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PREFACE

... as for me, I don't have a particular interest in Tibetan studies, though
always being fascinated by/with the culture of Tibet (I was born in Sichuan.
quite close to Tibet). Last quarter, I was taking a graduate seminar in the
Landscape and Architecture.department. To fulfill the course requirement,
I happened to write something about Tibetan landscape, specifically dealing
with how Tibetan/Himalayanlandscape was consumed [sic] by the Western
imagination. That is, it explores how the West represents Tibetan landscape
in some literary/visual works, such as Lost Horizon, Sven Hedin's
travelogues, snow leopard, etc. When writing this paper, I found myself
trapped in a very ambivalent mentality about Tibet which makes my
position always problematic. After this course, I almost gave up any further
touch in this field. I hope you can understand the aporia that my Han
ethnicity brings about. It might be better for someone "outside" to conduct
research on this subject, though this idea sounds a bit ironical and funny.
Good luck!
Personal communication from a graduate student from
the PRC studying in the United States
Dear Steven Venturino,
You are certainly welcome to our conference and give a
presentation on any of the topics except the issue on Tibet.
Response from a conference organizer in Beijing

In the crisscrossing terms of theoretical discourse and political contingencies, this
dissertation is a product of its time. While the decade of the 19905 saw an explosion of
interest among literary and cultural critics in the narratives of national identity worldwide,
it was also a period of unprecedented scholarly exchange between literary critics from the
People's Republic of China and those from other parts of the world. Conferences and
publications exploring Chinese modernity and China's increasingly dynamic role in
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economic-cultural globalization proliferated in the wake of the Tiananmen Square
massacre of 1989. Also during the 1990s, Tibetan issues attracted the attention of political
leaders, pop culture figures, and human rights activists alike, all to an unprecedented
extent, while China's sovereignty over Tibet shifted from single-minded military control to
a sophisticated program of cultural authoritarianism. In this study I argue that the
discourses of literary and cultural theory which have brought mainland Chinese critics into
a global dialogue-postfoundational critiques of modernity, colonialism, and national
representation-bear directly on Tibet's relationships with China and the West. This study
examines how scholarly exchanges, facilitated by Chinese and Western institutions and
enacted through international publications and conferences, have gestured toward a
concern for these discourses but have largely bypassed serious consideration of them. I
therefore suggest and illustrate a broader perspective for bringing Tibetan issues into
existing "China and the West" discussion in order to more critically consider transnational
theoretical exchange.
Like many others in the mid-1990s, I was optimistic about the future of theory in
Chinese contexts, and I was eager to return to China for the first time in more than ten
years. I had spent the 1985-86 academic year teaching literature at the Northeast Normal
University in Changch~ and I had seen how the post-Mao economic reforms were just
beginning to make a difference in people' . lives. College students still endured hours of
political education before their morning classes, contact with Westerners was closely
monitored, and stories were still told of the tank battles that erupted on campus during the

VI
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previous decade's Great Proletariat Cultural Revolution. but there remained a growing
sense that times were changing for the better. Students, almost exclusively in English
classes taught by foreign professors, examined approaches to literature emerging from
feminist, psychoanalytic, structuralist, deconstructivist, and "Western Marxist" readings of
texts, usually foreign, but it was not long before such approaches were turned toward
texts and contexts emerging from China itself Only a few years later, and back in the
United States, I watched as the tragedy of the Tiananmen Square crackdown. provoked by
what Chinese officials called unrest caused by foreign troublemakers attempting to subvert
communist rule, led to the imprisonment or exile of many of China's most thoughtful
literary critics, historians, and social commentators.
As the 1990s proceeded, however, and from the perspective of one considering a
doctoral dissertation involving the current state of theory's travels in China, it seemed that
the worst was over. When I returned to China in 1996 to teach at Beijing University,
interview Chinese and Tibetan literary scholars at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences
(CASS), and lecture at several universities (including Northeast Normal University), the
remarkable changes produced by the economic reforms were easy to see. Not unlike those
who reported for the New York Times or CNN, constructing for the West a new China of
expanding capitalism and increasing political freedoms, I observed the bustling markets,
new roads, gleaming office buildings, bright shopping malls, and noisy karaoke bars. The
modem dormitory buildings and classroom facilities, an openness on college campuses to
foreign contact and increased availability of foreign books, along with access to the
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internet (although limited and controlled) all suggested an improved scholarly atmosphere.
By many informed assessments, most poignantly those made by scholars who have
experienced some of the worst periods of the Chinese government's intolerance for
dissenting views, the opportunities for cultural debate in China were and are broader than
ever. The present project itself has certainly benefited from this new openness, and the fact
that [ have been allowed to discuss parts of this study with critics and students at Chinese
universities testifies to a salutary commitment to critical transnational discussion. The
limits to this commitment, however, are clearly felt by those who cross them. While
critiques of "Chineseness" may take into account differences between East and West, and
analyses of diasporic identity may explore the global presence of Chinese culture, any
suggestions that the contemporary Chinese nation-state itself should serve as a site for
colonial discourse analysis or critique of hegemonic national narratives are extremely
difficult to raise in China. The late 1990s were on-again-off-again years for proponents of
increased civil freedoms in Chi~ and as Isabel Kelly of Amnesty International noted in
1998, some public protests were cautiously allowed by the Chinese government, others
were not: "the tolerance for demonstrations has mostly been in cities like Shanghai or
Beijing-it clearly does not apply to minority areas like Tibet and [the Muslim region of]
Xinjiang" (quoted in R. Miller 33). The situation in scholarly circles is the same today:
despite the bustling interaction on matters of Chinese history and culture, discussions of
Tibet remain focused on religion, archeology, and economic improvements brought about
by the Chinese leadership. Dialogue in these fields primarily takes pJace between
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Tibetologists and religious studies experts rather than the literary and cultural critics who
have made it there concern to interrogate authoritarian narratives ofnationaI identity.
Nevertheless, in the United States during the latter half of the 1990s, literary and
cultural critics are specifically addressed through special issues of journals such as
boundary 2, New Literary History, Social Text, Ariel, and China Quarterly, among
others, which devoted special issues to investigate cultural studies, postmodernism, and
other areas of theoretical exchange between "China and the West." Conferences continue
to be held in China and attended by high-profile critics and editors of influential North
American journals and book series. This dissertation is motivated in large part by what I
see as the need to reassess the accomplishments of this exchange, particularly with regard
to the foreclosing of intellectual exchange involving critiques of established ethnic and
national narratives in and about China. Restrictions on dialogue have taken several forms,
ranging from outright censorship and intimidation to unfamiliarity with Chinese
circumstances and even the genuine desire of Western critics not to bring up subjects that
would be unsettling to their Chinese hosts.
The circumstances of transnational academic dialogue being conducted in Englishlanguage journals and at conferences where English is used as the primary language of
discussion establishes, I believe, both a methodological rationale for this study-I draw
almost exclusively on English-language materials-and a significant intended audience for
''transnational dialogue." English-language discussions of contemporary theories various
manifestations-what I would call ''world theory in English"-and the participation of

ix
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Western critics at Chinese conferences are publicized by the host institutions as proof that
in the pluralistic international sphere of humanities research. China is doing its part to
provide an open and serious forum for discussion. The increasing number of academic
exchanges taking place between China and other countries are also presented by Chinese
government officials as evidence of what the Chinese leadership promotes as responsible,
world-class academic behavior in the new post-Cold-War world. The result is a growing
perception among academics in a variety of disciplines that institutions in the People's
Republic of China are welcome new sites for discussions of those literary and cultural
theories that one would hear debated at universities around the world and at the
conventions of, for example, the Modern Language Association or the International
Comparative Literature Association. This perception, though far from completely
mistaken, is critically addressed in the present study for two reasons. The first reason is
political and institutional: it is simply not possible to freely pursue certain important
avenues of contemporary theory in China. The second reason involves theoretical
discourse and the misdirection performed by critics, Chinese and non-Chinese alike, when
intellectual production threatens state narratives of Chinese identity.
As a Chinese student has suggested to me, status as an "outsider" affords greater
freedom of expression when it comes to sensitive topics involving China. At the same
time, however, my status as an outsider, especially an outsider from the United States,
makes my thesis likely to be seen as another instance of "meddling in China's internal
affairs," a phrase repeatedly used by Chinese officials with respect to politicians, news
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organizations, academics, and Disney films. This project, emerging, from the outside, has
already become a part of China's internal cultural politics. Theorists will recognize
inside,autside as a particularly vulnerable pair of opposed terms to be critically

interrogated: literary critics, anthropologists, and historians not only interrogate this binary
on the basis of its circumscription of what is included and excluded in their disciplines, but
also with respect to the position of the narrator, the researcher, or the critic. The
investigator is self-consciously recognized as an irreducible aspect of the investigated. At
the same time, specialists of China studies will associate the binary inside. outside as
fundamental to the centuries-old framework that continues to distinguish China from the
rest of the world: Before debates over "the West and the rest" and even "China and the
West," there was a politico-cultural image of "China and the rest" constructed through
imperial histories preoccupied with maintaining a unified and privileged narrative of
Chinese civilization despite the expansions, contractions, and fragmentation of the
territory governed by the Chinese state.
[nfonned by theories of the epistemological uncertainty of standing "outside" one's
object of analysis-theories which have served as the basis for critical exchange between
"China and the West," particularly with regard to issues of globalization-this study
developed as a way of considering how this uncertainty forces contemporary theory and
theorists, in effect, to talee sides on issues of national identity in China. Narratives of
national identity promoted by the Chinese party-state in order to naturalize a self-same
relationship between the state and the nation (and even more specifically, of Chinese
xi
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civilization and the party-state itself) beg key questions posed by critical contemporary
theory involving binary oppositions, unified narratives, and supplementary logic. Despite
this, the most telling and immediate context for exploring these questions in China today,
the controversies over China's Tibetan region, has not been explored. The dialogue
created by critics addressing "China and the West" remains limited to the opposition
between China and the West, rather than the co-relevant oppositions within either of these
two sprawling signifiers.
The theoretical rationale of this study, therefore, emphasizes the oppositional
nature of the contemporary criticism and theory traveling through China. In his
introduction to the widely-read Nation and Na"aliofl, Homi Bhabha suggests that while
approaching national narratives by way of literary analysis foregrounds the rhetorical
aspects of those narratives, it also confronts the very idea of national belonging with a
fundamental challenge to its authority:
to study the nation through its narrative address does not merely draw attention to
its language and rhetoric; it also attempts to alter the conceptual object itself If the
problematic "closure" of textuality questions the "totalization" of national culture,
then its positive value lies in displaying the wide dissemination through which we
construct the field of meanings and symbols associated with national life.
(Introduction 3)
Literary theories that question the closure of a text also question the "totalization" of a
national culture because national cultures are accessed and articulated by means of social,
politic~

and historical narratives of national identity as well as by those typically

considered literary. Criticism, then, which prevents the unchallenged enunciation of
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national narratives, whether in social, political, historical, or literary modes, are seen by
Bhabha as welcome disclosures of the constructed rather than natural status of such
narratives. The "field of meanings and symbols associated with national life" becomes for
Bhabha a field for contesting "the image of cultural authority ... caught, uncertainly, in
the act of 'composing' its powerful image" (3).
Bhabha states the general purpose of the various essays in the volume is to direct
the attention of literary critics to the everyday politics, not only of cultural representation
("cultural studies"), but also to the ambivalent performativity of language itself and the
destabilizing effects of this performativity on national narratives (Introduction 3).
Modernity in particular becomes a site for exploration, since, Bhabha argues, the nation
serves as "one of the major structures of ideological ambivalence within the cultural
representations of 'modernity'" (Introduction 4). This meant, for a generation of literary
critics in the 1990s, interrogating totalizing narratives of the "nation," particularly those
involving colonial and postcolonial narratives, and these critiques have generally addressed
the past and present effects of Western. Northern. and developed forces on Eastern.
Southern, and developing societies. Research for the present study has shown me that
directing critiques of national narratives to the interrelated spheres of Chinese, Tibetan,
and Western interests, while awkward, provokes a genuine dialogue on cultural exchange
and even elaborates new ways of framing and discussing cultural concerns.
The work of literary critics such as Bhabha and Edward Said, historians such as
Robert Young and Hayden White, sociologists such as Anthony King, and political
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scientists such as Partha Chatterjee bring political narratives directly into the sphere of
contemporary literary studies. This dissertation has developed inside and outside an
English department by identifying several important tools of literary theory that are also
used in the context of divergent traditions of reading and writing national identity. The
concept of and critique of narrative address runs throughout the study, as does attention
to the supplementary nature of writing. Sociologist Anthony King quotes the Metropolitan
Studies scholar Abidin Kusno who notes with critic Homi Bhabha that modernity is all
about ''the historical construction of a specific position of historical enunciation and
address" (King, "Times" 113). The purpose of the present study is to critically survey the
"specific positions of historical address and enunciation" established by the conferences
and publications that set Chinese theory on a transnational academic agenda. I suggest that
while such positions have succeeded in opening up valuable new possibilities for scholarly
exchange, there yet remain challenging questions of criticism's effect on national minority
narratives.

xiv
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION: SPLITTING THE NATION?

How do we conceive of the "splitting" of the national subject?
Homi K. Bhabha, "Dissemination"
In the mid-1980s and thereafter, international anti-China forces accelerated efforts
to Westernize China. and reignited the ''Tibetan issue." With their support, the
Dalai [Lama] clique misread the situation and accelerated efforts to split the
motherland.
Doje Cedain, ''The Dalai's Disregard for Precedence"

On the wall of a tea shop in Lhasa, Tibet, hangs a sign depicting a stem, saluting
policeman with an admonition printed in the local language as well as Chinese and English:

Police Advice, the sign announces, Keep the National Unity Consciously. It is a sign, I
argue in this study, with consequences not only for political behavior in China, but also for
academic conduct worldwide, particularly among literary and cultural critics. In important
but rarely discussed ways, contemporary theory's emphasis on postfoundationalist
critique, identity politics, and colonial discourse analysis implicates scholars and academic
institutions in the formations of Chinese and Tibetan national identity narratives. This
sign's intended audience of Chinese, Tibetan, and English readers reminds us that the
injunction to "keep the national unity consciously" is a socio-political one addressed to

1
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2
travelers as well as residents. 1 In this study, I explore how this message is also related to
an implicit intellectual imperative, reflected in an expanding body of work in comparative
studies among Chinese, Tibetan, and Western theorists involving national identity and the
global flows ofliterary and cultural criticism. Edward Said has called comparative theory
"traveling theory," emphasizing the ways in which the current international dispersion of theory
is a process of interested exchange between varied and inconsonant agents. 2 My arguments in
this study are based on the observation that as theory-and theorists-travel from one place to
another in the world, there may very well be trouble at customs.

Theory in China resonates in unique and important ways with Tibet in China. Both
raise questions for univocal narratives of Chinese national identity, both have been perceived as
agents of Western interests, and both have become involved, especially in the 1990s, with
transnational discussions of literary and cultural critique, colonial discourse, and globalization.
In this study I examine the movement of theoretical insights and methods inaugurated by the

"tum to theory" of the 1960s and the rise of colonial discourse analysis in the 1980s, through
Chinese and Tibetan studies. While much contemporary theory in the past three decades has
been elaborated in English and French, the global spread of such theory has created distinctly

This point has been made many times by the detention and questioning of
travelers to Tibet as well as the torture and jailing of researchers Gabriel Lafitte
(an Australian), Daja Meston (an American), and Tsering Dorje (a Tibetan) in 1999 for
conducting "illegal investigations" ofa World Bank project in southwest China. Ngawang
Choephel, a Tibetan enrolled in an ethnomusicology program at an American university,
was arrested in Tibet in 1996 for "spying" and has been incarcerated ever since.
1

indivi(,~ual

Said explains <'traveling theory" as the transformation of theory through
international and intercultural exchange. Its four stages involve points of origin, distances
traveled, local conditions, and local transformations evrraveling" 227).
2
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new fonns, not through simple application and direct translation of what become transnational
theories, but through the use and significant transformation of theory in local contexts and local
idioms. The local is global, but not because it is merely a convenient illustration of some
abstract global culture. Rather, the local is always the prior site of exchange and production,

the space where "groups and individuals seek to annex the global into their own practices"
(Appadurai 4). In this study, primarily of events in the 1990s, the sites for practice with which I
am most concerned include Western scholarly journals, Chinese state policies promoting
cultural nationalism, and exile-Tibetan programs of translating Western texts for Tibetan
readers.
Cultural and political conditions of transnational theory in Chinese and Tibetan
contexts demand that theorists openly reconsider important received perspectives on the
irreducible colonial and neocolonial aspects of national identity analyzed in studies of Europe,
the United States, Africa, and India, since these are largely absent when discussing China and
Tibet. As studies of traveling theory, China's national character, and "China and the West"
increase in number and interdisciplinary scope, it seems to me crucial that critics involved in
these exchanges seriously consider analytical perspectives that acknowledge China's national
borders as a legacy of past imperial conquest as well as the demarcations of a modern nationstate. Imperial experience is fundamental to all features of modernity and of much
contemporary theory, yet the view that only Western imperialism, or, more broadly, the West's
influence on the East, should be examined with regard to cultural theory generally and
postcolonial theory specifically is not adequate to address contemporary theory in and about
China. In China, the history of relations between ruling Chinese institutions and Tibet clearly
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raise questions of ' 'Eastern imperialism," and the current interest in ''China and the West"
exchanges in literary and cultural theory brings critics from around the world into intimate
contact with the development of China's national policies and its plans for further integrating
Tibet into Chinese culture.
Tibet today, of course, is not an independent country but a part of China called the
Tibetan Autonomous Region. The Chinese government claims to have supported Tibet· s
cultural and religious autonomy for decades with a series of policies designed to improve the
lives of Tibetans while contributing to the greater good of the Chinese nation. The Dalai Lama,
considered by most Tibetans as their spiritual and political leader, is condemned by the Chinese
government as "a conspirator, the chief of the splittist movement aspiring for Tibetan
independence, [and] the unequivocal tool of the western forces inimical towards China. ,,J
Recent charges of imperialism arise from increased attempts by the Chinese government to
control the religious freedoms and ethnic population balance in the Tibetan Autonomous
Region. Moreover, during the 199Os, Beijing began a "major cultural attack" on Tibet,
indicating that Chinese officials ''have clearly turned their attention to the cultural battlefield" in
their attempt to maintain control of the region (''China Fights" 1). Currently, criticism of
China's policies toward Tibet remains impossible in China (where Communist Party
administrators have supervision over all academic activities) and difficult even for scholars

This official characterization (quoted in TIN 11), from Patriotic Education Book
# 2, is established by the Chinese government for dissemination in Tibetan work units and
monasteries.
3
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5
involved with Chinese studies in other countries."
This study seeks to illustrate how it is not only Tibetan matters that suffer from
inattention under the circumstances just descnbed, but also studies of transnational theory in
general, because the very features of Chinese national identity that offer the most valuable
challenges to our understanding of(post)modemity, colonial discourse, and the role of
humanities theory in diSCUSbions of globalization, are subjects currently labeled undesirable and
silenced-either directly by official mandate, or by the (often unintentional) seif-censoring of
literary and cultural critics themselves. Indeed, this study is partly motivated by my concern that
gains in extending academic dialogue on China's role in contemporary theory are coming at the
cost of eliminating Tibet's presence, intellectually and institutionally.
Literary theory is the starting point for this study for two sets of reasons. The first
involves disciplinary and institutional developments that have reached high levels of visibility
and influence without receiving sufficient critical introspection. "China and the West"
discussions in the 1990s have consciously privileged literary and cultural texts as objects of
analysis, bringing the methods and vocabularies of contemporary theory into direct and
transfonnative contact with Chinese contexts for national identity, history, and interpretation.
Similarly, Tibetan studies continue to reflect a growing interest in the discourses of
contemporary cultural anthropology, many of which are closely related, if not immediately
derived from, literary theory. Work in these areas is helping to shape the future contours of
studies in history, art, and political science, as well as literature and the social sciences.
4 For general historical background on modern Tibet, see Goldste~ History;
Shakabpa; W. Smith.
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Second, debates over the nature of literature have shared the stage with debates over
the nature of modern China since the beginning of the twentieth century, when Chinese
intellectuals sought ways of integrating Western modes of discourse into the model for a
renewed Chinese state, and when the notion of "national literatures" was fast becoming an
accepted basis for institutional research in Europe and the United States. "At its inception,"
writes Gregory Jusdanis about the European tradition, "national culture is really literary in
nature" (xi). This has also been the case in China, and even more pointedly, in China's relations

with other countries, wherein narratives of national identities are written and read through
processes at once textual and social. Theory, then, becomes a form of questioning the
formation of national identities by asking how such identities are constructed, and by whom
and for whom such narratives are written and maintained. It is also a way of investigating how
the features of cultural idioms and state policies, like the features of language, reveal internal
conflicts and omissions in the narratives they seek to create.

The two epigraphs that begin this chapter suggest that "splitting the national
subject" may prove to be an extremely dangerous exercise in a world comprised of nations
for whom such narrative "splitting" is at best undesirable and at worst criminally seditious,
and in fact, this is the case in contemporary China. China's official policy toward foreign
involvement in Tibetan matters remains unambiguous-stay out. A statement in the
monthly journal Frontline (Qian Xian, distributed among senior officials of the Beijing
Committee of the Chinese Communist Party) offers a characteristic reminder of official
Chinese statements regarding Tibet and the West: ''The international situation is changing
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all the time and the world is not at peace. The anti-Communist and anti-China elements in
Western countries have not abandoned their plot to 'Westernize' and 'split' our country"
(26 February 1999). Nevertheless, critical theories of national identity, colonial discourse,
and historical continuity currently serve to organize international publications and
conferences at Chinese, Tibetan, and Western sites. How are critics affected by the
conflicting demands of state policies and institutional missions, and how is theory itself
transformed and revised under these conditions? Do foreign critics actually contribute to
"splitting the motherland," or is this simply a paranoid vision of Chinese officials?
"China" is increasingly serving as a focus of cultural critique for a broad, nonspecialist academic audience. Earlier studies of post -1949 China were generally restricted
to specially trained Sinologists, area studies researchers, or political scientists, 5 while work
in the humanities focused on comparative approaches to literary and artistic forms and
philosophical traditions. 6 However, in the 1990s, an increasing number of studies have
actively engaged interdisciplinary theory, and the participants of these discussions no
longer need be specialists in Sinology. High-profile interdisciplinary publications and
conferences have inaugurated a new scholarly "agenda for inquiry" (Arac,
"Postmodernism" 135) and mapped out "a terrain for future investigation" (Dirlik and
Zhang, 9), not for China studies as such, but for work in a wide variety of fields, especially
those drawing on forms of discourse analysis developed by and around literary and

5

See Perry, "Introduction."

6

For historical overviews of humanities-based theory, see ~ Genesis; Mu,

Chinese; Yip, Diffusion.
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cultural theory. Studies that focus on contemporary theory's relationship to Chinese
literary and cultural studies are now directed to a broad audience, and "China"-as a
nation, an ethnicity, and a civilization-is promoted as a unique and provocative new
supplement to existing theory (Dirlik and Zhang 2). This supplement, according to many
of those participating in the interdisciplinary debates, carries the potential to significantly
redefine received theoretical perspectives through the examination of intellectual
perspectives and social conditions previously ignored or insufficiently addressed. "The
Chinese problematic," writes Xudong Zhang, is "not merely a problem for China but
fundamentally a theoretical challenge of our time" ("Intellectual" 2). Fredric Jameson, a
critic whose work has become relatively well-known in China, suggests that examinations
of the Chinese nation and its relationship to theory offer a "formidable intervention into a
range of debates on subjectivity and identity," and one "from which 'the West' (if there
still is such a thing) certainly has something to learn but from which other disciplines (and

other national cultures) also ha"e much to learn" (Foreword 6, 7).7
In the area of Tibetan studies, the situation is strikingly different. Few studies of

Tibetan literature and culture have made their way from the specialized field of Tibetology
to the broader interdisciplinary debates in the academy. Interest in Tibetan Buddhism,
recent films such as Jean-Jacques Annaud's Seven Years in Tibet and Martin Scorsese's

Kundun, and rock concerts held to benefit a "Free Tibet," have provoked some interest in
Jameson's association with Chinese "New Theory" (discussed further below)
began with his visit to Beijing University in 1986. Several of Jameson's works have been
translated into Chinese and are widely read (see 1. Wang 245; X. Tang "Function" 279; L.
Zhang, "Western" 109).
7
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scholarly analyses of Tibet's cultural, if not strictly national,

identity~

and the exiled Dalai

Lama, whose activities range from addressing national assemblies and heads of state to
serving as guest editor of Vogue magazine, has certainly contributed to Tibet's presence
on the world stage. Tibetological research in the 1990s began to significantly engage
critical perspectives and interdisciplinary theoretical developments, particularly in
anthropology and the social sciences, although current studies generally remain focused
only on exile-Tibetan communities and their relationship with India, the West, and the
Western imagination. 8 Tibet's complex, multi-axial relationship with the politics and
culture of China, as well as with Western and Indian discourses, have yet to be directly
addressed.
While matters of Tibet involving national identity, colonial discourse, and traveling
theory rarely find voice in current discussions of interdisciplinary theory and cultural
critique, their relevance to politico-theoretical issues as important and widely researched
as British imperialism and as immediate as conflict over ethnic autonomy in the Balkans
surely deserve attention. 9 China's "Tibet issue," whether referring to the West's
hegemonic intervention into the affairs of a developing country, or to China's "Han man's

8

See Korom, Constructing and Tibetan; Lopez, Prisoners; and Baumann.

The politico-cultural conflicts between Yugoslavia and Kosovo closely resemble
those between China and Tibet. Kosovo, like Tibet, is considered an inalienable part of
another country and formally exists as an "autonomous region." During NATO's military
action against the Serbian government of Yugoslavia in 1999, the Chinese government
harshly (and daily) criticized the West's actions, compared the "lies" told by American
leaders about Kosovo to the ''lies'' told about Tibet, and claimed that the real goal of the
bombings was "the imposition of so-called values of democracy, freedom, and human
rights upon other nations ... to make those nations their dependents" (Sly, ''China Fans" 15).
9
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burden" of colonizing Asian "others," is in fact grounded in the contradictions of the
modem nation as such and has long since become a truly global concern, involving a
worldwide diaspora, sophisticated propaganda programs, the institutional policies of
scholarly organizations, and the political concerns of dozens of countries. Despite this,
many of the most significant and widely read critics addressing the modem nation,
globalization, and comparative literature and theory have rarely taken into account how
Sino-Tibetan relations may necessarily complicate received perspectives. Notions of
modernity, imperialism, national identity, and transnational ethnicity, for example, are
proposed and pursued largely in ignorance of the politico-theoretical spheres created by
Chinese and Tibetan contexts for national identity. Among these spheres are narratives of
minority ethnicity in Chinese history and politics, the legacies of nineteenth-century British
involvement in Central Asia, China's ongoing debate with "Western" modernity,
alternative modernities and forms of globalization, and the current global spread of the
Tibetan diaspora, complete with its advocates in Hollywood, New York, and Paris. These
narratives currently engage significant elements of literary and cultural theory through
publications and international conferences, public and private funding agencies, and even
governmental and non-governmental policy advisory groups. Tibetan cultural and political
representations, so noteworthy for their high visibility in the popular media and their
growing presence in public policy invite a closer look at how recent investigations of
China's national identity, conducted through literary and cultural critique and transru-ti.,llal
scholarship based in Western institutions, bring critics, activists, and government
policymakers together through the discourses of contemporary theory.
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This study, then, is about traveling theory and traveling theorists. But it is also
about those theories and theorists who stay home and play host to the travelers.
Throughout this study [consider two complementary processes of theory. On the one
hand, theory can act like a kind of Trojan horse, "bringing the culture of its originator with
it" and threatening to act on host communities with profoundly disruptive force (Miller,
''Border'' 320-321). On the other hand, theory is itself transformed by its host and "put to
new uses that cannot be foreseen" so that what develops is theory's "translation into a
new idiom, and its appropriation for new, indigenous purposes" ("Border" 331). Of
course, even as the concepts of "the culture of the originator" and "indigenous purposes"
prompt comparative study, those concepts themselves are in question. What is the culture
of the originator of "Western" theories developed through studies of international
colonialism and global flows of capital? How, and more importantly, why are narratives of
national identity related to narratives of cultural theory? Who or what defines indigeneity,
and how do these definitions themselves become traveling theories? In the following
section, I review several aspects of theory's rise in Western institutions and argue that
current theory's "baggage" contains irreducible elements of institutional disruption,
national critique, and self-conscious interrogations of cultural identification, all of which
challenges theorists to acknowledge and negotiate the effects of official Chinese reaction
against the "Trojan horse" of foreign theory.
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Theory and Politics, Revisited

The decentering and deconstruction of categories and identities assume fresh
urgency in a context of racism, ethnic conflict, neo-colonial domination. The
"other" is no longer merely a theoretical concept but groups and peoples written
out of history, subjected to slavery, insult, mystification, genocide ....
Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory
Contemporary theory's political awakening can be usefully dated to the late 1960s
and early 1970s, when worldwide political events as welt as demographic transformations
at Western universities prompted intense interest in colonial power, dominant ideologies,
and the contradictions of modernity. 10 "Theory," from that point to the present came to
emphasize the connections between "reading" in the humanities and the political issues
resulting from the various realignments of citizens and the inherited or imposed national
narratives that structure their lives. Studies of U.S. narratives would reveal the myriad of
"others" within the home canon as well as within the home state, while international
perspectives would scrutinize the violent operations of Euro-American narratives
overseas. In discussing the Vietnam War-era origins of the journal bou/ldary 2, William
Spanos notes the importance of seeing that "this commitment to the autotelic text (and a
self-reflexive hermeneutics), to what would later be called logocentrism-was
complicitous with the metaphysical anthropology in the name of which America was
literally devastating an entire extraterritorial culture" (Spanos 66).
While my discussion in this introduction is limited to the twentieth century, it is
important to note, along with Terry Eagleton, that when it comes to the involvement of
politics in Western theory, "it has been there from the beginning" (Literary 169). As we
will see in our discussion of eighteenth-century intellectuals in chapter 2, the same must be
said of literary study in China.
10
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Theory was increasingly recognized not as a set of prescriptive principles for
practice or even descriptions of practice, but as a critical questioning of practice. What has
been called a "crisis" in academia generally and literary study in particular arose because
"it was no longer possible to take for granted what literature was, how to read it or what
social functions it might serve" (Eagleton, Literary 191). Literary texts and practices, the
operations of reading and interpreting, are revealed as already theoretical and already
"political" when people refuse to grant "spontaneous consent" (Spanos 65) to the
Enlightenment principles and values identified as central to literary study and the modem
nation. Theory, Gerald Graff suggests, is what "breaks out when the rationale for the
community's practices are no longer taken for granted" ("Why" 23). Graff's insistence
that theory is "a discourse that formulates and debates the assumptions of underlying
practices" reminds us of the explicitly confrontational nature of theory as it operates in
literary and cultural criticism. Specifically, the study of such discourse "leads inevitably to
a study of institutions, disciplines, and intellectuals" (Bove 59). What is at stake in
contemporary literary theory, then, is nothing less than the open acknowledging of
disagreements about "moral and social thinking" and institutional activity (Graff,

Literature

1-3)~

it is a sphere of interventions in "different readings of history itself'

(Eagleton, Literary 182). Gerald Graff points out that while the existence of different
readings may lead to a frustrating relativism, it may also, and more accurately, be
addressed as a necessarily democratic situation: ''Implicit in the idea of a democratic
culture, in other words, is that thOUght is an inherently political and contested activity" and
''the forms of argument and interpretation that take place in and about culture are
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inherently contested domains" (''Why'' 24).
[n the late 1960s and early 1970s, such contestation took place in the curriculum
and in the structures of the university itself as student protests throughout the West drew
attention to the politicized nature of a('.ademic institutions. It was a period of heightened
awareness of the academy's philosophical, political, and financial complicity in the
workings of the state, both at home and abroad. The protests were "symptomatic of the
refusal of spontaneous consent by blacks, women, ethnic minorities, gays, the working
class, youth, and so on to what was later, by way of Antonio Gramsci, to be called the
discourse of hegemony" (Spanos 67), and the challenge of analyzing such discourse was
addressed in a variety of ways, both at home and in the context of inter- and transnational
relations. 11
Central to critiques of traditional, majoritarian, or hegemonic narratives was the
"surprise of otherness" (Johnson 15). Western feminist critics in particular have been
instrumental in developing theoretical frameworks for addressing the "other" in literature,
society, law, and the nation, creating along the way a kind of "general theory of social
inequality" (MacKinnon 3). From the beginning of the Women's Liberation movements,
theory and politics were seen as integrally related, and consequent feminist theory drawing
on post structuralist critique has continued to highlight "the call of the Other" as both an

11 The term international denotes those relations between nations, that is, between
agents identified with respect to recognized sovereign nations, while transnational can
also denote relations across national boundaries involving the "Others of the nation-state"
(Tololyan, ''Nation-State'' 3), who cannot be politically identified as national, such as
Tibetans and Palestinians.
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intellectual and a political imperative (Cornell 113). [n fact, most interdisciplinary
programs involving the "critique of masterful meaning and an interest in the resistance to
reductive appropriation" (Johnson 43) share a direct debt to the intellectual-institutional
structures developed around feminist theories of otherness.
A paradox, however, was discovered at the heart of such theories. Drucilla Cornell
has described it as the paradox of recognizing otherness at the expense of otherness as the
"dilemma of feminism":
a feminine "voice" and a feminine "reality" that can be identified as such and
correlated with the lives of actual women; and yet at the same time all accounts of
the feminine seem to reset the trap of rigid gender identities, deny the real
differences between women . . . and reflect the history of oppression and
discrimination rather than an ideal or an ethical positioning to the Other to which
we can aspire. (3)
That is to say, while the denied other is addressed, there remains the danger of denying

other others through the construction of new narratives and the development of new social
policies. As we see throughout the present study, attempts to articulate a space (including
a feminist space) for the ignored other of Chinese theory leads to a reinforcement of strict
narratives of Chinese identity and the state policies that are formed along with them.
Similarly, the construction of Tibetan narratives of national identity-in the imagination as
well as in the formation of exile societies-tends to erase the presence of those Tibetans
who do not subscribe to the majority narratives.
bell hooks points out that "from the very outset of the contemporary movement for
'women's liberation,' feminist thinkers and activists have had difficulty coping with
dissent" since "the call for unity and solidarity structured around notions that women
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constitute a sex class/caste with common experiences and common oppression made
confrontation and contestation difficult" (101). Consequently, theory became a means of
investigating solidarity itself, and the appeal to any single, privileged group of women as a
universal Other became a focus for analysis rather than the value-free identification of a
"privileged other."
Throughout the Western academy in the 1980s and early 1990s, critiques of
hegemonic discourse and established cultural narratives prompted "culture wars" in
several disciplines. It was a period, "CtlOcomitant with the fall of apartheid in South Africa,
communism in Russia, and the subsequent dissolution of the Soviet Union," when the
academy turned its attention to "the matter of cultural pluralism in our high school and
coUege curricula and its relation to the' American' national identity" (Gates xi). Moreover,
as Henry Louis Gates, Jr. emphasizes by citing the New York Times in 1991, this was not a
phenomenon limited to the United States, but rather experienced in nations around the
world, where "violent nationalistic passions" were seen as the most immediate danger to
established authority (xi). Gates suggests that while "the chaUenge of cultural pluralism
and the varied forms of resistance to it go back to the founding of our republic," the
underlying questions asked in the name of cultural pluralism stand to reshape
contemporary national narratives themselves:
The underlying questions are time-tested. What does it mean to be an American?
Must academic inquiry be subordinated to the requirements of national identity?
Should scholarship and education reflect our actual diversity, or should they,
rather, forge a communal identity that may not yet have been achieved? (xiv).
"Cultural pluralism," Gates points out, "is not everyone's cup of tea" since it
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genuinely threatens the coherence of cultural nationalism in the United States, and even
the notion ofa "monolithic, homogeneous 'West'" (xvi). In China, as we see, "cultural
pluralism" tends to be tolerated only so far as it reinforces cultural nationalism by "forging
a communal identity" from the actual diversity of the PRC. After his participation in the
Tiananmen Square protests in Beijing in 1989, literary critic Liu Xiaobo explained that the
cultural sphere in China is sharply reflective of the political sphere and "the Communist
Party, which has a firm grasp on political power, is unable to accept a political system that
involves multi-party rule (or pluralism, for that matter),' ("Holy" 314).
The beginnings of Western Cultural Studies as a multidisciplinary field of inquiry in
the 1960s signaled a crisis in the humanities as well as the social sciences, not least
because this new field actively foregrounded the political aspects of cultural study:
"subversive in intent, the field was consciously concerned with transforming the practice
of producing knowledge, with issues of cultural politics, and with asking cultural and
theoretical questions in relation to power" (King, "Spaces" 3). Anthropologist Arjun
Appadurai has remarked on the "hijacking of culture by literary studies," which has
transformed cultural studies by concentrating theory on the interplay between "the word
and the world" (51). Appadurai notes that "social scientists look on with bewilderment as
their colleagues in English and comparative literature talk (and fight) about matters that,
until as recently as fifteen years ago, would have seemed as relevant to English
departments as, say, quantum physics" (51). He suggests that a "new style of
ethnography" has developed out of theory's transformation from "a rather prosaic term"
to an agent of debates that focus on contemporary struggles with the discourses of history.
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Particularly with regard to the Enlightenment-based "master narratives" of ethnography,
theory serves to provoke the ''unraveling of a conundrum" involving "the nature of locality
as a lived experience in a globalized, deterritorialized world" (52).
This blending of humanities-based discourse analysis with the concerns, methods,
and curricula of the social sciences has led to changes in the way transnational policy is
discussed. The ''rhetorical tum in international relations" has questioned older area-studies
models of political realism, which, simply stated, tended to ignore ''the role of words in
foreign relations" in favor of an established ''taut narrative of world politics" (Beer and
Hariman I, 3). Reflecting the critical attention to the metaphysics of presence in
philosophic and literary texts fostered by the ''theory tum," the social sciences-and the
policymaking bodies that draw on the social sciences-now speak of ''the logic of

differance in international relations" (Doty 33 I). Hardly an abandonment of "actual"
concerns in geopolitics, these changes indicate a growing concern with the way politicocultural representation as such must be understood and discussed in order to effect broad
political and social changes. 12 Janet Wolff advises those who investigate matters of
globalization and world-systems theory that "an openness to other disciplines in the social
sciences, and particularly, the humanities is a necessary first step" in debating ''the codes
of art and literature, the narrative structures of the text" which are "part of the ongoing
process of the construction of meaning, and, hence, of the social world" ("Global" 171-72).

