













































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































24,

25.

26.

27.

28.

See also Nowak 1984:115-118 for a description of TIPA’s treatment in the U.S.

The resistance TIPA encountered was a sort of initiation for the young performers
into "international and cross-cultural diplomacy” (Calkowski 1995:6). Indeed. over
the years, the tours have contributed to the Tibetan community’s growing familiarity
with "the public relations tactics of international politics™ (Nowak 1984:118).

In the West, just as China sympathizers often protest exile performances, Tibetan
refugees have begun to protest Chinese Tibetan events (e.g. see Calkowski 1995:13).
At one U.S. Tibet Committee meeting in 1992 I remember a discussion about
possible actions against a Chinese Tibetan dance troupe from Lhasa which was
scheduled to perform in New York. Some Tibetans at the meeting worried about
how such a protest would be interpreted by the Tibetan dancers themselves., who
obviously were under the control of their Chinese "minders.” In other words, their
desire was to reach out and communicate with their "brothers and sisters” from
Tibet rather than offend them. Various options were discussed, including the idea to
invite them to a reception. Eventually it was decided that two or three people would
go early to Town Hall (one of the three venues where performances were being
held--the others being in a Chinese restaurant in Chinatown or in Queens in a
Chinese cultural center) where they would hand out "fact sheets™ on Tibet prior to
the start of the show. Then at the end of the performance, activists (preferably non-
Tibetan) would stand up and chant "Long Live Tibet.” As one of the Tibetan
activists characterized it, "the idea is not to have it be like a screaming, disruptive
thing, but to be like a bravo, bravo type thing."

It was suggested that a Tibetan who had been raised in Tibet and spoke Chinese
fluently would offer them $25 each, tea money. When I asked "why?" one of the
Tibetans at the meeting said "to win them over, also they probably aren’t paid to
perform, it’s just a gift..." A long discussion ensued about the value of having non-
Tibetans do the protesting, about the fact that "the Chinese behave very differently
around Americans as opposed to other Asians.” Although I was out of the country
doing research in Switzerland when the event took place, I later heard the protest
went off smoothly.

In an article in the New York Times, Laurie Anderson is quoted as saying, "I
suppose the thing that attracts me the most to Buddhism is the sense of freedom and
that’s also why ’'m an artist: it’s one of the few things you can do where you're
free. I particularly relate to the nonauthoritarian aspect of Tibetan Buddhism and
the emphasis on the ability of every single person to become perfect” (Ehrlich
1995).

In the brochure handed out at the 1990 New York conference, Tibet House’s
grassroots vision for the Year of Tibet is framed in Buddhist terms:

The Plan

Like a mandala of brilliantly colored grains of sand, the International
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34.

Year of Tibet will consist of thousands of events and programs
around the world, each dedicated to Tibet and its survival.

The success of this endeavor depends on the involvement of as many
organizations, institutions and individuals as possible. We urge you
to participate by initiating programs and activities dedicated to the
International Year of Tibet.

I should note, however, that the Dalai Lama’s representative to North America
joined the board soon after Tibet House was founded and remained on it during the
Year of Tibet.

The hiring of a media strategist in 1991 was the culmination of a long-standing
discussion within the Movement for a more sophisticated approach to representing
the Tibet issue to the public, which included the Dalai Lama’s visits to the U.S. See
chapter 9 for a discussion of media coverage and the Tibet issue.

Jane Kelly’s extensive experience with human rights groups and her work on
campaigns such Amnesty’s rock and roll world tour gave her credibility in the eyes
of Tibet activists.

The intensity of the month deeply affected some people: I remember one friend

asking me if I was "feeling depressed” when we met at yet another Tibet-related
lecture in early November. I told her no, but that [ felt tired. She said she felt
"deflated” now that the blitz had ended.

For studies dealing with museums as institutional articulations of power and
knowledge relations, see Bennett 1988. Interesting edited volumes on museums
include Karp and Lavine 1991; Karp, Kraemer, and Lavine 1992. O’Hanlon 1993
provides an interesting case study of the collecting and exhibiting process from an
anthropological perspective.

Thurman’s description of compassion exemplifies his beatific Buddhist vision:

It is all too often forgotten by students of the central way
[Madhyamaka], with their rigorous philosophical attention to
metaphysical and epistemological questions, that, as Nagarjuna says,
"emptiness is essentially compassion”...Nagarjuna's fundamental
central way work is called Wisdom, and so he confines himself
therein to the pathways of critical reason. At no moment, however,
is he, or should the student, be unaware that wisdom is but the
doorway for the energy of compassion. The razor-sharp sword of
critical wisdom cuts through the fetters of conceptual excuses that
obstruct the open dynamic flow of compassion, full sensitivity to the
sufferings of other beings who are the fabric of relativity, and
overflowing love that radiates happiness to them, once all self-
concern has melted in the bliss of self-fulfillment in the great
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emptiness of selflessness. Wisdom smashes the hard atoms of
intrinsic identities; compassion is the all-powerful energy released to
reshape relativity into the gentle jewelline forms of pure lands of
bliss (Thurman 1984:171, cited in Samuel 1993:399).

November 6, 1991, p. C23.
November 10, 1991, p. 21.

Samaya Foundation sponsored this first mandala and must credited with bringing
over the monk-artist Lobsang Samten. Recently, Samaya sponsored a mandala
project in the Watts section of Los Angeles. Called "Healing the Causes of
Violence through Art,” the program was described as an attempt to teach the
children compassion and respect. Instead of the deities normally depicted in such
mandalas, the children placed the names of their "protectors,” including Martin
Luther King, Jr., Rosa Parks, Frida Kahlo, Spike Lee, and Malcolm X (Tricycle
Winter 1994:98).

This work by Samaya is a dramatic example of the potential flexibility of Tibetan
Buddhism, which, however, does not go uncontested. Samaya has been criticized by
some Tibetans and American Buddhists for taking this tantric form and
recontextualizing it in distinctly non-religious venues.

The cities in which mandalas have been created include San Francisco, Chicago.
Providence, Ithaca, Miami, Houston, Buffalo, La Jolla, and St. Louis (to name just
a few). Tibet House has been a co-sponsor (along with local institutions) for most
of these productions.

In more recent years mandalas also have been created in Europe and Australia (e.g
Graz, Austria 1995 and Canberra 1994).

In keeping with Tibetan Buddhist tradition, the monks would only engage in this sort
of activity if requested (e.g. they do not evangelize or proselytize).

When I visited the Rhode Island School of Design in the spring of 1993, two monks
were making a sand mandala at the school’s museum. [ spent some time in the
room with them in order to see how they interacted with the visitors. It was
towards the end of the day and the monks were not saying much. When [ asked the
person who was with me, who as it so happened had helped to organize the event,
about the monks’ silence, she said the monks had complained about how frustrating
they found the constant interruptions of questions. Apparently no such boundaries
had been established as in Chicago between g/a time and work-only, and the monks
felt obliged to answer whatever questions were asked.

For an analysis of a more overtly problematic form of cultural embodiment. see
Rydell 1984 on American world fairs and the public display of non-white bodies.

433



42.

43.

During his doctoral research at a Tibetan monastery in south India. Lopez was
struck by the powerful investment in the spoken word and the emphasis placed on
hearing the words from the mouth of a teacher (1995b). He describes lung. a ritual
in which one is granted permission to engage in a specific meditation or study a
specific text through hearing the text read by a lama: "This hearing is accomplished
through a form of speed-reading in which the lama races through the text at a pace
that makes the apprenhension of any meaning nearly impossible. But grasping the
meaning does not seem to be the point, it is rather that the student hear what the
teacher heard from his teacher, who heard it from his teacher” (1995b:279). Itis a
Tibetan convention, he writes, that "to study a text, it is not sufficient merely to
read it; one must receive oral instruction upon it from a teacher who has in turn
received such instruction in the past” (ibid., 279).

In an article titled "The guru and the conjurer: Transactions in knowledge and the
shaping of culture in Southeast Asia and Melanesia,” (1990) anthropologist Frederik
Barth discusses knowledge in Mah3yana/Tibetan Buddhism in Bhutan:

[n the Mahayana/Tibetan monasticism practised in Bhutan, this
highly individual path through study and meditation to salvation is
bound into tight institutional regulation by a system controlling
authorization: only senior lamas can give the wang
empowerment/blessing that secures you merit from your studies: and
only they provide the leng authorization and directives that open the
path for learning, and should precede every phase of study. Thus all
religious teaching, although it is based on sacred written texts, is
regulated as a hierarchical process of handing knowledge down from
individual Gurus to disciples. This order is embodied in the routines
of teaching in every monastery: the Abbott lectures to the Head
teachers, the Head teachers repeat and explain to the monks. the
monks pass the message on to the monk pupils. For every segment
of knowledge, the "lineage” of teachers who have passed it on must
be recited and learned by the pupil, to legitimate the possession and
vouch for the authenticity of the knowledge. (1990:646)

Barth observes: "There is a breathtaking lesson here: whole, complex traditions of
knowledge seem to be carried by single persons.” He concludes by suggesting that
only through the teaching activities of Gurus could such bodies of knowledge
become encapsulated, individualized, and transportable.

These feelings have occasionally been voiced in public by Tibetan activists. For
instance, comments made at a Tibet support conference in 1993 by a former director
and leading member of TIPA encapsulate the frustration many Tibetans have
expressed over the lack of support given to lay cultural organizations by the
government-in-exile:

When Tibetans first came into exile, my parents put me in Tibetan
Children’s Village. And from the Tibetan Children’s Village, eight
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boys and eight girls were selected to go to this institute better known
as Tibetan Music, Dance and Drama Society. it is now known as the
Tibetan Institute for Performing Arts or TIPA. Since nine, all we
did basically was to learn Tibetan music, dance and drama, from
eight in the morning until ten in the evening. That’s all we did...We
never had the opportunity to build a school...Over the years within
the Tibetan community. there’s been a lack of support and I’ll tell
you why. The Institute gets members who couldn’t get intoc TCV
(Tibetan Children’s Village), ones that were left over were sent to
TIPA. We always felt that we were somehow low in the eyes of the
community, we were not put on the same level as the other aspects
of Tibetan culture.

But throughout the years, TIPA has done a lot of good things. For
example, in India now, you will find dance organizations in Tibetan
schools at various settlements because we were able to send teachers
to TIPA. TIPA has also travelled very extensively throughout the
world. [t showed the world that Tibetans have a very unique
culture, very different from the Chinese. [ think in terms of the
awareness of the Tibetan situation, our organization has done a
tremendous job.

...We always felt that somehow the Tibetan administration-in-exile
did not reaily think it was important enough to really look after some
very talented people. On several occasions we tried to request it.
We said "look, these people are important resources, it’s important
that we give them some sort of recognition,” but still I found there
was a lack of consideration and interest in really trying to sustain
TIPA.

So I'd like to take this opportunity to say to those who have been
supporting the Tibetan cause for a long time, please take a special
interest in this institute which [ think is very important and needs
support, not only from Tibetans but also Tibetan supporters.

The various controversies in which TIPA has found itself embroiled over the years
(e.g. Calkowski 1991; 1995; see also J. Norbu 1989 and Nowak 1984) are
emblematic of ongoing tensions between lay and religious segments of exile society.

At the post-Year of Tibet meeting in December 1991, a Tibet House staff member

acknowledged the prevailing attitude towards Tibet House’s emphasis on monks in

her reply to a question about whether the organization planned to continue its focus
on monks:

The monks are doing very well on their own; we are thinking of
focusing on a different sector of the Tibetan population in exile; we
hope to work now with artists...
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Why did the monks comply with this request? Their willingness to chant "om" for
their American audience reflects a fundamentally important aspect of Tibetan
Buddhism: a recognition that different practices are considered appropriate to
different persons at different stages of the path, depending on one’s motivation and
level of understanding. That is, the monks’ seeming flexibility stems from their
training in an open-ended system in which teachers are expected to interpret their
students’ spiritual needs and respond accordingly. Despite the fact that the request
did not come from a Buddhist practitioner (the person was apparently engaging in
some other hybrid form of spiritual practice), [ would expect the monks could easily
justify chanting the phrase if they believed it wouild bring the person some spiritual
benefit.

Like the tantric imagery discussed earlier, the public performances of sand mandala
rituals are not believed to reveal secret information to the uninitiated.

Interestingly, the first mandala made at the American Museum of Natural History in
New York City in the summer of 1988 was described by organizer Barry Bryant as
a "demonstration.” As such, the entire process was videotaped by three broadcast
quality video cameras by Bryant’s Samaya Foundation.

One of the contradictions raised by this framing of the exhibition and mandala is that
if we define "ritual” as a category of activity whose intention is to transform willing
participants, how can viewers/participants be transformed by something they do not
fully understand? How can they have a spiritual experience if they do not know
how to interpret the complex symbols and iconography of the mandala or the "art”
on the walls?
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Chapter 9  The Occidental Buddhist

Introduction
In the last chapter, [ described the "narrative of Tibetanness” formulated by the
Dalai Lama which equates the Tibet issue with the preservation of Tibetan
Buddhism. [ argued that attempts to transform Western audiences into political
supporters through a demonstration of the value of Tibetan culture represent an
elaboration on the traditional Tibetan mode of engaging outsiders and securing
protection based on a recognition of Buddhism’s magical and mystical powers.
This section focuses on what is perhaps the paradigmatic example of this strategy--
the Kalachakra initiation given by the Dalai Lama in New York City. Despite the
fact that the "Wisdom and Compassion” show and the sand mandala exhibition at
the IBM Gallery were framed as potential spiritual experiences, for most ordinary
viewers who could not understand the show’s complex iconography and the
mandala’s esoteric symbols, they offered primarily aesthetic experiences. Across
town, however, at the Paramount Theater in Madison Square Garden, New
Yorkers were offered a direct experience of tantric practice via the Kalachakra
initiation and other Buddhist teachings preceding it—e.g., the "Nature of Mind"'
and "Path of Compassion”? teachings. (Whether or not participants understood
tantric practice any better than the exhibition and mandala is discussed below.)

In keeping with my interest in the social processes through which the Year

of Tibet was co-produced, my analysis focuses on several examples of thorny
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issues which organizers of the ritual had to negotiate, issues which ranged from
questions of sponsorship to disagreement over how to frame the initiation for a
non-Buddhist public to conflict over the actual staging of the initiation.” The
tensions which arose around these issues reveal the contested processes through
which religious practice became a field of political action during the Year of Tibet.
In chapter 8, I introduced several of the prominent actors involved in the
Year of Tibet, including its "visionary,” Richard Gere; the media consultant hired
by Gere ("Jane Kelly"); the executive director of Tibet House; Lobsang Samten, a
monk from Namgyal Monastery who has been involved in making sandpaintings in
the U.S.; and Livet Reichart, the public relations firm hired by Gere at the last
minute. Along with these individuals and organizations, other key players involved
in producing the initiation include Jean and Frances Paone, the American Buddhist
couple hired by Gere to organize all the religious teachings, including the
Kalachakra; Khyongla Rato Rinpoche, a Tibetan lama whose Manhattan-based
Buddhist organization, Tibet Center, was the Kalachakra’s official sponsor;
Tibetans employees of various Tibet support organizations in New York City who
shall remain unnamed; and Tashi, the Dalai Lama’s ritual master from Namgyal
monastery who was the head of the "advance team” of monks sent over from
Dharamsala to oversee preparations for the initiation. By exploring what was at
stake for these actors (whether institutional or individual) in producing and
performing (or protesting) the event, I emphasize the internal diversity of the Tibet

Movement as well as its fluid and ambiguous organization.
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Backstage politics

Richard Gere's desire to "blitz" New York City with "Tibetan spiritual energy”
came true in October 1991. All told, Tibet Center sponsored fifteen days of
teachings and initiations by the Dalai Lama and high lamas from the five Buddhist
and Bon lineages.* Though each of the events went off smoothly and was
generally well-attended (the Kalachakra attracted between 3,200 and 3,300 people:
the "Path of Compassion” several hundred less), things were less smooth behind
the scenes.

Part of Richard Gere’s vision of the Year of Tibet was to have the Dalai
Lama give a Kalachakra initiation under Tibet House auspices. But when he took
the issue to his organization’s board of directors, his idea met with a great deal of
resistance. After much discussion the board decided that Tibet House’s goals were
more "cultural” than "religious” and that it did not want to move in the direction
of sponsoring religious teachings, especially not ones which would be so
expensive. At the time, Tibet House was losing money and the board feared that
Gere would not come through on his promise to cover the cost.

Tibet House’s board members were not the only ones who were wary of the
Kalachakra; the Dalai Lama himself reportedly told Gere that he was reluctant to
give the Kalachakra in New York City during the Year of Tibet. The Tibetan
leader offered to give a "serious Buddhist teaching” instead, as one insider
recalled, but Gere "was just determined, it was his thing, he felt that "Wisdom and

Compassion” and the Year of Tibet were all happening without him, he wanted his
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thing, and the only thing he could find was the Kalachakra.” After some more
back and forth between New York and India, the Dalai Lama finally relented and
agreed to Gere’s request. Why did the Tibetan leader acquiesce? The most
obvious reason relates to Gere’s role as a major patron to the Tibetan exile
community. Indeed. the Hollywood actor is a big sbyin-bdag who has given far
more money to the Tibet Movement than almost anyone else. Given this fact, it
would have been extremely difficult for the Dalai Lama as the symbolic recipient
of these donations and as one of Gere’s spiritual teachers to refuse a request from
such a prominent patron and student. As one American activist rather crudely
characterized the situation, "Richard had them by the balls, he still does..."
Meanwhile, in response to Tibet House’s reluctance to sponsor a
Kalachakra initiation, Gere took the project to Tibet Center. A Buddhist
meditation and study center located in Tribeca, Tibet Center is headed by
Khyongla Rato Rinpoche, a reincarnate lama originally from Kham who came to
New York in the 1960s.® Rato Rinpoche agreed to Gere’s proposal that Tibet
Center become the official organizational sponsor of the Kalachakra. Sponsorship
of religious personages or teachings is a social act as well a spiritually meritorious
one. Therefore it was probably not hard for Gere to persuade Rato Rinpoche to
take on this responsibility, especially given that Gere offered to finance the event.
Following Tibetan tradition, during the actual events, Gere and Rato Rinpoche got
to offer kata (prayer scarves) and do their prostrations first--visible signs of their

high donor status.$
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Upon hearing that a tantric initiation was scheduled to take place in October
in Manhattan, several so-called "advisors” to the Tibetan government-in-exile. all
of them Westerners, attempted to pressure organizers into cancelling the event.’
In an interview, Jean Paone recalled that

their main argument was that he [the Dalai Lama] would be too

visible, that it is not in His Holiness’ interests to be seen as a

spiritual leader, as a religious person, that it would jeopardize his

credibility as a political leader on the world stage, and couldn’t we

do this somewhere out in the country someplace.

This effect might be further exaggerated, the "advisors” argued, by the fact that
the initiation was scheduled to coincide with the opening of the UN General
Assembly. Comparing the Tibetan leader to Archbishop Desmond Tutu, they told
the Paones,

...although Desmond Tutu is a religious figure, you would never

seem him doing a religious service. His basic persona is political.

You never see him in a wierd hat or carrying a staff or doing

anything strange.

In arguing against the advisors, Jean Paone pointed out:

His Holiness is a force, you can’t calculate him like you can some

Republican or Democratic candidate. His Holiness has good

instincts, shall we say [laughing] so if His Holiness thinks it is a

good thing to come to the city and do a spiritual ceremony, I’'m not

going to argue with him.

The Paones and the Dalai Lama’s "advisors” represent two poles of a continuum of
commitment within the Movement that ranges from an almost exclusive interest in

Tibetan Buddhism to an equally exclusive political interest in the situation in Tibet.

The tensions around the Kalachakra explored in this chapter reflect the ongoing
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tension between these two orientations--dharma and political--within activist
circles.

The other division within the Movement which my analysis considers is that
between Tibetans and Westerners. Despite the fact that the Tibet Movement is a
uniquely successful global multicultural coalition, the relationship between Tibetans
and their Western supporters is nevertheless fraught with complexities and
contradictions that have to be constantly negotiated. By examining the problems
which arose during the planning and staging of the Kalachakra, [ hope to shed light
on some of the structural tensions and limitations of this intercultural alliance.®

Seeing that the Paones remained undeterred by their political arguments for
not holding a Kalachakra in Manhattan, the "advisors" then "went over their
head," as Frances put it, and attempted to persuade the Tibetan foreign minister-in-
exile to intervene.” While the foreign minister, Tashi Wangdi, did not try to
block the Kalachakra, he and many other Tibetans did have reservations about
holding a tantric initiation in Manhattan during the Year of Tibet, though as we
shall see, Tibetans’ concerns revolved more around the Dalai Lama and questions
of propriety than the political implications of such an event. According to one
activist, they felt "embarrassed to have His Holiness in Madison Square Garden in
New York...it was offensive to them.” When I asked the Paones for their reaction
to Tibetan concerns about the Manhattan venue, they told me they had received
similar criticism two years earlier when they produced a Kalachakra initiation in

Los Angeles. At that time, the couple was criticized for organizing the teaching in
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the Santa Monica Civic Auditorium, a space where rock and roll bands play
regularly (including Bob Dylan, who played a few days before the initiation and
whose name was still on the marquee when Tibetans began arriving in town for the
initiation). In addition to questioning the appropriateness of the venue, lay
Tibetans from the Los Angeles Tibetan community challenged the Paones’ ability
to handle the Dalai Lama properly, reprimanding them, for instance, for failing to
provide hot water for the Tibetan leader at his "birthday celebration™ which took
place prior to the teachings. To the Tibetans, Frances noted, "this was a major
transgression.”

Anticipating criticism of Madison Square Garden as a venue, Jean
summarized her view of the issue in characteristic Buddhist terms:

We knew from our experience in the Civic [in Santa Monica] that

His Holiness transforms the environment. [t’s not like you have to

present him with a pure land, he creates it. And it is the essence of

His Holiness’ thing...taking a space that’s used for even something

as gross as boxing and making it into an arena where where deities

come down...
The debate outlined above reveals the different stakes various actors had in the
initiation. For Buddhists like Jean and Frances Paone, the initiation represented a
spiritual opportunity; for some others, particularly the self-designated American
"advisors” to the Dalai Lama, the initiation represented a potential obstacle to the
realization of the Movement’s larger political goals. In contrast, Tibetan concerns

over the initiation centered on how the Dalai Lama would be treated by organizers

as well as how he would be represented to and perceived by the public and the
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press.

