerge; photographs of self-immolated
Tibetans Qupei and Kayang [Choepel and Kayang] made public), December 14
2011, http:/ /woeser.middle-way.net/2011/12/blog-post_14.htlm, in Chinese. I
am grateful to Ben Carrdus for the translation and for drawing this to my atten-
tion.

After writing this, I received results of unofficial interviews done clandestinely
in August 2012 by a contact in two monasteries in Sichuan where several
immolations have taken place. In these interviews two monks noted as immedi-
ate reasons for the immolations: 1. The increasing intrusion of police or troops
into their monasteries or beside them; 2. The restrictions on travel for monks
beyond their local areas; 3. The constant monitoring and following of monks
within the monastery or in the local town, on occasions when they were allowed
to leave the monastery. The government’s treatment of the Dalai Lama and the
patriotic education drives were understood to be primary factors for overall
dissatisfaction, but this seemed to be so self-evident that it did not need to be
stated. This relates to monastic immolations, and might be different factors than
those leading to immolations by lay people.
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Immolators’ statements

Nine of those who have self-immolated in Tibet have left statements
in which they explain their decision to give up their lives.*” Two of
these were written jointly by two immolators each, making a total of
seven statements. The most detailed is that of Sobha Trulku, a lama
(religious teacher) from the Golok area of Qinghai who immolated
himself in January 2012. His statement, recorded in his own voice
and sent secretly abroad, calls for the return of the Dalai Lama and
the rebuilding of “a strong and prosperous Tibetan nation in the fu-
ture.””' The growing Chinese resistance to holding substantive talks
with the Dalai Lama may have been a factor behind this call (ten
meetings took place between the two sides from 2002 to January 2010
but produced no concessions and increasingly aggressive criticisms
from the Chinese side), but the statement is more concerned with
spiritual and cultural issues than with details of Chinese policy. It
calls on Tibetans to address three specific issues within their com-
munity: ending disputes among Tibetans over land or water re-
sources; providing “education to the children,” particularly in the
traditional fields of study; and maintaining and protecting Tibetan
language and culture.

The other final testaments express broadly similar concerns. All
refer to the Tibetan nation or the Tibetan nationality and call for the
nation or the people to be protected from suffering, to be united, or
to be given freedom. All of them refer to the primary importance of
Tibetan Buddhism, and all except one specifically refer to the Dalai
Lama and call for his return to Tibet. There is little mention of specif-
ic government policies or incidents, apart from the one which is a
response to the arrest of the abbots of Karma Gon. Instead, the
statements insist on the importance of the Tibetans acting to preserve
their ethical and cultural identity. They focus on broad, long-term
concerns about the erosion of Tibetan culture, religion and education
in general and the suffering of living under Chinese rule. In fact, four
include even wider concerns and declare that their action is not just
for Tibetans, but also to benefit all beings or to support world peace.

Thus the statement of Tenzin Phuntsok, who immolated himself
at Karma Gon on December 1 2011, protests against the “dominion
that forbids the teaching of religion” and “the suffering of Tibet in
general.” Chopa Kyap and Sonam, who immolated themselves on

% These statements have been collected and distributed by exile organisations and

are accepted by them as genuine.

“Harrowing images and last message from Tibet of first lama to self-immolate,”
ICT, February 1 2012. See http:/ / www.savetibet.org/ media-center/ict-news-rep
orts/harrowing-images-and-last-message-tibet-first-lama-self-immolate.
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April 19 2012 “for the restoration of freedom in Tibet and world
peace” and “due to lack of fundamental human rights,” called on the
Tibetan people to “learn and keep alive our culture and tradition in a
right direction, sustain loyalty and affection for our brethren, make
efforts for our culture and remained united.”* Rikyo, a laywoman
who died from burns in Dzamthang, Sichuan, on May 30 2012, left a
note which said her protest was “to ensure His Holiness the Dalai
Lama’s return to Tibet” and called on people to “be united and study
Tibetan culture,” not to kill or trade animals, not to steal or fight, and
to speak Tibetan.” Ngawang Norphel and Tenzin Khedrup, who
immolated themselves in June 20 2012 in Jyekundo, Qinghai, wrote
not just of their hope that the Dalai Lama would return to Tibet but
also called on young Tibetans not to quarrel among themselves and
“to uphold the cause of the Tibetan race and nationality.”** In a video
taken shortly before he died, Ngawang Norphel gave a statement
that encapsulates the critical link between freedom and culture in
this discourse:

"We are in the Land of snow. If we don’t have our freedom,
cultural traditions and language, it would be extremely em-
barrassing for us. We must therefore learn them. Every na-
tionality needs freedom, language and tradition. Without lan-
guage, what would be our nationality? [Should we then] call
ourselves Chinese or Tibetan?”*

Although all the statements refer to Tibetans as a distinct people,
place or nation, and two refer to Tibet as having been occupied or
invaded by China, most do not specify whether they seek independ-
ence or only what the Dalai Lama has called “meaningful autono-
my.” Only one makes an explicit call for independence from China—

¥ “Video footage of twin self-immolations reaches exile,” Phayul, May 9 2012,

http:/ /www.phayul.com/news/ article.aspx?id=31355&t=1. For the Tibetan, see
http:/ /www.tibetexpress.net/bo/home/2010-02-04-05-37-19 / 8195-2012-05-09-
07-15-12.

“Note left by mother of three emerges months after self-immolation,” TCHRD,
August 18 2012, http:/ /www.tchrd.org/index.php?option =com_content&view
=article&id=271:note-left-by-mother-of-three-emerges-months-after-self-
immolation&catid=70:2012-news&Itemid=162.

“Two young Tibetans self-immolate,” RFA, June 20 2012, http://www. rfa.
org/english/news/tibet/burn-06202012095119.html.

“New Video Footage of Latest Self-Immolation Incident,” Central Tibetan
Administration (Tibetan government-in-exile, Dharamsala), June 23 2012,
http:/ / tibet.net/2012/06 /23 / new-video-footage-of-latest-self-immolation-
incident/.
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that of Nangdrol, who immolated himself on February 19 2012.* He
wrote that “this evil China has invaded Tibet,” called for “liberation
from China's evil rule,” and stated that the “evil rule” has “inflict-
ed ... unbearable beatings and pain.”” However, as in the other
statements, his requests for the future focus on culture, thought and
ethics rather than on politics:

“I hope you all will keep unity and harmony; / Wear Tibetan
(dress) if you are Tibetan; / Moreover, you must speak Tibet-
an; / Never forget you are Tibetan; / You must have love and
compassion if you are Tibetan; / Have respect for parents; /
Have unity and harmony amongst Tibetan; / Be compassion-
ate to animals; / Restrain from taking lives of living beings.”

Thus we can see that, while the statements focus on Tibetan nation-
hood and identity, the immolators are particularly concerned about
religion, culture, language, and morality. Only one statement refers
to economic issues, and then only in passing. In general, the political
solution that they propose is the return of the Dalai Lama as their
leader, without discussion of the modalities this might entail. The
impression they give is that the immolations are protests against a
generally deteriorating political climate composed of policies that
over a long period have excluded the Dalai Lama from Tibet and
have increasingly diminished the ability of Tibetans to maintain their
national and cultural identity.

% There are three versions circulating of the brief final statement left by Tamdrin

Thar, who set himself on fire in Chentsa, Qinghai, on June 15 2012. All agree that
he called for the return of the Dalai Lama, but one adds that he also called for
“Tibet to be ruled by Tibetans.” See http://www.phayul.com/news/article.
aspx?id=31612&article=For+Tibet+to+be+ruled+by+Tibetans%2c+I+set+my+bo

dy+on+fire%3a+Tamding+Thar%E2%80%99s+last+words&t=1&c=1. The other
versions are at “6 H 15 H BAEHEAYH B HIEE A8 A5 " [The portrait and
testimony of the June 15 self-immolated sacrificed nomad Tamdin Thar],
http:/ /woeser.middle-way.net/2012/06/615.html and “Two More Tibetans
Self-immolate,” https:/ / www.studentsforafreetibet.org/news/ two-tibetans-self-
immolate-in-protest. I am grateful to Ben Carrdus and Rebecca Novick for these
references.