The discourses of contemporary theory can also be heard in the reports of U.S.
policy think tanks. See, for example, Goldstein, Snow Lion; Little and Hibbard; and
Moynihan. These sources are further discussed in chapter 5 and the afterword.
12
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Critiques of the concept of an essentialized nation-state or national culture are by
now fairly commonplace in Western academic discourse. King notes that from the
bf!ginnings of Cultural Studies, the question arose "as to whether the nationally defined
society is the most appropriate unit either for cultural or for social analysis" ("Spaces" 3).
Now that the same sort of "deconstruction" of the nation is increasingly emerging in
policy debates, the danger of a foreign "Trojan horse" hits close to the home of Chinese
academics and officials alike. For example, a commentary in the CCP's People's Daily
responded to Taiwan's rhetoric of independent statehood with a clear warning to those
who would stray from the univocal narratives of "China" established by the party:
People who have some knowledge about the history of the Chinese nation are
aware that, in the Chinese civilization nurtured by the rolling Huang He and the
Chang liang, national unification is above everything and more important than
anything; and that unification has always been the mainstream of China's historical
developments. Opposing division and upholding unification has been a tradition of
the Chinese nation since ancient times. The quest of national unification is deeply
ingrained in the culture of the Chinese nation as a norm of value, and this concept
flows ceaselessly in the blood of the Chinese people. Specifically because of this
norm of value the Chinese nation has been able to sustain its magnificent
civilization despite the many disintegration, unity, wars, relocations, and mergers in
its history. This is unique in the history of human civilizations and something no
one country or nation has ever achieved. . .. The dialectics of historical
developments will contimle to prove that whoever disregards the .'ientiment of the
Chinese people and the will of the nation, and whoever has the audacity to
challenge nationailinification and the principle of one China, shall find himself
rejected by the people and the nation, and shall forever be nailed on the pole for
people who have disgraced the country. (''Principle''; emphasis added)
Critiques of narratives of history and established structures of analysis for
historical study (such as the nation form) have been particularly affected by discourse
theories developed in literary study. Narrative is not simply a form for representing
''historical event," but rather "entails ontological and epistemic choices with distinct
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ideological and even specifically political implications" (White ix). "In its origins," White
continues, "historical discourse differentiates itself from literary discourse by virtue of its
subject matter ('real' rather than 'imaginary' events) rather than its form" (White 44). A
recent collection of essays on Chinese historiography, for example, focuses on the specific
consequences of theory's changing role in Chinese studies, illustrating how contemporary
historians influenced by new "analytic frameworks" are also identifying new objects of
analysis and challenging a unified subject of Chinese history. The editors of Remapping
China see a China with "uncertain" boundaries, a China that should be approached with

the same critical methods of analysis as those applied to any object of knowledge,
particularly when it comes to previously obscured areas, such as those involving ethnicity
and national identification. The approach reflects many of the key features that have
shaped theory and criticism for the past few decades:
In the early 1970s, students of Chinese history, in China as well as abroad, held the
comfortable assumption that their subject, China, was an entity whose political,
geographic, and cultural boundaries were obvious and certain. Historians coming
of age in the last two decades ... have worked to unsettle this certainty. It is not
simply that studies of China writ large have given way to more detailed local
investigations, but rather that the very categories of nation, state, and peoplehood
have bee" interrogated An emphasis on the imagination of communities and
borders, as well as on the construction, layering, and shifting of identities-analytic
frameworks formulated first in the context of intellectual and political traditions in
the United States and Europe-has begun to transform the study of China as a
historical subject. (Hershatter, Honig, and Stross 5, emphasis added)
To question "the very categories of nation, state, and peoplehood" is a proposition found
throughout the disciplines. 13 Remapping China is intended to explore "the construction,

Consider the following critical studies of the nation, all of which are discussed in
the present study: Imagined Communities (Anderson), Race, Nation, Class (Balibar and
13

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

21

layering, and shifting of identities" in China. and as with earlier periods of "remaking"
narratives of modem Chinese history and identity, this historiographical perspective is seen
as a Western import. Reading China's history, in fact, argues Prasenjit Duara. confronts us
with "a Chineseness that is simultaneously Western and Chinese," since "the history of
China we confront has already been narrativized in the Enlightenment mode" (27). The
necessary supplement to Remapping China's proje('1, then, is an awareness of how the
Chinese historical subject already shares the qualities addressed in critiques of West em
history and imperialism. And since contemporary "Western" theory is itself the result of
imperialism and other global flows of technology, economics, and knowledge production.
theory's interventions are not simply matters of the West being imported to the East.
IdentifYing oneself with China, the West, or Tibet, however, grounds a kind of
essential identity in academic research. The Remapping China editors echo the feelings of
intellectual alienation expressed by Chinese academics earlier in the century. They note
that as historical studies have been transformed by theoretical perspectives that allow for a
broader field of objects for analysis, particularly those ignored by previous research, China
scholars themselves have become integrated into the broader, multidisciplinary, multiregional discussions prompted by contemporary theory:
[the] broadening of historical focus was initially sparked by a determination to
include the experience of those formerly excluded (usually by virtue of race, class,
Wallerstein), Nation and Narration (Bhabha), National Culture and the New Global
System (Buell), The Nation and Its Fragments and Nationalist Thought and the Colonial
World (Chatterjee), Rescuing History from the Nation (Duara), Redrawing the
Boundaries: The Transformation of English and American Literary Studies (Greenblatt
and Gunn), and Nationalism and Modernism (A Smith).
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gender, or some combination) from the narrative of high history. It quickly became
evident, however, that these groups did not just add color or sex or picturesque
rowdiness to history~ they altered the whole. . . . Customary lines of demarcation
that formerly kept one group of scholars from speaking to one another, boundaries
that defined historical subjects, genders, borders, and eras, have been crossed,
erased, denounced. China historians are no longer preoccupied with speaking only
with one another~ we have moved Vllt of the shtetl and into a cross-disciplinary
polyglot metropolis. (Hershatter, Honig, and Stross 2-3, emphasis added)
Two distinct aspects of traveling theory are at work in the above celebration of
intellectual freedom, a descriptive, or theoretical aspect and a political, or institutional
aspect. The theoretical aspect involves the broadening of the historical focus that is called
for in response to narrow studies of the past. Challenging lines of demarcation is an
attempt to more fully account for the realities of social and cultural organization. The
institutional aspects, as we have come to see, are complex and contradictory. In Western
contexts, broadening the focus and challenging lines of demarcation has provoked
responses ranging from "canon wars" and "culture wars" to reactionary calls for university
restructuring. [n the contexts of China studies, it means engaging state policies and
narratives that are explicitly created to maintain cultural focus and legally demarcate lines
of inquiry and critique. The mood, therefore, is not so celebratory among those who
cannot yet include themselves (or refuse to include themselves) among the "we" who have
"moved out of the shtetl and into a cross-disciplinary, polyglot metropolis," and those who
await the institutional space to raise questions about the lines of demarcation that leave
them in limiting ethnic ghettoes. 14
These themes are also echoed in literary criticism. Literary study in China,

14

See also L. Zhang "Out of the Cultural Ghetto."
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its close connection to politics throughout the twentieth century, is often defined as
nonpolitical and concerned only with aesthetic or philological matters, and students tend
to concentrate on these topics. When politics is considered, it is typically limited to
comments that support current government policies or criticize officially "open" topics
and periods, such as the Cultural

Revolutio~

or, most recently, the 1989 protests at

Tiananmen Square. Many Chinese critics living abroad, however, recognize the close
relationship between literary study and political debate. and raise more challenging
questions. Critic Sheldon Hsiao-peng Lu describes the shift in Chinese literary studies
conducted at home and abroad, whereby literary and cultural theory from the West has
prompted a reconsideration and reconfiguration of the Chinese national subject:
What the critic faces today is no longer merely the deconstruction of the textual
meaning of a poem about China, but the very undoing of the Chinese historical
subject. What formerly appeared to be a singular Chinese collectivity is now an
ensemble of heterIJgeneous, discontinuous, and disjunctive elemp.nts, an entity that
lacks a unified g.obal meaning. ("Art" 114)
Lu, like the historians we have discussed, acknowledges the changes in his field
that have prompted a transformation of narratives of Chinese identity. He also notes, yet
without going far enough, that the "undoing of the Chinese historical subject" leads to
"severe social and cultural disorientation of Chinese intellectuals," whose most urgent task
is "their repositioning, the remapping of new kinds of spatiotemporal coordinates in the
social landscape" ("Global" 67, original emphasis). It is possible, I believe, for academics
living outside China to further challenge the "remapping" of this critical landscape by
directly acknowledging the role of official narratives. The "state led nationalism" of the
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1990s, of which more will be said in this chapter,lS has created an environment in which
"repositioning" and "remapping" urgently means more than developing ways to pose "the
question of Chineseness in relation to the Eurocentric narrative of history, modernization,
and capital" (Lu, "Global" 76).16
It is, literally and crucially, a question of global theory and "local context." Vue

Daiyun, a professor of Chinese and Comparative Literature at Beijing Universityl7 gives us
a sense of how academics in China respond to traveling theory by pointing out that local
context is important, not only for the transformation it provokes in traveling theories, but
for the forwarding of local interests themselves:
Since the policies of reform and openness were initiated in the 1980s, Western
literary theories have flooded into China. These theories, however, have not been
randomly imported without relation to local context. On the contrary. the
successful introdllction of any theory has been dependent on a process of sifting.
transforming and selection based Oil Chinese social reality and cll/tllral cOlllext.

(Yue 22, emphasis added)
Vue's explanation does not only refer to the kind of theoretical transformations that occur
when "foreign" theory is "applied" in local contexts and changes its specific features in
response. but it bears on the "sifting, transformation and selection" that occur because of
political constraints and, very often, conducted by Communist Party advisors to academic

IS See generally S. Zhao.
16 Lu' s important and insightful essay will be discussed further in chapter 2.
17 Professor Vue also serves on the Intercultural Studies Committee of the
International Comparative Literature Association, she is a former Vice President of the
ICL~ former Director of the Institute of Comparative Literature and Cultural Studies at
Beijing University, and is considered the guiding force behind the development of
Comparative Literature in China.
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institutions.
The "Trojan horse" of a theory, therefore, that challenges Chinese national identity
on the basis of China's own colonial history in Tibet, is simply unacceptable in its original
form. My own experience as a "traveling theorist" includes being removed from the
program of a conference in China, to which I had been invited by the head of an academic
unit, because the sponsoring institution's party secretary did not want any discussion
about Tibet. In another instance, I was simply told not to bring up issues of Tibet, and for
most of the lectures on postmodernity, contemporary theory, and colonial discourse I
delivered at Chinese universities in the fall of 1996, I was told to keep references to Tibet
to a polite minimum and eliminate the word "Tibet" completely from the titles of my
presentations.
Two factors argue in favor of seeing official Chinese resistance to discussing Tibet
as more than one case among many impositions of censorship. For one, the collection of
theories currently traveling in, around, and about China are inherently critical of the nation
as a given basis for identity: such theories are always critical of national narratives, and not
only Western national narratives. Second, as I argue throughout this study, the "local
context" of Tibetan politics and identity is a global concern and has been a global concern
at least since the nineteenth century. It implicates narratives of Chinese national identity in
the dynamics of colonial discourse so crucial to the contemporary theory in question, and
it is inflected by Western narratives in literature, history, and geopolitical balance.
All this brings us back to theory's involvement in "splitting" the national subject,
because despite the salutary changes in analyzing the Chinese historical subject, and
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despite the welcome new openness to scholarly exchange between critics in the People's
Republic of China and other countries, a very strict line is drawn between participating in
this new openness and "meddling with China's domestic affairs" by discussing Tibet,
Xinjiang, or any other area that would seem to suggest contradictions in the central
national narrative. 18
As scholarly discussions on "China and the West" have increased in number and
visibility in the past decade, the Chinese government continues to highlight its demand for
non-interference of foreign interests in Tibetan matters. Doje Cedain'sl9 warning (serving
as an epigraph to this chapter) that "international anti-China forces," have been working to
''Westernize China" and "split the motherland" since the 1980s reminds us that critical
examination of "the Chinese historical subject" is no mere discursive exercise when it
comes to matters involving Tibet. 20

18 See Gladney, "Representing" and ''Ethnic'' on the use of minority others in the
construction of majority culture, and Gladney, Muslim on the complications of ethnic
identification in the Xinjiang region of China.
19 Tibetan names are typically transliterated into roman languages phonetically
from the Tibetan original, while translations from Chinese typically represent Tibetan
names as they are approximated by Chinese characters. Thus, ''Doje Cedain" is the
second-order transliteration of the Chinese characters used to represent the Tibetan name
that would be generally be transliterated as ''DoIje Tseten" in Western languages. This
distinction serves as an indicator of politico-national identification, with the use Chinesederived transliterations signaling a closer affiliation with Chinese policy. See chapter 4 for
an examination of contemporary translingual interventions in the Tibetan language.
20 The source for Doje Cedain's article is the vigilantly titled magazine China's
Tibet, whose English and French versions are prepared for foreign readerships. Each bimonthly issue of the magazine features articles condemning the Dalai Lama, "preliberation" Tibet, and Western meddling, and articles lauding the achievements of Chinese
programs to improve Tibetan society. See chapter 3 below for further analysis.
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In the late 1990s, it became clear that the designations Western and Americall,
long associated with the impulses that cause domestic Chinese instability (such as public
protests and the voicing of dissent), were also becoming synonymous with postmodem
and globalized. Official discourse and academic discussion alike have emphasized this
throughout the 19905. Western critics involved with Chinese institutions recognize the
main line of theory transmission as American as well. Fredric Jameson notes that "it is
from the United States rather than from Europe that [Chinese] intellectuals 'import' their
theory" (Foreword 5). 1. Hillis Miller finds generally that "literary theory originally
developed in Europe and the United States" is now "traveling everywhere in the world,
often by way of its North American versions" (''Border'' 318).
Jonathan Arac' s introduction to the 1986 volume Postmodemism and Politics
(published originally as an issue of the journal boulldary 2, which devoted two special
issues to theory in and about China in the 1990s) emphasizes the "conviction that
literature and theory and criticism are not only contemplative, not mere superstructure, but
active~

they share commitments to human life in history" (Introduction ix). And, "since,

moreover, boundary 2 had been founded in part as an attempt to prolong the energies of
the 1960s, both its situation and its intellectual genealogy pointed toward what in fact
occurred: postmodernism and politics came together in the journal's agenda"
(Introduction xi). I would suggest that the "energies of the 1960s" have much to do with
questioning those narratives of identity that structure the lives of people and the activities
of governments. Critiques of such narratives have become widespread in China, and they
have focused, justifiably, primarily on domestic Western narrative and the narratives of
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Western colonial histories. What needs to be addressed, however, is the current situation
in which "energies" of national critique currently coursing through Chinese discussions
maintains this focus on these same Western narratives, while similar critiques of
hegemonic narratives in Chinese history and contemporary society are unexplored. When
these energies are turned toward contemporary Chinese society and its colonial
discourses, Tibet threatens to become a signal feature of debate. As both the promise and
problem of traveling theory in

Chin~

national critique is clearly not seen as an attractive

prospect by the Chinese government.
In his 1997 boundary 2 essay on Chinese postmodernism, Arac specifically refers
to his earlier work in broadening the scope of postmodern discourse. He suggests that the
scope of previous studies had been restricted by the economics of publishing at the time,
and as times have changed it has become possible to publish studies on a wider variety of
literary and cultural studies, addressing areas of the world previously ignored or
underrepresented. Now that the topic of Chinese theory is at hand, Arac considers the
longevity of the concerns at stake: "I place on record my earlier remarks: I . . . noted the
contrast between the political-cultural situations of groups 'struggling toward a
nationhood' as against those of groups trying to reach 'identities at once more global and
more local'" ("Chinese" 262). In the immediate context of Chinese postmodernism and its
relation to Western theory this means a concern with ethnicity. A key question, Arac
argues,
is whether contemporary theoretically advanced cultural studies, insofar as it uses
the term and notion of ethnicity, has worked itselffree both from the original
history [of linguistic justification for inferior otherness] and from the problems of
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American liberal social science. I am not optimistic here. I have yet to see this term
successfully reinscribe the problem rather than just digging deeper into the rut.
("Chinese" 266, original emphasis)
Now that journals and books have established a voice-and a market-for China's
importance to contemporary theory, it seems to me that questions of ethnicity, nationhood
and 10caVglobal identity must be raised in ways that acknowledge how ethnicity's EuroAmerican history of prioritized racial and cultural narratives and its often patronizing
results in American social science are not problems when "China" is simply opposed to
"the West." Ethnicity is collapsed, observable only in the difference between West and
East, or in the growing field of "Chinese diaspora" studies that specifically trace the
movements of those identified with ethnically Chinese cultural narratives. Meanwhile, the
political narratives of China, the state controlled policies that substitute a singular voice

for China's multilingual, multiethnic history and contemporary society, go unexamined.
The problem of ethnicity is an irreducible issue for traveling theory and theorists,
but to "successfully reinscribe" it is both a theoretical and an institutional dilemma. Arac
admits in his boundary 2 essay that "the question of the ethnic in this volume has reference
to Chinese people outside the PRC, though it also has implications not addressed here for
those in China who are not Han Chinese" ("Chinese" 266). Indeed, those in China who are
not identified as Han Chinese rarely find their interests independently discussed, and while
it is precisely the operation of ethnicity in such contexts that most effectively challenges
the established inscriptions of ethnic identity, it is also precisely this operation that is
frustrated, if not prohibited outright, by those in authority over Chinese academics.
Before concluding this introduction with an specific analysis of the politico-
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intellectual framing of current international dialogue on China and theory, I want to
consider the precedents to this dialogue. As the West's ''theory turn" created both discord
and discourse over matters of literary and cultural critique, how did academics in the PRC
address theory? There are two eras to consider, the first is China's culture craze of the
1980s, and the second is that period's aftermath, the 1990s dialogue.

The "Culture Craze" and the 19905 Dialogue
In the 1980s Chinese literary and cultural scholars developed what has been
variously called the "Great Cultural Discussion," the "cultural fever" or the "culture
craze.,,21 Facilitated by China's reforms of the post-Mao Zedong era and the loosening of
state controls of intellectual activity, literary and cultural critics began to ask new
questions of and about theory. Like the ''theory boom" or ''theory turn" in the West, "New
Theory" in China established topics for debate and principles of criticism that continue to
influence contemporary studies.
Earlier cultural movements in the twentieth century had left their marks on Chinese
intellectual history and could be seen reflected in some of the key concerns of the culture
craze. In the early years of the century, the May Fourth Movement (roughly, the period
between 1915 and 1925) inaugurated wide-spread interest in China's role in the modern,

21 See Liu and Tang; 1. Wang; X. Zhang. English-language journals that have
traced the culture craze and continue to offer important studies of Chinese New Theory
include Modem China and positions. Chinese-language journals include Dushu (Reading),
Ershiyi shiji (Twenty-first Century). and Jintian (Today). English translations of selected
essays from Jintian are also available in the volumes Under-Sky Underground (Zhao and
Cayley) and Abandoned Wine (Zhao and Cayley).
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and modernizing, world. Also called the New Culture Movement, the May Fourth
Movement '"was a broad cultural revolution characterized principally by radical antitraditionalism" and "a period of great intellectual heterogeneity," akin to the Western
Renaissance, Enlightenment, or the age of Romanticism (Denton 113).22 Literature written
in the vernacular was promoted over more traditional forms of Chinese literature, foreign
works were translated and eagerly discussed, and key figures in the May Fourth
Movement founded Peking University as well as the Chinese Communist Party. Recalling
the movement on its eightieth anniversary in 1999, the China Daily (an English-language
state-controlled newspaper) applauded the cause of the May Fourth era as one of
"national salvation" characterized by "unprecedented self-critique" ("May 4th"). 23
[n 1957 (that same year saw major demonstrations in Tibet against the Chinese
occupation), the "Hundred Flowers" campaign was made public. Emerging from political
divisions within the CCP-a phenomenon that will be repeated time and again with regard
to policies involving intellectuals in China-the campaign encouraged criticism of China's
party structures to be voiced by intellectuals (alienated by the government's history of
valuing political loyalty over scholarly quality) and party members in order to revitalize
China's intellectual spheres. This policy of "letting one hundred flowers bloom" in the field

22

See also Schwarcz; Spence, Gate 29-302.

23 In the English-language China Daily, published by the state, as well as the
People's Daily (Renmin Ribao), the official organ of the CCP, unsigned articles and
editorials tend to be seen as more strictly reflective of official positions, as signed articles
can be corrected or disavowed by their individual authors. This distinction bears on how
such articles are read, and throughout this study I will note the importance of this in my
citations.
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of culture and "a hundred schools of thought contend" in the sciences was met with great
enthusiasm. New debates were engaged, meetings were held, journal articles expressed
long-withheld critiques of bureaucratic abuses, students at Peking University created a
"Democratic Wall" on which were posted a variety of attacks on the CCP, and in the end
it seemed that "such a concerted cultural and political outcry" had not been seen since the
May Fourth movement (Spence, Search 571-72). Within weeks, however, the criticism
became too intense, and demonstrations too serious, and the campaign was ended. In June
of 1957, Mao Zedong, who had led the campaign against the wishes of many other party
leaders, reversed his original position and initiated a backJash against the intellectuals who
had spoken out. The"Anti-Rightist" campaign led to more than three hundred thousand
intellectuals being sent to labor camps, prisons, or to the countryside for "reeducation."
The careers of these intellectuals, many of whom had been instrumental in the cultural,
scientific, and political development of the People's Republic of China in China, were
ruined (Spence, Search 572). Students and professors were also "driven to suicide by the
incessant pressure of public struggle [i.e., forced confession] sessions" (Spence, Search

The Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution (1966 to (976) was unlike other

24 The Anti-Rightist program was also brought to the classroom when, as Jonathan
Spence relates,

three student leaders in the Hanyang First Middle School who had triggered a
bitter protest against the CCP administration of their school were tried and shot;
according to the New China News Agency [Xinhua] the executions were carried
out at the start of the new school year and in the presence of 10,000 people, many
of them presumably fellow students. (Search 573)
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twentieth-century cultural programs in that it did not allow even the illusion of free debate
over modernity, Western influences, and China's future. Rather, this "decade of turmoil
and civil strife," also the product of disputes within the CCP, violently interrupted research
throughout China's schools and universities: "the Cultural Revolution turned out to be
anti-cultural, anti-intellectual, and anti-scientific, for knowledge was considered the source
of reactionary and bourgeois thought and action" (Hsu 703).25
Coming after nearly a century of contentious intellectual experimentation, the
culture craze of the 1980s, a "boisterous avalanche of cultural and intellectual debate that
unfolded in Chinese urban centers," was seen as an opportunity to debate "philosophical
and political issues that were either recuperated from a suppressed past or were newly
emerging in the experience of the [post-Mao] New Era" (X. Zhang

Chine.~e

Modernism 3-

4). For students and young academics in particular, it was a unique period of opeMess and
diversity among Chinese intellectuals in the People's Republic of China, offering a chance
to bring the "everyday" concerns of critics and students into dialogue with new forms of
debate and institutional structures:
For the first time, an everyday sphere surged into a discursive semiautonomy,
where cultural reproduction of a social experience found an institutional space for
signification and structuration. The densely philosophical language in which the
discursive accumulation of twentieth-century Western thought was introduced as
symbolic capital helped to formulate and reformulate a collective cliitural and
ideological repositioning. From the early futurologists school to the emergence of

2S Fredric Jameson's suggestions that Maoism was the "richest of all the new great
ideologies of the 1960s" and that criticism (in the 19805) of China's Cultural Revolution,
"make no mistake about it, is part and parcel of the larger attempt to trash the 60s
generally" ('<Periodizing" 188, 189), while never fully explored by Jameson himself, are
extremely important and will be discussed further in the next chapter.
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Chinese culturalism vitalized in the renewed discussion about "tradition and
modernity," from a rethinking of Marxism to a hermeneutic effort of cultural
reorientation, different social concerns and individual experiences found
articulation and nuance. (X. Zhang Chinese 4, emphasis added)
As in the May Fourth movement, much of the cultural debates of the 1980s formed
around "the seemingly perennial Chinese anxiety over 'Westernization' and
'modernization'" (Liu and Tang, 10). The futurologist school began the cultural discussion
with a focus on scientific approaches to the future of global society, such as those
advocated in Alvin Tomer's The Third Wave and John Naisbitt's Megatrends, which were
translated into Chinese and became the subjects of government-sponsored study programs
(X. Zhang, Chinese 39). The effect of this renewed attention to modem identity was a
heightened sense of historical break, of unique opportunities offered by global transfers of
information, technology, and ideas, particularly from the West. Soon, with the increasing
contact with Western literary and cultural theories as well, a strong culturalist vein
developed out of the newest round of discussions of ' 'tradition versus modernity" in
Chinese society. Confucianism, for example, condemned by earlier political programs, was
reevaluated and the argument arose that Chinese culture was uniquely situated to
challenge Eurocentric views of modernity, capitalism, nationality, and global structures in
general (X. Zhang, Chinese 45).
The "densely philosophical language," according to Xudong Zhang, "in which the
discursive accumulation of twentieth-century Western thought was introduced as symbolic
capital" (X. Zhang, Chinese 4) included theories of postmodernism, structuralism and
post-structuralism. deconstruction, semiotics, feminism, Marxism, and psychoanalysis,
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among others. Literary studies in particular became a focus of interest in methods of
analysis that would transform the way China viewed domestic as well as foreign literary
study, and even enable a broader global dialogue. The influence of Western
(post)modernism in the literary realm was initially related to a wider interest in
modernization itself, which had been for several years the primary objective of Chinese
national policy. Indeed...after the end of the seventies, 'modernization' increasingly
became a word that could mobilize the imaginative power of the Chinese people, who
were already used to connecting all current events with 'modernization'" (Li, 125_26).26 In
writer-critic Li Tuo's assessment,
Without the strong influence of Western modernism (and postmodernism, to a
certain extent), mainland Chinese literature would not have experienced those
changes later, nor would there have been the "sudden change" of 1985 .... The
importance of such studies cannot be overvalued, because they provided the most
basic condition for Chinese literature to carry on a dialogue with all kinds of world
literature, past, present, and future. ("1985" 127)
The dialogue that began to take place between Chinese literary scholars and their Western
counterparts in the 1980s was, as Fredric Jameson points out, a kind of institutional
substitution for "the great avant-garde manifestos and indeed for the very conception of
the great individual master text or statement" (Foreword 1).27 Conferences, symposia,
anthologies, and special journal issues, therefore, became the preferred sites for politico-

The "Four Modernizations" (of industry, agriculture, military/national defense,
and science and technology), begun in 1979 as part ofDeng Xiaoping's reforms, promised
to renew and expand China's role in the woFid through a planned "infusion of technology
and capital, both obtained from abroad" (Fairbank 407~ see also chapter 2 below).
26

In this regard, Jameson also notes the contribution of Jane Gallup's Around
1981 to theorizing the anthology form with regard to feminist theory (Foreword 1).
27
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cultural interventions, albeit ones that established an open-ended problematic rather than a
specific "set of positions" or guiding statement (Foreword 1).
Critic Jing Wang, author of High Culture Fever, offers an important overview of
the recurring topics of the cultural discussion in the form of a timeline of academic and
government-sponsored events taking place between 1981 and 1986. Wang's timeline
illustrates the interactions between academic institutions. government agencies, and
international organizations during the rise of the culture craze and deserves a citation at
length:
- 198 1: A "study of the conflicts of cultural trends between China and the West
and between tradition and modernity," is conducted, overseen by UNESCO (the
United Nations Education/Science/Culture Commission).
- 1982: Two symposia are held in Shanghai on the topic of cultural history,
attended by historians from Fudan University (in Shanghai) and the Chinese
Academy of Social Sciences in Beijing, which produced a journal and book series.
- 1983: Conferences in Hong Kong dealing with "Modernization and Chinese
Culture," attended by "established social scientists and anthropologists from
mainland China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Japan, the United States, and Singapore."
- 1984: A symposium is sponsored by Zhonghua Bookstore and Beijing Normal
University, leading to a published series of studies on Chinese cultural history.
- Also in 1984, a symposium on "Comparative Studies of Chinese and Western
Culture" is held, leading to the formation of a Shanghai-based research center on
such comparative studies.
- 1985: The Central Communist Party Secretary officially sanctioned the Planning
Committee of the Academy of Chinese Culture. This committee "held large lecture
sessions in Beijing on Chinese culture and comparative culture studies of China
and the West."
- ''Between January 1985 and June 1986, newspapers across the nation publish
approximately two hundred essays on the subject of Chinese culture. Special
columns are created in major papers to facilitate the voicing of views on such
issues as whether China was experiencing a genuine cultural renaissance."
- 1986: A committee comprised of a new generation of cultural elites undertakes
"massive translation projects" of Western works in the humanities and social
sciences in order to introduce new themes and forms to Chinese readers: ''The two
translation series that the committee edited and published exercised considerable
influence on university students and reform-minded elite."
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- Throughout 1986, semi-official symposia are held "one after another" in major
Chinese cities.
- Also in 1986, an international conference on Chinese culture is held at Fudan
University, addressing issues such as "the reevaluation of Chinese culture and the
relationship between Chinese and Western culture." The Propaganda Department
of the Chinese Communist Party's Shanghai Municipal District sponsors a
conference on "Traditional Culture and Modernization," along with the Wenhui
Daily and the Liberation Daily. Graduate students of the Central Party University,
Beijing University, People's University, Beijing Normal University, and the
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences discuss "problems of Marxism and the
cultural conflicts between China and the West."
- During 1986, various academic institutions establish new research centers: the
Center of East-West Comparative Cultural Studies at the Shanghai Academy of
Social Sciences and at Beijing NonMl University~ the Center of Philosophy and
Culture at Qinghua University (Beijieg)~ and the Center of Chinese Classical
Studies and the Center of Comparative Literature at Shenzhen. (Adapted from J.
Wang 48_51)28
Wang argues that an important and paradoxical feature of the culture craze was that it
brought "metaphysical discourse" into an uncomfortable dialogue with state and social
concerns involving ''the ongoing material process of modernization" (55). The discourse,
as this timeline shows, was watched as closely by official bureaus and institutions, and it
could be dangerous when it raised questions and illuminated perspectives that seemed to
challenge the primacy of China's party-state structure.
As 1986 approached, ''the increasingly deepening consciousness of culture studies

as a new discipline unmistakably defined the later phase of the Cultural Discussion in
terms ofan intensified methodology fever" (J. Wang 52). This aspect of the fever,
characterized by critiques of official history and national identity, threatened to redefine

28 See also Edward X. Gu' s more extensive chart of fifty separate "conferences,

seminars, meetings, and short-term training courses on cultural topics" held in China
during the 1980s (414-15).
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not only China's relationship with modernity, but the modem Chinese academic's
relationship with China itself Government campaigns during 1986 put a brake on the
culture craze, and several newspapers, journals, books, and films (including Yellow Earth)
were censored (1. Wang, 53). Late in that year, in Shanghai, tens of thousands of students,
along with an equal number of other citizens, protested against the Chinese government's
authoritarian rule. Students handed out slips of paper reading in part, "Our guiding
principle is to propagate democratic ideas among the people. Our slogan is to oppose
bureaucracy and authoritarianism, and strive for democracy and freedom. The time has
come to awaken the democratic ideas that have long been suppressed." (quoted in Spence,
Search 724).
Edward Gu has recently addressed the period of China's culture craze,
concentrating on a detailed and valuable study of the interplay between intellectual groups
and government campaigns. He argues that this was a time during which, "within an
institutional configuration actually unfavorable to the growth of social autonomy, Chinese
cultural intellectuals pursued the establishment of various cooperative relations with
certain organs or individuals within the establishment while at the same time achieving a
range of-guaranteed autonomy' or -dependent independence'" (390). Gu explains that in
seeking ways to engage the party-state and maintain a semi-independent cultural public
sphere, intellectuals had to play by "two rules of the game (i.e., institutional factors) that
severely constrained the set of choices" (393). One was the principle that "patron-client
ties" between party-state leaders and intellectuals were important, since institutional
activity was impossible without some kind of official backing (393). The other rule
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"requires that actions must be taken and views (in particular those nonconformist views)
must be expressed through the proper party-state channels in accordance with proper
procedure" (Gu 393). This meant, and still means, that nonconformist views, such as those
that challenge state narratives of national identity, must be voiced with extreme care, if
voiced at all. It also suggests that in the negotiations to extend the scope of the cultural
public sphere, some topics will be

pr~mptively

silenced in order to assure official

acceptance and the viability of other topics.
As an example of the development of the cultural public sphere, Gu describes the
process of publishing the book series, Towards the Future, comprised of translations of
Western philosophical and social texts as well as essays on contemporary Chinese culture
and comparative East-West studies:
In order to impose their own influence upon the publishing decision, the Future
Group strived from the very beginning to grasp power over editorial choice and
control over the contents of book-drafts. To achieve this goal, three conditions
would have to be met. First, in accordance with the ''within-establishment
principle," they would have to attach the editorial committee to a formal
organization within the establishment, and ideologically receive the leadership of
the Party organization of this institute; second, with respect to the problem of who
held the final control of editorial choice, they needed to reach a tacit agreement
with a publishing house, letting its Party committee grasp the control in principle
and the editorial committee hold it in reality; and, finally, it was significant for them
to obtain support, formally or informally, from certain high-ranking party-state
officials. (401-402)
Gu notes that in putting together the editorial collective for Towards the FUhlre, the core
members of the group "were committed to cultural enlightenment rather than political
opposition," and therefore, "none of the then democratic activists should be incorporated
into the group" (400).
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The culture craze, from its inception, was a paradoxical period. While academics
were encouraged by the relative autonomy they were experiencing, they were also aware
of the government's need to maintain absolute control over any significant political
structures that stood to be transformed through cultural critique. Despite the concern
shown for strategically approaching state policies, the culture craze was slowed or
interrupted throughout the 1980s by a series of government-led cultural campaigns. In
1981, Deng Xiaoping responded to democratic activists (as well as to the looming
Solidarity movement in Poland) with a crackdown on "bourgeois liberalization," which
affected legal publications as well as dissident writings (Gu 399). In 1984, the campaign to
"eliminate spiritual pollution" was mounted against Western cultural influence (Gu 403).
Still, in December of 1984, members of the Chinese Writers Association, convened for
their general meeting, were "assured by senior party leaders that there would be no return
to the kind of antirightist campaign that followed the Hundred Flowers movement, nor to
the strangulation offree expression that had been the hallmark of the Cultural Revolution"
(Spence, Search 716). In fact, a week later "the party issued a new 'charter' for the
writers, promising them new rights to 'democracy and freedom' and claiming that once
more 'a hundred flowers should blossom and hundred schools of thought contend"
(Spence, Search 716). In the end, however, the writers were also told that they must be

wary of the renewed forces of ''bourgeois liberalization" and "spiritual pollution" and
therefore follow the leadership of the Communist Party (Spence, Search 716).29 In 1986,

29 As discussed below in this section, the Communist Party would restate these
priorities at the next Chinese Writers Association meeting in 1996.
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Hu Yaobang was ousted from the Communist Party and "another thought reform
campaign loomed on the horizon" as the government's list of censored works grew (1.
Wang 53).
In 1988, the culture craze was spurred one more time by the airing of the television
series River Elegy (Heshang), in which Chinese civilization (metaphorized by the Yellow
River) is compared to Western civilization and found wanting. "To save our nation from
danger and destruction," write the authors,

we should try to keep the foreign pirates at bay beyond our coullIry 's gates; and
yet to save our civilization/rom decline, we should also throw open our country's
gates. open lip to the olltside, and receive the new light of science and democracy.
These extremely contradictory antiphonal themes of national salvation and
modernization have taken turns over the past century in writing China's
abnormally shaped history; as complexly intertwined as myriad strands of hair, they
can neither be trimmed by the scissors nor untangled by the comb, a situation
which has caused the Chinese people to pay an immeasurably heavy price! (Quoted
in Calhoun, 99)
River Elegy acknowledges that just as in 1919, when May Fourth intellectuals struggled
with the opposed goals of protecting China's identity in the modem world and resisting
foreign intrusions, the current generation of Chinese academics are faced with the same
frustrations. The problem in the 1980s was exacerbated by the growing gap between
academics and the new entrepreneurs, those Chinese benefiting from China's
unprecedented material growth and rise in standard of living. Still, it escaped no one that
the politico-cultural questions of the 19805 were a frustrating return to the questions of
1919, and it was uncertain that the new generation would have any better answers than
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their predecessors had otfered. 30 The May Fourth era was seen by many of the participants
of the culture craze to have enabled the creation of a promising new China in the form of
the People's Republic, which was only to grow dangerously intolerant of intellectual
freedoms. The Deng era and the culture craze at first seemed to provide space for another
attempt to write a better chapter for new China, but events throughout the 1980s signaled
that the government's need for "stability" outweighed any arguments for continuing the
intellectual self-determination.
The decade and the culture craze ended with the infamous events ofTiananmen
Square, where students and professors led protests for several weeks in the spring. After
the massacre in the square, many of the students and scholars involved with literary and
cultural critique, particularly those who played central roles in the "culture fever," left
China for universities in the West. Literary and cultural theory, along with other Western
imports into Chinese universities, had became associated with foreign meddling into
China's internal affairs, ifnot an outright example offoreign sabotage. 31 For the immediate
post-Tiananmen period, therefore, very little scholarly exchange took place. These were,
notes Suisheng Zhao, "some of the most politically repressive years in China since 1949" (289).
The remainder of the 1990s have seen a new era in cultural discussion in China,
sometimes caIled "post-New Theory," and described by at least one Chinese critic as

30

On the River Elegy series, see also 1. Wang 118-36.

During the most optimistic times of the Tiananmen protests, students even
reported (erroneously, but perhaps based on some knowledge of protests that had taken
place in Lhasa in 1987 and 1988) that the spirit of democracy had spread so far across
China that Tibet had declared its independence (X. Liu, ''Holy'' 320).
31
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having more to do with ''the cultural politics known as cultural transformation," than with
the overtly political matters of the 1980s (N. Wang, 'CPostmodernity" 8). The 1990s
dialogue features more direct contact with foreign critics, more attention to theory's
relevance to international politics, and less attention to the domestic political situation.
During this period, "editorial committees and research institutes are the major
organizational vehicles for creating new public spaces" (Gu, 428), and these public spaces
are created with the same kind of attention to official discourse as that which
characterized institutional cultural debates in the previous decade. They are also created
with an eye to creating highly visible exchanges of well-known Western academics,
generating financial support from host institutions in China, and developing ties with
foreign universities and academic publishers.
The following is a timeline of only a few of these events, and it illustrates how the
discussion of cultural critique has grown in Western academic publications and
institutions, and how the direct involvement of Western scholars is more pronounced than
we have seen during the culture craze:
- 1990: A conference is held at Duke University to consider "Politics and Ideology
in Modem Chinese Literature." Essays from this conference will be published in
1993 by Duke University Press as Politics. Ideology. and Literary Discourse in
China.
- 1993: Gender Politics in Modern China is published by Duke University Press.
- 1993: The United States Institute of Peace holds a conference on Sino-Tibetan
coexistence.
- Also in 1993, the English-language journal Modem China features a symposium
on the topic of "ideology and theory in the study of modem Chinese literature. "
- 1994: Engendering China: Women. Cultllre. and the State is published by
Harvard University Press.
- 1995: In the northern city ofDalian, a conference brings scholars from North
American universities together with those in Chinese institutions.
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- Also in 1995, the conference "Cultural Dialogues and Cultural Misreadings" was
held at the Beijing National Library.
- 1997: Another conference is devoted to comparative theory, this one in
Changsha. Among the participants are Fredric Jameson, Bruce Robbins, and again,
Jonathan Arac.
- Also in 1997, papers from the Dalian conference are published as a special issue
of New Literary History, and boundary 2 devotes a special issue to
"Postmodemism and China."
- 1998: Social Text devotes a special issue to "Intellectual Politics in PostTiananmen China" and boundary 2 devotes an issue to "Modem Chinese Literary
and Cultural Studies in the Age of Theory: Reimagining a Field."
- 1998: The U.S. National Endowment for the Humanities's supported seminar on
"National Identity in China: The New politics of Culture" is held at the East-West
Center in Honolulu.
- Also in 1998, a conference is held in Beijing to focus on "Globalization and the
Future of the Humanities." Papers from this conference will be published in
Chinese journals as well as in the Australia-based Social Semiotics.
Whereas the culture craze was largely a discussion about Chinese national identity
and Western theories, the 1990s dialogue considers similar topics in an international
context and through direct contact with Western critics and publications. The response to
this has been largely optimistic, and the resulting conferences and publications have made
"China" a site of global critical analyses of literature and culture.
Although the word political continues to feature prominently in so many studies of
theory in China, the exact notion of "the political" has changed. Whereas China as a
nation-state was at the center of debates during the May Forth era, the Hundred Flowers
campaign, and in the spring of 1989, the emphasis now is on the diverse diasporic cultures
of "Chineseness," rather than the fragmented ethnicity of the Chinese state. The authors of
River Elegy wrote in 1988 that "the greatest difficulty of reform lies perhaps in that we are
always worrying: 'Are the Chinese people still Chinese?'" (quoted in Calhoun 101). One
answer offered by contemporary theory is that ''the Chinese people" must first be
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distinguished as either an ethno-cultural designation (which prompts the studies of the
Chinese diaspor~ relationship between the PRC and Taiwan, and so on) or as a political
designation appropriate to those people who are Chinese because the party-state of the
PRC says they are. Bringing the first, ethno-cultural designation to the second, political
one makes a direct answer to the question of Chineseness impossible.
As in the 1980s, the discussion of the 1990s has seen a close, anxious relationship
between events in the cultural sphere and the policies of the Chinese state. Throughout the
decade, several major programs of Chinese state policy sought to establish and maintain
narratives of national identity, and these programs, some of which continue to the present
time, have a direct relationship with readings of the national image and with cultural
critique. Aspects of these programs show that the Chinese government has specifically
targeted cultural fields as the most important sites in the struggle to maintain national
unity at home and promote the image of a unified China abroad, particularly in light of
disputes over Tibet.
The fight against "peaceful evolution" was initiated to resist what the Chinese
leadership saw as the West's insidious cultural and social interventions in China. "Peaceful
evolution" is therefore the term given to the West's neo-imperial program of transforming
China's economy, social structures, and values through long-term, non-contentious
contact with seductive Western ideas and technology. President Jiang Zemin describes this
interference as "hostile forces at home and abroad [trying] to subvert the socialist system
in China through 'peaceful evolution,' to tum China into a vassal dependent on the
Western superpowers" (quoted in Whiting 298). A late-1989 article appearing in the
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newspaper of the People's Liberation Anny, Liberation (Jiejangjun Bao), emphasizes that
peaceful evolution '''is even more vicious, wicked, and more conducive to infiltration and
deception' than other imperialist strategies aimed at socialist countries" (Whiting 298).
More recently, a Chinese state security official has warned that "the United States carries
out espionage activities by making use of hostile elements . . . and exchanges of academic
personnel" (Whiting 313). Culture wars, indeed!
[n 1994, a campaign of "patriotic education" was begun in order to promote
loyalty to the Chinese Communist Party as fundamental to national identity. The patriotic
education campaign, conducted throughout China's schools, universities, and work units,
"was a state-led nationalist movement, which redefined the legitimacy of the postTiananmen leadership in a way that would permit the Communist Party's rule to continue
on the basis of a non-Communist ideology" (S. Zhao 288). Patriotism, under this program,
would emphasize love of country and the role of the party in safeguarding the country's
interests, as opposed to earlier programs of Marxist ideological education. Chinese history
and culture and the successes of the Communist Party in the twentieth century were the
key features of the campaign. The director of the American Studies Institute at the
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (CASS) emphasizes that the primary goal of the
campaign was to counter the effects of "peaceful evolution," to build a "politically,
economically and culturally unified nation-state when foreign and largely Western
influences are seen as eroding the nation-state's very foundation" (quoted in S. Zhao 297).
While the campaign was also intended to lessen ethnic conflicts within China by
"creating a single Chinese nation" (S. Zhao 291), the contradictions between such efforts
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as the university-based "I am Chinese" program and the dissatisfaction in Tibet led to even
more visible conflicts. In 1996. the government launched another patriotic education
campaign in Tibet. specifically targeting monks and nuns: ''The campaign involves
compulsory attendance at study sessions and often leads to punishments for individuals
who fail to cooperate. The policy demonstrates the Chinese leadership' s renewed
determination to "adapt" Tibetan Buddhism to socialism" (TIN

1).32

Without question. "peaceful evolution" and the "infiltration of Western ideology"
into China is most sharply and most often recognized in matters of Tibet. On a daily basis.
as we have seen. official Chinese policy and mainland news bureaus resolutely condemn
what is called the ''Dalai splittist clique" for attempting to destabilize the nation and
threaten its continued economic reforms. The Dalai Lama, Tibet's exiled spiritual and
political leader, is charged with being a criminal. a religious manipulator. and. significantly.
a vehicle for Western intervention into China's domestic affairs. A report by Xinhua. the
official Chinese news agency, offers an illustration of the rhetoric typically associated with
the party's official line on the Dalai Lama, considered by most Tibetans to be the
legitimate spiritual and political leader of Tibet:
Over the past four decades, the Dalai Lama has gone too far on his track of
attempting to split the motherland. And what he has done can only prove that he is
the arch representative of the political clique persisting in splittism and in the
attempt to gain "Tibet Independence" and a tool of international anti-China forces.