In order to understand these concerns, it is necessary to remember the
intense feelings Tibetans have for the Dalai Lama. Tibetans believe there is much
spiritual benefit to be gained by being near the Dalai Lama. Indeed, his very
presence is why so many refugees have settled in Dharamsala. Even better than
living near him, however, is to have some form of physical contact with him, e.g..
through presentation of an offering scarf. (This is why, for instance, escapees
from Tibet always go first to Dharamsala before doing anything else: as new
arrivals, they are assured a personal audience and blessing from the Dalai Lama).
The highest form of contact comes from being present at an initiation given by the
Dalai Lama, such as the Kalachakra, where he "empowers” one to do certain
practices associated with the Kalachakra tantra. Empowerment establishes a strong
bond of attachment to him as one’s "root guru” (rzsa-ba’i lama). Given the strong
religious sentiment which surrounds the Dalai Lama under normal circumstances, it
is not surprising that tantric initiations, which are, after all, important arenas for
the construction and display of the Dalai Lama’s spiritual authority, are often sites
of internal struggle. I return to this point below in my discussion of the staging of
the initiation. Here I simply suggest that to have an initiation organized largely by
non-Tibetans only heightens anxieties which Tibetans may already feel over how
the event "should” be handled and how the object of their devotion should be
treated.

The various concerns which emerged around the decision to have an
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initiation in the heart of Manhattan reveal significant divisions among Tibet
activists over the role of tantric practice in political mobilization. At the same
time, they underscore the ambivalence many Tibetans feel about the

recontextualization of Tibetan Buddhist culture in novel arenas.

Framing the Kalachakra

Once plans to hold the Kalachakra initiation were finalized, organizers had to
decide how to frame the event in the context of the Year of Tibet. In the past.
Kalachakra initiations in the U.S. (in 1981 in Madison, Wisconsin; in 1989 in
Santa Monica, California) had been advertised only within American Buddhist and
Tibetan circles where presumably people understood what they meant. [n this
instance, however, the Paones were faced with the challenging task of representing
a tantric initiation for a primarily non-Buddhist audience.

In deciding how to frame the Kalachakra, Jean and Frances Paone worked
closely with Jane Kelly, who, as [ mentioned in chapter 8, had been hired to
handle publicity for all the programs in October. One of the first things Kelly did
when she started working for Tibet House was to meet with representatives from
Tibet House, Tibet Center, Tibet Fund, International Campaign for Tibet, and the
Dalai Lama’s representative to North America. The purpose of the meeting,
Frances Paone recalled, was to get

a good idea of all the elements involved in the Tibet Movement and

where it is going and how to move it along--what our real objectives
were for the Year of Tibet...

445



Although no objectives were formulated (see chapter 10), the meeting gave Kelly a
sense of the activists’ various perspectives. In the weeks that followed, she made
an effort to take the Tibetan leaders’ concerns into account by consulting with them
regularly. Her task was made easier by the fact that she worked in the same
building with several Tibetan-run organizations: during my time as a volunteer at
Tibet House, [ often saw Kelly talking with the Dalai Lama’s representative or
getting help from the Columbia University-trained Tibetan "press officer” for the
government-in-exile--both of whose offices were on the second floor.

Through these regular consultations, Kelly decided on a media strategy
which would attempt to tie Tibetan culture, politics, and religion together.
Although she was concerned with representing the Dalai Lama as a serious
political leader, she was reluctant (as some advised) to paper over the Dalai
Lama’s role as a global spiritual figure. Recognizing the Dalai Lama’s spirituality
as the basis of his moral authority within the exile community and Tibet itself as
well as with his non-Tibetan followers around the world, Kelly adopted a strategy
which acknowledged the Dalai Lama’s dual status as statesman and monk and
emphasized Tibet’s "unique culture and history.” In a letter to a radio producer,
she wrote:

On the one hand, the Dalai Lama meets presidents and addresses the

Congress of the United States and the Parliament of Lithuania. On

the other hand, he is a Buddhist teacher. You will hear the teacher

at the public talk at the Paramount, Madison Square Garden, and the

Path of Compassion teachings and the Kalachakra initiation for
students of Buddhism.
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By framing the Tibetan leader in this way, Kelly sought to improve on how the
media generally represents him (see discussion in chapter 10 on framing the Dalai
Lama).

In any event, Kelly's job became much more complicated after Richard
Gere hired a public relations firm, Livet Reichart, to handle the Kalachakra
initiation as a separate event three weeks before it was scheduled to take place.
Although Jean and Frances Paone had already begun working with Kelly on media
strategy for the Kalachakra, at this point they switched and started working with
the new firm. When [ asked Tibet House’s executive director why Gere had
decided to hire Livet Reichart so late in the day, she explained:

At one point Richard panicked, he put in a hell of a lot of money

and they’d only sold one third of the seats and he said, we need

more pre-event publicity. Jane Kelly isn’t getting it, [ need

somebody who is going to go to the Post, to the shitty newspapers,

and get publicity. So he brought in Livet Reichart, who, of course,

thought they were going to be able to monopolize everything...Jane

had begun all the processes, it was all ready to happen, but Richard

didn’t have the patience to wait.
Best known for its celebrity clients and art-world connections, Livet Reichart took
a markedly different approach to the handling the Kalachakra, as we shall see.

After hiring Livet Reichart, Gere arranged for a meeting between Ann Livet
(co-founder and head) and several other Livet Reichart employees, Jane Kelly, and
Tibet House staff. One of the purposes of meeting was to communicate the

complexity of the Tibet issue and Tibetan sensitivities regarding the Dalai Lama to

Livet Reichart. As one Tibet House staff member recalls, at one point during the
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meeting, Livet Reichart’s manager told Kelly, "I have total respect for what you
are doing but my client is Richard, and I’m going to do what Richard says and I'm
going to push Richard forward.” Jane Kelly replied that she would do her best to
serve Tibet House’s interests, which by definition meant the Dalai Lama'’s
interests. As the executive director recalled

Jane thought that the media should focus on different aspects, not on

Richard and how he loves Tibet and his career and so on, which is

obviously the way we were going to get more press but Jane thought

it was the wrong type of press...
After this meeting, Livet Reichart never sought approval of their plans from Kelly.
Tibet House staff, nor any Tibetans. [ remember one day when someone from
Livet Reichart called Tibet House asking for photographs for their press kit. After
hanging up the phone, the director told those of us in the room, including Jane
Kelly, with evident frustration that Livet Reichart was doing its own
"comprehensive press kit.” This meant not only were their employees duplicating
Kelly’s work (she had worked closely with the Tibetan press officer to put together
a Year of Tibet press kit), they were obviously going to frame the Kalachakra
initiation in their own way. This and other similar incidents contributed to the
mounting tension between Livet Reichart and Tibet House/Jane Kelly.

Because they were hired to publicize the Kalachakra, that is precisely what
Livet Reichart did. Following Rato Rinpoche’s desire to "blow out” the

Kalachakra over the other teachings by the Dalai Lama and other lineage

representatives,'® the firm designed a publicity campaign which described the
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event as the "Kalachakra for World Peace.” The half and full-page print ads
which appeared in the New York Times and the Village Voice (see Figure 15) read
as follows:

His Holiness the Dalai Lama will confer the highest and most

profound teaching of Tibetan Buddhism--the Kalachakra. And for

the first time in the West, senior representatives from all Tibetan

religious traditions will be in one place at one time to offer teachings

for world peace. Practitioners and non-practitioners are welcome.

Although the ads were designed professionally (and approved by the Paones), when
they began to appear, Kelly and many Tibetans got upset. Kelly had decided
previously not to advertise the Kalachakra in the newspaper, preferring to highlight
the Tibetan leaders’ less esoteric programs--including an ecumenical service at the
Cathedral of St. John the Divine--instead. As we shall see in the next chapter. she
felt the advertisements worked against the impression she was trying to create of
the Tibetan leader as a world spiritual leader and statesman; by inviting non-
Buddhists to attend, she felt the Tibetan leader might appear to be proseltyzing
which would send a conflicting message to the media.

Many of the New York Tibetans [ spoke to also disapproved of the ads
though for very different reasons. In addition to feeling that the ads were in poor
taste (especially the use of an old photograph of the Dalai Lama), the Tibetan
community worried that the ads made the Kalachakra appear to be a sort of "show”
starring the Dalai Lama. These concerns were exemplified by the comment of a

Tibetan man that

the teachings are not a show, and while the Dalai Lama has to
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OCTOBER 10 - 24

His Holiness the Dalai Lama will confer the fighest and most profound teaching of
Tibetan Buddhism~— the Kalachakra. And for the first time in the West, semor representanves from all Tibetan
religous traditions will be in ane place at one time ™ offer teachings for world peace.
. Practitioners and non-practitioners are xeicome.

October 11 - 24 R """-—-"_‘"“‘
THE KALACHAKRA FOR WORLD PEACE -

Kalschakrs Initistion
by His Holiness the Dalai Lama
Monday, Ociober 21 - Wednesday, October 23, 30 - 5:00 PM
and Thursday, October 24, 800 AM - Noon
The Paramourz at Madison Square Garden

Path of Compession
Teachings by His Holiness the Dalai Lama
Wednesdav, October 16 - Friday, October 19, 1:30 - 4:30 PM
The Paramount at Madison Square Garden

Nature of Mind Teachings
Teachings by $ Tiberan Masters
Friday, October 11 - Tuesday, October 15, 100 - §00 PM
The Ramada ar Madison Square Garden
401 Seventh Avenue at 32nd Screet
Pre-registration required: $25 - $200

OTHER APPEARANCES BY HIS HOLINESS °

Visions of Perfect Worlds
Thursday, October 10, 6:30 - 8:30 PM
An Interfath Concen to Celebrate Perfection
The Cathedral of St John the Divine,
1047 Amsterdam Avernue at 112th Street
Tickets: $10
memgmmlpafmfmnmulm
the Revernde Inspiranonal Chorr. Hind vocalist Prandit Pran Nath, |
the Isamic Baban Ensemble, Nauve Amencan Denrus Banks, -
Rabbi Glazer and Cantor Stahl, and the Tieran Buddhust Namygal
Monks, {ntroduced by Richard Gere, and other ceiebnoes.

*Global Responsibility Through Compassion®
Public Address by His Holiness the Datai Lama
Sunday, October 13, 6:00 PM

In Celebrauon of the Year of Tibet 950 .
Sponsored by the Tibet Center 359 Brosdway New York. NY 10013

Figure 15 Advertisement for Kalachakra
’ New York Times, October 4, 1991
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operate within this environment, here it’s something that is taken out

of a cultural context and put in something totally alien...for Tibetans

in India or Tibet, if a lama gives a teaching, that teaching is viewed

in the same way as the teacher views the teaching which is

something very religious, it’s not just something Hollywood. Some

Americans think the Dalai Lama comes and for them it is a show,

and the Dalai Lama is nothing other than a Hollywood actor doing

his piece and leaving the stage. But for a Tibetan, he’s not an actor.

he’s trying to help you attain enlightenment.
Tibetan anxieties about the way in which American audiences perceived the Dalai
Lama were further heightened when Livet Reichart began planting stories and
photographs linking Richard Gere to the Dalai Lama in newspapers and magazines.
For example, in the October 10, 1991 "Chronicle” column of the New_York
Times, Nadine Brozan wrote a piece titled: "Richard Gere follows the Dalai
Lama.” The story quoted Gere as saying, "I have been planning this for four
years...it took years to get Tibet House going and the last year to crank up for the

Year of Tibet, and now it’s a 20-hour-a-day gig.” On that same day, William

Norwich wrote a piece about the Dalai Lama in the New York Post, noting "where

goes the Dalai Lama these days so goes Richard Gere...and the actor’s significant
other, Cindy Crawford” (1991:12). Stressing the celebrity-appeal of the Dalai
Lama, the article named a number of famous artists and society figures who
planned to attend Year of Tibet events in New York. Around the same time, an
article appeared in another newspaper gossip column which mentioned the legal
feud between John Avedon (son of photographer Richard Avedon) and his former
wife, Elizabeth, who had left her husband for Richard Gere a few years earlier.

The article mentioned that all three were followers of the Dalai Lama and were
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involved with Tibet House. Deeply offended, one Tibetan complained: "to put the

Dalai Lama in the center of that story is disgusting.” Other Livet Reichart-
generated stories included: "Dalai High: Richard Gere's intoxicant of choice is
Tibet” in Women's Wear Daily (Ryan 1991:7); "Gere-ing Up for the Guru” in

New York Live (Hays 1991); and "Tibet Festival in High Gere,” New_York Post

(Farolino 1991). See Figures 16-22.

Sometime after the Year of Tibet ended, I asked one of the Tibetans
working at Tibet House what she thought about the job Livet Reichart did in
promoting the Tibet issue. She replied:

They are special events people. They should be promoting parties

and gallery openings, [ don’t really think it is appropriate to bring

people like that in, to promote something of substance and of a

serious nature like the Tibet issue...Richard brought them in because

he felt they needed more fluff.

The only good thing about the firm, she added, was that they managed to "make
sure Bianca Jagger showed up at the Tibet Film Festival and you need that sort of
stuff.”

Tibetan concerns about how the Kalachakra and the Dalai Lama were
represented by Livet Reichart highlight one of the problems associated with the
"culture strategy,” most obviously the fact that meanings of these productions often
escape the circuits of their intention. That is, once you decide to objectify culture

through mass culture circuits, you run the risk of losing control of your

representation.
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Figure 16

Chronicle

® Reagan cancels address to Jewish group at

Oxford m At 91, Helen Hayes is very busy

& Richard Gere follows the Dalai Lama.

schedule
Mr. Reagan had been asked to dis-

[ ]
Mr. Reagan had not requested 3
mtgmmu!«n
cancellation, Chabad House dis-
(MMlmmqufw
students

® \
MELEN HAYES turns 9] years old to-
day, but that is no excuse for her to

States. Tonight she t$ to recetve the

Chronicle, Richard Gere Follows the Dalai Lama

Anrsl dinner of the Kennedy
ata
Cluld Study Center.

Leadership

wil] celebrate her dirthday ata din.
ner dance and benefit auction. She

“Every year, lvuvthnuvm the
hkemulnmmducayuru]unu
bad,” she said. “As ane by one my
gentration drops out of the action. |
gawr::re::‘mmm

re she get the energy? 1
don’t know,"” she said. [ do go t0
mass and maybe that helps and [ do
restall day long. [ sit there looking
bnght eyed, | hope. but I'm really
sound asieep.” Now, that's acting tal-
ent.

he s o equally grosting schechie.
an grueling

As chairman and a founding member
of Tibet House, he was on hand at
John F. Kennedy Internauonal Air-

of Tibet. Mr. Gere traveled with him
to New Haven and is plaaning to at-
tend as many of the 62 events refated
to Tibet between now and Oct 28“as
my body can take,” he said.

The agenda will include an inter-
faith service at the Cathedral of St
JofmmemvmmNevamxm

educational sessions, speaches, an art
extubition, 2 film fesuval, a sunnse
meditauon. an opera, folk dances and

parties.

Tibet House is a nonprofit organt-
zation dedicated (o the preservation
of Tibetan culture.

“1have been planning ths foc four
years.” he saud yesterday. *°It took
two years to get Tibet House going
and the last year to crank up for the
Year of Tibet, and now 1t's a 20-hour-
adaygpg”

NADINE BROZAN

New York Times, October 4, 1991
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THE NEw YOrk TIMES EVENING HOURS -

carn (et e -

MeetingaLama,
-AKing, aQueen,
AnEx-Mayor

The Dalsi Lama was honcred Thursday at a
reception for 100 guests at the Cathedral House on
the grounds of the Cathedral of St. John the Divine.
An interfaith service [or 5,000 was beid in the cathe-
dral. The recepion was given by Tibet House, a
nonprofit organizationt that s dedicated to the pres-
ervation of Tibetan cultyre.

Later Thursday, the New York City Opera marked
the opening night of “The Most Happy Fella™ wmith a
supper-dance for 300 on the State Theater prome-

¢ D INYTRSRT UG TR LI e

)

.'uovz At the Studio Museurn, nade at Lincoln Center. Proceeds will aid the opera
—Carmen de Lavilla d Gen company.

Hovis.m dean ¢ On Tuesday, Bobby Short and Gene Hovis were
. hosts at a benefit dinner-dance for 100 at the Studio
axLow Sybil F. Chester, left, and Museum m Harlem. Mr. Havis, the food wniter,
- Claudette Griffith. prepared the mem, Including his famous pumpkin

and pecan pie, as Mr. Short, the plamst-entertainer,
made sure the guests diunced off the calories v
Ilinois Jacquet's band. Proceeds of the evening were
directed toward supporing the museum.

And the Martha Graham Dance Company marked
its 65th anniversary with a supper dance at the Plaza
Hotel.

On Monday night, Tommy Tune, former Mayor
- John V. Lindsay of New York and the scenic designer
Ming Cho Lee were honored by the Stage Directors
and Choreographers Foundation with a performance
and dinner m the Equitable Atnum and Theater, at
Seventh Avenue at Sist Street.

Also Monday, a dinner at the Hote! Pierre honored
King Juan Carios | and Queen Sofia of Spain He
received the 1991 Humanitarian Award of the Elie
Wiesel Found: for mtroducing democracy into
s native land without violence.

Figure 18 Evening Hours: Meeting a Lama...
New York Times, October 13, 1991
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“One of the good things
sbout New York 1s that you
can't really tide from yours
It's stmulating for your
higher self and lower self.
— Richard Cere

Figure 20
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Figure 21

D
GERE-ING UP FOR THE GURU

New =& Uve,

L}
By CHARLOTTE HAYS

Aftnr Rishard Gere vialiod the 14ih
Dalai Lamna 12 years ago in exile in
Dharamsals, Indis, he decided to
switch from Zen Buddhism to Tibetan
Buddhiem.

“The Tibetan approach to
Buddhism bas a different personality
from Zen Buddhism that fit me
more.” he explains. “The Tibetan
approach stimulates the heart snd
feelings of compestion — it’s a juicier
approach for me.”

While Gere’s corversion might
remsin 2 bit esoteric for many
Westerners, the actor’s decision to
embrace the Dalai Lama has had at

asked the Dalai Lama to give what
Buddhists call “a teaching”™ (from Oct.
16-19) ard to lead an initiation into
the Kalachakra (Oct 21-23) at the
Paramount, Madison Square Garden's
new 5,600-seat concert hall.

Gere, who will be on hand for
most of the events invoiving the Daiai
Lama, is also 2 founder of the four-
year-old Tibet House. Elsie Walker of
Philadefphia, President Bush's first
cousin, is president of Tibet House.
Though an Episcopalian in good
standing, Walker is fascinated by
Buddhist culture.

Most of the 5 million Buddhists in
Armerica are of Asian descent. There
are no statistics on the number of
Buddhist converts in New York. but
Helen Tworkov, editor of tricycle. 2
new Buddhist review published in

Chelsea. insists that New York
Buddhism is not 2 hippic
maovement.”

Indeed. the city’s Buddhists tend
to be well-connected srtistic and

poet Allen Ginsberg. composer Philip
Gilass, Columbia professor Robert
Thurman. suthor John Avedon (son
of Richard) and Rudy Wurlitzer,
writer and scion of the organ dynasty.
“Moxt peopie are attracted to
Buddhizm because of its different
meditation teachings. (t's sppfied

his daughtcr. actress

Ok . 3, 199

While many «rans of

. Buddhism have developed over the
centuriey, including several in Tibet
itself. almont all Buddhists admire the
Dalai Lama. “The Datai Lama is fike
the Pope, and everybody will go 1o pay
respects, cven though they may have 2
different tcacher.” predicts Thurman.

A sign that New York's small but

chic Buddhist community may be
coming of age: A mini-scandal

: erupted last month with reports that a

nasty custody hattle between John and

| ex-wile Flizabeth Avedon was rezily &

conflict hetween John Avedon and
Gete. Even the Dalai Lama’s name
was dragged in.
=1 don’'t know anything about it.”
Gere save. Thurman irritably dismreees
the whole thing 33 “gossip.”

{Charloue Havs ts a Datly News sioff
writer ) T

T
Bucdhest Buddies: Actor ichard Gers (1.) greets the Datas Lama of Tibet

Gere-ing up for the Guru

New York Live, October 13, 1991
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Negotiating ambivalence

Tibetan concerns about how the Dalai Lama and the Kalachakra were represented
to and interpreted by Western audiences point to an ambivalence about the
recontextualization of Tibetan Buddhist culture. Tibetans were not the only ones
worried about how the initiation would be read in the West; many serious
Buddhists, including the Paones and a New York-based Tibetan monk, expressed
their concern as well. Myers’ discussion of the "unsettled nature” of the
sandpainting performance at the Asia Society by Aboriginal artists (see chapter 8)
is relevant to understanding the issues which arose around the Kalachakra
initiation. For instance, Myers’ observation that for both participants and their
audience, the staging of the sandpainting in a new context "is fraught with
difficulties” in that neither the rules of production nor reception are established, is
useful in helping us think about the Kalachakra. Despite the fact that the basic
structure of the initiation always remains unchanged regardless of where it is
conferred, the rules for its production and reception are not necessarily clearly
understood when the event takes place in novel arenas. This was certainly the case
for the Kalachakra in Madison Square Garden which attracted large numbers of
non-Buddhists, most of whom had little idea what the initiation actually was. This
section explores organizers’ ambivalence about the presence of so many non-
Buddhists and how they negotiated framing the Kalachakra for an audience whose
understandings varied so widely. To grasp the organizers’ concerns about the

Kalachakra, however, it is necessary to outline briefly its unique role in tantric
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practice.

Samuel identifies the key aspect of tantric practice as "interaction with, and
in more advanced stages, self-identification with various visualized divine forms
(tantric deities, or yi-dam). This is combined with practices involving the
manipulation of subtle "energy” within the body” (1993:204). Before students can
perform tantric practice, however, they have to receive the appropriate
"empowerments” in which the student is introduced to the tantric deities and to the
mandala. or divine palace, within which they reside (ibid., 205). These practices.
known as "deity yoga" form the heart of tantric or Vajrayana Buddhism."!

Empowerment into a particular tantra occurs through an initiation. Cozort
defines initiations as rituals involving

extensive visualization, prayers, offerings, and the use of ritual

implements and substances, its purpose being to purify defilements,

to confer upon initiates permission to practice the tantra, to teach

them the procedure of the stages of practice, and to establish in them

potencies for successful practice. (1986:34)

During the initiation process, the lama takes on the identity of the tantric deity in
order to empower students so that they can subsequently perform the practice and
themselves identify with the deity (Samuel 1993:244). Through a series of formal
"consecrations,” the lama’s power and blessing (chinlab) is transferred to the
student (Samuel 1993:244). In Anuttara Yoga Tantra, the highest of the four
classes of tantra, there are two stages--generation and completion. Both are

concerned with the transformation of one’s mind and body into the mind and body

of a Buddha. In generation stage practices, one "generates a vivid imaginative
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visualization of one’s transformation into a deity”; then completion stage practices
"complete” the transformation "by actually bringing about a new physical
structure, that is, by transforming one into an actual deity, a Buddha" (Cozort
1986:27).'* As part of the empowerment, students undertake to observe a series
of vows. According to Samuel, practitioners are expected to have already taken
the Pratimoksa vows' and the bodhicitta vows' before receiving a tantric
empowerment (1993:205).