“New Video Footage Shows Self-Immolations in Zamthang,” Central Tibetan
Administration (CTA), Dharamsala, May 9 2012, http:/ /tibet.net/2012/05/09/
new-video-footage-show-self-immolations-in-zamthang /.
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Part 2
Theories of influence

A number of discussions about the immolations have tried to explain
why this method of protest has been chosen, rather than to identify
the reasons why it has appeared in particular places at this time. By
looking at Buddhist, Tibetan, global or other precedents, these ar-
guments have offered theories of influence rather than of causality,
aiming to identify the cultural and intellectual reservoirs of ideas
that have shaped the form and character of these protests. These dis-
cussions have mainly taken two forms so far: the vertical and the
horizontal. The first or vertical approach is time-based: it looks back
to the past to find relevant precedents, and almost always focuses
specifically on Tibetan religion and history (Benn’s work on early
Chinese origins of self-immolation is an important exception here).
There we find powerful images of self-sacrifice and self-immolation
such as the 23rd chapter of the Lotus Siitra or the jataka tales, in which
are recounted tales of the Buddha in his former lives. Those tales
include the Stag mo lus sbyin, the story of the Buddha giving his body
to feed a dying tigress, which is cited in the final statement of Sobha
Trulku, discussed above, and the story of the Buddha as a rabbit
which jumps into a fire to offer itself as food for a visiting traveller.
In other texts we find references to the ancient Tibetan tradition of
“using one’s body as an offering lamp,” a phrase, which as Frangoise
Robin has noted in this issue, frequently occurs in internet commen-
tary within Tibet on the immolations.

The horizontal approach, as we might term it, uses geography ra-
ther than history to provide its sources of influence, and looks be-
yond Tibetan borders to the wider world: it sees initiatives in Tibet
as having come from outside. It finds significant models in the
deaths of Thich Quang Ptrc in Vietnam, of Bouazizi in Tunisia, or of
the Tibetan exile Thubten Ngodup in India a decade earlier (also
cited by Sobha Trulku), or sees the “Arab Spring” in general as the
source—or even the cause—of the immolators’ choice of protest
method. Proponents of the horizontal view sometimes face the prob-
lem that their writings imply Tibetans to be retrograde and un-
touched, and as having to copy outside models of modern behaviour
as if deprived of any such models or ideas themselves.

Pervasive influence

But in fact news from abroad, even when conveyed by modern tech-
nology, is probably a secondary influence on people in most coun-
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tries, and especially so in those where the state restricts the distribu-
tion of almost all foreign news. The primary channels of cultural in-
fluence on most of us are more likely to be through our family and
friends, plus school teachers and, in Tibet at least, members of the
local religious community. It is through these internal, domestic vec-
tors, through family histories, clan traditions and local memories,
that traditions such as the jataka stories or ideals of Buddhist behav-
iour are most likely to have been passed down to those who decided
on immolation as an appropriate way of conveying their concerns.
Many of the references in the statements left by the immolators re-
flect these stories and traditions, which frequently include such top-
ics as the importance of compassion, non-violence, and not harming
animals. These would surely have been learned through these circles
of intimate and domestic contact, especially once the Maoist era was
over and religion was no longer banned.

Such modes of circulation of ideas constitute a third type of cul-
tural resource, which I call pervasive influence. It describes sources
that are neither remote nor a product of deep learning, that are often
oral rather than literary, and that surround and envelop the partici-
pants from birth. This may be why this type of influence is some-
times overlooked by scholars.

A prime example in this context of such an influence is the perva-
sive ethos of suicide as a political statement in modern Tibetan socie-
ty. Suicides that are responses to a political event or action by the
authorities are not at all unusual in Tibetan society: they have long
had a social value among Tibetans which made them meaningful
acts. They were frequent in the Cultural Revolution in Lhasa, where
it is said that guards had to be posted along the Kyichu river to pre-
vent people, even entire families, jumping into the river. There were
similar events in Amdo in response to aggressive social reforms im-
posed in 1958. In recent years, protest suicides have included the
post-imprisonment suicide of Champa Tenzin in 1988, the famous
monk who was badly burnt in a protest in Lhasa the year before,*®

% Since I wrote this I have interviewed the person who discovered Champa

Tenzin’s body, who says that the body was tied down and that the death cannot
have been a suicide (see also A. Vidal d’Almeida Ribeiro, “Implementation of the
Declaration on the Elimination of all Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination
based on Religion or Belief,” Report submitted by Mr. Angelo Vidal d’Almeida
Ribeiro, Special Rapporteur appointed in accordance with Commission on Hu-
man Rights Resolution 1986/20 of 10 March 1986, Commission on Human
Rights, Forty-ninth session, item 22 of the provisional agenda (E/CN.4/1993/
62), Geneva: Commission on Human Rights, January 6 1993, paragraph 22). But
in public perception within Lhasa, it still may be understood as a suicide. Many
of the suicides listed here remain disputed or unconfirmed.
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possibly the five nuns who died in Drapchi prison in 1991,% the
death of Ngawang Changchup during the Patriotic Education cam-
paign at Drepung in 2005, a number of monks at Drepung who
died or nearly died after the monastery invasion by troops in April
2008,* and at least nine reported cases in spring 2008.* Countless
other cases could be found in recent Tibetan history.