32 Two other major campaigns involve Chinese national identity and Tibet:
'"Building Spiritual Civilization" sought to subordinate religion to socialism (in actuality,
to the state), and the "Strike Hard" campaign was a widespread anti-crime crackdown that
resulted in thousands of cases of imprisonment and execution for crimes such as murder
and drug trafficking, but also for political offenses. See TIN 53-115.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

48
Meanwhile, the Dalai Lama is the major source for social disturbances in Tibet as
well as the biggest obstacle to the establishment of the normal order of Tibetan
Buddhism. His attempt to separate Tibet from its motherland and realize the fond
dream of restoring his rule in old Tibet is bound to the complete failure. (7 March
1999)
Tibetan unrest, in fact, is considered by Beijing as among the most serious dangers
to Chinese national stability. The South China Moming Post of 1 July 1998, reports that
pro-independence elements in China's western region of Xinjiang are the most critical
concern to Chinese authorities, while Tibet's "splittist" groups rank second, and labor
unrest third. A recent report published in Hong Kong explains that:
Without the natural Tibetan barrier and the time it would take to cross the Tibetan
Plateau, war would be fought in central China, at a certainly high cost to life and
property. So it is obvious that for China to lose such a vast barrier, which would
expose our fatal "underbelly," would be unacceptable from a national security
perspective. Preparing for a possible future conflict with India is the bottom line as
to why the Central Government cannot allow Tibetan independence. The Central
Government cannot retreat or compromise on the demands for Tibetan
independence or covert independence. There is also another related factor that we
need to be clear about, or that any special disposition of the Tibet matter could
have a chain reaction among other minority ethnic groups. (L. Wang C8)33
Chinese President Jiang Zemin reinforced the general policy of returning to an
emphasis on the party as the custodian of Chinese culture at the joint meeting of the Fifth
National Congress of the Chinese Writers Association and the Sixth National Congress of
the China Federation of Literary and Art Circles in 1996, where he told the participants,
"It is impossible to neglect politics or to keep a distance from politics, especially in dealing
with the infiltration of Western ideology."

33 See also Cedain; Information Office.
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The (Im)Possibilities of Dialogue

The nine strong essays on which I am commenting arise from a conference, held in
August, 1995, at Dalian Foreign Language University, People's Republic of China,
on the topic, "Cultural Studies: China and the West." I attended that conference
and was sufficiently engaged by the issues raised that I agreed to attempt a
response, even though I am not expert in Chinese culture or history and do not
know any form of the language. In this attempt I am encouraged by the quite
complementary emphases of [two conference participants~ one Chinese, one North
American]. . . . Both agree on the necessity for self-understanding to be achieved
in relation to others and both value the possibilities of dialogue. So for my own
good and that of others, here I go. (Arac, "Postmodernism" 135)
The tone of optimism and goodwill in Jonathan Arac's comments is welcome and,
I believe, generally justified. The conferences and publications taking place in the 1990s
would simply not have been possible in previous periods, and Arac and the other
participants of the 1990s dialogue have facilitated significant new international discussions
of theory. Now that they are taking place, any number of critics with no special training in
Chinese studies are becoming "sufficiently engaged by the issues raised" to join in the
discussion. 34 Journals, anthologies, and monographs-in English-bring the language,
methods, and publishing interests of the Western academy into direct contact with Chinese
literary and cultural criticism. While Chinese translations of European and American texts
have been available for years,35 discussions in English tend to predominate at international
conferences involving English-speaking critics, including those in China. The nonInvited participants to a 1998 conference held in China included professionals
from the fields of English, Communications Studies, European Studies, Drama and Arts
Management, and Library Science, as well as those from Comparative Literature and
Asian Studies. For examples of dialogue involving humanities-based theory and public
policy, see generally Beer and Hartiman~ on the issue of Sino-Tibetan relations, see Little
and Hibbard.
34
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specialist Western critics do not, as a rule, speak Chinese, while the Chinese students and
professors in English departments are generally comfortable with the English-language
discussions. Nevertheless, many students and those academics-"non-specialists" in
English-language theory-from other disciplines, such as Chinese studies and philosophy,
cannot fully participate in the conference discussions. Publication in English allows for
more thorough consideration of the matters at hand, and publication in Chinese obviously
serves an even broader readership.
The 1990s dialogue represented to most of the academy in Western journals has
been given its initial contours by the introductions and commentaries that seek to frame
the discussions for readers who may have no immediate contact with Chinese studies but
do have an interest in exploring theoretical formulations in relevant new areas. The volume

Politics. Ideology. and Literary Discourse in Modern China: Theoreticallnterventions
and ClIlhlral Critique (Liu and Tang) serves as a kind of disciplinary bridge between the

culture craze just ended and the emerging 1990s dialogue. Much of Politics describes
discussions of interest to Chinese critics in the 1980s,36 and all of the contributions come
from bilingual experts in Chinese history and/or culture. However, the volume is also
introduced as a site for exploring contemporary theory "not only in terms of its local
political and ideological traditions and determinations, but also against the larger
background of world historical experience of modernity and postmodernity" (Liu & Tang

35

See N. Wang, ''Reception'' 500-501,505.

The conference on which the volume is based was held in 1990 at Duke
University, where young Chinese writers and critics created a "strong presence" following
36
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9). The stated purpose of the volume is to establish the relevance of Chinese situations to
broader "contemporary debates about identity, selfhood, and otherness":
A major objective of our intervention is to challenge our accepted notions and to
see in what way we can construct a different narrative of the Chinese experience of
modernity through the medium of literature. But we must constantly be aware of
possible pitfalls, since the established paradigm has largely been predicated on a
convenient division between an undifferentiated 'West" and a homogenized
"China." (Liu and Tang 10-1 1).
The concern that Chinese modernity be viewed on its own terms is elaborated in Tang
Xiaobing's contribution to the volume. in which he argues that the function of new theory
in China "is to constitute a forceful cultural critique in its own right" (Liu & Tang 18).
Frederic Jameson's foreword to the volume elaborates on the interplay between
the local conditions of Chinese theory and the global (via North American) dissemination
of theory. Jameson, more familiar than most Western literary critics with the history and
cultural atmosphere of the PRC, is nevertheless a non-specialist in Chinese studies, and his
foreword models the interdisciplinary, transnational discourse on Chinese theory that
characterized much of the dialogue in the 1990s. Indicating the value of these emerging
studies both to theory as such and to Chinese studies, Jameson sees the essays as posing
"all kind of new questions and problems for ... 'Western theory,'" and suggests that
"with this younger generation of literary theorists in the China field we are well beyond the
debates on Western influence that were painful and crippling in the early years of the
century in China" (Foreword 5).
Jameson is particularly eager to see theory and mainland Chinese contexts coming

the incidents at Tiananmen Square in 1989 (Liu & Tang 8).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

52

together for three reasons. First, Chinese students and younger professors are in a
historically unique position, because of the PRC's socialist break with China's past, of not
having ''to deal with the same weight of tradition . . . as do their colleagues in Hong Kong
and Taiwan (in their very different ways), let alone students in Third World countries with
intellectual and educational traditions inherited from the European colonizers" (Foreword
5). Second, he suggests that ''the catchall category of 'the West' does not have the same
function as do conceptions of the 'center' or 'Eurocentrism' in other geographic and
cultural areas" (5). Third, "unlike modernism, however, which was specifically Western
and marked as an import, postmodernism in its very nature can be and always is homegro~

its pluralist celebration of difference constituting an immediate authorization of

local cultural production over imports" (6). This last feature of the discussion is, as we
have seen, immediately challenged, not only by the limits of local cultural production that
continue to place academic studies away from the troubling question of China's minorities,
but also by the frequent identification by official as well as intellectual commentators of
postmodernism with the West/America. This, as well, complicates Jameson's other two
remarks. The hope that ''the West" does not serve as the same catchall term for the center
becomes ambivalent, since ''the West" clearly does indicate a "center" in China, albeit one
that is now confronted with China's historical designation as the "middle kingdom," which
is a matter of ' 'the weight of tradition" both for government leaders attempting to position
China for the twenty-first century and for academics considering China's cultural identity.
Jameson's most promising description of what theory in China has to offer is,
however, also the most troubling:
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Above all, the center has something fundamental to learn from what it seems
ludicrous to call a ''margin,'' for the essential feature of the constitutive blindness
of what we can still call (at least in this respect) the center is its repression of all
those collective and political urgencies within itself that are identified as
"nationalisms" when they appear in the various Others. (Foreword 7)
Western critics do need to challenge their assumptions that turn differences within the
constructed Other of China into "nationalisms" or secondary instances of theory at the
margins. Even more crucial, however, in the context of theory's transformations in China
is to see "China" as the center that represses, politically and intellectually, ''those collective
and political urgencies within itself," such as those among Tibetans, as punishable
instances of "narrow nationalism." [n fact, by distinguishing between China, on the one
hand, and Taiwan and Hong Kong, on the other, Jameson conveniently ignores the PRC's
official non-negotiable position that these two regions are Ilot distinct from China at all.
The tensions, however, between theory's potential for disrupting accepted narratives of
identity and China's official mandates to "unify the motherland" should not be overlooked
when critics raise the very question of national identity.
[n the same foreword to Politics, Jameson's own brief review of the rise of
Western theory seems to argue for a focus on these tensions. Jameson notes that since the
United States was very often "on the receiving end" of European theory, ''the result was
that Theory here was always un-American, in virtually the full range of the various
traditional meanings of this epithet" (3). Theory as such had always been under attack by
the Right, and even those on the Left sometimes sought to develop ''forms of theory that
did not raise troublesome political issues" (Foreword 3). Political and intellectual
differences within a single nation-state, in addition to those created by uneven
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development of "chronological nonsynchronicity" in international sites, therefore, argue
for examinations of ''the ways in which chronological nonsynchronicity manifests itself in a
spatial and even national form," since ''immense systemic "anxieties of influence" sweep
through the various national questions, when they are not eating away at the very heart of
'nationalism' itself' (Foreword 3). As the present study illustrates, theory's ''un-Chinese''
character and its potential to raise troublesome questions are concerns, not only for critics
eager to correct Western biases in theory, but also with regard to China's own nationstate.
One of the first journals in the West to publish a special issue intended to bring
"China and the West" studies to a broad, non-specialist audience (and from which the
epigraph to this section comes), was introduced by Terry Eagleton, who, like Fredric
Jameson, brings relevant progressive theoretical formulations to the contexts of
contemporary China, only to stand them on their heads when they are most needed. In his
widely read overview ofliterary theory, Eagleton asserts that ''the decentering and
deconstruction of categories and identities assume fresh urgency in a context of racism,
ethnic conflict, neo-colonial domination" (Literary 204-205). In his introduction to the

New Literary History volume, however, the context for such urgency is effectively limited
to the West's operations on non-Western others, such as "China and other 'emergent'
societies" which are being forced to undergo the forced homogenization of advanced
capitalist postmodernism (Eagleton, "Contradictions" 1).
Eagleton's introduction establishes postmodernity and its culturalist ambiguities as the
outcome of Western modernity as such. Postmodemity, seen from this perspective, emerges
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from the contradictions within advanced capital and grows out of the West's own internal
contradictions, rather than explicitly out of the inter- and transnational contradictions of
modernity.37 When modernity is seen, however, as fundamentally involving the encounters of
imperial powers with colonized peoples, thenpostmodemity becomes a condition of having to
negotiate the narratives of the colonized, past and present. Taking the perspective that
"postmodernity" is in fact a global negotiation of the contradictions of imperialism allows us to
see that "Third-World" societies exhibited the symptoms of a postmodern world long before
the metropolitan centers made an academic industry out of doing SO.38
Most importantly, Eagleton's framing ofpostmodernity's "emigration" to China,
despite its own ambiguities, stands to overdetermine the operating definition of ,'China" in
subsequent ''China and the West" studies. While echoing Jameson's hope for the potential of
postmodernism to recognize rather than suppress cultural difference, Eagleton condemns the
behavior of postmodernism as it moves to homogenize the globe:
Postmodernism, among other things, concerns the cherishing of cultural difference; it is
therefore an irony beyond anything flaunted by its own fictions that it is now actively
contributing to the remorseless cultural homogenization of the globe, exporting a
philosophy of difference as, among other things, a mode of Western cultural
integration. (Introduction 5)
''Western cultural integration" traveling under the guise of cultural difference is a familiar
concern to critics of postmodernism and globalization, but it is also a major charge brought

against the West in official Chinese discourse. Complicating a justified concern for Western

37 Appaduarai, Chatterjee, and King, for example, consider the West's lack of selfsame integrity as the foundation for all further analysis.
38 See King, "Times."
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neo-imperial forces always in play, however, is the Chinese state's concern for deflecting
criticism from its own programs of cu1turaI integration. "Cherishing culturaI difference" in
China very often means a patronizing subordination of minority groups to the superior culture
and custodianship of Han Chinese neo-imperial national narratives. 39 It also means the
"cherishing" of countries, regions, and cities (Taiwan, Tibet, Hong Kong) as Chinese, despite
their full or partial rejection of the current Chinese nation-state.
Eagleton portrays the longstanding tension between East and West as that between
"Mao and McDonald's," which leads to an significant oversight regarding China's domestic
tensions:
At one end ofTiananmen Square, an outsized portrait of Mao Zedong still peers
expressionlessly down, while just opposite, the luminous arches of the McDonald's
logo scale the evening sky. One can appreciate in this context just what a bold project
Chinese postmodernism is, with its resolute determination to deconstruct all
hierarchies, elites, and immutable values. One call also recognize how Western
postmodern theory has arrived along with the latest shipment of Coca-Cola, as ill
some sense the intellectual rationale ofall that, and how properly suspicious it must
be to those Chinese radicals who have still not accepted that the only alternative to
Stalinism is 7-Up. ("Contradictions" 5, emphasis added)
Here, Chinese postmodernity is established in time, with respect to past and present, and
in space, with respect to East and West. 40 Caught between Mao and McDonald's in this
postmodern standoff, we seem to be looking for an alternative to the undesirable choices
of"StaIin and 7-Up." In fact, ifwe were to actually stand near Mao's portrait and gaze at
the luminous golden arches of American capital, our backs would be turned toward

39

See Gladney, ''Representing.''

Discussions of postmodemism are also overwhelmingly based on the conditions
of China's most cosmopolitan cities rather than its ''frontier'' or "colonial" cities, a shift of
40
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China's own ethnic challenges-in the form of the Nationalities Cultural Palace standing in
the opposite direction. This building, just down the street from Tiananmen Square, houses
exhibits that reflect the fifty-five "minority nationalities," including Tibetans, considered to
be parts of China's unified nation. Turning away from looking only at the territory
between nations to the disputed territory within nations presents us with new problems as
well as the possibility of new solutions. When Eagleton applauds Chinese postmodernism
for its "resolute determination to deconstruct all hierarchies, elites, and immutable values,"
he is looking, literally, only in the direction of those hierarchies. elites, and values that do
not intrude on the question of China's multiethnicity and self-othering. In fact, these
acceptable objects of "deconstruction," as illustrated by many of the volume's essays, are
themselves largely products of China's encounters with the West throughout the twentieth
century, producing cultural critiques of values with cross-cultural origins, but bypassing
China's encounters with its own diverse national identity.
Jonathan Arac's commentaries on the dialogue represented in the New Literary
History volume and in a special issue of boundary 2 appropriately refer to that critic's
earlier work on politics and theory:n At one point in his introduction to Postmodernism

focus advocated in studies of Westem postmodernism (see chapter 2 below).
The volume Postmodernism and Politics also includes the following
observation, highlighting the presence of Chinese experiences in ·Western" theory itself
41

The immediate horizon for current debate about representation is ·'French theory"
from the 1960s. It is worth recalling that this moment of theoretical explosion was
closely linked with the prestige of China, just at the moment of the Cultural
Revolution. Althusser draws significantly on the then recently discovered text of
Mao's ··On Contradiction": and current events in China clearly bear also on
Derrida's speculations about the ideographic, and on Foucault's beginning The
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and Politics (1986), Arac emphasizes the importance of recognizing when "the political,"

in addition to operating through a variety of inteUectuais as an indirect force on social
behavior, also works in a less diffuse manner:
The "political" does exist as a realm of state and law. For example, we can speak
literally of a "politics of reproduction" because of the battles over the legality of
abortion; a "politics of sexuality" because laws forbid certain practices or fail to
ensure equal protection to those who engage in them; a "politics of gender"
because women have turned to courts and legislatures in attempting to gain equal
access to jobs and equal pay with them. (Introduction xxix)
Much of the current discussion of theory and China focuses on the "compelling task of
dismantling ideological constructs such as 'modernity' and 'subjectivity' from a global
perspective," while, as the editors of Politics put it, "some authors find it highly relevant
to further a mandatory critique of the ofticialliterary and cultural practice and politics in
China" (Liu & Tang 10). I would contend that the ideological constructs of modernity and
subjectivity have everything to do with official Chinese practice and politics, making an
integrated critique less "mandatory" than necessarily inclusive.

New Literary History's special volume includes an essay by critic Rey Chow, who
did not attend the original conference and most likely could not have presented such a
paper at an event in China in 1995. This essay, "Can One Say No to China?,,,42 establishes
an important basic argument for adopting a critical view of "China and the West"

Order of Things with a fantasy from Borges about a Chinese encyclopedia.
(Introduction xxiv)
42 The title responds to a popular, militantly anti-American book, China Can Say
No, published in 1996 (and taking its own name from an anti-American book published in
Japan in the 1980s---The Japan That Can Say No, by Shintaro Ishihara. Subsequent books
on American intervention have also suggested a less adversarial atmosphere: China
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dialogues on the grounds that such dialogue depends upon an overdetermined sel£lother
dichotomy in relation to China, and it actively frustrates analysis of the "otheriog" that
takes place within China itself
[n this light, any discussion of cultural studies and China would be inadequate
without some attempt to address-not the well-worn theme of China's relation to
the West, but-the scarcely touched issue of China's relation to those whom it
deems politically and culturally subordinate. [ am referring, specifically, to Tibet,
Taiwan, and Hong Kong, cultures which, despite their own histories, are simply
denied identity and validity in the eyes of the People's Republic. (151)
"China," Chow points out, "is assumed more or less as a stable and unquestionable
signified, which is hardly subject to the same painstaking scrutiny the way 'the West' is"
("Can" 150). Moreover, in addition to revealing longstanding feelings of suspicion toward
the West, this "preoccupation with responding to the West ... has also served as a
convenient means of postponing the much needed examination of China's own
hegemony-its cultural centrism" ("Can" 150).
[n may ways, of course, challenging the notion of a unified Chinese history,
literature, society, or nation is a difficult task for Chinese and non-Chinese scholars alike.
For Chinese academics, it is a question of challenging not only a long tradition of viewing
Chinese civilization as a "singular Chinese collectivity" (Lu, "Art" 114), but of criminally
interrogating the present Chinese party-state's insistence that national unity be promoted.
Throughout the past two decades, "those intellectuals who stayed out of the forbidden
zones of politics continued to enjoy relative freedom in their personal lives, professional
work and intellectual inquiry" while "those who ventured into the political realm cORtinued

Shouldn'l Be Mr. No, and Getting to Know America (Sly, "China Scaling" 3).
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to be suppressed" (Goldman 48). Many Western scholars, however, also abandon or
forget their otherwise critical approaches to literature, culture, and nation when it comes
to dealing with China. Challenging yet productive avenues for discussion are closed
because of insufficient knowledge of Chinese history and culture, the fear of losing academic
funding (primarily among those in Chinese studies), and even the simple desire not to put
Chinese colleagues in a difficult position by raising uncomfortable political issues for which
they have no direct responstbility. The result, for Chinese and non-Chinese scholars alike, is
that "China" remains a signifier almost entirely defined through its relation to "the West," and
theoretical fonnulations critical to national narratives are (re)tumed to Euro-American
experiences rather than compelled to address Chinese contexts.
While it is impossible to deny the general improvements in conditions for academic
freedom in China over the past two decades, I do argue that "improvement" continues to
take place only in closely monitored fields of inquiry. The remarkable changes I have seen
since my contacts with Chinese universities began in 1985 range from the significant
improvement of living standards and research facilities to the diversification of curricula
and the fostering of some fonns of cultural critique. Under the current regime, writes
China specialist Merle Goldman, communist party controls are significantly weakened and
intellectual activity is relatively autonomous: "Although not as brilliant and as original as
the urban cultural explosion of the May Fourth movement, the innovative literary and art
works, intellectual curiosity and vibrant popular culture of the end of the twentieth century
have not been seen since the early decades of the century" (Goldman 49). However, as
Goldman adds, the political context in which intellectuals operate today is completely
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different from that of the May Fourth writers. The earlier movement sought to elaborate
literary and cultural theories to ''build a more powerful state" in the face of widespread
fragmentation of the Chinese empire, while intellectuals in the current era seek "to

les~n

the state's power and reach" (49). I am concerned that the majority of scholars involved in
discussions today are indeed developing important ways to lessen. or at least question, the
Chinese state's power, but these are bought at the cost of ignoring increasing state control
in minority areas.
As discussions continue and conferences convene, the mention of Tibet provokes a
unique reaction of suspicion, paranoia, and hostility that resonates with the most heated
debates surrounding "foreign meddling" one hundred years ago. and even during the
Cultural Revolution. "It is curious, and sometimes perversely entertaining," writes an
international consultant, "to watch members of the Chinese Communist leadership when
they are asked about Tibet":
During his 1997 trip to Washington and June's [1998] Beijing summit, Jiang
Zemin preserved a cool demeanor when discussing nuclear proliferation and
human rights, but when Tibet was raised, with eyes glazed, fists clenched, he
repeated the familiar cant about how China had "liberated" Tibet from a
''backward serfdom." Then he changed the subject. (Moynihan A23)
The same unease and surprising resistance to raising issues related to Tibet is found in
academic contexts as well. Discussions of Tibet are not allowed in most instances, Chinese
students and professors are actively dissuaded from criticizing China's Tibet policy in the
same way they might criticize America's human rights record, and Tibetan scholars living
or working outside of China and attending international conferences are subject to
surveillance by non-academic members of Chinese delegations. In an unexpected and
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disappointing move, even Rey Chow, given the opportunity to revisit theory and China by
editing a special issue of boundary 2. does not give any significant consideration to Tibet's
otherness within the Chinese nation-despite the photograph of the Dalai Lama featured
on the issue's cover.'u
Critics, historians, and political observers note that at the beginning of the twentyfirst century, China faces many of the same questions it faced at the beginning of the
twentieth century. One crucial concern arises from the recurring contradictions of liyong,
which describes the need to develop a modem society by way of "Western means" for
"Chinese ends" (Schwarcz 8). In cultural terms, tiyollg has meant the task of
adopting/adapting foreign literary forms, theories, and methods without "losing" China's
unique historical identity. Heard and debated throughout the century, this task was
referenced again at an international gathering in Beijing in 1998 when a conference
organizer stated in his presentation that in the face of globalization. "our strategy should
be first of all to conform to it without sacrificing our national clIllUral identity, and then.
to expand our cultural communication and academic dialogue with the international
community" (N. Wang, "Postmodernity" 9, emphasis added). In the chapters that follow. I
explore how concerns with narrating national and cultural identity-voiced in China as
well as in exile-Tibet and the transnational academy-create integral, yet often ignored
determinants of the paths open to traveling theory. The means and ends of literary and
cultural theory have always been interrelated, and the tiyong process in modem China has

Subtitled ''Modem Chinese Literary and Cultural Studies in the Age of Theory:
Reimagining a Field" (25.3, 1998), this volume is discussed further in chapter 2 below.
43
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always reflected the suspicion appropriate to what continues to be an inherently interested
exchange of resources and ideas. The editors of an important collection of essays on
Chinese theory optimistically agree with Edward Said, who argues that "criticism belongs
in that potential space inside civil society, acting on behalf of those alternative acts and
alternative intentions whose advancement is a fundamental human and intellectual
obligation" (cited in Liu and Tang 18). As we will see, however, theory brings to those
"potential spaces" a legacy of criticism that serves to disrupt national narratives of
modernity, postmodemity, colonialism, and globalization. How these disruptions have
been received and how future dialogue will proceed are matters that deserve closer
attention.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

CHAPTER 2
THE "TERRAIN FOR FUTURE INQUIRY"

"It is the train-only the Ie-rain . .. I know the ways of the Ie-rain."
Rudyard Kipling, Kim
The power of the conventions of mapping and of the projection of place names on
the place are so great that we see the landscape as though it were already a map,
complete with place names and the names of geographical features. The place
names seem to be intrinsic to the places they name. The names are motivated ....
The place is carried into the name and becomes available to us there. You can get
to the place by way of its name.
1. Hillis Miller, Introduction

Exploring unknown territory, surveying, mapping, naming, building thoroughfares
for future travel-these are aspects of an intellectuaVinstitutional dynamic as much as they
are the technologies of empire. As theory has traveled to sites of Chinese (post)modemity
in the 1990s, critics have drawn on the metaphors of place and placing to describe their
work: These include Remapping China: Fissures in Ihe Historical Te"ain (Hershatter, et
al.), "Mapping Aesthetic Modernity" (1. Wang, chapter title), and "The Mapping of
Chinese Postmodemity" (N. Wang). In separate essays, Jonathan Arac accepts the
challenge of "situating" Chinese postmodernism "in a global context" ("Chinese" 261),
and Fredric Jameson notes the complications of theory's travels to the "new terrain," of
China (Foreword 3). Xudong Zhang notes that Chinese studies in the 1990s remains "an
unexplored terrain" ("Intellectual" 2), and Zhang's expansive book, Chinese Modernism,
64
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features a similarly expansive scene on its cover: an image from Chen Kaige's film. Life on
a String (Biall zoo bian chang) frames a solitary man facing the enormous, barren

landscape of western China marked only by a winding road that leads to a house. In their
introduction to a special issue of boundary 2, Arif Dirlik and Xudong Zhang indicate that
the purpose of the volume is "to map out the terrain of what might be construed as
postmodern in intellectual and creative activity, focusing for the most part on the People's
Republic of China" (1). The editors "open up a terrain for future inquiry" (18) on such
issues as global modernity, China's "postsocialist" period, and the "cultural vision" of
Chinese postmodernism (hooxiandaizhuyi) (9).
Complex issues of terrain and mapping have long been a part of addressing Tibet's
economic, geopolitical, and spiritual value, whether for China, India, or the West; this
chapter considers how "new terrains" for investigation of theory in China actually tread on
ground already occupied by Tibetan concerns, overlaying theoretical dialogue arising from
"China's" relation to ''the West" on debates that are more properly questions of
interrogating both of these two sprawling signifiers. Three interrelated themes have been
repeatedly visited in conferences and publications dedicated to theory in China in the
1990s-the articulation of Chinese modernity, the relevance of colonial discourse analysis
and postcolonial theory to Chinese history and literature, and the importance of China in
global postmodernity. [ suggest that many of these investigations, often established as
forward-looking critiques of Chinese identity. in fact reinforce the same Han-centered
narratives of Chinese national identity advocated by the Chinese state. Such narratives
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attempt to naturalize the geopolitical borders of the PRC along cultural lines drawn by
China's majority ethnicity. Similarly, theoretical discourse substitutes dominant narratives
of Chinese national identity for the more complex and challenging narratives of minority
identity, and Tibet, while absent from dialogue, proves a disruptive presence in both the
practice and theory of intellectual exchange.
My argument begins with the assertion that Chinese modernity, much like Western
modernity, develops along with the nation as such. Following theories of West em
imperialism's importance to both modernity and nation, I consider China's own selfcontradiction in terms of the modem nation-state's adoption of geographic boundaries and
narratives of "Chineseness" developed not only through contact with the West but through
China's own imperialism.
Modernities
The relationships between Western colonialism and modernity form an important
area of concern for many critics, historians, and political scientists. Tani Barlow,
introducing a study of East Asian colonial modernities, suggests that since Marx,
"colonialism and modernity are indivisible features of the history of industrial capitalism,"
and, at the same time, ''the modernity of non-European colonies is as indisputable as the
colonial core of European modernity" (Introduction 1). Homi Bhabha, as we have seen,
emphasizes literary and other textual features of modernity's intimate relationship with the
self-contradictory and hybridizing discourses of colonialism. Political scientist Partha
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Chatterjee's Nationalist Thought and the Colonial World, a work that has generally
influenced studies of South Asian and African postcolonial societies, also emphasizes the
modem nation's symbiotic relationship with imperialism, and [ believe it has much to say
with regard to Chinese modernity as well, both in terms of the West's colonial operations
in China and China's own colonial projects in Tibet.
Nationalist Thought describes the predicament of postcolonial political narratives

that both aspire to tell the story of a nation freed from colonial oppression and yet
reproduce "the very intellectual premises of 'modernity' on which colonial domination was
based" (30). Based on distinctions outlined by John Plamenatz, Chatterjee elaborates on
two types of nationalism arising from two responses to the "global standard of progress"
developed by Western Europe. The first type represents the acceptance of this standard by
European nations that were not alienated by the "global standard of progress . . . set for
the world by France or Britain" (I). The second type of nationalism, arising in Eastern
Europe, Asia, Africa, and Latin America, is marked by the uneasy relationship of societies
in these areas with what are perceived to be foreign standards. The benefit of subscribing
to modem standards-to ''universal'' legal and moral measures-which would confer
national status is, therefore, complicated by the continuing antagonism between native and
foreign. Quoting Plamenatz, Chatterjee explains:
The attempt is deeply contradictory: "It is both imitative and hostile to the model it
imitates ... " It is imitative in that it accepts the value of the standards set by the alien
culture. But it also involves a rejection: "in filet, two rejections, both of them
ambivalent: rejection of the alien intruder and dominator who is nevertheless to be
imitated and surpassed by his own standards, and rejection of ancestral ways which are
seen as obstacles to progress and yet also cherished as marks of identity." This
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contradictory process is therefore deeply disturbing as well. "Eastern nationalism is
disturbed and ambivalent as the nationalisms of Herder and Mazzini are not."
(Nationalist 2)

This ambivalence arises from what Chatterjee calls ''the premises of what may be called the

liberal-rationalist dilemma in talking about nationalist thought," that is, the contradiction of
nationalism as a universal story of liberty and an agent for violence, tyranny, chauvinism, and
xenophobia (2-3). The "disturbance" of Eastern nationalism described here has troubled Indian
nationalism, as Chatterjee explains in his boo~ and it has also confronted Chinese nationalism
in the modern era. Many Chinese intellectuals of the late Qing dynasty, which ended in 1911,
sought a fonn of modernity that would adopt the most useful aspects of Western material
development and even political structures and put them to use for ends that were uniquely
Chinese.
InteUectuals of this era considered both Western imperialism and certain aspects of
Chinese traditionalism to be impediments to the development of a modern China. The concept
oftiyong, then as now, addressed the attempt to adopt 'Western means" for ''Chinese ends,"

particularly those "ends" considered to be essential aspects of Chinese civilization. As
Chatterjee's work points out, however, and as contemporary theorists in a number of
fields often emphasize, ends and means are not easily distinguishable. Contradictions
within the "means" of Western ''universal'' nationalism, for example, become evident in the
struggles of countries whose "ends" are established in contrast to Western models.
In the 1990s dialogue on theory and China, a similar tiyong paradox is evident.

Chinese officials who oversee academic institutions recognize the value of engaging the
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global discussions of literary and cultural theory, but they are wary of critiques that, in the
manner ofa Trojan horse, may target China's own official narratives of state, ethnicity,
history, and culture. Institutionally, then, what occurs is the attempt to bring the Western
"means" of theory and cultural critique with (theory, cultural critique) to contemporary
Chinese "ends." Like "socialism with Chinese characteristics" (Deng Xiaoping's term for
the market reforms that compromise a strictly controlled economy), "theory with Chinese
characteristics" seeks to establish a new global presence that is uniquely Chinese, drawing
on the West but remaining distinct from foreign intervention while advancing a unified
narrative of "China" that is both ancient in its spirit and modem in its methods.
China's difficult transition from its final imperial dynasty to the modem nation-state of
the Republican era and then the People's Republic of China featured a variety of political
positions, but nearly all of them maintained that the boundaries of any new nation-state would
correspond to the imperial boundaries established by the Qing rulers. Under such a rubric, it
became necessary for intellectuals and political leaders alike to overwrite any nationalist
narratives enabled by the logic of universal nationalism and emerging from the various regions
of China that had been occupied by the Qing empire. Written instead was a narrative of China
as a unified, multicultural modem nation-state whose various ethnic groups all willingly collect
under the same flag. The construction of such a unified narrative-for early twentieth-century
intellectuals as well as those critics and institutions under the supervision of China's current
party-state-follows Chatterjee's framework as well.
Chatterjee describes three stages in the postcolonial response to nationalism.
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Originally suggested by Antonio Gramsci, they are non-linear stages for narratives of
nationalist thought as such. The first stage seeks to brings nationalist feeling in contact
with perceptions of Western post-Enlightenment rationalism, producing "the awarenessand acceptance--ofan essential cultural difference between East and West" (50). [n this
stage, the postcolonial nation suggests that the West's "science, technology, and love of
progress" are necessary characteristics to acquire, while the East's ''traditional'' spiritual
culture remains superior to Western materialism. "True modernity for the non-European
nations," therefore, ''would lie in combining the superior material qualities of Western
cultures with the spiritual greatness of the East" (51). The second stage sees a strategic
separation between those elites who will undertake such East-West associations and a
popular movement, "in the cause of anti-colonial struggle," that is distinct from the actions
of the state (51). [n the third stage,
discourse is not only conducted in a single, consistent, unambiguous voice, it also
succeeds in glossing over all earlier contradictions, divergences and differences and
incorporating within the body of a unified discourse every aspect and stage in the
history of its formation. This ideological unity of nationalist thought it seeks to
actualize in the unified life of the state. (51)
This stage, recognized by Chatterjee in Indian history by the nationalist narratives and
"state ideology" developed by Jawaharlal Nehru (131-66), is also evident in the

development of the modem Chinese state. The "single, consistent, unambiguous voice" of
modem China was established by Republicans ('"Nationalist Chinese") who wanted to see
China move into the modem community of nations with as much territory as possible. A
unified voice was also constructed by the Chinese Communist Party, which came to
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abandon its initial platform that each of the various ethnic groups within China should be
granted significant autonomy. Ssu-yli Teng and John Fairbank argue that
behind all the variety of viewpoints, assumptions, analyses, and proposals put
forward for China's salvation during this century of change and collapse there has
been a cultural bond, a strong consciousness of China as an entity and of the
Chinese people as a unit in history. "All under Heaven" (T'ien-hsia [Tianxia], the
empire] and the ''Middle Kingdom" (Chullg-kuo [Zhonggllo] China) have remained
primary concepts, starting points of the reformer's thinking. Thus the leadership of
modem China in the period 1839-1923 remained ethnocentric and China-centered. (3)
Officials of the party-state in today's China, as we have seen in the first chapter of this
study, continue to define and regulate a similarly unified narrative of the Chinese nation.
As post-Mao reforms bring changes to China's economic and cultural landscape,
ethnocentric narratives of a Han-dominated unified China remain central.
Sinologist Prasenjit Duara, echoing Chatterjee's arguments as well as those of
Bhabha and other critics of colonial discourse, emphasizes that the same forces of identity
that are used to unite a nation can be used to interrupt national unity:
Modem nation-states have to confront or engage with other, including historical,
representations of community. When we consider national identity in its
ambiguities, changeability, fungibility, and interplay with other identifications, we
see that it can be as subversive of the nation-state as it has been supportive. (9)
The "ambiguities, changeability, fungibility, and interplay" of national community remains
a significant concern in China, where the "narrow nationalism" of the Tibetan
independence movement (a term typically used by Chinese President Jiang Zemin 1) is
condemned and the Chinese state does everything it can to limit the effectiveness of

1 See,

most recently, Moynihan, "Clamp."
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alternative narratives to officially defined national identity.
Duara further explains that the same technologies that serve to maintain hegemonic
narratives can also support oppositional voices:
Analysts of nationalism have emphasized how the nation-state, in the print media
and after, has been able to avail of the proliferating mass-media to facilitate the
nation-building project. Few have emphasized how the same technology also
enables rivals of the nascent nation-state to construct alternative representations of
the nation, whether in Breton, the Baltic states, Tibet, or the Punjab. The state is
never able to eliminate alternative constructions of the nation among both old and
new communities. The most successful states are able to contain these conceptions
within relatively depoliticized spaces~ but even where such states are older, as in
Western Europe, there are overt challenges to the established national form in
almost every nation. (9)
While examples of "alternative representations of the nation" may be overt, such as those
created through the worldwide Tibet support network or the political actions of Tibetan
exiles (such as those discussed in chapter 4 below), the "depoliticized spaces" for
examining alternative national narratives are circumscribed within the terms of literary
study or cross-cultural debate in China. The 1990s dialogue on theory in China has been
engaged largely by scholars who do not take up political issues as such, but instead
explore cultural distinctions within a tacitly accepted set of state political boundaries. In
other words, while critics are eager to explore the new "terrain" of theory in China, they
do not attempt to re-name the features of the landscape.
Despite attempts to keep cultural critique and Tibetan matters out of the "political
sphere," there actually exists a longstanding conflation of intellectual and political space in
China. Duara emphasizes that in any contemporary reading of Chinese history, we are
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already faced with "a Chineseness that is simultaneously Western and Chinese," since "the
history of China we confront has already been narrativized in the Enlightenment mode"
(27). This has not only been accomplished by Asian historical scholarship, but also by key
historical agents, who, since the early twentieth century, "sought to narrate their history in
the linear, teleological mode ... of universal History" (26).
China's "nation-building process" for the People's Republic began in the context
of China's struggles with both modernity as such and the modem nation-state as a means
of perpetuating the ancient Chinese empire. Like the term lIation, the term moden,
generally posed challenges for non-Western societies, because of its "linguistic origin in
English (and later, American English) and the subsequent linguistic imperialism of colonial and
international English" which led to the tenn being "unproblematically associated with 'the
West'" (King ''Times'' Ill). Moreover, as Lydia Liu points out, the Chinese word xiimJiJi
(modern times), like many terms derived from Japanese translations of westem terms, ''belongs
to an inteUectuallegacy created by the Chinese under the exigencies of national struggle" (L.
Liu 102). Critic Liu Kang reinforces this argument for the 1990s dialogue when he writes that
''Western domination has been inseparable from Chinese modernity since the May 4th, 1919
movement of enlightenment and cultural revolution, which drew primarily on Western ideas
and models" (''Hegemony'' 72).
Concentrating too exclusively, however, on the nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
struggles between Chinese national identity and a modernity perceived as foreign prevents us
from examining the extent to which the civilization known as "Chinese," denoted either by
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Tianxia ("aU under heaven) or Zhongguo ("Middle Kingdom"f'China" ) has created cultural
tensions through its own imperial history. These terms have been used for centuries to
designate the shifting, expanding, and contracting civilization that maintains its coherence
in no small measure because of the continued use of the unifying term "China" itself.
Chinese dynasties have been led by rulers of the Han ethnicity, which currently makes up
the vast majority of China's population, but also by foreign invaders, such as the Mongols
and the Manchus, who ruled over enormous, shifting territories and peoples which
nevertheless maintained the designation Zhongguo. Many historians point to the time of
the Manchu Qing dynasty (the source of the name "China" used in Western languages) as
the start of the modem era in China. 2 Spanning the years 1644 to 1911, this dynastyitself controlled by foreign ''barbarians'' from the north of China who ruled in the name
and spirit of Han Chinese culture-succeeded in expanding the Chinese empire at a time
when today's Western powers were struggling to emerge:
After two million or so Manchus took power over 120 million or so Chinese, the
Qing dynasty governed the Chinese people for 267 years while their numbers rose
to about 400 million. At its midpoint in the 17705, the Qing dynasty, governing the
Chinese empire from Beijing, completed its conquest of Mongolia, Central Asia,
and Tibet, while a few million American rebels in their thirteen colonies declared
their independence of Britain. (Fairbank 1)
Joseph Fletcher similarly focuses on the modem period of China's colonial expansion,
when the empire acquired "fully half of China's territorial extent today," as one of ethnic
struggle and international political confrontation as China approached the twentieth century:

2

See Spence, Search xix-xxi; Fairbank 163-65.
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before 1800 the focus of Ch 'ing [Qing] history was on Inner Asia [here referring
to Tibet, Mongolia, and Xinjiang]-its conquest, its politics, the swallowing and
digesting of immense, culturally diverse areas by a single, increasingly Han Chinese
empire. After 1800 that emphasis began to shift to the interior of China proper and
to the coast. In the nineteenth century Ch'ing Inner Asia commenced being slowly
absorbed into an expanding China and began to come under the influence of Han
Chinese culture. But the modem transformation of Inner Asia does not begin to
take place until the period of Sino-Russian interaction during the Muslim rebellions
of the 1860s and 1870s. (Fletcher 35)
China's early modem engagement with the globalizing system of the emerging
form of the nation-state brings China's narratives of Tianxia. Zhonggllo, and cultural
hegemony into an uneasy dialogue with modernity as such that is still heard today. The
nineteenth- and early twentieth-centuries then brought distinct imperial projects to Chinese
territory, including those of the Britain, Russia, and Japan, transforming the borders and
ethnic composition of China, 3 but it was not a unique historical process in that country's
experience. China, like India, has inherited its current geopolitical boundaries from an
imperial history and an ambivalent engagement with both its own history and Western
imperialism (including "universal" modernity), and yet China's cultural and inteUectual
boundaries have not been adequately addressed by those kinds of theoretical insights
derived from studies of British colonial history in India. An important exception is the
work of Prasenjit Duara, which examines how the ·'transformation of the Chinese past
operates both as an order repressive of the heterophony of the Chinese past (and present,
insofar as the representations of the past seek to shape the present) as a Chineseness that
is simultaneously Western and Chinese" (27).