Tibetans believe the tantric methods of Vajrayana Buddhism offer the
possibility of a more rapid attainment of enlightenment, perhaps within a single
lifetime, rather than at the end of a long sequence of lives. Samuel writes, "for
the Tibetans, this is an often-repeated message; tantra is much faster than other
forms of practice...tantric practice, however, is "difficult™ and is also "dangerous,”
especially if undertaken without the proper preparation or without a competent
guru” (ibid., 204). Proper preparation means an adequate understanding of the
concept of emptiness (S@nyata) or at least inferent understanding of constructedness
of all identity and perception. This safeguards an individual against getting carried
away with actually thinking he or she is a deity.

While tantric practice continues to be a crucial part of monastic training in
most of the re-established monasteries in India and Nepal, in recent years tantric
ritual has emerged as a primary site for the transmission of Buddhism to the West.
Ordinarily, because the tantras involve advanced practices for the transformation of

consciousness, initiation into these practices is restricted to qualified students and is
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performed privately in the monasteries, and in the West, in meditation and retreat
centers. However this is not the case for the Kalachakra tantra where initiations
are given to the general public.

According to Geshe Lhundub Sopa, the Kalachakra, or "wheel of time."
plays a unique and paradoxical role in Tibetan Buddhism. As the Tibetan

scholar/lama writes.

On the one hand, most Buddhists believe it to represent the very
pinnacle of Buddhist esoterism. The Kalachakra presents the
Buddha’s most profound and complex statement on matters both
worldly and religious, and its intricacies have placed it beyond the
ken of all but a specialized few scholars and practitioners who can
master it only by understanding a vast range of traditional ideas. On
the other hand, initiations into the meditational practices of
Kalachakra are the only Anuttara Yoga tantra initiations that are
offered to the general public. (Sopa, Jackson, and Newman 1985:91)

The reason the Kalachakra is given openly has to do with its eschatology:; it is
associated with the mythical realm of Shambhala, a "pure land” whose inhabitants
live by the non-violent precepts of Buddhism. According to prophecy,

a time will come in the not-too-distant future when barbaric forces

threaten to destroy all forms of civilization. Then, Raudra Cakri,

the 25th king of Shambhala, will emerge to defeat them in a gigantic

armageddon. This event will mark the transition from the end of

our current "degenerate age” (kaliyuga) to a new age, which will

begin with a revival of Buddhism and a period of peaceful co-

existence among nations...(Brentano 1993:15)
For this reason, the Kalachakra is associated with harmony among people and
world peace. (As we saw above, the 1991 initiation was framed as a "Kalachakra

for World Peace”; I discuss some of the political implications of this framing

below.)
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Since 1981, the Dalai Lama has given the initiation numerous times. [n his
introductory essay to the Kalachakra "program” handed out at the 1991
empowerment in New York, Rato Rinpoche wrote,

On one occasion, when His Holiness was in Dharamsala and making

preparations to confer the initiation, he had a dream in which

goddesses appeared entreating him to spread the Kalachakra

teachings widely. In response, he has conferred this initiation more

frequently than any of his predecessors, travelling far to accomplish

this. He conferred the initiation in 1981 in Madison, Wisconsin; in

1985 in Rikon, Switzerland and in Bodhgaya, India; in 1989 in Los

Angeles, California; and in 1990 in Sarnath, India.

According to Sopa, presence at a Kalachakra initiation, whose blessings are
believed to help one be reborn in Shambhala in the future, is considered highly
auspicious: "Such initiations, particularly when offered by a Dalai Lama, usually
are attended by thousands of the faithful” (Sopa, Jackson, and Newman 1985:91).
This point is underscored by Sogyal Rinpoche in the Kalachakra "program":*

In a world where change of all kinds is occurring at a dramatic pace,

the holding of the Kalachakra Initiation for World Peace in New

York City, along with a gathering together of all the great Tibetan

traditions, is an event of great significance. What a blessing it is to

receive this empowerment and these teachings from His Holiness the

Dalai Lama himself; in Tibet, to receive this initiation from him

would have been the life-long wish of everyone.

Despite the Tibetan tradition of giving the initiation to large crowds, Jean and
Frances Paone worried about "blowing out” the Kalachakra and using Livet
Reichart’s public relations skills to fill seats because it meant a much larger

number of non-Buddhists would be present at the initiation than would otherwise

have been the case. These concerns were underscored by the numerous phone

464



calls after advertisements appeared in newspapers for the event, most of which
were from confused or curious New Yorkers asking "what is it?" Sometimes,
Frances said, he tried to explain over the phone that you don't find out what the
initiation entails until you receive it: "I went through the Tibetan method of
training or at least what I’ve been exposed to, that is, you get the initiation first
and then you find out what you've gotten yourself into afterwards."

Given the secret nature of tantric teachings and the belief that keeping the
pledges and vows one takes during an initiation is extremely important, Jean and
Frances initially felt ambivalent about the presence of non-Buddhists at the
Kalachakra, many of whom obviously would not realize the significance of the
commitments to practice their participation might produce. Eventually, however.
they decided that it was better to encourage people to attend so they might "get the
blessing on whatever level they could rather than discourage them because they
were not Buddhist." To ensure that these individuals understood the implications
of their presence at the Kalachakra, Jean and Frances made sure the flyer
announcing the event contained a clear description of the motivation required for
artendance. It read:

Although the Kalachakra Tantra is meant for practitioners of the

highest faculty, it also has a special connection with all the people of

this planet. For that reason, the initiation is traditionally given

openly, giving ordinary people the opportunity to establish a karmic

link with Kalachakra. His Holiness has explained that the initiation

is a powerful force for the realization of world peace.

Of those who wish to receive the initiation for practice, the

best disciples have the actual experience of bodhicitta and emptiness;
the medium-level disciples have at least a slight experience of
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bodhicitta in meditation and a correct understanding of reality from

study and reasoning; the lowest-level disciples should have at least

an intense appreciation for and interest in developing bodhicitta and

understanding the true nature of reality.

Those who wish to receive the initiation as a blessing, to

establish a karmic relationship with Kalachakra, may attend. The

initiation can be conferred on this basis to those who sincerely

appreciate the opportunity.
According to the flyer, "teachings are given prior to tantric initiations such as the
Kalachakra to develop the prerequisite qualities of bodhicitta, or the wish to
become enlightened for the sake of others, and the understanding of the true nature
of reality” (see Figure 23). Thus another way in which the Paones tried to make
sure non-Buddhists had the correct motivation vis & vis the Kalachakra was to
encourage them to attend the "Path of Compassion” teachings which preceded the
Kalachakra so that they could see "if they had any connection, if it sparked
anything inside them to really continue.” As Frances recalls, "We felt that if they
came to the "Path of Compassion” and sat there for two days or a day and felt that
there was some connection, then they should certainly come to the Kalachakra."

Lobsang Samten, one of the monks responsible for creating a sand mandala
at the IBM Gallery, shared the Paones’ concerns. In an interview with Robyn
Brentano, he revealed his own ambivalence about the transmission of tantric
practice to the uninitiated:

Both Tibetans and Westerners lack a basic foundation of

understanding tantric practice, and they just take initiations without

knowing what the commitments are; they then realize after having

done it that they can’t keep up with the difficulties of daily practice,

i.e. reciting mantras. The initiation should be taken because of a
desire for practice, not just for meeting His Holiness or taking the
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blessing...'

Tibetans believe that to take an initiation and not do the practice shortens the life
of the lama who gives the initiation (e.g "hurts their karma”). In the case of the
Kalachakra, however, because the Dalai Lama usually explains to the audience that
those who are not prepared to do the practices should not participate in
visualizations and take the vows during the empowerment, it is believed to be less
of a problem. During the "Path of Compassion” teachings, which were geared
toward helping the audience to generate "bodhicitta,” the Dalai Lama specifically
addressed the non-Buddhists in the auditorium, telling them they did not have to
take the pledge to "enhance generated bodhicitta mind” but instead should just try
to "generate admiration for a good heart and kindness and say prayers.""

Another danger of transmitting tantra to the uninitiated, Samten told
Brentano, is that teachers and students will not "examine” one another long enough
before engaging in tantric practice. In the past, he noted, once a connection was
made between a teacher and student, it usually took an average of twelve years of
examination of one another before the giving and receiving of tantric initiations.
During this time teacher and student would get to know and build their trust in one
another.'® As Roger Jackson has observed

Successful tantric practice--far more than other Buddhist practices--

requires a very close working relationship between disciple and

master. A tantric master must be both knowledgeable and skillful in

the various meditative techniques, and must be sensitive to the

various problems the disciple may encounter. A tantric disciple

must be confident of the master’s qualifications, and unquestioning
in the fulfillment of the instructions that the master has given--for
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the subtlety and danger of tantra is such that capriciousness or

disobedience can lead to dire results. (Sopa. Jackson, and Newman

1985:21)

"Nowadays,” Samten lamented, "we are not examined by anyone, we just saw the
flyer and we go there and take the initiation. "

Samten’s concern was brought home to me during the Kalachakra when an
American man sitting in the row ahead of me began to act bizarrely. [ had seen
this person before at many Tibet-related events; he usually wore a white tuxedo
and tennis shoes, tied his long hair back, and had a glazed expression which
convinced me and others that he was mentally unstable. At one stage of the
initiation, when consecrated water was distributed to the audience, the man refused
to pass it down the row and handed it instead to a woman sitting directly in front
of him. The next day, after a distribution of yoghurt in small plastic cups. he
refused to give the cups to the person collecting them and also threw a book at
someone sitting behind him for no apparent reason. On the last day of the
initiation, without provocation, he shouted angrily at an individual sitting near him.
The man’s erratic behavior demonstrates why it might be dangerous for uninitiated
individuals to be taught how to visualize themselves as deities. Without careful

supervision and a strong foundation of mental stability, such tantric practices could

potentially be destructive to vulnerable people.?

The Occidental Buddhist

Up to this point, I have focused on Americans who knew little about the
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Kalachakra but who attended anyway. Organizers did not have to worry about
framing the initiation for Tibetans or for Western Buddhists. In this section, [
explore some of the differences between Tibetans and Western Buddhists in terms
of how they engaged the initiation.

For Tibetans. an initiation is a social as well as a religious occasion. At the
Kalachakra initiation in 1989, | interviewed a young Tibetan man from Canada and
asked him why he had driven all the way from Calgary to Los Angeles to be
present at the event. For us, he said, the initiation is "a social gathering,” a
chance to meet and catch up with old friends. "At the same time," he added. "we
come to take the blessing.” The accounts I have read about Kalachakra initiations
given by the Dalai Lama in India underscore the young man’s point about the
profoundly social nature of such events for Tibetans. In her book on refugees in
Nepal, Ann Forbes writes:

In December of 1985, the Dalai Lama traveled to Bodh Gaya, the
site where the Buddha achieved enlightenment in 500 B.C. to bestow
the Kalachakra initiation. More than 300,000 people had traveled
for days, crammed between boxes and people, to reach this sacred
site in time, to attend the largest Buddhist gathering of the century
and to receive the blessing of the 14th reincarnation of Chenrezig,
the Tibetan god of compassion--the Dalai Lama of Tibet.

...On this occasion, video tents, magic shows, and sidewalk
stalls crowd into the normally sleepy roadway. Everything from
Indian toilet paper to silver artifacts carried down from the Tibetan
plateau could be found in the markets. The tea shops were jammed
with people: carpet sellers, yak herders, restaurant owners, beggars,
monks, Western dharma bums, and world travelers. There were
Bhutanese with barely enough money to get to the border of Bhutan,
Ladahkis who had been walking for weeks, Germans, Sherpas, and
Americans. Most prominent, however, were the Tibetans. (1989:1)
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Like all Kalachakras in India, this one was held in the open-air and people camped
out for the twelve day initiatory period. The atmosphere was quite festive: there
was a lot of trading, visiting with friends and relatives, as well as dancing and
singing by Tibetans from Tibet who had been allowed to leave under temporary
relaxation of Chinese religious policies in Tibet and who were celebrating their joy
at seeing the Dalai Lama for the first (and possibly last) time in their lives.

In a recent paper, ethnomusicologist Keila Diehl analyzes the "sonic
offerings” provided for more than 50,000 Tibetan pilgrims who travelled to
Mundgod, a Tibetan settlement in Karnataka State in south India, for a Kalachakra
initiation given by the Dalai Lama in December 1994. Her description suggests
the essentially social nature of the Kalachakra experience:

As soon as the first pilgrims began to arrive at Mundgod and settle

themselves into their relatives’ homes or in the temporary tent

village that had been erected for the event, the Yaks started selling

their cassettes from roadside table equipped with speakers blaring

their songs. Several other Tibetan music groups from southern India

had had the same idea, rendering the main thoroughfare of the camp

into a festive, but cacophonous, zone of sonic marketing. The

band...set up an enormous tent and stage made of rented bamboo

poles and colorful expanses of canvas. Across the road, just beyond

the makeshift bazaar that had sprung up to serve the event, the

Tibetan Institute of Performing Arts set up a similar tent and stage

for their planned nightly performances of traditional Tibetan song

and dances....most pilgrims attended both performances, even

several times over, since there was nothing else to do after the

teachings ended each afternoon. (n.d.:10)

In addition to viewing the Kalachakra as an important social gathering, which it

obviously is for those in diaspora (and, in some instances, for Tibetans from

Tibet), Tibetans see the initiation as an opportunity to be blessed by the Dalai
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Lama. As we shall see, this belief contrasts greatly with those of Western
Buddhists.

When [ asked the young Tibetan-Canadian man in Los Angeles what he
thought about the Western Buddhist approach to the Kalachakra, he laughed.
saying he noticed many of them taking notes and trying hard to understand
everything the Dalai Lama was saying. "They want to achieve enlightenment in
this lifetime,” whereas for Tibetans, "we come, we don’t try too hard to
understand, we just take it as it comes..." Or as another New York-based Tibetan
said to me, "...when you Westerners study Buddhism, it’s not the fact that you
believe in Buddhism, you sort of study it very systematically, read texts, but for
Tibetans it’s just belief."”

These observations highlight an important distinction between lay Tibetans
and American Buddhists: whereas ordinary Tibetans do not presume to be able to
make sense of tantric teachings, Western Buddhists approach the dharma as serious
would-be tantric practitioners. With convert-like zeal, Western Buddhists have
embraced tantric Buddhist practice in ways that are quite similar to those of monks
and nuns. For example, in recent years, hundreds of lay Westerners have done the
traditional three-year retreat, which is considered to be a prerequisite to serious
tantric practice and is usually done only by a select group of Tibetan monks, nuns,
and laypersons who seek to become tantric yogis (see Samuel 1993:576).2 The
fact that there are many more lay tantric practitioners than monastic tantric

practitioners in Western Buddhism is perhaps the most innovative aspect of the
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transmission of Tibetan Buddhism to the West.*

At the same time that Western Buddhists approach tantric practice with the
seriousness of Tibetan monks, nuns, and other would-be yogis, taking notes and
practicing the meditations they are empowered to do, they nevertheless do so in a
manner that is distinctly un-Tibetan. This difference is most manifest in the ways
in which Westerners interact with their Tibetan teachers. For instance. an older
lama named Kirti Rinpoche told Brentano that he gives Western students much
more detailed explanation: "They cannot be taught the way Tibetans are
taught... They expect "scientific” proof, they grew up in society with logical
explanation.” One of my own friends, a Tibetan lama living in New York City,
told me that when he teaches, he is constantly interrupted by his American
students, who ask questions and push for more information. He commented more
than once on how exhausting and exhilarating such classes are for him and how
radically different his experience of teaching non-Tibetans is from teaching
Tibetans, who would never dream of interrupting the lama to ask a question.

Although my ethnographic data on who actually attended the initiation,
other than Tibetans and some Western activists, are rather limited, Brentano (1993)
has observed that many of the Western Buddhists who participated were already
involved with Tibetan, Zen, and Theravadin practices. Others who came,
including Christians and Sufis, were interested in the meditational practices of
Buddhism. Their orientations

ranged from the intellectual to devotional, and from professional
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(academic) involvement to involvement for social reasons. Some
held traditionalist views, while others were experimentalists,
synthesizers, or spiritual tourists. (1993:72)

Of those Brentano interviewed, most were in their 30s and 40s and
linked their spiritual aspirations to experimentalism and idealism of
the 1960s and early 70s...Quite a few said they had become
disillusioned with their original (mostly Christian and Jewish)®
faith because of its philosophical inconsistencies, or lack of
satisfying anwers to the problem of suffering, or because they
wanted a more personally engaging spiritual discipline. Nearly
everyone said that they were attracted to Buddhism because its
meditational system provides a pragmatic and progressive framework
for personal change. Whether they were responding to a life crisis,
a sense of alienation, or spiritual yearnings, people found the
structured discipline as it is presented in a logical framework
amenable to their need for an intellectually rigorous spiritual
program. (1993:73)*

The individuals Brentano interviewed reflect Buddhism’s largely upper middie and

middle class, white, college-educated constituency in this country.*

Staging the initiation
At this point, I turn to some of the pragmatic issues surrounding the actual
production of the event. Through my discussion, I draw attention to some of the
problems posed when those staging the event have varying understandings of the
rules of production for such a ritual.

I begin by exploring some of the consequences of holding the initiation in
an expensive space in the heart of Manhattan with limited seating and set hours of
access. To offset the high cost of renting the Paramount Theater for twelve days,

the Paones decided to charge the following registration fees: $200 for the "full
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program” ("Nature of Mind,” "Path of Compassion.” and the Kalachakra
initiation), $100 for the entire "Nature of Mind" series, and $25 per day for a
single "Nature of Mind" teaching. The decision by organizers to charge these
rather large fees disturbed members of the Tibetan community in New York and
some Western Buddhists who viewed it as a violation of a basic Buddhist tenet--
that teachings should be offered for free and be accessible to everyone. The fact
that organizers decided to sell tickets for single-day admissions further appalled the
Tibetans, some of whom felt the decision represented a blatant
"commercialization” of what should be a personal relationship to the lama giving
the teaching. The charging of fees for Buddhist functions in the West, which is a
common practice, routinely offends Tibetans who believe it is not possible to
ascribe a value to sacred teachings. Yet, as one anthropologist has pointed out.

for the practical circumstances of rebuilding the Tibetan religious

system, supporting the monks, flying high lamas around world to

visit their missions, the patron-client relationship with the West has

become monetized. Payment by cash of services rendered is a

successful way of generating funds, as it is compatible with western

economic practice and expectations, it is readily accepted into the

West. (Klieger 1992:94)
One of the Tibetans I interviewed in New York complained that this
"monetization” of the relationship between Tibetan lamas and Western students has
created a situation in which Tibetan lamas are "corrupted.” By this he meant that
because Western Buddhists are able to sponsor teachings in the West more readily

than Tibetans in India, due to their relative affluence, lamas are spending more

time in the West than ever before. The problem with this, he told me, is that "if
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you wish to maintain the viability of your culture, it should be Tibetans who know
more about Buddhism...otherwise then after this whole generation goes it will be
like a vacuum.” My friend’s comments suggest one of the contradictory roles
Western Buddhists play in exile society (for a discussion of role Western Buddhists
play in the Tibet Movement, see conclusion). On the one hand, donations by
members of the Western Buddhist community have enabled Tibetans to rebuild
their religious institutions in India and Nepal and to preserve a wide range of
spiritual practices.”® On the other hand, Western interest in Tibetan Buddhism

has been a crucial factor in the permanent resettiement of some of the exile
community's most knowledgeable and experienced lamas in the West.

The relatively small size of the Paramount Theater necessitated a smaller
number of participants at the Kalachakra compared to the Kalachakras given in
India which are held in the open-air and are attended by thousands, if not hundreds
of thousands, of people. Moreover, the bureaucratized nature of Madison Square
Garden entailed a much more limited schedule than would otherwise have been the
case. Tashi’s (the ritual assistant sent over from Dharamsala) comments to Robyn
Brentano underscore this point:

[n India, whenever we are doing the Kalachakra initiation, the time

totally depends on us. We have the freedom...to start whenever we

want, to stay as long as we want. In New York, in Madison Square

Garden, we have no real freedom like that because they open at a

certain time, they close at a certain time, so time is very limited

here. Madison Square Garden doesn’t open before 8 o’clock so we

have to wait until 8 o’clock to start.”

The artificial aspect of the Manhattan venue posed a third problem as well, one
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that involved an adjustment of a preliminary ritual procedure. As Tashi told

Brentano:

In traditional Tibet, in natural places. we have to dig and we also

have to do a special preparation ritual to ask permission [to hold

initiation]. In the West, in a place like Madison Square Garden,

there’s no ground to dig. So in this case, we do the ground ritual.

ask permission, but this time there is no direct action of our digging

the ground. There's just visualization of the ritual...digging and

asking permission. [t’s very equivalent to real digging, but in

Madison Square Garden we can't dig.

From what [ could tell, the monks and lamas who participated in the teachings
ironically tended to be more flexible and relaxed about the accommodations
necessitated by the performance of the ritual in the Paramount Theater than anyone
else. As [ described earlier, many lay Tibetans worried about the appropriateness
of the venue, as did the more politically-oriented American activists. Likewise,
Western Buddhists like Jean and Frances worried about the sanctity of the initiation
and the effect non-Buddhists would have on the event.

The monks’ flexibility was demonstrated in another incident which the
Paones recounted in our interview. On the day after the Kalachakra initiation was
finished, participants were invited to "view the mandala" onstage. That is, they
were invited to look at the Kalachakra sand mandala which had been created prior
to the initiation and which housed the Kalachakra deities. Jean and Frances
arranged for the audience to view the mandala in a counterclockwise, rather than

clockwise direction. Several prominent lay Tibetans who were onstage criticized

the Paones for not having the audience view the mandala in a clockwise direction,
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as would be done if they were circumambulating. As Frances explained:

But they weren’t circumambulating. They were going to view it. [

mean viewing something and circumambulating something are two

different things in my mind. And so the issue wasn't

circumambulation, the issue was viewing the mandala. Well, a

couple of lay Tibetans on the stage hit the ceiling...Now [ had three

thousand people lined up and I had this dilemma of, their talking

about tradition, and they were freaking out, because we were

making a major blunder.

When the Paones asked some monks what to do, they told him "they can go
anyway you want them to, it’s really viewing the mandala...” Unlike the lay
Tibetans, Frances added, "the monks were cool.” The Paones concluded from this
incident that lay Tibetans "do not really understand that we really practice
Buddhism.” Instead

they basically see us like...dilettantes, not really

serious Buddhists, we’re just sort of dabbling in this

fine culture but they are the repository of Buddhism

and culture, and they know how to treat the Dalai

Lama.
The Paones comments underscore the tension which exists between lay Tibetans
and Western Buddhists.