But these more recent deaths were private acts, unwitnessed, with
‘meanings’ that were rarely established beyond doubt, leaving it un-
clear for Tibetans as for outsiders whether or not they had been sui-
cides and what might have been the rationales behind them. The
immolations changed this existing, unclear practice of political sui-
cide in the post-Mao era by ritualising it, giving it a specific form,
and conducting it in public space. A hazy and probably pervasive
notion in contemporary Tibetan society about suicide as protest has
thus been re-framed by the immolators as a clear, emphatic state-
ment embodying high motives and collective purpose, one in which
the act of self-killing is noble, virtuous, and beneficial to the nation.

So, if we seek to explain why suicide appeared not just as an ethi-
cal act and as a form of resistance, but as a public one, where should
we look to find the sources of new meanings that made this turn
possible? The one form of vertical precedent in Tibetan history that is
unquestionably most relevant to the immolations has not been dis-
cussed either by Tibetologists or media commentators: the over-
whelming importance of blood-vows in modern Tibetan history be-
fore 1950, and especially vows to sacrifice one’s life for the nation.
All officials in the Tibetan government and lay people in southern
border areas took such oaths in the face of British military incursions
into Tibet in 1886 and again in 1903. In these oaths, judging from the
text of the 1903 oath, the participants swore to die in order to defend
their country:

¥ Frank Langfit, “Suicide in Tibet: Buddhist nuns in Tibet reportedly kill them-
selves after being tortured by Chinese officials,” Baltimore Sun [2000], no date,
http:/ /www.beliefnet.com/Faiths /Buddhism/2000/ 10/ Suicide-In-Tibet.aspx.
“A young monk dies under mysterious circumstances following the ‘patriotic
education” campaign in Drepung,” Human Rights Update, Vol. X, no. 10, Tibetan
Centre for Human Rights and Democracy, Dharamsala, October 2005,
http:/ /www.tchrd.org/report/hrupdate /2005 / hr200510.pdf.

# “Tibetan Monks in Critical Condition After Attempted Suicide, as Protests
Mount”, RFA, March 13 2008, http:/ / www.rfa.org/english /news/ politics/ tibet
_protest-20080313.html.

See Tibet at a Turning Point: The Spring Uprising and China’s New Crackdown, ICT,
2008, pp. 29, 34-35, 38, 68, 76, http:/ /www.savetibet.org/documents/reports
/ tibet-a-turning-point.
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All Tibetan people ... specifically swear to this oath, and de-
termine to obey its contents. At present this Buddhist holy
land of Tibet and its sacred religion face a hostile foreign en-
emy who harbours ill intentions, and the danger of invasion.
All Tibetans reasonably swear to death to protect their magi—
cal homeland, and to bravely keep out the foreign invasion.*

A similar oath had been taken by Tibetans in the border areas into
which the British advanced in 1886, another had been taken by local
people in Kharta, a part of southern Tibet currently within Tingri
county, “for resisting the British army” in 1887, and another by the
people of Kharta in 1888 “to defend themselves against the enemy,”
as well as to “fight against the enemy” and to “prevent foreigners
from entering the border.”* It is probable that similar vows were
taken by Tibetan fighters in the resistance armies that fought against
the People’s Liberation Army in 1956-59, and among the Tibetan
guerrillas who fought from within Nepal until 1974; it is widely re-
ported that in that year many of the Tibetan guerrillas in Nepal
committed suicide rather than surrender their arms after being told
by the Dalai Lama to end their campaign. These specific instances of
blood-vows and suicides by Tibetans in defence of the nation over
the previous century may not have been known widely among
younger Tibetans, but the notion of the blood-pledge is certainly
prevalent in Tibetan society.