3

See HsO 3-15.
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The association of modernity with the West can even be traced to earlier periods,
such as the fourteenth century (the early Ming dynasty), when European explorers and
missionaries began to influence the Chinese world, and the seventeenth century (the early
Qing dynasty), when international trade and imperial interests began to change the way
China situated itselfin the world (see Hsu 4). Despite disagreements over the designation
ofan initial stage of Chinese constructions of modernity, what remains constant
throughout most historical accounts is the role of the West in any narrative of modem
China. Immanuel Hsu highlights three key features of China's encounter with modernity
during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, emphasizing the integral relationship
between a newly developing narrative of Chinese national identity and a shifting Han
Chinese narrative of foreign otherness:
First and foremost, the convergence of Chinese and Western history ended China's
seclusion and resulted in its increasing involvement in world affairs, until today
what happens in one immediately affects the other. Second, the interplay of foreign
and domestic elements gave rise to revolutionary changes in the Chinese political
system, economic institutions, social structure, and intellectual attitudes. . . . Third.
the forcible injection of alien elements into Chinese life-the Westerners from
without and the Manchus from within-generated a strong sense of nationalisticracial consciousness, which was to influence deeply the future course of Chinese
history. (4-5)
In a study infonned specifically by literary and cultural theory and addressing the issue

of "alternative modernities," critic fmg Wang has examined the poSSIbility that an "indigenous
Chinese modernity" and a uniquely Chinese basis for enlightenment might circumvent the
tensions between modernity as such and its Western legacies. Wang explains that moving back
the history of Chinese modernity from the twentieth century to the late sixteenth and early
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seventeenth centuries would prove that modernity in China was "internally motivated":
that a Western model of enlightenment could yield only a colonial modernity in China
was a theoretical predicament from which nationalistic Chinese intellectuals would fain
extricate themselves. The long quest into China's historical past for seeds of
enlightenment was therefore an indispensable task for those whose hidden agenda was
to tame the hegemonic Western discourse of enlightenment. (80-81)
Wang's study reveals, however, that those scholars of the earlier qimeng (enlightenment)
school, such as Wang Fuzhi and Huang Zongxi, were formulating their views at a time when
the national composition of China was only beginning to undergo the significant changes that
would shape the nation pretty much as we know it now. It was in the early eighteenth century
that Tibet and Xinjiang were politically and militarily incorporated as ''Chinese'' into the Qing
empire. Maps produced at this time (largely through the efforts of European Jesuit missionaries
and Tibetan monks), began to create an unprecedented sense of''CI..J1a'' as a geographical
entity far overreaching the traditional Han areas.
Wang reminds us that the scholars of the qimeng school ''were of course no
poststructuralists trained to track down gaps, absences, lapses, and ellipses in a given text,"
such as that written by dominant Confucian politico-cultural system that "assimilated or
rationalized subversive discourses" (81). I would also argue that the scholars exploring
modernity in the early seventeenth century, regardless of the logical weaknesses of their
"indigenous enlightenment," were simply addressing a significantly different geographic and
cultural entity than that which existed during the May Fourth movement of 1919 and continues

to exist today. As Tibet and other western regions were incorporated into the Chinese empire,
the q;meng school's indigenous enlightenment would encounter the same contradictions
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between ethnic identification and "universal standards" of civilization that confront Western
history.
Despite these tensions-inteUectua1 as weU as cultural-between China's historical
development and its unified narratives of a national civilization, many scholars of Chinese
history in the early twentieth century narrativized a new China for the modem world. In this
China. the sovereignty of the nation-state was of highest importance, and "traditional" Chinese
culture combined with "modern" Western values in a tiYOllg fashion to underwrite the modem
nation-state. Kirk Denton, introducing a volume of source materials for studies of modern
Chinese literary thought, explains that the appropriation of Western literary methods was
undertaken in the context of imperial paradoxes familiar to Western studies:
The literary scene was dominated . . . by the alien modes of realism and romanticism.
This exalted view of the West and Western cultural values was arguably the product of
Western imperialism's cultural hegemony itself Chinese inteUectuals promoted the very
values of the west that were at the root of the imperialism they so fervently opposed
because of a deeply felt sense of cultural inferiority provoked by that imperialism....
Yet, as Xiaomei Chen has suggested, the idea of the West was no mere passive
glorification of Western values. The May Fourth generation actively appropriated
Western ideas and the idea of the West as a lever from which to extricate Chinese
society from tradition. The very discourses fueling Western imperialism became in
China a discourse of resistance. From the perspective of the May Fourth generation,
this Chinese "Occidentalism" was a creative discourse of liberation from tradition. The
idea of the West served the function of negotiating between the Chinese past and the
future of the modern nation-state. (10-11)
I find that as earnestly as this description addresses the "discourse of resistance" that developed
as a response to cultural hegemony (an exercise, perhaps, of Audre Lorde's comments of what
one does after discovering that "the master's tools will never dismantle the master's house''),
what remains to be addressed in Denton's argument and in general dialogue is the extent to
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which the articulation of postcolonial ''liberation,'' from the past as weD as the West. reinforced
hegemonic narratives of Chinese national identity.
Critics in the 1990s dialogue continue to revisit the interests of the May Fourth
inteDectuals. Xudong Zhang suggests that "the history of Chinese modernization has been
intertwined with the Chinese state and all its historical mythologies and ideological
hegemonies" (Chinese 19), while at the same time it is "the natural-historical langue of
Chinese society that is determining the cultural parole of any invading discourses" ("On
Some Motifs"

154~

quoted in 1. Wang 91). This poststructuralist rewording of the liyollg

principle, emphasizing a kind of deep structure to Chinese society that finds use for
foreign utterances, continues to resonate with the China-and-the-West (or China-and-therest) dichotomy. When Zhang reiterates the contention that the two basic cultural
arguments of Chinese modernity are, "at one end, a radical repositioning of the cultural
self in a modernity embodied by the West and, at the other, an impulse to reassert the
traditional values undisturbed by the traces of the other" (Chinese 38), we are left without
the historical space needed to investigate how "traditional values" may be disturbed by the
other residing within such a designation.
Xiaobing Tang suggests that ''until the 1920s the dominant concern of May Fourth
inteDectuals was far less political, institutional modernization than comprehensive cultural
transfonnation" and that "national character as the underlying substance, rather than the formal
aspects of institutions, seemed to be the determining criterion ofa nation's entry into
modernity" (G/oha/ 172) . I agree with this, yet it is not unfair to say that the May Fourth
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intellectuals had a hand in internalizing the effects of political and institutional modernization on
Chinese national modernity. That is, as this modernization was explicitly following the path of
reclaiming for modern China the geographic scope of imperial China, the "Western" narratives
of modernity were employed as a means ofjustifying and valorizing the new national project of
a modern China.
Tang also addresses the intellectual Liang Qichao's attention to the dismantling and
disempowering of "the enormous empire of Russia, which used to be an oriental power"
(Global 171), and describes growing Chinese interest in the "new global imaginary of

solidarity" which was forming as a result of the developing Soviet Union. Tang argues that "a
new geopolitical repositioning was therefore to suggest itself as part of the political and
intellectual domestic agenda by the mid-1920s" (Global 176). An important part of this
agenda, according to Tang, was the revaluation of European modernity. Citing Joseph
Levenson, Tang explains that Liang sought a modem China that would not duplicate the West
in its shortcomings, and Tang summarizes Liang's project as one that addresses, among other
features, the incompleteness of modernity:
Creatively rethinking modernity, for Liang Qichao, would mean delimiting it as the
growth of a local, particular tradition or spatiotemporal regime and introducing a new
global imaginary. In this sense, Liang's critique of European modernity is based not so
much on a rhetoric of refusal or denunciation as on the perceived need to contain it and
to eventually overcome its aberration through a balancing completion. (Global 181)
This attempt, then, to reappraise modernity in order to remedy its "aberrations," is highlighted
as a program based, not on "antagonistic contention," but on "a vision of creative and
combinatory completion" (Global 183). Tang suggests that such a vision also revalues what
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Partha Chatterjee views as a key aspect of colonial relations: ''The more nationalism engaged
in its contest with the colonial power in the outer realm of politics, the more it insisted on
displaying the marks of 'essential' cultural difference so as to keep out the colonizer from that
inner domain of national life and to proclaim sovereignty over it" (quoted in Global 183 ). That
is, Tang sees Liang's project as a kind of "strategic essentialism" intended to protect China
from the colonizing forces of the West.
This reading overlooks, however, the politico-cultural consolidation for the sake of
national sovereignty that Chatterjee emphasizes in Nationalist Thought. Liang' s pro~ and
Tang's revisiting of it in the context of dialogue in the 1990s serves a dual purpose: it
differentiates the Chinese nation from the Western sphere of modernization, and it elaborates a
national imaginary that corroborates the political configurations of the nation-state. In fact,
Liang Qichao' s non-contentious vision of the "creative and combinatory completion" of
modernity illustrates a collateral reinvention of modernity itself: while the resulting justification
for state sovereignty is further strengthened by the appeal to a globalizing system in which
China's modernity is morally committed to improving on "universal modernity."

Colonial Discourse

The confrontations of modernity and the nation are indistinguishable from the
projects of colonialism pursued by China as well as the West. Xie Shaobo, a critic from
the PRC now working in Canada, sets out a salutary goal of "rethinking the problem of
postcoloniality" by way of dialogue on theory in China:
Indeed, the world has witnessed many racisms and ethnocentrisms other than
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Eurocentric racism, although this has been the most dominant. If the history of the
world is a rich documentation of empires and imperialisms, if ethnocentrism is a
closet monster in every ethnic community and individual, and if there is a racial
confrontation within indigenous nations as well as between the indigenous and the
Western colonizer, the postcolonial counterhegemonic project will indeed go a
long way toward interrogating and disintegrating any form of imperialism. (17-18)
Postcolonial criticism is, for Xie, an alternative to and subversion of the "system of
modernity and all its ideological trappings"~ it is a way of positioning oneself"on the
boundary of modernity, at once within and outside the syntax of hegemonic culture" (17).
For this reason, postcolonialism as a critical discourse can be effective in addressing "any
form of imperialism" (18). The territory familiar to critics for its concern with the
historical effects of imperial and colonial projects undertaken by Western powers is
revisited in order to take up important questions of non-Eurocentric imperialism.
Xie also foregrounds the need for discursive analysis, as long as such analysis does
not proceed as if colonialism were only a matter of the past, nor avoid contemporary
problems in politics and society in favor of merely textual operations (8). Readings based
on theoretical interest in postcolonialism, Xie argues, illustrate a valuable
"counterdiscourse in the age of hegemonic imperialism," particularly with regard to the
neo-imperial projects undertaken in the cultural sphere which must therefore be addressed
by shifting critical focus "from the political and military to the cultural terrain" (8,9).
Xie's "rethinking" of colonial discourse analysis owes much to Homi Bhabha's
influential declaration of postcolonial criticism as that which ''intervenes'' and "critically
revises" in order to expose the internal antagonisms of empire, nation, and cultural community:
Postcolonial criticism bears witness to the unequal and uneven forces of cultural
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representation involved in the contest for political and social authority within the
modern world order. Postcolonial perspectives emerge from the colonial testimony of
Third World countries and the discourses of ' 'minorities".... They intervene in those
ideological discourses of modernity that attempt to give a hegemonic ''normality'' to
the uneven development and the differential, often disadvantaged, histories of nations,
races, communities, people. They formulate their critical revisions around issues of
cultural difference, social authority, and political discrimination in order to reveal the
antagonistic and ambivalent moments within the ''rationalizations'' of modernity. (171)
Bhabha's writings have helped to define a hybrid field of study for scholars in a variety of
disciplines. While the perspective Bhabha describes arises largely from studies of the
West's colonial history in African and Asian ''Third World" regions, subsequent
postcolonial critique, Xie points out, has moved into other spheres to investigate the
"colonial testimony" emerging from any number of regions as weU as from the ''uneven
development and the differential, often disadvantaged, histories of nations, races,
communities, people" within ''Third World" societies themselves. Xie's "rethinking" of
colonial discourse analysis seems to focus precisely on such internal instances of cultural,
if not political, imperialism, and yet his argument falls short of this goal in several respects.
Xie would like to agree with those who maintain that colonialism is not merely a
thing of the past, that it still exists in powerful forms as cultural hegemony and even the
ideological entanglements of modernity. He is careful, however, to narrativize his
argument for advocating the shift from usage of the term "Third World" to "postcolonial"
in such a way as to emphasize that the time of struggles for "flag independence" is in fact
over, and therefore all that remains is a cultural battlefield between (and possibly within)
contemporary, sovereign nation-states. Drawing from Ashcroft, Williams, and Tiffin's The
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Empire Writes Back, Xie writes,
After the term "Third World" was used for the first time at the 1955 8andung
Conference, it quickly gained international currency in both academic and political
realms, and particularly in reference to anticolonial and nationalist movements of
the fifties through seventies. However, the Third-World nationalist struggle as
such no longer provides an effective framework for analyzing the confrontation
between the colonized and the colonizer of the eighties and nineties.
Anticolonialism was primarily a nationalist movement for political and economic
independence. Since the heyday of anticolonialism, nation-states have emerged in
former colonized spaces, and ''the imperial structure has been dismantled in
political terms." (10)
Colonialism is not vanquished, of course, since "neocolonialism emerges as a regeneration
of colonialism through hegemonizing Western economy, technology, and ideology" (11).
The limits of this narrative seem clear: in the 1980s and 1990s, nationalistic struggles as
such are no longer necessary, since the "confrontation between the colonized and the
colonizer" has already resulted in liberated nation-states. Clearly, events in Eastern
Europe, Central Asia, and Southeast Asia during the past decade, when ethnic uprisings
have very definitely taken the form of national independence struggles, suggest otherwise.
Moreover, foUowing such a critique within China (a project that Xie does not undertake)
means accepting that what remains in any struggle against hegemony is a cultural
engagement, rather than the possibility of independence for colonized peoples, or, at least,
a political reconfiguration of the Chinese nation-state that genuinely acknowledges the
differences between colonizer and colonized.
Xie also reasserts rather than questions the dichotomy between China and the
West by resorting to an overemphasis of the contemporary Western threat to China. In his
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discussion of River Elegy (Heshang ), a television program broadcast in the PRC
advocating the adoption of significant features of science and culture from the West in
order to remedy modem China's weaknesses, Xie calls the creators of the program to task
for their "colonized" perspective, since "to the River Elegy authors as well as their May
Fourth predecessors, the world has only one history, one version of modernity":
My point is not merely that the Western master narrative of modernity retains its
grip on the world, but also that non-Western peoples including the Chinese, to a
large extent, remain ideologically and cultural colonized without political and
military coercion by imperialists. Nationalist struggles seem to have failed to
redeem the natives from imperialist clutches. (14)
On the cultural terrain, Xie reasserts the China-West dichotomy:
never before has Western imperialism been so successful in infiltrating and
consolidating European-American master narratives of history ... and never
before have the non-Western countries been so awe-stricken by the sense of the
Western world's superiority in technology and economy. Hegemonic
neocolonialism is reproducing Eurocentric ideology both through multinational
capital and through the complicity of the non-Western in their uncritical
acceptance of Westem culture. (12)
Here, Xie forgoes his own argument, offered before and after these remarks, regarding the
"Third-Worlding of the First World and the local First-Worlding of the Third World,"
which suggest a kind of subversive hybridization that obviates any "consolidating of
European-American master narratives of history" (11).
Xie also addresses China's "uncritical acceptance of Western culture," illustrated
by, among other signs, the "American doUars, televisions, refrigerators, and video
machines enter[ing] rural as well as urban households," as well as the pervasive '<R,ock-nRoU, Karaoke, gongfu movies or videotapes, mysteries and best-sellers, and various forms
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of pastiche, parasitical on previous and Western cultures" (12). Most significant,
according to Xie, is the "recent disengagement from traditional ideology" following the
early twentieth-century attempts at "wholesale repudiation of Confucianism and ... belief
in Western science and democracy" (13). The effect of this narrative of Chinese struggle
against a singular Western Other is an insistence that we consider only those features of
Chinese culture implicated in the simple acceptance or rejection of Western culture. What
is obscured, I suggest, are those aspects of Chinese society that complicate a simple
dichotomy, ranging from the dominant presence of televisions, refrigerators, and other
domestic products produced in Asia (rather than the West) in Chinese homes, to spirited
domestic Chinese debates over what exactly constitutes the "traditional ideology" from
which China has "recently disengaged."
Discussions of China's "traditional ideology" are in fact particularly important, as
they lead us directly back to matters of national identity discourse. While Xie here notes
the abandonment, presumably in the 1980s and 1990s, of Chinese ''traditional ideology,"
in the following paragraph he refers to the May Fourth intellectuals' critique of ' 'their
traditional ideology" (13). My point is not that the term ''traditional'' in Xie's essay is used
carelessly, but rather that the shifting meanings reinforce an overdetermined narrative of
"Chinese tradition" that operates exclusively with regard to a constructed Western
neocolonial agency and demands that the heterogeneity within this narrative of Chinese
history remain unexamined. shielding us from consideration of China's own agency in any
contemporary (or early twentieth-century) neo-imperial operations. Thus Xie's main

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

87

challenge of "self-criticism," to "address the problem of non-Western peoples' complicity
in the propagation of neocolonialist values and ideas" (14), seems a disingenuous move to
maintain our focus on the neocolonial "exchange" between China and the West, rather
than critically pursuing Xie's own suggestion of ,'interrogating and disintegrating any form
of imperialism" (18).
Wang Fengzhen, a critic at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, asks an
important question in response to what he sees as Lyotard's central battle-cry of defiance
against universal narratives of culture and history, "let us wage a war on totality": Wang
critically asks, ''To whom is this call addressed?" (46). He explains that "for Third-World
writers and artists, culture is still a main part of the identity of their own people" (46).
Culture is therefore a site for resistance to the effects of Orientalism (as elaborated by
Said), and the abandonment of so-called ''totalizing'' cultural narratives actually becomes
detrimental to the very survival of third-world societies. "In the postmodern era, " Wang
points out, ''Third-World writers look askance at the benefits supposedly granted by
Western civilization" (46), which include the "benefits" of a postmodern era in which the
intellectual directive to decenter cultural and political agency actually works against the
efforts of third-world writers to resist Western hegemony.
Moreover, by targeting the particular concept of the nation, postmodernist critique
also moves toward disabling that resistance:

In the postmodernist epoch, ''national'' and "nationalism" have acquired pejorative
implications in the West. For "nation" and ''nationalism,'' based on the theory of
poststructuralism, are fictional concepts, whose implications change constantly
with time and space as well as with social conditions, and thus they may even be
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treated as a product of discourse/power. But in the Third World, nationalism is
counterpoised to transnational postmodemity; it cannot be understood in a
poststructuralist way, that is, without truly lived experiences. For it is nationalism
that sutures the fragments of colonized lives in collective mobilization and so
creates the historic agency for change. (F. Wang 49-50, emphasis added)
Wang argues that nationalism for third-world countries is a matter of struggle against
"transnational postmodernity," in which collective mobilization is impeded by oppressive
agencies, including hegemonic nations and post structuralist intellectuals. And although the
history of China is marked by the "semifeudal and semicolonial society" of the past
century, rather than a more comprehensive colonial burden, China remains subject to the
reality that, "although the relation between the East and the West is still unequal, one has
to think of both the oppressive and the oppressed in order to understand the true character
of the unequal cultural exchanges and thus to build a real national culture through equal
dialogues" (51). For Wang, the development of third-world national culture is both a
struggle with oppressive forces and a process of supporting equal intellectual dialogue
amid the unequal cultural exchange created by structures of transnational capital
established by powerful Western forces.
These are sincere arguments: they attempt to situate the views of Said, Frantz
Fanon, Wole Soyioka, and others, in the specific context of Chinese history and China's
current relationship with the world. Yet a distinction remains, and it is not simply the
distinction between a Chinese history only indirectly marked by the colonial presence that
so significantly characterizes Indian and African histories. Wang's characterization of
third-world countries as exclusively concerned with struggling against the West and
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opposing "transnational postmodernity" overlooks China's own historical agency as a
colonizing power. Wang's view too neatly establishes "the question of Self and Other"
that now "dominates East-West encounters" (50) as one strictly between "the West" and
third-world countries, and, more to his point, between the West and China. Rey Chow,
whose response to this and other essays I will consider in detail below, notes that this is
another instance of Chinese critics addressing the "pre/erred Other" of the West ("Can"
151). "The West," also known as "transnational postmodernity" or "transnational capital"
(F. Wang 45) is maintained as an oppressive other to China's self, and both are enlisted as

unified, univocal subjects, eliding the possibility of evaluating the divisions within both
signifiers. Moreover, I agree that we are also directed away from consideration of the

complicity that obtains between China and the West in what Wang calls "the postmodern
era." With such a premise, Wang's call for "equal dialogues" amidst "unequal cultural
exchanges" can only foreclose on the possibility of dialogue moving beyond the scope of
its two, and only two, main discussants. Someone, that is, must speak unequivocally for
"China," and another for "the West. "
For example, in his discussion of the differences between the first blush of Chinese
interest in Western literary theory in the 1980s and the more mature projects undertaken a
decade later, Wang notes that in the 1990s, "people began to look at Western concepts
and thought a critical eye; they compared them with the essence of Chinese traditional
culture" (53). This is not only a more adequate intellectual perspective, but a politically
necessary one as well, since third-world writers "must follow their own tradition in order
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to reconstruct the epistemology of their own people. To put it another way, they have to
invent new thinking rooted in, but not coinciding with the indigenous tradition" (54).
Wang would have us agree that the "essence of Chinese traditional culture" and the
"indigenous tradition" are elements of a laudable resistance to "transnational
postmodemism," and yet, as we have seen before, they clearly demarcate the boundaries
of "Chinese culture" in a way that ignores the history of China's empire, which
constructed "traditional culture" in order to naturalize the acquisition of land and people,
and the PRC's current multiethnic composition, which belies a simple narrative of
"traditional culture."
For this reason, criticism of the "discourse/power" theory that Wang identifies as a
disabling moment for third-world nations because of its attention to multiple centers of
power is not, in the end, a defense of third-world nations in the face of politically insidious
Western theory, but a means of shielding the subject of "China" from the uncomfortable
critiques of national discourse, even as Wang insists "on a more dialectical comprehension
of the global process that subsumes both China and the West in the text of a world system
crisscrossed by antinomies, schisms, contradictions, and so on" (54)
In the same issue in which Wang Fengzhen' s essay appears, Rey Chow argues that

Chinese inteUectuals would have to abandon their "obligatory reactive position vis-a-vis
the West" in order to examine broader issues of ethnic cultural space, and yet doing so
would cause discomfort, since
this reactive position also brings with it the comfort of an illusory victimhood,
making it unnecessary to interrogate their own power and their own complicity
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with a centrist regime that. even as it opens its doors to the "cultural" influences of
capitalism, continues to dictate what it means to be "Chinese" and to suppress.
imprison. exile. or execute those who question its claims. ("Can" 151)
With such comments. as I have noted in the previous chapter. Chow's essay seemed to
signal the beginning of a shift in "China and the West" dialogue. Without a doubt. the
unambiguous call for dialogue that would engage China's own fragmented and selfconflicted national narratives with critiques of similar narratives of Western nations and
civilization was an important step in transnational discussion. Unfortunately, this call has
not been met with a response from the Chinese or non-Chinese voices in the dialogue on
theory in China.
Chow's own subsequent major contribution to this dialogue is a special issue of
boundary 2 devoted to "Modem Chinese Literary and Cultural Studies in the Age of
Theory: Reimagining a Field" (25.3. 1998). The title of Chow's essay in this volume is
promising-"On Chineseness as a Theoretical Problem"-as is the journal's cover photo
of the Dalai Lama shaking hands with U. S. Senator Jesse Helms. Unfortunately, any
"discussion" of Tibet ends with the photo's merely descriptive caption, and Chow's
problematizing of"Chineseness" recoils back into an exploration of the diverse ethnicChinese diaspora. Her examination of China's "ethnic supplement" condemns the ways in
which critics rush to supplement theory by insisting on "the Chinese dimension to all
universal questions" ("Chineseness" 6), rather than on what I see as the more pressing
problem of the Derridian "supplementation" of Chineseness by subaltern ethnicity in the
PRC. That is, how does Tibet-so provocatively yet appropriately imaged on the journal's
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cover as the Dalai Lama standing hand-in-hand with an American politician-become a
supplement to China's official national narrative, underwriting and overwriting that
narrative at the same time?
Chow even suggests that it is the "'splitting' of the notion of ethnicity that will, I
believe, be instrumental to the reimagining of a field such as modem Chinese studies"
("Chineseness" 8). Indeed, Chow argues,
if language and literature in the narrow sense have been fundamentally dislocated
in poststructuralist theory by way of the "differences" inherent to signification,
Chinese language and literature must now be seen as a further dislocation of this
fundamental dislocation, requiring us to reassess "ethnicity" (as a site of
difference) not only in terms of a struggle against the West, but also, increasingly,
in terms of the permanently evolving mutations internal to the invocation of
ethnicity itself (9)
Here, despite the fact that she applies the same "supplementary" logic she had earlier
criticized, by addressing China's "further dislocation" ofa "fundamental dislocation,"
Chow makes an important call for investigations of how "ethnicity" is deployed as a term
involved in internal, not just international, struggle. But again, having begun to make the
point, Chow veers away in the remainder of her essay, targeting "the persistent Orientalist
approach adopted by some white China scholars toward their objects of study" that serves
as her own main focus of critique ("Chineseness" 9)."

" In her essay, Chow also takes Jacques Derrida to task for not addressing ethnicity
directly and for his invocation of "Chinese 'ideographic' writing as the metaphor for
difference from "Western" phonocentrism-the heart of his critique" (13). Such charges
are seriously outdated, considering Robert Young's discussion of how ''the French
critique of humanism was conducted from the first as a part of a political critique of
colonialism" in which ethnicity plays a central role (123). OfGrammatology, in fact,
which begins with a direct address of ethnicity, elaborates on the "ideographic" nature of
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Postmodemity and Globalization
In a boundary 2 essay, critic Sheldon Hsiao-peng Lu sets the stage for theorizing
Chinese approaches to globalization by arguing that for such a perspective, we must
acknowledge how "globalization in the 1990s is at one and the same time the

postmodemization of the world" ("Global" 66). Linking globalization-a feature of the
modem world almost exclusively identified with Western economic and cultural
hegemony-with postmodemization immediately establishes the landscape for discussion
of "postmodem" features of ethnicity, national belonging, and modernity itself On such a
field, as we have seen in the previous chapter, postmodernization becomes coterminous
with "Western globalization" and making the most of the "inevitability of globalization"
(N. Wang "Postmodernity") becomes a predominant feature of intellectual dialogue.
Discussions focus on who is "globalizing" or "postmodernizing" whom, featuring the
familiar players of "the West" and "China." Seen from the perspective, however, of those
postmodern studies that emphasize the inherent struggles of "Western" rationality's
dependence on the "non-West," discussions of global postmodemity are open to
investigations of how globalizing and postmodernizing processes may be enacted outside
the dichotomy of China and the West. This chapter concludes with an examination of how
such perspectives have been bypassed, and dialogue on the globalizing and postmodern
effects of official Chinese national narratives on Tibet is curtailed.

Chinese writing with regard to the imaginary role it played in Western thinking; Derrida
himself does not argue that Chinese is "ideographic" (see Derrida, Grammatology 77-81).
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What distinguishes China's experience and reflection of postmodernization,
Sheldon Lu suggests, is "the superimposition of multiple temporalities," the layering of
historical periods in a single society rather than a social space entirely given over to the
postmodern condition:
One cannot periodize historical processes so neatly in the Chinese case, and there
is no clear temporal pattern of the supersession of the ancient world, modernity,
and postmodernity as in the West .... the premodern, the modem, and the
postmodern coexist in the same space and at the same moment. Paradoxically,

postmodemism in China is even more spatial and more postmodem than its
original Western model. Spatial coextension, rather than temporal succession,
defines non-Western postmodemity. Hybridity, unevenness, nonsynchronicity, and
pastiche are the main features of Chinese postmodem culture. ("Global" 66,
emphasis added)
In calling for a "remapping of new kinds of spatiotemporal coordinates in the social
landscape" (67), Lu's attention to the spatial aspects of postmodernity illustrates the need
to conceptualize postmodernity in terms of differences throughout the national terrain,
rather than as temporal differences layered in a single cultural location. Unlike Anthony
King and others who also emphasize the physical space of postmodernity, the differences
constitutive of pastiche are not those found in the unequal development of the world, but
those within China itself
While Lu's call for "remapping," therefore, seems to be made within the general
framework of "supplementing" postmodernism as such in order to account for China's
uniqueness, I also find that it suggests analysis of China's national space itself That is, if
''hybridity, unevenness, nonsynchronicity, and pastiche are the main features of Chinese
postmodem culture," how are these features produced by the contradictions between
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«central" Chinese narratives of national space and the interests of those who actually live
in that space, particularly the "premodern" areas of Tibet?
In his discussion of Chinese post modernism, Shaobo Xie quotes Kumkum Sangari
in asserting that <<the postmodern preoccupation with the crisis of meaning is not
everyone's crisis," since not everyone identifies with those modes of <Western" rational
enlightenment that are interrogated by theoretical critique (Xie 10). With this in mind,
however, I would argue that the <-Chinese postmodernism" emerging in much
transnational dialogue is not the post modernism of all Chinese. Tibetans as Chinese share
a national-legal status as Chinese, but their experiences of modernity and its contradictions
(that is, "postmodernism") are not those of the Han majority, and Tibetan experiences are
ignored in theories of Chinese postmodernism. Yet, as we have seen, Tibet's transnational
character and the controversial involvement of Western politics and popular culture in the
articulation of Tibetan identity speaks to Tibet's "central" role in matters of globalization
and China.
When Shaobo Xie argues that "postmodernism is primarily a counterdiscourse
against modernity that emerges within modernism itself' (9), we are reminded of the
illusory integrity of "modernity" as an intellectual and cultural category, but we should
also consider how China, as well as the West, serves as an agent of modernity. The
concept of modernity, rather than circulating as an exclusively Western import to much of
Asia, has in fact for a long time now been viewed as a specifically Chinese project. This is
particularly true of those remote areas of the PRC, such as Tibet, which experience
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China's modernity as a complex feature of China's cultural and political imperialism. That
is, China serves as the subject of modernity for Tibet, as much, if not more so, than the
West, and this subject of modernity specifically perceived as Chinese encounters
disruptions emerging from imperial history as well as involvement in globalizing projects,
and this subject begs further investigation, such as that suggested in this study, using the
tools of analysis already brought to bear on Western imperialism.
Xudong Zhang introduces a special issue of Social Text devoted to "Intellectual
Politics in Post-Tiananmen China" with a vision of the oppositional nature of
contemporary theory, a Heideggerian "dwelling" in which cultural hegemony is resisted:
Once the formulations a la Western theory become the symbolic space of the elite
inteUectuais of the [post-Mao] New Era. they predetermine the way in which
ideological battles are fought in the 1990s. As an internalized space, theory or
philosophy is not only a bridge to globalization but a "dwelling" in which to resist
the universalizing culture of consumerism. ("Intellectual" 5, emphasis added)
Here we are presented with the possibility of resisting not only the consumerism directed
by the West, but also that arising from the market economy of China itself In his
discussions of Chinese postmodemism, Zhang emphasizes the value of the "symbolic
space" of critique as that which serves to challenge new forms of cultural imperialism,
particularly those developing out of contemporary forms of Chinese nationalism.
Zhang focuses, however, on those aspects of Chinese nationalism that he suggests
spring from "a nascent Chinese public sphere . . . the vast discursive space created by a
thriving, omnipresent market and a retreating, decentralized state power" rather than from
the direct coercion of state policies. Zhang calls us to ''rethink Chinese nationalism in
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socioeconomic terms and to contemplate its more profound-rather than immediate and
narrow-political significance in forging a new sense of equality, democracy,
individualism, and community" (X. Zhang, "Nationalism" 110). This draws our attention
to an important distinction. yet Zhang's formulations, as well as his criticism of other
commentators, belies an allegiance to the same binary logic of contention between China
and the West, and the same maneuver to divert attention away from matters of China's
own heterogeneous national composition. Zhang uncritically labels "voluntary" those
aspects of nationalism produced by "popular discourse," and asserts their primary
importance over any officially sanctioned nationalism:
The popular discourse of nationalism, which is fundamentally different from the
state rhetoric of patriotism, indicates a voluntary, rather than a coerced. overlap
between the nation and the state. Even though the popular nationalist discourse
may have the blessing of the state, this blessing has been extremely cautious,
inconsistent, and highly selective, especially since nationalism now assumes the
existence and legitimacy of both the nation-state and individual and civic liberties.
(,'Nationalism" 112)
When faced with significant examinations of China's ongoing efforts at "state-led
nationalism" (such as those of S. Zhao), I believe Zhang concludes too quickly that "for
the moment, the postrevolutionary masses in China seem to have slipped comfortably into
the ideology-free world of a market economy with Chinese characteristics" ("Nationalism"
113).
Wang Hui, a scholar at the Institute of Literary Studies at the Chinese Academy of
Social Sciences (CASS), offers an important and remarkable view ofpostmodernity,
globalization. and postcolonial theory in his contribution to the Social Text special issue.
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Wang suggests that "global capitalism has become the most significant development of the
contemporary world [and] China's socialist reforms have already led to the complete
incorporation of the country's economic and cultural processes into this global market"
(H. Wang 11). For this reason, Wang argues that "China's sociocultural problems ... can

no longer be analyzed from the position of a unitary China," and the subject of the nation
"is no longer a self-evident unit of analysis" (11). Further, he adds a cautionary note:
This does not imply that the contemporary world has succeeded in establishing a
supranational political system. On the contrary, the internationalization of
production and trade has been guaranteed by the old nation form. The problem is
that the nation form is less and less able to adapt itself to the process of globalized
production and culture. (11)
The principle that national interests guarantee the internationalization of economics,
argued by theorists of globalization such as Saskia Sassen (discussed in chapter 6 below),
enables Wang to engage in dialogue with contemporary theory that acknowledges the
presence of Western interests without acquiescing to the dichotomy of China and the
West. Elaborating on "global postmodernism," for example, he specifically argues that
"Chinese postmodernism has never carried out a full-fledged historical analysis of Chinese
modernity, nor have [ever seen one Chinese postmodernist's belief in the relationship
between Chinese modernization [as socialist modernization] and Western modernization
undergo serious historical analysis" (27). Wang also points out, and [am in agreement,
that "in Chinese postmodernism, postcolonial theory is often synonymous with a discourse
on nationalism, which reinforces the ChinaIWest paradigm," and more importantly, ''there
has not been a single Chinese postcolonial critique of Han centrism from the standpoint of
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peripheral culture" (H. Wang 28).
The candor and insight of Wang's arguments offer to those who will listen a clear
sense of how to transform current transnational dialogue into a genuinely critical
exchange. In the next two chapters, the focus of the present study moves to activities and
discourses outside of the People's Republic of China in order to illustrate the meaningful
context for further analysis.
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CHAPTER 3
COLONIAL D[SCOURSE AND (CHINA'S) TIBET

The year 1999 marks the 40th anniversary of the Democratic Reform. During this
period, the snowland has experienced earthshaking changes. Tibet now enjoys
unity of various nationalities, social stability, economic development and an everincreasing higher standard of living. However, many people in the world are vague
about the progress Tibet has so far made, and Tibetan separatists and their foreign
supporters cash in on this situation to mislead them through distortion and outright
lies. China's Tibet has done much to inform the world what is going on in Tibet.
Radi I (D. Liao)

China's Tibet is the resolute title of a magazine published in conjunction with

China's State department since the tumultuous year of 1989. The magazine is printed in
Mandarin, Tibetan, and English, although English remains the language of choice for the
target audience, those foreign readers who are either unfamiliar with China's activities in
Tibet, or worse, who have been "poisoned" by the misleading news reports and
Hollywood films emerging from Western societies. The propaganda push of China's Tibet
began after protests in the late 1980s brought worldwide attention to the unrest in Tibetan
monasteries. [t is not coincidental, either, that the Dalai Lama was awarded the Nobel
Peace Prize in 1989 while Tibetan issues were riding a "new wave of publicity" (Shakya,

Radi, a native of Tibet, is the Executive Vice-Secretary of the Chinese
Communist Party Tibet Autonomous Regional Committee and Chairman of the Tibet
Autonomous Regional People's Congress.
I
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Dragon 431), and that in 1991, the Dalai Lama spoke to U.S. President George Bush and

members ofthe U.S. Congress ofTibet as a "nation under foreign occupation" (W. Smith 622).
At the 1999 celebration in Beijing of the tenth anniversary of China's Tibet,
China's Minister of State of the Ethnic Affairs Commission also stated, "China's Tibet is
read internationally, and welcomed even by Tibetan compatriots residing overseas. It has
become a window on Tibet and a bridge linking Tibet with the rest of the world" (D. Liao
1).2 This chapter considers that while Chinese national identity can be examined with

regard to the interplay of modernization, imperial history, and Western contact, Tibet's
national narratives can be traced through its own experiences with modernity, its own
imperial history in Central and East Asia, and the geo-political intrigues of British India
and the Great Game between Western powers in Asia.
As for the term "Tibet" itself, it currently designates no nation at all, but rather

several different socio-political and geographic entities. The Tibetan word for Tibet, Bod
(pronounced pO), which refers to a "native or original place," has been used by Tibetans at
least since the seventh century and is said to be the origin of the word "Tibet" in English
and other Western languages. 3 The Chinese word for Tibet, Xizang, means "western

Articles from China's Tibet during the past three years have included "Is Tibet an
Independent Country?" ''Border People Enjoy Good Life," "State Aid to Tibet: Over 40
Years," "Tibetan People: Masters of Their Own Fate," "Market Economic Cells Active in
Tibet," "Americans Spellbound: Tibetan Children's Art Troupe in the United States,"
''Dalai Lama's Motives Unmasked," "Dalai Lama and [Japanese terrorist Shoko] Asahara:
Mirror Image of Evil," "Dalai Lama's Secret Deals with the CIA," and, as part ofa
special forum on Heinrich Harrer's Seven Years in Tibet: "The Author is a Nazi."
2

3

See Bell13~ Snellgrove and Richardson 23~ Stein 19.
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treasure," or ''western storehouse," though it is often translated as ''western treasure
house." In contemporary Chinese discourse, however, it is the Xizallg Zizhiqu that figures
into political and cultural matters. This is the Tibetan Autonomous Region (TAR),
established by the PRC in 1965, which includes only that area west of the Yangste river
that had, until 1949. been under the direct control of the Dalai Lama's government. After
1949, other Tibetan areas were incorporated into the western Chinese provinces of Qinhai.
Gansu, Sichuan, and Yunnan. Chinese policies over the past fifty years have differed with
respect to the TAR and other Tibetan areas. Throughout this study, I refer to both
"China" and ''Tibet'' as if the two were equivalent signifiers. I have been reminded at a
conference in China that this is something like referring to "the United States" and
"California," as if California were not an inalienable part of the United States. To this I can
only respond that Ngapoi Ngawang Jigmei, a Tibetan and the Vice-Chairman of China's
National People's Congress Standing Committee, has referred to "both Tibet and the
motherland [China]" in recent remarks, and that the title of China's Tibet itself begs the
question of an independently minded region.
Tibet's own empire had, in the seventh through ninth centuries, expanded to
coincide with the geographic Tibetan plateau, an area roughly the size of Western Europe.
Warren Smith argues that during the period of Tibet's early empire (seventh through ninth
centuries) a specifically "national territory" was formed, and this had much to do with
Tibet's response to ''foreign cultures," particularly China's:
The characteristics which define Tibet as a nation-shared ethnicity, territory,
culture, language and religion-were all consolidated by the shared historical
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experiences of the empire period. The subjective sense of common ethnicity of
already affiliated tribes was strengthened by their association for collective political
and military purposes during the expansion of the Tibetan empire and in its
conflicts with China. A Tibetan sense of collective identity was developed through
encounters with the distinctly foreign cultures of Central Asia, the Tarim, and
China. The propagation of a standardized Tibetan spoken and written language did
much to consolidate Tibetan cultural and national identity. Tibetan cultural
territory was politically delimited by the conquest of the plateau and the institution
of a centralized political administration, and thus became a national territory. (W.
Smith 75)4
Yet it is precisely this provocative and arguable narrative of national identity that the
present study seeks to explore, particularly with regard to the Tibet that encountered the
period of the modem nation-state and the Tibetan socio-political structures that now exist
in a global diaspora and clearly present challenges to any "Tibetan cultural and national
identity." Such an identity, I suggest, must now be examined with regard to the additional
narratives of national identity and transnational exile emerging from Indian, Chinese, and
Western sources. Throughout this study, therefore, "Tibet" will be articulated in a critical
way alongside these narratives.
In the nineteenth century, treaties drawn up between China, Britain, and Tibet had
created significant confusion over Tibet's autonomy with respect to China and its political
borders with India. To this day, in fact, the borders of Tibet remain contested between
India and China, and the legal status of Tibet is contested by several parties, although no
nation has yet recognized a ''free Tibet." Still, Tibet serves as "the legal foundation on

For more on the development of the early Tibetan empire, see W. Smith, TN 5980; R. Stein 56-70.
4
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which both India's and China's border claims rest," because of agreements that were
negotiated in the early years of the century (D. Norbu, "Tibet" 1094).5

Tibet and Colonial Discourse
Postcolonialism, as a Tibetan concern, is a complicated field in which popular
culture and political maneuvering often mix. A recent feature film in China, Red River

Valley (Honghegu), describes how Tibetans and Chinese team up to fight off the 1904
invasion of Tibet by the British Colonel Francis Younghusband .. Red River Valley, which
some commentators suggest is Beijing's reaction to the spate of films about Tibet
produced by Western studios, such as Kundun. Lillie Buddha. and Seven Years in Tibet,
offers melodrama, romance, and a clear condemnation of Western imperialism at the
beginning of the twentieth century. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, while
critics continue to call for resistance to Western imperialism-cultural more often than
military-critics are beginning to ask who, really, is "saying no," and to whom?
Critic Xie Shaobo writes that "postcolonialism signifies an attempt . . . to
reevaluate, rediscover, and reconstruct ... cultures. [t is also an act of rethinking the
history of the world against the inadequacies of the terms and conceptual frames invented
by the West" (10). In this chapter I further suggest that contemporary discussions of
Tibetan issues must be viewed by scholars in a similar way~ that is, rethought against the
inadequacy of of the terms and conceptual frames invented by the West and by China.