The unprecedented presence of so many high lamas in one place at one time
created additional logistical challenges for Jean and Frances. Due to space
limitations and the high cost of providing for the lamas while they were in New
York, the Paones tried to limit the size of each lama’s entourage. The task was

not easy, as the Paones soon discovered:

We invited the lamas and asked them to bring one attendant. We
had a budget for where they were staying, travel arrangements,
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seating, and so on. Sakya Trizin immediately needed to have two

attendants. Well, okay, so we understood that, again, he is the head

of a lineage and he was travelling with a quite large entourage

because he was doing the Vajrakilaya in the U.S. and he travels

business class [laughs]. Then we were asked by the cultural affairs

office [in Dharamsala] if the Nyingma Rinpoche could bring an extra

person and we said no, it’s not okay because we're providing

transportation. And then the Rinpoche wrote to us directly and so

there was no way to say no, so he got his two attendants. We told

him, don’t tell anybody we’re paying for this...[laughing]**

As the numbers of lamas and attendants grew, so did the Paones responsibilities.
As Frances pointed out, "We just thought we’d bring five lamas, you put them
here, you get them to the hall, and they give a teaching. But it BALLOONED into
a whole lot." Indeed, the Paones had to figure out how to distribute resources to
each lineage, e.g., who got which dressing rooms, how many telephone lines
would they get, where would they be housed, how would they get around the city?
Jean and Frances’ difficulties in trying to limit entourage size underscores the fact
that not only is the Kalachakra a social and spiritual occasion for Tibetans, it is
also a profoundly political one. Nowhere was this more evident than in

discussions about seating.

Where one sits at a Tibetan Buddhist ceremony is an important sign of
one’s social and religious status. For example, the closer one sits to the throne of
the lama giving the teaching or initiation, the higher one is presumed to be in the
Buddhist hierarchy. Eager to avoid getting drawn any deeper into the intricate

machinations over Tibetan Buddhist power than necessary, Jean and Frances

decided to delegate the task of deciding who would sit where on stage to Tashi, a
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monk whose job as a member of the Dalai Lama’s "advance team” from India was
to handle precisely these kinds of problems. According to the Paones, Tashi was a
bit concerned about making the decisions himself because he usually deferred to his
superior at Namgyal Monastery: "this was the first time he was the person who
had to make the decisions, so he was faxing back and forth to his office to get it
straight!” In his interview with Brentano, Tashi confirmed that he frequently faxed
the General Secretary to the Dalai Lama, who was a very old monk and one of the
few experts alive on official protocol involving the five lineages. Tashi’s goal was
to avoid insulting anyone or creating conflicts between lineages over seating.

In a recent essay on ritual and resistance, Nicholas Dirks argues that ritual
constitutes "a tremendously important arena for the cultural construction of
authority and the dramatic display of the social lineaments of power" (1994:487).
Because of the centrality of authority to the ritual process, he writes, "ritual has
always been a crucial site of struggle...while rituals provide critical moments for
the definition of collectivities and the articulation of rank and power, they often
occasion more conflict than consensus” (ibid., 488). As perhaps the most
important arena for the construction and assertion of spiritual authority in Tibetan
Buddhism--which, as we have seen in previous chapters, often translates into
political power--it is not surprising that tantric initiations such as the Kalachakra
are often marked by the sorts of disputes which Tashi sought to avoid. These
disputes, Tibetans are careful to point out, are usually not generated by the lamas

themselves (who are supposedly unconcerned about their status in this world), but
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rather by the people just under them, e.g., their secretaries and assistants, who
have a vested interest in enhancing their own lama’s social prestige and political
power. [n any event, after much negotiation and consultation with people in
Dharamsala, Tashi decided that all the high lamas would sit flanking the left and
right side of the Dalai Lama’s throne, which was center stage, and that they would
choose seats for themselves. The only rule was that Sakya Trizin, as the only
actual lineage head present at the initiation (other than the Dalai Lama), got to sit
elevated above the rest on his own small throne. Other people who got to sit close
to the throne included the event’s sponsors, Rato Rinpoche and Richard Gere, a
number of high status laymen who were tulkus (recognized reincarnations of
previous lamas), and Robert Thurman, who was the first Western man to take
monastic vows in 1964 but who has long since disrobed. All of these individuals
were regarded as deserving special treatment, though for different reasons.

[f the lamas’ high status could be read from their proximity to the Dalai
Lama onstage, the Tibetan and Western nuns’ low status likewise could be read
from their distance from the throne. With only one exception, the female
practitioners were relegated to the edge of the stage, where they sat behind the
eighty or so Tibetan and Western monks who filled out the rows behind the lamas
and other special guests. The women’s position on the outskirts of the stage
reflects the traditional low position of women in Buddhism.” While there is not
enough space here to explore the issue further, it is important to note that due to

the large number of Western women practitioners, traditional gender hierarchies
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increasingly are being challenged in the Western Buddhist context.®

Just as the Paones had to deal with the presence of a lot of high lamas and
attendants, they also had to make arrangements to handle a large number of
American "VIPs", including Cindy Crawford (Gere's then-wife), Uma Thurman,
Melissa Mathison (Hollywood screenwriter and wife of actor Harrison Ford) as
well as "celebrity Buddhists” such as Phillip Glass, Laurie Anderson, Spalding
Gray, Allen Ginsberg, and John Avedon (to name just a few).’' [n an interesting
parallel, the celebrities, like the lamas, were given special treatment, including the
best seats in the house. In fact, the entire front section of the auditorium (closest
to the stage) was cordoned off to form a VIP section.”> During the initiation,
Madison Square Garden security personnel guarded access to the area; if you did
not have a ticket indicating you were sitting in this section, you were not allowed
in. This procedure created a great deal of grumbling and frustration among the
non-VIP participants at the initiation, many of whom wanted to go to the edge of
the stage to greet their lamas and others seated onstage. At the Kalachakra in Los
Angeles, although the VIPs sat in front close to the stage, no one was denied
access to the stage during breaks. Just as the seating of the high lamas onstage
reveals their position in the social and religious hierarchies of the Tibetan
community, so the preferential treatment of the American VIPs and "celebrity
Buddhists” reflects these individuals privileged position in American social

structure.

482



Conclusion

...His Holiness [the Dalai Lama] said there is no difference between

Tibetan Buddhism, Tibetan politics, and Tibetan culture. They’re all

the same. He went further than that. He said that in fact there’d be

no point in preserving Tibetan cultwre if it were not for the

Buddhadharma being so integrated into the culture. He came to the

point: well, what do we have to offer the world? His answer was

Tibetan Buddhism, our practice is what we have to offer the world.

If we don’t have that, what’s the use of saving our culture? (Frances

Paone, 11/5/91)%
When I began this chapter, [ suggested that the performance of the Kalachakra
during the Year of Tibet was a paradigmatic example of a distinctly Tibetan mode
of engaging outsiders based on their recognition of the value and power of Tibetan
Buddhism. As we have seen, this mode of engagement dates back several
centuries and is based on a lama-patron relationship (mchod-yon) in which Tibetan
(and Mongol) hierarchs gave Buddhist teachings and tantric initiations in exchange
for protection and support from Manchu and Chinese sovereigns. In a recent
essay, James Hevia (1993) argues that the relationship between Tibetan lamas and
Manchu emperors involved attempts by both parties to "encompass and include
others in their own cosmologies through joint participation in rituals of inclusion
and transformation” (246). For the Manchus, this entailed efforts to assert their
superiority through audience rituals; for Tibetans, this meant attempts to transform
the emperor, through Buddhist instruction and tantric initiations, into a patron who,
having received such teachings, would accept the lama’s intellectual and spiritual

superiority as well as a responsibility to "protect the lama and his teachings, and

promote Buddhism in the patron’s domain" (ibid., 247). Following Hevia’s
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analysis, the Kalachakra described in this chapter can be said to represent an effort
by Tibetans to encompass and include non-Tibetans in their own cosmology. [t
embodies Tibetan attempts to create a more binding relationship between
themselves and non-Tibetans through ritual participation and, presumably,
transformation.

To what extent were audiences transformed? To what extent was the event
understood as constitutive of political relations between the participants and the
Dalai Lama? The answers to these questions are far from clear and [ shall not
attempt to answer them here. What I do want to do is suggest that the tensions
which arose between Tibetans and Westerners as well as between politicos and
serious dharma practitioners during the planning stages of the initiation reveal the
contested processes through which Tibetan religious practice became a field of
political action in the Year of Tibet.

When asked whether or not they felt the Kalachakra was "political,” the
Paones argued that the initiation was implicitly political. As Jean put it,

The whole thing is a political statement. It’s political that His

Holiness is giving the Kalachakra initiation, that Tibetan Buddhist

teachings can be given and are being given is a political

statement...From our side, look at what these remarkable people

have done. They have preserved centuries of Buddhadharma in

exile, without their country, under extremely adverse conditions, and

preserved it in such a way that they can now bring it to other

countries...their art, their religion, their philosophy, their science of
mind, it’s incredible. So I guess...it's political and it’s good.

At the same time that the Paones saw the initiation as implicitly political, they did

nothing that was "overtly political as we know it in America. We did not ask
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people to sign petitions, we did not hand out postcards, we did not do anything.”
According to Jean, the couple was not approached by any Tibet support
organization to do anything political, so they decided to keep the event
"spiritual... The fact that it was the Year of Tibet, the fact that it was to promote
awareness about the plight of Tibet...we didn’t do anything, and nobody did
anything else either.” (I come back to this point again in chapter 10.)

It is not surprising that the Paones chose not to emphasize the political
dimensions of the Kalachakra. In many ways, their approach is in keeping with
the stereotype within the Movement about Western Buddhists--that they prefer
spiritual practice to political activism. While this is not true of all practitioners, it
characterizes the attitude of a majority of American Buddhists with whom [ have
come in contact. It would therefore be a mistake to assume, as some have done,
that Western Buddhists play an important role in transnational Tibet activism. At
almost every Tibet Movement meeting, the issue of how to get the relatively large
but quiescent American Buddhist community involved in activism for Tibet comes
up. Lay Tibetans often express their frustration openly in such situations with both
American dharma students and their Tibetan teachers. The fact that lay Tibetans
do much of the grassroots organizing in the Tibet struggle while monks are
recognized and revered by the Western public as embodiments of Tibetanness only
increases the existing tension between the two groups in the Movement context.™

Western Buddhists claim the reasons why Tibetan lamas are not more active

in the Tibetan political cause relates to their religious training. They argue that
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lamas are caught in the dilemma of wanting both to support the Dalai Lama's (and
Buddhism’s) universal message as well as express their nationalistic desires. As
one Western nun put it in an interview with Brentano, "the old geshes are not very
nationalistic; they love Tibet but they want peace everywhere as much as they want
it in Tibet."*® This religious explanation, while it may be accurate up to a point,
does not entirely account for the phenomenon.

To understand why many religious figures in the Tibetan community shy
away from political involvement, it is useful to remember that the non-Gelugpa
lineages generally were not central actors in the Tibetan polity. Instead. they
operated autonomously, living far away from Lhasa, the seat of the Dalai Lama’s
Gelugpa government. As a result, Nyingma, Sakya, and Kagyu lamas’ regional
and religious affiliations far outweighed any potential nationalist loyalties. Upon
coming into exile, lamas and lineages were scattered across the subcontinent; most
operated independently of Dharamsala and the Tibetan government-in-exile and
thus did not share the commitment to Tibet as a state with those who participated
in governing Tibet in the past (e.g., Gelugpa monastics and aristocrats). Klieger
makes this point in his book on Tibetan nationalism. He argues that despite the
fact that great efforts have been made by the exile government to display unity and
that all the sects generally acknowledge the Dalai Lama as the leader of Tibet,

...many of these lineages have their own intricate networks of

missions abroad and are not necessarily dependent upon the

Dharamsala establishment or the Dalai Lama’s own Gelugpa lineage.

This is essentially as it was in the past, characteristic of those twin
forces of centralization and decentralization which competed at the
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expense of the unification of the Tibetan state. (Klieger 1992:89-90)

The Kagyu lineage’s success in exile demonstrates Klieger’s point. Kagyu lamas
resettled in Sikkim where they repossessed Rumtek monastery which they had built
much earlier and received the generous patronage of the kings of Bhutan and
Sikkim: "Having perhaps the widest network of centers abroad. the Kagyupa seem
to be quite economically autonomous from Dharamsala” (Klieger 1992:90). Given
the history of sectarian division in Tibet, that representatives from all the lineages.
including Bon, came to New York to give "Nature of Mind” teachings and
participate in those given by the Dalai Lama was no small achievement. It enabled
Year of Tibet organizers to reinforce an impression of wholeness and to smooth
over the persistent tensions in exile between lineages and institutions.

Due to China’s suppression of religion in Tibet, there have been no public
initiations in that country since 1959. For this reason, as the Paones suggest, the
very act of performing a religious ritual such as the Kalachakra has political
implications. These implications have been recognized by the Chinese
government, especially when initiations have been given in India. For example,
classified documents leaked from Beijing indicate that the Chinese saw the
Kalachakra initiation held in Sikkim in April 1993 as a political threat. Analysts at
the International Campaign for Tibet (ICT) summarized the Chinese fears in a
recent publication devoted to the documents:

Holding a religious ceremony presided over by the Dalai Lama so

close to the Tibetan border is politically much more sensitive than
Western observers have believed. It is likely that thousands of
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Tibetans applied for exit permits, or left without them, causing both

political embarrassment for Chinese authorities and destablization

from the return of Tibetans. The initiation itself, and the public

activities surrounding it have no overt political content in 2 Western

sense, but for Tibetans—and Chinese authorities--anything to do with

the Dalai Lama has major political ramifications. Moreover,

Tibetans attending the Kalachakra from Tibet could easily have read.

and be in possession of, literature banned inside Tibet such as

speeches by the Dalai Lama, or political tracts originating in

Dharamsala or the West. (1993:7)

Despite Chinese accusations that the Dalai Lama uses events such as the
Kalachakra to stir up trouble, the Tibetan leader has consistently maintained that he
gives the initiation in order to "give some insight into the Tibetan way of life and
thinking” as well as to "make an effort, on an inner level, in favour of world
peace” (Gyatso 1991:204).

As [ wrote in the previous chapter, the Dalai Lama’s commitment to
Buddhist universality has led him to claim that the Tibet issue is not a political
matter but a spiritual struggle. While this intertwining makes sense in a Tibetan
context, for non-Buddhist Tibet activists in the West, such a formulation is often
confusing or frustrating. [f this is true for activists, it is even more so for

members of the mainstream media. In the next chapter, I explore the Tibet

Movement’s encounter with the press during the Year of Tibet.
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1.

Notes

The heads of each of the four Buddhist and Bon lineages gave teachings which
collectively were referred to as "Nature of Mind.” Running from October 11
through October 15 (one per day). the teachings consisted of the following talks:

"Nature of Mind" by Ven. Lopon Tenzin Namdhak Rinpoche, Bon
tradition

"Dzog Chen"” by Ven. Trulshik Rinpoche, Nyingma tradition
"Mahamudra by Ven. Tenga Rinpoche, Kagyu tradition

"Inseparability of Samsara and Nirvana" by Kyabje Sakya Trizin
Rinpoche, Sakya tradition

"Union of Bliss and Emptiness” by Ven. Lati Rinpoche, Gelug
tradition.

The Path of Compassion teachings (given by the Dalai Lama) were based on the
famous Buddhist text: Bodhisattvacharyavatara, A Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of
Life. The main subject of Shantideva’s book is the generation of bodhicitta and the
conduct of the bodhisartva. In the program handed out at the teachings, Khyongla
Rato Rinpoche writes:

Bodhicitta is the altruistic motivation to achieve enlightenment in
order to free all sentient beings from their sutfering and lead them to
liberation. The conduct of the bodhisattva is to engage in
developing and perfecting six types of practices known as the six
perfections: generosity, ethics, patience, joyous effort, concentration,
and wisdom. The final result of these practices is complete
liberation from the mental afflictions and the attainment of
Buddhahood.

For an analysis of the actual performance of the 1991 Kalachakra initiation, see
Brentano 1993. For a brief definition of tantric initiations, see Cozort 1986:34.

The two-part interview with Jean and Frances Paone which is cited in this chapter
was conducted jointly by Robyn Brentano and me in November 1991. In addition,
Robyn Brentano generously shared transcripts of interviews with Lobsang Samten.
Tashi, Kirti Rinpoche, and Lozang Trinlae whom she interviewed for her master’s
thesis in performance studies at New York University (see Brentano 1993).

This number does not include the separate initiations and talks given by individual
lineage heads through their own local dharma centers in New York. For instance,
Sakya Trizin gave a number of tantric initiations to his Western students at various
venues on Manhattan's Upper West Side.
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10.

1.

See Rato Rinpoche’s autobiography, My Life and Lives: The Story of a Tibetan
Incarnation (1977). See also Samuel (1993, pp. 339-341) for a comparative analysis
of Rato Rinpoche’s Buddhist training.

As anthropologist Dorsh Devoe notes, although Tibetans usually lived with rigidly
defined, ascribed social status,

there is some evidence that great donors achieved social recognition
for their generosity. Even in exile, the public is witness to gifts
given. Every religious puja or festival must be underwritten by the
devout. A wealthy Tibetan may sponsor the entire event; or, each of
several families may contribute to it. In the latter case, donors’
names are listed and read in order of amount given. The most
generous donor is in return given the privilege of receiving the first
blessing bestowed by the presiding lama. (1987:57-58)

The term "so-called” is used because the individuals [ am referring to here were
unofficial advisors to the Tibetan government-in-exile and the Dalai Lama. Except
for a Dutch lawyer, the rest were Americans who worked behind the scenes in
various capacities on strategizing and promoting the Tibet issue in Washington. D.C.

For an interesting discussion of another kind of intercultural alliance, see Landsman
and Krasniewicz 1990.

One of the ironies of the situation, Jean Paone pointed out, was that while these
individuals argued against the wisdom of having an initiation in Manhattan during
the Year of Tibet, once the initiation was scheduled, those same individuals "made
sure they got good seats!”

According to the Paones, Rato Rinpoche had two reasons for wanting to headline the
Kalachakra: he felt it would be a bigger draw and he thought that people would
benefit just by coming into contact with the word Kalachakra—that it would have
some positive effect on them (this despite the fact that most of those coming into
contact with the word would not know what it meant). Rato Rinpoche’s argument
reflects Tibetan Buddhist belief in the efficacy of particular words to induce certain
states of mind (see Lopez 1995b for a discussion of Tibetan Buddhist investment in
the spoken word).

My synopsis of tantric practice is by necessity over-simplified. Vajrayana is hard to
grasp for a number of reasons, including, as Geoffrey Samuel observes, the self-
presentation of Tibetan lamas which has a historic depth that we cannot even begin
to understand (1993). Elizabeth Stutchbury’s work on the complex processes
through which Tibetan lamas construct their identities reinforces Samuel’s point (see
Stutchbury 1994). She argues that identities are constructed in relation to
genealogical lineages, reincarnation, and transmission and teaching.
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13.

14.

15.

In his class on Buddhism at Columbia University (fall 1989), Robert Thurman
identified four distinct stages of tantra:

l. The establishment of a goal vehicle orientation. Goal vehicle
orientation refers to the desire to reach enlightenment for the benefit
of all sentient beings (see discussion of bodhicitta in note 4).

2. In the second stage, practitioners envision the world as a perfected
world of the mandala. This involves a withdrawal from a
"perception of ordinariness to one of extraordinariness.”

3. The third stage entails meditation on "Buddha pride™—a process
wherein one constructs a self-image of oneself as a Buddha. This
process is based on a view of emptiness which Thurman describes as
a kind of "melting of the subject being isolatedly there, and coming
into being relatedly, interconnected to everything and everyone
else.”

4. The fourth stage involves the "perfection stage yogas” in which
tantric adepts, through meditation, become isolated from physical.
verbal and mental "ordinariness.” As Thurman describes it, "yogis
do this, they die and are reborn in a subjective way many times;
they can arise and go to other universes, then return to themselves
and reanimate their coarse body and ordinary self."

According to Thurman, the yogis who mastered all four stages of tantric practice
were considered extremely powerful people in old Tibet. Often they "lived in
cemeteries, wore bones as jewelry to show that death didn’t bother them.” As [
suggested in chapter 3, revered and protected by all, yogic adepts had a sort of
"culture hero” status in Tibetan society.

These vows are associated with the various Vinaya grades common to Hinayana,
Mahayana, and Vajrayana (Samuel 1993:205).

Samuel writes that "these vows are the defining characteristic of the Mahayana
practitioner and a prerequisite for tantric practice” (1993:205).

The program, a fascinating artifact of the process of representing and transmitting
Tibetan Buddhism to the West, was a slickly-produced eighteen page booklet with
black and white photographs of the Dalai Lama, the five heads of the Buddhist and
Bon lineages, and Rato Rinpoche. In addition to a short biography of each of the
lamas giving teachings, the booklet contained a prayer by the late Ling Rinpoche,

one of the Dalai Lama’s tutors, an "Introduction to Kalachakra” and "Introduction to

Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life" by Rato Rinpoche, and an essay by the
best-selling Tibetan Buddhist author Sogyal Rinpoche called "Taking to Heart." By
including the spiritual biographies of each of the teachers, the organizers were

following Tibetan Buddhist tradition whereby lamas are described in terms of their
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17.

18.

lineage and the various empowerments they have received and transmitted. But by
explicating in Buddhist terms some aspects of Kalachakra and including Sogyal
Rinpoche’s instruction on how to receive (or "take to heart”) the initiation,
organizers broke new ground.

Interestingly, at the previous Kalachakra, which was held in Santa Monica in 1989. I
did not see any evidence of attempts to make the initiation comprehensible in this
way—participants were given a book which was essentially a translation of some
aspects of the initiation (but not the secret parts) and various prayers; most of this
book therefore did not make sense without the Dalai Lama’s verbal instructions.
Fortunately. The Wheel of Time: The Kalachakra in Context (published by Deer
Park Books in 1985) was available at the time of the 1989 Kalachakra initiation. It
is one of the few books which attempts to describe the Kalachakra tantra in terms
comprehensible to a non-practitioner.

After the Kalachakra in 1989, the Dalai Lama reportedly observed that despite the
presence of some 3,000 people in the Santa Monica Civic Auditorium. "only 25
people really got the initiation.” "This," he is quoted as saying, "is because most of
them didn’t understand emptiness and compassion and renunciation.”

In order to actually "receive” an initiation, Tibetans believe a student must have
three prerequisites: 1) renunciation, or the strong desire to abandon the causes of
cyclic existence; 2) bodhicitta, or the compassionate motivation to become
enlightened for the benefit of others; and 3) insight into emptiness. As Brentano
notes, "it is assumed that students take many years to develop these understandings
and motivations, so they are encouraged to take initiations many times, in order to
experience the transmission with greater and greater insight” (1993:45).