Contemporary Tibetans, however, live in a society in which access
to their religious and historical traditions are heavily restricted. In
terms of sheer quantity and volume, much of the cultural influence
on them must come from the everyday ideas and images that sur-

# A Chinese translation of the oath is given in Lo Bu (ed.), Special historical material

of the archives to commemorate the 100™ anniversary of the struggle of the Gyantse re-
gion of Tibet to resist the British (first series of ten). Lhasa: Tibetan Archives Editorial
Department, 2004. The English translation of the Chinese version is from Henry
Sanderson, “Transgression of the Frontier: An Analysis of Documents Relating
to the British Invasion of Tibet,” Inner Asia, Special Issue: The Younghusband
‘Mission’ to Tibet, 14(1), 2012, pp. 27-60, on pp. 38, 51. Note that Pasang Wangdu
gives a different title for the volume edited by Lo Bu, referring to it as an issue of
the journal Xizang dang-an (“Tibetan Archives Journal - special issue for the
commemoration of the centenary of the fight against the British,” Xizang Dang-
an Guan Publishing House, January 2004.” See Pasang Wangdu, “Notes on
Tibetan Sources Concerning the 1903-04 Younghusband Military Expedition to
Tibet,” Inner Asia, Special Issue: The Younghusband ‘Mission’ to Tibet, 14(1), 2012,
pp- 99-112, on p. 102.

The pledges made at Kharta and Tingkye in 1886-8 are published in Chinese
translation in Zang wen zi lino yi wen ji [Tibetan materials translated into Chinese].
Beijing: Nationalities Research Department of the Chinese Academy of Social
Sciences and the Tibetan Archives, July 1985, according to Pasang Wangdu, op.
cit., 2012, p. 101.
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round them as a result of the outflow of Chinese media, whether it
be radio, television, music, drama, film, posters, art or print. Almost
all television material in Tibet is in Chinese language or has been
translated from Chinese versions, and the number of cassettes and
DVDs made in Tibetan, apart from music videos, is probably small,
as is the number secretly smuggled in from abroad. Even in rural
areas, the influence of films, radio, television, textbooks and other
forms of state-approved literature will have been significant, espe-
cially for those who attended a school at any level. This vector of
cultural influence thus cannot be ignored.

From the 1950s until at least the 1980s, those forms of media, en-
countered in schools, tea-houses, cinema shows and village-
broadcasting systems — as well as, at least until the 1990s, political
education meetings at every level of society — would have conveyed
stories about model individuals. Later, that role would have been
taken up by television and DVDs. The earlier stories would have told
of such figures as Yang Kaihui, Liu Hulan, Zhang Side, Ouyang Hai,
Wang Jie and most famously, after 1963, Lei Feng, whose exploits
were published in cartoon form in Tibetan language.* Almost all of
these stories told of ordinary citizens dying to save their comrades or
their nation. As television became the dominant medium in China,
dramas and war films in particular, with their vivid celebrations of
patriotic Chinese dying to defend the country from its enemies,
would have continued that role. Taken together, these forms of mod-
ern Chinese culture placed heroic deaths and political self-sacrifice at
the heart of the prevailing value system. As Geremie Barmé has put
it,

Sacrifice for a cause, while having a venerable tradition in
China, has also been a central feature of Chinese communist
education... Red Guards in the Cultural Revolution too had
sworn to protect China and the revolution with their lives.
Post-1949 China had encouraged the love of a martyr’s death
as an integral part of self-cultivation. The revolutionary tradi-
tion of the past century has shrouded death for a cause in a
romantic garb.*

By the late 1990s, Chinese cultural producers were starting to dis-
tribute narratives that featured Tibetan exemplars too. One of these