For further analysis of twentieth-century Tibetan political history and Sino-Indian
border disputes, see Goldstein, History 299-309~ Shakabpa 253-59~ W. Smith 188-204.
S
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In addition to this "external" challenge to Tibet postcolonialism, Tibetan
communities abroad are faced with another, internal complication, familiar to postcolonial
critics. This is the process whereby a perceived threat of cultural annihilation from without
leads to demands for cultural conformity from within. From the beginning of the Tibetan
diaspora, critiques of Tibetan culture by Tibetans has been censored, and critics have been
physically intimidated by other Tibetans who see themselves, not only as the guardians of
traditional Tibetan culture, but as directors of a struggle the success of which depends on
strictly unified efforts. Western supporters of Tibet, as well, are often very resistant to
criticism of what they see as an innocent victim of cultural aggression. In these areas,
postcolonial criticism is a valuable approach, not for mounting an unfair assault on cultural
and political practices in Tibet, but for examining those activities affecting the global
Tibetan diaspora as much as the global Chinese diaspora.

Cultural Theory, Tibet Studies, and "New-Age Orientalism"
Donald Lopez struck a nerve when he elaborated how the Western interest in
Tibetan Buddhism has created a new kind of"Orientalism." Western adherents of Tibetan
Buddhism and admirers of the Dalai Lama were outraged by the suggestion that the
Western imaginary, through films, books, seminars, and even human-rights organizations,
was continuing to perpetuate the "Shangri-La" myth of Tibet. Lopez argues that <'Tibet's
complexities and competing histories have been flattened into a stereotype" of mystical
monks and pristine landscapes, while even Tibetans themselves subscribe to the
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stereotype, particularly when approaching the international community with requests for
assistance (10). Addressing primarily those aspects of Tibetan society and the global
imaginary involving Buddhism as such, Lopez's thesis resonates with the present, more
secular, study in that the actual, often brutally unfair aspects of Tibetan society have been
overwritten by narratives of a non-violent Tibetan "nation" defending itself from a foreign
aggressor. The result, once again, is the establishing of terms for dialogue that force us to
choose between two unrealistic subject positions.
Despite my own training in literary and cultural studies rather than Tibetology, my
participation in the events and conferences of the International Association of Tibetan
Studies (IATS) has been encouraged. At the 1998 meeting of the IATS, the conference
organizer, Elliot Sperling, noted in his opening comments that he had surprised himself
earlier that week by making a connection between The Canterbury Tales of English
literature and the "pilgrimages" undertaken both by Tibetan Buddhists and by
Tibetologists themselves. I pointed out in my own presentation for the IATS that
Sperling's simple anecdote was reflective of the interconnections, explicit or implied,
between the narratives we read in literature and those we read in anthropology or history,
which have influenced the work of scholars from many countries and many ages. My
involvement with the IATS has been directed toward provoking a broader view and a
more active dialogue on those crucial questions that combine discourse and imagination
with history, academic pursuits, and social endeavors.
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[n a 1994 essay, Tsering Shakya notes from London that as Tibetan studies has
formed a distinct academic discipline (as understood by the Western tradition of Oriental
studies), two predominant lines of institutionalized scholarly work have developed
("Development"). One of these is traditional textual analysis and philology, while the other
is the study-significantly influenced by Western social science methodologies-of
Tibetan culture and society. [ suggest as well a third path of scholarly investigation, that of
transnational cultural theory, including what [ have called world theory in English. which
is in fact already evident in much recent work in the fields of Asian studies. including
Tibetan studies. [ suggest that the challenges such theories pose to traditional assumptions
of the modem nation and social and humanistic inquiry are particularly appropriate for
Tibetan studies, and I indicate here three aspects of Tibetan studies that are meaningfully
related to cultural theory's refiguring of these inquiries. Discussion of these aspects of
Tibetan studies also allows us to recognize the challenges posed by Tibetan studies to
international literary and cultural studies.
The first significant aspect of change is the general movement away from earlier
Orientalizing principles of Tibetan studies. [t is no longer taken for granted that all
scholarship of Tibetan matters must be undertaken by white Europeans in the context of
imperial knowledge production and colonial administration. Literary and cultural critics
Gerald Graff and Bruce Robbins have suggested that theory, rather than describing the
prescriptive rules for practice, is a term more suited to describe the questioning of
practice~

theory '"has become a name for the reflective or second-order discourse that
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breaks out when a community's previously unspoken assumptions are no longer taken for
granted" (428). This breakdown of the controlling narratives (or paradigms) of cultural
critique is crucial to the expansion of Tibetan studies, particularly since echoes of these
older colonial and Orientalist narratives remain in popular literature and film, as well as
scholarly texts. Such narratives have created a cultural spectrum that spans from recent
fictionalized accounts of Tibetan "reality" to the continuing importance of Central Asia in
geopolitical policymaking.
Closely related to this is a recognition of the growing transnationalism and
democratization of the field of Tibetan studies. It was remarked at the seventh Seminar of
the IATS that otherwise estranged scholars residing in China, India, and dozens of other
countries are beginning to exchange views and discuss issues of shared concern. The
organizers of that seminar made a point of expressing their pleasure over the increasing
participation of scholars from Asia and emphasized that such participation should
continue. The increased presence of Tibetan scholars themselves in such international yet
Western-based organizations as the IATS, along with the growing diversity of Tibetan
studies, provokes the kind of theoretical self-reflection taking place in other fields,
including Chinese studies. It becomes an ongoing question not merely of demographic
representation, but of theoretical accountability. That is, attention is paid to the
development of the field-its assumptions, methodologies, objects of knowledge,
institutions, and so on-along lines determined by the social and political conditions of its
cohort. In this way, Tibetan studies have begun to address the theories and cultural
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consequences of Tibet's current transnationalism, including matters of dispersed
populations. exile, socialist modernization, and multi-ethnic national identity.
Third, Tibetan studies as a field is becoming increasingly aware of the agaencies
for constructing and revising narratives of "Tibet" itself [mages of Tibetan culture created
by Hollywood movies such as Kundun and Seven Years in Tibet or Chinese productions
such as Kong Fangzen and Red River Valley beg the question of how Tibetan identity is
maintained as a kind of disputed imaginary territory in a transnational exchange. Cultural
theory, as it is typically conducted in Western scholarship. often focuses on the discourses
and constructions of transnational identity. although the specific features of Tibetan
studies have not yet been adequately integrated into the broader field and theories of
cultural studies. The 1997 meeting of the Association for Asian Studies (AAS) featured
discussions (especially with regard to the influence of critic Homi Bhabha on a wide
variety of studies), of how cultural theory offers an often productive way of viewing
empirical study as part ofa wider "practice of the imagination," that produces the
circumstances of culture as much as it attempts to account for them. I suggest that it is
crucial to see Tibetan studies as related to and informing the body of criticism and theory
developing around postmodem formations of "national" identity, especially at a time when
the field of Chinese studies is rapidly expanding its own valuable analyses of Chinese
national identity and constructions of Chinese modernity. Tibetan studies. as a field, can
significantly refigure theoretical formulations of national and transnational critique.
challenging a traditional Western bias of much cultural studies. At the same time, Tibet's
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often remarked upon constitution as a globally dispersed culture, together with Tibetan
claims to geographic belonging, productively complicates concepts of "genuine national
desire" and demonstrable "ethnic integrity," as I discuss in chapter 4.
Sociologist and art historian Anthony King notes that the beginnings of Cultural
Studies as a multidisciplinary field of inquiry in the 1960s actually signaled a kind of
"crisis" in the humanities as well as the social sciences, not least because this new field
actively foregrounded the political aspects of cultural study: "Subversive in intent, the field
was consciously concerned with transforming the practice of producing knowledge, with
issues of cultural politics, and with asking cultural and theoretical questions in relation to
power" ("Spaces" 2). King also traces the development of Cultural Studies through the
seventies and eighties, highlighting the way that studies of English culture and history
established a kind of foundation for further work, while, at the same time, the concept of a
national culture as such was under scrutiny. "The question arises," explains King, "as to
whether the nationally defined society is the most appropriate unit either for cultural or for
social analysis" ("Spaces" 3). Consequently, much recent work in cultural studies both
draws on and provokes cultural theories in an international or transnational register.
This register, or dimension, of the transnational is particularly useful to anyone
attempting to engage matters of Tibet, past and present. Rather than strictly international
dialogue between distinct, self-sovereign agents, Tibet's contested status with regard to
history, culture, and geopolitics calls for a perspective on politico-cultural issues from
which we might interrogate those subjects who move between nations. Globalization
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theory, especially as it has been shaped by postcolonial discourse, is a key feature of such
transnational inquiry.

Globalization. as a controlling concept connecting much theoretical scholarship
with political and economic events around the world, is currently presented as the
homogenization (or "McDonaldization") of cultures, in which the neo-imperial dominance
of Western!American interests threatens so-called indigenous cultures with extinction,
while it is also viewed as the salutary processes by which weaker regions and nations are
increasingly gaining access to a promising global economy. In a neutral assessment, the
term is used to refer to the "global-human condition" or 'lhe consciousness of the world
as such" (Roland Robertson, quoted in King, "Spaces" 11). I suggest that globalization in
much of Tibetan studies as an active acknowledging of the necessarily transnational
character of our work. Tibet's existence in the modem era as a transnational entity is, of
course, illustrated by the global Tibetan diaspora as well as the composition and activities
of the scholars gathered here. Tibetans and Tibetan scholars live and work in dozens of
countries as citizens and as refugees and have created a loose, varied network of Tibetan
culture and history. Dispersion such as this also becomes the object of diaspora studies,
which, as Khachig Tololyan notes, is a multifaceted affair, in which
the disciplines and discourse that both investigate and help to construct diaspora
are inevitably multiple and, of necessity, simultaneously attentive to culture and
politics; their concert and conflict may prove instructive to those traditional
disciplines of the social sciences and humanities which, because they emerged
when the university flourished with the support of the nation-state, both investigate
and valorize the culture and history of the nation-state. (''Rethinking'' 8)
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It is clear that the motivations for and consequences of pursuing Tibetan studies
have multiplied and changed since early European scholars and adventurers formed an
integral part of imperial operations throughout Asia. and since Chinese scholars and
administrators worked to write the history and culture of Tibet into the narrative of the
Middle Kingdom. Topics at the 1995 seminar of the IATS in Graz, Austria, ranged from
critical examinations of the Younghusband expedition to studies of Tibetan exile
communities in several countries. Papers also raised questions of the transformation of
Tibetan ethnicity within China, the changing status of Tibetan women, Tibetan fiction as
Chinese-language texts, and exile Tibetan art. At the international symposium, "Mythos
Tibet," convened in

Bo~

Germany, in 1996, scholars specifically focused on the images

of Tibet-often misinformed, misleading, and culturally debilitating-that have circulated
and continue to circulate in the West.
Not only do these studies signal a shift away from a strictly Orientalist form of
cultural inquiry, but they hint at an important trend toward viewing culture as a
transnational and interdisciplinary process of engagement as well as a complex feature of
nation-states. Tibet's history and culture are implicated in nation-states and empires,
present and past, and they are also matters of diaspora, transnationality, and globalization.
Indeed, several of the papers at the 1998 IATS seminar addressed such subjects as the
features of modem Tibetan and Chinese nation-building, the international legal status of
Tibetan refugees, the multivocality of the Gesar epic, displacement as a key factor in
Tibetan historiography, and Tibetan-language textbooks in Chinese schools.
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Tibetan studies undertaken in the People's Republic of China also emphasize a
critical view of the Orientalizing and imperialist history of much previous Western
scholarship, and even contemporary Western studies may be condemned for their
interference into China's internal affairs. A recent commentary from the magazine China's
Tibet charges that Tibetan studies in the West today "are often reduced to the level of a

tool used by certain anti-China forces" (Onben 27). However, there are calls within
Chinese studies (if not Tibetan studies) to develop a more sophisticated approach to the
transnational nature of the Chinese nation. That is, transnationality, diaspora, and
globalization are seen as matters of China's own current cultural and political reality, and
scholars would do well to develop new critical vocabularies for debating the issues that
cross over the boundaries of the nation-state, such as global economics, cultural
imperialism, the proliferation of media and information technologies, and, in fact, the
multinational aspects of China's ethnic composition.
Attention to issues of Tibetan studies, as I argue throughout this study, can
contribute to the unsettling of narrow definitions of national identity so that scholarly
inquiry more accurately reflects the contemporary reality of a Chinese state comprised of
various cultures and histories and a Tibetan "nation" fragmented not only by colonialist
discourse, exile, and global dispersion, but by divisions within Tibetan societies
themselves. While cultural theory offers methods of engaging such matters, there remain
obvious difficulties in shared scholarship, particularly by scholars of China who either view
Tibet as an unapproachable subject to raise with foreigners, or who define Chinese studies
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in such a way as to bracket away any mention of Tibet, and scholars of Tibet who either

hesitate to engage Chinese narratives of Tibet past and present or, on the other hand,
valorize such narratives out of all proportion in the service of state power.
Yet it is the very nature of contemporary cultural theory, in its dialectical
operations of self-reflexive engagement, to develop new structures of debate and terms for
discussion even in the face of stark confrontation, moving peripheral matters to the center
of debate and even rearticulating the very nature of dialogue. In the final section of this
chapter, I illustrate how Tibetan issues can be moved from the periphery of critical
commentary on Rudyard Kipling's Kim to the center of discussions of how Tibet has itself
served as the central focus of interrelated projects of imperialism, national identity
construction, and spiritual salvation.

Sharing Colonial Narratives: Kipling's Kim
and Spiritual Politics

Zohreh Sullivan illustrates a dominant perspective of Kim criticism when she notes that
the novel's "unworldly and childlike" Teshoo Lama is "Kim's ideal father, who hopes to teach
him' other and better desires'" (ISS). In a related way, Sara Suleri considers "the consequences

of imperial prematurity" and concludes that Kim ultimately expresses a tragic, trapped
adolescence, with the figure of the lama signifying "an atrophied absence of adulthood" (11 S,
117). The present paper takes as its point of departure the general question of these two
essays, that ofKim's-and British India's-future, and offers an answer that reconsiders the
role of Kim's lama in the light of three factors: Kipling's disillusion over the seeming "twilight"
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of empire, British policy toward Tibet at the turn of the century, and Kipling's treatment of
Tibetan Buddhism. My reading suggests that Kipling in fact offers a figure for a renewed
imperial program based on Tibetan spirituality as experienced through the British., and that this
figure emerges from and serves Britain's policy as much as Kipling's nostalgia.
Sullivan, foUowing what Angus Wilson calls Kipling's preoccupation with "the idea of
parents in a man's life" (11, original emphasis)6_that is, the notion of a guiding model for
future development-focuses her reading of Kim on the way Kim's search for a father figure
("parental" being largely "paternal" in her reading) becomes emblematic of his own frustrated
identity within the imperial project. Sullivan suggests that Kim's story "exists against the
background of an absent dead father whose failure makes possible the Indianization of his son
and risks the danger ofbouodary blurring between the colonizer and the colonized" (150). In
this formulation, Kim' s equivocal identity threatens his own hereditary role as "paternal
controUer of aU his Indian subjects," and so he needs to find a new role model.
Sullivan's reading is based 00 the suggestion that "1897 was a year that fiightened
Kipling" (145). In refusing to celebrate Queen Victoria's Diamond Jubilee, Kipling seemed in
denial of the underlying cause ofhis mounting depressiorr-',he threatening coUapse of many
sustaining structures of empire" (145). With the rise of the United States and Germany as
world powers and the complicated nature of Britain's struggles with Russia in Asia, the British

6 Kipling's own parents, in fact, had sent six-year-old Rudyard and his younger
sister away from their home in Bombay to be boarded at Southsea, England for several
years. Wilson notes that while the practice of sending English children home from India
during their middle childhoods was common among the English living in India, the young
Kiplings' experience may have been particularly difficult (Wilson 17-22).
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empire seemed faced with the puzzling question of how to proceed with its "central
conunitment to India" (145). Sullivan quotes Max BelotI's explanation of the principal
contradiction of British India as it moved toward the twentieth century:
The problem was thus to combine within a single system of government both an empire
dedicated to the ideas of representative government and to a high measure of
autonomy for its member nations. and an empire to which most respoOSlble persons
believed those principles to be inapplicable; either because they were unsuited to
peoples of another and very different civilization or because they would, if introduced.
lead to the complete severance of ties with the imperial metropolis. (145)
The guiding principle of empire is therefore split: there stands either a democratic, egalitarian
partner in government or a benevolent parent looking out for the best interests of subject
peoples, and the two could not stand together.
Wilson records that although Kipling's departure from India in 1889 ended "the unique
and most enduring total imaginative experience of his life," it also "saved him from wasting

himself trying to resolve the insoluble contradictions ofindia" (119). For the rest of his career,
however, Kipling continued to re-encounter and re-imagine the Indian and the Anglo-Indian:
More inunediately, of course, it was the presence of Tamil servants that he noticed in
Burma and the likeness to Anglo-Indian life of the British scene in Singapore botanical
gardens. In the United States, a Negro waiter incurred his hatred by speaking of
Indians with contempt, and he met with delight some babu gentleman in an Atlantic
coast hotel. Back in England, he mostly expressed his disgust at London life through
the stories told by fictitious Indian characters. (Wtlson 120)
Why then, with romantic-imperial India figuring so prominently in Kipling's life and work, did

the author ofKim feature a non-Indian in his "master work ofimperialism',?7 By way of an
answer, I return to Sullivan's essay and follow her suggestion that Kipling attempted to draw

7 Said, Introduction 45.
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together "the best" of what he had experienced in India with the inevitable progress of the
West.

As Kipling was working "most intensely" on Kim in 1898, his beloved uncle Edward

Burne-Jones died, and Kipling's sister began to experience the mental illness that would affect
her for years. Sullivan notes Kipling's pleasure at having completed the book (published in
1901) during such a difficult time, and quotes the author: "In a gloomy. windy autumn Kim
came back to me with sincere insistence and I took it to be smoked over with my father. Under
our united tobaccos it grew like the Djinn released from the brass bottle" (147). Reunited with
his father (the model, after all, of the curator of the museum at Lahore), Kipling, grown to
pipe-smoking manhood himself, is able to survey, capture and inscribe his profound "fear of
loss and the nostalgia for a lost Indian past, a lost dream of pOSSlbility for an eternal childhood
in an imagined India, a fantasy of integration between oppositional roles of colonizer and
colonized and of the master who rules and the child who desires" (148). Sullivan elaborates this
central theme of the novel by noting that while Kim seems to embody the kind of contradiction
inherent in empire, he is yet able to find any number of ,'parents" who can validate his identity.
However, Kim's activity, fantasy notwithstanding, is ultimately a controlling and reinforcing
imperial move, reintroducing new and increasingly insidious forms of power. It is a stable
identity that Kim recreates, if only because of its ability to consistently manifest relations of
surveillance and control. As Sullivan asserts, Kipling's novel "constructs a pathology of selves
which illuminates the pathology of empire" (180).
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Similarly, Sara Suleri considers how, in Kim, "empire confronts the necessary
perpetuation of its adolescence in relation to its history" (111). However, against Sullivan's
reading of a sinister solution to the contradictions of empire, Suleri explores the impossibility of
and frustration over finding any kind of solution at all. Time itself is troubling to empire, Suleri
suggests, because it forces an awareness of history and empire's disrupting role in history. The
present tense, then, is the only adequate mode for a presentation of imperial activity, and
questions that extend either backward or forward in time are cause for anxiety in empire and in
Kim.
Kim's identity suffers from this temporal anxiety, since the young Englishman has no

clear sense of where and how to proceed:
Kipling's narrative internalization of the superficiality of imperial time engenders both
the adolescent energy of his tales anel-in texts like Kim-the immanence of tragic
loss, of an obsessively impelled discourse that lacks any direction in which to go. The
"What is Kim?" and "Who is Kim" questions that haunt the latter half of the text,
therefore, are equally queries that the narrative poses about empire's relation to the
colonization of its time. (Suleri 113)
Tragic loss and confusion, however, are neither indicators of innocent nostalgia nor
impediments to imperial processes, specifically colonialism. Suleri suggests that we read Kim in
order to recognize, not Kipling's "ethical blindness:.a but "a far more problematic
representation of how rarified may be colonialism's engagement with cultural conflict" ( 1(5).
That is, Kim's questions are themselves symptoms ofan inescapable colonial dynamic of

administered identity.

8

Said also remarks on the novel's "absence of conflict" (Introduction 23).
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"Aphasia" is the term Suleri uses to designate the catalyst of this colonial dynamic. A

kind of narrative forgetfulness affects Kim both as a defense from and as a tool for the Great
Game. In fact, "Kim is the Game, and finaUy is unable to separate it from the parameters of its
own history. Kim's collaboration is therefore emblematic of not so much an absence of conflict
as the terrifying absence of choice in the operations of colonialism" (116). "Anarchic
disempowerment" results from British colonialism in India, and, having no choice in the matter,
both Kim and the lama are adversely affected. Kim is perpetually adolescent and the lama
represents "an atrophied absence of adulthood" (117).
Suleri characterizes the lama as "naive," "childlike," and "infantile," and, as regards
Kim, the lama "remains the sole territory, as it were, upon which Kim may exercise the

diversity of interpretation" (123). That is, Suleri suggests that the lama is not a parent figure
but rather a "figurative trove" from which Kim can draw in order to practice the dissimulation
necessary for his "message-bearing" role in the colonial economy of information (122-23).
While Suleri sees the relationship of Kim and the lama as one of inescapable advantagetaking in the name of the Great Game, Sullivan sees in this relationship an imperial fantasy:
What appears to be a boy's adventure story is also a complex fantasy of idealized
imperialism and coloniali~ and the friendship between Kim and his lama is Kipling's
fable of the ideal relationship between the Englishman (ever a boy at heart) and the
Indian-eterna1ly passive, unworldly, and childlike. As the creator of the colonial fable,
Kipling confronts the necessary contradictions in colonial identity, but then resolves the
contradictions by allowing Kim's love for the lama to blur the reality of his rejection of
the lama's values. (150)
My own reading of Kim combines this suggestion of a new "colonial fable" that rescues Kim
from his orphaned state with Suleri's view ofa relationship in which Kim uses the lama as an
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unwitting accomplice, but this reading requires revision of each critic's misleading treatment of
the lama.

By identifYing the Tibetan lama with "the Indian-eternally passive, unworldly, and
childlike," Sullivan allows her reading to miscalculate the true effects of Kipling's "new"
colonial relationship. The lama is specifically no/Indian, but an unfamiliar outsider, and it is
against late nineteenth-century political maneuvering of British India, Tibet, and China that
Kipling's vision of a new empire should be viewed. Likewise, Suleri' s insistence on the lama's
"infantile" nature forces us to read the novel from the point of view of the very people in the
novel to whom the lama is unfamiliar. By noting Kipling's attempts at a detailed treatment of
Tibetan Buddhism in Kim, an alternative reading allows us to restore the role played by this
religion in history and in the novel. In the foUowing section, I examine the consequences of
viewing the lama as an outsider and how Kipling's treatment of the character suggests a
personal, nostalgic vision of empire conjoined with British imperial policy.
Kipling clearly introduces the lama as an outsider to India:
His face was yeUow and wrinkled, like that ofFook Sing, the Chinese
bootmaker in the bazaar. His eyes turned up at the comers and looked like little slits
of onyx.
"Who is that?" said Kim to his companions.
''Perhaps it is a man," said Abdullah, finger in mouth, staring.
'Without a doubt," returned Kim; but he is no man of India that I have ever
seen." (52, original emphasis)
Unknown even to the discerning Kim, "who thought he knew all castes," this lama can only
vaguely be compared to the Chinese bootmaker in the local bazaar.
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Alal,1air Lamb writes that by the end of the nineteenth century anxiety over British

India's control of its border with the distinctly unfamiliar Tibet had grown to be a major
concern of the current Viceroy Lord Elgin and his successor (in (899), Lord Curzon. One
important cause of this anxiety was a frustrating lack of significant information about Tibet,
which had long been isolated from most foreign contact. By 1898, notes Lamb, "the Indian
Government knew less of what went on in [the Tibetan cities ot] Lhasa and Shigatse than it did
at the time of Warren Hastings"~ and further, "this was a serious matter in a period when the
signs were pointing towards Tibet becoming a field for Anglo-Russian competition" ( (89).
The English did not want to see Russia (nor France, see Lamb 18S) claim Tibet as part
of its own expanding empire. Sir John Ardagh, in charge of British Intelligence in India from
1896 to 1898, warned that the apparent fall of both Chinese Turkestan (now called Xinjiang

Province) and the Kashgar region foreshadowed a Russian move on Tibet. His solution,
therefore, was simply to preempt that move: "unless we secure the reversion of Lhasa, we may
find the Russians there before us.',9 Lamb calls the situation a "power vacuum" on the verge of
being filled, and describes the British position this way:
... the means whereby the Indian Government could carry out a Tibetan policy were
to a very great extent determined by the history of many years of effort to establish
closer relations with Tibet. Tibetan suspicions, the result of a long process of
misunderstanding British intentions, would not disappear overnight. (191)10
9

Quoted in Lamb, 191.

10 In his account, Lamb, like Kipling, tends to underplay the truth behind the
"misunderstandings" between the British and the Tibetans, and he distances earlier British
activity in the region (as weD as British policy as viewed from England) from the 1903
massacre at Guru. There, under the command of Francis Younghusband, an advance
guard heading to Lhasa for "discussion" met with local resistance and killed from SOO to
700 Tibetan soldiers (238-39). Lamb's account asserts that much of the massacre was the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

122
Two important features of the "long process of misunderstanding" was a series of treaties and
trade agreements that led Tibetans to believe that the British were clearly out to expand their
empire into Tibet as they had throughout India (Lamb 184), as well as the effectiveness of
Chinese propaganda intended to convince the Tibetans that the British would destroy their
religion (Shakabpa 196). Lamb notes that in the face of these challenges, "the new policy
towards Tibet was designed to ensure that Tibet would decide to ally herself with the British
and not with the Russians. It was a policy of both pressure and persuasion" (195).
Kipling makes use of the predicament, as the British saw it, in the plot of Kim. Most
obvious is the presence of the French and Russian spies, who are clearly distinguished from the
English, both in their perceptions and their intentions:
The Englishman is not, as a rule, familiar with the Asiatic, but he would not strike
across the wrist a friendly Babu who had accidentally upset a killa with a red oilskin
top. On the other hand, he would not press drink upon a Bahu were he never so
friendly, nor would he invite him to meat. The strangers did all these things .... (286)
These two "strangers" do what the British do not do in the novel: they insult India and
Buddhism, and because the (unenlightened) Russian "saw no more than an old man haggling
over a dirty piece of paper" (291), he tries to seize the lama's sacred drawing of the Wheel of
Life. Kim and the museum curator, on the other hand, have shown respect for the lama's
drawing. The ensuing fight with the spies transforms the calm mountainside, which had
reminded the lama of the mountains near his monastery in Tibet, into a scene of violent
international struggle. This struggle features Russia and France, brutishly fighting over
result of personal fear and confusion, just as Kipling assens the personal nature of Kim's
and the lama's activities.
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something they do not appreciate, pitted against a Britain cooperating with '1ndia in transition"
(288) and the spiritual promise of Tibet.
Tsepon Shakabpa's account of the Tibetan situation largely concurs with Lamb's, but
draws attention to the role of the Manchu-Chinese government. He notes that the British policy

towards Tibet began in the middle of the nineteenth century, when the Tibetan state of Ladakh

was attached to Kashmir, and the Ladakhi towns ofSpiti and Lahul were incorporated into
British India; further, the British had occupied Almora, a former Gurkha territory. "these
events," writes Shakabpa, "combined with Manchu allegations that the British would destroy
their religion, made the Tibetans avoid contact with them (Shakabpa 196). From at least the
sixteenth century, the Chinese had been involved with Tibetan affairs, and more recently had
attempted to serve as go-between for the Tibetans, who were unwilling to deal directly with
the English. 11 Shakabpa suggests that, to the British, the Chinese seemed the lesser of two evils
when it came to finding a liaison for the Tibetans:
Britain was aware of China's internal weaknesses and was concerned with the prospect
of Russia extending her influence in Tibet. The Tibetans had no intention of being
influenced by any outside force; but the British did not know this as the Tibetans
refused to make contact with them. The British were concerned with stabilizing the
frontiers of India, and when they heard that the Tibetans were in contact with the
Russians, it was considered more in the British interest if Tibet were kept under
Manchu influence. (Shakabpa 196)

11 One example of such negotiations between China and Britain is the 1885
decision of the Manchu emperor to grant permission for a British expedition from China to
India by way of Tibet. The Tibetans would not allow the expedition to pass through their
region, so, ''to compensate the British, China recognized the British annexation of Burma"
(Shakabpa 198).
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In Kim, the Chinese presence is treated with remarkable subtlety. In the first pages of

the nove~ Kipling allows for Tibet to be clearly distinguished from China. but only in the voice
of a Tibetan. When the mysterious lama is identified as a Khitai, a Chinese, the lama responds
"I am no Khitai. but a Bhotiya [Tibetan]" (53). While Abdullah, a native, can speculate on the
lama as Chinese, the English museum curator knows just who the stranger is, and their
encounter suggests the superior yet benevolent British position regarding Tibetan culture:
"'Welcome, then, 0 lama from Tibet. Here be the images, and I am here'-he glanced at the
lama's face-to gather knowledge. 'Come to my office a while.' the old man was trembling
with excitement" (55).12
Significantly, the curator's gift to the lama, his glasses, replaces the lama's old glasses
"of Chinese work." The lama's response, "'How scarcely do I feel them! How clearly do I
see! ,,, suggests the natural, effortless insight offered to the Tibetan by the British (55). The
implication is not necessarily that the lama is trading one way of seeing for another, but rather
that the British offer a way of seeing the same things better: when the curator looks at the
lama's old glasses, he sees that "they were heavily scratched, but the power was almost exactly
that of his own pair" (59-60). In other words, the British do not want to change Tibet so much
as continue and promote Tibet's "search." The curator's other gifts, "white English paper" and
sharpened pencils, "all good for a scnbe," reinforce the need for a narrative accounting of this
progress. This instance of gift-giving, in fact, reflects the political need for accurate written
12 SuUivan also notes that the lama "can be completely appreciated by his English

"chela" [disciple] and by the English curator," although what she identifies as the object of
appreciation is the lama's "values that are unearthly and unworldly" (153). My own
reading suggests that there is more to the British "appreciation."
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infonnation about Tibet. The entire introduction of the lama in Kim, I would argue, reflects the
"persuasive" aspect of Britain 's Tibet policy.
The "colonial fable" that underlies Kim does not exclusively address Britain and India,
but rather engages Tibet to address the complexities of the imperial situation. The lama,
representing Tibet and Tibetan Buddhism. is presented as a (super)natural symbol of transIndia sovereignty. At the point of the lama's enlightenment, the holy man describes what he
experiences as his soul leaves his body to draw "near to the Great Soul":
At that point, exalted in contemplation, I saw all Hind, from Ceylon in the sea to the
Hills, and my own painted rocks at Such-zen: I saw every camp and village, to the
least, where we have ever rested. I saw them at one time and in one place; for they
were within the Soul. (337)
Contemplation, not colonization, merges India, Britain, and Tibet, and the temporal element is
ignored in favor of"one time and one place." All of India, from the sea to the hills, is united
with the lama's own homeland, and the reference points for this unity are the camps and
villages where Tibet and Britain "rested" together. This is more than simply another example of
imperial rhetoric, a pretense of spiritual promise hiding the British need for territory. This
passage, while functioning as British ideology, also suggests Kipling's hope that empire's
"progress" can somehow correspond to spiritual enlightenment.
Kipling was very familiar with Edwin Arnold's Light ofAsia, the life and teachings of
the Gautama Buddha, who began his life as Prince Siddhartha. Arnold's book, published in
1879, served as a main source of Buddhist philosophy for nineteenth-century audiences. In his
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book. Arnold describes Siddhartha's night of escape from his father's palace, and notes the
extent of his future influence:
From Himalay unto the Indian Sea,
A tremor spread, as if earth's soul beneath
Stirred with an unknown hope~ and holy books Which tell the story of our Lord-say, too,
That rich celestial musics thrilled the air
From hosts on hosts of shining ones, who thronged
Eastward and westward, making bright the night Northward and southward, making glad the ground. (74)
Here, the Buddha's own wandering life, following his separation from his father, suggests
empire, spreading out in all directions, particularly on Indian ground.
The implications of what I would call "Imperial Buddhism" are clear in Arnold's
preface to Light ofAsia:
the spiritual dominions of this ancient teacher extend, at the present time, from Nepaul
and Ceylon over the whole Eastern Peninsula to China, Japan, Thibet, Central Asia,
Siberia, and even Swedish Lapland. India itself might fairly be included in this empire of
belief, for though the profession of Buddhism has for the most part passed away from
the land of its birth, the mark of Gautama' s sublime teaching is stamped ineffaceably
upon modern Brahminism .... (v)
While areas of particular interest to the British empire are mentioned as united "dominions" at

the present time, this passage also suggests the estrangement of parent and child, an anxiety
arising from the past and looking with hope toward the future. Like the Buddha, Buddhism
itselfleft its father's p~lndia-and the Buddhist reintroduction by way of the British
empire (as reflected in Kim) signals another aspect of empire's struggle to reunite with the
father. The role of ,father," as Suleri notes, is paradoxically attnbutable to the "son":
Buddhism is both "born of India" and its spiritual master~ Kim is both a ''lost son" and the
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British master of India. In Light ofAsia, Arnold suggests Buddha's paternal function (neatly
figured with the Orientalist's necessary contribution of preserving and disseminating Indian
texts), as he expresses his hope that his book "will preserve the memory of one who loved
India and the Indian peoples" (ix). And, finally, his account of the Buddha notes that he who
was "lost a PrincelIs found greater than the King of kings" (133).
In his elaboration of Arnold's "empire ofbeliet:" Kipling can envision a motive for
empire that combines the spirituality that "belongs" in India with an expansionist directive
seemingly validated by Buddhism itself: and, more importantly, this motive also reunites the
father and the son in a politically strategic manner. Buddhism belongs in India for spiritual
enlightenment, but Tibet's Buddhism allows Britain to negotiate the political configuration of
Tibetan (and, by extension, Chinese) territories.
In Kim, I would suggest, Britain's Tibet policy is not only reflected in the plot and key
characters, but also becomes conjoined with Kipling's disillusion over the progress of empire,
and the result is a new vision of Britain's future in Asia. The succeeding generation of British
sahibs will not be characterized as sahibs at all, but enlightened, world-wise, and multifaceted

chelas.13

Wilson also suggests this reading, although he does not examine how Kipling's
"allegory" articulates with British policy, as my paper attempts to do: "The story of Kim
and the Lama is . . . an allegory of that seldom portrayed ideal, the world in the service of
spiritual goodness, and, even less usual, spiritual goodness recognizing its debt to the
world's protection. It is the culmination and essence of all the transcendence that Kipling
gained from his Indian experience" (W'tlson 132-33).
13
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To conclude, I briefly outline Kipling's portrayal of Kim as a model for the new sahib-

chela. a model that makes clear that an "ideal India"14 is one in which Tibet must participate in
concert with the British.
The lama is not the only pilgrim who achieves enlightenment in the novel. Kim, the
"friend of all the world," also undergoes a translation that likens him to Buddha, referred to in
Light of Asia as "the Friend ofall, the Prince of all" (133). While both Sullivan and Suleri make
a point of distinguishing between Kim's "utilitarianism" and the lama's "unworldliness," the
novel suggests that each character shares these qualities. IS
The lama himselfrecognizes that his drawings of the Wheel of Life are related to the
British drawings of imperial life: "for we be craftsmen together. thou and [," he says to the
curator (60). [t should be pointed out that, to the Tibetan lama, Buddhist ''utilitarianism''
demands attention to precisely those aspects of the world that most people consider negligible
or frivolous. In fact, to the lama's mind, it is the British preoccupation with worldly power that
is "childlike," since all of the material gains of empire mean nothing to the ultimate reality of
Buddhahood. Seen from this point of view, the lama's own pilgrimage-his "survey" of Indian
territory-is merely the deceptive appearance of an inner survey of the territory of
Buddhahood. It is significant that both the lama and the Orientalist curator are extremely well-

14 Said uses this phrase to describe "an eternally integral part of the Empire"
(Introduction 34~ also quoted in Suleri 128)
Satya Mohanty also characterizes the lama's "blissful and soporific" nature as
distinct from Kim's pragmatic character (318).
IS
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versed in the narratives of Buddhist thought but neither of them knows "where the arrow fell"~
neither knows, given the narrative, exactly how to proceed.
As Kim serves as the lama's chela, which he begins to do from his first sight of the holy
man, he also traces a "game" of his own fantasy across the Indian landscap(}-the "boy's
adventure tale" noted by critics. At the novel's end, Kim is found at the limits of both his
personal capabilities and of British India, and his experience of this limit induces the anxiety
described by Sullivan and the oblivion suggested by Suleri. This anxiety and oblivion resolve in
Kim's long sleep in which "Kim slid ten thousand miles into slumber" (324). Unable to
remember precisely what transpired during his sleep, Kim can only recall that "the days and
nights passed like bars of white and black, opening and shutting" (325). This recollection
resembles Buddhist descriptions of the passage through the bardo, or death-state, and suggests
the possibility of Kim's spiritual enlightenment.
Moreover, the "bars of white and black" also resonate with Kim's ongoing negotiation
of his identity, black and white identities replace one another, enabling and disabling, "opening
and shutting." The "color line" (to borrow Mohanty's phrase) is enabling when the lama is
injured and Kim "remembered he was a white man, with a white man's camp-fittings at his
service" (293), yet it is disabling when Kim is confronted with the designation "sahib" by the
lama: "'Thou hast said there is neither black nor white. Why plague me with this t~ Holy
One? .... It vexes me. I am not a Safub, I am thy chela, and my head is heavy on my
shoulders'" (319).
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Despite (or because of) Kim's protests, the lama's view ultimately carries the novel's
vision: Kim is both sahib and chela because, in Kipling's fonnulation of the "empire ofbeliet:"
the sahib's duty is to become a chela The British will not give up their role as masters, but they
will, in their already "enlightened" states, accept the new commitment to freeing the entire

world from non-imperial ignorance. The new sahib-chela, as the Kipling of Kim saw himself, is
one whose enlightenment comes with the rejection of a perpetually restrictive color line. The
lama, calming Kim's fears of being eternally alienated by the dynamics of empire, expresses
Kipling's vision: "'Patience a little! We reach Freedom together. Then thou and I, upon the far
bank of the River, will look back upon our lives as in the Hills we saw our days' marches laid
out behind us. Perhaps 1 was once a Salub'" (319). Ofcourse, to a Buddhist world view, it is
possible that the lama had once been a sahib, but Kipling's words suggest that he is less
concerned with the transitory nature of all beings on the Wheel of Life than he is in assuaging
his, and Britain's, anxiety over an empire that threatens to coUapse in the face of irreduCible
differences between the British, Indians, and Tibetans.
The lama's final words reinforce the notion that not only does the continuing empire
belong in India and Tibet-as in its lost parents' home-but the "days' marches" noted by the
lama (and performed by British surveyors and soldiers) will be subsumed in a static image:

'''Son of my Soul, I have wrenched my Soul back from the Threshold of Freedom to free thee
from all sirr-as [ am free, and sinless! Just is the Wheel! Certain is our deliverance! Come!' He
crossed his hands on his lap and smiled, as a man may who has won salvation for himself and
his beloved" (338).
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The lama calls for Kim to come with him to the "certainty of his deliverance," yet the
lama stays put and meditates. Enlightenment does not resemble the actions necessary to
achieve enlightenment. Contemplation serves as the new face of colonization. The novel's
concluding passage, emblematic of Kim's larger structure, belies Kipling's use of the HinduBuddhist notion of deceptive materiality to validate the continuing realization of British
imperial ideology.
A century after Kim, exile Tibetans find themselves again facing colonial narratives
arising from the interests and discourses of China. India, and the West. The foUowing chapter
examines how one Tibetan institution based in India engages literary translation as a way of
articulating a new discourse for what has become a globally dispersed, culturally fragmented
Tibetan nation.
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CHAPTER 4

TRANSLATlNG TmET'S CULTURAL DISPERSION

In the closing years of the 1940s, the Tibetan government formed a trade
delegation that traveled to India, China, the United Kingdom, and the United States. The
new delegation intended, among other things, to renegotiate existing trade relations with
India, improve access to foreign currencies such as the American dollar and British pound,
and open formal relations with a world community largely uninformed of Tibet's political
existence. Delegation members carried Tibetan passports, which were recognized by all of
the countries visited (Shakabpa 294-95).1
Diverging from Tibet's history of relative isolation, the thirteenth Dalai Lama
(1876-1933) had actually taken the first steps, largely in reaction to imperial threats from
Britain and China, to enhance Tibet's political and cultural integrity. Several of the Dalai
Lama's programs initiated new contacts with other countries: a friendship treaty was
signed with Mongolia, paper currency and postage stamps were introduced, English
education was (for a time) conducted, and relationships with India, Japan, and the United
States were strengthened or begun (Shakabpa 249-52, 264-68). In 1947, then, when the

1 Goldstein, however, raises questions about the recognition of the Tibetan
passports (History 585-87).
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fourteenth (and present) Dalai Lama was still too young to assume his full leadership role,
his regents hoped that the trade delegation would further demonstrate Tibet's independent
status to the rest of the world. 2
Historians and commentators have noted, however, that Tibet's attempts to
address its changing role in global politics during the early twentieth century were simply
too limited and came too late (Ingram 408n). Events since 1949 have confirmed the
impossibility of adequately articulating Tibet's political and cultural roles through trade
missions, passports, and naively optimistic diplomacy. Today, the vast region of Tibet
remains under the occupation and administration of the People's Republic of China, with
some areas incorporated into Chinese provinces and a smaller region designated as the
Tibetan Autonomous Region (TAR). As a result, approximately six million Tibetans
currently live under Chinese administration, while hundreds of thousands of Tibetans have

fled their country to live as refugees or immigrants in several other countries. Tibet's
current struggle for independence, prompted by the 1949 occupation, continues to this day
in a variety of contexts barely glimpsed by Tibetans nearly half a century ago. 3

For more detailed analyses, see Shakabpa regarding Tibetan independence during
the first two decades of the twentieth century (246-59) and Goldstein regarding Tibet's
"further attempts at international visibility" (History 560-10).
2