In another instance, on the first day of the Kalachakra, the Dalai Lama
acknowledged the presence of non-Buddhists and implied they should not worry
about participating. Laughing, he said "It is possible in the audience today there
may be non-Buddhists. Those of you who are here, you can be alert and when
nothing is happening, you can occasionally doze off!”

The issue of trust between student and lama came up during a question and answer
session following the second day of the Dalai Lama’s "Path on Compassion”
teachings. I recorded the exchange as follows:

Q: If our guru contradicts another guru’s teachings, what attitude should
we take to maintain respect?

DL:  Personally, I should suggest one to be cautious right from the
beginning so as to not get caught relying on a teacher who is
unreliable. Although the guru’s instruction and transmission is
crucial, it should accord with the general structure of the Buddhist
path...In the Vinaya [monastic code], the procedure of how to relate
to the guru is explained. If the guru gives advice that does not
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20.

21.

22.

accord with the dharma, it should be opposed. Similarly, in
Mahayana sutras, instructions which do not accord with the dharma
should be disregarded. In tantra, if instruction is beyond your
personal ability, explain to your teacher why you cannot carry out
that instruction. However, what [ have said is general, it doesn’t
rule out extreme cases like Milarepa where both teacher and disciple
are extremely exceptional. Yet in some cases can be extremely
skillful means on the part of the teacher to help student accomplish
particular ends.

Samten’s concerns are not unwarranted. Indeed, there have been incidents in the
West in recent years involving sexual harrassment and endangerment by Tibetan
Buddhist teachers (both Tibetan and American), some of whom clearly did not have
the best interests of their students at heart. For a discussion of one such (allegedly)
problematic guru-student relationship, see a recent article on the suit brought by
"Janice Doe" against best-selling author Sogyal Rinpoche for sexual harrassment,
coercion and abuse ("Sexual healing” by Mary Finnigan, The Guardian (1995). See
also Fields 1991.

When [ asked an American man sitting near me what he thought about the man’s
strange behavior, he suggested that

lots of really wierd, dark things come up when people are gathered
together and taking a teaching like this. Obstacles and defilements
arise, stuff that he has probably kept a lid on come up and interfere,
karma comes up, but I think it will be okay. Some people’s practice
is more ferocious than others...

This response, framed in Buddhist terms, fails to acknowledge that the man might be
mentally ill. Although the man in question no doubt considered himself to be a
Buddhist (I had seen him at numerous Buddhist teachings and meditating in front of
the UN after a demonstration), his behavior, if interpreted in non-Buddhist terms,
indicated that he had a serious psychological problem.

See "Tenzin Palmo in Conversation” for a fascinating interview with an
Englishwoman who became a Tibetan Buddhist nun in 1964 and spent twelve years
in retreat in India (Cho Yang No. 6, 1994:91-98).

One of the many ironies entailed in the Western embrace of Tibetan Buddhism is the
fact that Westerners often misunderstand traditional lama status hierarchies. In his
book, Klieger describes an incident involving the discovery of a reincarnation of a
Tibetan lama named Lama Yeshe in Spain. The discovery of Lama Osel attracted
world wide media attention and created quite a stir in certain Western Buddhist
circles. Many exile Tibetans were surprised and dismayed by the inaccurate
representation of Lama Osel as the reincarnation of one of the most important lamas
in the diaspora. As Klieger writes, "Westerners were blamed for not seeing beyond
Shangri-la; not appreciating or understanding the traditional order..." (1992:88).
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24.

Indeed, Klieger observes,

In the West, Buddhist students often do not have the opportunity to
know the position of their teacher in regards to the traditional (or re-
established) hierarchy. There is sometimes a tendency to presume
that one’s preceptor is a more important personage than they actually
are within Tibetan society. (1992:88)

For an interesting discussion of American Jews who become Buddhists, see

Kamenetz’s The Jew in the Lotus (1995).

In examining the reasons why Westerners are attracted to Buddhism, Robyn
Brentano argues that the discourse of enlightenment

resonates with Western ideals of self-perfection and Judeo-Christian
notions of salvation...The Buddhist goal of self-realization finds
ready acceptance in an individualistic society, but its compassion-
driven ethos based on the idea of selflessness challenges Western
ego-centered notions of human purpose. (1993:72)

In her book Turning the Wheel: American Women Creating a New Buddhism (1988:

reprint, Boston: Beacon Press. 1993) Sandy Boucher suggests that

Another aspect of Buddhism’s appeal in the West has arguably been
its optimistic views of what is humanly possible. The Theravada,
Tibetan, Pure Land, Soka Gakkai, Zen, and other Tibetan forms of
Buddhism, which have been among the most well received in this
country, promise the possibility of superior mental states or even
enlightenment in this lifetime. Such emphasis on personal
achievement maps well onto a capitalistic mentality, even as it
appears to offer spiritual respite from materialistic goals (Boucher
1993:49).

In a recent book on Buddhism and feminism, Anne Klein cautions against easy
comparisons and offers her own interpretation:

It seems natural to suppose that dilemmas of self-hood peculiar to
our time and place are part of what brings Americans and other
Westerners to Buddhism. Buddhist thought and practice does, in
some measure, speak to these issues, but in order to make best use
of its resources, it is important to be clear on the ways it does NOT
explicitly address them. The Buddhist spiritual journey is very
different from the Western psychological journey, to which it is
often too swiftly compared. "Finding oneself™ in the contemporary
Western sense means identifying one’s unique talents, limitations.
and place in the world so as to make choices consistent with this
identity. Buddhist practices, by contrast, are celebrated for their
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26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

ability to access universal faculties such as clarity, focus, or an
experience of the unconditioned. Unless this difference is clear, one
is in danger of recreating the experience of a California woman who
after many years of Zen practice observed, "My concern now is that
I used Buddhism as an escape from growing up.” (1995:59)

For a discussion of tension between white (or Euro-American) and black and Asian-
American Buddhists, see "Waking up to Racism” by bell hooks; "Confessions of a
White Buddhist” by Rick Fields; and "Buddhists in America: A short, biased view"
by Addie Foye, all of which are to be found in the fall 1994 issue of Tricycle (pages
42-57).

Given that Buddhism is about practices which must be transmitted from teacher to
student, it is important to recognize the role Western students, as a receptive
audience for tantric teachings, play in sustaining lineages of practice in exile.

Compared to Madison Square Garden, the Civic Auditorium in Santa Monica was
much more flexible in its scheduling. As a member of the film crew documenting
the 1989 initiation for archival purposes, [ remember filming monks from Namgyal
doing pujas every morning at 6 am for several hours before the Dalai Lama arrived.

For Tibetan Buddhists, it would be considered extremely disrespectful to deny a
very high lama’s request for a second attendant.

For analyses of the role of women in Tibetan Buddhism, see Havnevik’s Tibetan
Buddhist Nuns: History, Cultural Norms, and Social Reality (1989), Paul’'s Women
in Buddhism (1979), and Willis’s Feminine Ground: Essays on Women in Tibet
(1989).

In a recent article in the Buddhist magazine Tricycle (Fall 1994), Rick Fields
observes that American Buddhism, as it is being defined by white Buddhists, is
"based on a strenuous, if not athletic, practice of meditation and is becoming
increasingly democratized, psychologized, and socially engaged. There is also a
growing concern with moral standards and norms, as well as a receptiveness to
feminist critique.”

I first encountered "celebrity Buddhists” at the Kalachakra in Santa Monica. At that
time, working as a volunteer member of a film crew documenting the event, [
operated the camera located on the front left-hand side of the stage. Thus [ was
quite close to the front of the auditorium where all the "VIPs" sat, among them
Barbra Streisand, Uma Thurman, Gary Busey, and Richard Gere.

According to Jean and Frances, they decided to limit access to the stage and VIP
section in New York for security reasons.
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34.

3s.

The Dalai Lama made the statement quoted above in response to a question about
the relationship between culture, politics and religion at a public talk in New York
in October 1991.

It is important, however, not to forget that monks and nuns have been at the
forefront of independence demonstrations in Lhasa and elsewhere in Tibet since
1987 (see Schwartz 1994 and Barnett and Akiner 1994).

Lozang Trinlae, an ordained nun interviewed by Robyn Brentano in 1991.
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Chapter 10 Mediating "Tibetanness"

Introduction
Much has been written in recent years about "global cultural flows” (Appadurai
1990:3) and the accelerated circulation of representations as defining characteristics
of late twentieth century life. One of the most important aspects of this
contemporary condition is that increasingly the groups represented by academics.
journalists, and others share the same social space with the words and images
intended to represent them. As I have emphasized throughout this dissertation,
representations of Tibet as "Shangri-la” and of Tibetans as spiritual beings have
mediated relations between Tibetans and Westerns for many years. What makes
the Tibetan case so interesting is how successfully Tibetans have engaged these
Western fantasies in order to reproduce themselves in exile and mobilize support
for their struggle. Chapters 8 and 9 offer ethnographic examples of this process
and, in so doing, reveal how Tibetans self-consciously participate in their own
objectification through the co-production (with American activists) of
representations of Tibetan culture as well as through the creation and enactment of
their own narratives of Tibetanness.

In my examination of the "Wisdom and Compassion” exhibition in chapter
8, I used the anecdote about Kissinger trying to persuade museums to drop the
show to make a point about the inextricability of representation and political

action. Today, anyone with a political agenda, from the Chinese government to
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the Tibet Movement, must confront the importance of Western mainstream media.
as they have become increasingly central to all political activity in the global arena.
For most. however, the process of representing themselves to the media does not
come easily; instead, it must be learned. This chapter explores the Tibet
Movement’s experience with this process, focusing on activists’ encounter with
Jane Kelly (a pseudonym), the media strategist hired by Tibet House to handle the
Year of Tibet events in New York. Kelly represents a class of information
managers who play a crucial role in contemporary American society but who have
received surprisingly little anthropological attention. By examining Kelly's work
with Tibet activists, [ offer an ethnographic account of the complex mediations
entailed in the strategic deployment of culture.

Instead of focusing on Kelly’s participation on a day-to-day level in the
Year of Tibet, this chapter explores two presentations made by Kelly after the
campaign had ended. The first took place at a "post-Year of Tibet” strategy
meeting in New York in December 1991; the second presentation took place in a
workshop on media at a large Tibet support conference in Washington, D.C. in
January 1993. The purpose of the "post-Year of Tibet” meeting, which was held
at the Office of Tibet, was to develop strategies aimed at taking advantage of the
"worldwide energy, support, and goodwill" the Year of Tibet had generated up to
that point.! It became the first in a series of post-Year of Tibet strategy sessions
that ran through September 1992 and which were attended by the heads of each of

the main Tibet support organizations. Although this particular cycle of meetings
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played a crucial role in creating a structure for the Tibet Movement in the post-
Year of Tibet period. my focus in this chapter is on Kelly’s presentations and
activists’ responses rather than on the larger role meetings play as forms of

organization through which the Movement is constituted.

Jane Kelly as mediator

Although Jane Kelly was hired to "represent” Tibetans to American journalists. in
the process of trying to do her job, Kelly found herself representing American
journalistic "culture” back to the activists, many of whom had little or no
understanding of how media actually operate. [ attempt to demonstrate this point
by exploring Kelly’s detailed description of press practices and reactions to her
suggestion that activists learn "how to talk to that culture”--the culture of print and
electronic journalism. At the same time that Kelly tried to enlighten activists about
the structural demands of the mass media, she took pains to represent the Tibet
issue to her colleagues in the press in as sensitive a manner as possible. By
meeting regularly with Tibetan leaders in New York in order to inform them of her
strategy as it developed and give them the opportunity to voice their concerns,
Kelly quickly gained a good understanding of their concerns about the media,
which she in turn tried to address in her strategizing. Although the job of media
strategist by definition necessitates a degree of mediating between the client and the
press, through her work with the Tibet Movement, Kelly became a mediator of

cultural values.
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In this role, Kelly served an important "diagnostic” function for me and for
the activists with whom she worked. Because there were so many different Year
of Tibet events in New York telescoped into the period of a single month and
because Kelly was responsible for devising a media strategy that encompassed them
all, her immersion in the Movement was intense. As someone who had worked
with a range of organizations and political campaigns such as Lawyers Committee
for Human Rights and Amnesty [nternational, Kelly brought a seasoned media
professional’s perspective to the weaknesses of the Movement and how they shaped
the kind of coverage she was able to generate during the Year of Tibet. Part of
her job was to communicate her insights and suggestions to those who had hired
her. During the course of my research on the Year of Tibet, activists cited Jane
Kelly frequently. Clearly she played a crucial role in bringing certain issues into
their consciousness. I argue that this process reached its height during the "post-
Year of Tibet" meeting when Kelly made her presentation. Indeed, as we will see,
for those who had not come in contact with Kelly before this point, the meeting
was an important learning experience, if not a transformative one.

Kelly’s actual analysis of the Year of Tibet from a media perspective forms
the heart of this chapter. At the more exclusive "post-Year of Tibet” meeting, she
told activists that there was not a coordinated media strategy behind the campaign.
Despite her best efforts to coax a coherent message out of them, the activists with
whom she worked failed to articulate a goal or set of goals for the Year of Tibet.

Kelly also spent a lot of time discussing how the Dalai Lama should be framed or
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"packaged” for a press corps that understands little about his dual status as spiritual
and temporal leader of the Tibetan people. The issues Kelly raised touch on some
fundamental problems at the core of the Tibet Movement and thus it is not
surprising that they elicited strong reactions from activists at the meeting.

Thirteen months later, at the "Tibet conference of the Americas” in
Washington, D.C., Kelly spoke more generally about how the U.S. press works
and what it expects. Although she reiterated her argument about the Tibet
Movement’s need to develop a long-term media strategy, she concentrated on
outlining some of the basics about media strategizing for a roomful of eager
Tibetan and American activists. [n exploring these two different presentations, [
demonstrate the actual process through which Tibet activists became conscious of
their role as mediators of Tibetanness and in the process came to see themselves as

members of a social formation engaged in collective action with a shared purpose.

A confrontation of representations

As I have noted in previous chapters, since 1959, Tibetan refugees have been
engaged in an ongoing "confrontation of representations” (Goldstein 1994b:15)
with Chinese officials in which the two sides compete to legitimize their own
representations of the situation in Tibet. In recent years, the display of culture has
become one of the most important means through which Tibetan and Chinese
claims to political legitimacy are contested. At the same time that the

confrontation between the PRC and Tibet activists in exile has moved into the
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arena of cultural performance, both sides have become increasingly aware of the
need to make their case in the media. While each side recognizes the centrality of
media to political struggle, neither has mastered the art of media manipulation yet.
Despite the fact that the PRC is represented by nineteen different public relations
firms in the U.S. alone’ (most of which deal with trade, development and related
issues), the Chinese government is not always successful in generating the kind of
positive coverage it desires. One reason for this is that the PRC is often its own
worst enemy, behaving in ways that do not endear it to Western governments or
press corps. For instance, China has repeatedly tried to block the Dalai Lama and
Tibetan refugees from participating in various U.N. conferences. From a Western
media perspective, such blatant obstructionism has been disastrous, drawing
criticism from Western governments and journalists, and, if anything, creating
even more sympathy and support for Tibetans than existed before.

Tibetans, on the other hand, have had quite a different experience with the
Western press. As Jane Kelly pointed out at the "post-Year of Tibet” meeting:

You have wonderful friends in the press. There’s a basic rightness

of your cause which opens up wonderful channels of communication

to the U.S. media. First of all, you’re a great story and any

reporter wants a great story. But there’s something about the

rightness of this cause that makes them not just interested in

covering you. but interested in getting close to you.
As [ pointed out in chapter 6, Tibetans have been overwhelmingly well received in

the U.S., particularly in comparison to other refugee and diasporic groups from

Asia. The stereotype of Tibetans as special beings from "Shangri-la” that many
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Americans hold and the lack of guilt about Tibet due to the fact that it was never
colonized by the U.S. are both factors that have influenced the unusually positive
interaction between Tibetans and Americans. Because of these factors, Tibetans
have a remarkably different relationship to dominant American society. including
the mainstream media, compared to other groups. Just as such diverse figures as
Richard Gere, Jesse Helms, Barbra Streisand, and Daniel Patrick Moynihan. (to
name just a few) support and admire the Dalai Lama, so do important individuals
in electronic and print journalism such as Tom Brokaw, Peter Jennings, and Abe
Rosenthal. By having friends such as these, Tibetans have been able to draw
attention to their struggle in a way that is dramatically out of proportion to the
actual size of the community here.

At the same time, Tibetans are in the paradoxical position of never having
had to generate interest in their "culture,” but of having that interest be focused too
much on the Dalai Lama or Tibetan’s spirituality rather than on the hard political
realities of the Tibetan situation. Indeed, representations of Tibet and Tibetans that
circulate in the international public sphere tend to be generic stereotypes which
misrepresent the complexity of the Tibet issue as well as Tibetan priorities, a
process of which Tibet activists are well aware. One Tibetan intellectual attributes
this to the "constant mythologization of Tibet" which has "obscured and confused
the real nature of the Tibetan political struggle”:

A myth has a power and reality of its own. In the case of Tibet, the

myth of Shangri-la has influenced the Western perception of the
Tibetan political struggle...If the Tibet issue is to be taken seriously,
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Tibet must be liberated from both the Western imagination and the
myth of Shangri-la. (Shakya 1992:15-16)

Even though the Western media "give extensive coverage to Tibetan issues.”
Shakya claims, "not a single government or institution has taken the Tibetan
political issue seriously” (1992:13). This has changed in recent years, in part
through the efforts of the Tibet Movement and human rights organizations, both of
which have succeeded in making the Tibet issue an important factor in U.S.-China
relations (e.g., linking the renewal of China’s most-favored nation trading (MFN)
status, to improvements in human rights in China and Tibet). Despite the fact that
Tibet activists have accomplished a great deal in terms of influencing American
governmental attitudes toward Tibet since 1987--e.g., a number of Congressional
resolutions on Tibet have been passed calling for the end of China’s occupation of
Tibet, and the Dalai Lama has met with two sitting American presidents (Bush and
Clinton)--activists have been slow to seize the initiative in learning how to shape
media coverage so as to consolidate these gains and make further progress.’
Having said that, Tibet activists, like the Chinese government, recognize the need
to use the media more effectively; that media strategists have been hired on short-
term bases to handle events such as the Year of Tibet in 1991 and the Kalachakra
in Los Angeles in 1989 demonstrate this fact. Nonetheless, during the course of
my fieldwork, the issue of needing to hire a media coordinator on a permanent
basis came up at a majority of the Movement meetings [ attended. Tibetan and

American activists generally reacted to these suggestions (which were always made
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by non-Tibetans) with ambivalence, expressing one of two views: that engagement
with the media is a mysterious process and thus somewhat beyond their ken. or
that hiring someone to help them "package” their story for media consumption is
not a good or desirable thing.*

In many ways, activists’ resistance to the media is not surprising. Learning
how to work with the media is a time consuming and expensive process. one that
many overworked, understaffed and underfunded support organizations are
reluctant to pursue. [n addition, public relations and media coordination are
complex, sophisticated practices which are grounded in certain requirements and
assumptions and which demand certain interpretations. Most Tibet activists (both
American and Tibetan) know little about these practices and the discourse on which
they are based and find the prospect of intervening in the media arena daunting.
Yet Tibet activists do not resist engaging the media for these reasons alone. As we

shall see, most have an ambivalent attitude toward the media.

A paradoxical profile

First of all, I want to say that I’ve seldom ever worked with a media
campaign that is as complicated and interesting as this Year of Tibet
campaign was. So with all the positive things that happened, all the
structural complications, all the personalities...it’s a very interesting
issue, with very interesting people...this issue is so pregnant with
possibilities that it is very, very exciting. Then it gets depressing
because you have some things in your structure, in your set of
unique personalities, in the relationship of national support groups to
international celebrity in the form of the Dalai Lama to a
government-in-exile, that present you with rather unique
opportunities but at the same time are crippling and confusing your
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overall media message.*
Jane Kelly's opening statement to activists neatly encapsulates the Tibet
Movement’s paradoxical position vis 4 vis the media: while there are many things
that make the Tibet issue compelling, including the presence of the Dalai Lama and
celebrities like Richard Gere, these very same elements make for a complex. as
opposed to simple, Movement structure and, as Kelly puts it, "profile.” "For good
or for bad,” she told the activists,

a lot of the profile is in one person who is an international media

figure, who is a very complicated figure for a press corps like the

U.S. press corps to understand because of his unique role as a

political and spiritual leader.
Kelly’s point about the Dalai Lama’s complicated "profile” is underscored by many
journalists’ tendency to refer erroneously to him as a "god-king" instead of the
Tibetans’ spiritual and political leader. In part it was this inability of the press to
understand the Dalai Lama that prompted some of the Dalai Lama’s "advisors” to
argue against the wisdom of holding a Kalachakra initiation in New York City in
the first place; they worried that the political side of the Dalai Lama’s "profile”
would be obscured by media attention on the more exotic spiritual side of his
persona.

Given the complexity of the Movement’s profile, Kelly told activists that
they did not define their message as "definitively” as they should have during the

Year of Tibet. Acknowledging that many of her colleagues in the press corps as

well as in the U.S. government are generally uncomfortable with the combination
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of dharma and politics which characterizes the Tibet issue, Kelly tried in her media
strategy to present the Dalai Lama in as substantive and un-exoticizing a manner as
possible.