#  See for example Liu Hanzheng and Qian Guisun (illustrations), Le hpheng gi byis

pa'i dus rabs [Lei Feng's childhood]. Beijing: People’s Publishing House [19747].
Geremie Barmé, “Confession, Redemption, and Death: Liu Xiaobo and the Pro-
test Movement of 1989,” in George L. Hicks (ed.), The Broken Mirror: China after
Tiananmen. London: Longmans, pp. 52-99. See p. 79.
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would have reached more Tibetans of the younger generation than
probably any other film: Honghegu (“Red River Valley”, Feng Xiao-
ning, 1997).” This was because, when it was first released, watching
it was required for all schoolchildren throughout the country (and
most government employees), including those in Tibetan areas of
China. The film is a lightly-veiled fiction describing the British inva-
sion of Tibet in 1903-4, that glorifies the efforts of Tibetans of all so-
cial classes who resisted the invaders. The climax of the film is the
death of its hero, a Tibetan herdsman called Gesang (Kalsang in Ti-
betan), who chooses to kill himself rather than be taken prisoner by
the British. Honghegu thus concludes with an epic, moving celebra-
tion of a Tibetan political suicide, the first to be shown in cinematic
history. The manner of his suicide is shown with lavish attention to
detail, accompanied by sonorous music and slow-motion imagery:
he kills himself by pouring petrol all around and then setting it and
himself on fire. This scene is thus the first depiction of a self-
immolation by a Tibetan in film or perhaps any other medium, and it
shows self-immolation as a noble act of protest carried out by a hero
to defend his nation.

Conclusion

The exaltation of self-immolation in Honghegu was surely not a cause
of any Tibetan’s decision to court death in that way, any more than
were the veneration of devotional self-immolation in the Lotus Siitra
or the reports of protests in Tunisia beamed into Tibet by foreign
broadcasters. The causes are more likely, as we have seen, to be
found in restrictive policies that limit cultural and religious expres-
sion, and that prevent the Dalai Lama from returning to exercise po-
litical authority of some sort in Tibet; and perhaps the exile respons-
es to the early immolations also have a role of some sort, as the “out-
side instigation” school has argued. But in terms of influences, the
forces that shape modes of action and forms of expression, everyday
Chinese forms of culture may be as significant as distinctively Tibet-
an ideas and histories. That in fact is at the heart of the concerns ex-
pressed by the immolators in the statements that have reached the
outside world, that point to the increasing diminution of the role of
Tibetan tradition in everyday life and its replacement by state-driven
norms that are non-Tibetan and non-Buddhist.

China and its ruling party have thus done as much as any other
source to shape and invigorate nationalist resistance in Tibet, quite
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apart from their policies and oppressions: it bombarded Tibetans
with much of the rhetoric that is now played back to it by dying
people on Tibetan streets. Nor is this the only irony in this situation:
the Chinese propaganda machinery that now berates the Dalai Lama
and his fellow-exiles for celebrating acts of patriotic self-sacrifice is
the same one which has long glorified the cult of dying for the nation.
Similarly, the forces in popular Chinese culture that may have
helped make public suicide by fire seem a valid form of political
strategy and expression would seem to be the same ones whose role
and dominance the immolators hope by their actions to diminish.
The Tibetan self-immolations, while drawing on legacies of specifi-
cally Tibetan thought, are thus also reflections of Chinese political
values and popular culture as well as at the same time expressions of
opposition to their dominance.

GLOSSARY

Transcription Transliteration Tibetan
Bongtak Bong stag E’\'%'ﬂ
Champa Tenzin Ethrr?? dpz?n 5““’“'“%’%""“\5%1
Chentsa Gcan tsha T35 S|
Chokhorling Chos "khor gling Exraiixgs)
Chopa Kyap Chos pa skyabs Eaargan
Drapchi Grwa bzhi 7§
Drepung "Bras spungs AINHRN
Dzamthang ‘Dzam thang REErER|
Jyekundo Skye rgu mdo ﬁ'ﬁ‘{lﬁ\ﬂ
Kalsang Skal bzang HURIR

Karma Gon Karma dgon &R
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Kharta Kha rta |
Kirti Kirti ﬁ%}
Kyichu Skyid chu BAG
Lhasa Lha sa YN
Ngawa Rnga ba £R|

N db b i
Ngawang Changchup Ch%f}bg ang byang RAPARRTRE|
Ngawang Norphel Eogra'%) ﬁ]eolang f\u"'f\qr\‘q’xu%m

) AxiE

Nyitso Nyi mtsho / il

Nya mtsho 934"]
Phuntsok Phun tshogs g5 Ea
Rikyo Ri skyo e
Sertha Ser thar Axax
Sobha Bsod bha X5 g)
Tawu Rta’u ;@

: Bstan ’dzin mkh S
Tenzin Khedrup g:uzlign Zln mKkhas q%(ﬁ qéﬁ AN gqx
Tenzin Phuntsok Bstan ‘dzin phun S

tshogs AU AR EELa N
Themchen Them chen 3a34)

Thub bstan d e Y
Thubten Ngodup grlllb Stan dngos | gq QYRR
Tingri Ding ri %’\i]