3 William Overholt, in a study of China's economic reform, offers this comparison
to describe occupied Tibet's struggle for independence: ''For good or ill, their chances of
achieving independence are poorer than the chances of any major American Indian tribe.
Advocacy of the hopeless cause of independence can only bring greater suppression and
suffering-as would happen if someone egged the Apaches into a bid for independence
from the United States" (380). Alternatively, in this chapter I examine the ways in which
the international community is already (and always has been) implicated in Tibet's
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In 1959, ten years after refugees had first begun to flee, Tibetans were faced with
making serious choices regarding the future of their culture. In that year, the present Dalai
Lama was forced to flee from Lhasa at the height of the March uprising against Chinese
abuses." While stiU on Tibetan soil and upon hearing that the Chinese government had
dissolved the Tibetan government, the Dalai Lama proclaimed a temporary Tibetan
government-in-exile. Back in Lhasa, the Chinese army had already responded to the
uprising by shelling several key Tibetan buildings and killing as many as 12,000 Tibetans
(Shakabpa 319-20). Indian Prime Minister Nehru then granted the Dalai Lama and his
escape party political asylum, and, following a brief stay in Mussoorie, the Dalai Lama and

formulations of its own independence, formulations that, as in cases of Native-American
political activities, oUght not to be cynically attributed to "egging on."
"More precisely, on March 10, 1959, thousands of people surrounded the Dalai
Lama's summer palace in Lhasa in order to prevent what they thought was an impending
attempt by Chinese soldiers to kidnap the Dalai Lama and remove him to Beijing:
For the next few days, mass meetings were held in Lhasa with the citizens
demanding that the Chinese quit Tibet and restore the country's full independence.
The Dalai Lama, fearing the explosive consequences of these mass
demonstrations, urged the large crowd before the Norbulingkha to disperse and
wrote three letters to the principal Chinese General, Tian Guan-san, in an effort to
placate the Chinese and stave off impending violence. . . .
But, despite the Dalai Lama's efforts, open fighting broke out in Lhasa
soon afterwards, with disastrous consequences to the Tibetans.
Seeing that all efforts to prevent open confrontation and bloodshed had
ultimately failed, and that cooperation with the Chinese authorities to minimize
their oppression was no longer possible, the Dalai Lama decided to escape to India
to appeal for international help to save his people. He left Lhasa on the night of 17
March. (''Tibet: Proving" 32)
The Chinese government, of course, maintains that 1959 brought the beginning of a new
phase of "democratic reform" to Tibet.
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his exiled administration settled at Dharamsala in the northern mountains of Himachal
Pradesh. There, the Tibetan kashag (cabinet) resumed its administration, focusing on
financing and government reforms, as well as aid and housing for the sick and injured
refugees emerging daily from Tibet.
Also of primary importance was the need to develop the social cultural, and
religious structures necessary to support Tibetan life outside of the occupied country.
Settlements and schools were among the first institutions to be built, with the aid of the
Indian government, in 1960. New monasteries, their ancient namesakes in Tibet damaged
or destroyed, were also built throughout India. A performing arts organization and the
Library of Tibetan Works and Archives were founded in the exile "capital city" of
Dharamsala. According to Lhasang Tsering, the exile settlements themselves, as well as
the schools, monasteries, institutions, and organizations "continue to serve as the basic
framework for keeping the exile community together and preserving the culture and the
national identity" (personal communication). Currently, more than 125,000 Tibetans live
in exile throughout the world, and offices of the Tibetan government-in-exile are
established in a dozen countries.
This chapter focuses on the efforts of a group of exiled Tibetans to creatively
address issues of transnational identity and integrity given Tibet's current context of
colonial oppression and cultural dispersion. After examining additional relevant
background to contemporary Tibet's cultural negotiations-which are occurring across a
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growing number of disciplines-this chapter specifically examines the cultural role played
by Tibetan translations of world literature I must make very clear that my arguments,
while based on the actual, ongoing work of the Amoye Machen Institute (A.J.W) in
Dharamsala. do not represent the opinions, expressed or implied, of that organization.
Instead, I have endeavored to engage some of AMI's work with my own interest in
questions relevant to current literary criticism and transnational cultural studies. I see this
chapter as only one example of what Tsering Shakya calls an important new stage of
scholarly discourse on contemporary Tibet ( 14). S In fact, a major conference of Tibetan
writers was held in Dharamsala in March of 1995, with more than 70 Tibetan writers
attending from India and other countries. Topics for discussion included prison literature,
literary reflections of Tibetan realities, and the role of Tibetan writers in initiating social
change. The conference, sponsored by AMI and opened by the Dalai Lama. also included
discussion ofa Tibetan chapter ofP.E.N. [n addition, Robert Barnett and Shirin Akiner's
recent collection of essays, Resistance and Reform in Tibet, is clearly the most important
single resource for specialists and non-specialists interested in the current state of
contemporary Tibetan studies.
The last four decades have seen the question of Tibet's cultural survival taken up
by a substantial international support network. [n 1993, A Handbook of Tibetan Cultllre,

S My personal involvement with AMI began with research in the summer of 1993,
during which [ visited the offices of the Institute of Dharamsala, observing the operations
of the World Literature Translation Project and discussing several works then under
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published by the London-based Orient Foundation, listed Tibetan cultural centers in no
fewer than 53 countries from Argentina to Zimbabwe~ fifty-five pages of the handbook are
devoted to centers in the United States alone, and the numbers have grown ever since.
Such a widespread interest, however, is not without its unfortunate effects. Many wellintentioned Tibet supporters, especially in the West, tend to think of Tibet's cultural
survival in terms of a strict preservation of an ancient, mysterious-and idealized-way of
life. Donald Lopez points out that behind this push for preservation is a "new-age
Orientalism" that privileges an apolitical, timeless image of Tibet over the actual
characteristics of Tibetan communities today ("New" 36).
Lopez writes that while nineteenth-century scholarly and colonial formulations of
Tibet and China held both countries as "Oriental Despotisms," the notion of "Oriental
despot" was significantly transformed after the 1949 Communist revolution, bringing
Chairman Mao and Chinese totalitarianism into focus as the new symbols of evil in Asia.
While nineteenth-century Orientalists may have promoted their conception of the Orient in
order, as Edward Said also suggests, "to define Europe (or the West) as its contrasting
image, idea, personality, experience" (Lopez, "New" 1-2), mid-twentieth-century scholars
adopted new targets of such definition-by-contrast. In this way, writes Lopez,
the invasion of Tibet . . . was represented (and in many cases, continues to be
represented) as an undifferentiated mass of godless Communists overwhelming a
peaceful land devoted only to ethereal pursuits, the victims of invasion including

consideration. The name ,.Amnye Machen" refers to an important mountain range in
northeastern Tibet; it is one of Tibet's oldest mountain deities and ancestral figures.
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not only the hundreds of thousands of slaughtered Tibetans but the sometimes
more lamented Buddhist dharma as well. (Lopez, ''New'' 40)6
The same impulse is frequently in evidence today in the West as many people
perpetuate an idealized version of Tibet. For many, idealization serves to validate personal
spiritual quests for enlightenment through "pure" Buddhist teachings~ for others, ideal argurnents neatly polarize Tibet's political dilemma, setting China's ideology and history
against a Tibet depicted as incapable of negotiating modem politics. Lopez notes that it is
"as though we fear that exposure to time would cause the contents of that culture to
wither and tum to dust, like the bodies of those who dare leave Shangri-la, as rendered so
vividly in Frank Capra's film Lost Horizon" (41). In the same vein, a 1994 film, Bernardo
Bertolucci's Little Buddha, presents a Western response to Tibetan culture solely in terms
of aesthetics, emotion, and religious awe. References to politics in this film are limited to
resigned remarks by an American who acknowledges, "Look, I know all about the terrible
suffering of the Tibetan people."
Complicating the tendency of Western artists, scholars, and supporters of Tibet to
at once idealize Tibetan culture and simplify the role of Western political and cultural

6 These characterizations served a rhetorical stand that was not indicative of actual
military or diplomatic support from the international community. India, busy with its own
recent emergence from British rule, as well as the United States and Great Britain, did not
act to prevent or redress the Chinese invasion. Shakabpa notes that in 1950, EI Salvador
raised the Tibetan question at the United Nations, but the appeal was postponed (302-03).
In the 1980s and 1990s, several European countries passed parliamentary resolutions
calling for the Chinese government to respect the human rights of the Tibetan people, and
in 1991, the United States passed a congressional resolution declaring Tibet "an Occupied
country under established principles of international law" ("Tibet: Proving" 47).
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influence is the growing Tibetan diaspora and its transnational character. As Margaret
Nowak has pointed out, contemporary Tibetans maintain a "global consciousness that
contrasts sharply with the geographical and attitudinal insularity that characterized Tibet of
old. . .. Tibetans in India and elsewhere in the diaspora really are world citizens now" ( 103). 7
The name '<'[ibet"-currently comprising those people living under Chinese
administration, as well as those living as refugees in Nepal, Bhutan and India, and those
immigrants in the diaspora-no longer denotes a univocal culture. Without denying the
profound importance of tradition, many Tibetans now emphasize the need to "negotiate
structures" (Gayatri Spivak's phrase from another context) of culture and national identity
that simply cannot be articulated by an autonomous, essential Tibetan subject
("Post-colonial" 72). That is, Tibetans cannot engage their traditions from outside the
narratives of events and structures that determine their identities and futures. Tibetan identities already erist within competing ideologies and narratives (for example, Chinese,
Western, exile), and Tibetans are directing their struggles toward the negotiation of these
strands of narrative that "come from way off [and] carry their histories within them"
("Intervention" 120).8 This negotiation, I argue, demands a new approach to literary
translation and finds it in the work of the Amnye Machen Institute.

In contrast, Liisa Malkki considers the effects of internationalism on sustaining
the very structures of "nation" that tend to frustrate the participation of disenfranchised
"citizens of humanity" ("Citizens").
7

8 Detailed bilingual studies of specific texts translated into Tibetan could
productively consider Spivak's theoretical analyses of translated Bengali literature (see
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Critic Tejaswini Niranjana elaborates on the conspiratorial nature of colonialism
and literary translation. She argues that "the post-colonial desire to re-translate is linked to
the desire to re-write history" (172). She examines, following Said, the way translation has
been historically used to privilege a colonizing "target language," such as English, over an
appropriated "source language." such as Sanskrit. Niranjana argues that this "force of
translation" can be deconstructed in order to expose the colonial motivations of much
Western translation~ in her words, "the concept that grounds Western metaphysics is the
same one that presides over the beginnings of the discourse of Oriental ism" (55). Taking
this position as a general point of contact in the fields of literary and translation theory,
this chapter considers the ways in which literary translation can effectively engage issues
of Tibet's cultural survival in its current diasporic and transnational context. In fact, I
examine a complementary alternative to the process Niranjana describes. My discussion
explores a current Tibetan project of translating non-Tibetan works into new Tibetan
texts, a project that places Tibetan as the target language of foreign sources and, rather
than linking retranslation with rewriting history, aligns entirely new texts with Tibet's
ongoing historical engagement. Where Niranjana's affirmative deconstruction affords
translation the possibility of"reinvent[ing] oppositional cultures in non-essentializing
ways" (46), my own argument asserts translation's affirmative role in negotiating those
structures that equivocally support and suppress Tibetan culture.

''The Politics of Translation" and Spivak's English translations ofMahasweta Devi's
stories).
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Extending translation's cultural effects to readers of Tibetan is perhaps the most
important aspect of AMI's project. The Kenyan writer Ngugi wa Thiong'o's has also
undertaken a project of writing in Gikuyu and supporting Gikuyu-Ianguage newsletters
that translate otherwise inaccessible technical information into that language. By offering
to all Tibetan readers themes and genres otherwise restricted to those of higher education
or broader opportunities, AMI's translations extend native-language access to a wider
variety of subject matter, and, in an important sense, tum Tibetan into a vernacular dialect
for a "world language." In this way, the Tibetan language-itself a key agent in the
struggle for cultural and national development-merges with and modifies the ideas it
translates.
Tibetan political scientist Dawa Norbu points out that the use of the vernacular as
a means of social communication for wide audiences is essential to national cohesion:
The development of nationalism in general, and mass mobilization in particular,
necessitates the use oflanguage, a particular type oflanguage, namely, the
vernacular. In most historical societies this involved a revolution in communication
because the great tradition is written and usually transmitted in a language that the
masses could not easily understand. (Culture 115)
As this chapter agrues, the "vernacular" for Tibetans as "world citizens" is now being

shaped by a Tibetan language strategically incorporating foreign translation. Today's
"great tradition" of political, social, and cultural structures affecting Tibet is increasingly
written on a global scale and largely written in a variety of non-Tibetan languages, such as
Chinese, English, and Hindi. While in the exile communities these structures are primarily
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engaged in Tibetan, there remains a gap between those multilingual Tibetans who can
engage diverse texts and those Tibetans who cannot. Consequently, a Tibetan "vernacular
revolution," delivering to a greater number of participants the negotiable discourses of
political, social, and cultural themes, becomes a matter of extending the scope, force, and
availability of world texts as Tibetan texts.
In the following section, I describe the world literature translation project initiated
by the AMI and outline several points of contact between literary and cultural theory and
that project. I then take up three of AMI's initial translations-Alexander Solzhenitsyn's

One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich, Thomas Paine's Commoll Sense, and George
Orwell's Animal Farm-in order to more clearly illustrate how a project of foreign text
translation actively engages issues of Tibet's dispersed culture. This chapter's focus has a
dual

purpose~

it is intended to generally introduce AMI's project and its implications to

interested scholars, and it suggests new directions for scholarly discussions of Tibet's
transnational negotiations.

Questioning the Identity of Exile
Culture as a strategy of survival is both transnational and translational .... The
transnational dimension of cultural transformation-migration, diaspora,
displacement, relocation-makes the process of cultural translation a complex
form of signification. The natura1(ized), unifying, discourse of "nation," "peoples,"
or authentic folk tradition, those embedded myths of culture's particularity, cannot
be readily referenced.
Bhabh~ "Postcolonial"
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The Amnye Machen Institute was founded in 1992 by four Tibetans, all of whom
have long records of service to the Tibetan communities in exile. Tashi Tsering has been
the Senior Research Officer at the Library of Tibetan Works and Archives; Perna Bhum is
a former associate professor of Tibetan Literature at the Northwest Institute for Minorities
in Lanzhou, China; Lhasang Tsering has served as principal of the Tibetan Children's
Village School in Dharamsala and president of the Tibetan Youth Congress; and Jamyang
Norbu has been director of the Tibetan Institute of Performing Arts and was one of the
conveners of the first Tibetan Youth Congress. Lhasang Tsering and Jamyang Norbu are
also veterans of the Tibetan guerilla army, supported by the American CIA, which
operated out of Nepal's Mustang region until 1972, when United States relations with
China "improved" and support for the gueriUa force was abruptly, and dangerously,
abandoned. Norbu, a playwright, novelist, and political writer, has also published a novel
and a collection of essays, both in English.
The Dalai Lama was the first to lend financial support to AMI, which continues to
be funded through donations, grants, and awards. The World Literature Translation
Project is only one of many projects undertaken by AMI, which primarily focuses on encouraging artistic and cultural productions throughout the Tibetan communities. Fiction,
poetry, and essays written by and for contemporary Tibetans serve as the Institute's main
literary focus. The World Literature Translation Project specifically serves to extend the
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range of Tibetan contact with foreign cultures and their respective ideals, sociopolitical
systems, and scientific achievements.
One example of AMI's emphasis on Tibetan art, relevant to the present discussion,
is a 1993 exhibition of paintings by Gongkar Gyatso of Lhasa. For the exhibition in
Dharamsala, Jamyang Norbu prepared a lecture entitled "Socialist Realism and Tibetan
Art," which was made available as a pamphlet in Tibetan, Hindi, and English. [n his

lecture, Norbu emphasizes the politically determined hybrid nature of Gyatso's art, which
was produced in Tibet. He notes that Tibetan artists who are trained (as propagandists) by
Chinese instructors often find their training in traditional Chinese painting at odds with
their Tibetan experience. And since traditional Tibetan painting is predominantly religious
in nature, the young artists have to look beyond both China and Tibet for secular artistic
development:
Many of them found it in the Western tradition. One of the first influences was
[nineteenth-century French Realist painter Jean-Francois] Millet, as his paintings of
downtrodden peasants [were] viewed favourably by the Chinese authorities and
[were] deemed suitable for emulation by Chinese and Tibetan artists. [ have been
told that copying Millet's style became such a craze that one Tibetan artist just
copied an entire composition in detail, only changing the clothes of the figures into
Tibetan chubas [cloaklike coats]. (1. Norbu, "Socialist" 3)
Norbu identifies as other influences such artists as Van Gogh, Rivera, Manet, Klee,
O'Keefe, Modigliani, Kandinsky, and Andrew Wyeth. His lecture emphasizes that
Gyatso's more recent appropriations of contemporary Western forms and styles arise from
interest, need, and simple recognition oflike-mindedness, each of which contributes to a
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characterization of the Tibetan artist as an active subject whose response to the "foreign"
is an articulation of the artist's own identity.
Cultural anthropologist Richard Fox elaborates a broad theory of culture along
similar lines. Culture, Fox suggests, ought not to be seen as an essential and static
tradition nor as the result of isolated (or isolatable) social and political efforts, but rather
as the outcome of "individual and group confrontations, placed within a field of
domination and ineqUality" (199). In the case of contemporary Tibetan painting,
"tradition" negotiates with Western art as Tibet confronts Chinese cultural hegemony.
In its project of literary translation. AMI attempts to extend a similar opportunity
for negotiated self-definition to anyone who reads the Tibetan language. Prior to this
project, very few foreign works had been translated into Tibetan by Tibetans in the
diaspora, while hundreds of Tibetan titles, especially religious works, have long been the
focus offoreign Tibetologists. AMI's Lhasang Tsering and Jarnyang Norbu, while
acknowledging the absolute necessity of preserving Tibet's ancient culture and religion,
emphasize that the only way to resist the essentializing tendencies from within and without
Tibet is to actively address contemporary Tibetan issues, including the need for nativelanguage access to a wide variety of literature and a diversity of themes, ideas, and genres.
Translation, then, becomes an important part of "moving toward addressing imbalances
and limitations in [the] intellectual, social and cultural life of the Tibetan people both inside
and outside Tibet" ("Amnye" 1).
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In this way, translation operates to rearticulate what Niranjana describes as the
"powerful metaphysics" underwriting the seemingly innocent conversion of thoughts from
one language to another (4). Niranjana advocates a "new practice of translation," through
which colonial hybridity actually becomes a mode of resistance to cultural domination, and
she cites Homi Bhabha, who maintains that colonial hybridity is "a problematic of colonial
representation and individuation that reverses the effects of the colonialist disavowal, so
that other, 'denied' know ledges enter upon the dominant discourse and estrange the basis
of its authority" (46). In the Tibetan situation, "colonial hybridity" names the transnational
character of a widely dispersed population in addilion 10 the colonial force of Chinese
administration. Resistance, then, must not be focused exclusively on the various forms of
Chinese intimidation and control, but on an ever-changing global field of colonial threats,
including the atrophy of the Tibetan language, the suppression of independent Tibetan
engagement with fOieign scholars, and the Orientalizing tendencies of some observers.
Similar conclusions have been reached by Chinese administrators. A recent news
article describes Beijing's propaganda strategy for Tibet, which includes recommendations
for "inviting sympathetic foreign reporters to Tibet [and] sending Tibetan cultural groups
on overseas trips, 'organising experts and scholars . . . to declare righteously that Tibet is
an inseparable part of China'" (Awanohara 30). That is, instead of allowing the exiled
Tibetans to define the position of Tibet through their own contacts and cultural groups
(which continue to travel the world), Chinese agencies will engage the various cultural
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structures "on behalf of' Tibet. As a way of reasserting control of Tibet's global
development, AMI's translation project does not attempt to retranslate or redefine Tibetan
works translated into English, but instead allows entirely new translations to characterize
Tibetan hybridity through individual engagement with the ideological network already
seen to influence Tibetan identity. While Tibetan identity, in other words, is already
transnational in character, there are as yet few linguistic and literary resources for
articulating this character in the Tibetan language. Tibetan readers-including Western
scholars-cannot truly "read" Tibet's transnationality in Tibetan.
AMI selects works for translation for a variety of reasons, not the least of which is
simply the length of the work. While several long books are scheduled for translation, the
first few projects were chosen with an eye to relatively swift turnaround and low
production costs. In addition, AMI's directors chose some of their initial projects for
important political reasons: the United States Declaration of Independence and the Bill of
Rights are models of organized political expression; A. 1. P. Taylor's History of the

Second World War provides a non-Chinese account of the war that preceded Tibet's
occupation; and The Secret History of Mongolia can be seen as challenging predominant
Chinese versions of the important historical relationship between Tibet, Mongolia, and
China. Other works were chosen for reasons of cultural exposure: Mark Twain's

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is an important American classic; Yasunari Kawabata's
Thousand Cranes is an admired example of modem Japanese literature; Toni Morrison's
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Beloved represents a contemporary American exploration of the symbiosis of oppression
and

identity~

and Dee Brown's Bury My Heart al Wounded Knee describes the struggles

of Native Americans fighting to preserve political and cultural identity in the face of
foreign occupation.
Lhasang Tsering points out three significant features of Brown's book that may be
particularly relevant to Tibetan readers: the tragic consequences of individual tribes and
regions attempting to engage the liberation struggle on their own, the vivid account of
sustained oppression, and the analysis of methods employed by white American settlers to
subdue the native population, which is relevant to the similar methods employed by China
in Tibet (personal communication). This being said, however, AMI's own rationale for

text selection will not absolutely determine the lasting effects of the translations. In fact, it
is precisely by providing new opportunities for interpretation that the translation project so
successfully engages contemporary questions about Tibetan culture. Responses to any
particular tr;.nslation (including those included in this chapter) may disappoint as much as
delight AMI's translators, as their publications become texts for individual and social
explication.
Elaborating on the planned translation ofHenrik Ibsen's A Doll's House may help
clarify the important general notion that Tibetan translations are not simply transformed
copies of "originals," but active productions of cultural tools. Ibsen's plays have been
extremely popular and influential in China since the May Fourth movement in the 1920s.
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Even today, Chinese students are familiar with a narrow "Ibsenism" that describes the
need to exercise individual liberation solely for the sake of furthering China's socialist
development. In tracing the effect of Ibsen's work on Chinese literary criticism, Paul
Pickowicz notes the significant influence of Georg Plekhanov's criticism, which was
translated into Chinese in the 1950s. Plekhanov argued that Ibsen's concern with the
spiritual development of the individual actually reflected an important prerequisite for
social action (122-24). In the Tibetan Buddhist view. spiritual development and motivation
are also essential determiners of worldly activity~ yet Tibetan discussions of this theme in
Ibsen would reformulate the relationship between spirituality and social action in new
ways.
Critic Elisabeth Eide notes the specifically transnational reduction of Ibsen's
themes:
When Ibsen . . . was translated from the European context into China it became
even easier to pick out the elements of Ibsen's works that suited the actual
context, and the ultimate aims of ' 'the new China." Hence, while Ibsenism
constituted at most one element of Ibsen in Norway, in China Ibsen became nothing but Ibsenism. (151)
In contrast, a Tibetan translation of A Dol/'s House, accompanied by its own introduction

and notes, allows Tibetans who also encounter the Chinese interpretation to comparatively
explore themes of personal liberation, economics, and domestic oppression in wholly distinctive ways. The new translation not only stands materially exterior to the Chinese
interpretive frame (it is produced in the diaspora) but it allows readers who process this
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particular Western text in the Tibetan language to explore interpretations within a Tibetan
linguistic field resonant with distinctive cultural associations.
I have organized the remainder of this chapter around three of the works initially
translated by AMI in the late 1990s. With respect to the translation ofSolzhenitsyn's One

Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich, I consider aspects of Tibetan identity involving
imprisonment and population dispersal. Regarding the translation of Paine's Common

Sense, [ note several formulations of, and complications with, the terms "nation" and
"democracy" in Tibetan communities. [ also argue that the translation of George Orwell's

Animal Farm provokes the kind of productive readings and misreadings inevitable in the
negotiation of symbolic values across interpretive and linguistic borders.

Literary Translation and Cultural Traosoationalism:
One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich
Writing now was like throwing stones into a bottomless pit. They feU down and
disappeared, and no sound came back. What was the point of telling them what
gang you worked in and what your boss was like? Now you had more in common
with that Latvian Kilgas than with your own family.
Alexander Solzhenitsyn
Asked why AMI chose Sclzbenitsyn's novel oflife in a Stalin-era work camp as
one of its inaugural projects, translator Yangbhum Gyal explained that the story, while
presenting a scenario with which many Tibetans can identify, elicits a "different range of
feelings" from that ordinarily found in Tibetan stories of prison hardship. The
matter-of-fact, even ordinary, tone of the novel contrasts with the highly dramatic, though
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tragically genuine, descriptions of brutality in Tibet and of dangerous escapes across the
Himalayas. 9 I would identify two distinct ranges of emotions and themes that correspond
to two different audiences of Tibetan accounts of imprisonment and hardship: the
international, non-Tibetan audience and the exiled Tibetan audience of India and beyond.
In the first instance, stories of actual brutality and violence must be told in order to raise
international awareness of Tibetan suffering. International human rights organizations such
as Amnesty International and Asia Watch also regularly contribute independent validation
of the horror stories emerging from Tibet. Yet Tibetans themselves have only recently
developed this particular "subgenre" of colonial literature, and they have had to overcome
a traditional reticence in order to do so, as Jamyang Norbu notes:
When a Tibetan refugee makes his statement, he is usually prevented by his native
reticence and lack of sophistication from satisfactorily putting into words a large
amount of the horrors he has experienced. He further piously passes off his own
tribulations with a few words and insists on relating endless instances of religious
persecution, destruction of monasteries, and desecration of sacred images, books,
and relics, to an audience whose religious sentiments may not be so sensitive.
(Illusion 19)10

This "reticence and lack of sophistication" have been mitigated in recent years as Tibetans
have become more willing and able to tell their stories to the international press. Norbu's
Warriors of Tibet (1979) was one of the first English-language books to detail the per-

A report of the Tibetan Young Buddhists Association, Tibet: The Facts
(Ingram), collects and records dozens of personal stories and eyewitness accounts of
hardship (7-110). The New Delhi-based monthly Tibetan Review also keeps the
international community informed of Tibetan affairs and experiences.
9

10 Norbu also records the Khampa (Eastern Tibetan) warrior's tendency to regard
any revelation of one's sorrows as a sign of weakness" (Warriors 8).
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sonal aspects of Tibetan struggle. Since then, Tibetan periodical publications in English
and French regularly feature eyewitness accounts of the trouble in and around Tibet.
Arguably, the impression now left on even casual observers of the Tibetan situation is one
of universally relevant "human rights abuses," as opposed to narrowly defined "religious
persecution." However, it is important to note that the expression "human rights abuses in
Tibet" may actually displace consideration of Tibetan independence, as the term implicitly
acquiesces to China's control of Tibet. Clearly, attention to "domestic" Chinese abuses
seems misguided to those who see Chinese abuses as part of a systematic maintenance of
foreign occupation and population transfer.
But what is the effect of prisoner or refugee stories on Tibetan-speaking
audiences? Tibetans around the world are well aware of the violence and danger that
continues to confront them and their (often dispersed) families. While repetitive portrayals
of actual struggle serve a wider goal of international awareness, the domestic need for
reflection remains unaddressed. Moreover, merely accumulating personal accounts may
actually obscure the systematic, political nature of what only seem to be individual acts of
cruelty. Translating Solzhenitsyn's novel not only addresses the Tibetans' process of
articulating personal suffering, but it also illuminates underlying structures of oppression
as well.
Broadly stated, One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich emphasizes the ways in
which surviving prisoners negotiate their experiences. The novel, significantly, does not
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chronicle a day of death, but a day of survival, and it is the novel's calm and careful
depiction and valorizing of survival that most relevantly speaks to Tibetan experience.
Few Tibetan texts (and no translated texts) acknowledge the suffering of the individual
while tracing a process of survival and adaptation under totalitarianism. Terrence Des Pres
notes that in Solzhenitsyn's novel, "the survivor is a hero in that by staying alive he
becomes an effective agent in the fight against extremity" (46) and that "Solzhenitsyn's
survivor is the man ardently in love with his people and their cause . . . determined to
remain a human being, innocent and unbroken, under conditions specifically devised to
crush out life and spirit" (47). Rosette Lamont insightfully suggests that such heroism is
more than the result of making the most of a bad situation. As the prisoners build their
brick wall, "the men who are forced to work for a system are, in effect, at such a moment,
subverting that system's values" by endowing their work with their own motivation ( 113).
By offering new possibilities for the articulation of the feelings and experiences of
oppression, One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich may also serve as a literary model for
Tibetan-language works. Consider the closing thoughts of One Day's narrator:
Shukhov went to sleep, and he was very happy. He'd had a lot ofluck today. They
hadn't put him in the cooler. The gang hadn't been chased out to work in the
Socialist Community Development. He'd finagled an extra bowl of mush at noon.
The boss had gotten good rates for their work. He'd felt good making that wall.
They hadn't found that piece of steel in the frisk. Caesar had paid him off in the
evening. He'd bought some tobacco. And he'd gotten over that sickness. (202-03)
The prisoner Shukhov's telegraphic list of injustices and oppression brings about a
genuine, ifironic, sense of relief that nothing "worse" has happened on this day. Shukhov,
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a prisoner, is happy as he goes to sleep, yet his happiness is defined against events that did
not happen as well as those minor achievements that captivity converts to victories. An
extra bowl of mush and the good feelings smuggled out of forced labor indicate an inner
strength that underlies and mediates the seeming futility of a prisoner's situation. I would
suggest that as a literary work translated into

Tibet~

this novel not only gives readers

access to relevant themes of survival and ideological subversion, but promotes them as
justifiably "tellable" and important for others as well. An alliance between personal
experience and those experiences considered tellable, literary, and socially relevant can
significantly address the social identities of imprisoned Tibetans. The notion of Tibetan
personal identity, which has traditionally featured a profoundly Buddhist and admittedly
apolitical consciousness, now incorporates and negotiates contemporary personal
experiences recognized as having social and political significance, thereby extending the
scope and use of Tibetan "tradition."
Regarding identity's relation to protest, it may be tempting to 'lee two types of
protest and demonstration corresponding too strictly to domestic and transnational
audiences. Nowak suggests that the same "national identity" generated by the need to
inform foreign audiences and mobilize foreign support tends not to be generated by largely
Tibetan audiences. In her discussion of the various public commemorations that take place
each year to recall the March 10, 1959 uprising, Nowak notes the relative lack, in
Dharamsala, of "enthusiasm, nationalistic fervor, and strongly proclaimed ethnic self-
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definition," due to the absence of a "sufficient foil or ethnic 'other' to call forth a
deliberately staged affirmation of Tibetan 'self" (154).
However, it is crucial to recognize the "others" who exist within Tibetan
audiences, including those in Dharamsala, which also generate distinctive assertions of
identity.ll Moreover, translation of foreign works inspires further productive discussion of
these views. [n One Day in the Life of Ivan Dellisovich. disparate voices emerge from
prisoners of various nationalities all living together in the Soviet labor camp. The narrator
identifies Latvians, Estonians Western Ukranians, Tartars, "Old Believers" <schismatics of
the Russian Orthodox Church), and Baptists, but, as the epigraph above suggests, these
voices are equivocally "unified." Regardless of a prisoner's original ethnicity or
nationality, his self-identification as prisoner provides his necessary link to his fellow
prisoners. Personal struggles, daily activities, food, clothing, work, and modifications of
language all tend to create a "prisoner-self' that oscillates between a sustaining subject in
solidarity and a frustrating barrier to the "essential" relationship with home and family

Nowak's 1984 observation that the situation in Dharamsala is one in which "the
food, the clothes, the language, and the faces are only occasionally [ndian" (154) should
be modified to account for today's Dharamsala with its estimated population of 50,000, of
which roughly 8,000 are Tibetan. Recent events in Dharamsala have also brought political
complications of the demography to international attention. In April of 1994, following the
apparent murder of an Indian youth by a Tibetan, tensions between the Indian and Tibetan
populations in the mountain town reached a critical stage. Indian mourners rioted,
breaking windows, setting fires, and destroying furniture. It was reported that two Indian
politicians, perhaps finding the situation of value to their own platforms, called for the
Tibetans to leave Dharamsala (The Ottawa Citizen 14 May 1994). Resolution of the
tension has since been taken up as a matter of negotiation between Indian political parties
on both sides of the issue and the Tibetans.
11
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What I am theorizing as a plurality of Tibetan voices is simply one result of the
globally dispersed development of Tibetan communities. These now extend beyond the
traditional geographic triad of the Amdo, Kham, and U-Tsang regions in Tibet to include
Tibetans in exile (subdivided by country and individual settlement) as well as immigrant
Tibetans in Europe and North America. Given the profoundly different political,
economic, and social settings of these communities, then, what constitutes the true
''Tibetan self," and what are the forces that join Tibetans together in a "culture"? The
Tibetan ''prisoner-self,'' developed in reaction to oppression (and, as I have suggested,
engaged by One Day ill the Life of Ivan Denisovich), is an undeniable agent of Tibetan
protest and cannot be dismissed. Ronald Schwartz is right to assert that protest, such as
that directed against Chinese rule in Dharamsala, "represents for Tibetans a means of
articulating national identity" (218) . Yet protest alone articulates a national identity that
only partially represents contemporary Tibet, especially if it is seen as an image of the
essential Tibetan self The equivocal nature of the "prisoner-self' reveals a powerlessness
when extracted as an essence, and its logic only tends to realize oppressive ideology. Des
Pres, following Hannah Arendt, notes that "those for whom powerlessness has become the
major experience of their lives" are in danger of succumbing to the very intentions of
totalitarianism (48).
I would suggest that translation offers an alternative based on a strategic,
contextualized use of past oppression, as Spivak's comments regarding subscription to
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"indigenous theories" in India suggest: "I cannot understand what indigenous theory there
might be that can ignore the reality of nineteenth-century [colonial] history.... To
construct indigenous theories one must ignore the last few centuries of historical
involvement. I would rather use what history has written for me" ("Post-colonial" 69).
What has Tibet's history-colonial, Buddhist, literary-written for Tibet? And,
importantly, how and why is that history written and how do Tibetans (re)read it? I suggest that rather than solely referencing an "indigenous" Tibetan identity or the experiences
of oppression, current translators explore and assert Tibetan identity by turning their
attention to the uneven dialogue that exists within traditio~ history, individual experience,
and texts ranging across borders. Identity and self-representation, then, become a matter
of, in Spivak's term, "intervening' in an existing identity by negotiating the various structures of that identity. That is, "one tries to change something that one is obliged to inhabit,
since one is not working from the outside" ("Post-colonial" 72). Translation allows such
intervention to first take place in the personal experience of a native-language text.
Still, beyond and through the personal experience of identity as defined within a
colonized and exiled context lies a national experience of these contexts. This national
experience can be linked to political mobilization in the Tibetan translation of Thomas
Paine's Common Sense.
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(Re)Construding a Nation: Common Sense in Dbaramsala
The intimacy which is contracted in infancy. and the friendship which is formed in
misfortune. are, of all others, the most lasting and unalterable. Our present union is
marked with both these characters: we are young, and we have been distressed~
but our concord hath withstood our troubles, and fixes a memorable era for
posterity to glory in.
Thomas Paine
Dawa Norbu defines "nationalism" for many Third-World situations. "not as popular
loyalty to the state which is legalistic and Eurocentric, but as a special type of politicized
social consciousness that obtains from and within society" (Culture 31). He suggests that
since national identity is "politicized cultural identity," it may be shown that "the turning
point in the evolution of proto-nationalism is when ethnos [ethnic subjectivity] begins to
engage in politics" (l08). Translations of works such as One Day in the Life of Ivan

Denisovich (as well as Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee) help to acknowledge the
existence of an ethnos disabled by politically caused population dispersal. At the same
time, such translations prepare the way for continuing political elaboration and critical
discussion of that ethnos.

Common Sense, with its unequivocal call for independence and freedom from
tyranny, seems a clear model for similar political action by oppressed Tibetans, and this
may well be its primary reading. Yet Paine's pamphlet also addresses the ambiguities ofa
politically charged ethnos and the development of national identity through struggle. It is
Paine's examination of these issues that allows Common Sense to contextualize Tibetan
social awareness in its move toward several (at times contrasting) modes of political ac-
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tion. The passage quoted above, for example, in asserting the unifying effect of shared
hardship, promotes the politicization of plural voices joined by a common adversary.
Paine, reflecting further on national identity, notes the "regular gradations" by which "we
surmount the force of local prejudice, as we enlarge our acquaintance with the world"
(85). Tibetan bonds, some of which are not only "formed in misfortune" but derived from
a growing "acquaintance with the world," similarly serve to link the various Tibetan
communities.
Relevant to Tibetan arguments for self-determination is Paine's discussion of
England's involvement with its colonies. Two features are especially important to note,
namely, the contested nature of England's involvement and the violence suffered by the
colonies. Paine argues that claims of protection offered by England are deceptive, that
England has only its own interests at heart, not those of the colonies:
But she has protected us, some say. That she hath engrossed us is true, and
defended the continent at our expense as well as her own is admitted, and she
would have defended Turkey from the same motive, viz. the sake of trade and
dominion. (83).
Paine emphasizes that England's protection ofthe colonies is entirely due to self-interest:
"She did not protect us from our enemies on our account, but from her enemies on her
own account, from those who had no quarrel with us on any other account" (84). Tibetans
have also made the same argument for years regarding China's involvement. Shakabpa
notes that Chinese claims of ,'liberating" Tibet in 1949-50 are absurd, since, "there was no
necessity for liberating Tibet from foreign imperialists as no foreign power controlled
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Tibet" (299). A position paper released by the Tibetan government-in-exile also echoes
Paine's charges:
[T]he crucial question to ask is WHO Wll.L BENEFIT? In most colonial
situations[,] investments and economic development primarily benefit the colonial
power, foreign investors, and, in many cases, the colonisers from the mother
country. In practice, Tibet is not only regarded by the Chinese as a colony, but is
also administered in typical colonial manner. {''Tibet: Current Situations" 4,
original emphasis)12
China's interests, argue many Tibetans, primarily lie in militarizing the Tibetan
region in order to create a hostile buffer zone between China and India, using the Tibetan
plateau for nuclear and toxic waste dumping, and exploiting the natural resources of the
region, rich in oil and minerals. 13 Bhuchung Tsering of the Central Tibetan Administration
reiterates in a letter to the Far East Economic Review the Tibetan response to claims of
China's "support" of the Tibetan region:
China tries to justify its illegal rule over Tibet by comparing its "developed" status
today to the one existing prior to 1959. But even if we grant that there has been
some progress, it makes no sense to compare the situation today to that which
obtained 30 years ago, especially given the tremendous transformation of the entire
world over that same time. (Bhuchung Tsering 3)

12 Another government publication contests China's claim to have introduced
"people's democracy" to Tibet, thereby granting the Tibetans autonomy: "Nothing could
be further from the truth. Though the 'TAR' [Tibetan Autonomous Region] is claimed to
be 'autonomous,' Tibetans have little or no say in running their own affairs. Final
decision-making power has always been held by the Chinese Communist Party through its
'TAR Regional' Party's First Secretary who has always been a Chinese" (Ingram 48).
See, for example, Ingram 66-74, 175-80. In addition, Shakabpa (140-52 and
throughout) traces and refutes Chinese claims to a long history of sovereignty over Tibet,
recalling Paine's argument that if territorial claims are to be resolved by appealing to
ancient and questionable lines of descent, then "England ought to be governed by France" (86).
13
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There are now two predominant positions on the nature of Tibetan
self-determination most evident in discussions both inside and outside Tibetan
communities. First, there is the notion of a completely free Tibet, released from the
political, military, and cultural control of China. China's long history of involvement with
Tibet leads many Tibetans to feel that Tibet's survival depends on achieving complete
independence. Such a fight is admittedly difficult and must be waged, according to
Lhasang Tsering, in a very pragmatic manner, with a view to global interests:
The first mistake we made in 1959 was to go out and sell a product for which
there is no market: truth and justice .... It is self-interest which motivates foreign
policy. Unless we can link our struggle to the self-interest of the great and
powerful nations we cannot hope they will support truth and justice. (Quoted in
McDonald 30)
The second position of Tibetan self-determination, uncomfortably at odds with
calls for full independence, is a mediated one. According to the Dalai Lama, a possible
compromise between the two countries might find China controlling Tibetan borders and
maintaining such services as transportation and energy, while Tibetans would be allowed
to live as Tibetans. 14 Partly underlying this mediated position is the Dalai Lama's feeling

14 The "Strasbourg Proposal," actually a speech made by the Dalai Lama to the European
Parliament in 1988, was criticized by some Tibetans for not demanding complete independence and taking an unrealistic approach to negotiating with the Chinese. The speech
focused on the fifth point of an earlier "Five Point Peace Plan for Tibet" announced to the
U.S. Congress and supported by both houses (see Ingram 157-59). This plan, which has
been ignored by the Chinese, includes the following: 1) transformation of the whole of
Tibet into a zone of peace; 2) abandonment of China's population transfer policy, which
threatens the very existence of the Tibetans as a people; 3) respect for the Tibetan
people's fundamental human rights and democratic freedoms; 4) restoration and
protection of Tibet's natural environment and the abandonment of China's use of Tibet for
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that even if a "free Tibet" were to be permitted by China, the "Tibet" in question would
almost certainly consist only of the Tibetan Autonomous Region, which comprises only
half of the area considered by many Tibetans to be Tibetan territory. Vast areas of what
are now designated as Chinese provinces, and the Tibetans who live there, would be
virtually impossible to reclaim. even with international support. To save the lives and
culture of Tibetans throughout the Tibetan regions likely to be retained by China,
therefore, the Dalai Lama has maintained a "middle road" of peaceful resistance and
hopeful negotiation.
Of course, any notion of reconciliation with colonial powers is emotionally
condemned in Common Sense:
Men of passive tempers look somewhat lightly over the offenses of Britain. and,
still hoping for the best, are apt to callout, "Come we shall be friends again for all
this." But examine the passions and feelings of mankind. Bring the doctrine of
reconciliation to the touchstone of nature, and then tell me whether you can
hereafter love, honour, and faithfully serve the power that hath carried fire and
sword into your land? But if you say, you can still pass the violations over, then I
ask, Hath your house been burnt? Hath your property been destroyed before your
face? Are your wife and children destitute of a bed to lie on, or bread to live on?
Have you lost a parent or child by their hands, and yourself the ruined and
wretched survivor? (89)
Even the suggestion of criticism of a position that may be likened to that of the Dalai
Lama (avowedly a "man of passive temper") has already angered some Tibetans over
AMI's choice of Common Sense as a work to be translated. Yet AMI clearly did not base

the production of nuclear weapons and dumping of nuclear waste; 5) commencement of
earnest negotiations on the future status of Tibet and of relations between the Tibetan and
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its decision to translate Paine's work on this interpretation, but rather on the more
pressing themes of protest and independence already mentioned. However, the translators
recognize that AMI's preferred interpretations of texts will be challenged by other readers.