As we saw in the previous chapter. Livet Reichart, the public relations firm
hired by Gere to handle the Kalachakra, did not share Kelly’s approach. Instead.
they focused on generating publicity through whatever means possible, which
meant a lot of stories about Richard Gere and his friendship with the Dalai Lama
in the society pages of newspapers and magazines such as Women's Wear Daily.

the New York Post, New York magazine, and so on. By presenting the issue

through celebrity Buddhists, Kelly argued,
...you have potential media conflict. You have Tibetan Buddhism
which in fact in a U.S. mainstream context is viewed as a fringe
religion, as something alien, as something of a practice of the
young, of the rich and famous, of the people who gave up smoking
dope but continue to meditate. You are dealing with all sorts of
stereotypical perceptions of what Buddhism might be that gets
attached to a people whose religion is Buddhism, as they continue
their own political agenda. So that’s a negative projection floating
out there.
Kelly criticized activists for not taking advantage of the positive aspect of his
profile, which she claimed derives from his status "as a political leader whose
political vision is rooted in his moral authority.” Because internal Movement
discussions happen in such a chaotic, seat-of-the-pants way, Kelly observed,
activists end up allowing themselves to be defined in terms of the negative

stereotypes attached to Western Buddhists. Referring to Livet Reichart’s decision

to run full- and half-page advertisements for the Kalachakra in the New_York
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Times and Village Voice, Kelly argued that the ads made it appear as if Tibetans
were proselytizing:

...you have a very well coordinated media strategy where we are

going to the religion editor at the New York Times rather than the

foreign desk to understand what the Kalachakra might be, or we're

going to the foreign editor at Newsweek who has a long-term

interest in the institution of the Dalai Lama. Then we’re putting ads

simultaneously in the New York Times that say come to the revival

meeting and become a Buddhist. They didn’t say that, but I'm

saying that there are conflicting themes that we're complicating by

not having a coherent message.
Apparently missing her point, several activists’ responded to Kelly’s criticism by
protesting that they thought the Year of Tibet campaign was "terrific” and that it
received a lot of media coverage. Kelly argued back that the Year of Tibet’s
success was due to luck rather than any real strategy on the Movement’s part.
Reiterating her explanation of the difference between publicity and media strategy.
she told activists: "Publicity is insignificant and useful only so far as it sells out
events” whereas "a media strategy is meant to help an organization or movement
develop long-term relationships with the press which in turn can be used to further
ongoing objectives.” Kelly argued that publicity based on celebrity "hooks" leads
to superficial coverage of the Tibet issue and undermines activists’ efforts to
appear to be credible, serious political actors. To demonstrate her point, Kelly
imagined a scenario in which Gere’s celebrity could work against activists:

...for example, if you have a Frank Mankewiecz in Washington who

is representing China with the MFN debate...he is one of the most

skilled information-spreading people [’ve ever had the pleasure to

work with...without ever saying a word about Tibet or the rightness
or wrongness of it, if Frank goes out to lunch with Jack so-and-so or
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whoever from the New York Times and says, gosh, isn’t that a

funny picture of Richard Gere with that funny Kalachakra hat on?

Who is that Richard Gere anyway?...

Through subtle insinuation, Kelly implied, a public relations person like
Mankewiecz could turn Gere’s presence at Kalachakra into a negative thing for the
Movement. [n other words, by not putting out their own message. Kelly warned
activists, "there are lots of p.r. agendas that can use what could be perceived as
weakness to begin to put some questions in people’s minds about what you do.”
Drawing on her own experience working with Sting and Peter Gabriel (among
others) during Amnesty’s rock and roll tour for human rights, Kelly asserted the
double-edged nature of celebrity involvement in a political issue or campaign.
Although "personalities” such as Richard Gere "have brought you access to the
media and people into your world,"” at the same time they carry with them a
certain amount of "baggage" which must be carefully "presented and handled” so
that they are "useful rather than detrimental” to the cause with which they are
associated.

Faced with a disparate array of Year of Tibet events—-from lectures to dance
performances to tantric initiations—Kelly suggested activists include "one single
coordinated action” to tie them all together and to make clear why they were being
held:

Now, I wrote a paper, I laid out a plan, [ talked to pretty much

everybody before I wrote the paper, it seemed agreed to that we

were going forward with the plan to develop these long-term

profiles. I said some things needed to be considered. One was,
putting out this much activity, 62, or 97, or 114 events that you
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were doing in one city, New York, which happens to be the national

media capital, means that this question of what do I do now is part

of your story. The issue of having one coordinated action, that

would happen at every single event. That never happened and it

created a weakness is your overall media strategy.

At this point. Kelly was interrupted by an American who said he did not
understand what she meant. Annoyed, Kelly replied:

It’s real simple. You talked to two million people in New York City

over a four week period in your events and another, potentially, 25

million people nationally and locally through the media coverage.

To have that kind of audience and not have one little postcard that

said "Join Tibet Committees” or "Write a letter to blah blah blah.” a

sort of coordinated thing. I'm not talking about a heavily politicized

action, I'm talking about a very generic thing that showed the press

why you were doing this.

By not including this sort of coordinated action, Kelly suggested, activists failed to
indicate what they were trying to do to remedy the situation in Tibet and what they
wanted others to do about it; from a media perspective, this failure made their
"story” incomplete.

The reason there was no coordinated action, the Paones told me in our
interview, was that there were no clear objectives for the Year of Tibet. Although
Kelly met with representatives from Tibet House, Tibet Center, the International
Campaign for Tibet (ICT), as well as with officials from the Tibetan government-
in-exile (TGIE) in order to find out "where the Movement is going and how to
move it along, what our real objectives were for the Year of Tibet,” Frances

recalled, "one of the things that did not happen is any real objectives being

formulated.” When asked why not, Frances surmised: "the groups are so diverse
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and everyone had different interests, in addition to the Tibetan government-in-exile
not having clear objectives as to what they wanted to obtain.” With no substantive
goals forthcoming, activists thus were forced to take a fallback position of viewing
the Year of Tibet as an educational process to broaden awareness of the situation in

Tibet.

Opening the kimono
The issue of Dharamsala not having clear objectives was a recurring motif
throughout my research on the Tibet Movement. On numerous occasions, | heard
activists complain that when they looked to the government-in-exile for direction in
terms of policy and where the Movement should put its energies, guidance was
rarely forthcoming. Some blamed it on Dharamsala’s political naivete, isolation.
or preoccupation with managing refugee communities across the Indian
subcontinent; others, however, took a more skeptical view, especially Tibetans
from India who were more familiar with the workings of the government-in-exile.
They argued that it was not that the TGIE has no clear objectives, but that they
were not divulging them to anyone, including other Tibetans. This observation
reflects on a central issue of Tibetan culture--the importance of secret knowledge in
the constitution of political power.

In old Tibet, where religion and government were intertwined and the head
of state was considered to be an emanation of the Buddha Avalokitesvara, the most

prized knowledge was spiritual in nature and was regulated through a hierarchical

511



process whereby a guru handed down his (in rare cases her) knowledge 10 a
disciple. Obviously there was no “civil society” in the Western sense because
Tibet was not democratic; there was no concept of the public’s "right to know" or
equal access to information. In refugee communities, especially those in India.
information still has a different currency than it does in the West. Like many
other non-Western societies that operate in what Michaels and Kelly (1984) call an
"economy of oral information,” Tibetan hierarchies in exile continue to be based
on differential access to information. These hierarchies endure and distinguish the
ways in which Tibetans understand media and, for that matter, grassroots activism.
[ first became aware of these issues at the first international Tibet support
conference in Dharamsala in 1990 where a session was held to discuss the
importance of media. One of the panelists, a Dutch journalist, asked the audience
somewhat rhetorically, "are Tibetans willing or capable of adapting to Western
media?” Noting that the Tibetan community "does not want to be packaged and do
not know the mechanisms of the media,” the Dutchman observed, "you have to

open up your kimono every once in a while.” For those of us in the audience who
were relatively new to the Movement at the time, the kimono comment was
confusing. After several years of participant observation, however, [ came to
understand all too well what the Dutchman meant. By saying that Tibetans have to
"open their kimono" every once in a while, the journalist implied that the Tibetan

government-in-exile needs to be less secretive, more open, about its political

objectives and plans. Otherwise, how can it expect to achieve its goals and
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communicate its message to the press?

Dharamsala’s tendency to be enigmatic about its activities was a favorite
topic of discussion among the American activists with whom [ worked. Many felt
that traditional Tibetan methods of behind-the-scenes politicking and secret deal-
making, coupled with a typically Asian style of diplomacy which prizes saving
"face” through indirectness over more confrontational tactics, foster a vagueness
that makes it hard to discern exactly what Dharamsala wants to have happen. The
Tibetan government’s tendency toward secrecy is well-known and well-
documented, not just by would-be media strategists, but also by Tibetan
intellectuals in exile. For example. a recent editorial in the Tibetan Review
questioned the TGIE’s silence on a possible visit by the Dalai Lama to [srael:

So the question arises again: why the secrecy? The answer is that

this is how the Tibetan government always likes to function, even if

there has been a generational change in its composition since coming

into exile. | remember that a long time ago in Dharamsala, the

cabinet office locked up a copy of Time magazine because it

contained an article on Tibet. There was no reason except that they

seemed to believe that ordinary people—again, for some

unfathomable reason—-should be kept out of anything they considered

important. This method of running a government pretty much seems

to have survived the vicicitudes [sic] of time. (1994:3)

[ argue that Tibetan officials’ predilection for secrecy and control over information
made them wary not just of the grassroots Year of Tibet campaign (in which local
groups were given access to information that Tibetans usually controlled; see

chapter 8), but also of the mass media whose demands challenge many of the basic

premises of Tibetan political culture. For instance, many Tibetans are
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uncomfortable with the necessity of articulating a specific, concrete objective in
order to design a media strategy; the concept of putting forward a single message
for media consumption runs contrary to the way they conduct their diplomacy. In
a previous chapter, | noted the government-in-exile’s tendency to assert both
Tibet’s historical independence from China and at the same time leave the door
open for a negotiated settlement in which Tibet remains associate¢ with the PRC
but handles some of its own affairs. This diplomatic vagueness, while very much
in keeping with the way Tibetans traditionally handled relations with China, often
annoys more outspoken Tibetans and Western activists who argue Tibetans should
hold out for complete independence and should make this claim publicly in the
media.

Tibetans are also extremely cautious about exposing their leader to ridicule
or criticism; as [ described earlier, Tibetans do not tolerate criticism of the Dalai
Lama by other Tibetans (despite the fact that the Tibetan leader himself has urged
Tibetans to express their opinions, including ones about his policies). This is
particularly true in India where those who dare to say anything are often
ostracized, if not verbally and at times physically threatened by fellow refugees. A
desire to shield their revered leader from such treatment, while it contradicts
efforts to create a democratic polity in exile, may be behind Tibetans’ reluctance to
subject him to the rough and tumble of Western media practices.® Jean and
Frances Paone implied as much when asked to describe Tibetan attitudes toward

the press:
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[t’s gotten to become a resistance over time...it has to do with

Eastern and Western approaches to things. Because His Holiness is

the key to the whole movement, from the Western side there’s

always this soundbite-packaging-handling approach. It’s not going

to work with His Holiness...whether that’s coming directly from His

Holiness or from the ministers in the government, they’re not going

to let it happen, they’re not even gonna let anybody get close to His

Holiness to start anything like that...and they themselves don’t seem

to be able to come up with an alternative so there isn’t a media

strategy...the attitude is just keep those reporters outta here!

At the second international support conference in New York City in 1990. a media
professional who had worked with the Paones on publicizing the Kalachakra in Los
Angeles reiterated this point, telling participants in a workshop on media that
Tibetans (and some Western activists) view the press as if it were the "bad guy.”
Tibetans’ ambivalent attitude toward the press is ironic given the fact that they
have very powerful friends in the press and, if anything, have been much better
treated than many other interest groups/social movements who face an up-hill
struggle for access to mainstream media.’

Finally, on a more practical level, media require specialization which
challenges Tibetan generalism. That is, in old Tibet, those who worked in the
bureaucracy were all generalists (the main criterion for a government post, other
than coming from the right social category, was excellent penmanship and
knowledge of various Tibetan scripts). At every large Movement meeting [
attended where media were discussed, media professionals suggested that a group

of government-in-exile employees be trained as specialists in dealing with the

media. Only recently has this suggestion been implemented; two Tibetan men who
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studied at Columbia School of Journalism now work for the exile government in
London and in Dharamsala as "press officers” (see McLagan 1996 for a portrait

of one of them).

The Yale incident: Raising the ante

Of all his activities during the Year of Tibet, the Dalai Lama’s visit to Yale
University was perhaps the most important one from a political standpoint. The
invitation to speak in New Haven was viewed by the Dalai Lama’s staff as an
opportunity for him to engage in a bit of political symbolism by presenting his
policy toward China at then-President George Bush’s alma mater where he had
outlined his China policy some months before. To prepare for the visit, several of
the Dalai Lama’s American "advisors,” in consulation with Tibetan officials.
drafted a speech which was then given to the Dalai Lama when he arrived in the
United States. At the press conference, the Tibetan leader appealed to the world
community to put pressure on China to allow his return to Tibet for a fact-finding
mission.® His conditions included the right to travel at will and the freedom to
speak to all citizens, without reprisals against them. He also asked that the world
press be present as well as officials of the Chinese government. After making his
statement, the Dalai Lama took questions from newspaper and television
journalists. For my purposes, what is most interesting about the press conference
and speech in New Haven is how it was read by Kelly and by activists who

accompanied the Dalai Lama to New Haven. As we shall see, what [ am calling
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the "Yale incident” exemplifies the Tibetans’ distinctive style of politics described
in the section above. In her analysis of the incident, Kelly (unwittingly) put her
finger on a central tension in Tibet activism: the lack of clear communication
between the government-in-exile and Tibet support groups. which, I argue, is
rooted in Tibetans’ and Western supporters’ different approaches to information.

Jane Kelly worked hard to "provoke” stories on the Dalai Lama and the
Year of Tibet. Without disclosing what the Dalai Lama would say at Yale, she
described the announcement he planned to make as "major” and wrote to
colleagues such as Peter Jennings that she hoped he would cover "what may be an
historic initiative.” Much to her credit, Kelly succeeded in generating interest and
coverage of the Dalai Lama’s speech in a number of media outlets, including the
New York Times, the Los Angeles Times, the Boston Globe, the Associated Press,
Reuters, UPI, NBC Nightly News, ABC World News Tonight, CBS Evening
News, and National Public Radio (see Figures 24-27). In her remarks at the post-
Year of Tibet meeting, however, Kelly seemed less than pleased about the outcome
of the Yale event. She told activists there were a lot of complications she did not
fully understand when she began working on the Year of Tibet:

I was very frustrated, for example, when I went and read every

clipping, everything that had ever been done, and I kept finding a

§1f)i£t:§ss when the Dalai Lama spoke about the political message of

Much to her dismay, this "softness” was evident at the Yale press conference

where, according to Kelly, the Dalai Lama failed to take full advantage of the
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Tibet, Ho asked for the right (o travel
st witl and the [seedom 1o speak 1o all
citizens, withoul reprisals against
them. He also asked that the world
press be presen! as well as officlals of
rnmen.
Chinese Accord Called Unlikely

Chinese experts in the United Stales
and Beljing sakd thal i was wnlike)|
that China would agree to such
tions, since it would further what the

eliurts to separate Tibet from the Peo-
ple’s R ic.

Over a decade of contacts, the Chi-
nese Government and the Dalal Lama

Liave inched loward an agreoment ihat
would allow (or a visit and cveniua)
return uf the spiritual leader, The Chl-
Larma end hs advocacy of Iricpms
ma end his acy
ence for Tibet and live in Bejing,
dropped the residency requirement.
In turn, the Dalal Lama began 10
N of & free democratic Tibet asw-
“"""'1'?»5""" rather than an inde-
1) )
Al Yale loday, the Dalal Lama said
that the ations Jed nowhere.
Poinling to ears, he sald of the

n & written slatement lssued on
Sept. 23, the Chinese Embassy in Wash.
lml:n blamed the Dalsi Lama for the
Isllure of the t4lks. The root cause, the

Chinese: “It seemed that one of their| China, P
organs, their listening organ, was mise-| 7
Chinese regard as the Dalal Lama's]ing"”

Dalai Lama has not given up his ppal
thon of independence Jor Tibet."

In the past, ihe Chinese Governmaen:
has belittied the standing of the Dals:
Lama. It has accused Mm of being ar:
outcast and a troubiemaker 'B (3
encauraging other countries (o
in China's alfairs. w
Nobel Prise Increased Staturd '

The Dalal Lama's world stature s
increased, however, especially
was awarded the Nobel Peace Prlag
1980, Lam April, vv.c‘: ;'M ob) of

wm.’:“., becomieg ihe flst P '
rani him such [

n his remarks here, e balas Labia
recounted (he reports of human rights
organizations that the Chiness have
aitacked Buddhis{ monks, desirdyed

siatement said, “lies in the fact thal the

temples and moved mlmu: of Chinsee

L_AlY

-
into Tibel. As a result, he said, Tibet}ns
are a minority, with 8 million as
posed (o 1.5 million Chinese,

in answer (0 & question al Yale to-
day, the Huddhist (eacher de a-
€d ihat his nationalistic hope was dif-
ferent from who romaniiclie
about a b ) His h ‘o
Tibet has more 10 do with the people
than the land, he said. [}

1 consider all this world the same
home of humanlty,” he said. *Wherov.
;; 1 recelve humaa smiles, thal Is golng

me." ™
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By Hflnard Altman

Hello Dalai

Reporter's Notebook: His Holiness rubs shoulders with the press

shor. squat woman 1n the
thick giasses pownts frantically
skyward.

“He's commg.” she bluns. ""He's
comng "

The He she refers 10 «s His Holiness,
Tenzin Gyatso. benier known as the
Dala: Lama. :

**What's he gonns do?” asks one
wieeacre in the cravwd. “"Walk on air?™

The dorens of reporters who cram
the stage at Woolsey Hall for the
Media Evem of the Week last Wednes-
aay let out a collecuve igh of disap-
pomtment. The Dala. followed
closely by Hrs Other Holiness. Yale
Presidemt Benno C. Schrudt. takes a
more mundane route toward the stage.

They wailk across the baicony. not
thin asr. to meet the press. Reporters
and TV types are gathered 1o hear the
Data Lama—who 15 weanng 3 tradi~
tronal maroon robe and something re-

iing 2 tallis plans 10
return 10 s native Tibet. He hasn't
seen His homeland since the Chinsse.,
who occupred the country in 1949,
drove Him out 10 years later.

Schmude. never one Lo miss an op-
portumry to milk any and all Yale con-
faccuons. announces that the biue and
white scarf worn by the Dalai is not a
iafhs. waditvonal prayer shaw! of Or-
thodor Jews. It 13, says His Qcher Holi-
ness. a Yale Scarf.

Sull, the connection between the
Dalai and Jews 15 vivid.

There are stx mullion Tibetans living
under the harsh rafe of the Chinese.
Hi ds of th of Tid
have been 1ontured and murdered. Just
for bemng Tibetans.

The Dalas s here to tell reporters
that he wants to go home.

To see if he can change that.

The Daja: 15 cool.

The phyucal
Buddah smules.

He yokes

He laygns.

embodiment of

Figure 26

He is much more fun than the Pope.
And the Ayaioilah. who rarely smiled.
was never given 10 random dispiays of
good hurnor and warmth like the Dalai.

photographers gathered 10 thoot His
Holiness. It must be some sort of Bud-
dhist conundrum: the happy-go-lucky
Dafai having such a surly messenger o
warm up the crowd. Maybe that di-
chotonty 1S what sttracts actor Richard
Gere. who is watching the events from
the wings. to follow the Dalm so

m;mdmmmbz
{auled.
The Data: is 2 tough act 10 open for.

The Dala s akso tough act for many
of the reporters. who knaow hittie about
His Holiness and even less about
Tibet. a mysical land nestied among
the mgh peaks and deep valleys of the
Himaigyss.

“Jeez. what shogid | ask ken?"" asks
one TV-type. whose limited knowi-
edg= of Tibet comes from watctung old
reruns of Shanen-La.

“*ldon’tknow. " responds a prink re-
porter. " Why don’t you ask km of hus
smile ts the resuft of divine gudance,
or from smoking 100 much Tibetad
hash.™

The media’s collective ignorence s
aot actxdennal. Who knew much about
Iraq before the ““herves of Desent
Siorm ™ blew the hell out of the place?

Tibet has no o1 and we are never
likely to use the place as 2 base of stra-
tegic operapons.

So why bother with ihe pligh. of
milhons living under the tron fist of the
Chinese? There are more umporam
pans of the worid (o worry about.
Places tha have armues far less coub-
lesome than China.

Places like Panama and Grenada.

Hello Dalai

“That 13 a very complicazed ques-
non.”" says the Dalas. when ashed if he
13 disappomted that te Bush admm-
stranon punished the Chinese for the

Agaa. he smiles. He shakes his
head and shrugs his shoulders.

**ft wouid not be wrse 1o solae the
Chinese.” says the Dalas. who. though
anxious 1o 1id his home of forerm oc-
cupaton is no naif. *“They are the most
populous sanon. *

Given the Bush admmrsiranon’s re-
acton 10 Beyjing. and piven the US.
government's refusal 10 recognuze his

-m-exile, the Dalas Lama
1 the mode! of polite when asked if he
expects any support from Washmgton
s lus effort 10 return 10 Tiber

*The de of the adn
kas been more and more favonbie.””
he says politety. **[ tunk that certan
peopie. no matter what they express

Sympathy. however, will not get the
Chinese out of Tiber.

Ao the Dalai knows it

secessary change.”” says the Dalas.
*“The same response must be applied
© Cluna wirsch the international com-
munsty mvoked i response (o colom-
alism and buman nghts m other pans
of the world. ™

Though he has an outer calmness
that befits a man who can race s an-
cestry back 10 the [4th century. when
the first Daias Lama appeared on the
scene, this Dalai Lama—ihe i4th
Dalai Lama—s no shninking viofer
when it comes (0 makmng 3 pome

**They are mssing an organ.” he
says of the Chinese jeaders who have
refused 1o let him back in the coumry
**The listemng organ s rmsung. They
are not heanng whar we have to say

New Haven Advocate, October 17, 1991

520



Tlo Mrewr Haren Belvowate,

ok 17, 9]

Figure 27

mmmmmmmm

They are nox listenmg to world oprn-

on.

The Dalas exhibits this same
straighiforwasdeess when asked why
the U.S. should support inm. given thar
Tibet was hardly an outpost of democ-
racy when he was there (even though
he was only 14 when the Clunese -
vaded).

His Holiness responds by saying s

I R £y S

§
3
F
:

Bzt that 13 the nsk | have w take. My

people have been suffenng so long.

They have been taking many nsks.™
The Dalas smiles and continues ©

™ Sut Sot
After all. it is not every day that the
| ermied: of Buddah ti

F <¢Xile 13 g o0 a
democranc constituuon. whch wili be
enacted as so0n as he comes home.

“And [ won't ke pert m the gov-
emment if the peopie of Tibet do noe
want me 10.”" he says, adding with 2
wink and a smile that, from what he
hears. Tibetans by and large do wang
fum back.

A tnp back home would not be with-
out great risk. sometting eise the Dataz
Lama knows all too well.

For he, a3 leader of an i reasingly
mulitant naton of occupied people. 13
way up there on the Beijing huit prrade.
Nothing would make the wheezing oid
plutocrats who run China smile as
widely as the Dalay than having the
Dalas rubbed out.

Because he ts 2 symbol of hope and
salvanon for 2 nahion oppressed.

**Wouid | be in dsnger”™* he asks me

the ume to give me a rubdown.

Of course, if 1 had my choswce. |
would kave asked him to do the right
am—amy throwing arm. Then. after
being touched by His Holiness. |
wouild try out for the Mets, who need

puching desperaely.

As the Dalas is whisked sway by the
Mama Lama and a bevy of monks—
under the waichful eye of 3 govem-
ment secunty agent who looks susps-
crwously like Hunter S. Thompsoo—{
am tempued 10 ask tum if he had ever
hezrd the one about the Dala: Lama
and the howdog vendor.