In fact, the Dalai Lama himself has long recognized the need for contending voices to be
heard in the Tibetan communities. The success of democracy, he notes, is not without
"conflict both within Parliament and without" (Gyatso, Freedom 181).
Indeed, continuing disappointments over Tibet's shifting position in negotiations
for self-determination (influenced, for example, by the American government's equivocal
handling of U. S. -Chinese trade relations) have more recently left the Dalai Lama open to
the possibility of alternative political approaches:
I am conscious of the fact that a growing number of Tibetans, both inside as well
as outside Tibet, have been disheartened by my conciliatory stand not to demand
complete independence for Tibet. ... We have had to place our hopes on international support and help in bringing about peaceful negotiations, to which I still
remain committed. If this fails, I will no longer be able to pursue this policy with a
clear conscience. I feel strongly that it would then be my responsibility . . . to consult my people on the future COW"Se of our freedom struggle. (Gyatso, "Statement" 1)
The currents of domestic Tibetan criticism noted by the Dalai Lama are also
related to general criticism directed against the shortcomings of Tibet's ''traditional'' social
and political structures, which have tended to privilege the involvement of the monasteries

in government administration. Importantly, both the thirteenth Dalai Lama and the present

Chinese people. ("Five-Point Peace Plan," English version, released by the Central Tibetan
Administration, 1988.)
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Dalai Lama have themselves been among those calling for reform of this system (see
Shakabpa 271-73).
AMI's primary interest in Common Sense clearly lies in illustrating the power of
Paine's words to unify the American colonies in their demand for independence as a
nation. I would also note, however, that Paine's conspicuous critiques of divine rule,
hereditary succession, and regency government also provoke discussion of relevant
questions of diasporic Tibetan politics. For example, Paine criticizes the paradoxical
position ofa divinely ordained monarch in need of the political "checking" of the
commons (70). As the Tibetan exile democracy grows, the role of the Dalai Lama in a
popular government must be discussed and clarified. IS
Paine warns that "to the evil of monarchy we have added that of hereditary
succession.... No one by birth could have a right to set up his own family in perpetual
preference to all others for ever" (76). In a Tibetan context, this criticism may seem to fall
directly on the system of lama incarnations, including the succession of the Dalai Lamas.
Buddhist readers, however, may recognize important but subtle differences between
Paine's view of heredity and their own. For example, it might be argued that karma, a
personal spiritual system based on accumulated spiritual merit across many lifetimes, may
indeed generate valid conditions for "perpetual preference," since lamas are considered

IS The Dalai Lama maintains that he will not hold public office when Tibet regains
its self-determination and that Tibet will be a democracy. Nevertheless, it will be very
difficult (as it is difficult now) for some Tibetans to acknowledge and act on programs not
initiated by the Dalai Lama himself
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highly advanced teachers who have reached unique levels of consciousness in order to be
of valuable help to others. 16
Certainly another important distinction between Paine's views and the Tibetan
monastic system is that the succession of lamas takes place through reincarnation, not
primogeniture. [n the case of the Dalai Lama, regents have directed the government during
those periods of absence and early childhood of the hereditary ruler. Paine charges that
regents, "acting under the cover of a king, have every opportunity and inducement to
betray [the public] trust" (79). Tibetans would almost certainly find these concerns
familiar. 17
These examples ought not to suggest that the critiques of Common Sense can
simply be overlaid onto the transnational or domestic Tibetan situations. Rather, they
suggest that unique opportunities for the exploration of a democratic Tibetan national
identity are offered by translating a work that so frankly elaborates basic precepts of
democratic protest. I would argue that a Tibetan translation of CommOil Sense, therefore,
may grow increasingly important for two reasons. First, it provides an inspirational model
for the demand for national self-determination. In addition, its publication offers an

As for strictly political succession, the Tibetan government agreed as early as
1894 that heredity "would not be a necessary determinant in the selection of Kashag
[Cabinet] ministers" (Shakabpa 194).
16

17 See, for example, Shakabpa 183-88, 274-76; Goldstein, History 464-521 for
discussions of abuses by Tibetan r~gencies.
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engagement, within the Tibetan language, with disagreements that have not always been
given sufficient voice in discussions of Tibet's socio-political development.
While provocative questions are raised by translating Paine's political views from
eighteenth-century America to late twentieth-century Tibet, there is another aspect of
foreign-text translation that similarly operates to articulate difference. Symbolism and metaphor, crossing cultural boundaries, create new meanings and functions for literary texts
just as transnational political ideas form new structures of social identity. Orwell's Animal

Farm provides several examples of negotiating literary symbols in a Tibetan context.
New Words, New (Mis)Readings: Animal Farm's Uncomfortable Critique

"You do not imagine, [ hope, that we pigs are doing this in a spirit of selfishness
and privilege? Many of us actually dislike milk and apples. I dislike them myself
Our sole object in taking these things is to preserve our health. Milk and apples
(this has been proven by Science, comrades) contain certain substances absolutely
necessary to the well-being ofa pig. We pigs are brainworkers. The whole management and organization of this farm depend on us. Day and night we are
watching over your welfare. It is for your sake that we drink that milk and eat
those apples."
George Orwell
Orwell's views on socialist revolution, as presented in this novel, focus on hypocrisy, trust,
and abuses of power. After the animals of Manor Farm achieve their liberation from
human masters, their leaders begin to cultivate the behavior of their former oppressors.
When pressed to explain their trans(re)gressions, the corrupt pigs claim to be enjoying
certain "privileges" in order to better serve the animal community to which they are
responsible.
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From an important Tibetan perspective, the analogical reading of Orwell's fable
places the Communist Chinese leadership in the pigs' position. According to this reading,
what began as a glorious revolution in 1949 has now degenerated well beyond "milk and
apple" appropriation and currently finds the "pigs" severely restricting rights and
expression, and using murder, brutality, and intimidation to maintain control of the "farm."
Orwell's satire, then, illustrates the hypocrisy ofa "people's struggle" that sets out to
destroy the lives of those whom it claims to liberate.
This reading, like any reading of Animal Farm, relies on certain allegorical
correspondences in order to proceed, and any interruption of these correspondences is
likely to produce an altered (mis)reading. One such interruption seems to have taken place
(and has since been resolved) even before Orwell's novel was translated into Tibetan. An
observation was made by a Tibetan resident of Dharamsala, who upon hearing of the book
noted that the current Dalai Lama was born in 1935-the Tibetan year of the Pig. This
single symbol, translated from Orwell's English context into a Tibetan context, suggested
a radically different focus for the novel than was expected by the translators, different, in
fact, from what might be generally anticipated by Western literary criticism. It was the
Dalai Lama and the "privileged" monastic community that seemed to serve as the target of
the novel's satire. IS For many Tibetans, the reasons for foregrounding the "primary"

18 Raymond Williams asks, ''The true struggle between animals and humans: is that
the real theme of Animal Farm? It is difficult to say so, without most of the surface of the
story collapsing" (73). A Tibetan reading ofthis novel could very well bear out Williams's insight
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reading are clear and genuine: the chief threat to Tibetan lives and cultures is not monastic
privilege but Chinese oppression, which Animal Farm serves to expose and condemn as
violent hypocrisy. Yet this instance of shifting satire signals a feature of translated textsthe cultural negotiation of symbols and images-that will inevitably arise with each new
publication.
Kirpal Singh identifies a related instance of cross-cultural (mis )translation in
another of Orwell's texts. Singh notes that one of the most horrific images of Nineteen

Eighty-Four is that of the rats in Room 101; however,
It so happens that according to the Chinese zodiac, the year 1984 is the year of the
rat. ... For more than a quarter of the world's population, therefore-the
Chinese-the rat does not belong to the category of fear-instilling animals. In fact,
the rat is seen to be an intelligent, witty, and charming creature .... Since Nineteen
Eighty-Four is a political novel it is imperative that the author should have
recognized the multifarious dimensions of the symbols he employed. (158)
Of course, whether he recognized the "multifarious symbolic dimensions" or not, Orwell
reproduces his own cultural symbology in Nineteen Eighty-Four, and the same is true for

Animal Farm. It is, therefore, always left to translators and readers to negotiate any
conflicting systems of symbology and imagery. I would suggest that Orwell's critique of
socialist revolution, when engaged by a Tibetan reader, is unavoidably complicated by
multiple symbolic structures, and these complications become a part of the reader's, and
the society's, interpretive acts. Interestingly, this negotiation reflects the broader Tibetan
reading that China is by no means the sole determiner of Tibet's political and cultural

into Orwell's in-spite-of-himself Marxism, described as a "critical skepticism ofthe exploited, an
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identity: Tibetans not only react to China. but interact with themselves and with other
nations, organizations, and individuals.
Language, with its potential for serving as an "emblem of nationhood," is a
profoundly personal aspect of culture: "Language is not only the transmitter but also the
depository of culture. Each word ... [is] charged with associations that evoke feelings
and thoughts" (D. Norbu, Culture 117). Translation offoreign texts both draws on and
influences the associations of the Tibetan lexicon, transforming not only the text but the
language as well through an encounter with exteriority. In other words, "there is another
level where something of the original appears that does not appear in the source language.
The translation turns the original around, reveals another side of it" (Berman 7).
It is the same with Tibetan politics and culture as they "translate" foreign texts into
lived realities recognized and claimed as Tibetan. For example, the "Tibetan Millet,"
mentioned earlier in this chapter, dresses figures in chubas, creating images at once
familiar and innovative. How do Tibetans respond to this? Do they endow the "Western"
figures with the qualities suggested by their new nomadic clothing, and!or do they note the
formal ''Western'' influence on representations of Tibetans? Through the introduction of
the hybrid image, these become the new questions for interpretive discussion. Clearly,
"another side" of Animal Farm appears as Tibetan translators and readers make sense of
foreign, secular texts by way of a largely religion-centered native language. Western
figures in Tibetan dress literally become new ''figures of speech" in Tibetan terms.

unexpected kind of consciousness which informs the [otherwise "despairing'1 story" (73).
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For Animal Farm in particular, it is possible to ask how Tibetans characterize the
various farm animals as Tibetan symbology negotiates a narrative in which Western
symbols play such an important interpretive role. Examples from the novel include many
of the proper names, such as "Snowball," "Napoleon;' "Old Major," "Squealer," and "Mr.
Jones," which call for footnotes to indicate the (often ironic) symbolic values in English.
Consider also the difficulty of translating the following passage with its cultural references,
multiple languages, and a pun: "Old Major cleared his throat and began to sing. As he had
said, his voice was hoarse, but he sang well enough, and it was a stirring tune, something
between Clementine and La Cucarachd' (22).
Antoine Berman lists three traditional Western options for translators faced with
"untranslatable" terms: gallicization, semigallicization, and borrowing (189). All three
operations, as mentioned, are of value to Tibetan translations and could serve as the focus
of more detailed examination of questions raised in this section. Gallicizations convert
foreign items and concepts into similar native-language items and concepts, such as
trading coats for chubas or beer for chang. Semi-gallicizations create new terms that make
a term from the source language easier to say or read in the target language. Shakya notes,
for example, that after the 1959 uprising, Tibetan terms for reactionary and

counte"evolutionary were first introduced by the Chinese as, respectively, 'lum from the
manner" (log-spyod-pa) and "turning against modernity" (gsar-brje '; ngo-Iog-pa) (161).19

19

In addition to Shakya's important essay, see also Stoddard, who

comprehensively surveys and analyzes developments in Tibetan-language publications.
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Finally, ho"owing simply places the term from the source language into the translation. Of
course, for Tibetan translations, which require transliteration to a new alphabet, even
borrowings must be converted phonetically, utilizing Tibetan syllables, and then explained
in footnotes. Each new Tibetan term, metaphor, or symbol builds on individual. often
meaning-full, Tibetan syllables.
An objection, however: might not translators' "success" at modifYing the Tibetan

language to accommodate foreign texts actually signal further colonization of Tibetan
culture by "dominant" languages? Talal Asad notes that modem Arabic has been largely
shaped by the translation of European texts (while European languages seem less affected
by translations of Arabic), indicating the "inequalities in the power (that is, in the
capacities) of the respective languages in relation to the dominant forms of discourse"
(158). For new Tibetan translations, however, the "power" and "capacity" of a so-called
dominant language is actually redefined as an aspect of Tibet's own cultural
self-determination through engagement. That is, interlinguistic influence does not indicate
an international force but a global structure within which Tibetans attempt to negotiate
new positions.
This activity is also an example of what Jacques Derrida speaks ofin his
deconstruction of the Tower of BabeI. Derrida argues that translation theories "all too
often . . . treat the passing from one language to another and do not sufficiently consider
the possibility for languages to be implicated more than two in a text" (''Des Tours" 171).
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Source and target languages, therefore, do not "share" or "transmit" the same
"information," but participate, sometimes uncomfortably, in a wider field of discourse.
This wider field makes it possible to redefine and thus reengage the force of a colonizing
language. It is, in fact, an essential operation of colonialism to obscure the alternatives to
its own function as a force, so that any possibility of negotiating the actual structures of
culture seems untenable. However, when translations are recognized as intersubjective

engagemems instead of secondary transmissions, the possibility remains viable. Derrida
claims that such a view not only "ruptures the rational transparency [of translation as
transmission] but interrupts also the colonial violence or the linguistic imperialism" ("Des
Tours" 174).
AMI's Tibetan translations, then, negotiate cultural development at several levels:
they convert the foreign while they incorporate the foreign; they transform source texts
even as the target language is transtbrmed~ and they allow to be reflected in the individual
reading experience the structures that shape Tibetan culture and politics. Translation also
maintains, quite literally, a distinct voice threatened with extinction. This chapter has been
an attempt to suggest that the Tibetan translation project is also ultimately an instance of
what Niranjana simply calls "rethinking-a task of great urgency for a post-colonial theory
attempting to make sense of 'subjects' already living 'in translation,' imagined and
re-imagined by colonial ways of seeing"-it is a task that "seeks to reclaim the notion of
translation by deconstructing it and reinscribing its potential as a strategy of resistance"
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(6). With Tibetan translation comes the reinscription, not only of literary texts, but of the
transnational structures against which Tibetan history and identity are, and will, be read.
In the following chapter, [ examine the politico-intellectual environment in which
issues of Tibetan history and identity are often elaborated. Scholars in the field of diaspora
theory have yet to fully assess claims to a lost homeland based on the kinds of essentialist
discourses often dismissed by cultural criticism, and yet it is precisely an "essentialist"
claim that emerges both from Tibetans in exile as well as from Chinese authorities.
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CHAPTERS
CULTURAL CRITIQUE, DIASPORA THEORY,
AND THE TIBET QUESTION

sdong po gcig las skyes pa yi
rtsa rhams rlung gis phyogs bcur 'thor
The wind scatters in the ten directions
grasses born from a single stalk.
Sakya Pandita (1182-1251) 1
Diaspora discourse . . . . is loose in the world, for reasons having to do
with decolonization, increased immigration, global communications, and
transport-a whole range of phenomena that encourage multi-locale
attachments, dwelling, and traveling within and across nations.
Clifford, 306
Diaspora studies, as they are currently migrating to any number of academic
disciplines, seem to describe a familiar dichotomy of interests. On the one side, identity is
theorized as fragmented and contingent: "partly self-construction, partly categorization by
others, partly a condition, a status, a label, a weapon, a shield, a fund of memories, et
cetera" (Malkki, "National" 37). Consequently, theories of individual, national, ethnic, and
cultural selfhood-the interpretive rules for "reading" these overlapping selves-are not
to be grounded in essential and unchanging origins, but in the ongoing negotiations of
history, society, economics, and so on. Studies in a variety of fields have investigated

1 Quoted in Stephan V. Beyer's The Classical Tibetan Language (1992, Albany:
SUNY P), although the transliteration has been provided to me by Ronald Schwartz.
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these intersections of heterogenous, often hostile, cultural conditions: consider Frantz
Fanon's psychoanalytic treatment of racial othering in French Africa, Edward Said's
survey of middle-eastern identity as it is formed in conjunction with western Orientalist
scholarship, Benedict Anderson's evaluation of the importance of print capitalism to the
perceived identity of modern citizens of the nation-state, and Homi Bhabha's explorations
of the effects of migration and exile on contemporary metropolitan identities.
On the other side of diaspora debate, however, arise compelling affirmations of
essential subjectivity, genuine national desire, and demonstrable ethnic integrity,
particularly in the context of political argument and social protest. When the Dalai Lama,
for example, speaks for Tibetan independence, he is unequivocal in his appeal to an
essential Tibetan identity based on a necessarily Buddhist Tibetan spirit and a "birthright"
springing from the physical Tibetan homeland, the "cradle and homeland of Tibetan
Buddhism" itself(Gyatso, "Turning" (4).2 Clearly, to many Tibetans in the diaspora,
appeals to a stable, genuine, historical identity are deeply felt characteristics of an essential
individual, society, and spiritual purpose.
That such appeals may also be recognized and explored by scholars as forming
part of the "imaginative" re/constructions of Tibetan identity is an issue taken up only
recently as diaspora theory, informed as it is by various "post-colonial" cultural theories,

2 See also Winland regarding what she calls the "modernist versus primordialist"
dichotomy in diaspora debate (3-8).
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has become associated with Tibet studies. 3 I believe this is an important issue and
questions of Tibet's hybrid, transnational, even imaginary character are valuable matters to
discuss. Nevertheless, the first question for this chapter, and, I believe, the basic question
for diaspora studies regarding Tibet, concerns the relationship between claims to
"essential" Tibetan identity and the changing, hybridizing features of contemporary
Tibetan culture, both inside Tibet and in the diaspora. What concerns me is not so much
the devising of a formula for the way historical change itself is a component of Tibet's
"essential" identity, which I believe to be the case, but rather, the way in which Tibetan
transnationalism is reabsorbed into essentialist identity claims. Perhaps more precisely, it is
a question of how Tibetans-and Chinese-utilize cultural development and hybridity in
their reconstructions and rereadings of the Tibetan "nation."
To this end, I first want to discuss how current diaspora theory, for the most part,
seriously undervalues two important features of the Tibetan diaspora-the claim to an
essential identity based on uniqueness, and the call to reclaim a geographic homeland. I
anticipate that these features can also be found in other diaspora groups (Palestinian, for
example), and so the present study hopes to adjust the undue and limiting emphasis on
diaspora studies in general that results from taking what Homi Bhabha has called, in a very

3 In this sentence, the quotation marks around "post-colonial" are not apologetic,
but cautionary: since the 1950s, this term has been variously used to denote political
situations and psycho-cultural conditions involving colonialism and neo-colonialism, as
weD as colonialism that has "ended." I use this tenn here to denote a specific field of
current cultural studies that takes up questions of power inequalities between nationalities.
See also McClintock; Parry for further consideration of the use of this tenn.
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specific migrant context, "the empowering condition ofhybridity" ("How" 227) to be an
end in itself for any condition of cultural dispersion. That is to say, the survival as
migrant, is not, in the Tibetan case of forced exile, an end in itself, but a means to an end.
In addition, the theorizing of migrant hybridity in Tibetan studies already tends to privilege
the more readily accessible inter- or transnational features of Tibetan identity as they have
developed with the West, especially the United States, and further obscures the highly
significant intra-national features of Tibetan "hybrid" culture in the People's Republic of
China.
Revathi Krishnaswamy reminds us that diaspora, as forced exile, first marks a
condition of pain and suffering inflicted upon one group of people by another. The
mis/application of the terms diaspora or even exile to circumstances of voluntary
individual migration or postcolonial transnationalism is, for Krishnaswamy, an unfortunate
trend for critics today, and one that minimizes the actual plight of those people for whom
diaspora is much less an opportunity for developing a "global identity" than it is a daily
threat to life and culture. Krishnaswamy is thus prompted to ask whether a generalized
"figure of migrancy" might, in fact, have "acquired an excessive figurative flexibility that
threatens to undermine severly the oppositional force of postcolonial politics" (128).
When "refugees of any brand," she explains, are referenced under a single (or unified)
rubric of transnational migrancy, the specific features and interests ofpolitical exiles are
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lost among the wider variety of questions regarding upper-class emigres, transnational
metropolitan writers, guest workers, and so on (128).
[n literary studies, the notion of exile is often taken up with regard to the rich
metaphoric value of displacement and recombination, such as when Michael Seidel
suggests that "for the exile, native territory is the product of heightened and sharpened
memory, and imagination is, indeed, a special homecoming" (xi). Surely this is an
insightful way of reading exilic life and the narratives that arise from such a life. Again,
however, it is a way of reading that tends to celebrate the exile's traumatic experiences for
their own sake, or worse, for the ways in which they supplant the exile's origin. While
there is no question that for some displaced persons and groups (real and imagined), the
return to a homeland is not emphasized or even desired, this is simply not the case for
many Tibetans, and [ believe this leads us to consider alternative ways of reading the
narrative of exile.
Yet, unapologetic appeals to a Tibetan cultural or national essence certainly seem
to fly in the face of narratives of fragmented and contingent identity. [n fact, when taking
up diaspora questions, literary and cultural theorists very often pit these two positions
against one another, usually to make a case for the cultural value of fragmentation and
hybridity at the expense of ,'essentialist" appeals. I find this reluctance to theorize
essentialist rhetoric on its own terms both detrimental to Tibetan exile politics and
inadequate for critical analyses of how Tibetans and others (re)construct Tibetan culture.
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In the sections of this chapter, then, [ first consider the composition of Tibet's homeland
and diaspora, suggesting a way of engaging them with the spirit of current diaspora
discourse. [ then take up the specific question of homeland, showing that it is often
"exiled" from diaspora discourse. Finally, [ briefly examine three literary texts produced by
Tibetans, illustrating the influence of text and textual interpretation.
The motivating factors for such a study at this point in time should be clear, as the
''Tibetan question" increasingly affects the legislative bodies of several countries, the
shifting relations between China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong, and, of course, the lives of
millions of Tibetans inside and outside Tibet. Furthermore, despite the rapidly growing
field of diaspora studies, very little has been done to distinguish specific Tibetan issues
within the larger contexts of diaspora debate. Clifford's study ("Diasporas"), for example,
includes reference to the Chinese diaspora and its writers, but the Tibetan diaspora is not
mentioned. William Safran, while developing a helpful typology for diasporas-and one
that bears directly on Tibet's dispersed, "Zionist" diaspora-does not mention Tibet itself
And while Liisa Malkki and Yossi Shain each make valuable contributions to the debate by
raising our critical awareness of individual diasporic situations, neither of these writers
references the Tibetan diaspora as a related, relevant area of study for cultural critique,
nor does Malkki, as we will see, consider the ways in which the Tibetan diaspora might
lead her to modify her general formulas for diasporic identity.
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Earlier investigations of modem Tibetan culture were undertaken largely by
western scholars, as well as by exiled Tibetan scholars and activists themselves (see
Shakya). In the past few years, however, diaspora studies as such (significantly influenced
by western cultural studies) have begun to be taken up with regard to Tibet: Khachig
Tololy~ inaugurating the journal Diaspora, offered space for such a conjunction by
mentioning Tibet specifically (''Nation-State''), and Dawa Norbu has written on the
shortcomings of Tibetan democratic development in exile (''Limits''). In addition, a
compilation of essays edited by Robert Barnett and Shirin Akiner launched, in 1994, a new
"scholarly discourse on modem Tibet," one that brings together western, Tibetan, and
even Chinese writers (Shakya, "Development" 14)." The Issue is Independence presents
passionate essays from eight Tibetans in the diaspora, each of whom reasserts the call for
national reconstruction and the return to the Tibetan homeland, a call that many fear is
getting lost in the shuftle of mediated strategies for broadly defined "cultural survival."
Frank Korom's volume, Tibetan Culture in the Diaspora, brings together a variety of
scholars who investigate specific cultural developments inside and outside Tibet, while
another of Korom's edited volumes (Constructing, which includes a version of the present
chapter) endeavors to extend this view by examining the role of western imagination and
scholarship in the development of popularly perceived Tibetan identity. It should be said

4. Scholars from the PRC and the Tibetan exile communities are also brought
together at the seminars of the International Association of Tibetan Studies. See chapter 3
above for a discussion of this organization.
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that along with the increased interest in Tibetan issues, there has also arisen an increasing
sense of critical self-analysis among scholars of Tibet, especially with regard to the
influence that preconceptions and even scientific methodology inevitably have on the
construction of a Tibetologist' s object of study. In fact, a 1996 symposium sponsored by
the University of Bonn specifically addressed the nature and consequences of the "myths
of Tibet" that have shaped popular opinions and scholarly investigations for centuries.

The Tibetan Homeland and Diaspora Discoune
We passed the winter of 1959-60 peacefully in Gangtok, waiting for the Dalai
Lama's order to return home. The mirage of independence kept us in an unending
state of suspense and expectancy.
D. Norbu, Red
And the waiting continues. Since 1959, the Tibetan communities in exile have
grown in size and developed considerably in scope, purpose, and institutional
organization. Dharamsala. India, is the home to the Tibetan government-in-exile (the
Central Tibetan Administration, or CTA, headed by the fourteenth Dalai Lama), and
Tibetans also now live in dozens of other countries, including those hosting official
bureaus of the CTA. The exile government also conducts its own worldwide elections for
Tibetan People's Deputies and Kashag (cabinet) ministers.
Since this diaspora began, Tibetan refugees in India have established agricultural
settlements, agro-industry centers, handicraft centers, and more than 80 schools.
Organizations such as the Tibetan Youth Congress, the Tibetan Women's Association, the
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Tibetan Institute of Performing Arts, and the Library of Tibetan Works and Archive have
not only maintained what many consider "traditional Tibetan culture" outside of Tibet, but
they have allowed for the formulation of new cultural and political structures. In perhaps
the most enterprising case, the Amnye Machen Institute, Tibetan Center for Advanced
Studies, was formed in Dharamsala in 1992 (with the support of the Dalai Lama) in order
to address what the Institute's founders see as serious deficiencies in Tibetan culture,
namely:
1. Its near exclusive preoccupation with religion. 2. Neglect of the secular aspects
of its own history and culture. 3. Failure to learn from the outside world. 4. Its
present tendency to ignore the cultural education of its own people, in contrast to
its success in propagating Tibetan religion and culture in the West. (Amnye 1)
To this end, AMI undertakes studies in science, history, culture, literature, and politics in
Tibet and around the world. S
Of course, while Tibetans living in India and elsewhere have created impressive
opportunities for organization, protest, ethnic identification, and democratic expression,
most Tibetans-approximately six million people-remain in Tibet, where the final word
for all things political and cultural comes from the government of the People's Republic of
China. The Tibetan Autonomous Region (TAR) is the only region officially designated as
"Tibet" by the Chinese government, although large portions of ethnically Tibetan territory

5. For further discussion of the Amnye Machen Institute, see chapter 4 above and
the final section of the present chapter.
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have been incorporated into Chinese provinces. 6 The TAR itself is only nominally
administered by Tibetans, while Han Chinese officials develop and enforce Beijing's
regulations and oversee strict political, economic, and cultural control. 7 As Zhang Zhiwei,
vice-chairman of the Literature and Art Association of the TAR points out, "Tibet is
undeniably a part of China, and Tibetan culture is an indispensable part of the vast treasure
trove of Chinese culture" (6). Indeed, the Chinese name for Tibet, as discussed in the
previous chapter, means "western treasure house."
Continuing protests abroad attest to the diaspora's commitment to keeping the
pressure on the Chinese government and strengthening the connections between diaspora
and homeland. Annual commemorations of the March 10, 1959, uprising in Lhasa are held
in India as well as in Tibetan communities throughout Europe and North America. When
the United Nations held its fiftieth anniversary celebration in 1995, several Tibetans held a
hunger strike in New York City, calling for attention by the United Nations to Tibetan
concerns. The strikers ended their fast only when asked to do so by the Dalai Lama. And
in a clear case of promoting independence through diaspora, the one thousand Tibetan
immigrants participating in the Tibetan Resettlement Project (relocating Tibetans and their
families to cities throughout the United States), are expressly instructed to remember that

6. See Goldst~ Snow 126-29 for further information on the debate over Tibet's
disputed territory and popUlation figures.
7. For differing perspectives on the debate surrounding China's changing policies
toward Tibetans and Tibetan culture see Barnett; Goldstein; Shakabpa; Y. Wang.
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"as Tibetan ambassadors you are to raise the voice of Tibetan freedom and independence"
(Department, back cover).
In Lhasa and other Tibetan cities, of course, acts of resistance and calls for reform
or independence are extremely dangerous, although continuing protests demonstrate the
commitment of Tibetans (monks and nuns in particular) to regain cultural and political
control over Tibet. Ronald Schwartz has examined what he calls the "political ritual" of
protests in Tibet since 1987, and a recent report from the Tibet Information Network and
Human Rights Watch documents the most recent activity in the region. Meanwhile, in
China, the Xinhua (New China) news agency and other media outlets report on the danger
of splittists who threaten the integrity of the motherland by calling for Tibetan
independence, and warn against the "foreign-controlled Dalai clique" in particular.
Clearly then, any conception of the Tibetan "nation" may be theorized as
"imaginary" (following Anderson), rather than strictly referential, since a unified Tibetan
nation currently exists only through the anticipated (re)construction of its parts: occupied
country, dispersed communities, and globally networked politico-cultural support system.
Moreover, political and cultural views in Tibet and abroad are themselves hardly unified in
their intensity, manifestations, and goals. There are Tibetans and Tibet supporters who are
quite conservative, viewing cultural preservation as a hermetic operation, while other
Tibetans (such as those at AMI) cannot envision ''preservation'' without growth and
change. Some Tibetans argue for complete political independence from China, while
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others, such as the Dalai Lama, attempt to take the "middle road" of negotiating for a kind
offederated autonomy. And while many Tibetans position their protests within the broad
narrative of non-violence, there are also calls for violent means to achieve results.
Because of this heterogeneity in the nation of ,'Tibet" envisioned by various
individuals and factions, it is important to be cautious of generalizations of the ''Tibetan
condition" that elide specific features of key importance. For a significant portion of the
Tibetan diaspora, the national "imagining," while clearly a very active and important
feature of the Tibetan diaspora, is not an end in

itself~

it is not merely a celebration of the

ongoing development of transnational Tibetan culture. Rather, for much of the Tibetan
diaspora, the Tibetan national imagination is a means to a particular political endnational independence for some, genuine cultural autonomy for others. The Tibetan
diaspora, [ want to argue, often emphasizes a dual intentionality, a charge to reclaim the
Tibetan homeland and a mission to improve the spiritual condition of people around the
world.
This study seeks to recognize Tibetan claims of cultural transformation on their
own "essentializing" terms, since it is to the foundational level of Tibetan identity that such
claims are addressed. [ suggest that processes of hybridity and transnationalism actually
reinforce Tibetan claims to an essential self, because in Tibetan discourses, fragmentation
of the individual and the culture is primarily seen, not as cultural development to be valued
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for its own sake, but as a necessary condition of lived experience for contemporary
Tibetans, as well as an inevitable condition of suffering (in the Buddhist sense).
Exiled Tibetans of the Dalai Lama's generation carried their own memories of the
homeland with them to India in 1959, and these immediate memories directed all initial
attempts to negotiate a return to Tibet. Consequent generations of Tibetans, however, find
themselves without direct experience of the region still at the heart of the independence
struggle, and because of this, and because of the transformative exigencies of diasporic
life, there has arisen an all too familiar cultural crisis. As one Tibetan exile living in Canada
explains, "Simply put, it is proving to be too great a challenge to ward off the constant
onslaught of outside influences that keep on nullifying our individual family efforts to keep
our identity intact" (Jamyangling 66).
On the other hand, Bhuchung Tsering, who fled from Tibet with his family when
he was very young, suggests that although the new generation may lack immediate
attachment to the land and even the religion of Tibet, the binding tie for Tibetan exiles
today emerges from the need to preserve a distinct identity. The tie, in fact, is partly
formed through the shared experience of exile, even in the absence of a recognition of
essential sameness:
The new generation of Tibetans in exile do not know what Tibet looks like and so
they do not have the emotional attachment to the country that the older generation
has. However, having been brought up in modem societies, the young Tibetans are
very conscious of their identity. No matter where they live, they realize the fact
that they do not belong to that society. (Tsering, ''Looking'' 49)
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Regarding the direction of cultural "progress," we might discern two currents. The
first suggests a smooth continuity between Tibet past and Tibet future. Samdhong Losang
Tenzin Rinpoche, Chairman of the Tibetan Parliament in exile, reads the future Tibetan
nation as a "distinctive, spiritual, and authentically democratic nation, replete with those
characteristics of old Tibet that stem from a worldwide view based on love, and yet
ornamented by the positive aspects of modernity that do not contradict those
compassionate principles" (Samdhong sec. II). Poet and scholar Perna Bhum, on the other
hand, advocates a break with the past, since Tibetans have been crueUy disappointed by
both Buddhism and Marxism. Bhum argues that this point is illustrated in recent
developments in Tibetan poety: "As soon as they are liberated from the constraints of
religious and political ideology, poets experience feelings that exceed the bounds of the
old world, and they must abandon it for a new one" (20).
What these two views-continuity with the past and break with the past-share is
a sense of Tibetan culture surviving. not as a static artifact, but as a developing culture. 8
Present feelings of loss, displacement, and hybridization do not form the imagined goal of
a new Tibetan nation, but rather, these undesirable features characterize the lived reality of
Tibetans in Tibet and in forced exile throughout the world. The desire to keep "identity
intact" does not indicate a naive dream of an unchanging homeland, but the justified fear

8. Stuart HaU refers to this as the ''what have we become" view of culture, as
opposed to the "one true self' view ("Cultural" 393-394). The present study suggests that
an important diasporic claim of Tibetans is that the "true self' manifests itself in
"becoming. "
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of China's current repopulation and reconstruction of Tibet along Beijing's political
principles as well as the threat from global diaspora to fragment and weaken Tibetan
collective identity. Recent refugees from Tibet tell of enormous changes to its landscape
and culture, yet it is not change itself, but the agents of change that serve as the focus of
much Tibetan diaspora attention.
Change is foregrounded in the Dalai Lama's declarations that his struggle "is not a
struggle to preserve old institutions" (Gyatso, "Turning" 13). Dawa Norbu notes that in
the 1970s, the Dalai Lama unequivocally announced that "his return to Tibet would not
mean the restoration of the old order. He would not only abide by the majority wishes but
also by progressive modem trends," and Norbu adds that "this is what annoys China most,
which considers revolution its monopoly" ("Limits" 268).9
China's plans were and are very much those of revolutionary change, and cultural
developments planned by Beijing are intended to create the PRC's own version of a
forward-looking yet still ''Tibetan'' nationality:
Any attempt to develop the new culture in Tibet necessitates a clear understanding
of the fact that the region has a long history and a brilliant culture. In the past 40odd years, following the peaceful liberation of Tibet, the autonomous region has
groomed a socialist culture complimented [sic] by a distinct Tibetan culture. (Z.
Zhang 6)

9. For one portrait of "old Tibet," a culture often criticized by Chinese and
Tibetans alike for its class inequities, see the memoirs of Tsipon Shuguba (Carnahan
1995), which descnbes the privileges and misfortunes of a former Minister of Finance for
Tibet before 1959.
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The view from Beijing emphasizes that changes in Tibetan culture are signs of
inevitable progressive, and necessarily hybrid, social development, facilitated by party and
state planning. Indeed, the "monumental achievements" scored in Tibet over the past thirty
years "find their roots in Tibet's fertile ethnic culture, with traditional literature and art
occupying an increasingly important position in modem life," and indeed, "contemporary
artists must rely heavily on the strong influence of traditional literature and art if they
harbor even the slightest hope of gaining popularity with Tibetans" (Chi11a 's 1).
The Dalai Lama parries the rhetoric of cultural renewal and moral influence
wielded by Chinese administrators:
Decades of communist rule and the commercial activities in recent years, both
driven by extreme materialism, be it communist or capitalist, are destroying much
of China's spiritual and moral values .... In this situation, the Tibetan Buddhist
culture and philosophy would be able to serve millions of Chinese brothers and
sisters in their search for moral and spiritual values. (Gyatso, "Spirit" 18)10
In fact, the Dalai Lama envisions a "prosperous, stable, pluralistic China" (Gyatso, "Spirit"
17), a formulation not at odds rhetorically with the "unitary multinational state" as China

10. In the handbook given to each of the one thousand participants of the 1992
Tibetan Resettlement Project (created to relocate Tibetan exiles from overcrowded
settlements, primarily in India. to cities in the United States), new emigrants to the U.S.
are told:
It is our endeavor that the resettlement experience will take shape in such a way
that you, as Tibetans, will be able to maintain your identity, culture[,] and way of
life in the United States of America. As a Tibetan. you have something precious to
share with the West: your attitude towards life, how you handle the challenges of
living, the beauty of your family relationships, the inter-dependence that you have
woven into the fabric of your world view, the sense of compassion for all beings,
seeing beauty in simplicity, your reverence for the spiritual. These are some of
your treasures that you could share with the American people. (Department 23-24)
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is described in its constitution. Of course, as Kim and Dittmer point out, unity among the
nationalities is more "a legitimating myth, not an experienced reality" (274). This suggests
that the Dalai Lama's vision of a "multinational" China is also one of multiple agellls of

cultural autonomy. whereas the Chinese formulation deploys a single agent-state
planning-to ''unify'' the various nationalities. 11
What [ have been tracing here is the framework of a Tibetan diaspora culture-more accurately a textile and textual weaving of the narratives that define culture-that
finds quintessential Tibetan identity through, not despite, the various traumas and
transformations of cultural dispersion, even when that dispersion (as suppression) takes
place within Tibet. And for many Tibetans, the entire fabric rests on the daily political
struggle to reclaim the Tibetan homeland as an independent nation. [n the following
section [ consider more closely how the issue of such claims to homeland can be
preempted by diaspora discourse, a process that limits any comprehensive analysis of
Tibet's unique diaspora character.

Exiling the Homeland from Diaspora Discoune
That many people (scholars included) see identity through [the] lens of essentialism
is a cultural and political fact to be recognized. But this does not mean that our
analytical tools must take this form.
Malkki, '"National"

11. See also Gladney ''Representing'' on the construction of Chinese national
identity.
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James Clifford's recent assessment of diaspora studies raises some very important
questions regarding what he calls the "currency" of diaspora discourses: How do displaced
groups make use of a hybridizing discourse? What is the relationship between diaspora
and nationalism? And, crucially, ''What articulations of identity are currently being
replaced by diaspora claims?" (307). Taking up this last question, Clifford juxtaposes Paul
Gilroy's examination of the ''black Atlantic" with the anti-Zionist views of some groups of
Jews in order to emphasize that these two examples of diaspora argue against the
"standard notion" that a diaspora must be oriented around a single point of origin and
return. Clifford argues that in place of a "privileged source" for the diaspora, therefore,
emerges a unifying sense of community characterized by "constitutive sutTering" conjoined
with "the skills of survival: strength in adaptive distinction, discrepant cosmopolitanism,
and stubborn visions of renewal" (312).
Yet while Clifford's attention to the decentering of diasporic identity certainly
proves valuable for elaborating those dispersed populations for which diasporic cultural
bonds actually supersede the eventual return to a single geographic location, his discussion
leaves less room for the views of those displaced peoples who maintain that regaining the
historical homeland is a paramount concern. Clifford's main point regarding the dispersion
of diaspora discourse reasserts the tendency to actively push claims-and discussion-of
essential identities to the periphery of discussions that center on exclusively hybridized
identity constructions.
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Homi Bhabha insightfully analyzes an epistemological vortex of migrant identity,
explaining that the "liminality of migrant experience is no less a transitional phenomenon
than a translational one; there is no resolution to it because the two conditions are
ambivalently enjoined in the 'survival' of migrant life" ("How" 224). But those theorists
who would address questions of specifically diasporic identity with reference to Bhabha's
"ambivalent" identity construction would do well to recognize that Bhabha' s formulation
arises from migrant experiences largely unencumbered by what William Safran crucially
identifies as the "political obligation, or the moral burden of reconstituting a lost homeland
or maintaining an endangered culture" (Safran 85). Bhabha explicitly refers to the
••' survival' of migrant life," a process of significant and immediate importance to many
migrants, travelers, self-exiles, and guest workers. A stated commitment to reclaiming a
homeland, however, like that of Zionist Jews in the early twentieth century, suggests that
we accept and examine the stated terms of Tibetan exiles. 12 There is no reason to consider
the Zionist context as "normative" for all diaspora studies, as Clifford warns, since there
exist many dispersed groups who are not primarily focused on regaining a homeland. Yet,
for those groups who are avowedly "Zionist," formulations ofhybridity begin to turn on
the matter of means versus ends.

12. In fact, during an awards ceremony at the Simon Wiesenthai Museum of
Tolerance in Los Angeles, the Dalai Lama remarked that the Tibetans are trying to steal
the Jews "secret" in keeping their culture together in diaspora while awaiting the
establishment of a free homeland.
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Consider, as well, Liisa Malkki's provocative examination ofHutu refugees in
Tanzania, one study of which she describes as "a schematic exploration of taken-forgranted [that is, essentialist] ways of thinking about identity and territory that are reflected
in ordinary language, in nationalist discourses, and in scholarly studies of nations,
nationalisms, and refugees" ("National" 25). Malkki concentrates on the divergent identity
constructions of two groups of Hutus-those in a refugee camp and those in cosmopolitan
contexts-and she valuably explores the development of such diasporic features as a
"global conscience" and the "ability to speak an international language" with regard to law
("National" 46-47). However, following a particular examination of the Hutu diaspora,
Malkki makes a more general case for diaspora theory. Citing a diverse collection of
researchers and writers without a clear indication of how each engages the specific
questions of the other (namely,

Anderso~

Bhabha, Kapferer, Orwell, Appadurai,

Breckenridge, Clifford, Hebdige, Oeleuze, and Guattari), Malkki concludes her study with
the proposition that "identity is always mobile and processual, partly self-constructio~
partly categorization by others, partly a condition, a status, a label, a weapon, a shield, a
fund of memories, et cetera. It is a creolized aggregate composed through bricolage"
("National" 37). My point is that the "aggregate" nature of identity is not a conclusion, but
a beginning. For many migrants, as well, this nature may be taken up entirely for the
opportunities it offers to move thoroughly into a transnational identity, but for Tibetans,
"mobile and processual" identity does not march in opposition to essential identity claims.
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Malkki warns that even when "the more obvious essentialisms have been leached
out if it," identity still clings to "the cultural, and ... the national, soil from which it is
thought to draw its nature and sustenance" ("National" 37). Her point, therefore, like that
of Clifford, is to push cultural theory away from the essential, for the sake of responsible
scholarship, as suggested by the epigram to this section.
Because Malkki emphasizes that for many Hutu refugees, "exile was not a moral
trajectory, and homeland was not a moral destination," and indeed many "were creating
not a heroized national identity, but a lively cosmopolitanism," it makes sense that
Malkki's focus, and the focus of many Hutu refugees is exclusively on the "imaginative"
and "creative" aspects of hybridized culture and the benefits of abandoning essential
identity ("National" 36). But for diaspora theory in general, and for Tibetan questions in
particular, attention to hybridizing cultural development in diaspora ought not serve to
dismiss appeals to essential identity. It may even be self-deluding to believe that a "global
conscience" and anti-essentialist "analytical tools" signal the theoretical erasure of cultural
essence. In fact, it is important to question the logic that demands that formerly
"essentialist" culture progress into transnational, hybridized entities. It could be argued,
then, that aspects of transnational exchange, including the "currency" of diaspora
discourse, actually become a part of essential identity claims. Tibetan claims to a sovereign
identity, while demonstrably imaginary, constructed, and teleological, are no less essential
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in that they serve to ground foundational claims that operate politically, socially, and, for
many, spiritually.
Another barrier to analyses of Tibetan diaspora questions arises when the notion of
"indigenous culture" is dismissed out of hand because the human agency at work in any
culture is seen to obviate an implicit (and questionable) standard of organicism. John
Tomlinson, for example, makes such a position clear when he begins his extensive study of
cultural imperialism by stating that cultures and people simply cannot belong to a place;
indeed, "if we can take anything for granted about culture, it is that it is not a natural
phenomenon" (23). Tomlinson would prefer moving "from a . natural' to an historical way
of speaking" about culture, since culture is "entirely--even definitively-the work of
human beings" (23). Tomlinson insists, therefore, that the "natural" and the "historical"
cannot be theorized together, unless it is to demonstrate that claims for the "natural" yield,
as we have seen in Malkki's formulation, to more the sophisticated view of culture and
nationality as purely historical (Tomlinson 23-24). Clearly. cultures and nations are
historical phenomena, but should place be everywhere denied on this basis? History
certainly may produce belonging, but in the Tibetan diaspora, this belonging is deployed as
essentially Tibetan. Consider the following statement from a talk given by the Chairman of
the Tibetan Parliament in exile: "Our struggle is not primarily an ethnic or political
struggle. Rather, all people born in the spiritual land of Tibet have a universal
responsibility to all beings, and the fulfillment of that responsibility is a duty that we all
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incur simply by the fact of our births" (Samdhong). Here again are the dual claims often
heard in the Tibetan diaspora: the claim to an essential connection to the physical land of
Tibet, and the appeal to a spiritual mission directed toward any number of communities
and nations. The call for complete political independence--a third claim to add to the
other twer-may, as we have seen, be apparent in some groups of Tibetans and absent in
others.
Nevertheless, even unequivocal appeals to an essential Tibetan identity based on
Buddhism are integrally linked to the historical and political justification for Tibetan selfdetermination, but integral to it. The Dalai Lama speaks in the same breath of Tibet's
"compassionate and non-violent Buddhist culture" and of Tibet's "historical role in
maintaining peace in Central and South Asia," and he urges governments around the world
to become involved in helping the Tibetan cause. Here, essential religious claims to
Tibetan identity undergird, therefore, rather than yield to, the undeniable contingencies of
history. The Tibetan diaspora is not seen primarily as a new development of the imagined
Tibetan nation, although it surely is that, but as a worldwide support system making the
most of its global character for the sake ofa free Tibet (as we have seen with the Tibetan
Resettlement Project in the United States). Global hybridity is not the end of diaspora
identity, but a means to recover the homeland, and so the politics of Tibetan essentialism
is written into the text of global hybridity. It is not merely the deployment of essentialist
rhetoric for the sake of political negotiation, but rather an assertion of the social
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consequences of a genuine claim made on the basis of spiritual beliefs regarding identity,
place, and culture.
[n this chapter [ have not attempted to simply argue against enlisting the discourses
of hybridity and transnational culture in discussions of Tibetan

culture~

instead, I have

intended to point out that such transformative processes and the discourses that articulate
them do not wholly replace Tibetan claims to essential spirit and geographic homeland.
Subsequent discussions, therefore, might focus on the ways hybridity actually arises and
acts in the Tibetan diaspora. The Dalai Lama, in fact, echoing Malkki ("Citizens"), has
referred to Tibetans as "citizens of the world" in order to highlight the affirmative changes
provoked by transnationalism:
When I was born sixty years ago. my country, Tibet, still deliberately closed itself
off from the rest of the world. It might have been my destiny to have lived out my
days in isolation too. But, as circumstances would have it, I had to leave my
homeland and I have spent more than half of my life as a refugee. In some ways
this is a source of sorrow, bllt the positive result is that I and malTY of my
compatriots have had to become citizens of the world (Gyatso, "Turning" 11)

Debating Indigenous Politics

An important range of questions now reflects the political expedience of various
ways of being "citizens of the world." Two recent issues of the Tibetan Review, published
in New Delhi, feature an important exchange of views on the nature of the Tibetan
independence struggle and Tibetan nationalism itself The debate is over the value of what
is called the "indigenous route"-the appeal to indigenous status within a larger nation-
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state by peoples historically associated with that nation-state's land. 13 Negotiations in this
area have been pursued by, for example, the Saami people in Scandinavia and aboriginal
tribes in Australia. 14
Yodon Thonden, a Tibetan born and raised in New York City, argues that this
"path not taken" is wonh following. Noting that Tibet receives ''far greater suppon
against human rights violations than ... for independence," Thonden calls on Tibetans to
"consider that the indigenous route may allow us yet another vehicle for development of
the voice for Tibetan independence" (1 5).
In a response to Thonden, Eric Cleven and Chungdak Koren warn that appeals to

the indigenous nature of Tibet "could prove fatal to the whole issue of Tibetan
independence" (17). Cleven and Koren point out that the Tibetan independence movement
must, by definition, be based on issues ofjoreign occlipation. not domestic rights abuses:
Though we realize the need to work realistically to achieve political goals, the
struggle for Tibetan independence on the international level is to a large extent a
struggle to win acceptance for the idea that Tibet is a nation which is occupied and
has the right to be free. This is very different from perceiving Tibetans as a
minority to protect from discrimination. (17)

13. See also Balibar (Preface); Wallerstein (81-83) for funher distinctions between
state and nation, and Samuel regarding Tibet's own historical status as a "stateless
society."
14. Also of interest is the special number ofeullUral SlIrvival Quarterly (1992)
regarding the aftermath of the breakup of the Soviet Union. Articles take up specialized
studies of the ways in which ethnic subgroups jockey for position within the changing
borders of oation and state. See especially articles by Hall; lones; Nadirov; Roben;
Wixman.
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The authors also argue that the central concerns of many indigenous groups are matters of
land distribution and economic parity. not matters of national independence. The
indigenous route, they argue, necessarily weakens the argument that ''the Chinese
presence in Tibet is a systematic and imperialistic occupation of one sovereign nation,
Tibet, by another, China" (18).
[ mention this debate because [ feel that the implicit acquiescence to foreign
sovereignty that Cleven and Koren discern in the indigenous argument is akin to the
acceptance of globally imagined culture as a replacement for essential identity and
geographic belonging. That is, in the one case, the crucial question of independence is
bypassed in the move to capitalize on indigenous claims within a dominant

nation-state~

in

the other case, the claim to essential belonging is bypassed by theoretical configurations of
fragmented identity in order to participate in a dominant theoretical discourse.
Malkki, citing Appadurai, also argues that romantic notions of indigeneity have
deleterious limits, although her focus is on the way in which indigenous people are
"territorialized," or spatially confined to specific environments on the basis of nativist
claims to natural belonging~ these claims, then, lead "to a peculiar sedentarism that is
reflected in language and in social practice" ("National" 31), especially when the issue of
nationalism is raised: "It is when the native is a national native that the metaphysical and
moral valuation of roots in the soil becomes especially apparent. In the national order of
things, the rooting of peoples is not only normal~ it is also perceived as a moral and
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spiritual need" ("National" 30). By contrast, the "sedentarist metaphysics" underlying
territorialization "directly enables a vision of territorial displacement as pathological"
(''National'' 31). In this way, Malkki argues that the pathology of dispersement is an
anthropological formulation arising from an unexamined metaphysics of belonging that is
itself the product of anthropological metaphorization.
While [ cannot object to Malklci's attempts to recuperate generally the concept of
dispersion, defend cultural hybridity from charges of cultural failure, and facilitate a view
of "indigenous peoples" that does not at the same time confine and objectify, I must point
out that the "pathology of territorial displacement" is not first and foremost a metaphysical
complication for Tibetans inside and outside Tibet. Political suppression, cultural
destruction, religious intolerance, and ethnic genocide have each left their mark on the
Tibetan consciousness, shaping and intensifying the construction of Tibet's imagined
national place, but these also serve as immediate catalysts for trauma and as political
features to be taken up in negotiating Tibet's future. As we have seen, Tibetan dispersion
is not without its desirable features, and the Tibetan diaspora ought not be read simply as
a failure of Tibetan cultural purity~ neither, however, should the notion of Tibet's
geographic belonging be deconstructed in such a way as to further displace an already
displaced people. As Aijaz Ahmad reminds us, "Most migrants tend to be poor and
experience displacement not as a cultural plenitude but as torment~ what they seek is not
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displacement, but, precisely, a place from where they may begin anew, with some sense of
a stable future" (16).
While the physical ana imagined place to which Tibetans in exile direct their
struggles is continually being transformed through strategies ranging from strip mining and
heavy construction to ideological pressure and educational policy, it is the struggle over

agency that is most crucial to Tibetans and Chinese administrators alike. In this respect,
literature stands as both agent and object in formulations of Tibetan diaspora identity.
Literary texts, like any texts, are both created and interpreted; they enter into discourse as
agents of argument, ideas, persuasion, and language change, and they also stand as objects
of further study and revision.

New Textual Questions: Transnational Tibetan Literature
History grinds forward and social change presses ahead. Along with economic
development and better living standards in the region, Tibetans are also demanding
sophisticated literary and art works. . . . Artists in the highland region are making
every effort to adopt modem techniques to fulfill the public needs.
China's Tibet

Warriors of Tibet, by Jamyang Norbu, is the story of Aten, a warrior of "old
Tibet" who narrates his life in the Kham region, his family's destruction during the Chinese
invasion, and Aten's own bitter escape to India. The book was written in English in order,
as Jamyang Norbu explains, to give English readers an understanding of "the Tibetan
attitude toward the Chinese and the great revolt of 1959" (7). Significantly, many of the
'"English readers" of the book, first published in 1979, were the multilingual Tibetan
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leaders in exile. The book is important in its gentle but persistent critiques of the
administrative corruption of "old Tibetan" government. The Tibetan language, molded by
a long and globally influential history of religious literature and translation, may not have
made, in 1979, an adequate vehicle for such criticisms. Discussions in English, however,
spurred by a book in that language, would serve to distance the criticism from the
immediate context of Tibetan traditions. A book, that is, prepared for "export," in fact
serves to import self-criticisms with which Tibetans in exile are often reluctant to face.
At one point in Norbu's text, Aten recalls his father's emotional description ofa
Tibetan official:
Although he is a noble man of a great and illustrious house, and an honored official
of the government, he is nevertheless a Tibetan like you and me . . . . Therefore he
spoke to us as brothers, and it is a thing no Chinese would have ever done. The
Chinese consider us barbarians. I am glad that the first Tibetan official you have
met has been worthy of his great rank, because not all are so .... You must always
bear in mind your great heritage, your race and your leader. Never forget your
duty as a Tibetan and never give way to the enemy. (39)
Here, "external" critique of the Chinese military is juxtaposed with an implicit "internal"
critique of Tibetan administration. The fact that not all Tibetan officials are "worthy of
their rank" does not deter Aten' s father from emphasizing the bond between all Tibetans
"like you and me."
The diaspora populations, argues Dawa Norbu, a Tibetan scholar living in India,
needs to more openly exercise debate over the complexities of democracy, especially the
question of administrative privilege, if there is to be any hope for a free Tibet. Norbu has

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

203

criticized the Tibetan government in exile, charging that "Tibetan democracy will remain a
farce that perpetuates patrimonialism" unless the "semi-educated coterie which constitutes
the Dalai Lama's power elite" gives way to broad popular participation in policy making
(D. Norbu, "Limits" 38). This criticism is intended as a corrective to what Norbu sees as a

corrupt Dharamsala-based administration, not as evidence that the independence struggle
should be abandoned. Difference itself, in other words, must be seen as constitutive of
Tibetan diaspora identity. I believe that literary interpretation, through which individuals
negotiate personal and social values, is an important model for democratic critique. Books
written in English, French, Chinese, or any other language that could be called
"dominant," however. suggest only one aspect of this modeling. Because opportunities for
engaging democratic debate and critique are also matters of recognizing and internalizing
democratic principles, literary interpretation must take place in the Tibetan language. Such
interpretation is a process of both bringing new ideas into the Tibetan language and
allowing the very concept of UTibetan language"-a seemingly essential concept-to
change. IS
While so many of the political questions affecting Tibetan exiles are written,
literally, on a global scale, it becomes the task of translation to actually modify the Tibetan
language so that concepts can be processed in an "essentially Tibetan" linguistic sphere.
Linguistic change, it can be said, does not in all cases follow, but may in fact precede and

15. For further discussion of the role of translation in political debate, see my
examination of the Tibetan translation of Common Sense in chapter 4 above.
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enable wider social change. As I suggest in the previous chapter, using the Tibetan
language as a kind of vernacular dialect for the "world language" of diaspora, Tibetan
readers themselves merge with and modifY the texts they interpret. It is also important that
this interpretation take place in a language whose future is not secure. As Ngugi wa
Thiong' 0 warns us, there is an "imperialism of language" that encroaches on even wellmeaning readers who are forced to negotiate texts and thoughts in a dominant, alienating
language."
The Amnye Machen Institute has begun a world literature translation project
specifically intended to draw new ideas and linguistic elements into the Tibetan language.
In one of their first translations, and one of the very first translations of western secular
literature by Tibetans in exile, the narrator of Alexander Solzhenitsyn' s Olle Day ill the
Life of Ivan Denisovich describes the national bonding of two Estonians imprisoned in the

Soviet gulag. The men were "like blood brothers," and yet, "they weren't brothers at all,
they'd only gotten to know each other here in the gang. One of them. they said, had been
a fisherman. the other had been taken to Sweden by his parents when the Soviets carne to
Estonia and he was still a kid" (55).
Here, national identification survives exile and personal differences and reemerges

in the unity of the two ''brothers'' in the prison camp. And here, as in Aten's story,
community arises from both a natural origin and from present conditions and historical

"Nadir Nadirov makes a similar point regarding the future of the Kurdish and
Uzbek cultures (39-40, 42).
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disruptions. What is notable about this translation is the way it signals to Tibetan readers
that transnational exile (even beyond the overland cOMection between Tibet and India)
need not dissipate cultural bonds. In the Soviet labor camp depicted by Solzhenitsyn,
distinctions ofa prisoner's ethnicity or do not preclude the forming of important bonds,
although these bonds may seem to compromise "essential" identity: As I have noted in the
previous chapter, personal struggles, daily activities, food, clothing, work. and
modifications of language all tend to create an ambivalent "prisoner-self' that serves to
sustain solidarity and also frustrates the "essential" relationship with home and family,
In the Tibetan diaspora, where some Tibetans live the materially diminished lives of
refugees in India while others live in upwardly mobile European or American
communities, the notion of a heterogeneous group putting aside their differences and
"pulling together" is an important part of the entire struggle for independence and the
maintenance of national identity, as Schwartz (218) has pointed out. Dawa Norbu also
notes that during the 1950s, many Tibetans did not become "nationally conscious" until
they were forced into indoctrination programs in China: "When we arrived in China, we
united to face the challenges. Sect, province and social class were all irrelevant. The
important point was that we were all Tibetans" (Red 138-139).
Tashi Dawa's story, "A Starless Night," emerging from Tibet itself in the pages of
the English-language China s Tibet, illustrates the inevitable polyvocality and coded
nature of Tibetan literary texts, even in foreign translation. Dawa writes his stories in

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

206

Chinese and is frequently translated into English, French, and Tibetan by Chinese
publishers. With literary interpretation in such a variety of contexts come social and
political choices and their consequences. For different readers, or, in fact, for the same
readers at different times and circumstances, the reading of texts can be simultaneously
resistant, complacent, revolutionary, and reactionary. "A Starless Night" is a simple tale in
which "liberated" Tibetans are faced with the choice of perpetuating the "old ways" of
vengeance or living up to the new Chinese ideal of communist unity. The protagonist,
Agebu, refuses to fight Lhajig, whose father killed Agebu's father:
The vagrant continued, "Well, I've found you after 10 long years. As you
can see, I have nothing except this knife which my father left for me to get
revenge."
'-Sut, what if [ die today?" said Agebu. "My son will grow up and seek to
take revenge on your son. That's the tradition ofKamba men." (33)
Agebu refuses to fight, however, proclaiming, "[W]e must put an end to the hatred left
behind by the older generation. We are emancipated serfs" (34).
Lhajig does not agree, and most of the villagers support him in his "traditional"
position of honor for his father. He stands before Agebu waiting for a response to his
challenge:
Agebu was unable to persuade either his fellow villagers or the vagrant.
Teeth chattering and chest puffing like a set of bellows, Agebu shouted with great
determination, ''I'll kowtow!"
His entire body trembled violently as he shouted at the top of his lungs:
"Agebu is a member of the Communist Party of China!"
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Agebu became the first Kamba to betray the age-old tradition. Agebu
yielded to the will of the much smaller vagrant and prostrated himselfat the man's
feet. (Dawa 34)
Through this action, the two enemies become friends, but the story does not end happily.
Soon after Lhajig and Agebu pledge their new commitment to friendship, Lhajig is
discovered murdered, and the text strongly suggests that the killer is Agabu' s own wife,
Karnzhub, who had earlier chastised her husband for not acting like a true Tibetan.
As an illustration of the Chinese liberation of Tibet, this story unfolds along

allegorical lines: Agebu, the hero of his village, denounces regressive Tibetan traditions
and proclaims his commitment to the new order. His reconciliation with a traditional
enemy is a model of contemporary Tibetan behavior as developed by Chinese influences,
while the murder of Lhajig indicates the stubborn persistence of tradition and the need for
China's continuing intervention.
Of course, once the text circulates among Tibetans (and other interested readers),
other interpretations will inevitably emerge. Consider the following. Agebu and Lhajig's
family conflict, personal confrontation, and subsequent reconciliation represent the
independent choices of Tibetans to negotiate the past and develop new ties with each
other, perhaps as a way of uniting against an enemy stronger than those arising from
Tibetan tradition. The character of Kamzhub, then. comes to be seen as a figure of
Chinese provocation, fanning the fires of the old traditions in order to once again pit
Tibetans against themselves.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

208
Though united in a single general cause, the difference between writers in Tibet
and those in exile is vast, as Pema Bhum points out. There is, he writes,
a special suffering for writers and poets [in Tibet]. Suppressing the fire of hatred in
their hearts, they must use their pen. which is their soul, to sing songs of praise to
the bloody hand that murdered their fathers. Tibetans in exile, though they are
unable to take revenge, have the desperate satisfaction of expressing their anger by
cursing and exposing the crimes of their enemies. (5)
As this study has sought to illustrate, the texts that influence Tibetan diaspora questions

can also serve to exile important Tibetan interests, placing writers "inside" or "outside"
discourse itself New texts, however, developing both within Tibet and in the diaspora,
and woven together by differing acts of reading, are already becoming the new grounds
for a uniquely Tibetan diaspora discourse.
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CHAPTER 6

AFTERWORD: GLOBALIZATION AND THE HUMANITIES

Yet it is remarkable how seldom political theorists have taken seriously the fact that
"politics" necessarily operates in an ideological world in which words have rarely had
unambiguous meanings.
Partha Chatterjee
In this final chapter I explore the value of following discussions of economic
globalization into discussions of domestic national issues involving cultural critique,
arguing that the character and interests of local sites for transnational exchange are key
sites for analysis and closely associated with the logic of globalization theories. I begin
with a summary of Saskia Sassen' s place-based view of globalization and then consider
five aspects of this place-based view in light of China's importance to transnational
cultural critique. In the final section, I offer a broader sketch of three commonly discussed
views of globalized, transnational forces and their relationships to domestic issues of
cultural study. This chapter began as a talk given at the conference, "Globalization and the
Future of the Humanities," held at the Beijing Language and Culture University in the
summer of 1998. Chinese and foreign literary and cultural critics were invited to
participate in discussions with scholars in the fields of political science, sociology, and
economics, and the conference provided one of the first significant opportunities for issues
of globalization and China to be examined with regard to the humanities.
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[t is not yet a matter of course to examine how the inter- and transdiscipIinary
nature of current work in the humanities should be seen as a particularly significant aspect
of globalization, whereby ideas, methods, vocabularies, and intellectuals move across the
globe, provoking new structures of debate and giving rise to unanticipated consequences.
Although this was the focus of an important earlier conference, "Cultural Dialogues and
Cultural Misreadings," held at the Beijing National Library in 1995 (Y. Chen),
globalization as such was not then a central concern. [n this chapter, [ explore how
Chinese contexts Edward Said's formulation of "traveling theory" can be usefully
examined alongside economic theories of globalization, where globalization is seen as a
kind of "traveling market economy." Adopting a perspective that emphasizes the
placebound nature of the global-that is, the ways in which local (intra-national) concerns
influence global (international) flows-[ feel it is valuable to illuminate globalization as
both a politico-economic and an intellectual-institutional process. Analyzing the forces of
place in global exchanges sheds light not only on important economic and political
features, but also on the theories and practices of scholars in the humanities. [n contrast to
an area-studies approach to knowledge construction in the service of foreign-policy
planning, the new realities of the global academy prompt closer attention to traveling
theory's transformation of the local, and of the significant role played by place in a
seemingly placeless new world order.
When place is taken into account in such a way, those of us who study social
narratives or engage cultural critique recognize anew the need to move beyond simple
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dichotomies of international debate, and in the present case [ concentrate on the
longstanding dichotomy that structures discussions of "China and the West." I begin by
reiterating that unitary subjects such as "China" or "the West," exist as meaningful
signifiers only in their simple relation to one another and tend to conceal the divisions and
differences within the spaces they signify. This perspective for inquiry is especially relevant
because we have come to understand how the processes of globalization-in the global
marketplace of humanities scholarship as well as in economics-do not simply transform
inter- and transnational networks, but also reconfigure the sites of national and localinstitutional practices. [n an immediate example, Wang Ning noted in his introductory
comments to the "Globalization and the Future of the Humanities" conference that
globalization is "inevitable" and will take place "whether we like it or not." For this
reason, he warned, and because of the Western-biased homogenizing dangers of
globalization, ''We must make sure that globalization takes place without endangering
national cultural identity." [n identifying the possible effects on (as dangers to) national
identity, Wang illustrates what is perceived to be at stake in globalization's economic and
intellectual spread. My approach highlights and interrogates the nature of the "national
cultural identity" seen here to be at risk. How is this culture defined, and by whom? Does
it serve a select group of people while leaving others out? Do discussions of globalization
tend to reinforce strict national narratives, and is it justifiable to appropriate the insights of
globalization theory for critiques of these national narratives?
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Saskia Sassen describes her general approach to globalization in a way that is
helpful to discussions of exchanges in cultural criticism. because we are invited to consider
how globalization transforms the "local" institutions and structures of governance that we
think of as facilitating international exchange itself
The growth of a global economy in conjunction with the new telecommunications
and computer networks that span the world has profoundly reconfigured
institutions fundamental to processes of governance and accountability in the
modem state. State sovereignty, nation-based citizenship, the institutional
apparatus in charge of regulating the economy, such as central banks and monetary
policies-all of these institutions are being destabilized and even transformed as a
result of globalization and the new technologies. What happens to processes of
governance and accountability when the fundamental institutions upon which they
rest and depend are thus destabilized and transformed? (Losing xi-xii)
While Sassen does not argue that the nation-state's influence in global matters has
withered away, she emphasizes that destabilization and transformation of national
institutions are key consequences of globalization. Of primary importance is the localized
character of destabilization and the agencies of institutional transformation, and while
Sassen addresses globalization generally as an economic process, her model for analyzing
global economic processes can also serve as a basic model for what I would call the
transnational humanities industry. In fact, I find the features and processes of this
transnational humanities industry are already implicit in Sassen' s formulations of economic
globalization, and I summarize these formulations as a prerequisite to addressing the way
we construct our comparative cultural critiques.
Sassen's basic objective, like that of Anthony King, Stuart Hall, Partha Chatterjee,
and Simon During (a speaker at the Beijing conference), is to "dissect the global
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economy" and prompt us to reject economic globalization merely as "represented in terms
of the duality of national-global where the global gains power and advantages at the
expense of the national" (Globalization xix). Her projects often focus on the city as a
nexus of globalizing forces, thereby allowing an important view "of economic
globalization as concrete economic complexes situated in specific places" (Globalization
xix). Such a view also serves to highlight those intra- or subnational components of

globalization that are significantly "articulated with the global economy" and those that are
left out (Globalization xix). This perspective is in contrast to those arguments for viewing
the nation-state, or state economic sovereignty, as declining in significance. Sassen feels
that while new forms of control and jurisdiction arise through globalization, the nationstate continues to playa major role in the global economy, not least as the guarantor of
capital-a point also made by Wang Hui in a recent article ("Contemporary"). New claims
made by globalization on the nation-state have led to the production of new forms of
legality-labor laws, industry regulation and deregulation, and so on-and these "legal
regimes" are, at least at this point in time, maintained solely by national structures and
those international structure that presuppose the self-sovereignty of modem nation-states

(Globalization xxvii).
The International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank, the International Bank.
for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD), and the World Trade Organization (WTO)
are examples of such regimes of legality that illustrate the interconnectedness of
globalization and nation-states. The activities of these organizations, along with much of
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the deregulation of industries involved in global commerce, also lead, according to Sassen,
to the partial "denationalization of national territory." That is, the nation-state itself is
transformed when it engages global economies, and the nation's cities are particularly
telling examples of the often forgotten or ignored placebollnd nature of globalization.
Sassen argues that while the hypermobile and even cyberspatial nature of globalization is
not to be denied, it is very often overvalorized to such a degree that the equally undeniable
features of place, as nation, city, and institution, are lost in the analysis.
Moreover, the ability of the nation-state to regulate global economies varies
according to the sphere of globalization in question. Sassen contrasts local, placebound
resources with the hypennobile outputs produced by those resources:
The considerable placeboundedness of many . . . resources contrasts with the
hypermobility of the outputs of many of these same industries, particularly finance.
The regulatory capacity of the state stands in a different relation to hypennobile
outputs than to the infrastructure of facilities, from office buildings equipped with
fiber optic cables to specialized workforces. (Globalization xxix)
In simple terms, the state may have considerable control over the "input column" of
globalization-the infrastructure and labor supply-but less over the "output column"the resulting financial capital and its subsequent demands for further modifications to the
state in order to benefit from global economic flows. In fact, Li Cong, of the Chinese
Academy of Social Sciences (CASS), sees this as a welcome force acting on nations out of
line with international standards of economic behavior. He argues that one key aspect of
anything like successful globalization is the constraint to be placed upon national
sovereignty by international organizations (Li 61). Li's view of the horizon for
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globalization, however, differs from those of many at this conference, as it emphasizes that
globalization win not truly be possible until the capitalist system is abolished (62).
When it comes to the labor supply for globalized economies, one of Sassen' s key
distinctions is that "much of the multiculturalism in large cities is as much a part of
globalization as is international finance," and, crucially, the dynamics of such
multiculturalism leads to the need to develop new spaces for transnational politics. Sassen
suggests that, "what we still narrate in the language of immigration and ethnicity . . . is
actuaUy a series of processes having to do with the globalization of economic activity, of
cultural activity, of identity formation" (Globalization xxxi). Put into such a framework,
ethnicity is not viewed simply as an anthropological phenomenon, but rather as an integral
part of global economies, and cultural critics are led to investigate how ethnicity is written
and interpreted through such transnational political structures as immigration laws and
globalized labor organizations.
According to Sassen, postcolonial analyses are also shifted to allow for more
relevant discussions based on the centrality of colonial processes to globalization, rather
than their alterity:
Too often immigration and ethnicity are constituted as otherness. Understanding
them as a set of processes whereby global elements are localized, international
labor markets are constituted, and cultures from allover the world are de- and
reterritorialized, puts them right there at the center along with the
internationalization of capital as a fundamental aspect of globalization. This way of
narrating the large migrations of the post-war era captures the ongoing weight of
colonialism and postcolonial forms of empire on major processes ofglobalization
today, and specificaUy those processes binding countries of emigration and
immigration (Glohalization xxxi, emphasis added).
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We are encouraged, then, to consider colonial histories and the structures they have
established when we tum to issues of contemporary transnational exchanges, including
economic flows and ethno-cultural transformations.
By revisiting each of the five areas and arguments outlined above from the
perspective of humanities scholarship in general, and transnational cultural critique in
particular, we can sketch out the parallel dynamics of globalized institutional-intellectual
flows. Like the economic flows, traveling theory is characterized by its global spread, but
our analysis emphasizes the local contact-points of globalization as they are influenced by
national (state) interests and local (institutional) motivations, and as these motivations
consequently influence globalizing processes of cultural criticism.
In the first area, where Sassen focuses on the city as a nexus of globalizing forces
and argues for the continuing (though transformed) importance of the nation-state in
global matters, I suggest we focus on institutions such as universities and research centers
and the continuing influence of local regimes of institutional oversight. Any "global"
discussion converges at an institution and is inflected by the local conditions of that
institution. Moreover, the regimes of institutional control are developed at the local level
to deal with the global flow of ideas and even scholars. For Chinese institutions, this
means that since reforms began in 1978, the "opening up" to global cultures has involved
transformations of curricula, faculty, libraries, housing, computer technology, and an
increasing concern shown by academic departments and Communist Party advisors to the
activities of scholars involved in global research. The host institution for the
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"Globalization and Future of the Humanities" conference, Beijing Language and Culture
University (BLCU), for example, was previously devoted solely to language instruction as
the Beijing Language Institute, but the interests of scholars, administrators, and officials
prompted significant changes in the university's mission. Other examples can be found, yet
the changes made to address global issues at such institutions as Beijing University,
Chinese University of Hong Kong, Tamkang University in Taiwan, Harvard's Yenching
Institute, and the East-West Center in Hawaii will prove to vary greatly depending on
local conditions.
[n the second area, regarding international organizations and the "denationalization
of national territory," I would counterpoise the organizations and associations involving
our academic work. That is, along with the IMF. we consider the l\tfi...A (Modem
Language Association), and along with the £BRO, there is the ICLA (International
Comparative Literature Association), and so on. Organizations such as the Chinese
Comparative Literature Association (CCLA) and the American Association of Chinese
Comparative Literature (AACCL) differ in their political and intellectual orientations.
Examples of organizations providing funding, each with its own agenda, include, the
Social Science Research Council (SSRC), the International Institute for Asian Studies, the
East-West Center, the Chiang Chiog-kuo Foundation, the Pacific Cultural Center, and
various Chinese state bureaus. Sassen's main point regarding membership in globalized or
globally oriented organizations is particularly relevant to the academic and professional
lives of literary and cultural critics. The content and direction of critical work and the local
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institutions with which scholars identify are themselves transformed by their involvement
in the global exchange of scholarship. In fact, the President of the BLCU stated in the
conference's opening speech that one key reason for BLCU's new emphasis on cultural
inquiry-particularly transnational cultural inquiry-is the need to "be compatible with the
general tendency of the world." Throughout the conference, this view of globalization as
inevitable generally characterized the position of Chinese participants. In response to this
inevitability, then. new topics are provoked, new research directions are taken, and even
new vocabularies are created to address global interactions.
One interesting example of the transformation of local institutions-an example
that speaks to Western as weD as Chinese constructions of ethnicity-is the International
Association for Tibetan Studies (IATS), also discussed in chapter 3 above. The IATS was
founded in Oxford, England, in the 1970s, yet it was not until the seventh triennial meeting
in 1995 that there emerged a sizable presence of participating scholars from the People's
Republic of China (PRC). Of course, many of the principal narratives of Tibet's history
and status held by Western scholars are not always shared, and often directly opposed, by
scholars in the PRC. Despite such contentions, however, changes have taken place in the
IATS both because of transformations of institutional perspectives in China and a greater
openness on the part of the organization to divergent views and topics of interest.
Moreover, it is the membership of the IATS that makes decisions for further changes to
the organization as weD as local member institutions, and the diverse membership now
suggests a more global, less Eurocentric future for Tibetan studies.
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In the third area, regarding the regulation of global economies. I think it is
important to see the "input column" of resources for transnational cultural critique in the
humanities as including such features as institutional mandates and the financial support
they enable, local faculty and student populations, structures of foreign-study programs,
memberships in international scholarly organizations, and conferences themselves as
venues of discussion. These inputs, adapting Sassen' s argument, are easier to control at
the local level than the hybridized "outputs," which can be particularly troublesome in
China, where matters of transnational flows are often read as instances of ··interference in
China's domestic affairs," whether of the political, economic, or cultural type. The
consequences, or outputs of transnational cultural critique. for example, include all of the
"cultural misreadings" discussed in conferences and publications devoted to ··China and
the West," as well as those politically uncomfortable examinations of traveling theoryincluding the present study-and the institutional modifications that result from
engagement with heterogeneous organizations.
The fourth argument, establishing narratives of ethnicity as economic and political
agencies, closely parallels the discourse of ethnicity in much current cultural criticism in
the humanities. Critiques ranging from well-known studies of hybridity or the Black
Atlantic (Bhabha Location~ Gilroy) to lesser-known analyses of Japanese imperialism in
northern China (L. Young), are specifically addressed to the interrelations of ethnic
identification and the politico-economic sphere, particularly regarding immigration and/or
exile. Ethnic identities in humanities scholarship and cultural theory are even formed in a
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similar way, as scholars who become "transnational" either voluntarily or under conditions
of exile claim new, hybrid national spaces from which to speak. Under scrutiny, the~ is
the easy correlation between national identity as defined by a majority population or by
state policies and the actual cultural identification of cultural critics. Even regional
designations such as "Western" or "European" theory do not suffice when we recognize
that the agency for such theory has always acted in and through colonial, non-Western
sites (Spivak, "Scattered"). By extension, we are challenged to investigate not only the
Eurocentrism at the heart of much global theory, but the Han-centrism that characterizes
China studies and the Sino-centrism that is reinforced in East-West studies, particularly as
contemporary scholarship in China influences the transformation of global debate, as
exemplified in this gathering.
Finally, regarding postcolonial studies, we can see that a focus on ethnicity as an
economic and political manifestation leads to a broader view of the global processes of
colonialism and neocolonialism in cultural critique. That is, studies of postcoloniality are
challenged to expand from a narrow focus on nineteenth-century European forms to
contemporary aspects of cultural imperialism, transnational corporate hegemony, and even
forms of Eastern imperialism, including critical examinations of China's own imperial past
and its relation to activities in minority regions today. Colonialism's historical ~
modernity, is therefore to be analyzed on a wider stage as well, one that is not
overdetennined by the identification of modernization with Westernization. Specifically
with regard to much of Asia in the past century, the concept of modernity, rather than
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circulating as an exclusively Western import, has in fact been viewed as a specifically
Japanese or Chinese project (see Barlow). This is true not only of Southeast Asia, but of
the minority regions of modem China, such as Tibet and Xinjiang, which have experienced
modernity largely as a function of the PRC's economic, political, and cultural policies
(Gladney. Muslim). A Han-Chinese culture is perceived as actively serving as the subject
of modernity for regions such as Tibet, as much. if not more so, than Western culture.
This subject of modernity, like its Western counterpart, tends to efface the impE:rial
discourse moving through it, begging further investigation using the tools of analysis
currently brought to bear on Western imperialism. Such investigations redefine the terms
of debate over globalization, imperialism, and modernity by acknowledging significant
non-Western flows. Globalization studies must account for such flows and seek to
challenge the circumscription of theory by Western interests, no matter how hybrid and
transnational those interests have already been defined in West-centered studies.
To conclude, [ reconsider three commonly discussed views of globalization from a
perspective that acknowledges China's presence and the relevance of globalization theory
to intra-national cultural critique. One general view of globalization holds that its
characteristic feature is one of "homogenization" or even "McDonaldization," whereby
Western (largely American) culture spreads out to absorb other cultures, transforming the
entire globe into a ''village'' with a single, shared corporate culture (Tomlinson).
Alternatively, a double-sided view identifies globalization as both an economic threat to
weaker nations and an opportunity for those nations to engage and benefit from the
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expanding global economy (Gilpin). Third, the view of globalization as a "general global
connectedness" emerges from a lived sense of the everyday global interrelations in
economics, culture, the environment, technology, and so on (Robertson, Globalization).
The discourses of globalization studies, often beginning from these basic positions
in order to address international concerns, can also help us examine domestic questions
involving dominant "national cultures" and minority ethnicity, particularly in such
countries as China, India, the United States, and Australia, which are all large nation-states
comprised of a variety of ethnic groups, classes, and economic zones. In China, for
example, as Ye Xiaowen of the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party
points out in a bureau report, the economic systems of the minority areas must be linked
to the economy of the nation as a whole, so that development can be more equitably
distributed (Ye 55). In the United States, critiques of cultural imperialism are often
directed, not only to the global, but to the national processes of cultural hegemony acting
on minority cultures. Cultural difference, celebrated in many quarters, is nevertheless
resisted in some, often in the name of national unity, and especially when the "celebration"
of difference moves beyond the sphere of cultural spectacle and toward significant
transformations of existing political or economic structures. In the field of China studies
(in mainland China and elsewhere), a similar dynamic operates, with Han culture serving
as the majority force and the unifYing voice of the nation. This makes critical analyses of a
national culture that continues to bear the contradictions of imperial expansion and
colonial discourse very difficult, and in fact, such analyses often conceal or ignore these
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contradictions altogether. Ye Xiaowen. for one, argues unapologetically that "the
minorities problem will exist over a long historical period" because "the withering away of
nationalities" takes a long time (54).
The double-sided view of globalization as both threat and promise is also a matter
of domestic concern when we recognize that cultural interconnectedness within a single
nation brings with it both the promise of minority development (in the economic, political,
and cultural spheres) and the threat of extinction to those cultures. institutions, academic
projects, and theoretical approaches that become absorbed by the majority culture. Global
economic projects undertaken recently by the lMF have stirred controversy for what some
see as the intentional disruption of weaker countries by stronger ones. Within a single
country, funding and institutional support from financially and politically strong sources
(public and private) become the regulating forces by which weaker, heterodox academic
projects can be furthered or drained of any power to transform existing structures.
American educational policies continue to struggle with divergent responses to dominant
culturalism, and recent Chinese educational policies have been questioned for their
destructive effects on minority culture (Bass).
The view of globalization as a general connectedness among economies and
cultures, along with the unequal regional dynamics often recognized as a part of this
connectedness, also resonate with the conditions existing within a multiethnic nation. One
illustration of this was provided at a 1997 conference in Changsha devoted to critical
theory in "China and the West," where I cited an article from China's state-run, English-
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language newspaper, China Daily. The headline reads, "East, West Co-operation Benefits
Both," and the article explains that since China began its reforms almost two decades ago,
East-West cooperation has developed into a rapidly growing trend for narrowing gaps in
development, understanding, and social progress. The article suggests that while the East
has an advantage in terms of technological know-how and capital investment and the West
has vast natural resources and cheaper labor, the West must use caution when accepting
offers of cooperative technological and environmental ventures with the East. This is
because, as one government official notes, "It is unavoidable that the East will transport
some of their obsolete industries to the West. The West will have to make a choice."
Indeed, this same official recalls that the West has "already paid dearly for . . . mistakes in
the past" (Kang and Ma).
Most critics, researchers, and policy advisors, like the participants at the 1997
conference, are much more used to hearing concern voiced by Eastern (or Southern)
societies over development programs supported by Western (or Northern) agencies. The
language of this article proved surprising and provocative because the official quoted is in
fact the governor of the western Chinese province ofShaanxi and the ''East-West''
cooperation in question is not global, but that between China's own developed eastern
cities and the lesser-developed western regions, the most extensive of which are the
Tibetan Autonomous Region and the largely Muslim Xinjiang Province. In the article, any
formulation of "China and the 'Vest" is complicated by "China and its West." The present
study has sought to elaborate this point and show the value of pursuing critical analyses of
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global processes into the spheres of national interests. By recognizing the ways in which
domestic interests interact with the logic of global discourse, critical exchanges may move
closer to making valuable contributions to our understanding of what theory brings with it
and what it leaves behind as it moves from place to place.
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