As the mass of mediz mamacs
surges forward 1o press flesh with the
Dalas, | decrde nax to. With everything
gong on back home. [ figure he has
bester tungs 10 do than hesr 3 stupnd
joke that has the Dalu asking the
hotdog vendor to *“make me one with
everviung. ™ a

Hello Dalai...continued

New Haven Advocate, October 17, 1991
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opportunity to put forward a clear message:

I put the US national press corps in front of his face, for him to

totally and completely exploit their media outlets with his message

about this trip, and he presented it as a more equivocal kind of trip

that doesn’t serve him or the Movement well.

One of the Americans in the room seconded Kelly’s point, arguing that the Tibetan
leader departed from the "very fine speech about the announcement of the trip back
to Tibet" and "gave a dharma talk instead."

As Kelly noted, the Dalai Lama’s tendency to equivocate runs like a thread
throughout his public appearances in the West. According to the Paones. the Dalai
Lama did much the same thing at a press conference held in Los Angeles in 1989
prior to the Kalachakra. Although the audience of reporters wanted to discuss the
political situation in Tibet, Frances recalled, "he gave them teachings on
compassion, to the press conference...it was wonderful to listen to...but it’s hard
for a journalist to walk away with a substantive story, if they can convince their
editors that this is the story.” Marvelling at the Dalai Lama’s reluctance to make
the most of his media opportunities, Frances cited his appearance on CBS’s "Sixty
Minutes” where

they were handing him the questions—"don’t you think China’s been

a little bit harsh on Tibet?" and His Holiness took the question and

went somewhere else with it. He didn’t say, "they’re sons of

bitches, they have sterilization programs, they have forced abortions,

they have torture.” He didn’t go into this whole litany of things, I

mean it was handed to him!®

The Dalai Lama’s determined optimism and jovial manner often confuse reporters.

audiences, even his fellow Tibetans, who expect him to stress the victimization of
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Tibetans by China over the last four decades. In trying to make sense of why the
Tibetan leader is cautious in his public statements on Tibet, Kelly suggested it is
because of the impact his words might have on the lives of Tibetans inside Tibet
whom she called "virtual hostages.” However, as [ argued above and in previous
chapters, there are other reasons which might better explain the Dalai Lama’s
seeming reticence, including the tendency in Tibetan political culture toward
"vagueness” and the tension between his commitment to Buddhist universalism and
Tibetan nationalism.

Kelly’s analysis of the Yale press conference elicited strong reactions from
people at the meeting, including two Tibetan government employees who up to this
point had kept silent during her presentation. Their story of what "really
happened” at Yale was fascinating and revealing, both of the inner workings of the
exile administration and the way in which the Dalai Lama makes decisions. With
frustration in his voice, one Tibetan official (I'll call him "Namgyal”) who
participated in the planning of the event began by saying that everyone agreed Yale
was a "wonderful place for him to make a speech; he agreed, he prepared, and
then finally his own staff people said that no, this is not the first point to give that
message.” Blaming conflicting advice on the Dalai Lama’s friends and staff
members who traveled with him from India for the Dalai Lama’s equivocation,
Namgyal recalled:

So what happens, the very last moment, just one hour before he

delivered his message, he becomes indecisive. Because he gets
different feeling. For many months we’ve been saying that Bush
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went to Yale to give his China policy statement...you should go and

give your China policy at Yale. He said, alright, I'll do it! I'm

going to say it. Then he lands here in the United States, and I do

not worry but some of his advisors tell him no, you should not talk

politics at Yale, that’s not the right place. You are misusing the

hospitality. He backed out!
At this point of the narrative, an American activist chimed in: "I was there. At 11
am he was ready to go with the speech in a modified form; by 2 o’clock he'd
changed, by 4 o’clock he changed again, 6 o’clock it was down to...” Looking at
Kelly, Namgyal added "he should do it! Because we have already circulated your
statement” {referring to Kelly’s press release].

To prove his point, Namgyal mentioned another incident that also took
place during the Year of Tibet in which the Dalai Lama’s susceptibility to advice is
well illustrated:

For months together many of you have been telling us this

organization, the Council on Foreign Relations, is the most

important and most prestigious forum for him to go and talk. All

right! We worked very hard arranging it...and then someone goes

and tells His Holiness that it’s a bunch of retired people, that they’re

not important!

At this point everyone in the room asked Namgyal who were the people giving the
Dalai Lama this sort of advice. Saying it was not important and refusing to
divulge any names, Namgyal’s candid remarks suggest the existence of a group of
senior advisors in the Dalai Lama’s entourage who appear to have a somewhat
different agenda from other exile officials, including those working in the West,

and whose influence over the Tibetan leader’s decision-making processes is

considerable. What is important, Namgyal stressed, "is that those of us must give
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him clear message, must give him consistent advice, because if we tell him all kind
of different things...” He continued his discussion of the issue by remarking that
what was needed was a clear hierarchy of access to the Tibetan leader so that when
he comes to the U.S.. for example. he speaks to only the most important
mainstream reporters and activists pass information through his representative
rather than demand a private audience with him. He lamented that generally
people, including members of the press, want "direct access” to the Dalai Lama
and feel that if they have to go through his representative, it reflects negatively on
their status.'

Although Kelly criticized the equivocal manner in which the Dalai Lama
presented his desire to go back to Tibet, she argued that from a media perspective
the idea of wanting to go home was "wonderful":

"I am going to Tibet"--that was, on a media level, a fantastic

opening. It framed the coverage...in a rather exciting way...You

got lots of coverage of this announcement...The idea of this trip.

that the Dalai Lama wants to go home to talk to his people about

non-violence, it is a provocative idea.

What made the idea especially provocative, she told activists, is that the Dalai
Lama invited the world press to accompany him. In doing so, he played "right
into the middle of their self-interest in a very clever way."

Now, every reporter who has an interest in Tibet knows that this

would be a big deal to be standing at the border with Nepal, with

His Holiness while he was turned back, and they would all want to

be standing there to get that picture. I can only tell you what it was

like when Kim [l Jong went home and he put out a call saying I'll

let the press ride on the plane with me. [ mean people were
trampling all over each other to get on that plane!
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Kelly then asked activists “What happened after the Dalai Lama announced the
trip?” "Nothing" was her answer. What should have been done to maintain a
coherent media campaign, according to Kelly, was that five or six days later, when
news of riots in Lhasa came over the wire services in mid-October (1991), there
should have been another press release using the events in Tibet to justify the Dalai
Lama’s desire to return to his homeland. In this way, the idea “continues to be
provoked.” At the same time, Kelly added, the idea needs to be “endorsed” by
people in the press in the United States; in this way, the story becomes not a news
story but an editorial story. To make this transition, activists were told they
should have pressured newspaper columnists and scheduled editorial briefings soon
after the Dalai Lama’s announcement in order to “keep the story moving.” By
doing so, it "allows the press to continue to talk about you.*

Kelly then outlined the next stage of what should have been done to further
the Tibetans' media strategy: the Dalai Lama should have taken some kind of very
public action tﬁrough which he reiterates, again, his desire to go home to alk
his people. By doing some visible action which is covered by the press, she
suggested, the world media “which are essentially on your side, is used to provoke
government response.” [f the request to go home was not a serious one, “if it was
just like everybody yelling at all the Tibetans that you had to do something® and
they came up with this idea, Kelly encouraged activists to be honest with each
other and create a media strategy to modify the press’ expectations.

Kelly warned activists that they were now playing for very high stakes, that
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by raising the ante so much, they could “screw up really, really badly*" by not
following through.

On a political level, you've taken the U.S. government to the point
where you have resolutions in Congress that call China’s occupation
illegal, you have the President of the United States meeting with the
Dalai Lama...you are not just support groups who know some of the
facts. You are participating in the most complex bilateral foreign
policy debate of the United States, in terms of your role in the
discussion with China. It means that your spokespersons, your press
releases, everything you publish, your informal relationships with
the press, have to be rooted in opportunities to put forward expertise
and analysis.

Kelly acknowledged her role in helping Tibetans to “raise the ante® by being so
successful at generating media coverage of the Dalai Lama’s Yale announcement-
Remember that I've been beating myself, like, oh my god, why did |
take it so seriously, because I've now put you on the line with Jim
Mann who is the Los Angeles Times’ China expert; [ put you on the
line when I got Mark Cousins, foreign editor at NBC and Tom
Brokaw on the phone and said “look something’s gonna happen at
Yale, His Holiness is making the most significant announcement he's
made to date, if you're not there, you're going to kick
yourself™...and then [ gave them enough little teases to let them

know that it was important so that they were there and did a
story...they're waiting now to see what happens.

By putting Tibetans on the line, Kelly had also put her own credibility on the line
with her colleagues in the press. After all, when her job on the Year of Tibet
ended. Kelly would move on to help the Croats, among other groups. In order to
do for them what she did for the Tibetans, her credibility would be crucial. Kelly
conciuded her comments on the Dalai Lama's Yale appearance by suggesting
activists think more seriously about “packaging” for the media. Having raised the

ante so high, she argued. they could no longer afford not to do so.
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Packaging the Dalai Lama

Kelly: I guess what I'm suggesting is that you need to think a
lirtle bit more about packaging to the media...I think
the role of the Dalai Lama, as an internationally
known personality, using that perception of who he is,
the relationships he establishes, what people project
onto him and accept from him, he could be using that
more to communicate a media message if in fact it got
back to some very basic themes that I think come
from who he is, a simple Buddhist monk.

American

activist: So you're suggesting that His Holiness adopt a media
strategy?

Kelly: Yes. I would suggest, and forgive me for being
arrogant enough to say this, but | have to—I would
suggest that the government-in-exile adopt a media
strategy also.

American

activist: Well, that's different.

Kelly: [ said also!

American

Acuvist: I think it's a problem asking His Holiness to adopt a
media strategy.

Kelly: I know.

American

Activist: I just think it is a problem asking His Holiness to
adopt 2 medua srategy that packages his message in a
certain way.

By suggesting that the Dalai Lama adopt a media strategy, Kelly touched a nerve,
as the above exchange between Kelly and an American activist demonstrates.

Indeed. despite the fact that activists acknowledged the Dalai Lama's
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indecisiveness, particularly with regard to the Yale incident, they nevertheless
expressed a deep sensitivity to suggestions that somehow the fault might lie with
the Tibetan leader himself. As I have already argued, Tibetans worship the Dalai
Lama with a faith both devout and nationalist. Therefore it is not surprising that
Kelly’s critique of his performance at Yale, in addition to claims that he was
“over-cxposed” during the Year of Tibet and that he is not considered a good
interview by members of the American press, rankled and puzzled his supporters at
the meeting.

Kelly's role as mediator was evident in her discussion of the need for the
Dalai Lama to adopt a media strategy in that she spent a lot of time explaining the
mechanics of media, most importantly the fact that “media do not understand
through explanation, they understand through pictures.® That is, the Tibetan
leader’s actions “have to express more simply and clearly what he believes.” One
of the problems about “a personage like His Holiness,® Kelly told activists, "is that
when you have to keep talking and talking, the media messes up what you say,
they contradict what you say, they over-evaluate, they over-explain it, and they get
bored with it.” Her point was that “someone like His Holiness has to appear more
and more in the press with what he does, not what he says.” Arguing that the
Tibetan leader needs to have an “active presence” in order to generate substantive
media coverage, Kelly suggested he consider presenting himself as the “most
famous refugee in the world.” and that he begin to do things that connect him to

other refugees and their suffering. If he did this, it would dovetail well with what
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Tibetans might want to accomplish at the U.N. and vis 4 vis China:

China's hold on the world is its hold on the third world, in many

ways...His Holiness starts popping up in Africa to experience a camp

of refugees in the Sudan, or Ethiopia, or Ghana, the Chinese go ape-

shit!...it puts him in a forum where he has things to talk about that

are new...
Kelly suggested that the Tibetan leader, "just for the sake of who he is, is
overexposed.” Perplexed, one of the activists in the room asked "over-exposed or
over-extended?” When Kelly replied, the American man asked what she meant.
She claimed that the Dalai Lama had been in the press too much recently just for
being a Nobel Prize winner; that there had not been enough about what he does on a
substantive level. She told activists "He should never open his mouth with nothing
to say.” To this, several people in the room responded defensively, "but he always
has something to say!” Referring again to the Livet Reichart involvement in the
Kalachakra, Kelly also pointed out that there were too many pictures of the Dalai
Lama "appearing in too many newspapers of too much confusion.” She urged
activists to control photographers' access next time the Tibetan leader came to the
U.S. in order to guard against a blizzard of contradictory images.

When someone asked Kelly why the Dalai Lama had not yet had the "one-
on-one half hour or hour with Tom Brokaw, like Anwar Sadat,” she quickly replied,
"because he doesn't deserve it," plus, she added, "many in the press feel that His

Holiness is a BAD interview." She described the process through which decisions to

do such interviews are made:
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It has to be someone who has something to say that is so provocative

and so interesting within the context of what the media judges as

interesting...now, the Dalai Lama is infinitely interesting, has a very

provocative and important message but based on the way the press

makes it judgment, he doesn't have the actions or the hook to make

that framework right now. Sadat wouldn't have had it before the

Camp David experience: Gandhi wouldn't have had it before the salt

march.
Kelly's comments took many people in the room aback, including one prominent
American activist who defended the Dalai Lama, arguing "It is the failure of his
staff and the people working with him, but not his failure.” At the same,
however, the man admitted that in the past, the Dalai Lama had not always been
encouraged to "take a more powerful tone as a world moral leader and be more
blunt and straightforward and outspoken.® As a result, he observed,

he seems to temporize on issues. when Tom Brokaw asks him a

question and he goes, “well I don't know, and maybe this and it’s

not for me to say”...he's full of all this self-doubt. That's where the

message doesn’t come across. Whereas when he talks as an aside

during a dharma lecture or to friends during a personal interview, he

is incredibly dynamic and his message is incredibly inspiring.
Another activist suggested that it was Kelly's choice of the word "deserved” that
“has put everybody on edge as it means that he's not done something he should be
doing.” adding that the Tibetan leader

has a certain way of presenting things which is his very individual
and personal way of doing things. Nothing is going to change that.

At this point one of the Dalai Lama's representatives to North America told the
group two anecdotes that illustrate the Dalai Lama’s distinctive way of doing

things:
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Like for instance, when he was invited to Washington, he also
accepted an inviiation from a college in Findlay, Ohio. The people
in Findlay, they were shocked to find out, why's His Holiness
visiting here, a small town, and someone from Findlay called me to
say "why is His Holiness choosing Findlay as part of his visit?"
...He visits Washington, Boston, New York, not a really small town
in Ohio. What does he want to accomplish by visiting a small town?

The group of activists sitting around the table laughed heartily as he continued:

I'm telling you His Holiness does not judge wha* he can accomplish
by coming to a place, of course we do have severa! invitations, and
out of several. he just picks one. And he thinks that perhaps by
visiting this particular university, he can benefit those who have
invited him. Of course, we try to make recommendations, but then
he doesn’t go through the recommendations, he has his own choices.

This anecdote reflects the Dalai Lama’s Buddhist conviction that his primary
purpose is to provide spiritual "benefit” to those with whom he comes into contact.
His deep commitment and unconventional ways were further underscored by the
representative’s second anecdote:

When the Nobel Peace Prize was announced...we were in Newport
Beach. And we had calls from all the media networks, including
Diane Sawyer, she wanted to interview His Holiness. We went to
His Holiness and explained that we have a lot of demand for the
interview. Then he said there is no time. Just bring the schedule.
And we got the schedule and there was some unimportant meetings
and then we suggested that we could cancel a few of them. He said,
"Look, no matter whether these are important or not, we have
committed to meet these people three months back. Now how could
[ say that [ have more important work to do and cancel these and
give an interview? [ can’t do that.” He said that if there is any time
left over after meeting these people, we are free to schedule. But of
course after meeting these people there was no time...

Kelly’s response to the representative’s evident exasperation was to suggest that he

and other activists view the Dalai Lama’s difference from other people as a
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potential strength:

The frustration of dealing with somebody who would rather keep a

three month commitment than have lunch with Diane Sawyer is, of

course, mind-boggling. But the other part is that it sends out a

strong image that this is a person who will control their message.

So that has to be used as a strength...that’s something that

everybody who deals with media around him has to understand. [t’s

a characteristic about him that is strong...you accept that as a reality

and you plan on how you are going to get the Diane Sawyer

interview...but it’s you being in control, not reacting.

Kelly recalled that when she had been offered the job working on the Year of
Tibet, she hesitated because her colleagues in the press said that it was "too
confusing dealing with the Tibet Movement, you never know who you are talking
to.” The story I had heard about Diane Sawyer underscores Kelly’s point: when
the Nobel Peace Prize was announced, the Office of Tibet in New York was
practically empty as the entire staff had gone with the Tibetan leader to California.
With only one young person left in charge of the phones (who in fact had trouble
reaching the Tibetans after the announcement herself), many press requests,
including Sawyer’s, went unanswered.

Kelly said her solution to the Sawyer interview dilemma would have been to
tell her office that the Tibetan leader was already committed but to invite her to go
to Dharamsala in a month to interview him. She urged activists to learn to take
control of their representation and their relationships with the press, stressing that
the key is being in control of their agenda and the press’ access to their main

spokesperson. For Tibetans to take control of their representation, they need to

have some degree of control over the Dalai Lama in terms of where he goes and
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whom he talks to. However, as the anecdotes about Findlay, Ohio and Diane
Sawyer demonstrate, the Tibetan leader is not necessarily controllable and rarely
sticks to his own "script,” much less that of his handlers.

In an introductory speech to the media workshop at the "Tibet Conference
of the Americas” thirteen months after the post-Year of Tibet meeting. Lodi Gyari.
the Dalai Lama’s special envoy to Washington, D.C. and president of the
International Campaign for Tibet, expressed his reservations about trying to
"package” the Dalai Lama and the Tibet issue.

Some people say that the Tibetan government and me are
conservative, but everything in the U.S. is so commercialized,
everything is packaged, everything is sold, like a commerical
product. This is how you sell your president, this is how you sell
your senators, congressmen, your products, everything is sold as an
item. Now with Tibet, the strength of the Tibetan Movement is
very unique, there’s something different, there’s something which [
think we should never package. For example, I don’t think we
should ever try to package and sell His Holiness the Dalai Lama
because he is a great man, because he’s specialized precisely at
being the opposite.

At the same time, I do agree that we have to refine our
approach, I myself have been trying to find a kind of middle path, a
middle way, while maintaining our unique characteristic way of
doing things, at the same time make it effective by adopting some of
the specialized tactics. For example, as I said the other day,
everywhere, particularly in this town, Washington, D.C., all the
governments, all the major corporations hire very highly qualified
and skilled public relations firms to promote their cause with the
government, with the Congress. There have been many suggestions
...that we should try to hire a qualified person to help promote the
cause of Tibet and somehow I have always had hesitations, [ have
always resisted the idea because as I said earlier, I'm not just saying
it because she’s here but Jane Kelly has been an exceptional person
in this field. I have had experience with others and to be frank, you
are almost told to redefine your goals so that they can sell you...now
that is something I find not acceptable because I think that for us the
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most important thing is our goals, our principles. Now if you have

to redefine them or redesign them...or compromise or replace

them...they are really not worth it. Therefore [ have been very

resistant to that.
Gyari's remarks about the media’s tendency to sell politicians, along with just
about everything else, are representative of the attitudes most other Tibetans have
toward the press. [ suggest that in addition to wanting not to compromise the
principles on which the Dalai Lama’s leadership of the Movement is based, the
issue of control is one of the reasons Tibetan officials have resisted "packaging”
the Tibet issue and the Dalai Lama. As we saw in chapter 8, Tibetan officials
were unhappy with the fact that Tibet House made it possible for activists across
the country to not have to go to them for information, in that the "Year of Tibet
starter kit" gave Americans the means to create their own event without first
calling the Office of Tibet or the International Campaign for Tibet. By resisting
suggestions about how to "frame” their message, Tibetans in effect resist Western
influence which, as we have already seen, is substantial in a number of arenas of
Tibet activism. In other words, by holding back information and not conforming
to the requirements of the mainstream media, Tibetan officials believe (on some
level) they can hold onto their power and continue to control the way the Tibet
issue is handled and represented.

Despite his criticism of Western-style "packaging” of issues and people,
Lodi Gyari revealed that he had nevertheless learned something through the process

of working with Jane Kelly on the Year of Tibet. He demonstrated this fact by
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mentioning two instances in which he and his colleagues failed to frame the
importance of two things which were consequently misinterpreted by the press as
well as the general public. The first instance was the announcement of the
Strasbourg proposal by the Dalai Lama at a visit to the European Parliament in
June 1988. (According to the proposal, Tibet would relinquish its right to conduct
its own foreign policy in exchange for "total and real autonomy within the whole
of traditional Tibet.”) According to Gyari, who was in charge of the International
Relations and Information Office in the government-in-exile at the time, he failed
to see that it was framed properly so that the media understood its significance and
value. As a result,

all the media came out with bad headlines, such as "the Dalai Lama

compromises,” "Dalai Lama gives up on independence,” very

negative headlines...the fact is that many people, including some our

own people, immediately jumped to the conclusion that it really was

a sellout. Then it became impossible to do any damage control and

people didn’t even want to read it!
The other incident which was misinterpreted by the press was the Tibetan attempt
to get China’s record on human rights in Tibet condemned at the 1992 session of
the U.N. Commission on Human Rights in Geneva. Proud of his and others’
efforts, Gyari told the audience that they did very well at the Commission, despite
the fact that they ultimately lost the resolution on China. Unfortunately, they were
so busy that they forgot to think about how their efforts should be projected:

Word went out that Tibetans were defeated, that we lost...I think

that if we had had someone like Jane Kelly helping us, it would have

made it an entirely different story. The whole idea of going was not
just to get the resolution through, it was to create awareness, to raise
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the issue at the highest level.
By acknowledging that having a media strategist involved could have helped in
these instances, Gyari demonstrated a new level of consciousness about the role

media strategizing can play in communicating political messages.

The discourse of information management

In my discussion of representation and cultural difference in chapter 8. I cited
Ginsburg’s argument about the importance of looking at the activities and social
organization of media work as arenas of cultural production (1994c:378). [ extend
her point by exploring public relations/media coordination as a related form of
cultural production worthy of ethnographic attention.

Many scholars have written about the defining power of the mainstream
media. Nowhere is this more evident than in the domain of politics. In her book
"Prime Time Activism,"” (1991), Ryan argues that mainstream media tend to
reinforce the political views of the powerful by promoting insiders’ "framing” of
events and by employing notions of "newsworthiness” that reinforce the status quo
(ibid., 5). In this way, she writes, "media help set the social and political agenda
by deciding what’s news and who's news” (ibid., 7). Because of the central role
media play in assigning importance to issues facing the public,
media framing (or "packaging”) has become a fundamentally political activity.

As the sheer amount of information and media outlets has proliferated,

media professionals who specialize in "framing"--defined by Ryan as the "ordering
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of information into a coherent siory”—-have come to play a crucial role in the
production of media. These individuals, whose titles range from "publicist” to
"communications coordinator” to "media strategist,” are essentially intermediaries
in the creation process of media; their basic goal is twofold: to represent their
client’s interpretation or "point of view" to the press and to present his or her
client as a credible and regular source of information. (As Kelly’s comment about
the press’ view of the Tibet Movement ("you never know who you are talking to")
reveals, Tibetans are not regarded as reliable sources by mainstream media and
thus are not regularly contacted in routine newsgathering processes. For this
reason, Kelly urged activists to develop long-term relationships with reporters and
to improve the quality of their press materials so that they might eventually become
valued sources.)

In the process of representing their client’s point of view, media strategists
must compete with other "sources,” including newsmakers such as government and
corporate figures, informed commentators, as well as other publicists, all of whom
are busy putting forward their own interpretation of events or issues. As a result,
not only is news not an objective mirror of the day’s happenings, it is profoundly
shaped by these outside "sponsors” who seek to intervene in the decision-making
processes of editors and reporters:

In the process of story-making, reporters and editors do not

necessarily search out raw happenings, since deadlines and short-

staffing severely curb the investigative urge. Instead, they are

bombarded by prepared, pre-packaged events aggressively marketed
by sponsors who, be they establishment institutions or social
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movements, hope these events will carry their frames in media
coverage. (Ryan 1991:75)

During my fieldwork at Tibet House, [ observed Jane Kelly preparing press
releases and press kits on the Year of Tibet to be delivered to major news
organizations such as the New York Times and NBC. After these were sent, she
followed up with telephone calls in order to suggest potential "angles” through
which her “story” might be covered. In listening to her talk on the phone, it
became clear that she had close contacts with several individuals at each
organization and that her access enabled her to "pitch” stories with relative ease to
important journalists. The fact that Kelly was largely successful in generating
news coverage of the Dalai Lama’s visit to Yale as well as several feature stories
on the Year of Tibet, most of which carried her "frame"--e.g., the "remarkable
duality” of the Dalai Lama as a Buddhist monk and statesman--underscores the fact
that media organizations exist in a complex, interdependent relationship with
"sources, " including publicists/media strategists.

Tibetans have a distinctively different approach to information from their
Western counterparts, which, as I argued earlier, accounts in part for their
wariness of the practices of public relations/media coordination. In her public
presentation at the "Tibet Conference of the Americas” in 1993, Jane Kelly
revealed some of the basic assumptions of public relations as she tried to explain
the role of information and the press in American society to activists:

Within our culture, we view open information as something which is
the grease that makes the system work, if in fact you have a whole
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country of people who have information and who can participate in

decisions based on the information they have. So the press is a very

important part of society here, it’s a part of the society that both

creates the culture and reflects the culture.
Although Kelly asserts that the circulation of information is key to an open society.
public relations discourse also assumes that information has to be managed:

My work is basically in how you communicate information, my

primary interest has always been once people have information, what

they can do with it, so my starting point is working with the

information itself, finding ways to get it into vehicles, and get it to

people.
As information managers, publicists/media strategists are very self-conscious about
their audiences. Kelly demonstrated this fact in her presentation when she urged
activists to learn how to "segment” the press into different categories and approach
them in the appropriate way:

There are newspapers, there’s television, there’s magazines, [ think

more and more we have to look at the alternative sources of

information that go beyond the Washington Post editorial, Nightline,

or a New York Times front page story...It’s important in defining

your communication goals to have a strong sense of who your

audience is. That audience again is multi-tiered, and is different at

different times...
One of the goals of a good media strategist then is to generate media coverage that
is in dialogue with specific audiences.

In a recent essay, Ginsburg noted the various ways in which mass media
"are contributing to the mediation and construction of cultural difference within

and across societies” (1994a). Following her point, [ argue that public

relations/media strategizing practices represent a powerful and far-reaching form of
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cultural mediation that parallels and extends the mediation that takes place through
the display of culture described in the two previous chapters.

As [ have tried to demonstrate, Kelly played an important mediating role
between the press and activists during the Year of Tibet. In the process of
initiating activists into the culture of the American mainstream media, she herself
was initiated, so to speak, into the culture of the Movement. For me, Kelly served
a crucial diagnostic function in that she identified a fundamental problem at the
heart of the Movement-—the lack of a unified goal and hence "message” from
Dharamsala. During my research, [ realized that the lack of communication
between groups and between activists and Dharamsala, about which American
activists constantly complain, was not simply a practical problem but rather that it
represented a central dynamic permeating all levels of the Movement and reaching
all the way to the top to the Dalai Lama himself. Less emotionally invested than
her clients, Kelly was the first person to articulate the problem in such direct
terms.

Kelly served a similar purpose for Tibetan and American activists who
clearly had their consciousnesses raised through her presence. This was especially
evident during my interviews with the people with whom she worked most closely
at Tibet House and Tibet Center, who referred to and quoted her frequently. In
the process of working with Kelly and then seeing their actions reflected through
her eyes at the post-Year of Tibet meeting, activists gained a certain self-

consciousness about their roles as mediators of Tibetanness to the general public.
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Though activists clearly negotiated these roles in relation to different stakes and
toward a number of different commitments (as we saw in chapters 8 and 9), in this
moment they overcame their differences and saw themselves as engaged in a

collective action with a shared purpose.

Conclusion

One of the larger points that can be drawn from my analysis is the fact that to
understand the Tibet Movement’s encounter with the American press in 1991, it is
necessary to understand the degree to which it was profoundly shaped by Tibetan
cultural values and attitudes. Tibetans’ reluctance to relinquish control of their
image/representation to mass culture circuits they could not control, as I argued,
stemmed from a distrust and ambivalence toward the press and a different approach
to information. In making this argument, I engage Escobar’s call (1992) for an
anthropology of social movements that takes into account the intertwined nature of
culture and political practice. Because the discipline has tended to ignore social
movement theory, Escobar suggests, a gap has arisen recently in anthropology
between "the link between the cultural and the political,” and "the nature and
modes of political practice” (ibid., 401). My focus on the social processes through
which media representations of Tibetanness were produced during the Year of
Tibet enabled me to address this gap by allowing me to look at the "micro-level of
everyday practices and their imbrication with larger processes” (ibid., 420) and in

so doing, to move toward "a more dynamic understanding of culture, a new
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theorization of the political and of otherness and difference” (ibid., 419). At the
same time, my examination of the role of media and mediation involved in political
campaigns such as the Year of Tibet suggests a fruitful arena for future
anthropological research, one that is largely unexamined but extremely important to

understanding contemporary social movements.
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Notes

The quote is from an internal memorandum circulated prior to the reeting.
Although the Year of Tibet did not officially end until March 1992 and events
continued up to that date, the meeting was held to take advantage of the support
generated by the high profile events in New York City.

This figure is from 1991; the source is Jane Kelly.

Before 1987, relatively little was written about the Tibet issue; that which was
written was often inaccurate or ill-informed. To a large extent, China’s tight control
over information coming out of Tibet accounts for this gap, though the lack of an
organized "lobby” or movement in the West is also an important factor.

For an analysis of the coverage of Tibetan refugee and Chinese perspectives on
Tibet based on a year-long survey of the U.S. media (June 1987-June 1988), see
Carlson 1992.

In a report to her Tibetan clients, a media strategist hired to handle the Kalachakra
in Los Angeles wrote: "I discovered that opinions about media messages, print
materials, spokespeople, and planning strategy varied greatly among the people
providing me direction and felt at least one media planning meeting with all key
decision makers would have greatly reduced the confusion.”

In this chapter, I have used quotes to highlight certain key words in Kelly’'s public
relations/media strategy discourse, e.g. "provoke,” "story,” and so on.

Tibetans are not only sensitive to tough political criticism or questioning by the
media. They are also sensitive to what they deem to be disrespectful treatment of
the Dalai Lama by members of the press. One such example of this latter point took
place at a press conference prior to the Year of Tibet in late September 1991 where
the Dalai Lama was treated very disrespectfully by a reporter from the "Howard
Stern Show" who stood up and asked him if people ever say "hello Dolly” to him
(or something along those lines). The Dalai Lama did not understand the question
and it had to be translated into Tibetan and the joke explained. The Tibetans in the
room reacted immediately to this affront to their leader’s dignity, glaring and
glowering at the young man who was the only person to laugh at his joke.

Kelly reiterated this point in her talk at the Washington, D.C. conference in 1993:

[ have never worked before with a movement or group of people
who had more friends in the press than this community. You have
some of the most powerful friends in the press that I've ever
encountered in any group I've worked with. Your message is
interesting and important on a personal level to managing editors of
major network television programs, to managing editors of
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10.

newspapers, editorial page editors, foreign editors...

The staging of press conferences prior to events such as this one are a standard
public relations procedure. They allow reporters to hear the gist of what someone is
going to say without necessarily having to sit through an entire event and it provides
them the opportunity to ask questions. Often reporters cobble together stories from
what they hear at a press conference and from press releases which contain excerpts.
if not entire copies, of the statements made in person.

In an article in the New Republic, Jim Holt (1991) made the following observation
about the Dalai Lama’s public talk at the Paramount Theater during the Year of
Tibet:

Politically, the Dalai Lama’s message was oddly quietistic. "If you
want to cultivate inner serenity, we were told, "the external
environment cannot harm you.” What about the long suffering
people of Tibet, someone in the audience wanted to know? How can
we help them? "We’ll talk about that some other time" was the
response.

According to my fieldnotes, when asked this question, the Tibetan leader said quite
a bit about Tibet, including the fact that Tibet is occupied; "human rights violations
in Tibet are immeasurable” and so on. He concluded by saying that what is being
done is still inadequate "but we’ll talk about that later.” The point is that the press
is also at fault sometimes, misquoting the Dalai Lama in order to show him in an
unfavorable light.

In her presentation, Kelly urged Tibetans to set aside enough time for the Dalai
Lama to meet one on one with the more important journalists, such as Tom Brokaw
and Peter Jennings.

The other issue is that you HAVE to allow time in his schedule not
for interviews only that are going to result in coverage, but for the
appropriate background briefings with the most influential media
who want to be briefed and have occasional meetings with him.
Unfortunately, those have to be one on one. You know, Tom
Brokaw doesn’t want to have breakfast with the Dalai Lama and with
Peter Jennings; it just isn’t going to work!
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Chapter 11 Conclusion

Introduction

In chapter 1, [ observed that the issue of producing a collective identity in the
absence of a politically recognized territorial base is one of the most interesting
and challenging problems of contemporary life, where large-scale migrations and
displacement have disrupted any presumed balance between space and cultural
identity. Tibetan refugees represent an unusual and virtually undocumented group
whose relative success in producing a transnational Tibetan identity is deserving of
scholarly attention. In this dissertation, I have focused on the processes through
which "Tibetanness” is produced in exile and how that identity is used to mobilize
support for the Tibet cause. The degree to which Tibetans incorporate non-
Tibetans into these processes has been my starting point; [ have found the most
fruitful context in which to examine this phenomenon to be the "Tibet Movement”-
-an ethnographically rich nexus of people and activities, discourses and
representations, and as such an important domain in which understandings of what
it means to be Tibetan are formulated, circulated and contested by both Tibetans

and their Western supporters.

Representations of Tibetanness
This dissertation is based on the assertion that unlike most other refugee groups,

Tibetans have a set of religious and cultural traditions which are deeply appealing
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to some Westerners. For these individuals, Tibet--as "Shangri-la"--represents
spiritual values that have been lost in the dominant rational cultures of the
industrialized world. I[n the beginning of the thesis, [ suggested that these
representations of and fantasies about Tibetanness have mediated relations between
Tibetans and Westerners for most of this century, leading me to pose the questions:
how have these representations shaped the production of a collective Tibetan
identity in diaspora? How are they used by activists to produce an exotic
Tibetanness for a particular political end?

To answer the first question entails consideration of the role Westerners
played in the early years of refugee life in exile. When the Dalai Lama fled Tibet
in 1959, he was followed by thousands of people, many of whom literally dropped
what they were doing when they heard news of their leader’s flight and walked out
of Tibet with only the clothes and valuables they could carry on their backs.
Within a very short period of time, the Dalai Lama and his newly formed
government-in-exile found themselves confronted with the monumental task of
resettling and rehabilitating a flood of destitute refugees. Having few resources of
their own, the Tibetans turned to the government of India and to Western aid
agencies for help. As we saw in chapter 5, assistance was immediately
forthcoming from both sources. Although no doubt some of the Western aid
agencies responded to requests for help out of a sense of humanitarian duty, many
were quite eager to provide support for other reasons as well, including fascination

with Tibet and a desire for interaction with Tibetan people. Compared to other
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groups in similar situations, Tibetans have received a steady and substantial flow of
aid which in the case of some agencies has continued for more than thirty years.
Drawing on work by anthropologists in India (e.g., Devoe 1983, 1987; Goldstein
1975: Klieger 1992: and Nowak 1984), I argued that this aid, combined with
resources provided by the Indian government, has formed the basis upon which
Tibetans have been able to not just rehabilitate themselves, but more important. to
reconstruct their religious and cultural institutions. Through the support of
Western aid agencies and individuals, which was (and still is) based on certain
ideas about Tibetanness, Tibetans have been able to maintain their Buddhist culture
in exile. And as we have seen, it is Tibetan Buddhism which has proved to be the
link and key to constructing a communal identity that subsumes regional and
sectarian differences among refugees. By making this argument, [ in no way mean
to diminish or devalue either the important contributions the Indian government has
made over the years to Tibetans’ survival in exile, nor the perseverance and
adaptability demonstrated by the Tibetans’ themselves in the face of considerable
hardship and dislocation. However, the degree and nature of Western support for
Tibetans as Tibetans is unusual and clearly crucial to their ability to flourish
outside their homeland.

To fully understand the role Westerners and their representations play in the
exile community’s ability to reproduce itself in exile, one must also look at how
Tibetans have responded to outside interest and aid. [ argue that just as Western

donors construct Tibetans as worthy recipients of aid based on their spirituality

548



(see Devoe 1983; 1987), so Tibetans construct Westerners as sponsors. or sbyin-
bdag, patrons of religion. Since coming into exile, Tibetans have construed
support from Western donors in terms of this traditional social relation. and in so
doing transformed them from interested outsiders into patrons. What makes the
use of this cultural construct so interesting is that Tibetans apply it both to Western
Buddhists, whose patronage of lamas and their monasteries in India are a classic
example of sbyin-bdag principles at work, as well as to non-Tibetans whose funds
go to support the basic needs of ordinary Tibetans. The larger point is that
Tibetans have not remained simply passive objects of Westerners’ desires but have
actively engaged these fantasies, entering into exchange relationships with donors
which in turn have enabled them to reconstruct monasteries, establish schools, and
basically "remain Tibetan" in exile.

In chapters 8, 9, and 10, I extended my analysis to explore the part
representations play in the process of political mobilization. [ argued that in the
Year of Tibet campaign, Tibetan and Western activists productively engaged the
first world fantasies of their audiences, framing Tibetans as inheritors and
preservers of a vital spiritual tradition in need of protection by the rest of the
world. Far from being constrained by Western expectations or desires for an
exotic otherness, the Year of Tibet events suggest that Tibetans’ power, to the
extent that they have any, derives from their ability to transform Westerners’ ideas
about Tibetanness into political support. Yet we have to ask whether the exiles’

reliance on the culture strategy, as I call it, and its mode of engaging outsiders
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based on Tibetan Buddhism, merely reproduces the szarus quo (as some lay
Tibetans argue) and inhibits progress in other, more explicitly political, arenas.
Further work needs to be done on this question (see discussion below) and on the
basic contradiction between the exile community’s dependence on a form of
Western sponsorship that is based on a fascination with traditional Tibetan culture.
and the desire/need to reform exile society along more democratic lines. As
chapter 5 reveals, unless or until the underlying lay/religious division of Tibetan

society itself changes, the contradiction will not be easily resolved.

The "middle ground" of Tibet activism

As the above discussion suggests, the degree to which non-Tibetans (and their
representations of Tibetanness) are incorporated into Tibetans’ own processes of
reproduction and political mobilization is without doubt the Tibetan diaspora’s most
distinctive characteristic. One of my goals in focusing on the social processes
around the display of Tibetan "culture” during the Year of Tibet was to illustrate
what was at stake in these cultural productions for Tibetan and American activists.
This question reflects my larger theoretical interest in how intercultural alliances
actually work "on the ground.” However, as I stated in my introduction, when I
set out to do this project, I found few models in the anthropological literature to
explain the kind of intercultural phenomena [ was witnessing in the field.
Although the parallels between Tibet activism and other forms of activism which

bring so-called "first world” and "third" or "fourth world" peoples together are
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obvious and abundant, the number of ethnographic studies on how such alliances
actually work remains relatively limited. Recently, Beth Conklin and Laura
Graham published an article on Amazonian Indians in Brazil and transnational
"eco-politics” (1995), which offers an interesting analysis of how such
collaborations might be understood and which is relevant to the Tibetan case.

[n their discussion of Amazonian Indians and environmental activism. the
authors use the concept of a "middle ground” (borrowed from historian Richard
White) to characterize the relationship which has emerged between the [ndians and
first world activists in the course of working together. This middle ground
involves "the construction of a mutually comprehensible world characterized by
new systems of meaning and exchange” (White 1991:ix). As Conklin and Graham
explain:

White developed the middle ground concept to describe Indian-white

relations in North America’s Great Lakes region in the 17th to 19th

centuries. Through processes of confrontation, negotiation, and

creative innovation, Indians and non-Indians developed systems of

communication and exchange through which both sides perceived

their goals could be achieved. White argues that these middle

grounds were pragmatic, mutually constructed accomodations that do

not fit a simple rubric of domination, subordination, and

acculturation. (Conklin and Graham 1995:695)

Revising White’s concept somewhat, the authors conclude that the contemporary
middle ground they have discerned "is neither a geographic territory nor a social
space where neighbors meet face-to-face. Instead, it is a political space, an arena

of intercultural communication, exchange, and joint political action” (1995:696).

The middle ground concept is useful in that it offers a way of understanding
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how groups from different cultures, with different histories and commitments. can
come together and form, however temporarily, an alliance which both sides
perceive to be mutually beneficial. Conklin’s and Graham'’s key insight is that the
politics of the middle ground is a "symbolic politics” wherein "ideas and images.
not common identity or economic interests,” are what mobilize political actors
across wide gulfs of distance, language, and culture (1995:696). In the case of the
Tibet Movement, Tibetan and non-Tibetan activists share an attachment to a set of
ideas about Tibet and Tibetan Buddhist culture which unites them across numerous
boundaries. The alliance is enhanced by the unusually close "fit" between
Westerners’ and Tibetans’ goals in terms of the former’s desire for interaction and
the latter’s need for material and political support.

One of the methods I used to discover the various attachments people have
to Tibet and their involvement in the Movement was to analyze narratives by
Tibetans who fled Tibet in 1959 and Westerners who visited Tibet nearly thirty
years later. As [ argued in chapter 4, Tibetan narrators tell stories of fleeing and
suffering as a means of constituting Tibet as a lost homeland and constructing a
Tibetan collectivity in exile. Western travellers to Tibet, on the other hand,
produce narratives that frame their experience in more individual terms, reflecting
personal desires and identifications and the formation of each narrator’s political
consciousness. Although these "diaspora narratives” and "Tibet narratives” reveal
that activists do not necessarily share the same motivation for participating in Tibet

activism, the Year of Tibet campaign illustrates that they still manage to come
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together in contingent moments of unity. Having said that, joint political action is
not accomplished effortlessly. [ndeed, as Conklin and Graham--and the
controversies around Year of Tibet events in New York--suggest, the middle
ground of cross-cultural collaboration is forged through ongoing processes of

confrontation, negotiation, and innovation.

Conclusion

In a recent essay, George Marcus notes a "hypersensitivity to emergent
phenomena” in anthropology, the result of a growing realization that contemporary
processes and events cannot be adequately apprehended, much less theorized, by
our given categories of analysis (1994:7). [ want to conclude my discussion of the
Tibet Movement by making the case that it represents an emergent form of
political activism, one that requires rethinking current social movement theory and
adjusting our traditional methods in order to encompass its full complexity.

As we have seen, the Tibet Movement is comprised of a heterogeneous set
of actors with diverse agendas and varying stakes in the issue. Together these
actors produce and circulate representations of Tibetanness. While none of this is
especially new or unusual, the Movement is distinguished by its global organization
which I argue elsewhere (see McLagan 1996) is greatly facilitated by the use of
computer mediated communication to link various "nodes” of the diaspora and
foster solidarity among Tibet supporters and organizations dispersed around the

world. It is also distinguished by its embrace of several "transnational
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metropolitan discourses” (Brosius 1995b) such as human rights, democracy,
cultural survival, and the environment. While [ was able to focus only on the use
of the discourse of cultural survival in this thesis, Tibet activists have become
increasingly adept at framing and reframing their struggle in terms of other
discourses as well, thereby appealing to different publics and attracting resources
and attention across a wider spectrum than would otherwise be the case. Tibetan
participation in all five of the recent UN World Conferences, ranging from the
"Earth Summit” in Rio (1992) to the NGO forum at the Women'’s conference in
Beijing (1995), exemplifies this point. Each of these conferences was based
around a particular universal discourse and provided unparalleled opportunities for
diasporic, exile, and other "marginal™ groups to make their case before the world
community. Taken together, these various dimensions of the Tibet Movement
reveal a multilevel mode of political practice, one in which various strategies are
deployed simultaneously, and which operate in a variety of institutional and
geographical arenas.! Through this emergent form of "transnational grassroots
politics” (Smith 1994:15), Tibetans (with help from their Western supporters) have
been able to create a new political space for themselves on the international stage.
As my description of the Movement implies, Tibet activism is a dynamic,
ongoing process and this dissertation is merely a snapshot of a particular moment
during which I happened to be carrying out research. Indeed, since 1993 Tibet
activism has continued to evolve, becoming ever more sophisticated, especially in

terms of its work in the international arena. In the future, [ hope to expand and
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develop arguments in my thesis regarding this dimension of the Movement.
Specifically, I want to explore Tibetans’ embrace of human rights discourse and
their engagement with international legal structures and processes relating to human
rights as this is an area where they have been particularly successful in recent
years. By examining how Tibetans insert themselves in this particular field of
political action, [ hope to broaden our understanding of how these fields are
constituted and the role the transnational forms of political organization,
mobilization, and practice they engender play in the rearticulation of political.

social and cultural spaces in the post-cold war era.
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Notes

1. See Ghosh 1994 and Malkki 1995 for discussions of the need to look more closely at
complex transnational institutions and organizations and transitory social contexts.
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